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ABSTRACT 
 
 Using a combined quantitative, qualitative approach, this study explores the 

teaching practices of outstanding faculty at a private, liberal arts institutions by posing 

questions that revolve around learner-centered teaching practices, characteristics of 

outstanding teachers, effective teaching, and pressures on the professoriate related to the 

phenomena of academic capitalism. Outstanding professors from the College of Arts and 

Sciences, and Schools of Business, Education, and Nursing were invited to participate in 

this research. Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered changes to teaching practice framed 

this investigative study. This conceptual framework consists of altering the role of the 

teacher, balancing power in the classroom between teacher and students, changing the 

function of course content, instilling student responsibilities for learning, and using 

different processes and purposes for evaluation that serve to guide teacher and students 

interactions throughout the course.  

 The findings of the study suggest that faculty from the School of Education agree 

with and implement all five of Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching 

practice.  However, there is incongruence between the learner-centered teaching beliefs 

and learner-centered teaching practices of outstanding teachers from the College of Arts 

and Sciences and the Schools of Business and Nursing.  This study seems to indicate that 

several pressures on the professoriate including the phenomena associated with academic 

capitalism affect teaching practices in the classroom.  Existing learner-centered practice 

models can be informed by the salient findings of this study.  

 
   



    

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
 

 Post-secondary education is to prepare students for their future professional lives 

as well as for the future needs of the nation (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Carlson & Fleisher, 

2002, Rhoades & Slaughter, 2004; Spellings 2006).  Meeting this purpose requires the 

work of excellent faculty who have deep understandings of their disciplines and students 

who are motivated to succeed in post-secondary education (Faranda & Clarke, 2004). 

 Pedagogical theories from which most traditional higher educational instructional 

practices stem seem to be based in empirical work, empiricism and the theory of 

Behaviorism (Bloom, 1976; Skinner, 1968; Thorndike, 1949; Watson, 1913) or stimulus-

response learning. Such teaching methods focus on transmission of information, passive 

student behavior, and teacher rather than learner (Knowles 1998; Weimer, 2002).  These 

theories are often referred to as teacher-centered or direct instruction and use lectures 

without time allotted for student interaction as the primary method of information 

transmission (Cuban, 1993; Good & Brophy, 1997).  However, as the needs of students 

have become more varied and individualistic, teacher-centered practices may no longer 

be the most effective teaching methods for educating many undergraduate students 

(Candela, Dalley & Benzel-Lindsey, 2006; Carlson & Fleisher, 2002; Chickering & 

Gamson, 1999; McCombs, 1999 & 2001; Menges & Weimer, 1996; Robertson, 2006; 

Weimer, 2002).  Crull and Collins (2004), for example, believe in order to teach research 

methods in a large class, student-centered learning and balancing active learning with 

time management is paramount for the development of deep understandings of the 

material being presented.  



    

 In order to teach more diverse students and to prepare them for the ever-changing 

global economy (Carlson & Fleisher, 2002), many faculty are looking for ways to 

become more effective in order to increase student-learning outcomes (Chickering & 

Gamson, 1999; Candela, Dalley & Benzel-Lindsey, 2006; Carlson & Fleisher, 2002; 

McCombs, 1999 & 2001; Menges & Weimer, 1996; Robertson, 2006; Weimer, 2002).  In 

an effort to become more effective in the classroom, faculty are applying the principles of 

learner-centered teaching.  Learner-centered teaching practices have a dual focus (Barr & 

Tagg, 1995; Henson, 2003; McKeachie, 1996; Weimer, 2002).  First, learner-centered 

teaching practices focus on the learner rather than on the teacher by shifting the 

classroom dynamic away from rote teacher lead interaction to engagement in learning 

with the student (Fox, 2001; Knowles, 1998; Oxford, 1997; Prawat, 1992; Weimer, 

2002).  Second, learner-centered teaching methods focus on learning and the best 

practices regarding the process of learning: how does learning occur; what are the most 

effective teaching practices; and how to promote high levels of  “motivation, learning and 

achievement for all learners” (Henson, 2003, p. 1). 

 The literature supporting learner-centered teaching practices and constructivism is 

extensive. The American Psychological Association (APA), the American Association 

for Higher Education (AAHE), the Educause Learning Initiative (ELI), The Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, the Professional and Organizational 

Development Network in Higher Education (POD), as well as researchers (Chickering & 

Gamson, 1991; McCombs 2001; Neal & Richlin, 1995; Wadsworth, 1994; Wehlburg & 

Chadwick-Blossey, 2003 & 2004; Weimer, 2002; Wright, 1993) have validated learner-



    

centered teaching practices and the positive learning outcomes that result when such 

practices are used in the classroom.  However, despite the overwhelming positive 

research findings regarding learner-centered teaching practices, many faculty members 

continue to use more traditional teacher-centered methods to accommodate a variety of 

external influencing factors (Crull & Collins, 2004).     

 Over the past twenty years, many full-time faculty teaching in higher education 

(HED) have noted an increase in their teaching responsibilities.  In addition to 

scholarship, teaching and service, several other challenges may be creating further 

pressures on faculty teaching practices.  Rising enrollments coupled with student 

diversity have led to expanding class size and increasing variance in student learning 

styles (Clowes, Hinkle & Smart, 1986; Crull & Collins, 2004; Slaughter, 1997; Spellings, 

2006; Whitehurst, 2005).  Also, in order to facilitate faculty mastering the teaching role, 

colleges and universities have developed University Teaching Centers.  University 

Teaching Centers focus on learner-centered teaching methods effective with diverse 

learners and learning styles.  However, managerial/educational professionals who may or 

may not teach or may only teach a limited number of academic credits often direct 

University Teaching Centers (Whitehurst, 2005).  Hence, the managerial/educational 

professionals may not realize the acute challenges that face faculty in their academic 

roles and in the classroom. 

 In addition to increases in class enrollment, student diversity, and teaching 

philosophies of managerial/educational professionals, some faculty are feeling the 

pressure of academic capitalism, “… the involvement of colleges and faculty in market-



    

like behavior” (Rhoades & Slaughter, 1997, pg. 37; Rhoades & Slaughter, 2004).  

Further, academic capitalism promotes creating connections with community businesses 

and organizations that often sponsor research projects and/or student scholarship funding 

(Clowes et al, 1986; Rhoades & Slaughter, 2004; Slaughter & Rhoades, 1994; Slaughter, 

1997, 1997). 

 At first glance these issues, increases in enrollment rates, changes in student 

diversity, the advent of managerial/educational professionals in University Teaching 

Centers, and the concept of academic capitalism may not seem to be related or even 

relevant.  However, the survival and growth of colleges and universities depend upon 

their ability to respond to such issues in order to meet institutional challenges as well as 

the educational needs of students (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Carlson & Fleisher, 2002; Clowes 

et al, 1986; Henson, 2003; McCombs, 1999 & 2001; Rhoades & Slaughter, 1997; 

Rhoades & Slaughter, 2004; Spellings, 2006; Weimer, 2002; Whitehurst, 2005). 

  Due to an increase in the number of students enrolled in post-secondary 

education, the student body at most institutions is more varied than ever before.  Clowes, 

Hinkle & Smart (1986) note, “… minorities, women, the economically disadvantage, 

part-time (PT) attendees, and adults have become well represented in the diverse student 

population” (pg. 121).  Other significant differences in learning rates, learning styles, and 

cognitive abilities are a few of the students’ characteristics that professors address in their 

classroom (Crull & Collins, 2004; McCombs, 1999; McCombs, 2001; Slaughter, 1997; 

Weimer, 2002).  It seems that faculties are changing their teaching behaviors in order to 

cater to the “new” student body.  However, professors can only alter the course material 



    

and their expectations of students to a certain degree.  In order for faculty to address 

increases in enrollment and diversity, and changes in teaching strategies, along with the 

imposition of academic capitalism, they may be pressured to decrease either the depth or 

breadth of what and how they teach their course material (Crull & Collins, 2006; Faranda 

& Clarke, 2004; Henson, 2003). 

 The number of students enrolled in a course varies by institution; it is not 

uncommon for a professor at a research institution to teach 200-500 students in a lower 

level per class.  “Large classes may overburden teaching, limit class discussions and 

reduce the number of assignments” (Crull & Collins 2004, p. 206).  In addition, large 

classes many place “… severe restrictions on the interaction between [the] instructor and 

[the] students” (Crull & Collins, 2004, pg.206).  Crull & Collins (2004) note that 

University administrators will continue to utilize large lecture courses because “…large 

classes are economically advantageous…” (pg. 206).  

 Enrollments, student diversity, teaching-learning strategies related to learner-

centered teaching practices promoted by managerial/educational professionals, and 

academic capitalism are a few of the influential factors imposed on teaching faculty 

(Clowes, et al, 1986; Crull & Collins, 2004; McCombs, 1999; McCombs, 2001; Rhoades 

& Slaughter, 1997; Slaughter, 1997; Slaughter, 1997, 1997; Weimer, 2002).  However, 

the literature regarding both effective teaching practices and characteristics of excellent 

faculty seems to consist of ideals devoid of a research base.   

 In an effort to determine what teaching-learning beliefs student selected 

outstanding teachers hold, this study explored the relationship between learner-centered 



    

teaching practices as defined by Weimer (2002) and the activities of outstanding teachers 

at the post secondary level.  In addition, this study investigated whether or not these 

outstanding teachers were feeling the pressures created by the professional role in 

teaching, scholarship and service; increasing class size/the economics of scale and 

teaching more classes; integration of technology into teaching and the classroom; student 

diversity, academic capitalism; consumerism; and the influences of 

educational/managerial professionals. 



    

Statement of the Problem 

 The educational needs of the diverse student population in higher education call 

into question the investigation of teaching-learning interactions that support positive 

student outcomes. Recent research promotes learner-centered environments that involve 

teaching innovation to support the students’ construction of knowledge.  Many 

educational professionals, scholars, and faculty have embraced learner-centered teaching 

practices, as well as the tenets of its supporting theory Constructivism (Fox, 2001; 

Knowles, 1998; Oxford, 1997; Prawat, 1992; Weimer, 2002).  However, some important 

empirical questions about learner-centered methods remain. This dissertation investigates 

the teaching practices student selected excellent faculty.  

Significance and Purpose 

 In higher education, there are numerous scholars who have contributed to the 

body of knowledge on teaching and learning (Candela, Dalley & Benzel-Lindsey, 2006; 

Carlson & Fleisher, 2002; Chickering & Gamson, 1999; McCombs, 1999 & 2001; 

Menges & Weimer, 1996; Robertson, 2006; Weimer, 2002, 2006).  Weimer (2002) 

purports a model of learner-centered teaching practices based on five key changes to 

teaching practices that will maximize learning outcomes.   

 This study sought to answer the following questions: do learner-centered teaching 

practices, as defined by Weimer (2002), capture the teaching-learning behaviors of 

outstanding teachers as identified by students?  In addition, do the teaching-learning 

behaviors of outstanding faculty vary by academic unit?  These are unexplored questions 

in the literature on learner-centered teaching.  Research findings are bifurcated between 



    

learner-centered teaching practices and time honored, traditional, teacher-centered 

teaching practices.  Furthermore, the thrust to implement learner-centered teaching 

practice changes may place added pressure on the professoriate which is struggling to 

meet the current role responsibilities of teaching, scholarship as well as manage the 

increasing variables caused by the demands of increased enrollments, diverse students 

bodies, varied learning styles, and advances in educational technology.  However, 

without investigating what teaching methods are being used in the post secondary classes 

by outstanding teachers, such an educational change may overlook the possibility that 

other, more traditional teaching practices continue to result in positive learning outcomes.  

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the teaching behaviors; instructional 

methods; professors’ views of teaching and learning and students; and beliefs about 

learner-centered teaching practices as defined by Weimer (2002).   In addition, this study 

explored the influence of pressures that professors face in and out of the classroom as 

well as the phenomenon of academic capitalism.  



    

CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 

Introduction 
 

 The review of literature provides the historical background for the development of 

learner-centered teaching and the factors that have over time influenced the shifting 

paradigm from behaviorism to constructivism.  The crevasse between teacher-centered 

and learner-centered teaching practices has become deepened with the advent of 

researchers such as Weimer (2002) who have attempted to shift away from the lecture as 

a mode of teaching to focus on learner-centered strategies that increase student learning.  

Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered model for teaching practices incorporates five key 

changes: balance of power in the classroom, function of content in the course, role of the 

teacher, shared responsibility for learning, and the processes and purposes of evaluation.  

These key changes guide the faculty’s work to implement learner-centered teaching 

practices. 

 Several elements have influenced teaching practices over time.  The elements 

examined for this study were the evolution of learning theories, the characteristics of 

excellent teachers, and effective teaching strategies.  These elements are then biased by 

power and control in the classroom, content driving course delivery, and the variability in 

students’ learning styles.  Teaching practices are also affected by evaluations of teaching 

performance, professional values and beliefs, academic disciplines, and teaching 

strategies, particularly the lecture mode.  

 The discovery of factors external to the classroom that weighs heavily on teaching 

practices and the excitement and effort needed for change revealed the counterbalance 



    

that must be struck with pressures on professors.  These pressures are reflective of 

student diversity, increasing class size, technology, managerial/professionals from 

university Teaching-Learning Centers, academic capitalism, and student consumerism.  

These pressures coupled with the academic responsibilities for teaching, scholarship, and 

service creates the environment in which student learning must thrive.   

 Weimer’s five key changes for learner-center teaching practices provide a frame 

for incremental movement away from teaching centered on the professor to learning 

focused on the students.  Using the five constructs for change allows the teacher to be 

grounded in a theoretical framework of constructivism, give students a share of the power 

in the classroom, rethink the lecture mode as the only delivery option, engage students in 

the responsibility for learning, adapt content driven courses, shift the teacher from master 

to guide, and provide students with multiple evaluation methods that will affect the 

quality and depth of learning.  

Bifurcation between Learner-Centered and Traditional Teaching Practice 
 

 As more conversation and controversy is generated relating to teaching large 

classes, a more diverse student population, and changes in higher education, teaching 

appears to have become bifurcated.  On the one side, traditional teaching strategies are 

often referred to as older “teacher-centered” while non-traditional teaching methods are 

categorized as “learner-centered” (Weimer, 2002).  Such segregation is unfortunate as no 

one teaching strategy is the “best” for all students in all types of classes.  However, the 

bifurcation crevasse seems to be large in breadth and depth and few faculty members 

seem willing to decrease the differences between traditional and non-traditional teaching. 



    

For the most part, higher education is marketed as a “product” (Rhoades & 

Slaughter, 1997; Rhoades & Slaughter, 2004) that serves to provide a foundation for 

lifelong learning.  Student enrollments in professional schools have dramatically 

increased over the past 20 years or more; America has moved to mass education at the 

post-secondary level.  In addition, institutions of higher education are now closely 

aligned with the ever-changing, ever-growing global market.  Competition for diverse 

and international students, as well as the pursuit of federal grants, and other sources of 

capital are affecting higher education, especially faculty.   

In addition, scholarship, teaching, and service remain the most common 

responsibilities for faculty, however, it seems as though scholarship and teaching are the 

more primary obligations of faculty teaching in the 21st century.   The importance of 

scholarship and teaching may differ among institutions; some universities place more 

emphasis on scholarship while others emphasize teaching to a greater degree, but these 

obligations threaten the time faculty can invest in developing new teaching paradigms.   

History of the Learner-Centered Education Movement 
 

 Non-traditional teaching methods are being promoted as some of the best 

practices in post-secondary education.  For the most part, non-traditional teaching 

methods have been grouped together by researchers, faculty, and administrators as 

learner-centered teaching methods.  The literature regarding learner-centered teaching 

practices is extensive; several prominent researchers have contributed significantly to the 

evidence regarding learner-centered teaching practices and their effectiveness (Angelo & 

Cross, 1993; Arizona Faculties Council, 2000; Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Barr & Tagg, 



    

1995; Candela, Dalley & Benzel-Lindsey, 2006; Chickering & Ehrman, 1990, 1996; 

Chickering & Gamson, 1987, 1991; Davis, 2001; Henson, 2003; Huba & Freed, 2000; 

Kreber, 2006 a; Kreber, 2006c; McCombs, 2001, 2002, 2003; McCombs & Whistler, 

1997; Menges & Weimer, 1996; Nilson, 1998; Palmer, 1998; Weimer, 2002; Zophy, 

1982).  

In 1987, Chickering and Gamson published Seven Principles for Good Practice in 

Undergraduate Education.  “Several hundred thousand copies of the Principles … have 

been distributed on two- and four-year campuses in the United States and Canada” 

(Chickering & Ehrmann, 1996).  The principles encourage student-faculty contact, 

cooperation among students, and they focus on active learning (Chickering & Ehrmann, 

1996; Chickering & Gamson, 1987).   These principles also emphasize prompt student 

feedback and high student expectations, along with more time on task, good 

communication, and respect for diverse students and learning styles (Chickering & 

Gamson, 1987).   

Chickering and Ehrmann (1996) have continued to acknowledge the importance 

of each principle and proposed that newer technologies can further the use of each 

principle.  For instance, faculty can increase their interaction and communication with 

their students through email and chat rooms (Chickering & Ehrmann, 1996).  Such 

technologic communication can allow groups to “meet” not in physical means, but within 

specific chat rooms or by instant messaging.  Another great use of technology is the 

ability to store documents, tests, assignments, and student papers.  The faculties have the 

ability to “watch” a student “grow” by examining course work at the beginning of the 



    

semester and the end of the semester.  Another example of the advantage of technology 

relates to coursework.  In 1987, students would do course assignments, turn them in on 

the due date and then wait for a grade.  Usually, by the time the assignment was graded 

and returned to the student, the class had moved on to another topic.  This is no longer the 

case as the student can obtain more prompt responses to their work when submissions 

and responses are submitted electronically (Chickering & Ehrmann, 1996).    

Shifting Paradigms 
 

The overwhelming positive response to the Seven Principles of Good Practice in 

Undergraduate Education spurred other researchers and well-known, well- respected 

organizations to develop premises, principles, and guidelines to help usher in a change 

that some in higher education did not desire.  In 1995, Barr and Tagg wrote of the need to 

recognize the paradigm shift in higher education.   

A paradigm shift is taking hold in American higher education.  In its briefest 
form, the paradigm that has governed our colleges is this: A college is an 
institution that exists to provide instruction.  Subtly, but profoundly, we are 
shifting to a new paradigm: A college is an institution that exists to produce 
learning.  This shift changes everything.  It is both needed and wanted (Barr & 
Tagg, 1995, p 13).  
 

Barr and Tagg (1995) delineated a new classification that changed the traditional 

paradigm.  The Instruction Paradigm describes what current faculty, researchers, and 

administrators have classified as the “old, traditional teacher-centered strategies.”   

Colleges have created complex bureaucratic structures in which instruction is to be 

delivered.  Instruction, rather than learning is the institutional mission.  The Learning 

Paradigm, on the other hand, embraces the “new, non-traditional, learner-centered” mode 



    

of thinking about teaching and learning that shifts the mission from instruction to 

learning. 

 The Learning Paradigm produces learning as students discover and construct 

knowledge in powerful learning environments.  The purpose is to ameliorate the quality 

of learning to achieve success for a diverse composition of students.  The Paradigm 

consists of teaching and learning structures, learning theory, and the nature of roles for 

teacher and students.  The learning structures are holistic with learning held as a constant.  

Learning experiences become whatever works to gain specific learning outcomes.  

Evaluation occurs with pre/during/post assessment with internal and external 

mechanisms. The structures allow learning theory to operate effectively.  Knowledge is 

believed to be constructed by learners who are actively engaged in the learning 

environment and learning that is cooperative, collaborative and supportive.  Talent and 

ability unfold as knowledge is shaped by the students’ experiences.   Faculties become 

designers of learning methods and work with students as a team.  The classroom has 

shared responsibilities for learning between faculty and students and between and among 

the students themselves.          

 McCombs and Whisler (1997) published a similar version of the concepts Barr 

and Tagg (1995) had proposed.  A different classification system was formed: “Non-

Learner-Centered (Conventional) Focus” and “Learner-Centered Focus.”  This particular 

classification system is useful as it is short and to the point. The Learner-Centered Focus 

encompasses five elements: relationships, curriculum, instruction, grouping, and 

evaluation.  Relationships are caring and positive and amplify a curriculum that is 



    

thematic, challenging, and experimental.  Instruction focuses on a multiplicity of learning 

styles each addressed by a mix of teaching methods that builds on students’ strengths, 

interests, and experiences.  The class as a group promotes cooperation, shared 

governance, and belonging.  To determine student success evaluation uses authentic 

assessment and self-reflection.   In addition to this system, McCombs & Whistler (1997) 

furthered their work with learner-centered teaching by providing a definition, a set of 

premises, and an answer to a question few researchers have dared to ask, why learner-

centered? 

 McCombs and colleagues (McCombs, 1998; McCombs & Quiat, 1999; McCombs 

and Whistler, 1997) found that Learner-Centered systems improved learning and 

motivation.  This change occurs when students’ needs for belonging, control, and 

competence are fulfilled. When these needs are met learning, motivation, and 

achievement are enhanced. This research gave evidence to the value of learner-centered 

principles and their application to the teaching-learning process for successful learning 

outcomes. 

 McCombs (2001) found the education system out of balance.  Current educational 

reforms have focused on instructional and technical end products, higher academic 

standards, student achievement, alignment of curriculum, and assessment.  To bring back 

the balance to the heart of teaching the process must shift to learners and learning.  

Essential to the teaching- learning process is the personal domain, the person-centered 

model, targets the human processes of interpersonal relationships and the instructors’ 

beliefs and perceptions about teaching and learning.  



    

 McCombs (2001, 2002, 2003) is one of a small set of researchers investigating 

learner-centered teaching and its impact on learning, students, and faculty. Learner-

centered teaching is defined by McCombs and Whistler (1997) as a focus on individual 

learners and on learning that determines how one learns and the best teaching practices to 

achieve high order learning. It is this knowledge about learners, ways of learning, and 

methods of teaching that informs and drives educational decision-making. 

 There is ample evidence that motivation, learning, and achievement is enhanced 

when learner-centered principles and practices are in place.   Practices address the 

personal domain, the learners’ heredity, experiences, perspective, backgrounds, 

capacities, and needs.  Societal changes necessitate the change in the role and function of 

colleges and universities from teaching to learning.  Change requires a transformation in 

thinking about the process of learning.  McCombs and Whistler (1997) set forth several 

premises on the learning and the learning process.  Learners are distinct with unique 

differences in emotional status, learning pace and styles, abilities, talents, and feeling of 

efficacy.  The learner is inserted into the learning process, which is a constructive 

endeavor that is most successful in a positive environment where learning is relevant and 

meaningful.  The learner engages in this process to enhance his/her knowledge and 

understanding.  Learning is a natural process because students are naturally curious and 

interested in mastery of their world. 

In 2001, McCombs created a survey tools, the Assessment of Learner-Centered 

Practices (ALCP).  “The surveys identify teacher beliefs and discrepancies between 

teacher and student perspectives on practices…” (McCombs, 2001, p. 182).   The ALCP 



    

consisted of a set of short teacher and student self-assessment surveys for grades K-20.  

The survey measured teacher beliefs, assumption, and perceptions of classroom practices.  

The survey was based on the Learner-Centered Psychological Principles: Guidelines for 

School Reform and Redesign (American Psychological Association, 1997).  These 

principles surround three sets of factors: cognitive and meta-cognitive (nature and goals 

of the learning process, construction of knowledge, strategic thinking, thinking about 

thinking, and content of learning); motivational and affective (motivational and 

emotional influences on learning, intrinsic motivation to learn, and effects of motivation 

on effort); development and social, developmental, social and individual differences 

(individual differences in learning, learning and diversity, and standards and assessment). 

 Perhaps one of the most well known works concerning learner-centered teaching 

practice is by Weimer (2002).  Based on constructivist theory, Weimer (2002) presented 

a guide for faculty willing to restore the balance and change the order of teaching and 

learning in the classroom. Constructivism is a learning theory that encourages active 

student participation for the construction of knowledge.  Involvement of the student and 

the ability to link old experiences with new knowledge is the challenge of constructivism 

(Fox, 2001; Hein, 1991; Oxford, 1997; Piaget, 1954; Prawat, 1992; Weimer, 2002; 

Zevenbergen, 1996;).  Weimer (2002) is one of several educational researchers 

advocating the tenets of constructivism. 

Learner Centered Teaching: Five Key Changes to Practice (Weimer, 2002) 

initially grew out of ideas on teaching and learning that were promoted by the academy 

through conferences and special issue periodicals.  As educational innovations come and 



    

go, issues are discussed and at times, researched, featured in a special periodical, and/or 

presented as the central topic of a conference.  Weimer (2002) advanced learner-centered 

teaching practices and provided implementation strategies and tools needed to put 

learner-centered teaching into practice. Weimer’s (2002) work is aligned with the 

literature stemming from the Professional and Organizational Development Network in 

Higher Education (POD) research.  

Weimer (2002) proposes five learner-centered changes to teaching practice that 

are intended to maximize learning outcomes.  The five learner-centered changes to 

teaching practice “challenge long-held assumptions and traditional ways of thinking 

about instructional roles and responsibilities” (p. xiii).  Changing teaching practice to 

maximize learning is not easy, but necessary.  Weimer’s (2002) proponents are grounded 

in constructivism, and they are specific, out of the mainstream, applicable, and generic.  

The five learner-centered teaching practices include: 1) the balance of power; 2) the 

function of content; 3) the role of the teacher; 4) responsibility for learning; and 5) 

process and purpose of evaluations.  These learner-centered changes to teaching practice 

go beyond recognition of the learner in the paradigm of teaching and learning.  

Implementation of Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered teaching practices alters the 

roles of the teacher and the learner.   

The Balance of Power 
 

 In the first learner-centered change to teaching practice proposed by Weimer 

(2002), the balance of power, teachers continue to provide leadership in the classroom 

and direct learning objectives, but are no longer authoritarian.  The classroom becomes a 



    

democratic environment where students and their input are valued.  The balance of power 

concept is based on the first principle of social constructivism—the learner is actively 

engaged (Piaget, 1954; Weimer, 2002).  To balance the power in the classroom, learner-

centered courses require student input.  Students help shape the course assignments, 

assessments, and evaluations.  Students are expected to arrive to class equipped with 

lower ordered thinking skills such as the ability to know and to comprehend the material 

to be covered during that class.  Ownership of some coursework, especially graded work, 

empowers students to challenge their understanding of the material.   

Knowledge and comprehension are lower level learning outcomes according to 

Bloom’s (1976) taxonomy of learning outcomes in the cognitive domain.  The ability to 

attain lower levels of learning outcomes (knowledge and comprehension) before class 

aids the progression of understanding the subject material (King, 2002; Menges & 

Weimer, 1996; McKeachie, 1996; Weimer, 2002).  Higher-level learning outcomes, 

application and analysis, are more likely to occur with the implementation of learner-

centered educational practices (King, 2002; Weimer, 2002).   

Weimer counters the more traditional higher education approach, which holds that 

the formal lecture creates an advantageous “collusion” between the class and the lecturer.  

The class becomes fixed on the lecturer who creates for him/herself a contrived sense of 

authority.  This authority, even though artificial, brings forward a psychic state that 

creates resistance within the student receptivity to learning (Charlton, 2006).   

Filak and Sheldon (2003), on the other hand, takes a more moderate approach by 

considering the students’ perspective.  When students own their choices or acknowledge 



    

that they have choice about learning, then their decisions are autonomous.  Autonomy 

persists even when choice is not possible as long as there is a reasonable rationale for the 

lack of choice. 

The Function of Content 
 

The second learner-centered teaching practice concentrates on the function of 

content.  Weimer (2002) acknowledges the tension between content quantity and content 

quality. Difficulties exist in 15-week courses that are already overwhelmed with more 

content than can be presented within the given time frame.  However, this does not 

impede Weimer’s (2002) approach to the function of content.   In her view, the key to 

successfully implementing the principle,  the function of content, requires the teacher to 

examine the content of the course as a whole.  The professor must then decide what 

ideologies and major concepts seem to be the most important.  Weimer (2002) suggests 

thinking long range, that is, thinking about what concepts a teacher would like students to 

remember about the course content in five years.  Teachers note what main tenants, 

beliefs, and/or concepts seem most important and if this information meets the course 

objectives.   

In certain situations, it is not possible for the professor to pick and choose what 

content to teach during class-time.  In higher education, especially in the disciplines that 

require the student to sit for a professional exam at the end of the course of study, 

everything mandated by the professional standards and/or accrediting bodies must be 

covered in that curriculum.  Prime examples can be found in teacher and nursing 

education.  Nursing, a discipline that is content driven and validated by a licensure exam 



    

following the completion of the formal program of study, requires particular content to be 

delivered.  Courses are serial and progressive in difficulty; the course content of one 

course is dependent on the previous course to advance levels of knowledge, 

understanding, and analysis.  When this is the case, one course is dependent on another 

course, and content usually cannot be eliminated.  Even liberal arts and sciences courses 

have requirements related to outcomes of general education and institutional mission.  

However, even in content drive courses the instructor can focus on the personal domain 

to enhance motivation, learning, and the resulting achievement of learned content. 

 Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered change to teaching practice involving the 

function of content changes the way faculty members view the content of their course.  

Viewing the function of content differently may also alter the role of the professor, 

impact the teaching methods used to teach content, and influence how students will need 

to prepare for class.  A learner-centered approach to teaching is not easy work for faculty 

or students (Felder & Brent, 1996; McCombs, 2001, 2002, 2003;Weimer, 2002).   

The Role of the Teacher 
 

 In order to be learner-centered and constructivistic, the professor must always 

think of pertinent methods for teaching content that involve the learner in a meaningful 

way.  Instead of updating lectures, the professor prepares problem-based learning (PBL) 

vignettes, collaborative and/or cooperative learning (CL) activities, small and/or large 

discussion topics, games, and/or case studies to meet course objectives.  Preparing for 

class; meeting with students or groups of students related to course issues, such as 

learner-centered activities; and evaluating assignments (formative evaluation) is time-



    

consuming for the professor and the students (King, 2002; McCombs & Whisler, 1997; 

Weimer, 2002).  However, one of the most basic principles of constructivism that is also 

vital to Weimer’s (2002) view regarding the role of the teacher, involves helping students 

interact with authentic problems/issues that the students have some personal 

experience/understanding of so that new knowledge can be constructed (Fox, 2001; 

Weimer, 2002).  

Weimer acknowledges that extra time is needed for a professor to develop 

learner-centered activities and students may complain about the teacher’s methods. 

Students state that if the professor does not lecture, they must teach themselves (Felder & 

Brent, 1996; Weimer, 2002).  Often, rather than engage in individual or group activities 

that include learner-centered principles, students would rather have the faculty member 

use more traditional teaching methods that have no expectations for student engagement, 

collaboration, or classroom interactions (Felder & Brent, 1996). 

 As a counter point to the above stance, Kreber (2006c)  takes the position that the 

lecture without interaction with students may do no harm, but it is difficult, if not 

impossible to determine if learning has occurred. The lecture alone may help some 

students  master the content, but there is no way to substantiate that the student becomes 

self-directed and engaged in their own learning.  If the lecturer is engaging in the 

classroom they might be described as a great teacher or even enthusiastic.  There is the 

potential that the lecturer, if vibrant, motivated, engaged and prepared, will influence 

students without direct exchange between and among students and the teacher for 

knowledge construction and acquisition.   



    

The Responsibility for Learning 
 

 Using learner-centered methods of teaching is a complex task for both the teacher 

and the student.  Both become more responsible for knowledge acquisition and learning 

(Menges & Weimer, 1996; Weimer, 2002).  At the beginning of the learner-centered 

course, the professor sets the tone for the semester.  Professors and students must arrive 

at an understanding that the course is not the professor’s course, nor is it the student’s 

course; the course is a collaboration that involves both parties (Weimer, 2002).  In 

learner-centered teaching environments, students are as important as teachers.  Both 

parties need to meet expectations for the course to run smoothly and provide rich 

educational experiences (Felder & Brent, 1996; Weimer, 2002). 

In this teaching orientation, responsibility for learning shifts to a collaboration 

between and among faculty and students.  Students who are in charge of their learning are 

more self-aware, self-regulated and self-motivated.  Such qualities promote more 

autonomous learners who possess the intellectual maturity and the learning skills needed 

to engage in the critical issues they will face following graduation.  

The Purpose and Processes of Evaluation 
 

 Weimer’s final suggestion for learner-centered change in the classroom involves 

the process and purpose of evaluation.  Tests and other graded assignments can be used to 

facilitate learning.  After an objective test is given, the process and purpose of testing 

does not end.  Students need to understand that tests are important measures of learning 

and that learning does not end when the student completes the test.  Once the test is over 

and various measures such as the average grade, highest and lowest grade, most often 



    

missed question(s), poorly constructed items, and other variables are computed, the 

professor then communicates this information to students.  Students can look at their tests 

at the beginning of the class following the exam and ask questions and have information 

clarified. Weimer does not suggest that tests are unimportant, but she warns against 

giving the test without revisiting the test as a learning tool.  In learner-centered education, 

tests and other assignments are used to promote learning, not just assign grades.  Above 

all, assessment of learning is the goal of evaluation of student performance (Weimer, 

2002). 

 In an article entitled “Students’ Perceptions about Evaluation and Assessment in  

Higher Education”, Struyven, Dochy, and Janssens (2005) discussed their research 

findings Related to evaluation.  Students are influenced by the learning environment that 

is created by the teacher, not by the course content alone. Student learning is influenced 

by the methods of evaluation that will be used.  How the course will be graded 

significantly influences how students approach studying and learning.  Struyven, et al 

(2005) also found that students judge the ‘fairness’ of  evaluative methods that will be 

used to determine their success or lack thereof in a particular class.    Students determine 

fairness of assessment methods if tasks are credible, demands reasonable, application of 

content relevant, a wide range of skills acquired, and the evaluation results in extended 

benefit over time. 

Implementation of Weimer’s Five Key Changes 
 

Alsardary and Blumberg (2009) developed a course in discrete mathematics using 

Weimer’s (2002) model.  In this experience the students presented the class material, 



    

took take home examinations, and following the exam discussed exam answers on a one-

on-one with the instructor.  The students learned the course content as well or better than 

students did before the instructor implemented the course changes focused in Weimer’s 

five key changes for teaching practices.  The student also learned other transdisciplinary 

skills, like giving feedback to other students and trusting peers and the instructor. Also 

the instructor developed a new relationship with the students that evolved from closer 

personal contact. 

Using web based learning (Hannafin, M., Hannafin, K., & Gabbitas, 2009) and 

video (Gainsburg, 2009) can provide another platform for implementing student-centered 

learning principles.  Hannafin, et. el verified that to accomplish student-centered learning, 

the student with the instructor must be engaged in setting learning goals, monitoring 

progress, making adjustments as needed, and finally determining when the learning goals 

have been accomplished.  These actions are dependent on skill sets of both the students 

and the instructor.  Each student need to know the tools and resources available and how 

to manage and support learning in an effort to accomplish the learning outcomes.  

However, pivotal to success in web-based learning is the students need to have more than 

just familiarity with web-base tools.  It is the skill set that poses one of the greatest 

challenges to instructor/designers of student centered-learning environments.  If the 

students have knowledge of online tools then more responsibility for learning can be 

given to the students.   

Gainsburg (2009) discovered that using instructor-made videos allowed learner- 



    

centered teaching practices to be implemented in the classroom with significant realism.  

Using commercially made videos had not worked well, impressed the students, or 

provided for any engagement in learning with the students.  The students viewed the 

videos as too perfect, without the “warts” so that what was viewed was not the “real” 

classroom.  With the teacher-made videos, even with their amateur production flaws, 

students saw teaching in the raw; teachers who were engaged with the everyday practice 

of teaching.  The stance was taken that all teaching can be improved.  By using the videos 

to set a learner-centered teaching framework the students could see the learner-centered 

framework in action.  In addition, the instructor could assess the students’ understandings 

of major concepts, manage higher order tasks, benefit from collaborative work, and 

engage in analysis of teaching situations on the video with the instructor and with each 

other.  

 Using learner-centered teaching strategies can be threatening to both faculty and 

students.  Faculties are fearful of change and the loss of control; students resist because 

they are sure that these strategies will lead to more work and they will loose the 

authoritarian academic guidance that they are accustomed to in the classroom.  Ongeri 

(2009), however, found that learner-centered teaching creates an environment where the 

instructor builds close relationships with students where the students are nurtured and 

guided.   In this environment the students reciprocated in the relationship and take on 

more and more responsibility for  their learning. 



    

Different courses serve different levels of students, as well as different objectives.    

Learning remains the goal of every class.  How to engage students in learning and how to 

measure student learning are the greatest of challenges within the processes of teaching.    

Evolution of Learning Theories: from Teacher-Centered to Learner-Centered 
 

 Whether it is the teacher or the student who serves as the center in the teaching-

learning process depends upon the particular learning theory that is being used.  An 

empiricist model, Behaviorism, has dominated education in the United States (Bloom, 

1976; Skinner, 1968; Thorndike, 1949; Watson, 1913). The use of such a teacher-

centered model is both convenient and economical and fits well with the 

authoritarian/autocratic view of the role of the classroom instructor.  The teacher 

becomes the “purveyor of knowledge.”     The information is given to the students in a 

package (stimulus), and the student is to make a response to this stimulus by performing 

well on tests.  Students are extrinsically reinforced by getting good grades (Bijou & 

Sturges, 1959).  The teacher makes most decisions about teaching and evaluation.  

Application of the behaviorist theory can be seen in evidence throughout college 

campuses, as professors deliver lecture after lecture (transmission or direct instruction) 

(Cuban, 1993; Good & Brophy, 1997).  Large amounts of material are delivered and 

updated easily. One behaviorist subtype model, Mastery Learning (Bloom, 1971, 1981; 

Guskey, 1997), with its attendant behavioral objectives, has resurfaced as outcome based 

learning or outcome based education and is being used in higher education (Stiehl & 

Lewchuk, 2002).  It has found useful application in higher education as competency-

based education composed of cognitive, psychomotor, and affective domains of learning.  



    

These domains then create behavioral outcomes (Outcomes Based Learning) that are then 

used for evaluation purposes.   

As originally conceived, “Benjamin Bloom…outlined a specific instructional 

strategy…labeling it learning for mastery (Bloom, 1968; Guskey, 2005) and later 

Mastery Learning” (Bloom, 1971).  As an outgrowth of behaviorism, mastery learning 

was characterized by defined instructional units with objectives including feedback, 

correctives, enrichment, and alignment elements (Guskey, 2005).  Using behavioral 

objectives, paramount in mastery learning, as an approach to education is more learner-

centered because it purports that all learners have the potential to learn.  Using this 

technique, Levine (1985) concluded that a student’s failures rest with the instruction.  

Using this type of instructional approach, it is the instruction (or the instructor) that can 

fail.  Thus, mastery learning can represent another stressor for the professoriate with its 

emphasis on accountability, responsibility, and satisfactory performance in teaching.  

 In outcome-based education, the desired outcome is selected first and the 

instruction is geared to support that outcome (Spady, 1988 & 1994).  In essence, 

outcome-based education is not so much learner-centered as it is outcomes-centered 

(Towers & Towers, 1996).  Increasingly, outcome-based education is finding a place in 

vocational and professional education (Henson, Dews, Lotto, Tetzlaff, & Dannefer, 2005; 

Wayne, Butter, Siddall, Fudala, Wade, Feinglass, & McGaghie, 2006; Webster, 1994)  

Medical schools especially are adopting the strategies found in outcome-based education 

and using its evaluation tools to determine students’ ability to continue in the designated 

course of study.    Content in these curricula are not subject to negotiation.  



    

 Many of these professional courses of study are conducted according to a 

masterly learning or outcome based learning (OBL) paradigm. In mastery learning, 

course content is defined by the instructor.  “Most excellent teachers probably use aspects 

of mastery learning already” (Guskey, 2005, p. 4). Its “multidimensional impact has been 

referred to as the ‘multiplier effect’ of mastery learning, and makes it an especially 

powerful tool in school improvement efforts” (Guskey, 2005, p. 9).  There will also be 

curricula that require that the students learn all that is taught, particularly if the students 

are to take a state or national board examination.  Mastery learning is one way to assure 

that competencies are learned. 

 A questionable situation occurs when one attempts to connect teaching practices 

to student outcomes.  There are consequential variables that intervene and influence those 

outcomes.  Trying to compare and contrast individual teaching methods to student 

performance is most difficult.  Questions arise around measurement of learning, lack of 

test standardization, uncontrollable variables, and effective methods for tracking student 

progress over time.  The data are difficult to collect and thus the various data sets are not 

useful for program development and quality improvement (AASCU, 2007).   

 Behaviorism stands in contrast to the other learning theories, which to one degree 

or another points out that the learner has to take on a more active role in the learning 

process.  These theories belong to an overall grouping called cognitive learning theories.  

In the 1960s, the traditional approach to education using behaviorism transitioned to 

cognitive educational psychology, thus changing and advancing the investigation of 

thought, instruction, and teacher directed learning.  This shift changed how motivation 



    

for teaching and learning was studied.  This new way to look at motivation shifted the 

thinking about teaching and learning away from reward and punishments to self-efficacy, 

achievement, and the importance of school incentives and climates.  This approach to 

educational psychology dramatically differed from the theories that supported teaching 

and learning in the 1950s and early 1960s (Calfee & Berliner, 1996).  

 One of these cognitive theories emphasizes the humanity of the learner, hence its 

name Humanistic.  Advocates of this theory recognize that a learner is intrinsically 

motivated (Combs,1965; Dewey,  1897; Dweck, 1986; Goldstein & Fernald, 2009; 

Maslow, 1970; Rogers, 1969).  Another set of sub-theories in this genre is related to 

social learning (Bandura 1969, 1977; Bandura & Walters, 1963).  Social learning takes 

place in a social or transactional environment whether this occurs in a primitive village or 

a college classroom.   

Gagne (1985) offered the Information Processing Model for learning, which 

postulates that conceptual knowledge was hierarchically arranged in the brain; much of 

this terminology resonates well with Bloom’s (1956) taxonomy of conceptual learning, 

which is an outgrowth of Behaviorism.  Indeed, Gagne offered the idea of task analysis in 

order to break down any operation into its component prerequisite skills to be mastered 

before achieving the top of the conceptual hierarchy, mastery being an aspect of 

Behaviorism.  To some extent, Dewey also advocated this idea in his transactional 

analysis (cited in Vanderstraeten & Biesta, 1998) where learning builds on prior learning. 

Bruner (1966) also alluded to this type of learning through a process he called 

“successive approximations.”  Radical Constructivism (vonGlasersfeld, 1995), a branch 



    

of Constructivism, later emerged and contended to some degree that there is no 

commonly agreed upon reality outside each individual human brain.   

However, today educational theorists are searching for more common ground 

among the models.  One of the most influential learning theories, Social Historical or 

Cultural Historical Theory (Gallimore, Goldenberg & Weisner, 1992; Griffin & Cole, 

1984; Newman, Griffin & Cole, 1989), uses independently derived pieces from 

Behaviorism, Mastery Learning, and Radical Constructivism.  Established by Vygotsky 

(1986) in the mid-1930s, the work from this theory also contends that the development of 

the human brain is gradual in the child (student) (novice) however supported or 

scaffolded by the parent (teacher) (expert) in what is called a “zone of proximal 

development” (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1986).  In this zone, the expert holds portions of a task 

in store and allows the novice to grapple with the lower levels of the concept.  After 

continued successful attempts of climbing the conceptual hierarchy, eventually the expert 

allows the novice to solve the entire task on his own and encourages the novice to go on 

and to create his own additions to the task.  Here, the social interaction is not just to 

provide a humanizing and nurturing environment; it is required in the learner’s 

development of the concept.  In an effort to incorporate even more of the workable 

features of the various learning theories, Tharp and Gallimore (1988) proposed the 

Cultural Historical (CH) Activity Setting (AS).  There are five variables in any activity 

setting, e.g., the classroom, which apply to both the teacher and the learner.   These are: 

1) task demands such as the ability to read at higher levels; 2) scripts such as the ability to 

take notes and follow a lecture; 3) personnel available to help in scaffolding; 4) motives 



    

such as willingness to apply one’s self to achieve the goal; and 5) beliefs/values such as 

the teacher’s belief that students can succeed and students’ trust that the teacher respects 

them and their abilities.   

Cultural Historical Learning Theory and Constructivism advocates address some 

of the same issues and merged together into Social Constructivist Theory (Fogarty, 1999; 

Hatano, 1993; Hoagland, 2000; Howe, 1996; Pass, 2003; Ramos, 1999; Zady, Portes & 

Ochs, 2002).  Social Constructivism is a learning theory that encourages active student 

participation for the construction of knowledge.  Involvement of the student and the 

ability to link old experiences with new knowledge is the challenge of constructivism 

(Fox, 2001; Hein, 1991; Knowles, 1998; Oxford, 1997; Piaget, 1954; Prawat, 1992; 

Weimer, 2002).  Although constructivist theory has achieved high popularity more 

recently, the idea of constructivism is not new.  Aspects of constructivism can be found 

among the works of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle (470-320 BC) as well as St. Augustine 

(300s AD).  These early philosophers spoke of the formation of knowledge.  Locke (17th 

and 18th C) and Kant (18th and 19th C) taught that man’s knowledge is related to his 

experiences and that these experiences generate new knowledge.  However, 

constructivism is credited to Piaget (1896-1980), the Father of Constructivism, who 

views intelligence as two interrelated processes: organization and adaptation.  Piaget 

addresses ways of thinking about information that then creates new ideas or experiences.  

Adaptation occurs through assimilation and accommodation.  New information can be 

added to one’s cognitive framework or cause change to adjust to a new idea (Editorial, 

Electronic Journal of Science Education, 1997).   



    

Constructivist theory in education actually is rooted in Personal Constructivism 

(Cobern, 1993; Millar, 1989; Novak, 1977; Solomon, 1997; vonGlasersfeld, 1987).  

Integrating the personal domain into constructivist theory led to the development of 

Contextual Constructivism.  Contextual Constructivism is defined by how the learner 

construes facts ad events and internalizes these constructs in terms of previous 

experiences and culture (Cobern, 1991). 

Fox (2001) summarized the claims, which define constructivist views of learning.  

These tenants are that learning is an active process, knowledge is socially constructed not 

discovered, and each learner has a personal domain and is idiosyncratic.  Learning is a 

process of making sense of the world and to be effective requires meaningful, challenging 

problems to solve.  

The degree to which teachers conduct lectures, a learner-centered strategy or 

knowingly apply constructivist-learning theories in their instructional approaches is a 

matter of debate to many educational researchers (Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Hutchings 

& Shulman, 1999; Kreber, 2006a; Zevenbergen, 1996).  In fact, the literature on effective 

teaching or excellence in teaching reinforces the need for more study of such applications 

(Bain, 2004; Gosling, 2006; Muijs, Campbell, Kyriakides & Robinson, 2005; Oxford, 

1997; Sherman, Armistead, Fowler, Barksdale, & Reif, 1987).  While many of these 

studies center on teacher characteristics, others examine the atmosphere or the 

environment of the teaching-learning event and the engagement  



    

Characteristics of Excellent Teachers and Effective Teaching Strategies 
 

 Perhaps one of the most obvious characteristics of effective or excellent teachers 

is their subject matter expertise (Becker & Trowler, 2001; Comadena & Semlak, 1993; 

Huber, 2006; Sjo, 1976).  Such knowledge is initially displayed to college or university 

search committees, and knowledge of their subject areas is an academic expectation. 

Demonstration of this knowledge during the faculty personnel search is usually found in 

transcripts, certifications, publications, and other indicators such as interviewers’ 

opinions (Austin & McDaniels, 2006).   

Interestingly, not only adult learners, but also traditional college students expect 

and admire such expertise from their professors (Comadena & Semlak, 1993). Such 

knowledge can be displayed in the lecture methods of the regular college classroom.  Of 

course, this represents the direct instruction, transmission method (behaviorism) of 

educating students.  The fact that this type of instruction may not be tightly coupled with 

student achievement has led learner-centered proponents to call for a closer examination 

of teaching practices in higher education (Baxter-Magolda, 1999; Berliner, B. A., 2004; 

Kreber, 2006c; Shulman, 1999). 

Some literature supports the views that lecture is useful for transmitting 

information (Charlton, 2006; Golub & Cheng, 1972; Levin & McEwan, 2002; Rodger, 

Murray & Cummings, 2007).   Nevertheless, lecture, as a teaching method, remains 

unfavored among a variety of educators and managerial professionals.  The belief is that 

technology will replace the lecture, yet while technology has infused the classroom, many 

professors continue to use lecture format alone.  The continued use of lecture implies that 



    

regardless of the arguments against it, it remains a valued teaching strategy and can be 

effective (Charlton, 2006). 

 Several researchers have called for a more intense study of the teaching tactics in 

higher education.  Professors have been asked to reflect more closely on what it is that 

they do and how much the students are learning in the process.  There is a collection of 

literature in this vein on reflective teaching (Guskey, 2005; Kreber, 2006b; Schon, 1983, 

1987).  While reflecting upon teaching methods and outcomes is an important starting 

point, others have stated that the idea that the professor must possess two knowledge 

bases in order to be an effective teacher is gaining in importance (Bender & Weimer, 

2005; Berliner, 1986; Sabers, Cushing & Berliner, 1991; Shulman, 1987, 1999).  These 

knowledge bases consist of not only 1) content knowledge, but also 2) pedagogical 

knowledge.  While content knowledge is self-evident and has been used routinely in the 

hiring practices of departments in higher education, pedagogical knowledge requires 

some further explanation. 

 Pedagogical knowledge is defined as the ability to have a “heightened sense of 

pattern recognition of transactions with students, a holistic understanding of the processes 

involved, and recognition of similarities between apparently quite different situations” 

(Sabers, Cushing & Berliner, 1991).  In using this knowledge, teachers respond 

“effortlessly, [with] fluidity and appropriately to the demands of the situation with which 

they are confronted….Classroom events [are] characterized by simultaneity, 

multidimensionality and immediacy” (Sabers, et al., 1991, pp. 2-3).  Where simultaneity 

refers to the many actions going on at the same time in the classroom, 



    

multidimensionality refers to the sheer quantity of events and their levels, and immediacy 

refers to the rapid pace.  

 In this viewpoint, the teacher is no longer just the “purveyor of knowledge.”  The 

teacher must actively craft the educational environment such that learning is optimized. 

Among the activities available to the teacher are inquiry-based learning (Kreber, 2006a), 

meaningful learning (Kreber, 2006b; Sherman, Armistead, Fowler, Barksdale & Reif, 

1987), mastery learning (Bloom, 1978; Guskey, 2005), and safe yet challenging 

classroom conditions (Bain, 2004).  “Effective professors begin where students are, not 

where the discipline prescribes they should be” (Hargrove, 2005, p. 31).   

Eagerness to learn is inherent in students who have a positive view of themselves.  

In addition, students must have an inherent motivation to learn that grows out of “positive 

learning environments and classrooms that are caring, orderly, collegial, and accepting of 

many viewpoints” (B. A. Berliner, 2004, p. 46).  All this fits most closely with learner-

centered education.  Sherman, Armistead, Fowler, Barksdale and Reif (1987) found that 

enthusiasm for the content and a conscious effort to infuse knowledge to students are 

earmarks of excellent college teachers.  Great teachers relate the subject matter to 

students in meaningful ways.  Having mastery of the content is key; however, a desire to 

share the mastery with students is also evident.  The teacher-student relationship 

recognizes the students as participants in the learning process.  The students are valued, 

appreciated, and make significant contributions to learning (Sjo, 1976). 



    

Just what constitutes excellent teaching and/or an excellent teacher is still being 

debated (Gosling, 2006; Kreber, 2006c; Shulman, 1999). Many researchers note that 

there simply has not been enough research in this area to make the statements that are 

continually repeated by members of the learner-centered approach.  “If we return to our 

original question whether pedagogic inquiry produces better teachers and better student 

learning, we must answer, it depends!” (Gosling, 2006 p. 106).   Gosling (2006) stresses 

that the reliability and validity of research into higher education teaching practices still 

needs to be established.  

 However, there are some recognized characteristics of excellent teachers.  The 

first is experience (Sabers, Cushing, Berliner, 1991; Sherman, et al. 1987).  Most great 

teachers are acknowledged masters of the subject that they teach (Sjo, 1976).  Excellent 

teachers have a passion for the subjects they teach and a desire to pass on that knowledge 

(Sherman, et al. 1987).  Other aspects of excellent teaching are: enthusiasm, clarity, 

preparation/organization, stimulating, and having a love of knowledge (Sherman, et al. 

1987). 

Power and Control in the Classroom 
 

 Bain (2004), in examining the literature on effective teachers, stated that the 

classroom too needed challenging yet safe conditions.  Other authors have pointed to the 

respect that the teacher must have for students.  Perhaps one of the most important 

changes in the learning environment of what are called effective teachers is the control of 

the learning process.  If learners take at least partial ownership of the teaching-learning 

event, learning becomes more meaningful.  The literature that addresses one’s sense of 



    

control informs this phenomenon.  “Our main thesis…is that students who describe 

themselves as psychologically ‘in control’ work harder, feel better about their studies, 

obtain better grades, and have more productive academic careers than their ‘out of 

control’ counterparts” (Perry, Hall & Ruthig, 2005, p. 365). 

 Sharing control or power with students allows the students’ to regulate the 

educational experiences.  By exercising power over learning, the students intensify their 

emotional growth, deepen their knowledge, and heighten their achievement.  The control 

when powered by students also improves grades and the cumulative grade point average 

(GPA).  Academic control in the hands of the students significantly influences the 

students’ scholastic success (Perry, Hall & Ruthig, 2005).  

 Presumably, teachers who use learning groups are choosing to share their control 

with their students (Knudson, (1995).  Adult students, in particularly, appreciated the 

shared-control approach of professors (Comadena & Semlak, 1993).  Such a “decision-

making role” was shown to increase morale and satisfaction (McKinney, 1988).  Baxter 

Magolda (1999) held that students need teachers to build on their experiences and 

understand that there is value in previously learned information.   Constructing 

knowledge is done with teachers and then students are tested to show how much 

knowledge has been retained. 

 The results, however, are not that clear cut.  It has been noted that some students 

do not want control of the classroom.  Instead they see this as the role of the professor.  

Filak and Sheldon (2003) suggest that a professor not only provides structure in the 

classroom, but also provides a rationale.  Charlton (2006) offers that students want to 



    

attend to a person in authority.   This provides comfort to the students and a more secure 

environment. Traditional undergraduate students want powerful teachers while adult 

learners prefer less powerful professors (Comadena & Semlak, 1993). 

 Focusing on the need of the learner for control may change the teacher’s view of 

the function of the content of the course. Implementing classroom strategies that shift 

control to the students does not necessarily assure effective teaching-learning 

experiences.  Inquiry-based learning is known to support student learning; however, 

critical to this learning process is how this type of learning is facilitated in a specific 

discipline (Kreber, 2006c).  In fact, course content can be most effective when it is 

“discovered” as in inquiry-based learning.  Indeed, the students may even be given some 

choice in course content.  

Students’ motivation and eagerness to learn is inherent when students have a 

positive view of themselves and are collegial and open to varying points of view.  In 

addition, the learning environment must be caring, yet well-behaved, appreciative, and 

appropriate.   Students among each other must be respectful and willingly be receptive of 

diverse options and views (B.A. Berliner, 2004).  It is also important to be aware of why 

student motivation can break down.  Engaging students who are not motivated can be a 

teacher’s greatest challenge.  Allowing student choice in course content can serve to help 

motivate students and serves to make learning more meaningful.  Meaningful student 

engagement has been shown to increase learning.   

 



    

Content Delivery 
 

 Allowing students’ choice in curriculum or making sure that learning is 

meaningful for them seems to increase positive attitudes and achievement.  Both of these 

are expressed goals of education.  Choices made by students may prevent the teacher 

from “covering” required course material.  However, the traditional “coverage” 

conundrum has its pitfalls.  The coverage strategy means that all or at least more content 

is included in a course.  Rigor is defined by more content being taught even if it is 

superficial.  There is disparity with our international counterparts who choose to teach 

smaller sets of abstractions, concepts, and/or theories while embellishing a smaller set of 

ideas to deepen one’s understanding.  These more select, smaller sets are then aligned 

with essential content and then pedagogically developed, enhanced, and expanded for 

student learning (Shulman, 1999).   

 What happens if the student does not learn or does not master content?  In the 

traditional view of higher education, it was the role of the professor to lecture; and it was 

the role of the student to take notes, study notes, and read the book.  If the student did not 

learn, as demonstrated by poor performance on the test, then it was the student’s fault.  

“Some research indicates that teachers who do not highly value teaching excellence tend 

to blame students for failure” (Sherman, et al. 1987, p. 73).  Most university professors 

have been lecturing for years and their grades reflect the required bell-shaped curve.  

Many see no need to change this approach. Some of this mind set has to do with the 

culture of the professorate.  “Professors face personal and professional pressures to be on 

the cutting edge of their disciplines, a demand often articulated as ‘publish or perish’ 



    

(Sherman, et al. 1987).  Professors are expected to be discipline experts.  Their expertise 

is noted when their research is published and scholarly work acknowledged.  Tenured 

faculty often put on guard junior faculty members and offer advice to keep away from the 

time and energy consuming efforts of teaching at the undergraduate level (Austin & 

McDaniels, 2006). 

It is “… questionable whether disciplinary content and research expertise provide 

a sufficiently sound basis for effectively facilitating learning” (Kreber, 2006a, p. 8).  

However, if the teaching was not geared to student learning, who then is responsible for 

the poor performance?  If only 2.5% of the students master the material at a high level, as 

demonstrated by the bell-shaped curve, should there not be some adjustments to the 

method of instruction and student interaction?  

Even more recent research establishes the “causal relationships between those 

identified as experts in teaching and their students’ academic achievement” (D. C. 

Berliner, 2004, p. 200).  “Creating meaningful and effective learning experiences for all 

students needs to be recognized as a professional obligation of those who teach” (Kreber, 

2006b, p. 83).  Students are responsible for their learning; they are responsible for putting 

in the study time, attending classes and laboratories, and applying themselves.  However, 

if the student does not have the foundation even to access the conceptual hierarchies 

presented by his or her professor, he or she will not be able to master the material.  It is 

the teacher’s responsibility to find out what the student already knows (Baxter-Magolda, 

1999; Kreber, 2006c) and to develop activities that build upon this knowledge base.  “The 

responsibility for learning is shared by both teacher and student.  The learning process 



    

becomes a personal commitment, a sort of tacit agreement that both of you will do your 

best for each other” (McKinney, 1988, p. 299).  Although taking students out of their 

passive-learner role causes some discomfort, the benefits far outweigh the drawbacks.  

College students, products of an educational system that holds teachers responsible for 

learning, find themselves expecting to be passive participants in the teaching-learning 

process. If students transition to being more responsible for knowledge acquisition and 

learning they also become more energetic, connected to the content, and engaged in the 

educational process (Howell, 2006).   

Student Learning 
 

Student locus of control can move very rapidly from an internal to an external 

locus using summative evaluations (McKinney, 1988; Perry, Hall & Ruthig, 2005).  

Control theory is derived from attribution theory (Dweck, 1986; Seligman, 1975; Weiner, 

1985, 1995;).  This theory defines the external locus of control by which the student is 

controlled through teacher’s rewards and punishments.  The internal locus of control 

allows the student to be in control of his own behavior with no need of external rewards.  

Generally, evaluations may be summative, such as a final examination or formative, such 

as a weekly examination or quiz.  Formative evaluations are used to detect problem areas 

in student learning.  Such evaluations are actually becoming part of the instructional 

process.  Students discuss with the teacher and the rest of the class the results of the 

examination and are able to grasp constructs and concepts more clearly.   Students are 

given the opportunity to learn from their mistakes because oftentimes the teacher 

uncouples the punitive aspects of such examinations, i.e. quizzes are not scored or reflect 



    

a smaller percentage of the final grade.  The formative assessment then adds to the 

knowledge acquisition and summative evaluation (final exam scores) is effectively 

higher.   

The processes of remediation of the learning deficits represented by a poor grade 

on the examination may be graded instead.  For example, some instructors require that 

each multiple choice question missed on an exam be corrected by the student in an essay 

stating why the right answer is the right answer and the wrong answers are the wrong 

answers.   If the students are not allowed to use resources during this makeup process, the 

grade for the remediation can replace or be combined with the prior formative evaluation 

grade.  Summative evaluation is reserved for the final evaluation of students’ 

achievement.  Such a process restores the students’ hope and feelings of control of their 

own learning (Weiner, 1985, 1995) and encourages students to continue to persevere in 

their learning through the end of the course (Magnusson & Perry, 1989; Perry & 

Magnusson, 1987).  In a study of more than 60 effective college professors—the kind of 

teachers students rave about (Hargrove, 2005), “Students encounter safe, yet challenging 

conditions in which they can try, fail, receive feedback, and try again without facing a 

summative evaluation” (Bain, 2004, p. 150). 

Bloom emphasized the usefulness of using “classroom assessments as learning 

tools.”  Assessment methods in addition to evaluation can be used to identify learning 

problems and guide remedial actions (Bloom, 1978; Guskey, 2005). Following 

remediation, students should be assessed again on the same concepts or skills; this second 



    

formative assessment validates the remedial strategies as effective and motivates the 

successful students (Guskey, 2005).   

 More traditional teachers may have difficulty accepting the idea of the formative  
 
assessment.  Formative and summative assessments have for decades been at the  
 
forefront in the debate on how to assess cognitive learning, the social impact of  
 
assessment, and the role of instruction in learning.  Classic test theory, the sum value of  
 
the test scores, is derived from the behavioralists.  Now, cognitive and constructivist  
 
theorists shift the focus of effective learning to feedback, engagement, and the student’s  
 
maturation over time (Roos & Hamilton, 2005).  The use of the formative assessment  
 
meshes with what is in the literature about effective teaching (Bain, 2004; Gosling, 2006;  
 
Sabers, et al., 1991).  
    
 The effective teaching literature review has disclosed several common threads that 

appear important for effective teaching.  Conant, Smart and Kelly (1988) found that 

effective teachers possessed powerful communication skills between and among students 

and teacher.  These skills included enthusiasm, humor, and dynamic presentation styles.  

In addition, an authentic enjoyment of teaching was present.  These communications 

techniques allowed for the course content to be engaging and meaningful.  Presenting a 

real world view, displaying a caring attitude, and using interactive teaching designs were 

other key characteristics.  Also, effective teachers provided an inclusive syllabus, asked 

questions to nurture involvement, and provided fast and constructive feedback.  In 1991, 

Kelly, Coant, and Smart replicated the study with students.  Similarities were found, but 

students added caring/empathy and pre and post exam reviews as characteristics of 



    

effective teachers.  In 2001, Desai, Damewood and Jones surveyed students and faculties 

about good teaching.  Again findings were similar, but students expanded the 

characteristics again to include encouraging student input, facilitating communications, 

and making course materials readily available.  The later characteristic begins to 

demonstrate the application of new technologies to support student learning.   

In 2003, Smart, Kelly and Conant again replicated their study at 310 colleges and 

university with marketing instructors.  Deans were asked to select their two best teachers 

for the study.  The replicated study had 107 respondents who confirmed earlier findings.  

Teaching effectiveness was coupled with strong communication skills, real work 

perspectives, and caring/empathy for students.  New areas that were revealed included 

faculty providing involvement orientation, the explanation of engagement in the course, 

and consistent organization and course/class preparation.   

Due to the culture of higher education it appears that the default teaching method 

remains to be the lecture or direct instruction.  Although it has been the focus of 

significant educational research in recent history, somehow the message of active 

learning needs to reach those in control of higher education.  If these effective teaching 

threads are valid, then professors need to be given the time to achieve them.  If the 

faculty members do not have developmental time needed for creative thinking about 

learner-centered teaching strategies then this constitutes just one more pressure on 

academics. 

 Again, much depends upon the maturity of students, with older less-traditional 

students expecting to assume more responsibility for their learning (Comadena & 



    

Semlak, 1993).  The student body in higher education has changed over the past several 

decades.  Students are less prepared, lack the basic skills necessary for higher education, 

work many hours to pay for college, lack the learning routines, lack confidence in 

themselves as learners, and cannot be counted on to make responsible learning decisions.  

Considering these factors related to learning, some traditional higher education 

practitioners continue to believe that the professor should remain responsible for the 

course and the learning processes (McKinney, 1988; Sherman, et al., 1987) 

Student Evaluation of Excellent Teachers 
 

 Hoffman (1978) noted that satisfaction with the teacher’s subject knowledge and 

teaching skills is directly related to the student’s performance.  Presumably when 

assessment practices of professors meet student expectations, faculty receive excellent 

student evaluations.   The academic and didactic factors of teaching become critical to the 

students’ responses and create overlap with student satisfaction surveys and responses on 

student assessment of teaching (Wiers-Jenssen, Stensaker & Grogaard, 2002). 

 Although student evaluations give insight into the desires of students, the focus is 

not often acute enough to determine what it is that students really want from their 

professors and their classes.  Generally, it appears that students want professors who are 

experts, deliver organized lectures, and test using multiple-choice questions.  Students 

want faculty to engage with them in the classroom.  Extra time is taken by professors to 

develop learner-centered activities, yet students complain about the teaching methods.  

Students who must engage in course work and class participation say they must teach 

themselves so they would prefer for professors to just lecture (Weimer, 2002). 



    

Student learning and study practices are influenced by the assessment methods set 

by the instructor.  Learning is influenced by the teacher-made learning environment 

rather than content alone.  However, student learning is significantly swayed by 

evaluation practices used in a course.  The students’ preferences are for multiple-choice 

exams rather than the unstructured format of an essay response.  If assessment policies 

are perceived by student to be inappropriate or unfair then effort on the students’ part is 

dramatically reduced and learning becomes depthless (Struyven, Dochy & Janssens, 

2005).  Regardless of all that has been said about “active” learning, Novelli & Fernandes 

(2007) found that the majority of students in biomedicine and medicine courses preferred 

traditional blackboard teaching.  However, most students are satisfied with the teaching 

practices of their professors.  The few that were not satisfied had learning styles 

noticeably different from their peers and these learning styles were least congruent with 

the teaching strategies of their professors (Morstain, 1977, p.15). 

Professors’ Values and Beliefs 
 

 After considering student wants and needs, what then are those of the professors?  

Specifically, what are the professors’ values and beliefs about teaching?  These values 

and beliefs differ across disciplines with a strong suggestion that concepts about teaching 

are reflective of the content (Samelowicz & Bain, 1992).   

The teacher’s frame of reference for teaching and learning is generated from 

his/her own learning experiences as a student.  Teachers often teach as they were taught 

by teachers they admire.  They often seek advice on teaching from colleagues in their 



    

specific discipline; each academic discipline has a tradition of selected pedagogies that 

are have become tried and true over time (Huber, 2006).   

Common sense and research findings suggest that teachers are likely to teach in 

ways consistent with their own lived, learned experiences.  No one teaching or learning 

style is compatible with all learners.  Thus, teachers should never cease to develop 

themselves to master a cadre of skills to meet the diverse learning needs of students in 

today’s classrooms.  The traditional teacher-centered classroom is designed for auditory 

and visual learns alone.  In the classroom, there is more focus on student-centered 

strategies that involve hands-on and cooperative learning activities, reflection, sensing, 

intuition and global teacher and student interactions. 

Muijs, et al. (2005) determined that teacher effectiveness varies across different 

domains.   There seems to be no generic set of characteristics that define effective 

teachers.  Teachers vary significantly in what they expect students to learn.   Thus, each 

teacher determines what is to be taught.  What is to be learned is aligned with the 

teacher’s assumptions on how the student will learn and how the student can be helped 

through the learning process.  Teachers who focus on teaching a specific topic have a 

close relationship between what the teacher intends to teach/content and the teaching 

techniques (Martin, et al., 2004).  

 Interestingly, professors’ values and beliefs about teaching are not easily clarified.  

Although some research has shown discipline-related differences in the orientation to 

teaching, there are a few studies that show there may be any kind of generic approach.  

Teaching done by university academics can be characterized as teacher-centered/content-



    

oriented or student-centered/learning-oriented while a middle ground approach labeled 

teacher-student interaction, links the two orientations (Kreber, 1997b). 

Teaching in the Disciplines 
 

 University professors, the faculty, in higher education have not been prepared as 

teachers.  The focus of their preparation has been on the advancement of content 

knowledge and not on the synthesis between knowledge and teaching pedagogy.  The 

perils of this preparation have left faculty with significant deficits in how to effectively 

teach the discipline.  

Business 
 

Ament (1986) found that in being content focused, such areas as communications, 

leadership, and relationships could be neglected or totally ignored.  However, the authors 

agreed that these components of teaching and learning were essential skills for business 

and management.  If this is the actual teaching scenario, the business students graduate 

with a strong conceptual knowledge, but weak application and interpersonal skills.  

In “Learning and Teaching Styles in Management Education,” Provitera (2008) 

noted that the most positive learning experiences occur when the teaching styles are most 

compatible with the students’ learning styles.  Teaching practices to be effective must 

honor the learner and his/her need for competence, control, and belonging for learning to 

transpire (McComb, 1991).  Learning is triggered by personal identity, prior learning 

experiences, and external factors, such as classroom compositions and course delivery.  

Individual perceptions about learning influence the individual’s learning processes 

(Provitera, 2008). 



    

Whetton and Clark (1996) suggested an integrative model for teaching in 

business.  The model suggests combining business principles and practices.  First, 

guidelines and principles should be taught which then places the teacher in a position to 

generate practical applications that can be used to learn strategies that will be effective in 

management positions and business decision-making.  DeVita (2001) asserted that 

business faculty must employ a multi-style teaching approach if all students are to reach 

their potential in a classroom of diverse learners.   

  Faculty teaching business need to plan for the advancement of knowledge, 

concepts and principles, that provide the theoretical foundations relevant to business, 

management, accounting and economics.  In addition, these concepts and principles must 

then lead to applications in business management that will provide the learner with 

immediate application to the world of work and hold relevance to situations that the 

student is or will encounter in the global business market. 

Nursing 
 
 In 2009, Johnson-Farmer and Frenn reported that a literature search in the 

Cumulative Index of Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL) noted only 18 

publications were found when searching teaching excellence.  Of these 18 publications, 

only four were evidence-based.  Girot (1995) found that teacher-center learning and 

teaching styles are common among nursing faculty.   However, nursing faculty members 

remain devoted to the volume of content and the commitment to “cover it all” in too short 

a time frame.  Schaefer and Zygmont (2003) in a study of 187 randomly selected nursing 

faculty from 100-selected baccalaureate programs found that each faulty member 



    

reported using some level of variable teaching methods.  Techniques that were applied 

included reflective journaling in clinical courses and classroom lectures infiltrated with 

discussion, case studies, and small group work.  Student performance was measured 

using quizzes, final exams, learning contracts, and formal papers.   

 Nursing faculty identified barriers to using student-centered classroom techniques.  

The barriers were large class size; type of course (content ladened), expected outcomes, 

and curricular mandates.  The philosophical statements from nursing faculty, however, 

supported a student-centered approach because nursing content lends itself easily to a 

clinical experience.  Nursing faculty can move students through simple to complex 

nursing situations by using clinical examples (Schafer & Zygmont, 2003).  

 Results of the work of Schaefer and Zygmont (2003) showed that faculty created 

a predominately teacher-centered environment while analysis of the nursing faculty 

members’ philosophies on education showed recognition of the importance of student-

centered environment.  The philosophical statements about student-centered learning 

create a dichotomy with their response, which indicted the concern for students getting 

the content rather than questioning students about their learning needs.  No faculty 

statements suggested that students were invited to participate in determining course 

development, learning processes or evaluation of teaching strategies used in the 

classroom.  The narratives were clear; faculty in nursing are ready to move to a more 

student-centered environment, but they are uncertain on how to accomplish such a goal 

with the content constraints inherent in the discipline. 

 Chow, Tang, Ting & Yen (2003) found nursing faculty members’ perceptions of 



    

humanistic teaching to be present when faculty were available, authentic, empowering, 

and transformative.  There was a shift from caring for patients to caring for student by 

facilitating student learning.  Nursing students on the other hand, when investigated by 

Moisiewicz (2002) perceived excellent nursing faculty as those who taught nursing 

knowledge and skills, as well as critical thinking in an environment of faculty-student 

interactions.               

Education 
 
 In the discipline of teacher education, Collins, Selinger and Pratt (2001) 

determined that there are systemic differences created by the major/subject concentration, 

as well as by course work in teacher education.  Academic background, content area, and 

gender each influence one’s beliefs about teaching and learning. Carter (1990) stressed 

that students come with prior beliefs which filter new knowledge about teaching and 

learning.  Students bring from the major area of study standards, customs, habits, 

exemplars, models and expectations that create a perspective on teaching and the 

teaching role.  It is this perceived role of the teacher that the student holds that may or 

may not resonate in the classroom when children actually become the audience. 

 In teacher education, there are many of the same influences that are found in 

business and nursing.  Teachers come with preconceived ideas of how teaching should be 

done and who controls the power and authority in the classroom; also, their frame of 

reference for good teaching is how they were taught.  In addition, the learning theorists, 

including behaviorists and constructivists, influence teaching and learning strategies used 

in the classroom.  Also, as found in other professional educational programs, teachers in 



    

teacher preparation are influenced by their own learning experiences.   For teachers, 

expectations about teaching are built on personal lived experiences as students 

themselves and points of inspiration come from a particular teacher, the “ah-hah” 

moment, and the positive and negative effects that a teacher in their past had on their 

learning.  It is difficult to teach in a manner to which one has never been exposed.  Only 

when students learn in a student-centered manner will they later teach in that same way 

(Vellon, 1999). 

 Significant overarching differences that affect teacher preparation and are not 

found in other professional educational programs and instruction are the influences 

exerted by the developmental theorists, Piaget, Erickson, and others. The developmental 

theorists create a framework based on the cognitive, motor and psychosocial development 

of the child.  A child, if learning is to occur, must be guided through the process of 

learning using teaching and learning methods that are appropriate for age and ability.  

The developmental phases of the child force the teacher to vary teaching techniques so 

that developmental milestones can be achieved and age appropriate learning can occur.  

Teachers must look at the school year as a continuum, not as a quarter or a semester, but 

a progression over time. 

 When learning is influenced by developmental age and abilities, teaching 

strategies for the classroom are forced to be more interactive and engaging then strategies 

used with the adult learner.  Hands-on, inquiry based learning activities and student-

centered learning naturally becomes part of the teacher’s plan so that identified learning 

outcomes can be reached.  It is the necessity of integrating educational, behavioral, and 



    

developmental theories that influences the preparation of pre-service teachers and creates 

the necessity to develop curriculum inclusive of student-centered teaching methods.   

 Student-centered or learner-centered learning is language used in national and 

state standards and curricula for teacher preparation.  Attempting to have children learn 

by simply listening and assimilating information on their own will not be successful 

because the learner is not mature enough to have the experience or cognitive ability to 

function independently for learning.  Children need guidance from teachers to acquire 

knowledge, gain understanding and expand their learning.  Learning is best achieved 

when children can experience active engagement with the learning activities (Avard, 

2009).   

 Weimer’s (2002) five elements of learner-centered education; shared power 

between teacher and student, content as a means to knowledge; teacher as facilitator; 

shared responsibility for learning; and promotion of learning though evaluation, provides 

a foundation inclusive of students’ developmental needs, and is well suited for teacher 

preparation.  Children need time in class to be introduced to a topic (the content), perform 

interactive activities with conversations between and among students and teacher 

(balance of power) that gather input including the importance of some ideas over others 

and reflect approval from the teacher, and discussion (teacher as facilitator) and 

assessment of results (shared responsibility for learning and promotion of learning 

through evaluation).  

 It is difficult to teach in a manner to which one has never been exposed.  Only 

when students learn in a student-centered manner will they later teach in the same 



    

manner.  In teacher education there should be modeling of student-centered learning in 

the collegiate content area courses (Avard, 2009).  The traditional lecture-lab course can 

be adjusted to provide for more student engagement for the pre-service teacher who will 

teach biology or other lab science.  Class times can be lengthened so that students have 

time to perform hands-on activities with the teacher facilitating the exercises.  Time used 

for engagement allowing the student to connect, discuss and see results.  Textbooks can 

be abandoned for Internet and other electronic sources of the most recent research 

findings or current data for computations for determining barometric pressure, weather 

forecasts, etc, as well as best practices.  These strategies encourage discussion and 

relevant applications of information/learning to a real-life situation.  Discussion can be 

teacher and/or student led.  As topic coverage advances new activities can be introduced 

to foster higher-level thinking by allowing the content to challenge the student.  

Demonstrations can then validate learning and understanding of content showing the 

movement in cognition from simple to more complex. Students can advance to more 

independently examine data, read poetry, and investigate disease by applying learned 

concepts to then interpret new information. 

 Avard (2009) found that pre-service teachers who experience a science course 

taught in an environment constructed for student-centered learning learned more 

information, had longer retention of the content and also enjoyed the learning 

experiences.  Students’ attitudes towards science shifted to a more positive frame of 

reference because of their own learning experiences.  Students were found also to be 

more likely to teach science in their classrooms.   



    

 As students complete teacher preparation and have been exposed to student-

centered education both in content course and teaching methods courses, the frame of 

reference of the teacher’s experience shifts from teacher-centered to learner-centered.  

The experience of learning has changed for the future teacher; therefore if new teachers 

teach as they were taught, student-centered learning will be the dominant classroom 

environment.  

Lecture Effectiveness 
 
 While it would seem that a professor’s values and beliefs related to teaching 

would affect his or her use of the lecture script, that is, humanities would tend toward the 

discussion and science would tend toward the lecture, this belief does not hold entirely 

true.  Lecture is such a common entity at the university that terminology related to 

university functions is tied into the lecture. Many institutions of higher education seek 

“lecturers.” Indeed, there are “lecture positions” to be filled at most institutions and 

professors are required to teach a number of  “lecture hours” each semester (Lecturer 

Appointments, 2007; Lecturer Positions, 2007). 

Lecture is addressed as follows: 

The lecture approach has two unique strengths:  it can communicate the intrinsic 
interest of the subject matter, and it can present the newest developments. 
Lectures can communicate the intrinsic interest of the subject matter.  Like live 
theatre, lectures can convey the speaker’s’ enthusiasm in a way that no book or 
other media can.  Enthusiasm stimulates interest and interested, stimulated people 
tend to learn more….Lectures can cover material not otherwise available.  This 
includes original research or recent developments….Students may not be 
motivated enough to study the material on their own….Lecturers can model how 
professionals in a particular discipline approach a question or a problem….The 
audience can watch firsthand as the lecturer ‘thinks’ like professionals in the 
field….Lectures permit maximum teacher control….Lecture present minimum 
threat to the student….Lecturing is appropriate for many of the instructional goals 



    

of college-level classes….Lectures are probably the best teaching method in many 
circumstances and for many students; especially for communicating conceptual 
knowledge, and where there is a significant knowledge gap between lecturer and 
audience (Cashin, 1985, pp.1-4). 
 
Charlton (2006) supports the use of lecture because it is easier to learn concepts 

from spoken communication rather than from reading alone.  Lecture uses real-time, 

face-to-face performance in a social setting.  Students can focus and recall more content 

when done is a social/group setting than when they work alone.  Lecture can be more 

than a passive exercise.  Note taking in a lecture session forces the student to process the 

spoken word.  Students memorize, abbreviate, restructure, and rearrange the delivered 

content in a visual format.  Through note taking a passive process becomes an active 

learning experience (Charlton, 2006). According to the Instruction Development Center 

of the University of Illinois (2006), the lecture has many good qualities.  The good 

lecture can disseminate the most current information, organize and direct content from 

simple to complex, stimulate interest, entice the auditory learner, and provide for 

coverage of the greatest amount of material.  Levine an McEavan (2002) found in 298 

trials that in 52% of the studies there were no significant differences in effectiveness 

between lectures and independent study and discussion modes.  Lecture was more 

effective in 27% and less effective in 21% of the studies completed.    

Golub & Cheng (1972) described a study comparing a system of lectures and 

problem sessions with a recitation class in engineering mechanics and no major 

differences were found in student performance.  Class size did show significant 

difference in achievement with better student performance in the small group/class.  

Lecture format has its detractors, but clearly there is a place for lecture in the university 



    

setting.  Shortcomings related to lecture may have more to do with class size than the 

lecture. 

Factors Influencing Implementation of Learner-Centered Teaching 
 

Pressures on Professors 
 

Given the prior distinctions between learner-centered and traditional higher 

education, which results in the devaluation of the lecture, the teaching method of choice 

by most professors, begs the question:  Who is in control in higher education and where 

are they pushing the academy?  After all, learner-centered education requires faculty to 

spend more time in the construction of learning environments and analysis of student 

learning styles as well as engaging the student in the learning process.  The traditional 

higher education lecture-based curriculum versus the learner-centered approach may just 

represent a misguided dichotomy.  Many of the researchers, faculty members, and well-

known, well-respected organizations believe that learner-centered education should 

replace traditional teacher-centered education.  They consider faculty to be in charge of 

the content to be taught in their classes, the number of students in their class, the time slot 

in which they teach, and the classroom where they hold their classes.  But are they? Not 

only are their preferred teaching styles devalued, there are other pressures on the 

academy (e.g., academic capitalism) that promote economies of scale, large classes, 

expansion of programs that align with the global economy, and less resources to 

professors.  In other words, there are a whole range of forces working against learner-

centered approaches to teaching that have little to do with faculty.   



    

A key part of higher education in the United States is now more closely related to 

the concept of “student as consumer”; what do consumer oriented students’ want?  They 

want to be served.  They want the environment to be more convenient.  They want classes 

to be easy.  They don’t want to read, write papers, develop projects, or work in groups.  

Learner-centered teaching strategies take more work on the part of the students as well as 

on the part of the faculty.  The consumer student orientation is connected to academic 

capitalism and should be acknowledged as problematic for learner-centered approaches.   

As indicated, not only is the time consuming learner-centered education putting 

pressure on the professoriate, but also there are other ramifications.  The professoriate is 

experiencing a critique of the favored teaching style by educational/managerial 

professionals, researchers, and faculty members who support and use learner-centered 

teaching practices.  However, there are other pressures on the faculty, such as student 

diversity, increases in enrollment, the beliefs of educational managerial professionals, 

what students want, student consumerism, and academic capitalism as well as the push of 

information technology.  All these pressures are in addition to the faculty obligations of 

research, teaching and service. 

Student Diversity and Enrollments 
 
 University funding has been cut at all levels resulting in skyrocketing tuition to 

help support the university.  One as classes become larger (Kreber, 2006a) it becomes 

more and more difficult for professors to meet students’ needs.  Something as simple as 

grading papers becomes a monumental task when the volume increases significantly. 



    

In an effort to make ends meet, higher education is looking for even more 

students (Kreber, 2006a).  In addition, the type of student is changing as universities are 

dipping into various population groups for new students.  The student body has become 

more diverse over the past decade.  Students over the age of 25 are more numerous and 

expect quality along with convenience, reasonable cost, and institutional responsiveness 

(Austin & McDaniels, 2006).  Universities are also mainstreaming the student with 

disabilities, which is increasing enrollment numbers while creating accommodated 

teaching environments, stressing resources and taxing capacity (Kreber, 2006a).  

Universities increasingly expect faculty members to do more with less when managing 

the multiplicity of challenges found in the diverse student population, expanding content 

in the disciplines and expanding research expectations.  It is questionable if instructors 

can or will be able to continue to facilitate learning and student development (Kreber, 

2006a).  The diversity of the student body is found in age, gender, past educational 

history, culture, class, language, disability, and ability, which create a complex array of 

learner needs. 

It appears to be impossible to succeed in the current higher education environment 

because of the extent of student diversity and limited available resources.  This growing, 

diverse student population generates a situation where learning at the point of entry into 

college cannot be assumed.  Beginning students no longer have a comparable skill set for 

reading, math, writing, or thinking (Haggis, 2006). 

Different approaches to pedagogy in higher education have been proposed by 

experts in educational theory (Bloom, 1976, 1978, 1980; Knowles, 1998; Skinner, 1968; 



    

Thorndike, 1949), adult education (Brookfield, 1995), and teaching and learning (Angelo 

& Cross, 1993; Barr & Tagg, 1995; Chickering & Ehrmann, 1990; Chickering & 

Gamson, 1987; McCombs, 2001, 2002, 2003; McCombs & Whisler, 1997; Weimer, 

2000, 2002).  Some approaches propose radical changes, while others suggest more 

moderate adjustments.  Regardless, instructional change is being implemented in a range 

of different contexts.    

The challenge facing those responsible for teaching is how to make success 

possible for this diverse student population.  The diversity of the student compels 

consideration of activities, patterns of interaction, and communication for classes with 

large enrollments and students with cultural differences, gender specific needs, varying 

competencies in basic skills, limited resources, and language differences.  Each of these 

factors influences success; teaching and learning is not just a learner responsibility, but a 

collective process to work differently with students so that they can gain mastery of the 

content and experience personal achievement.   All of this student change puts greater 

pressure on the professoriate to provide for the increasing numbers and diversity or 

differing needs. 

Managerial Professionals, Professors, and Teaching 
 
 The educational/managerial professional is a new category in academe 

intervening in the teaching learning process in the university community.  Such 

professionals, housed in Teaching-Learning Centers on university campuses, are armed 

with a repertoire of tools to fix the professoriate, that is, to create better teachers and 

instill improved teaching-learning strategies by influencing the academic work of the 



    

professorate.  Their academic engagement is often found in instruction for online 

teaching, professional development to improve teaching, outcomes assessment, and 

classroom innovation with instructional technologies (Rhoades & Slaughter, 2004).  

In university teaching centers, non-faculty professionals are evaluating and 

directing instructional activities in the classroom, promoting classroom innovation and 

technology, while encouraging traditional teaching faculty to alter their teaching style to 

those that are more interactive.  In some situations, this encouragement results in an insult 

to the faculty member’s teaching expertise, effectiveness, and professional work rather 

than serving as professional development and enhancement of teaching strategies.  

However, these professionals do not possess faculty status, and may or may not be 

evaluated by their peers, but by academic managers (Rhoades & Slaughter, 2004).  

“Creating meaningful and effective learning experiences for all students needs to 

be recognized as a professional obligation of those who teach” (Kreber, 2006b, p. 80).  

Faculty members prepared at the doctoral level within a specific discipline or specialty 

have not been systemically prepared for the teacher role while in graduate school.  The 

educational/managerial staff in higher education believes that new faculty should have a 

practice knowledge base encompassing teaching and learning.  When teaching, faculty 

need a deep content knowledge which is essential, as well as pedagogical content 

knowledge if one is to be effective (Hutchings & Schulman, 1999).  Austin and 

McDaniels (2006) support the proposition that teaching faculty at a minimum should 

know how students learn, how problems that emerge cause frustration, how concepts can 



    

be experienced, and what teaching strategies and techniques are most effective within the 

context of the content of the discipline.     

Academic Capitalism and Student Consumerism 
 
 Although the students’ wants related to the professor or the classroom show a 

mixed picture, student wants related to university programs have been changing.  Since 

the mid-1960s student goals for education have become progressively more vocational 

(Dey, Astin & Korn, 1991; Gilbert, 1997; Levine & Cureton, 1998; Sax, Astin Korn & 

Mahoney, 1999). Lower levels of federal funding for higher education have led colleges 

and universities to cater to students’ degree preferences that will guarantee students 

future employment (Kreber, 2006a).  Thus the student has now become the consumer and 

higher education has become the retailer. 

Academic capitalism represents the creep of the business world into the 

university.  In a way, the topics of student diversity and increasing numbers, educational/ 

managerial professionals, and student consumerism consolidate under the topic of 

academic capitalism because each has an origin or solution based in the business world.  

According to Rhoades and Slaughter (2004), academic capitalism has generated friction 

by shifting the focus of higher education from teaching and learning to an environment 

that supports the global economy.  The authors purport that this repositioning forces a 

change in the culture of higher education that prompts the growth of contingent faculty 

and non-faculty professionals.  This model for higher education, then, gives rise to an 

organizational structure that creates power in the governance model with academic 

managers rather than with faculty.  This form of organizational structure lessens the 



    

faculty’s influential power in higher education.  In addition, it diminishes the influence in 

shared governance found in the academy among administrators, faculty and trustees 

where each group exerts its authority within an area of expertise.  Academic capitalism 

reduces the authority of faculty governance and reorients the purposes of the academy 

and faculty roles.   

Rhodes and Slaughter (2004) and Carlson and Fleischer (2002) suggest that 

academic capitalism prompts the university to be directed by market rules that call for 

productivity measures generated by those outside of academe. In addition, part of the 

market place is student consumerism.  Students’ demands, viewed through the lens of 

“meeting needs”, assumes that higher education can be understood as a business 

(Delucchi & Smith, 1997).   It is these outcome measures that have forced higher 

education to evaluate its productivity and efficiencies in silos.  These silos of proposed 

business importance then give way to organizational structures that allow academic 

managers and non-faculty professionals to operate from departments, centers, institutes, 

and advisory boards for the purpose of enhancing market partnerships.   

Academic capitalism influences instruction, the essence of the university’s 

educational purpose.  Instruction is being sifted to the “short-term” educational solution.  

Universities are providing workforce initiatives, continuing education, technologic 

program delivery, and economic development (Valiant, 2006). Such a movement shifts 

controls to other parts of the academic structure while pressuring faculty to accept the 

escalation of classroom capacity to larger student numbers and higher student to faculty 

ratios for the purpose of generating significant revenues (Rhoades & Slaughter, 2004).   



    

Faculty productivity is measured by grant funding (external revenue sources), and 

pressured to accept higher class enrollments that force the professorate to spend less time 

with students, reduce teaching by the most experienced faculty, lessen the commitment to 

student advisement and counsel, and looks away from the commitment to service. This 

mode of thinking then shifts the attention away from students becoming liberally 

educated and mind expanded to an instructional process with a product outcome.  These 

changes shift the purpose of existing academic programs, influence quality, and alter 

institutional direction.  This movement is carrying higher education away from its 

pedagogic responsibility and a societal commitment to psycho-social, religious, 

philosophical, cultural, artistic, historic, political, educational, and economic essentials 

(Delucchi & Smith, 1997; Rhoades & Slaughter, 2004). 

 While these pressures on the professorate continue, the academic capitalists also 

see the need for expending educational opportunities for a diverse student population 

while seeing the need to expand enrollments to generate revenues.  New providers, the 

for-profits, who are entering the education market, are now addressing these pressures.  

These new, for-profit organizations have infiltrated the on-line delivery market as well as 

created course hybrids and accelerated delivery models.  Colleges and universities are 

now competing within and among themselves to create flexible delivery models, package 

cohort pricing for tuition and fees, addresses degree completion, and offer career 

changers new programming.  Degree programs, certificates, and professional 

development are erupting in an effort to attract a steady stream of students for a share of 

the prize and profits (Austin & McDaniels, 2006).  Professors are being asked to bear the 



    

burden of teaching in such a way that creates competitiveness in higher education and 

discourse about quality teaching and learning experiences for both teachers and students. 

 Information Technology 

 Information technology was used sporadically in early 1990s.  Around 1996, 

faculty were regularly using software packages such as Microsoft Word rather than 

typing or using a word processor without memory capacity.  Most colleges and 

universities had only a few classrooms that had the capability to run application software 

such as Microsoft PowerPoint.  Such applications required expensive computers, 

monitors, and projectors in the classroom. 

Information technology application has grown to the point that almost every 

classroom has access to Microsoft applications and Internet.  Currently there are over 400 

million copies of PowerPoint loaded on computers nationwide.  It is estimated that over 

13 million PowerPoint presentations are given each day within the realm of government, 

business, and education.  Interestingly, Microsoft applications had their genesis in the 

business world for the purpose of increasing efficiency and productivity (James, Burke & 

Hutchins, 2006).  In a way, the push of information technology is an outgrowth of 

academic capitalism. 

A gap has opened up between faculty and students relative to technology.  

Faculties, for the most part, used the phone and a typewriter and then slowly, over time 

moved to electronic mail (e-mail).  To students e-mail is now passé.  They use multi-

application technology including social media, instant messaging (IMing), web pages, 

Facebook and Twitter as their forms of communication.   The gap continues to widen as 



    

student create blogs and pod-casts; these technologies are foreign to most faculty (McGee 

& Diaz, 2007). 

   In an effort to have the faculty “catch up,” the 

educational/managerial professionals set up faculty development “opportunities.”  Most 

faculty do not want to be required to attend faculty development in technology.  Faculty 

are not acculturated this way and do not want to admit that they cannot handle a “simple” 

program such as Power Point (Kinchin & Hay, 2007).   

 Those faculty members who do use Power Point may not use it well.  Often they 

make PowerPoint slides that over populated and are unreadable.  They may also put in 

movies, and the production becomes a function of form over content.   

 Using older technology, such as overhead projectors, did help scaffold the 

learning somewhat for the student.  The professor was able to build up and break down 

concepts.  Many professors do not know how to do this with Power Point slides and 

refuse to be subjected to the instructional workshops.  It does not help that, to the 

educational/managerial professionals in the instructional technology (IT) departments, 

PowerPoint has replaced the overhead (Kinchin & Hay, 2007).  Many professors believe 

that taking away their overhead projectors is taking away their power to control their 

course delivery. 

Teaching, Scholarship, and Service 

 Although this three-prong obligation, teaching, scholarship, and service, of the 

faculty in higher education has been long established, graduate students and new 

professors are poorly socialized into this role.  Despite intensified teaching performance 



    

expectations, faculty members’ scholarship and research productivity is still in the main 

criterion in hiring, tenure, and promotion decisions (Kreber, 2006c).  Faculty are finding 

teaching and service less valued than research even in institutions where teaching appears 

to be central to the institutional mission.  There is a perception of mixed messages as 

institutional leaders acclaim the need for serious attention to undergraduate education 

while simultaneously recommending that faculty avoid too great an investment in 

undergraduate classroom instruction to the detriment of their scholarship (Austin & 

McDaniels, 2006). 

 It is ironic that “entry level" academic staff who are recognized as outstanding 

teachers are less likely to get tenure (Jackson, 2006,).  Professors are held to the 

expectations of being on the cutting edge of their disciplines, a demand often described as 

‘publish or perish’ (Sherman et al., 1987). To be concerned about “publishing or 

perishing” in the higher education environment intensifies the pressures on faculty.  No 

amount of creative teaching, such as learner-centered practices can make up for a deficit 

in scholarship. Where does one spend one’s time?  In creative teaching?  In service?  Or 

in research and publication?  Scholarship is the only activity that will lead to tenure and 

upward mobility in most higher education institutions.   What is more ironic, is the fact 

that the emphasis on the increase in research and publication has little to do with the 

traditional academy and more to do with garnering grant monies in light of the 

withholding of money by government entities.  Once again, the business model is 

operating inside the university and attempting to be all things to all people. 

 
 



    

Conclusion 
 

 Behaviorism, an empirical model, as a theoretical construct has framed teaching 

in higher education for years and dominated education and continues to do so today.  The 

teacher-centered classroom is convenient, economical, and fits well with an 

authoritarian/autocratic view of the role of teacher and the mission of providing 

instruction.  However, the advent of Constructivism has set a new tone for the way 

teachers view teaching and learning.  Constructivism expects the learner to take on an 

active role in the learning process.  Students are engage in construction of knowledge in 

an environment where students and faculty team to acquire new knowledge that is 

meaningful and relevant.  The learning environment becomes authentic, real world rather 

than predetermined instructional sequences.  Students and faculty are collaborative and 

motivated.  Learning becomes an active process with knowledge being socially 

constructed considering the learners’ personal differences, talents, and abilities.   The 

class, the group, promotes cooperation, shared governance, and belonging. Learning is 

built on relationships, curriculum, grouping, and evaluation.  To determine the students’ 

success evaluation uses authentic assessments pre/during/post the course and self-

reflection.  

 Weimer (2002) draws extensively from Constructivist Theory to support her five 

key changes to teaching practice.  Each key grounds itself in constructivism to frame a 

new way of approaching teaching and learning.  Balance of Power reflects the shared 

governance of the classroom while noting the importance of engagement of students in 

the learning process.  This engagement commits faculty to incorporate student input into 



    

assignments, assessments and evaluation.  The Function of Content moves away from 

teachers viewing students as empty vessels to be filled to the idea that more is not always 

better and content must be conceptualized and ideologies identified, as it becomes a 

means to develop learning skills.  Content helps students become self-aware and 

confident in their ability to tackle learning tasks.  Students then need to be able to self-

assess their strengths and weaknesses and build on their talents and adjust for the 

shortcomings.  The content must become real by allowing students to experience learning 

first hand.  Students must do the work, but course work must be relevant and applicable 

to life.  Teachers in their role empower and motivate the students.  Relationships, caring, 

and allowances for personal, developmental, social and individual differences beget the 

student-faculty interactions.  Faculty position themselves along side the students to keep 

their attention focused on the learning processes so that students do more to learn from 

each other.   

Within Weimer’s framework of the key changes responsibility for learning is 

shared between and among students and the faculty member.  The course becomes a 

collaboration not a one sided endeavor; students are as important as teachers.  Students 

are in charge of their learning and must be self-aware and self-regulated.  The final 

suggestion for learner-centered change involves the purpose of evaluation.  Evaluation is 

a learning tool; examinations are tools to be used to facilitate learning and enhance 

student efficacy.  Assessment of learning should be done often and students need to 

understand what can be gained from assignments and tests.  Learning does not end with 

any one test or task.   



    

 Weimer is clear that her purposed five changes to teaching are intended to 

maximize learning outcomes.  However, learner-center changes challenge long held 

assumptions and traditional way of thinking and doing teaching.  Changing the practice 

of learning is not easy, but according to Weimer is necessary.  This is not easy work for 

faculty or students and it takes a great deal of time to plan, organize and execute. 

 Knowing that learner-centered teaching practices are supported by the literature as 

best practices in higher education then what stops the movement out of the traditional 

modes of teaching into the constructivist’s approach to a new way of learning for 

students?  First, one must consider the professors’ values and beliefs about teaching.  The 

teacher’s frame of reference for teaching and learning will influence how one teaches.  

Teachers have the freedom to determine how he or she will teach and how they will view, 

react and judge student performance.  Change in methodology is always difficult and 

presents a barrier if the change is perceived to be too difficulty or if the passion for the 

teaching is absent.   

 In addition, pressures on professors burden faculty who are already stretched thin 

and taxed because of the role responsibilities to teaching, scholarship, and service.  Since 

learner-centered teaching practices call for even more effort, energy, and preparation will 

the faculty be able to find time to do such?  Also, academic capitalism, reflective of the 

economic times, places demands on faculty to recruit and teach more students, expand 

programming, and work with fewer resources. Student consumerism also influences the 

professoriate and the ways of teaching.  Students are not aligned with shared governance 

in the classroom and are not willing to engage, be motivated, and learn from one another.  



    

Too often the lecture is most satisfactory and in line with the little effort students are 

willing to put forward.   

 Faculties are also being pressured by the professional staff of Teaching and 

Learning Centers to use learner-centered techniques.  It is not that learner-centered 

practices are viewed to have no value or are misguided, but it is difficulty for faculty to 

be pushed to incorporate learner-centered principles by professionals in nonacademic 

positions who know nothing of the life balance that is lost because of the obligations to 

teaching, scholarship, service and classroom technology enhancements or understand the 

burden of large class size, program development and expansion, and limited resources. 

 This study will examine the teaching trajectory of faculty at a small, private, 

liberal arts university to investigate the prevalence of Weimer’s five key changes for 

teaching practice.  The study will also explore the teaching environment to see if changes 

to teaching practices are impeded because of situations that occur resulting from 

academic capitalism or stem from undue pressures exerted by other structures of the 

university, such as professional staff in Teaching and Learning Centers and/or student 

consumerism.   



    

 

 

CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
 

Conceptual Framework 
 

 Learner-centered educational practices have emerged in the educational research 

literature as a methodology to enhance both teaching and learning (Angelo & Cross, 

1993; Arizona Faculties Council, 2000; Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Barr & Tagg, 1995; 

Blumberg, 2008; Candela, Dalley & Benzel-Lindsey, 2006; Chickering & Ehrman, 1990, 

1996; Chickering & Gamson, 1987, 1991; Davis, 2001; Henson, 2003; Huba & Freed, 

2000; Kreber, 2006 a; Kreber, 2006c; McCombs, 2001, 2002, 2003; McCombs & 

Whistler, 1997; Menges & Weimer, 1996; Nilson, 1998; Palmer, 1998; Weimer, 2002; 

Zophy, 1982).  Learner-centered discourse and constructivist learning theory are also 

prevalent in the literature on effective teaching (Fox, 2001; McCombs, 2001, 2002, 2003; 

McCombs & Whistler, 1997; Menges & Weimer, 1996; Prawat, 1992; Weimer, 2002).  

These scholarly works have called into question the usefulness of the historically valued 

lecture.  Lecture has merit and is effective in conveying factual knowledge (Charlton, 

2006; Kreber, 2006c), but what about other considerations that influence learning, such 

as attitude, critical thinking, problem solving, transfer of learning, motivation for lifelong 

learning, and retention of knowledge. 

Most scholars and practitioners suggest that professors have the core 

responsibility for developing and delivering course content and determining course 

delivery practices. Professors are accountable for determining and conducting evaluation 



    

processes of the students’ learning (McKinney, 1988).   Students expect a clear 

explanation of the evaluation methods used in each course.  However, more often than 

not students still favor traditional approaches to higher education, the lecture format and 

objective testing (Struyven, K., Dochy, F., & Janssen, S., 2005).  These traditional 

approaches and preferences do not necessarily create an environment for the most 

effective teaching and learning outcomes.     

 Although there are several approaches to learner-centered education, Weimer 

(2002) provides a strategy-laden approach to teaching.  This conceptual framework 

consists of altering the role of the teacher, balancing power in the classroom between 

teacher and students, changing the function of course content, instilling student 

responsibilities for learning, and using different processes and purposes for evaluation 

that serve to guide teacher and students interactions throughout the course.  Weimer’s 

five changes to teaching practice in learner-centered teaching framed this investigative 

study. 

 In learner-centered teaching practice the roles of the teacher and the student 

receive focused attention.  This shift to learner-centered teaching and away from teacher-

centered strategies has created a movement towards engaging students through the use of 

activities such as collaborative learning, cooperative learning, problem-based learning 

(PBL) and other inquiry-based teaching methods.  It is not enough that teachers convey 

only factual knowledge.  The role of the teacher must also motivate, engage, and 

challenge students for learning to be effective. 



    

 Such a shift in teaching practices raises questions about what comprises the role 

of the teacher (McCombs & Whisler, 1997; Menges & Weimer, 1996; Weimer, 2002).  

To what extent and how higher education practices should shift to learner-centered 

teaching practices or should the practices remain teacher-centered, as in the respected 

lecture method of traditional higher education continues to be debated.  Researchers, 

faculty development managerial professionals, and faculty members themselves are 

calling into question the need for change (Angelo & Cross, 1993; Barr & Tagg, 1995; 

Blumberg, 2008; Carlson & Fleisher, 2002; Chickering & Gamson, 1991, 1999; 

Chickering & Ehrmann, 1996; Davis, 2001; Henson, 2003; Huba & Freed, 2000; Kreber, 

2006a; Kreber, 2006c; McKeachie, 1996; McCombs, 2000, 2001, 2003; Menges & 

Weimer, 1996).   

 The implications of the application of learner-centered practices to higher 

education reach beyond just the advocacy of newer teaching methods.  The professoriate 

and higher education systems are struggling with demands created by academic 

capitalism.  Among such demands are the increasing numbers of students in classes; the 

diversity of the student body; increasing pressures on faculty for productivity and 

accountability in teaching, scholarship and service; student consumerism; momentum 

from educational managerial professionals to reform educational processes; and the thrust 

to adopt and use creative and/or different educational and learning technologies 

(Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004).  

 Given the differences between and among the traditional approaches to teaching 

and learning and the more nontraditional approaches, now grouped together under the 



    

heading learner-centered teaching practices, it seems important to question these shifts in 

educational processes.  Is there overlap between what is identified as effective teaching 

practices and what is identified as learner-centered teaching practices?  Are teacher-

centered and learner-centered approaches being utilized more or less depending on 

different academic disciplines/units?  Are professors in post-secondary education 

articulating their teaching practices using terms such as teacher-centered or learner-

centered? Have the teaching practices of professors changed over time and how would 

they describe what is taking place in their classrooms?    

 This study will examine the teaching practices of faculty who have been identified 

by university students as excellent teachers.  The major emphasis of this study will focus 

on the study participants’ level of agreement with and implementation of Weimer’s 

(2002) five learner-centered changes to teaching practice.  Participants will be asked to 

complete a survey and an interview so that the most comprehensive data regarding their 

teaching practices, pressures experienced out of the classroom that may impact their 

teaching responsibilities, and characteristics of the classes they teach is explored in depth.  

Though the language used in the survey will be as neutral as possible, that is, terms 

related to “learner-centered” will be avoided so as not to cue the participants, the last 

interview question will ask the participant to share their thoughts as to a definition of 

learner-centered education.  Since there is a great deal of literature promoting learner-

centered education and the institution where the study is being conducted outwardly 

values teaching rather than scholarship, it is of interest to note how pervasive learner-

centered education/teaching practices have become.  



    

Research Questions 
 

The questions that guide this study are: 

1.  To what extent are Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching 

practice typically used by individuals who have been identified by students to be 

outstanding teachers?  

2.  To what extent do Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice 

apply across academic units? 

3.  What beliefs about teaching and learning, about professors and students are 

prevalent in the interview responses of those identified by students as outstanding 

teachers? 



    

Methodology 
 

Site Selection Descriptors and Rationale 
 

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to evaluate the teaching practices of 

faculty members recognized by students as “excellent.”  Specifically, this research 

examined the level of agreement with and integration of Weimer’s (2002) learner-

centered changes to teaching practice.  In addition, “learner-centered education” was 

explored in an attempt to discover how “excellent teachers” from various disciplines view 

this particular concept.  In order to maximize the potential for gathering the most accurate 

and comprehensive data regarding the teaching behaviors of excellent faculty, a private, 

liberal arts, Master’s I institution that identifies teaching, rather than scholarship or 

service, as the primary work of faculty members, was selected as the study venue.   

Merton University (a pseudonym) was founded in 1950 in is located in the sixth 

largest city in the United States (U. S.).  Originally a Catholic institution exclusive to 

men, the college merged with a Catholic college for women in 1968 creating a co-

educational, independent, Catholic college with a strong liberal arts tradition and a self-

perpetuating governing board.  Over the past 40 plus years, Merton University has 

evolved into an independent Catholic university with over 50 undergraduate majors in the 

arts and sciences; business; communication; education; and health sciences.  The 

institution also has several graduate degree programs in business, communications, 

education, nursing, physical therapy, and spirituality.  In addition, there are two 

professional doctoral programs, the doctorate in nursing practice and the doctorate in 

physical therapy. 



    

For the past 16 years, Merton University has been recognized by US News & 

World Report in the “Best University-Master’s” category.  In addition, the university is 

listed as one of “The Best 368 Colleges” by the Princeton Review (2009), while Forbes 

(2009) ranked the institution 83rd in “… the best colleges and universities in the nation.”  

Only one other post-secondary institution from the same state as Merton University was 

ranked in the top 100 “… best colleges and universities in the nation” by Forbes (2009). 

The university has also been praised as one of the “Best Places to Work” as well as one 

of the “Best Colleges to Work For.”  Of the approximate 130 full-time faculties, 81% 

hold the highest terminal degree in their field.   

 Merton University has a diverse study body with students from 30 states and 17 

foreign countries.  The current total enrollment consists of approximately 3,000 students 

with around 1,800 students pursuing full-time study. The faculty to student ratio is one to 

12 and the average class size is 19 students.  Nearly 86% of students are enrolled in 

classes with fewer than 30 students.  Citing information from the National Survey of 

Student Engagement (2009), Merton University states that “… the small class size allows 

the student to experience active and collaborative learning.  Further, this learning 

environment facilitates student-faculty interaction and provides enriching educational 

experiences.”  

Central to the mission of Merton University is serving the state “… and the region 

by providing an educational environment of academic excellence in the Catholic liberal 

arts tradition, where talented and diverse persons of all faiths and ages develop the 

intellectual, moral, and professional competencies to lead, to serve, and to make a living 



    

and a life worth living” (pg. 12, 2001- 2003 College Catalog).   Acknowledging the 

actual and possible changes in society brought about by “… the new economy, the 

knowledge industry, and the information age …” (pg. 11) the president of Merton 

University explains the importance of the liberal arts in education by stating: 

“While the origins of a liberal arts education date to the beginning of Western 
Civilization itself, its nature allows the liberal arts to be ever fresh, ever timely, 
ever relevant to providing a basic values education that addresses the ultimate 
questions in our lives at the same time that it teaches clear thinking, problem 
solving, communication, teamwork, flexibility, imagination, creativity, and an 
ongoing interest and capacity to know, understand, change, and grow” (pg. 11). 
 

Such a process of education is purported to be the direct result of the “… unique array of 

opportunities to engage and nurture the mind, body, and spirit …” of students who chose 

Merton University.   

Merton University engages and nurtures the mind, body, and spirit of students 

through academic and teaching excellence.  In 1996, after four years of study and 

deliberation, the Faculty Assembly voted to approve a new General Education 

curriculum.  While the new core curriculum was grounded in the principles and goals 

adopted by previous faculty members, most faculty and subsequent program expectations 

and evaluations became more student-outcome based as a direct result of the General 

Education curriculum changes.  In addition, instructional technology, though only a 

shadow of what it is today, was to be integrated into teaching and learning wherever 

possible.  With it’s focus on student outcomes and the integration of instructional 

technology, Merton University faculty and Deans expressed the importance of an 

institution that values the “teacher as reflective learner” with programs that encouraged 

students’ active participation, the pursuit of lifelong learning, and the transcendent skills 



    

of critical thinking, responsible decision-making and self-motivation (College Catalog 

2001-2003).    

By the time the College Catalog was re-printed for the 2003-2005 period, there 

was a separate section that listed the academic schools that came together as Merton 

University.  The College of Arts and Sciences, School of Business, School of Nursing 

and Health Sciences, and the School of Education were said to comprise the academic 

components of Merton University each with “… a distinct mission and purpose with a 

specific set of strategic objectives” (pg. 87) bound by a common theme.  This section of 

the College Catalog is important to take note of for several reasons.  First, it was the first 

external document that explicitly outlined the administrative position of the academic 

schools.  Second, it provided an overview of the academic characteristics that each 

School chose to clarify.  Finally, there were specific references made to “… student-

centered, quality education …” (pg. 89), “ student-centered learning …” (pg. 90), 

learning activities associated with learner-centered teaching, and concepts fundamental to 

Weimer’s  (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice.  With it’s value of 

teaching, history of award winning service to students and faculty, and external evidence 

of attention to contemporary teaching practice ideals, Merton University provided a rich 

environment for this study.  

Population and Sample Selection Process 
 

The potential faculty participants in this study were identified by one of two 

processes; both processes recognized outstanding Merton University classroom teachers 

selected by students.  Initially, I intended to include only those full time professors who 



    

had won the University wide “Teacher of the Year Award.”  This award is based on 

classroom teaching activity and faculty-student relationships yet there are no set criteria 

for students to rate professors.  This is not uncommon as many colleges do not list criteria 

for selecting “Excellent Teachers”, but rather leave it up to free choice by students (Van 

Chism, 2006).  It is unknown if behaviors of faculty, such as communication skills, 

rapport with students, and/or fairness play a role in  the faculty’s nomination.  However, 

research regarding students’ satisfaction notes that students tend to value faculty who are 

inspiring, innovative, enjoyable, organized, caring, empathetic, and use authentic 

problems to teach difficult content (Berliner, D. C., 2004; Faranda & Clarke, 2004).  

The “Teacher of the Year” award at Merton University is presented to one full-

time (FT) professor and one part-time (PT) professor at the conclusion of the academic 

year.  Any undergraduate student, campus-wide, may vote by ballot for one professor of 

their choice.  The Teacher of the Year Award ballot is an add-on to the Student 

Government Association (SGA) representative election ballot each spring.  Students who 

chose to participate in the election of a SGA representative may also write in the name of 

their selection for Teacher of the Year.  All ballots are confidential and secured by the 

Student Affairs Office.  Student Affairs Office personnel count the votes and the faculty 

member (1 FT, 1 PT) with the highest numbers of votes wins the award.  Typically, 15-

20 or more faculty member names may be written in and the winners may only receive 

six to seven votes.  Not all students participate in the yearly SGA elections; all students 

who participate in the SGA elections do not respond to the request to write in a candidate 

for the Teacher of the Year award.  In addition, one student may vote only one time per 



    

year (personal conversations with Joyce Stephenson, 2005 and 2010).  

The “Teacher of the Year” award has been given since 1990 and since I gathered 

data in the fall 2007, therefore I expected the population for this study to include 17 

award-winning professors.  However, since there were several faculty members who won 

the “Teacher of the Year” award two or three times, there were only 13 individual 

professors who won the award.  In addition to the limited number of “Teacher of the 

Year” award winners, 12 of the 13 award winners taught within one academic unit, the 

College of Arts and Sciences.   

Because the majority of the “Teacher of the Year” awardees hailed from the 

College of Arts and Sciences and there were so few of them, I generated a second source 

of potential participants.  This additional group consisted of professors identified as 

“Excellent Teachers” by a sample of senior students enrolled in randomly selected spring 

2007 classes within the three professional schools: business, education, and nursing.  

Prior to voting for “Excellent Teachers”, students who choose to vote for an “Excellent 

Teacher” within the student’s professional school academic unit voluntarily reviewed a 

letter of instruction and completed a consent form (Appendix B(a)).  The letter assured 

the potential participants of the confidentiality and anonymity of their nominations.  The 

principal investigator counted the votes and added the professors with the highest number 

of votes to the list of potential participants.  These faculty members, like those receiving 

the “Teacher of the Year” award were primarily teaching undergraduate classes. 

In order to increase my overall potential participant pool to 30 subjects and 

balance the number of potential participants per academic unit, I wanted to add six 



    

“Excellent Teachers” from each of Merton University's three professional schools.  I 

wanted to keep the balloting procedure as close to that of the Teacher of the Year award 

ballot so I provided students with a blank, write-in ballot.  However, since I provided 

only a blank, write-in ballot.  I received five names of “Excellent Teachers” from the 

School of Business student participants and additional five names from the School of 

Education participants.  Then, all ten of the faculty nominated from the Schools of 

Business and Education were added to the potential participant group.   

Contrary to the difficulty I experienced securing six “Excellent Teachers” from 

both the School of Business and the School of Education; I received numerous 

nominations from the students who provided votes for professors in the School of 

Nursing.  Nonetheless, in order to maintain as equal representation per academic unit as 

possible, only six “Excellent Teachers” from the School of Nursing were added to the list 

of potential participants.  In all, 16 “Excellent Teachers” were added to the 13 “Teacher 

of the Year” awardees for a total of 29 potential participants in the final data set.  

Research Design and Instruments 
 

A mixed methods research design (Creswell, 1994) was used in order to gather 

information from quantitative and qualitative data sources.   As Miles and Huberman 

(1994) noted, “Quantitative and qualitative inquiry can support and inform each other” 

(p. 396).   Though the agreement with and implementation of learner-centered teaching 

practices were a major focus of this study, the research instruments used language 

common to higher education teaching practices in general, rather than language common 

only to learner-centered education.  This precaution was set in place in order to gather as 



    

much original data from the research participants without providing leading inferences 

concerning learner-centered practices. 

The quantitative portion of the study focuses on the participants’ level of 

agreement with  statements that are based on Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes 

to teaching practice.   Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice 

were chosen for the study for several reasons.  First, Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered 

changes are grounded in social constructivism and research pertaining to active teaching, 

learning, and learner-centered teaching.  Second, the five learner-centered changes to 

teaching practice that are suggested by Weimer (2002) are concise, understandable, and 

reasonable to implement.  Third, all five of Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to 

teaching practice were reviewed by over 70 faculty developers and noted to be relevant 

and applicable to post-secondary education.  Finally, a tool based on Weimer’s (2002) 

learner-centered changes to teaching practice was available in the public domain.  

A self-assessment tool, originally developed as a means for individual faculty to 

assess the level of “learner-centeredness” used in course planning, course documents, and 

classroom teaching practices, provided the foundation for the quantitative survey 

instrument.  “A Learner-Centered Teaching Voluntary Self Assessment Tool,” 

(Blumberg, 2006) was developed over a two year period of time as it originated from 

roundtable discussions held at consecutive Professional and Organizational Development 

network in higher education (POD) annual national conferences in 2004 and 2005.  

Working solely with Weimer’s text, Learner-Centered Teaching: Five Key Changes to 

Practice (2002), over 70 conference participants contributed to the creation of a set of 



    

worksheets and rubrics meant for individual faculty use.  Specifically, the rubrics and 

worksheets were developed to provide an easy, yet systematic measure of the integration 

of learner-centered teaching methods and course related materials by individual faculty 

and were meant to be used in rank and tenure portfolios (Blumberg, 2006).   By the time 

my study was submitted to the University of Arizona, Institutional Review Board, for 

initial approval, over 150 faculty nationwide had reported use of the “Learner-Centered 

Teaching Voluntary Self-Assessment Tool” (Blumburg, 2006).  Most of the faculty, who 

have used the tool, stated that the tool is easy to use, comprehensive, valid, and important 

(personal conversation with Blumberg 2/2007).    

The questions on the “Learner-centered Teaching Voluntary Self Assessment 

Tool” (Blumberg, 2006) worksheets were altered to make the language more neutral.  

The changes were made so as not to cue faculty to “learner-centered” language if they 

were not familiar with such verbiage.  In addition to altering the ”learner-centered” 

language of the questions on the worksheets, two other changes were made.   

First, each open-ended question from the original worksheets was re-worded as a 

statement to make each item on the survey closed-ended.  Participants were asked to 

select a single standardized response that was most congruent with their level of 

agreement with each statement.  This addition of standardized responses to each question 

from the original worksheets comprised the second change I made to the original tool.  A 

five point Likert scale (Table 1) was correlated with the standardized responses in order 

to aggregate data and perform content analysis.  



    

TABLE 1: Likert Scale 

Letter on Scantron Number Associated with Letter Descriptor 
a 1 Strongly Disagree 
b 2 Disagree 
c 3 No Opinion 
d 4 Agree 
e 5 Strongly Agree 

 

According to Creswell (1994), content analysis affords the opportunity to assess 

the importance of Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice by 

discovering the magnitude of their presence or absence in the teaching behaviors of 

excellent faculty chosen for this study.   In addition, since the original tool was made up 

of worksheets with questions that focused on each of Weimer’s (2002) five learner-

centered teaching practices individually, the survey also afforded the opportunity for the 

researcher to analyze the responses associated with each of Weimer’s (2002) learner-

centered teaching practices.  

There were 35 questions related to Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered changes 

to teaching practice included on the final 64 question quantitative research instrument 

(Appendix D) and all of them came directly from the above mentioned worksheets.  

Questions one through six on the survey focused on Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered 

teaching practice concerning the Balance of Power, while questions seven through 14 

focused on the Function of Content.  The Role of the Teacher, Weimer’s (2002) third 

concept framed questions 15-22 as questions 23-29 centered on the Responsibilities of 

Students.  Finally, questions 30-35 were centered on Weimer’s (2002) notion of the 

Purpose and Process of Evaluation.   



    

The next ten questions, 36-46, were related to pressures that might exist outside of 

the classroom, but may impact the participants’ teaching practices.  This section 

continued to use statements with the same five point Likert scale (Table 1) that was 

applied to all of the questions related to Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to 

teaching practice.  The remaining questions, 47-64, were not associated with a ‘level of 

agreement’, but continued to use responses of (a) through (e).   These 13 questions were 

associated with teaching/learning practices used by the professors and certain 

characteristics of the courses/classes they taught most often.  Finally, six questions 

provided demographic data such as age, gender, ethnicity, rank, teaching contract type, 

teaching load, and academic unit.  

The qualitative research component of this study consisted of individual telephone 

interviews with consenting participants.  The interview questions (Appendix C) center on 

the participant’s typical teaching practices as well as their thoughts on learner–centered 

education.  It was the researcher’s intent to make the interviews more like a conversation 

about higher education in general rather than specifically about the implementation of 

learner-centered teaching practices.  While participants were prompted to provide 

personal examples of typical teaching methods and other classroom activities they found 

to be effective, they were also encouraged to share and discuss any previous and/or 

current teaching aids, technology, software, and/or techniques that they have used, along 

with any other strategies that seemed to further the learning of their students.  The 

primary goals of the interviews were to explore the meaning, process, definitions, and 

other descriptors unique to each participant’s teaching practices in order to discover the 



    

primary and secondary teaching methods used, examples of implementation of Weimer’s 

(2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice, use of instructional technology, and 

teaching nuances relative to his/her discipline.   Recording the participants’ 

view/definition of learner-centered education was another important piece of the 

interview.   

Data Collection 
 

The study was conducted in several phases.  The first phase involved contacting 

the potential participants per U. S. mail. The list of potential participants was a 

compilation of “Teacher of the Year” award winners provided by the Student Affairs 

Office and faculty who were recognized as “Excellent Teachers” by students in the 

Schools of Business, Education, and Nursing.  The names of “Teacher of the Year” 

award winners were public information; therefore, confidentiality was never violated.   

Since the “Teacher of the Year” awardees, except one from the Business School, 

represented only the College of Arts and Sciences, an effort was made to expand the 

participant pool and generate faculty representation from the three professional schools.  

Therefore, excellent teaching faculty needed to be selected by students in the professional 

schools.  Undergraduate students in the Schools of Business, Education, and Nursing 

were required first to complete a consent form (Appendix Ba) that guaranteed the 

confidentiality and anonymity of their nominations.  Moreover, the data gathered in this 

study are not reported at the individual level.  Rather, the data were aggregated to 

determine if and to what extent excellent faculty are using learner-centered teaching 



    

practices.  Aggregation of the data ensured further confidentiality and anonymity for all 

participants.  

Potential participants were initially sent, per U. S. mail, a letter of invitation with 

a request for contact information (Appendix A), two informed consent forms (one for the 

participant and one for the researcher) (Appendix B), a copy of the quantitative survey 

with directions (Appendix D) and a case identification number, a Scantron answer sheet, 

and a self- addressed, stamped envelope for return of one of the completed consent forms, 

the contact information sheet, and Scantron answer sheet.  As the consent forms, 

Scantron answer sheets, and contact information sheets were returned, each participant 

was contacted by telephone to schedule their interview.  The goal was to schedule the 

interviews within one month of receiving the completed study documents; most 

interviews were scheduled within two weeks of receipt of the required study documents. 

Those potential participants that did not respond to the initial mailing were re-

mailed the study documents approximately two weeks after the initial mailing.  In 

addition, at that time, if alternate contact information had been provided, I called and/or 

sent an electronic mail (email) message to all potential participants to encourage them to 

participate in the study.   Potential participants were contacted by U. S. mail a third time 

approximately one month after the initial mailing.  Again, if alternated contact 

information was available, it was used to encourage participation in the study.  However, 

participants who responded to phone contact had to complete and return all required 

study documents before their interviews were scheduled.  All study participants were 



    

required to fill out the consent form and contact information sheet and the Scantron 

answer sheet before their interview was conducted.  

Twenty-nine study document packets were mailed via U. S. Postal Service to 

professors whom students selected as “Excellent” or as a “Teacher of the Year.”   Within 

six weeks of the initial mailing, 24 participants sent in completed study documents. This 

represents an 83% return rate, which is considered to be an excellent response.  These 

study documents included the quantitative data, which was collected prior to the 

qualitative data in this mixed-methods research project.   

The interviews provided qualitative data.  Of the 24 participants who first 

completed the quantitative instrument, 19 also participated in the interview portion of the 

study.  Thereby resulting in an 80% participation rate; this is also an excellent response.  

The interviews were conducted at a time and place convenient for the participant and 

were approximately an hour in length.  They were recorded per cassette tape and notes 

were taken in order to capture as much of the subjective data as possible.  The interviews 

were then used to compile common themes related to learner-centered teaching practices, 

effective teaching, and pressures on professors.  Emergent analysis was used to determine 

if additional themes were present.   The interview questions can be found in Appendix C.    

Data Analysis 
 
 The data analysis used the survey items as a foundation for both the quantitative 

and qualitative analysis and this data was divided into the following sub-groups for 

comparative analysis: All participants; Teacher of the Year award winners; and Excellent 

Faculty from the three professional schools, Business, Education and Nursing.  The 



    

quantitative data yielded descriptive statistics such as the mean, frequency, and 

percentage for each survey item and for each sub-group.  These descriptive statistics were 

used to report the level of the participant’s agreement with survey statements regarding 

Weimer’s (2002) learning-centered changes to teaching practice and the statements 

regarding pressures professors may feel impact teaching and learning within their 

classroom. 

The qualitative data, in the form of interview transcripts, were analyzed for 

vignettes that personified the participants’ responses. These were then contrasted to the 

descriptive statistics summarized according to the following groupings: All participants, 

participants from the College of Arts and Sciences and Schools of Business, Education, 

and Nursing, Teacher of the Year Awardees, and Excellent Teachers. After an initial 

reading of a transcript, notes were made as to words, phrases, and/or other utterances that 

could be associated or disassociated with each of Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered 

changes to teaching practice, pressures on professors, as well as the teaching/learning 

elements and the characteristics of classes queried on the survey.  

The interview transcripts were also analyzed for evidence of implementation of 

Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice; use of instructional 

technology; teaching aids, such as PowerPoint, the World Wide Web (WWW); and/or 

other online resources such as data, films/media, or particular websites.  The transcripts 

were also examined for teaching nuances relative to different disciplines, each 

participant’s definition of learner-centered education, and other emergent themes that 

may or may not be related to learner-centered teaching approaches.  



    

Matrix 1 shows how the data analytic techniques address the questions that guide this 

study. 

MATRIX 1 
Research Question                                                                                Data Analysis 
1. To what extent are Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered      Survey  

changes to teaching practices typically used by  Interview 
individuals who have been identified by students to be   Vignette  
outstanding teachers?       instantiations 
     

2. To what extent do Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered    Survey 
changes to teaching practice apply across academic units?  Interview 

Vignette 
instantiations 

 
3.   What beliefs about teaching and learning, about professors  Survey  

and students, are prevalent in the interview responses   Interview 
of those who have been identified as outstanding teachers? 
          Vignette 

instantiations 
 

 For the first research question quantitative data were analyzed according to the 

amount of agreement or disagreement with set statements on the survey form.  Since 

Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered changes to practice serve to organize these 

questions, the agreement with survey statements were considered to be comparable or 

synonymous with Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice, just as 

disagreement was considered non-supportive of Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered 

changes to teaching practice.   

The qualitative interview analysis used to answer the first research question, used 



    

emergent analysis as described by Lofland (2002) (cited in Miles and Huberman, 2002).  

Data were coded as they accumulated and memos were written on those codes.  

Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered changes to teaching practice served as initial 

“sensitizing constructs”. The learner-centered statements regarding Weimer’s (2002) 

concepts of the balance of power, the function of content, the role of teacher, the 

responsibility of learning, and purpose and processes of evaluation that were used in the 

survey instrument provided a systematic method to examine the interview transcripts. 

Affording the concession that many of the participants may not be familiar with 

Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice, her specific verbiage, or 

the exact language of the survey items that serve as descriptors of Weimer’s (2002) 

concepts, the participants’ language and typical teaching practices recorded in the 

interview were compared with common student-centered and/or learner-centered 

synonyms, definitions, and/or teaching practices and allowed the primary researcher a 

means for noting the articulation of themes consistent with Weimer’s (2002) learner-

centered teaching practices. 

 Assessing for congruency with Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered teaching 

practices was the main focus of the qualitative data analysis, the principal researcher also 

sought emergent themes in the interview transcripts through the use of a scheme 

advocated by Creswell (1994) for data reduction and analysis. 

1. All interview transcripts were read carefully from beginning to end before any 

analysis was performed. 

2. All interview transcripts were re-read and were examined for underlying meaning 



    

related to teaching and learning in general. 

3. All interviews were then re-read several more times depending on the length and 

substance of the participant’s responses.  During this step in Creswell’s (1994) 

scheme, the interview transcripts are to be examined for similar topics, words, and 

utterances. And though I purposely compared the interview data to the statements 

noted on the survey and essentially chose the majority of the topics to be analyzed 

further, I did not neglect the pursuit of emergent topics. 

4.  For the next step in qualitative analysis, Cresswell (1994) advocates for the 

abbreviation and conversion of similar topics to codes. These codes are then 

assigned to appropriate utterances, words, and unmitigated conversation. 

5. The codes were then worded descriptively into categories.  The categories I 

purposely sought during this analysis were Weimer’s (2002 learner-centered 

changes to teaching practice, pressures on professors, effective teaching 

strategies, and characteristics of individual classes taught by the participants.  

6. The data material were assembled as to category/concept and recorded as to 

emergent themes. 

The interview transcripts were then examined for emergent themes with an eye to 

selecting vignettes that embodied or instantiated the emergent themes that were 

discovered.  

 The analysis for the second research question pertaining to differences in teaching 

by academic unit proceeded in a fashion similar to the analysis for the first question.  

However, rather than examining the data as one unit, the participants’ interview 



    

transcripts were separated according to academic unit: Teacher of the Year from the 

College of Arts and Sciences and Excellent Teachers in the Schools of Business, 

Education and Nursing.  The quantitative data was also divided according to academic 

units and variations were examined. 

 The third research question is much broader and looked not only at teaching and 

learning beliefs and/or activities’ preferences, but also at the academic environment of 

the professors.  The participants provided information on their rank and tenure status; 

time in the profession; professional obligations, teaching, research and service; and other 

demands placed on them as academics.  Trends or themes were analyzed similar to the 

above two research questions. Matrix 2 shows how three sensitizing constructs could be 

identified using the stated data collection tools. 

MATRIX 2 
Guiding Concept/Paradigm         Data Collection Tool        Rationale 
Learner-Centered    Survey                               Survey constructed on  
         Weimer’s teaching practices 

 (2002) five learner-centered 
changes to teaching practice 

  
                                         Interview Vignettes          Questions and probes about 
       learner- centered teaching  
       practices may demonstrate  
       some of the features of  
       learner-centered education 

   
  
  



    

 
Effective Teaching   Survey                              Primarily disagree responses  
         to learner-centered questions 
        may mirror a more traditional 
                                                                                               effective teaching orientation 
                                                                                                
                                                   Interview                          Lack or little 

acknowledgement 
      Vignettes   of learner-centered or  

 emphasis of more traditional 
 approaches such as lecture 

        may reflect effective teaching 
                                                                                                

May show effective teaching 
is more likely to consist of 
traditional higher education 
teaching practices 

   
Pressures on Professors             Interview                        May elicit responses relating 
      Vignettes   to research, teaching, service  
         or influence of academic 
                                                                                              professionals or changing  
        student body or academic 
         capitalism to research,  

       teaching, service                             
or influence of 

managerial/educational 

professionals, changing 

student body, and/or academic 

capitalism                                                                               



    

Confidentiality and the Protection of Subjects 

 Since this study involved the use of survey procedures and interviews and in order 

to protect the human subjects, the participants, this research was filed with the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) for exempt review.  The study received written 

permission from the IRB to proceed with the study.  In addition, the research objectives 

were articulated verbally and in writing to the participants, written permission to partake 

in the study as articulated was received from each participant.  Last, each participant was 

informed of all data collection tools and activities, the interview.  

 The success of this study depended upon the cooperation of those who 

participated.  To satisfy both ethical considerations and enlist the support of the 

participants, assurances and safeguards for privacy were provided.  The following steps 

were taken:  

 Anonymity—Names of the participants were not used in the dissertation.  In 

addition, the year and type (“Teacher of the Year” awardees versus “Excellent Teachers” 

from the professional schools) were not revealed.   

 Informed consent— The cover letter to the participants explained the purpose and 

rationale of the study.  By completing the survey and the consent form and returning it, 

the participants assured the primary investigator that they were informed about this study, 

understood its purpose, and felt no undue pressure to participate. 



    

Internal Validity 
 

The primary researcher was aware of the need for internal validity, accuracy of 

the information and whether or not the findings matched reality.  This was accomplished 

by using triangulation to combine the quantitative survey, a qualitative interview, and the 

vignettes, which served to document instantiations of the emergent themes. 

Reliability 
 
 The fact that this study took place in one university makes generalizability 

problematic.  However, to the extent that other institutions share key characteristics of the 

university venue, such as Carnegie Classification, and/or a private, liberal arts institution 

in the Catholic tradition, regional similarities, etc, there may be some confidence that 

similar results might be expected at similar universities.  

Limitations of the Study 
 

Since this study uses two types of self-report data sources, a survey and an 

interview, an important limitation to address is self-report bias.  According to Donaldson 

and Grant-Vallone (2002) “In general, research participants want to respond in a way that 

makes them look as good as possible” (pg. 247).  Therefore participants in this study may 

respond in ways that they consider to be socially desirable (Donaldson & Grant-Valona, 

2002).  In addition, given that this study did not involve observation of the participant or 

interviews of students in the participants’ classes, the findings of this study are based on 

the answers given by the participants; such answers may not reflect the experiences of the 

students.    According to Creswell (1994) the use of interviews as a data collection 

process has several limitations.  Interviews provide information that is indirect and the 



    

data collected is specific to the views of the participant being interviewed.  In addition, 

the environment where the interview is held is usually out of the participant’s normal 

workplace and the interview questions and presence of the researcher may create 

participant bias.  However, the principal investigator did not conduct interviews in order 

to avoid bias.  Finally, participants may vary in their ability to articulate responses 

(Creswell, 1994).  This study was also limited by small sample size.  In addition, the 

discourse concerning excellent versus effective teachers remains, and can only be 

informed by the literature. 

Expected Findings 
 
 It was anticipated that the findings of this study would disclose that those 

recognized as outstanding teachers, Teachers of the Year awardees and Excellent 

Teachers from the professional schools, would use both traditional and learner-centered 

teaching practices in their classrooms.  The participants are more likely to agree with 

Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered teaching practices than actually implement them.  

Yet, teachers who have been recognized by students as excellent/outstanding are 

expected to support active learning and engaging class discussions or other activities that 

include students in meaningful inquiry. Professors teaching content laden courses would 

likely spend more time lecturing than discussing course material.  In addition, excellent 

teachers who teach required content laden courses and/or elective, non-content laden 

courses will probably rely on technologic applications such as Blackboard, a course 

website, and/or PowerPoint presentations to help students achieve the stated objectives of 



    

their courses.  Overall, it was expected that the agreement level and implementation of 

Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice would vary per discipline.  



    

Researcher’s Role: Positionality of Principal Investigator 
 
 Not only did I receive my undergraduate education from the School of Nursing at 

the private, liberal arts university that is being used in this study, but also I was employed 

for a significant period of time at this same university. In order to pursue this doctoral 

degree, as a means to further my promotion status and investigate “Higher-Education”, I 

suspended my full-time teaching duties with a one-year, half-pay sabbatical that I 

combined with a one-year leave of absence.  I taught for 13 years at the rank of Assistant 

Professor and was the “Master Teacher” of several courses during my tenure.  

 The descriptor of “Master Teacher” indicates that a certain professor maintains 

oversight of a particular course.  Some responsibilities of a “Master Teacher” include: 

maintenance of prescribed course objectives, selection of the text and development and 

use of other course materials, communication with other classroom professors of various 

rank who were teaching other sections of the same course, and supervision of clinical 

instructors if the course was linked to a laboratory or clinical experience. It was not 

uncommon for the designation of “Master Teacher” to change from school year to school 

year, so I was a “Master Teacher” of several different courses over my 13-year tenure.  

However, due to the fact that my expertise was pediatric nursing, I was the “Master 

Teacher” of this course for my entire career at the University.  

 I was held to the same three responsibilities, teaching, scholarship, and service of 

all professors regardless of rank.  However, I enjoyed the challenges of teaching more 

than scholarship and service.  Though I may have spent more time investigating and 

incorporating different teaching strategies, I maintained positive merit in scholarship and 



    

service.  The principal researcher was the first professor in the department to incorporate 

technology into the classroom.  I also was the first to take part in teaching two new 

courses outside of the School of Nursing.  Both courses were designed for freshman, and 

though I taught senior nursing students for the most part, I was excited to learn about how 

to teach different levels of students.  In fact, before the opportunity to take part in two 

freshman courses became available, I audited a course in the art department in order to 

“see” how a professor in a different discipline taught a core class in that major. 

 I probably did bring some bias to the study regarding learner-centered teaching as 

I began reflecting on my teaching and the students learning.  I rarely taught without 

interacting with my students, for I quickly learned that student engagement was critical to 

good teaching.  After teaching one semester, my reflection on the experience led to two 

major changes in my teaching.   

 First, I created handouts that consisted of an outline of the material to be covered 

that day; later, when the technology became available, I posted PowerPoint presentations 

on the course website.  I found the outlines allowed me to teach more information within 

the same time frame, as I did not have to stop and spell words or outline the content being 

covered for students.   

 Second, I used tests as teaching tools in addition to the primary means to the 

grade for the overall course.  In accordance with School of Nursing policy, students were 

not allowed to keep their test after grading in an effort to preserve test security.   

However, a student could make an appointment with me to discuss the test privately.   



    

 In addition, I developed a method of “test review” learning.  During the first ten 

minutes of the class following a “test day,” I informed the class of the top grade, lowest 

grade, and the average grade on the examination.  I then allowed students to ask 

questions about particular test questions.  If the student disagreed with me, he/she and/or 

the rest of the class could “challenge” the question.  In order to “challenge” a question the 

student(s) had to present a valid argument contrary to the selected correct answer on the 

test.  The argument had to be referenced in the textbook, written in class notes, or 

recorded on a tape of the class.  A deadline was set and the student had to provide both a 

rationale for the debated answer and a copy of the student’s notes, citation in the text, or 

the audiotape with the conflicting statements.  I took time to review the “challenge” and 

then announced whether the answer was written incorrectly, miss keyed, or was a second 

correct response.  The time devoted to such a process was noted in the students’ 

evaluation of my teaching performance as a positive addition to the class.   

 I chose to conduct this study at my “home” institution for many reasons.  The 

most important reasons relate to the connectedness of Weimer’s (2002) research, the 

research, and information on student-centered teaching/learning, instructional technology, 

the depth of student learning, and the mission, vision, strategic plan, “CORE” courses, 

and expectations of faculty at my study venue. 

Demographic Data Presentation 
 

 The demographic data items segregated the participants by gender and ethnicity 

as well as other important descriptors unique to post-secondary education and this study. 

A key variable in this study includes the recognition of faculty members as exceptional 



    

teachers; therefore, participants were instructed to respond to questions regarding their 

age, academic rank, type of academic contract, and their academic load.  Since the 

participants were divided into five groups and there were eight demographic questions 

with up to five possible responses, multiple tables (2A-2E) were created.  This was done 

in order to report the data in a simple, systematic, and comprehensive manner.  The table 

assignments are as follows: Table 2A reports the responses of All Participants (N=24) 

who completed the survey, Tables 2B to 2E sort the data according to academic unit.  

The demographic data presented in Table 2A represents the responses of all of the 

participants. The data indicates that of the 24 participants over two-thirds were female 

while a third was male.  All participants recorded their ethnicity as white/Caucasian. The 

academic unit divisions revealed that participants from the College of Arts and Sciences 

constituted a little less than half the sample with ten participants.  There are four 

participants representing the School of Business and another four participants from the 

School of Education.  Six excellent teachers from the School of Nursing participated in 

this study.   

The data indicates that the majority of the participants in this study were between 

36-46 years of age, were ranked as an Assistant Professor on a tenure-track academic 

contract. The dominant group of professors taught required courses in the major at the 

sophomore level and carried a course load of 12 credit hours per semester.  

The demographic data responses from the participants who teach within the 

College of Arts and Sciences are summarized in Table 2B.  There are ten participants 

from the College of Arts and Sciences in this study and they are equally divided with 



    

reference to gender and are of white/Caucasian ethnicity.  As the participants from the 

College of Arts and Sciences represent a dominant subgroup of the total participant pool, 

their data resemble that of all of the participants. Over half of the participants from the 

College of Arts and Sciences were 36-46 years of age, however one participant was 47-

57 years of age and three were 25-35 years old.   

Though half of the participants from the College of Arts and Sciences hold the 

academic rank of Assistant Professor, two participants are Full Professors; they are the 

only academic unit with participants holding this esteemed rank.  In addition, though 

most of the participants from the College of Arts and Sciences are on a tenure-track, two 

were tenured.  Only two other participants are tenured and they were from the School of 

Nursing.   

Nearly all of the participants from the College of Arts and Sciences teach 12 

academic load hours.  Over half of the participants appear to teach required courses in the 

major, though some noted they teach required general education courses or required 

cognate classes.  The courses they teach are either freshman or sophomore level courses.  

While I expected that the participants from the College of Arts and Sciences teach the 

majority of their classes at the lower-level, I would have also thought that most 

participants from the College of Arts and Sciences would teach required general 

education classes since this academic unit is largely considered to provide the liberal arts 

foundation for all students.   

As expected, participants from the Schools of Business, Education, and Nursing 

reported that they, almost exclusively, teach required courses in the major. Only one of 



    

the four participants from the School of Business reported teaching a required cognate 

class rather than a required course in the major.  As for the participants from the School 

of Education, three of the four participants teach required courses in the major; the other 

participant from the School of Education did not answer the question. All participants 

from the School of Nursing teach required courses in the major.   

With regard to level of the classes taught, participants from the Schools of 

Business and Nursing tend to teach students at the sophomore level.  However, 

participants from the School of Business also report that they teach lower and upper 

division classes while several participants from the School of Nursing recorded that they 

only teach upper division classes.  Within the School of Education, two of the four 

participants teach junior level classes and one participant teaches sophomore level 

classes.  The other participant from the School of Education did not answer this question. 

 Participants from the School of Business were almost exclusively male professors 

between the ages of 36-46.  Three of them hold the rank of Assistant Professor and one is 

an Associate professor.   In addition, three of them are on a tenure-track, while one is on 

a non-tenure track.   Finally, three of them teach twelve credit hours a semester and the 

other teaches nine credit hours.  

 Most of the characteristics of the four participants from the School of Education 

closely mimic those of the School of Business.  Other than gender, participants from the 

School of Education were exclusively female, the age range (36-46 years of age), rank of 

Assistant Professor, academic contract of tenure-track, and credit hour load of 12 are the 



    

same dominant descriptors.  Since each of these academic units only had four 

participants, it is not unusual for their results to be similar. 

 Some of the characteristics of the participants from the School of Nursing diverge 

from the other groups.  Though all of participants were white women between the ages of 

36-46 years, five of the six participants noted that they are Assistant Professors on a non-

tenure track.  Nearly all other participants are on a tenure-track or tenured.   Though two 

participants from the School of Nursing noted that they are tenured, neither held a rank 

higher than Assistant Professor.   One participant from the School of Nursing is the only 

person in the total group to hold the rank of Instructor.  Though most of the participants 

from the School of Nursing held a somewhat overall low rank and limited contract, all of 

participants recorded that they teach a 12 credit hour load. 



    

TABLE 2A:  Demographic Data: All Participants (N=24) 
 

Question Number and Short Stem Options for Answers Number Percent 

Gender 
Male 8 33% 

Female 16 67% 
Ethnicity White/Caucasian 24 0% 

Age  25-35 Years of Age  4 17% 
at Time 36-46 Years of Age 14 58% 

 of Recognition 47-57 Years of Age 5 21% 
 No Answer 1 4% 

 Academic Rank Instructor 1 4% 
at Time Assistant Professor 16 67% 

 of Recognition Associate Professor 4 17% 
 Full Professor 2 8% 
 No Answer 1 4% 

Academic Contract Non-Tenure Track 5 21% 
at Time Tenure-Track 13 54% 

 of Recognition Tenure 5 21% 
 No Answer 1 4% 

Credit Hour Load 9 3 13% 
at Time 12 20 83% 

 of Recognition No Answer 1 4% 
 Academic Unit Arts and Sciences 10 42% 
Taught within School of Business 4 17% 

at Time School of Education 4 17% 
 of Recognition School of Nursing 6 25% 

Average Type of Required in Major 18 75% 

 Course Taught 
Required General 

Education 2 8% 
at Time of Recognition Required Cognate 4 17% 

 Average Freshman 6 25% 
 Level of Course Taught Sophomore 10 42% 

 at Time Junior 5 21% 
 Senior 2 83% 

 No Answer 1 4% 



    

TABLE 2B:  Demographic Data: College of Arts and Sciences (N=10) 
 

Question Number and Short Stem Options for Answers Number Percent 

Gender 
Male 5 50% 

Female 5 50% 
Ethnicity White/Caucasian 10 100% 

Age  25-35 Years of Age  3 30% 
at Time 36-46 Years of Age 6 60% 

 of Recognition 47-57 Years of Age 1 10% 
 No Answer 0   

 Academic Rank Instructor 0   
at Time Assistant Professor 5 50% 

 of Recognition Associate Professor 3 30% 
 Full Professor 2 20% 
 No Answer 0   

Academic Contract Non-Tenure Track 0   
at Time Tenure-Track 7 70% 

 of Recognition Tenure 3 30% 
 No Answer 0   

Credit Hour Load 9 1 10% 
at Time 12 9 90% 

 of Recognition No Answer 0   
 Academic Unit Arts and Sciences 10 100% 
Taught within School of Business     

at Time School of Education     
 of Recognition School of Nursing     

Average Type of Required in Major 6 60% 

 Course Taught 
Required General 

Education 2 20% 
at Time of Recognition Required Cognate 2 20% 

 Average Freshman 5 50% 
 Level of Course Taught Sophomore 4 40% 

 at Time Junior 0   
 Senior 0   

 No Answer 1 10% 
 



    

TABLE 2C: Demographic Data: School of Business (N=4) 
 

Question Number and Short Stem Options for Answers Number Percent 

Gender 
Male 3 75% 

Female 1 25% 
Ethnicity White/Caucasian 4 100% 

Age  25-35 Years of Age 1 25% 
at Time 36-46 Years of Age 2 50% 

 of Recognition 47-57 Years of Age 1 25% 
 No Answer 0   

 Academic Rank Instructor 0   
at Time Assistant Professor 3 75% 

 of Recognition Associate Professor 1 25% 
 Full Professor 0   
 No Answer 0   

Academic Contract Non-Tenure Track 1 25% 
at Time Tenure-Track 3 75% 

 of Recognition Tenure 0   
 No Answer 0   

Credit Hour Load 9 1 25% 
at Time 12 3 75% 

 of Recognition No Answer 0   
 Academic Unit Arts and Sciences     
Taught within School of Business 4 100% 

at Time School of Education     
 of Recognition School of Nursing     

Average Type of Required in Major 3 75% 

 Course Taught 
Required General 

Education 0   
at Time of Recognition Required Cognate 1 25% 

 Average Freshman 1 25% 
 Level of Course Taught Sophomore 2 50% 

 at Time Junior 0   
 Senior 1 25% 

 No Answer 0   
 



    

TABLE 2D: Demographic Data: School of Education (N=4) 
 

Question Number and Short Stem Options for Answers Number Percent 

Gender 
Male 0   

Female 4 100% 
Ethnicity White/Caucasian 4 100% 

Age  25-35 Years of Age 0   
at Time 36-46 Years of Age 2 50% 

 of Recognition 47-57 Years of Age 1 25% 
 No Answer 0   

 Academic Rank Instructor 0   
at Time Assistant Professor 3 75% 

 of Recognition Associate Professor 0   
 Full Professor 0   
 No Answer 1 25% 

Academic Contract Non-Tenure Track 0   
at Time Tenure-Track 3 75% 

 of Recognition Tenure 0   
 No Answer 1 25% 

Credit Hour Load 9 1 25% 
at Time 12 2 50% 

 of Recognition No Answer 1 25% 
 Academic Unit Arts and Sciences     
Taught within School of Business     

at Time School of Education 4 100% 
 of Recognition School of Nursing     

Average Type of Required in Major 3 75% 

 Course Taught 
Required General 

Education 0   
at Time of Recognition Required Cognate 1 25% 

 Average Freshman 0   
 Level of Course Taught Sophomore 1 25% 

 at Time Junior 2 50% 
 Senior 0   

 No Answer 0   



    

TABLE 2E: Demographic Data: School of Nursing (N=6) 
 

Question Number and Short Stem Options for Answers Number Percent 

Gender 
Male 0   

Female 6 100% 
Ethnicity White/Caucasian 6 100% 

Age  25-35 Years of Age  0 0% 
at Time 36-46 Years of Age 4 67% 

 of Recognition 47-57 Years of Age 2 33% 
 No Answer 0 0% 

 Academic Rank Instructor 1 17% 
at Time Assistant Professor 5 83% 

 of Recognition Associate Professor 0 0% 
 Full Professor 0 0% 
 No Answer 0 0% 

Academic Contract Non-Tenure Track 4 67% 
at Time Tenure-Track 0 0% 

 of Recognition Tenure 2 33% 
 No Answer 0 0% 

Credit Hour Load 9 0 0% 
at Time 12 6 100% 

 of Recognition No Answer 0 0% 
 Academic Unit Arts and Sciences     
Taught within School of Business     

at Time School of Education     
 of Recognition School of Nursing 6 100% 

Average Type of Required in Major 6 100% 

 Course Taught 
Required General 

Education 0 0% 
at Time of Recognition Required Cognate 0 0% 

 Average Freshman 0 0% 
 Level of Course Taught Sophomore 3 50% 

 at Time Junior 2 33% 
 Senior 1 17% 

 No Answer 0   



    

CHAPTER IV: RESULTS 
 

Introduction 
 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the teaching methods of excellent 

faculty at a private, liberal arts institution.  Outstanding professors from the College of 

Arts and Sciences, and Schools of Business, Education, and Nursing were invited to 

participate in this research.  Specifically, the participants’ agreement with and 

implementation of Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered educational model was assessed.  

Weimer’s (2002) model consists of five key changes to practice: the balance of power, 

the function of content, the role of the teacher, the responsibility for learning, and the 

processes and purposes of evaluation.  In addition, participants’ views of the following 

concepts were solicited:  effective teaching, pressures on professors, and learner-centered 

education.  Both quantitative and qualitative research methods were used in order to 

obtain objective and subjective data.  During the data collection efforts were made to 

limit subject bias and cues to “learner-centered language.”   

Quantitative Data Analysis 
 

 In order to present the quantitative data in a simplistic yet meaningful way, 

multiple tables were created.  The Tables, 3A-3E and 4, present the participants’ 

responses to the survey items that were divided by theme and segregated into groups: all 

participants (ALL, N=24) and subgroups of faculty members from the College of Arts 

and Sciences (A & S, N=10) and Schools of Business (BUS, N=4), Education (EDU, 

N=4), and Nursing (NUR, N=6).  Participants ranked their responses on a five-point 

Likert scale. The quantitative data analysis examined the participants’ percent of 



    

agreement with each question.  If the percent of agreement was low, the frequency of 

responses was examined.  Responses to the option “no opinion” were not included in the 

data analysis.  Of the 64 questions on the survey, 35 of them are related to the five 

learner-centered changes to teaching practice developed by Weimer (2002).  The 

questions relate to Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered changes to teaching practice as 

follows: balance of power (Questions 1-6; see Table 3A), function of content (Questions 

7-14; see Table 3B), role of the teacher (Questions 15-22; see Table 3C), responsibility 

for learning (Questions 23-29; see Table 3D) and process and purpose of evaluation 

(Questions 30-35; see Table 3E).  Responses to the ten questions regarding potential 

pressures on professors (Questions 36-46; see Table 4) are also presented in this Chapter. 

The demographic data was presented in see Tables 2A-2E is described in Chapter III.  

The Balance of Power  
 

Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice are based on the 

reallocation of power in the classroom.  Power, Weimer (2002) contends, is so ingrained 

in the traditional classroom that it is often overlooked.  For the most part, teacher-

centered classrooms afford power, authority, and control to one central figure in the 

classroom—the teacher.  However, the literature regarding effective teaching and student 

learning supports the use of activities and assignments that reallocate power and focus on 

students and their learning needs.  The six survey items that actualize Weimer’s (2002) 

balance of power construct focus on the following: encouraging students to explore 

course content beyond what is reviewed in class, encouraging students to express 

alternative perspectives, involving students in course decision making, using open-ended 



    

assignments, increasing opportunities to learn by attending class, and grading students 

based on the quantity and quality of their work.   

Overall, most excellent professors from the College of Arts and Sciences and the 

Schools of Nursing, Education, and Business responses indicate that they tend to 

encourage students to explore course content beyond what was presented in class while 

encouraging students to express alternate perspectives appropriate to the course content.  

In addition, participants seem to believe that the students in their class are aware of the 

opportunities to learn from the professor and other students by attending class.  

The highest percent of agreement was found in the data representing the views of 

the four participants from the School of Education.  Within the six questions regarding 

the balance of power in the classroom there was only a single response that deviated from 

agreement.  On the other hand, the views of the six participants from the School of 

Nursing varied greatly.  Though there was 100% agreement that students are encouraged 

to explore course content beyond that reviewed in class and to express an alternate 

opinion, only 17% (1 participant) agreed that assignments in her courses are open-ended.  

However, it seems as though four participants from the School of Business hold nearly 

the same view of open-ended assignments as only one participant agreed (25%) with this 

statement.   

The only other disparity that was prominent within this section, which outlines 

behaviors associated with balancing power in the classroom related to sharing course 

decision making with students.  However, what seems of interest is not just a low level of 

agreement (50-60%), but rather that the participants from these two academic units, 



    

College of Arts and Science and Nursing, were divided on their responses.  For instance, 

three participants from the School of Nursing disagreed with involving students in the 

negotiation of classroom management policies, assessment methods, and/or deadlines, yet 

three participants agreed.  The same was true for participants from the College of Arts 

and Sciences, though their results were a 40% versus 60% with favor to agreement.  

However, overall, 67% of the excellent faculty in this study agreed with including 

students in course decision making; this result is encouraging as most faculty have 

planned their courses, decided on appropriate classroom behavior, set assignment 

deadlines, and set all test dates by the first day of class.  Though 67% agreement may 

seem low, Weimer (2002) fully supports incremental changes toward increased student 

learning for it is the realist who can accept change.  



    

TABLE 3A:  The Balance of Power 

   ALL 
(N=24) 

A & S 
(N=10) 

BUS 
(N=4) 

EDU 
(N=4) 

NUR 
(N=6) 

Question 
# 

Ques. Stem Options # % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

1 Explore strongly dag. 0 92% 0 90% 0 75% 0 100% 0 100% 
 Course dag. 1  0  1  0  0  
 Content no opinion 1  1  0  0  0  
 Beyond agree 9  4  2  0  3  
 Class strongly 

agree 
13  5  1  4  3  

2 Express strongly 
disagree 

0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 Alternate disagree 0  0  0  0  0  
 Perspective no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  
  agree 11  3  3  0  5  
  strongly 

agree 
13  7  1  4  1  

3 quality & strongly 
disagree 

0 88% 0 100% 0 75% 0 75% 0 83% 

 quantity of disagree 2  0  1  0  1  
 student work no opinion 1  0  0  1  0  
 Determines agree 8  2  1  2  3  
 Grade strongly 

agree 
13  8  2  1  2  

4 open-ended strongly 
disagree 

2 54% 1 70% 0 25% 0 100% 1 17% 

 Assignments disagree 7  2  2  0  3  
 &/or allow no opinion 2  0  1  0  1  
 for more than agree 6  5  0  0  1  
 one right 

answer 
strongly 

agree 
7  2  1  4  0  

5 Negotiate strongly 
disagree 

2 67% 1 60% 0 75% 0 100% 1 50% 

 class content, disagree 5  2  1  0  2  
 format, 

policies 
no opinion 1  1  0  0  0  

 Deadline agree 12  4  2  4  2  
  strongly 

agree 
4  2  1  0  1  

6 students know strongly 0 96% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 83% 



    

disagree 
 consequences disagree 0  0  0  0  0  
 associated 

with 
no opinion 1  0  0  0  1  

 missing class agree 10  6  1  1  2  
  strongly 

agree 
13  4  3  3  3  



The Function of Content  
 
 Weimer’s (2002) views regarding what she calls “the function of content” urge 

faculty to examine the “…method behind the madness…” (p. 50) so that they are better 

able to understand “… the ‘new content-learning relationship” (p. 51).  Looking ahead to 

lifelong learning and the students’ (as opposed to the teacher’s) responsibility for 

learning, Weimer (2002) advocates the use of course content/curriculum for student 

learning on three fronts: the development of a knowledge base, the development of 

learning skills in the discipline, and the promotion of self-awareness of learning. 

Questions that represent ideas central to Weimer’s (2002) function of content ask faculty 

about the use of content/curriculum in the classes they teach.  The eight survey questions 

focus on how the content/curriculum promotes inquiry/thinking in the discipline, merges 

with life experiences, allows students to solve real problems, builds discipline specific 

learning methods and appreciates the value of content, understands the function of 

content and why it is learned, develops a scaffold for learning, and shows how to apply 

knowledge and skills for the future.   

In general, excellent faculty promoted student inquiry and problem solving.  They 

agreed that problem solving, discipline-specific learning methods, selection and value of 



    

course content, application of course content, scaffolding of content, and the integration 

of new content were important.  Appropriate framing of the content for future learning 

and allowing students to build discipline-specific learning methods were the most 

important.  Again, the excellent professors from the School of Education tended to agree 

more strongly with each of the questions concerning this learner-centered change to 

practice.  However, both professors from business and nursing tended to agree or strongly 

agree with Weimer’s idea of the function of content as well.  There was a high level of 

agreement with the concepts regarding function of content (Table 3B) among all of the 

participants. 



    

TABLE 3B:  The Function of Content 

   ALL 
(N=24) 

A & S 
(N=10) 

BUS 
(N=4) 

EDU 
(N=4) 

NUR 
(N=6) 

? # Ques. Stem Options # % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

7 content/curriculum strongly 
disagree 

0 96% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 83% 

 promotes disagree 0  0  0  0  0  

 inquiry/thinking no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  

 in discipline agree 9  6  1  0  2  

  strongly agree 1
4 

 4  3  4  3  

8 content/curriculum strongly 
disagree 

0 88% 0 70% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 allows students disagree 1  1  0  0  0  

 to solve real no opinion 1  1  0  0  0  

 problems agree 7  4  0  0  3  

  strongly agree 1
4 

 3  4  4  3  

9 students strongly 
disagree 

0 96% 0 90% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 understand why disagree 0  0  0  0  0  

 content/curriculum no opinion 1  1  0  0  0  

 chosen & function agree 9  3  1  1  4  

 of content strongly agree 1
4 

 6  3  3  2  

10 content/curriculum strongly 
disagree 

0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 allows students disagree 0  0  0  0  0  



    

 to build no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  

 discipline-specific agree 1
5 

 7  1  2  5  

 learning methods strongly agree 9  3  3  2  1  

11 content/curriculum strongly 
disagree 

0 96% 0 90% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 allows students disagree 0  0  0  0  0  

 to build no opinion 1  0  0  0  0  

 appreciation for agree 9  3  1  1  4  

 value of content strongly agree 1
4 

 6  3  3  2  

12 content/curriculum strongly 
disagree 

0 96% 0 90% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 helps students disagree 0  0  0  0  0  

 develop a scaffold no opinion 1  1  0  0  0  

 for learning agree 9  2  3  1  2  

  strongly agree 1
4 

 7  1  3  4  

13 content/curriculum strongly 
disagree 

0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 helps students disagree 0  0  0  0  0  

 apply it in the no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  

 future agree 6  2  1  0  3  

  strongly agree 1
8 

 8  3  4  3  

14 content/curriculum strongly 
disagree 

0 92% 0 90% 0 75% 0 100% 0 100% 

 merged with disagree 0  0  0  0  0  



    

 life experiences no opinion 2  1  1  0  0  

 to create new agree 8  6  0  0  2  

 knowledge strongly agree 1
4 

 3  3  4  4  

 

The Role of the Teacher  
 
 Weimer’s (2002) beliefs about the role of the teacher are consistent with other 

models of learner-centered education.  “In learner-centered teaching, instructors guide 

and facilitate learning” (Weimer, 2002; p. 74).   As Weimer (2002) reviews the 

metaphors associated with the role of the teacher in a learner-centered classroom; the 

gardener who plants and tills and waters; the coach who is on the sideline calling in the 

plays; the guide who show people the way.  However, Weimer (2002) also shares that 

while many teachers are beginning to move out of the center of the classroom, she 

contends faculty “…must move aside, often and regularly…step aside and perform 

different actions…” (p. 74) to increase deep learning.  Eight questions relate the different 

actions Weimer (2002) recommends.  First, faculty are charged with creating a class 

environment that fosters student learning, accommodates different learning styles, and 

motivates students to accept responsibility for their learning.  Second, Weimer (2002) 

challenges faculty to align their course objectives with their new, more active 

teaching/learning methods; use teaching/learning methods that relate to student learning 

styles and goals; and design activities and assignments that engage students, their peers, 

and the teacher (as learner) as well as inspiring and encouraging students to take 

ownership of their personal learning needs/styles.  



    

Participants responded with a high level of agreement (see Table 3C) to the 

questions related to the role of the teacher.  Though the excellent professors from the 

School of Education indicated they strongly agreed (100%) with all eight questions (one 

participant did not give a response to Question 15), participants from the College of Arts 

and Sciences and the Schools of Business and Nursing also agreed with the statements. 

Variance was found only in Question 21 that related to “…specific, measureable, 

achievable, realistic, time-oriented (SMART) objectives.”   

The responses indicate that all participants believe they create a classroom 

environment that accommodates different learning styles and fosters learning, motivation, 

and interaction with the teacher, fellow students, and course material.  In addition, all 

participants appear to encourage students to take ownership of their own learning and use 

teaching/learning techniques that are tailored to the student’s individual learning style.  

However, while all faculty consider their course objectives to be consistently aligned 

with their teaching/learning methods and assignments, only participants from the Schools 

of Nursing and Education (10 participants) also regularly refer to their course objectives 

as (SMART.)  Participants from the College of Arts and Sciences and the School of 

Business (14 participants) had no opinion regarding the use of SMART objectives.  The 

“no opinion” response may have occurred because participants were not familiar with the 

SMART acronym.  Therefore, the participants outside the School of Education neither 

agreed nor disagreed with the reference to SMART objectives. 



    

TABLE 3C: The Role of the Teacher 

   ALL 
(N=24) 

A & S 
(N=10) 

BUS 
(N=4) 

EDU 
(N=4) 

NUR 
(N=6) 

? # Ques. Stem Options # % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

15 class 
environment 

strongly 
disagree 

0 96% 0 100% 0 100% 0 75% 0 100% 

 fosters student disagree 0  0  0  0  0  
 learning no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  
  agree 7  2  2  0  3  
  strongly agree 16  8  2  3  3  

16 class 
environment 

strongly 
disagree 

0 83% 0 80% 0 100% 0 100% 0 67% 

 accommodates disagree 1  1  0  0  0  
 different learning no opinion 3  1  0  0  2  
 styles agree 16  6  4  2  4  
  strongly agree 4  2  0  2  0  

17 class 
environment 

strongly 
disagree 

0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 motivates 
students 

disagree 0  0  0  0  0  

 to accept no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  
 responsibility for agree 10  4  1  0  5  
 their learning strongly agree 14  6  3  4  1  

18 course 
objectives, 

strongly 
disagree 

0 96% 0 100% 0 75% 0 100% 0 100% 

 teaching/learning disagree 1  0  1  0  0  
 methods & no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  
 assignments 

aligned 
agree 11  5  1  1  4  

 consistently strongly agree 12  5  2  3  2  
19 use appropriate strongly 

disagree 
0 75% 0 70% 0 75% 0 100% 0 67% 

 teaching/learning disagree 1  0  1  0  0  
 methods r/t no opinion 5  3  0  0  2  
 learning 

styles/goals 
agree 12  4  3  1  4  

  strongly agree 6  3  0  3  0  
20 use activities to strongly 

disagree 
0 92% 0 100% 0 75% 0 100% 0 83% 

 engage student, disagree 2  0  1  0  1  
 peers no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  



    

  agree 13  7  2  1  3  
  strongly agree 9  3  1  3  2  

21 use strongly 
disagree 

2 50% 1 30% 1 50% 0 100% 0 50% 

 SMART disagree 6  4  1  0  1  
 objectives no opinion 4  2  0  0  2  
  agree 9  2  2  3  2  
  strongly agree 3  1  0  1  1  

22 inspire & 
encourage 

strongly 
disagree 

0 96% 0 90% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 students to take disagree 0  0  0  0  0  
 ownership of no opinion 1  1  0  0  0  
 personal learning agree 13  4  3  1  5  
  strongly agree 10  5  1  3  1  

 

The Responsibility for Learning 
 
  Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered change to teaching practice regarding the 

responsibility for learning challenges faculty to work “with” students rather than work 

“for” students.  To accomplish this objective faculty are responsible for creating and 

maintaining classroom climates that are conducive to student learning.  Such classrooms 

help students do what they need to learn effectively, develop themselves further as 

learners and act in ways that support the learning efforts of others.  Faculty 

responsibilities in a learner-centered classroom include obligations to show students the 

value and necessity of learning, make content relevant, lead students to the learning 

resources they need, monitor the process of student learning, and offer constructive 

feedback and assessment.  The seven questions on the survey that outline Weimer’s 

(2002) concept of the responsibility for learning challenge faculty to share responsibility 

for achieving course objectives, use course content to develop skills for future learning, 

inspire and encourage students to become lifelong learners, make students aware of their 



    

own learning and abilities, create opportunities for students to assess their own learning, 

and demonstrate proficiency with self-assessment and information literacy. 

Contrary to the data in the previous three tables, Table 3D: The Responsibility for 

Learning has the most variation.  Once again, the School of Education held a high level 

of agreement with all of the questions except for one.  Question 29 states “My course 

demonstrates proficiency with all information literacy skills as defined by the Association 

of College and Research Librarians (ACRL).”  Eighteen of the 24 participants had “no 

opinion” of the use of ACRL literacy skills.  Only participants from the School of 

Business responded that they agreed with Question 29.  However, the principle 

investigator is not convinced that the participants in this study were familiar with the 

ACRL. 

Excellent faculty members in this study all agreed that they share the 

responsibility for achieving stated learning objectives with their students.   In addition, all 

participants agreed that students in their courses would develop skills for future learning 

(i.e. the ability to work in groups) as well as be encouraged to become self-directed, life-

long learners.  It is of interest to note that the participants from the Schools of Nursing 

and Education, as well as the professors from the College of Arts and Sciences agreed 

that students in their courses are aware of their abilities to learn and that they are offered 

opportunities to assess their own learning.  Ten of the participants, however, had “no 

opinion” about whether or not their students were able to demonstrate proficiency with 

self-assessment (Question 28).  Of the remaining 14 participants, six disagreed with 

Question 28 and eight agreed.  Therefore it appears the excellent faculty in this study 



    

were divided in agreement/disagreement related to students demonstrating proficiency 

with self-assessment.  

 



    

TABLE 3D: The Responsibility for Learning 

   ALL 
(N=24) 

A & S 
(N=10) 

BUS 
(N=4) 

EDU 
(N=4) 

NUR 
(N=6) 

? # Ques. Stem Options # % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

23 teacher & student strongly 
disagree 

0 96% 0 90% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 share responsibility disagree 0  0  0  0  0  
 for achieving no opinion 1  1  0  0  0  
 course objectives agree 17  6  4  2  5  
  strongly agree 6  3  0  2  1  

24 content/curriculum strongly 
disagree 

0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 develops skills disagree 0  0  0  0  0  
 for future no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  
 learning: working agree 13  6  1  2  4  
 in group strongly agree 11  4  3  2  2  

25 inspire & 
encourage 

strongly 
disagree 

0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 students to become disagree 0  0  0  0  0  
 self-directed no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  
 life-long agree 13  5  4  0  4  
 learners strongly agree 11  5  0  4  2  

26 students aware strongly 
disagree 

0 83% 0 100% 0 50% 0 100% 0 83% 

 of own learning disagree 0  0  0  0  0  
 and abilities no opinion 4  0  2  0  1  
  agree 19  1  2  3  5  
  strongly agree 1  9  0  1  0  

27 students offered strongly 
disagree 

1 71% 1 50% 0 50% 0 100% 0 100% 

 opportunities to disagree 1  1  0  0  0  
 assess their own no opinion 5  3  2  0  0  
 learning agree 12  2  1  3  6  
  strongly agree 5  3  1  1  0  

28 students 
demonstrate 

strongly 
disagree 

2 33% 1 30% 1 25% 0 75% 0 17% 

 proficiency with disagree 4  1  0  0  3  
 self-assessment no opinion 10  5  2  1  2  
  agree 7  3  1  2  1  
  strongly agree 1  0  0  1  0  

29 students strongly 0 29% 0 20% 0 50% 0 25% 0 33% 



    

demonstrate disagree 
 proficiency with disagree 8  5  0  1  2  
 information 

literacy 
no opinion 9  3  2  2  2  

 skills per ACRL agree 6  1  2  1  2  
  strongly agree 1  1  0  0  0  


The Purpose and Processes of Evaluation  
 

Weimer’s (2002) final learner-centered change to teaching practice takes issue 

with the purpose and process for evaluation.  Weimer (2002) points out that, for the most 

part, when educators are asked about evaluation they talk about grades and/or the 

process/policies used to determine a student’s grade.  “The learning is assumed; it occurs 

automatically, an all but inevitable outcome of the evaluation process” (Weimer, 2002, p. 

119).  As Weimer (2002) explains the purpose of evaluation in a learner-centered 

classroom, she asserts that evaluation is used to generate grades and promote learning.  

The process of evaluation in a learner-centered classroom enlarges so that evaluation can 

be used to develop the self- and peer-assessment skills of learners.  The use and function 

of grades are upheld, as faculty are ultimately responsible for summative evaluation.  

There are five questions on the survey that operationalize Weimer’s (2002) ideas 

regarding changes essential to student evaluation.  These questions push faculty to 

integrate student assessment within the learning processes of the course; use formative, 

self- and peer assessment with constructive feedback throughout the course, offer 

students multiple opportunities to learn from their mistakes and demonstrate mastery, 

encourage students to justify their answers, and set a timeframe for feedback on an 

assignment/assessment. 



    

The School of Education’s pattern of high agreement with Weimer’s (2002) 

learner-centered changes to teaching practice continues.  Faculty from the School of 

Education strongly agreed with four of the five descriptors of Weimer’s (2002) learner-

centered change regarding the purpose and processes of evaluation.  For instance, faculty 

from the School of Education were the only participants to strongly agree with the 

integration of “… student assessment within the learning processes…” in their courses.  

Faculty from the School of Nursing agreed with this statement as well.  Faculty from the 

School of Business and the College of Arts and Sciences were divided in 

agreement/disagreement regarding the integration of student assessment.   

Faculty from the School of Education also strongly agreed that measures of 

formative assessment with constructive feedback are used in their courses, while faculty 

from the Schools of Business and Nursing agreed with this process of evaluation.  Half of 

the participants from the College of Arts and Sciences (5) had “no opinion” on using 

formative assessment with constructive feedback.  However, excellent professors from 

the College of Arts and Sciences agreed and the excellent professors from the Schools of 

Business and Education strongly agreed that students should be allowed multiple 

opportunities to learn from their errors throughout the course in order to demonstrate 

mastery.  Three of the six excellent faculty from the School of Nursing had “no opinion” 

on allowing students multiple chances to learn from their mistakes during the course and 

demonstrate mastery.  All participants agreed, with faculty from the School of Education 

strongly agreeing “… students in my course are encouraged to justify their answers when 

they didn’t agree with the instructor’s answers.”   Finally, the excellent professors from 



    

the Schools of Nursing, Business, and Education agreed that a time frame for professor 

feedback on an assignment/assessment is mutually agreed upon and followed while 50% 

of professors from the College of Arts and Sciences (N=10) either strongly disagreed (1) 

or disagreed (2) or had no opinion (2) with this premise.   

 



    

TABLE 3E: The Purpose and Processes of Evaluation 

   ALL 
(N=24) 

A & S 
(N=10) 

BUS 
(N=4) 

EDU 
(N=4) 

NUR 
(N=6) 

? # Ques. Stem Options # % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

30 student 
assessment 

strongly 
disagree 

2 67% 1 50% 1 50% 0 100% 0 83% 

 integrated within disagree 5  3  1  0  1  
 learning processes no opinion 1  1  0  0  0  
 in course agree 8  2  1  0  5  
  strongly agree 8  3  1  4  0  

31 formative 
assessment 

strongly 
disagree 

0 75% 0 40% 0 100% 0 100% 0 100% 

 with constructive disagree 1  1  0  0  0  
 feedback used no opinion 5  5  0  0  0  
 throughout agree 13  3  4  0  6  
 course strongly agree 5  1  0  4  0  

32 peer & self strongly 
disagree 

5 46% 3 30% 1 50% 0 100% 1 33% 

 assessment disagree 7  4  0  0  3  
 used no opinion 1  0  1  0  0  
 throughout agree 7  2  0  3  2  
 course strongly agree 4  1  2  1  0  

33 students offered strongly 
disagree 

1 63% 1 60% 0 100% 0 100% 0 17% 

 multiple opp. disagree 4  2  0  0  2  
 to learn from no opinion 4  1  0  0  3  
 mistakes & agree 7  3  2  2  0  
 demonstrate 

mastery 
strongly agree 8  3  2  2  1  

34 students 
encouraged 

strongly 
disagree 

1 79% 1 80% 0 75% 0 100% 0 67% 

 to justify their disagree 2  1  0  0  1  
 answers when no opinion 2  0  1  0  1  
 don't agree with agree 7  4  1  1  1  
 teacher' answers strongly agree 12  4  2  3  3  

35 timeframe for strongly 
disagree 

1 58% 1 50% 0 75% 0 50% 0 67% 

 feedback on disagree 3  2  0  0  1  
 assignments set no opinion 6  2  1  2  1  
 with student agree 11  4  3  1  3  
 input strongly agree 3  1  0  1  1  

 

 



    

Pressures on Professors 
 

The questions on the survey represent changes in higher education that are 

external to classroom teaching practices yet may affect how professors view their role, 

responsibilities, and or dominant teaching strategy.  There were ten questions in this 

section.  Professors were asked if the following caused them concern: the push to teach 

more classes, service obligations, increase in class size, consumer orientation of higher 

education, increase in student diversity, use of managerial professionals, learner-centered 

teaching methods, the creep of the economy into course offerings, and the advance of 

information technology. 

Half of the questions involving “pressures on professors” in the survey were not 

seen as important to the participants.  Those factors seen not to create any external 

pressures were consumerism, managerial professionals, learner-centered teaching 

methods, creep of the economy, and advancement of information technology. 

Pressures were felt by faculty in the College of Arts and Sciences, and the 

Schools of Business, Education and Nursing to teach more classes.  Research and 

grantsmanship and increasing class size seemed to pressure the faculty from the College 

of Arts and Sciences and the Schools of Education and Nursing, but not those faculty in 

the Business School.  On the other hand, service obligations seemed to pressure both the 

faculty of the College of Arts and Sciences and Business, but not the faculty in Education 

and Nursing.  When responding to student diversity, participants from the College of Arts 

and Sciences and the Schools of Business and Nursing acknowledged the pressure 

created by increases in student diversity; participants from the School of Education were 



    

equally split, two participants disagreed and two participants agreed with feeling this 

pressure.  

TABLE 4: Pressures on Professors 

   ALL 
(N=24) 

A & S 
(N=10) 

BUS 
(N=4) 

EDU 
(N=4) 

NUR 
(N=6) 

? # Ques. Stem Options # % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

# % 
agree 

36 push to strongly 
disagree 

1 63% 1 50% 0 75% 0 75% 0 83% 

 teach disagree 6  3  1  1  1  
 more no opinion 2  1  0  0  0  
 classes agree 8  3  2  2  2  
  strongly agree 7  2  1  1  3  

37 service strongly 
disagree 

1 46% 1 60% 0 75% 0 25% 0 33% 

 obligation disagree 10  3  1  2  4  
  no opinion 2  0  0  1  0  
  agree 9  5  2  1  2  
  strongly agree 2  1  1  0  0  

38 Research strongly 
disagree 

2 54% 1 60% 1 0% 0 75% 0 83% 

 Grant disagree 6  2  3  1  0  
 Scholarship no opinion 3  1  0  0  1  
  agree 6  4  0  2  1  
  strongly agree 7  2  0  1  4  

39 increase strongly 
disagree 

2 79% 1 80% 1 50% 0 75% 0 100% 

 in disagree 2  1  1  0  0  
 class no opinion 1  0  0  1  0  
 size agree 8  2  1  2  3  
  strongly agree 11  6  1  1  3  

40 Consumer strongly 
disagree 

5 29% 2 50% 2 25% 0 0% 1 17% 

 Orientation disagree 8  2  1  2  3  
  no opinion 4  1  0  2  1  
  agree 5  3  1  0  1  
  strongly agree 2  2  0  0  0  

41 increase strongly 
disagree 

2 63% 2 80% 0 50% 0 50% 0 50% 



    

 student disagree 4  0  1  2  1  
 diversity no opinion 3  0  1  0  2  
  agree 11  4  2  2  3  
  strongly agree 4  4  0  0  0  

42 managerial strongly 
disagree 

2 29% 2 40% 0 25% 0 0% 0 33% 

 professional
s 

disagree 8  4  0  1  3  

  no opinion 7  0  3  3  1  
  agree 3  1  0  0  2  
  strongly agree 4  3  1  0  0  

43 Learner- strongly 
disagree 

6 33% 2 50% 0 25% 2 0% 2 33% 

 Centered disagree 7  3  1  1  2  
 Methods no opinion 3  0  2  1  0  
 devalue agree 5  2  1  0  2  
 Lecture strongly agree 3  3  0  0  0  

44 creep of strongly 
disagree 

2 42% 1 50% 0 25% 0 25% 1 50% 

 economy disagree 5  2  2  0  1  
  no opinion 7  2  1  3  1  
  agree 7  3  1  1  2  
  strongly agree 3  2  0  0  1  

45 advance strongly 
disagree 

9 17% 4 30% 3 0% 1 0% 1 17% 

 of disagree 11  3  1  3  4  
 information no opinion 0  0  0  0  0  
 technology agree 2  2  0  0  0  
  strongly agree 2  1  0  0  1  


 

Qualitative Data Analysis 
 

 Assessment for congruency with Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered teaching 

practices was the main focus of the qualitative data analysis. The learner-centered 

statements regarding Weimer’s (2002) concepts of the balance of power, the function of 

content, the role of teacher, the responsibility of learning, and purpose and processes of 



    

evaluation that were used in the survey instrument provided a systematic method to 

examine the interview transcripts. In addition, the qualitative analysis sought congruency 

with the characteristics of effective teachers found in the review of literature and 

pressures on professors as presented on the survey instrument.  An emergent theme: 

Passion/Love of Teaching was found during the qualitative data analysis and is presented 

in this section.    

The Balance of Power 
 

Weimer’s (2002) proposition to balance the power between students and 

professors may be viewed by many faculties as an unusual, yet bold move away from the 

traditional teacher-centered classroom.  By calling direct attention to the role of power in 

the classroom, an element deeply interwoven in education that is rarely addressed, 

Weimer (2002) denotes the importance of the voice, actions, and presence of the student.  

Weimer (2002) urges faculty to examine the distribution of authority in the classroom 

and encourages faculty to involve their students in course decisions with regard to 

content, activities and assignments, course policies, and evaluation.  However, Weimer 

(2002) acknowledges that power should not and cannot be transferred from the teacher to 

the student as a whole.  Rather, power is a shared responsibility that teachers distribute in 

increments as the semester and/or the level of the student progresses. Most of the 

participants in this study did not involve their students in course decisions, yet some seem 

to recognize the importance of involving students in some elements of course planning.  

One of the eight participants from the College of Arts and Sciences spoke of 

challenging the students in his class to select course content that was of most interest to 



    

them.  This participant also stated that his students would be responsible for the course 

related material they want to learn.  The participant, discussing a course for non-majors, 

stated: 

They [students] are choosing the reading and the chemistry in the news they want 
to talk about. Basically they are choosing the direction of the class. I ask them at 
the beginning of the class what they are interested in, where do you want to go 
and what do you want to explore? I let them explore ‘chemistry in the news’ and 
let them present what they want to present. They work together in groups on those 
presentations. They do the research. (participant # 9)  


This participant acknowledged that though the teaching methods he uses in this class may 

give the impression that he was “…taking the class off and just letting the students do 

what they wanted….” this was far from the case.  Rather, through critical self-evaluation, 

this participant, who described the use of several different teaching strategies during his 

interview, thought the students in this particular course would be more motivated, 

informed, and engaged if they were involved in the “creation” of the course.  Therefore 

this participant taught this course “…on the fly…as topics come up in that class we are 

flexible and try to learn about them” (participant # 9).   

  As participant #9 discussed teaching “on the fly” he seemed to imply that such a 

method of teaching is comparable to teaching that is done in the moment with no script, 

notes, or instructional technology aides.  In these situations, the professor needs to be 

confident of his content expertise.  In addition, such a professor would need to be 

comfortable in his ability to teach in a non-traditional manner and would have to be 

prepared to respond to the need for such teaching techniques.  As the interview 

progressed, my thoughts regarding the participant knowing about non-traditional teaching 

methods was realized as he said outright: “Actually the stuff I have been doing in my 



    

Liberal Arts class is more learner-centered than either of my two other classes!” 

(participant #9)  This participant admitted that many elements of his teaching strategies 

have evolved and are continuing to evolve.  It is obvious from the work he is doing in all 

of his classes that he believes in and implements every learner-centered change to 

teaching practice that Weimer (2002) proposes even though he was not familiar with her 

work. 

 Another exemplar of involving students in the course decisions is evident in this 

participant’s comments regarding an upper division course. 

They had to present, each of them, in pairs…they came up with a format where 
students had to ask questions, they the students presenting had to ask questions, 
and then they had to have time to process the information they were hearing from 
them the students…each presentation had to begin with a linking with what we 
were already doing in class…they were very great! I am still quoting some of the 
students and the things they said! (participant # 10) 
 

Obviously this participant allowed the students in her class to decide on the format of this 

assignment and though the participant seems to have controlled the content of the class 

since she stated that the students had to link their presentations to content they were 

covering in class, she allowed the students to have input into the process of learning.  By 

allowing the students to decide how to judge and respond to one another is a skill set that 

transcends the assignment and equips the students with strategies for lifelong learning. 

 Another very important method of power sharing, creating a more democratic 

classroom, was evident as this same participant stated:  

A typical class that I teach is at the freshman level…either an English or 
Freshman Seminar…both classes are small…15-18 students…If it is a seminar 
class then it is already arranged in a seminar fashion table, if is it an English class 
then I arrange it so they are looking at each other to stress the writing community.  



    

We are all working together.  It is not me giving them something on high. 
(participant # 10) 
 

This participant has realized one of the subtleties Weimer (2002) discusses in relation to 

the balance of power—sitting with the students instead of in front of or standing over 

students breaks a significant barrier.  Sitting in a circle presents the student with a visual 

representation of a message that says, “I am with you!  I am not above you or in front of 

you.  I am part of the group.”  Of the rest of the 18 participants, only one other participant 

described arranging the furniture in the classroom so that the group of students in the 

class would resemble a community of learners.  This is important to note because 

developing a “community” requires power to be shared in ways many faculty are not 

comfortable with.   Lukes (1974) would note this interchange as an example of the third 

dimension of power; power that is real but unseen; power so strong it can change the 

order of the work.  

 Another participant spoke of several methods she uses to empower her students; 

all of them relate to variables Weimer (2002) addresses when discussing how to balance 

power in the classroom.  The first comment this participant made when asked about a 

typical class was: 

…the classroom configuration is relatively limited because of furniture. I almost 
always move the classroom into a semi round or horse shaped so if we’re using 
the desk or tables they have room for interaction. I try to make it so there are two 
areas in the classroom for focus… So there is movement in the classroom both for 
the student and where their focus goes. So no one person is standing up front and 
if they are standing up front then they are in charge. It is the whole idea that gives 
everybody the opportunity to use the whole classroom and the whole classroom 
should be allowed to have a change of focus. (participant # 30) 

 



    

This participant is the only participant who described such an arrangement of the 

classroom. However, this participant seems to consider the learning needs of the students 

in her class first as she discreetly distributes the power in her classroom by creating 

multiple focal points.  Of these areas of foci, she is merely one of them.  She continued to 

describe the learning environment and how it directly influences knowledge acquisition 

for the students in her class. 

A lot of the classroom is covered with students’ work. Meaning they will have 
had a reading assignment or project and each individual or group will put their 
work up. Sometimes it hangs on the ceiling…. For a couple of reasons, to validate 
the work the students do. It gives them a chance to come back later and take 
notes. Sometimes it is better for them to listen and come back later to take notes. 
If we have a classroom that we have to take it down each day, then I ask for a 
volunteer at end of class to type up what we have written up on the boards. Then 
it gets posted. Whoever does it gets extra points. They earn extra points for going 
that extra mile and giving everyone that visual through technology. (participant # 
30) 

 
It is obvious that this participant uses unconventional methods of teaching to convey 

important information.  By “…validating the work the students do…” (participant #30) 

by posting the work of her students and then addressing the postings as important pieces 

of information this participant shares power and responsibility for learning while 

changing her role in the classroom.  Changing the order of power, the role of the teacher, 

and increasing the students’ responsibility for learning are three of Weimer’s (2002) 

learner-centered changes to teaching practice.  This participant, though not familiar with 

Weimer’s (2002) work, employs each of these strategies to maximize the learning of her 

students.  This participant also shares power with her students within one other realm of 

her course, one that few other professors would ever consider—evaluation.  This 

participant describes a learner-centered approach to the evaluation process. 



    

At the beginning of the semester I give them all the main things they have to 
accomplish for the class and they can assign grade points. Some kids may want 
50% of their grade based on true/false tests, 10 % for participation, 10/% for 
projects, 10% discussion and 10% for reports. Another student might be really 
bad at taking true/false test and want 20% of their grade on true/false tests, or I 
want 30% to be my reports and 30% to be participation. I try to model for them 
the different learning styles. They do all have to take traditional tests and they 
have the opportunity to relearning. (participant # 30) 
 

Again, this participant’s approach to teaching aligns with learner-centered principles in 

general and with Weimer’s learner-centered model specifically.  Yet, the use of non-

traditional teaching methods by a teacher of teacher preparation might occur since 

learner-centered teaching practices have been considered to be the most effective 

methodologies in teacher education since the mid 1990s.  In this example of power 

sharing, the participant allows the students in her course to decide how they want to 

weigh the formative evaluation processes that determine their final grade.  Weimer 

(2002) endorses a process of this kind because it allows for some choice on behalf of the 

student thus sharing responsibility for the grade between teacher and learner.  Allowing 

students to decide how they would like to allocate their grade may be considered outside 

a reasonable boundary of responsibility by some faculty.   However, in the end, perhaps 

students who are given the benefit of choice about evaluative processes are more 

motivated to act on the activities they choose and subsequently learn more.  Given that 

the participant states: “They all do have to take traditional tests…” it appears that 

participant #30 makes strategic decisions regarding the type of evaluation processes used 

for student evaluation.  It seems as though the participant has found a way to ensure that 

all students complete an evaluation method the participant values (traditional tests) while 

sanctioning student choice regarding other formative evaluation activities.  



    

Weimer (2002) believes that anytime a professor offers the students the 

opportunity to make choices, the professor is sharing responsibility for learning and 

empowering the learner.  Participant # 30 described several ways students in her class 

could make a choice; one that seems the least mainstream was in relation to formative 

evaluation.  Interestingly, several other participants offered their students an element of 

choice with regard to evaluation.  Participant #4 states that for the final exam in her class 

she “…would give them five cases and they had to pick out three of them or choose 

which ones they wanted.”  Participant #9 administers an oral exam for the final exam 

consisting of three questions the student must answer.  Of the three questions, the student 

is allowed to select one.  This professor also stated that the students know this procedure 

from the beginning of the class. The students are exposed to all of the questions that 

might be presented.  Exams throughout semester are open book and questions are known 

to each student.   

Open book exams, though not specifically mentioned by Weimer (2002) as a 

method of balancing power in the classroom, seem to remove significant power away 

from the professor.  Usually, the power inherent in the evaluation process is largely 

tipped in favor of the professor because the professor decides what questions will be 

asked, how the questions will be asked, how the questions will be evaluated, and what 

grade will be assigned.  In such a situation, the professor is holding nearly all of the 

power and the student is almost completely dependent on the actions of the professor.  

With an open book exam, whether it is held during a class period or completed external 

to class time, the dependent role of the student is reduced significantly.  Therefore, 



    

participant # 9, uses a multitude of strategies to create a learning environment that 

includes the student and shares power. 

  In the previous example of balancing power in the classroom, the participant 

described multiple actions she included in her approach to teaching; she used visual cues, 

the rearrangement of furniture, and other physical changes to the classroom to transform 

the order of learning.  Another participant describes how she has changed how she 

teaches by realizing the importance of the classroom environment.  However, the changes 

she speaks of do not relate to the physical environment, but her insights and actions are 

just as important to student learning. She states: 

When I first started teaching, I thought that I was supposed to use every minute to 
pour into their brains. That is not really what it is all about…. In order to make 
things work in the class room, I think it is primarily, obviously you have to cover 
the basis, be prepared and organized when in the classroom, but I think a lot of 
where it is at is trying to understand who you are teaching and how to best interact 
with them. I think the kids at Merton University are terrific kids, but a lot of 
them want the classroom to be homey. By homey I mean comfortable and kind, 
like a friendly, relaxed learning environment. They want you to feel more like 
their friend, parent or family. They like us to know who they are dating, what 
their majors are and how many dogs you have. To me interacting in that way, and 
trying to teach a variety of styles works at Merton University for me. 
(participant 15) 
 

These comments may seem to relate more to Weimer’s (2002) role of the teacher, but I 

believe it is also a good example of balancing the power in the classroom.  In order to 

recognize that teaching is more than using “…every minute in the classroom to pour 

information into their (students’) brains,” this participant has found that manipulating 

the classroom environment into a “homey…comfortable and kind…friendly, relaxed 



    

learning environment…” yields better student engagement.  Student engagement is a 

primary principle of a learner-centered learning environment. 

 As a student, in order to generate a more personal conversation with a professor, 

one that involves talking about dating and/or other information not related to class, the 

student would need to very comfortable with the professor.  In addition, a 

“…homey…comfortable, kind…friendly, relaxed learning environment…” represents 

many of the characteristics that are present in a classroom where the power is balanced 

(Weimer, 2002).  Therefore, this participant’s efforts to create such an environment in her 

classes while refraining from using the extent of the class time to focus on information 

transmission is an excellent portrayal of Weimer’s (2002) balance of power concept. 

 In the qualitative analysis concerning the balance of power there was evidence 

that the professors in the professional schools had greater tendency not to share the 

power, except in education.  In nursing and business there was limited evidence of shared 

power and students had little to no input into course content or evaluation methods. 

However, in the College of Arts and Sciences the full extremes were evident.  One 

faculty gave away the full power over content to the students in a Chemistry course for 

non majors, while a professor in Biology held tight to the content, lectured, used 

PowerPoint, had limited time for questions, and then moved on.  

 I am a very traditional teacher.  I teach primarily by lecture even in labs.  I have 
 a lot of lecture time.  I break the current rules, where they want lots of group  
 discussion and stuff. I do it a little more simply. …it is such an information  
 intense course…it is still at a basic level there isn’t a whole lot of discussion. 
   

The control of power in the classroom according to Weimer (2002) is that power 

is given away proportional to the student’s abilities to handle it.  Weimer says that the 



    

more you give away the more that will come back because the outcome will be more 

engaged and involved students, yet in this study faculty were not willing to give it away.  

In learner-centered teaching faculty delegate the right level of power for the specific 

classes or groups of students. 

The Function of Content 
 
 Weimer’s (2002) second learner-centered change to teaching practice asks faculty 

to examine the function of content in the courses they teach.  Realizing that faculty are 

primarily driven to use their course content to build a knowledge base, Weimer (2002) 

believes that faculty must also use content to teach critical skills.  Weimer (2002) draws 

attention to what she and Menges in 1996 called “…the new reality.  More and more the 

demand will be for lifelong learners, learners able to regulate their own learning and 

manage mountains of readily available information” (Menges & Weimer, 1996, p. 19).  

In order to develop such lifelong learners with the ability to self-regulate their learning 

while sorting through and deciding what information is needed and valid, Weimer (2002) 

believes that professors must go beyond covering content and move toward helping their 

students learn to solve real problems, practice using ways of thinking in the discipline, 

and build discipline-specific learning methodologies such as learning to read primary 

source material in a discipline.  In addition, students should understand the function of 

content and why it is learned.  

The qualitative data was beset with examples of how participants have added an 

element of problem solving to the ways they teach.  For instance, the four participants 

from the School of Nursing provided similar accounts as to the methods they use to 



    

emphasize the use of critical thinking skills within the discipline.  Each participant 

described a similar style of lecture-based teaching combined with the use of PowerPoint 

presentations.  The PowerPoint presentations are available to students before the class 

meetings via Blackboard (a web based course management system) and there is an 

expectation that the PowerPoints will be printed in a format useable for note taking and 

brought to class.  One of the participants from the School of Nursing seems to summarize 

the struggle that each of the participants from this academic unit convey during their 

interviews when she stated: 

One of my main goals has always been ‘Is it important that they learn this?’  That 
is the whole purpose of the class.  So you go about the practices and activities. 
Here they are learning the material.  I wish the students could have more input 
into what is taught but with a nursing course, to me, it is not possible to be as 
student-centered as I would like.  I guess it is just me (believing) that learning is 
taking place.  You know it and evaluate it that learning is taking place to the best 
of your ability and their ability that they are learning the content. (participant #19) 
 

It is important to note that this participant has and is weighing and evaluating the amount 

of learning taking place in her classroom.  She is also commenting on the desire to be 

more “student-centered” and must think that “allowing the students in her course to more 

involved in course decisions” is one method of being student-centered.  It is true that 

Weimer (2002) would refer to such practices as learner-centered—specifically involving 

the students in content decisions.  Another series of comments this participant made at 

the beginning of her interview speaks to what she does to help the students in her class 

keep up with the fast pace of her lecture-based teaching practices.  She stated: 

 I usually start by asking if the students have any questions on what I previously 
taught at the last class. All the lectures are on PowerPoint. The students have 
access to them several days or weeks in advance, because we use Blackboard. I 
try to put up the whole unit at one time so they can print these off. For those 



    

students who do read before class, they have what I will be covering. The 
PowerPoint’s are basically an outline for me to make sure I cover what I want to 
cover. They are not too wordy or complete sentences. They don’t contain all the 
information that they need. I encourage them to read the book, because I don’t 
cover everything, I just cover the main points…. I put different little notes on my 
PowerPoint to remind me to ask certain questions when I get there, so it is not like 
a straight lecture. I try to call on specific students, the weaker ones, not the ones 
who seem to have all the answers. Try to get the back row as well as the first row. 
I always encourage them to ask questions and to tell me if I’m going to fast, to 
stop me and ask the questions.  I always start the class out by asking if they have 
any questions for me on either the class or things that are going on in clinical. It is 
primary lecture, but I do involve the students as much as possible. (participant 
#19) 


 
There are several things that this participant is doing that fall within Weimer’s (2002) 

function of content principle. The participant is encouraging the students in her class to: 

recognize there is more content to be learned, identify why the content is being learned, 

and build an appreciation for the value of the course content.  Though the primary 

teaching strategy used by this participant is teacher-centered, the participant is engaging 

her students through inquiry.  In fact, she seems to use several strategies to assure that she 

has asked questions of importance—“I put different little notes to myself to remind me to 

ask certain questions when I get there…”.  In addition, this participant commented that 

she works hard to involve all the students per class period as she states that she makes it a 

priority “…to call on specific students, the weaker ones, not the ones who seem to have 

all the answers. [I] try to get the back row as well as the first row. I always encourage 

them to ask questions…”.  This participant seems to have made important changes to her 

teaching practices to help her students.  While an argument could be made that this 

participant could be doing more to increase the level of problem-solving and/ or inquiry 

in her class, it does seem this participant is imparting some of the concepts Weimer 



    

(2002) associates with the function of content principle.  

 Participant #21, another one of the four professors interviewed from the School of 

Nursing, seems to use more class time to discuss authentic case studies.  She talks about 

how she conducts the class time she shares with her students, she states: 

 I teach pediatrics and each day we do a different system. Each day builds on the 
knowledge they already have. So, my first step is to access what they already 
know and remember. I do that by asking different questions and giving different 
type of scenarios that would pull that medical/surgical knowledge forward. Then I 
can build on that and show them how to use that knowledge on a different 
population. I do a lot of give and take and I am not a straight lecturer. It [lecture] 
is boring for me and it [lecture] is boring for the students. But every half hour I do 
a case [study] to help them bring forward and apply [the knowledge] to different 
populations….[the students have to use] the past information and apply it to a 
situation.  (participant #21) 

 
This participant, as with the previous participant, discusses how she begins her class 

sessions by asking students questions.  However, in this case, the professor is asking her 

students about a large body of information, a body of information that should be a 

knowledge base formed from the content of two previous medical/surgical nursing 

classes.  By asking her students about previous knowledge or experiences, this professor 

is validating the importance of previous course content and is demonstrating to the 

students the need to build on such information.  Then, by doing “… a case…” she is 

showing the students how the content being discussed in her class is brought forward to 

discuss an authentic problem.   This participant continues to talk about how she uses 

content in her class to teach her students to think critically and build discipline specific 

learning methodologies.  

 Sometimes I don’t use a case study, but a vignette, this is what you see. What 
does it mean and how are you going to apply this to your patient? What are you 
going to do? It is challenging because you do not have a lot of contact. Turning 



    

the problem over to them, forces them to internalize and apply what I have just 
told them or bring knowledge forward. I cannot do this in my beginning nursing 
classes…. So, I have to bring in real life scenarios, to make it real to them…. You 
want to grab their interest and help them remember it later. They will remember 
real life cases. (participant #21) 


In this interview, the participant continues to talk about her primary teaching 

methodologies.  By lecturing for short periods of time and then presenting her students 

with a case study or vignette related to the content, this participant is helping her students 

use the content they are learning to the fullest

 Another one of the participants from the School of Nursing seems to use the same 

format for the classes that she teaches.  Just as participant # 21, this participant talks 

about lecturing for part of her class while using more interactive methods that rely on 

problem-solving skills for the second part of her class.  She states: 

I would say it is 70% lecture, 10-15% group project or discussion. The remainder 
is games or some type of interaction with the students.   I use PowerPoint’s for the 
lectures…posted on Blackboard… For the interactivities, I have them look at a 
case study… I do a jeopardy game, a pictionary type of game that has them draw 
different concepts…. Again it is to try to break that up. But it is primarily 
weighted heavily towards lecture. (participant # 20) 


This participant, like the other three that were interviewed from the School of Nursing, 

uses PowerPoint to outline her lectures.  The PowerPoint outlines are posted for ease of 

student use and students are expected to bring them to class.  As I stated, just as in the 

case of participant #21, this participant spoke of using case studies, a problem solving 

based activity that is often used to help students bring together complex data and 

information to reach a correct solution.  This participant does not discuss exactly how she 

uses “…the interactivities..” in her classes.   However, recognizing that lecturing alone 

does not present the content in her course to the depth of knowledge that she would like it 



    

shows a critical reflection on her teaching methods as an excellent teacher.  This 

participant stated later in her interview that: 

 I inherited the course and I have made subtle changes to the delivery of the 
content. I am not satisfied with it and we are currently looking at a curriculum 
review and update. I anticipate there will be some changes, because I am not 
completely satisfied with how it prepares the students in its current form for 
subsequent nursing courses. (participant # 20) 


This comment appears to show that this participant, through critical self-reflection, 

recognizes that the current course content and/or delivery methods need to change.  I can 

only assume that this participant will make changes to the course that will adjust the 

content and/or instructional methods.  The intent will be to deliver the content in a 

manner more consistent with the characteristics of Weimer’s (2002) function of content 

concept. 

 Several of the participants from the College of Arts and Sciences mention active 

teaching strategies they used not only as knowledge builders, but also as ways to develop 

critical skills associated with oral and written communication and reading.  Participant 

#12 spent much of her interview explaining why and how she wants to challenge her 

students’ reading and writing skills.  Students, in her lower level Philosophy courses need 

to be equipped with the basic skills of forming an argument based on “original text” 

readings.  She was quite passionate as she spoke about all the methods she uses to interest 

her students.  One major component of her classes is using a theme or a central question 

threaded throughout all of the class activities.  She started her interview discussing this 

strategy. 

 All my classes are structured around a particular theme. So, even if it is a general 
class that could be taught as a survey, I link together whatever authors that we are 



    

going to read around the central question. I do that primarily because I know for 
myself that it helps me focus. The subjects that I did the best were the classes that 
I could take all the details that were thrown at me and that had some structure to 
hang them on to. So there is some underlining question that runs through out the 
semester. Often at the culmination of the semester and quiteat regular 
intervals I remind the students of this. There is something they have to do, a final 
essay or questions on the final exam, which will in fact ask them to think about 
the details together under this overarching question. That is one of the major 
things that I always have in mind when I structure a course. (participant # 12) 

 
Before this participant begins to discuss how and why she uses “original text” it is 

important to note this participant’s recognition of and rationale for the benefits of using a 

central theme and how it relates to Weimer’s (2002) concept of the function of content.  

Understanding the personal importance of a thematic structure to this participant may 

influence students to learn not only the content but also how to apply it to a situation. By 

structuring the readings, assignments, classroom activities, and evaluation around a single 

theme students can learn a process for making connections between written material, 

discussions, readings, and other types of information.  These are the very skills Weimer 

(2002) highlights within the concept of the function of content.  This participant 

continues to provide some of the best examples of using content to teach the critical skills 

needed in the current workforce.  Here she talks about what she expects of her students.  

She states:   

 I want students to read and think critically and thoughtfully on their own. Part of 
that is if you are going to read philosophers, then I want as few barriers between 
the students and the authors themselves. That is a bigger challenge and it is often 
hard to do in the lower levels classes because they are being exposed to 
philosophy for the first time. They don’t have a background in reading philosophy 
text. Therefore in the classroom at those levels read the text like this and we spend 
time talking about it. I go specifically line-by-line in the text just showing them 
how to recognize an argument and break it down. Once you got it broken down, 
how to step back and think about what that might mean becomes easier. 
(participant # 12) 



    

 
Again, this participant is talking about reading the writings of great philosophers through 

original text rather than a book that interprets the original text.  For Weimer (2002) in 

order to be learner-centered, the content of the course being taught should be used to not 

only develop a knowledge base, but also to teach skill sets that are discipline related. This 

participant also talks about the critical skill of writing and some other major goals she has 

for her students.  

 The third goal, writing, is an essential component in thinking for yourself. I tell 
my students that increasingly over the years, more and more, that when I give a 
writing assignment, I want them to use that writing assignment to understand the 
authors and what they are writing. Their writing should be an essential part in 
their learning for the semester. If they approach the writing assignment with that 
thought in mind, they will develop a discussion with that issue. It is really more of 
a three-way discussion with themselves, the text and me or whoever their reader 
intends to be…I think about the purpose of good education and what it is I am 
trying to do in a given class or across a student career. I am trying to do two 
things; one is to awaken them to be able to think on their own.  (participant # 12) 

 
It is obvious that this professor has spent a lot of time thinking about her discipline, the 

objectives for her class, and the expectations she has for students in her courses. It seems 

that she uses strategies for learning that worked for her when she was a student and by 

sharing this information with her students she is breaking down some of the powerful 

barriers that exist in the learning environments of post-secondary education.  This 

professor also seems very aware of the challenges that the students in her lower level 

courses may encounter because they are being exposed to her discipline for the first time.  

However, though the students in her classes are just beginning to learn “…how to unpack 

a philosophical argument…” (participant # 12), this professor continues to have high 

expectations of her students.  The students in her class learn to read a primary source 



    

within the discipline of philosophy.  In addition they learn how to critically analyze 

arguments and opinion while also learning to express the ways they think through the 

avenue of written work.   

Though there are a few other examples of how faculty within the College of Arts 

and Sciences are using content to teach critical skills students need to be lifelong learners, 

I have used most of the interview responses of participant # 12 to illustrate Weimer’s 

(2002) learner-centered change to teaching practice known as the function of content.  I 

have done so because this participant seems to be quite aware of the barriers and 

difficulties that face her students and her role as teacher due to the intense nature of her 

discipline.  However, though she is keenly aware of these challenges, she seems to have 

made a decision that what she is teaching and how she is teaching it is crucial to the 

development of lifelong learners.  What sets her apart from some of the other instances of 

faculty using content to develop critical skills is that she is teaching lower level courses 

in a discipline that is difficult to understand even if a student has been exposed to it and 

she has high expectations for her students to learn to read, write, and develop oral 

arguments through critical thinking all the while forming a knowledge base in 

philosophy.  Many of the participants in this study seem to focus on the development of a 

knowledge base in their discipline and one or two critical skills that transcend the courses 

they teach.  None of the other participants seem to embrace their courses, objectives, and 

lower-level students in the manner similar to participant #12.  However, participant #4 

did describe an upper level course that seems to challenge students in some of the ways 

that participant #12 described. 



    

Participant #4 described how she conducted a large group discussion in an upper 

level course that she taught.  Her stated goals for the students included using content to 

build a subject-based foundation, development of analytical thinking, self-understanding, 

and oral communication skills. She stated: 

 …there would be case studies, these were civil rights classes. Possibly a civil 
rights case or a search case they had read, I would at that point ask someone to 
summarize the case or a briefing. I would ask someone to give the decision of the 
court and that would be the majority of the opinion. Then I would have asked for 
the minority opinion and at that point I would have class discussion. Those who 
favored the majority opinion would give their reasons. The other would give their 
opinion and that would be a lengthy discussion and a quite heated discussion. 
Then if we had other cases we would do the same kind of discussion. No final 
opinion and everyone could have their own opinion at the end. … Many students 
appreciated that they got to express their own opinion, especially if was different 
from the ruling….they learned to analyze, discuss and have their own opinion. 

 
In this upper division class, students were responsible for learning enough about each 

case that was discussed in order to form an argument and an opinion based on facts rather 

than their own conjecture.  In doing so, they were accomplishing more than learning 

about civil rights cases, they were also learning how to use and verbalize information 

(content) in a format dependent on analysis, oral communication skills, and the formation 

of an opinion.  Participant #4 said that many of the students in this course stated it was 

the best course they had ever been a part of and that they really liked voicing their own 

opinion even if it differed from the official court ruling.  It is interesting to me that this 

participant’s students singled out how much they enjoyed “…being a part of this class…” 

and “… appreciated that they got to express their own opinion especially if it was 

different from the ruling…” (participant # 4).  It seems that the students were responsible 

for the largest part of the course as the participant described her role as a mediator.  Much 



    

of the literature regarding learner-centered teaching methods such as large group 

discussion is wrought with examples of hostile students who feel as though a professor 

teaching in this manner is not really teaching at all.  Rather, the students bear the brunt of 

learning the information and then must share their original thoughts with the teacher and 

fellow students (Felder & Brent, 1996).  Such does not seem to be the case within this 

example—participant # 4’s comments regarding the “… very exhilarating discussions…” 

held in her class.  Perhaps the students enjoyed the class because it may have been a 

break from the traditional teaching styles (this participant retired in 1996) or maybe the 

students enjoyed being able to share their knowledge.  If the students were majors within 

this discipline they may have used the teaching strategies of this class to self-assess their 

knowledge and critical skills.  Whatever the reason behind the overwhelming positive 

impact this course seemed to have; students who were a part of it constructed knowledge 

and skills beyond a content base.  

 Weimer’s learner-centered approach to the function of content is that less content 

is taught to provide opportunities to increase learning skills.  The discussion surrounding 

the function of content began with examples from the faculty in the School of Nursing.  

All four participants expressed the purpose of the function of content in their courses is to 

form a new knowledge base and develop the skills of critical thinking and clinical 

decision-making. Dialogue from 2 participants from the College of Arts and Sciences 

used content to develop clear thinking, problem solving, communications, and ongoing 

interest in the capacity to know, understand and grow.  It seems that faculty in nursing are 

content driven because of the need to formulate new knowledge.  This can then be 



    

compared to courses in the College of Arts and Science where faculty are not using 

content necessarily to establish new knowledge, but to unpack an argument and think 

independently.     

The Role of the Teacher 

 In order for students to learn content and the critical skills associated with lifelong 

learning, Weimer (2002) believes that many teachers need to alter their role in and out of 

the classroom.  Teachers at all levels of education need to create an environment in their 

classrooms that foster student learning, accommodates different learning styles, and 

motivates students to accept responsibility for their learning.  This is no small order as the 

role of most teachers has focused on the transmission of information through lecture-

based instruction.  Nevertheless, according to Weimer (2002) and others (Carlson & 

Fleisher, 2002; McCombs, 2001; McCombs and Whisler, 1997) in the learner-centered 

movement, in order to promote deep learning, faculty can no longer be a simple purveyor 

of knowledge.  Rather, faculties need to begin making changes to promote learning by 

first focusing on aligning the objectives of their courses with teaching/learning methods 

and assessment.  Improving learning requires faculty to develop activities that allow 

students to interact with the content of the course, the teacher, and the other students in 

the class.   Weimer (2002) notes that none of the changes she suggests can or should be 

made at once.  Still, teachers need to examine what they teach and how they teach it with 

the intention of making incremental changes that will facilitate more and deeper learning 

in their courses.   

There are numerous examples in the qualitative data that represent the actions that 



    

faculty in this study are taking to improve student learning.  On the whole, the 

participants in this study seem to use several sources of evaluation and critical reflection 

to change their courses.  Though most of the changes align with the criteria Weimer 

(2002) outlines within the role of the teacher as noted in the interview instantiations 

presented as good examples of Weimer’s (2002) function of content.  Though I have 

presented much of what participant # 12 discussed in her interview in the previous 

section regarding the function of content, I think it is important to show what she is doing 

to push her students to read original text in the discipline because another participant 

discussed why he has moved away from the same activity.  First, participant #12 

discusses her role as teacher to foster learning in her classes.  She states:  

…it is often hard to do in the lower levels classes because they are being exposed 
to philosophy for the first time. They don’t have a back ground in reading 
philosophy text. Therefore in the classroom at those levels I have to focus on how 
to read the text like this and we spend time talking about it. I go specifically line 
by line in the text just showing them how to recognize an argument and break it 
down…. the primary focus in any given class is understanding and explaining the 
text they read for that class. I spend a lot of my time outlining what that really is, 
kind of going step by step…. I don’t like to do group work. I think for things that 
are really challenging and maybe novel for the first time I am not sure the 
students have the resources to guide themselves through. So, I prefer guiding 
them through questions in front of everybody, to engage people. (participant #12) 

 
Again, I have used much of what this participant has stated in her interview since she 

seems to be employing much of what Weimer (2002) endorses.  In this case, she is 

speaking of her role as the teacher along with some of her thoughts regarding the learning 

abilities of students who are being exposed to her discipline.  Though she does not speak 

of individual learning styles, she does recognize the learning needs of her students.  

Moreover, she recognizes that many of her students may be ill equipped to read with 



    

understanding within the discipline.  Since this is a skill she highly values and an 

objective for the course, participant # 12 discusses the use of a step-by-step approach to 

increase the student’s ability to read and understand original text within the discipline.  In 

contrast to participant # 12’s actions to challenge and help her students’ reading abilities 

participant # 29 seems to have taken a different approach to his role in teaching students 

to read within the discipline.  He states:   

The students are no longer willing or able to read difficult texts. So, I have always 
a lot of reading relative to my peers. It is not unusually for me to assign six of 
seven books, where my peer in my department will only have them read a couple 
or three. There is a lot of reading, but I find that fewer and fewer actually do it. 
They come to class, enjoy the class and watch the movies…. They are here to 
check it off their list. I have to throw a lot of mental candy there and it is getting 
more difficult to help others understand the importance of the subject or what we 
are trying to accomplish. I actually gave up assigning the reading of Melville, 
because the vocabulary is too difficult for them. Most students will not read with 
the help of a dictionary, if they don’t understand it in the context, then they skip 
over it. It is very sad, I use to go around and have everyone read a paragraph. That 
is becoming embarrassing, because they don’t know how to pronounce the words 
or they skip entire lines. It has become very embarrassing for people to read 
aloud. I don’t do that anymore. (participant # 29) 

 
It is apparent that this professor is taking a very different approach to his assignments and 

what he is doing in his classes.  Rather than taking time to model the behavior of how to 

read a difficult or challenging text, he states: 

These days I use PowerPoint and a smart PowerPoint projector. I use a lot of 
pictures to go along with those times in the class. It is me talking about what I 
think are important themes in history or political science. By illustrating events 
and personalities using PowerPoint and very few words to go along with the 
slides. It is a mistake to have complicated slides to go along with words. 
(participant # 29) 
 

It seems as though this participant has completely changed his teaching methods based on 

student behavior.  Rather than push his students to read difficult texts and model for them 



    

how to use a dictionary to read within the discipline, this participant has chosen to drop 

these types of assignments.  It seems that instead of the students being responsible for a 

part of their learning, this participant has resorted to using PowerPoint to engage his 

students.  The use of PowerPoint as a method of information transmission has become 

commonplace for students and teachers.  In fact, this professor also spoke of his role in 

assessing student presentations.  He stated: 

I see students give presentations, which they do often. I have always asked 
students to do presentations, only now the cult of PowerPoint has seized them and 
they cannot think out side the box. Only the most talented students will be 
creative and think outside the PowerPoint paradigm and do something unexpected 
and grabbing. (participant # 29) 

 
It is very interesting to note that the expectations this participant has for his students 

differs from the expectation he has for himself.  While he states in the earlier vignette that 

rather than assign and presumably discuss readings in the discipline, his classes have 

evolved into him showing pictures and talking about them with the aid of PowerPoint.  

Nevertheless, this participant did talk about an aspect of his teaching that is very unique, 

out of the norm, as he stated: 

 It is the unexpected aspect that the students like and I try to mix things up alike. 
Some students are confused about that with the format changes frequently, but the 
ones that are receptive to trying new things in the classroom do well. I think they 
learn effectively. The most unusual approach that I have I call nomadic ditties, 
where I stand up there and sing. It capitates the most important things and they 
can look up the lyrics. It is notes, sometimes it is a little embarrassing, and the 
group dynamics are sometimes unreceptive. But when the magic works, it works! 
(participant # 29) 

 
The development of “nomadic ditties” must be a process that is more time consuming 

than the development of PowerPoint presentations, yet this participant states that the 

lyrics sum up the “…most important things…(participant # 29).  Presumably, these 



    

“…most important things…” (participant # 29) represent content or skills he values and 

wants his students to know.  It must be very difficult to stand in front of a group of 

students and sing about the specifics of a lecture.  Then again, the action of singing in 

front a group of students, has many endearing qualities that would seem to demonstrate 

that this teacher is very engaged to ensure that students learn in his classes. 

 As stated previously in some of the vignettes regarding the function of content, 

several examples of the teaching behaviors of the participants from the School of Nursing 

were presented.  In all three instantiations, the participants spoke of teaching with the aid 

of PowerPoint presentations and authentic problem solving.  Each participant posts their 

PowerPoint presentations so that students can print them out and have an outline for the 

class.  These participants stated that their classes are lecture based and that they ask a lot 

of questions of their students during the lecture.  The addition of case studies and/or other 

games seems to foster an environment for learning.  The use of case studies and/or games 

also serve as activities that require students to interact with the material, teacher, and 

other students and may encourage student ownership of learning.  However, the 

participants were not clear about the methods used to discuss the case studies, for 

example it is unknown if the students break into groups or they work collectively ort solo 

on the case studies.  If the participants’ students do not break up into groups, it’s possible 

that some students do not interface with the teacher, information, or other students.  On 

the other hand, if students do break into groups to work on the case studies and the 

teacher is not mediating the process of the group work, it is also very possible that some 

students are not relating to the other students in the group, the information, or the teacher.  



    

Finally, it is important to note that from the remarks the three participants from the 

School of Nursing made, that are cited as examples of Weimer’s (2002) function of 

content principle, there is no mention of altering the teaching plans in order to meet the 

needs of students with different learning styles.   While the other participant from the 

School of Nursing states that her “…entire class is a lecture format…” (participant # 22) 

and just like the other three participants from the School of Nursing she says, “…I 

prepare my PowerPoints ahead of time (and they)…serve as an outline and guide for the 

semester (which) helps them (students) not have to write as much” (participant # 22).  

She does talk about the changes she has seen in her classroom that relate to different 

learning styles.  She states: 

I am seeing more students with learning differences that require different types of 
teaching from me. Some are more visual and need to go over something four or 
five times. Some are more auditory learners. I had students lay their heads on the 
desk and listen the whole three hours I am lecturing, because they are more 
auditory learners. They do just fine. (participant #22) 

 
  While this participant comments on the changes with regard to learning differences, she 

does not seem to be changing her mode of teaching to include ways of knowing that 

would have a more positive effect on the students in her class who are visual learners.  

Rather, she states that she “…go(es) over something four or five times.” (participant #22)  

Clearly, this is not how Weimer (2002) defines the accommodation of different learning 

styles.   

Other than participants from the School of Education, few participants in this 

study altered their role as teacher to consider different learning styles, to engage their 

students in assignments that involve information relevant to the topic, the teacher, and 



    

their fellow students; such assignments are an integral element in Weimer’s (2002) 

learner-centered change with regard to the role of the teacher.  Moreover, two other 

components Weimer (2002) values with regard to the role of the teacher include aligning 

course objectives to teaching/learning practices and the use of multiple teaching/learning 

methods.   While all of the participants spoke about a typical class that they teach and 

about their conception of a learner-centered education, they did not specifically talk about 

the teaching methods they use to achieve a specific course objective. Rather the 

participants spoke about the learning objectives they have and the methods they use to 

convey such objectives in general terms.  Nonetheless, other than the three participants 

from the School of Education, the participants interviewed in this study remarked that 

they use lecture based teaching practices in their post-secondary classrooms.  In fact the 

participant who has received the Teacher of the Year award most often stated in his 

interview that: 

I am a very traditional teacher and I teach primarily by lecture. Even in labs, I 
have lot of lecture time. I break the current rules, where they want lots of group 
discussion and stuff. I do it a little more simply… They will certainly ask 
questions and I encourage them to ask questions. It is such an information intense 
course that is required for their upper level courses and for their board exams. It is 
still at a basic level there is not a whole lot of discussion. (participant # 7) 

 
It appears that this participant fully supports the use of lecture in his class.  In addition, he 

mentions being “…very traditional…” (participant #7).  It seems odd that he would use 

such a term as very few of the participants mentioned anything about traditional and/or 

non-traditional teaching practices in their interviews until they were asked to define 

learner-centered education.  This participant’s comment may indicate that along with 

being a content expert, he is also well informed with regard to traditional and likely, non-



    

traditional teaching practices.  Some other comments in his interview indicate that he has 

made an informed decision to be a traditional teacher for a multitude of reasons.  He 

began his interview by stating: 

 
Most of my typical teaching has been lower level 100 level: Biology 108 and 109 
Anatomy & Physiology.  This is a required course for most of the health science 
students (PT, Nursing, lab sciences)…. It is mostly taught in the small science 
theatre, which is a classic small theatre style that seats 80. My class is usually 60 
students that split into labs of 20 students each. In the past couple of years I have 
taught both the lecture and the labs for my students. We try hard not to separate 
that if possible. (participant # 7) 
 

From this comment it is apparent that this participant is teaching a lower level, required 

course in the major for Health Science students.  In addition, there are 60 students in the 

“lecture component” of the class and the students are sitting in a “theatre style” classroom 

that would not be an apt environment for breaking into small groups or holding large or 

small group discussions.  From most of participant # 7’s comments it is likely that he 

considered the level and type of the course, as well as the number of students and format 

of the classroom, and the objectives of this “information intense course that is required 

for their (students in Health Science majors) upper level courses and for their board

exams (participant # 7)  when he made his decision to use lecture as his primary 

teaching strategy.  Most of the participants mentioned the type and level of the courses 

they taught as they spoke of the teaching practices they used most often.  The biggest 

difference between their comments and the comments of this participant is the conviction 

and self-assurance portrayed by this participant.  As his interview continued he spoke of 

how he engaged his students and fueled their learning through the art of lecture and the 

visual aid of PowerPoint presentations that are posted for students in the same manner 



    

used by the four participants from the School of Nursing.  Participant # 7 stated: 

 I think I am fairly entertaining and they are not dull lectures. I have always said 
that if someone tells a good story, then people will listen. There is a reason why 
those old radio shows were so popular without all the multimedia stuff. If you tell 
a good story, it does matter. In science particular, it helps to be organized. That is 
one of my strengths. I am very organized, the students always know where I am at 
in the textbook. I always have a page number (from the text) on my PowerPoint. 
They know if I am showing an image, from the textbook or one of my own. 
Organization is a key issue…. (I) focus on the students and want them to learn. I 
have heard some (teachers) say that students should discover everything on their 
own. I just think my stuff is way too important to leave it for students to learn on 
their own. I think they need to be guided.  I think that is what they are paying me 
for and they wouldn’t have to come to college if they could discover it on their 
own. So, when I hear that term (learner-centered) I just roll my eyes. I want the 
students to be centered on me for that hour, because I am going to give them the 
best information they are going to get anywhere. (participant # 7)  

 
Again, as previously stated this participant gives the impression that he has considered 

various teaching/learning practices and has decided that lecture with PowerPoint and 

some student inquiry as the best medium to prepare the students in his class.  He speaks 

with confidence and with evidence that he considers himself to be the best source of 

information for his students.  However, this participant does not appear to expect his 

students to do much more than attend class with a pre-printed outline of the PowerPoint 

presentation for the day and listen to what he says.  While he speaks of being organized 

to the point of recording the page number of the textbook he uses, it is not clear how 

much reading he expects of his students.  Finally, he speaks of no assignments other than 

traditional tests and he refers to lecturing during laboratory time, so it seems like he 

assumes the bulk of the responsibility of his students.   

 Weimer (2002) finds adjusting the role of the teacher to be the most difficult of 

her key changes.  She notes that none of the changes can or should be made all at once.  



    

Teachers must examine what they teach and who they teach with the intention of making 

incremental changes that facilitate deeper learning.  Since the role of the teacher in 

Weimer’ model is linked to the balance of power in the classroom there were very few 

examples of participants who made changes to their role in the classroom.  The examples 

from faculty about the role of teacher focused on the changes to the classroom 

environment, such as adjusting seating and creating a “homey” environment; use of 

multimedia; and use of interactive activities in an effort to shift away from the lecture 

alone.  Faculty discussed the use of PowerPoints, sharing PowerPoints with students, and 

using short lectures followed by case studies and games.  It is also interesting to note that 

two faculties expressed that they were confident in their roles as teachers and felt that 

they were the content experts for the students.    

The Responsibility for Learning 
 
 With regard to Weimer’s (2002) view of the responsibility for learning within a 

learner-centered environment, the teacher and students share the responsibility for 

learning through ongoing assessment and feedback.  Through such a process of shared 

responsibility, students are able to develop critical skills for further learning such as self-

awareness and self-assessment.  More importantly, Weimer (2002) believes that students 

who become responsible for their own learning are equipped with the skills necessary to 

frame questions, evaluate content, and use information, thereby becoming true lifelong 

learners.  As the qualitative data analysis to this point has seemed to indicate that the 

majority of the participants in this study use a variety of more traditional, teacher-

centered methods to convey the content of their classes, there don’t seem to be any 



    

interview instantiations that support all of the conditions set by Weimer (2002) in relation 

to the responsibility for learning.  However, most of the participants in this study have 

recognized the importance of student engagement as well as the need for students to 

assume more responsibility for their own learning.  

 One of the best representations of sharing the responsibility for learning between 

teacher and student was noted in the interview transcript of one of the four faculty 

participants from the School of Business.  This participant stated that she most often 

teaches a lower level class that can substitute for a general education class and uses 

“…lecture and online stuff. Also, interactive things online like graphs etc. I use problem 

solving in class, by giving them one to work on in groups.” (participant # 15).  She also 

made a point to say that “…at that level I do not use PowerPoint’s, unless at the end of 

the class, there are a couple of specific topics that I cover only in one day and I may use 

one then, data primarily….” (participant # 15).   As she continued, this participant talked 

about an online program that she has started to use in this class.  She stated:  

…I also, I don’t know if this is stuff you are interested in, but I use something 
called Aptia.  Aptia is an online, auto-graded homework solution that keeps your 
students engaged. They have anywhere from 2 or 6 assignments per week. Then I 
can go into class and say it looks like you are having trouble with this question, 
let’s work on it. It saves me a lot of time grading. Before they read the chapter 
they have to do a problem set from the chapter. They are supposed to read the 
chapter before class. They used to not do this, but because they have a problem 
set to do before class they read the chapter. I can tell if they done the reading or 
not. They have a pre-problem set, we go through the lecture and then they have a 
post-problem set. Sometimes they have problems online that give them specific 
real world examples that helps show how the concepts apply. They have to use 
problem solving on (those real world examples) that (Aptia provides). (participant 
# 15) 

 



    

Though this interview instantiation does not meet all of the criteria set by Weimer (2002) 

with regard to the responsibility for learning, it does seem to represent some important 

expectations related to the students’ responsibility for learning in this participant’s class.  

Through the use of Aptia, students are developing a knowledge base in the discipline, and 

learning to apply such knowledge to authentic problems, while in a non-threatening 

environment.  In addition, the students are learning about their ways of thinking within 

the discipline, their classmates’ ways of thinking in the discipline, and their teacher’s 

intent with regard to student learning within the discipline. It is also important to 

recognize that due to the students’ interface with Aptia and the problem-sets they are 

doing, this participant is noticing that her students, for the most part, are reading material 

in the discipline—a component of learning supported by Weimer (2002) within the 

content of expectations she holds for the function of content and the responsibility for 

learning. 

One of the four participants from the School of Nursing also spoke of using an 

online supplement to her class.  She stated: 

I am trying something new this semester. I am using an online supplement to the 
class. We will see how it goes. They will have a pre-exam on the content. I am 
hoping it will appeal to this new student. This internet base site will go through 
and analyze the test. It will tell them what their strengths are and what areas to 
focus in on. It will give them an e-book content of areas to focus on. It will 
generate a study guide and push them back into the book. Hopefully it will help 
them improve those areas they need to focus on. Then it gives them a post test to 
evaluate. I’m hoping that will again, make the student more responsible for the 
content. Make it more tuned into what the student is use to doing. The students 
are all more technology orientated these days…. I am trying this for the first time 
on our second-degree students. Their classes start every seven weeks. They may 
like it even better. I know from experience that they don’t open the book. This 
may force them back into the book and give them a little more content than I can 
provide in class. Also use their results to help identify areas in class that I need to 



    

focus in on with more emphasis. Other areas they may have stronger back ground 
and I don’t need to put that much emphasis on it. It is a new tool and hopefully I 
will get good results. (participant #21) 

 
In this case the participant has not yet used this online supplement; she has realized that 

she is unable to present all of the material in her course during class time and that the 

students in her class may be more comfortable with using technology as a learning tool.  

Through the use of this learning tool, just as the participant from the School of Business 

noted, students are presented with pre- and post-tests, information relative to their 

strengths and weaknesses regarding specific content, and direct the student to the 

textbook to increase learning.  Requiring students to address the assignments developed 

by this online supplement not only stands to help the student increase their knowledge 

and reading in the discipline but it also stands to increase the students awareness of their 

learning.  While the process of completing the assignments may seem innocuous to most 

students, it is teaching them important skills relevant to self-assessment, time 

management, and awareness with regard to their personal abilities to learn.  All of these 

skills are central to Weimer’s (2002) responsibility for learning concept and may be the 

main reason another participant from the School of Business has his students complete 

online assignments.   He stated: “I have some online assignments that they do and they 

get credit for just doing them.  They are not graded, but they get credit.  I want them to go 

through and do the work and I don’t care how well they do it, but it is important they do 

it from the start to the finish” (participant #5). 

 It is important to note that participant #5 does not seem to use the online 

assignments he requires of his students in the same manner as participant # 15, who is 



    

also from the School of Business, or participant # 21 from the School of Nursing.   Rather 

than using online assignments because they tend to appeal to students, require students to 

possibly read more within the discipline, or because they give feedback to the student as 

to the student’s strengths and weaknesses, this participant speaks only of the importance 

of the process of the assignment.  As participant #5 states:  “I don’t care how well they do 

it, but it is important they do it from the start to the finish” it appears that there is 

something inherent within completing assignments in his course from start to finish.  

Unfortunately, this participant did not talk about the rationale regarding the assignments 

or how he used them other than to say that the online assignments made up about 10% of 

the student’s total grade.   Still, the act of completing online assignments regardless of 

outcome or further class use hones the critical skills of self-assessment and ways of 

learning, while increasing the students’ role within the scope of responsibility for 

learning.   It also seems that the students in participant #5’s class that complete the online 

assignments from start to finish, regardless of how well they do, receive 10 percentage 

points toward their final grade.  Therefore it looks as if this participant values the online 

assignments and uses them as a method to teach the students in his class about the 

importance of process in the discipline. 

Another good example of isolating the importance of process in the discipline was 

noted in the comments participant # 9 made related to altering the format of one of the 

classes he teaches.  The participant commented:  

In other classes, like last year I taught a Liberal Arts Chemistry and I wanted to 
try to do something different in that class. In the past it would be a lecture base 
class for two hours and then two-hour lab per week. I wanted to do something 
different. What I did was assign two different two-hour periods per week. That 



    

allowed me to choose if I wanted to do a lecture or lab for each class. Also the 
class was scheduled next to the lab. So the classes were entirely a discussion 
based class with very little lecture. I turned the class over to the students and there 
were assigned readings. I also had them do chemistry in the news. So any recent 
articles with chemistry in the news and presentations on chemistry in the news 
(was part of class). Then we walk back to the lab and do a demonstration and then 
back to the classroom. We’d go back and fourth between the lab and classroom 
each class, depending on what we were doing. I did a lot of group work in that 
class. I had group worksheets and computer exercises. The department had ten 
laptops, so we brought them into the class. There were only twenty students in the 
class. Ten laptops in the class, so we had computer based exercises they could do 
along with online research and so I almost entirely eliminated lecture in that class. 
(participant #9)  
 

It is obvious from this interview instantiation that this participant has spent time thinking 

about the process, function of content and course objectives, the role of the teacher and 

student, and the responsibility for learning involved in the Liberal Arts Chemistry course 

he has taught repeatedly.  This participant’s interview transcript has been cited numerous 

times throughout the qualitative data analysis as it seems this participant was not only a 

content expert, but also very aware of different teaching strategies, including learner-

centered teaching practices.  Besides knowing about various active teaching practices, 

this participant implemented many processes that relied on student engagement.  In doing 

so, he increased the student’s role in the responsibility for learning.  

During this part of his interview, he was talking about how he changed numerous 

variables ranging from the overall course schedule to the teaching and learning aspects of 

individual class periods.  He speaks of a multitude of teaching/learning activities that the 

students in this class were held responsible for doing.  This participant mentioned that 

during this semester long course his students did assigned readings in the discipline, 

group work, computer exercises, presentations, online research, and demonstrations.  He 



    

seems to pride himself that he “…almost entirely eliminated lecture in that class” 

(participant #9) which gives the impression that this participant considers lecture to be a 

less effective teaching strategy.  It does appear that through the completion of the active 

learning assignments that this participant required of the students in this particular course, 

the responsibility for learning was shared between this teacher and his students.  This 

participant exposed the students in this class to a variety of assignments that required 

multiple ways of knowing and challenged his students to learn through various activities.  

These activities also provided the student with ongoing feedback as to the student’s 

individual learning as well as skills acquired through group learning.  Such learning 

would have likely generated learning skills that Weimer (2002) considers to be integral 

for lifelong learning 

Another pertinent example of Weimer’s (2002) concept regarding the 

responsibility for learning was noted in another part of this participant’s interview.  

Again, this participant is one of the ten faculty participants from the College of Arts and 

Sciences and has discussed several of the teaching strategies he uses in different courses 

he teaches.  It seems that this participant changes his role as teacher, the responsibility for 

learning, the function of content, and the balance of power depending on the level and/or 

type of course he teaches.  This interview vignette is shared in order to illustrate some of 

the subtle differences with regard to teaching strategies that are used by this participant as 

compared to a participant from the School of Nursing who seems to use a very similar 

mode of teaching.  First, as participant # 9 was discussing the teaching strategies he is 

using in one of the courses he teaches.  He stated: 



    

If I am teaching for example a general chemistry, which I taught more frequently 
and tends to be a large class. That class tends to be lecture based and that has 
evolved over the years. Most recently, what I would do is I start out with a lecture 
that I had used. PowerPoint only to a limited extent, usually only to present 
illustrations, tables, and things like that. I don’t like using PowerPoint as the 
lecture itself. I prefer to write on the white board or chalkboard. I have recently 
started using E-Instructions and CPS classroom remote system in that class. All 
the students have remote clickers. I will have questions at the beginning of class 
based on assigned reading that they answer with their clickers. Occasionally I let 
them work in a group on questions and answers with their clicker. Then 
occasionally on the fly, if I see the class is not understanding something or I want 
to make sure they understand something I will ask questions with that. 
(participant # 9) 
 

This participant is the only faculty member in this study who uses E-instructions and a 

CPS class remote system in class.  Like most of the participants in this study, he tends to 

use lecture and student inquiry as his primary teaching methods in this large class.  As a 

novel way to further include his students in his class, this participant is appealing to the 

technology orientation of many of the traditional students in his course through the use of 

E-instructions and a CPS class remote system.  

It appears that this participant, like participant #19 from the School of Nursing, 

develops questions related to the material for the day in advance so that he is sure to ask 

some questions that involve students in the responsibility for learning.  The difference 

between the way participant #9 conducts student inquiry during class and the method of 

student inquiry participant #19 uses seems to be related to what type of information 

students are responding about and how students respond to the questions.  In the case of 

participant #19, from the School of Nursing, she stated that throughout her lecture she 

places notes on her personal PowerPoint to herself as a reminder to ask certain questions 

regarding specific content and that she tries “…to call on specific students, the weaker 



    

ones, not the ones who seem to have all the answers. I try to get the back row as well as 

the first row(participant #19)  Participant #9, from the College of Arts and Sciences, 

mentions using student assigned remote clickers as the general method for students’ 

responses to questions regarding assigned reading in the discipline.  This participant also 

stated that he tends to ask questions at the beginning of class rather than on an 

intermittent basis.  However, participant #9 also stated that “…occasionally I let them 

work in a group on questions and answer with the clicker, then occasionally on the fly, if 

I see the class is not understanding something or I want to make sure they understand 

something, I will ask questions…” (participant # 9) 

The interview instantiations from two different participants from different 

academic units are presented as examples of Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered change to 

teaching practice regarding the responsibility for learning.  Both participants are using 

lecture and student inquiry as their primary teaching methods though the processes they 

use to substantiate student knowledge differ somewhat.  Participant # 19 uses student 

inquiry throughout her lecture to emphasize specific content and while she seems to 

control who responds to different questions, it seems that since the students in her classes 

are purview to the PowerPoint presentations from which the lecture emanates, her 

students may be less responsible for the learning that takes place in participant # 9’s 

classroom.   

Comparatively, participant # 9 states he uses inquiry at the beginning of his class 

to ask his students about pre-assigned readings and only uses inquiry during the lecture 

portion of his class if there is a concept he wants to emphasize or if the class is having 



    

difficulty understanding something in class.  In addition, the delivery of information 

during class differs between participants even though both mention the use of 

PowerPoint.  Nonetheless, since participant # 19 seems to assume most of the 

responsibility for student learning as evidenced by the provision of class notes in the form 

of the PowerPoint presentation that is used throughout the class period, along with 

scripted student inquiry, it appears that participant # 9’s subtle differences in teaching 

style allows his students to assume more responsibility for their learning.  By Weimer’s 

(2002) standards, participant # 9’s methods of inquiry and other teaching methods are 

more learner-centered and thereby allow his students to become more self-directed in 

their learning.  

 It is easy to notice that participant #9 has tried, and perhaps succeeded, in 

increasing his students’ responsibility for learning in the classes he talked about.  Many 

participants in this study spoke about the ways they hold themselves accountable for the 

learning of their students.  In most cases, it is the participant, not the student, who appears 

to assume the chief responsibility for learning in the classes described in the interviews.  

As noted with nearly all other participants in this study, participant #9 spoke of learning 

activities his students do while in class or lab.  However, other than the two participants 

from the School of Business who require their students to complete online assignments 

before class, there are few examples of participants holding their students accountable for 

knowing or comprehending course material before class. This finding is important to 

isolate, as it seems that many of the participants in this study appear to use their role as 

teacher to develop in class activities that help their students become responsible for lower 



    

level learning course material in the discipline.  More importantly, it is also vital to note 

that the majority of the participants in this study assume most of the responsibility for 

learning since they only appear to expect their students to attend class with a copy of the 

PowerPoint presentation providing notes of content to be learned and reviewing the 

content to be examined. 

All four of the participants from the School of Nursing develop and post the 

PowerPoint presentations they use to teach well before the class is held.  These 

participants also used lecture with student inquiry as their foremost teaching practice.  

Such a practice seems to dominate the teaching behaviors of participants in the School of 

Nursing.  However these teaching practices do not seem to require students to be 

responsible for their learning before class. 

The three participants from the School of Education described the use of non-

traditional teaching methods such as large and small group discussions, mini-lectures, 

and problem-based learning as the major activities in their courses.  Each of them made 

very similar comments related to the teacher’s actions and the students’ responsibility for 

engagement.  Three very similar statements made during independent interviews are 

presented together in order to illustrate that it seems that the participants from the School 

of Education seem to hold interrelated beliefs regarding student learning.  

I act as the teacher to model for them. We also do a lot of group work in my class. 
The students will be asked to get into groups and do some problem solving. I give 
them a dilemma or I might give them a scenario of a student who is having 
difficulties and they show me what they would do with this student. We engage in 
a lot of problem based leaning and talk about it as well. (participant # 27) 
 
…it is more as a lecture based discussion, because it is always a give and take. 
Even my power points have slides that have questions. My slides could ask how 



    

does it apply to what we are saying the field? We stop at that point and discuss 
what students are seeing in their field placements and how that intergrades with 
whatever content we are working onI really believe strongly in engagement and 
so I want the students’ engagement in lot of problem solving, critical thinking. I 
do a lot of what ifs. What if you were engaged in a situation and you have a 
student that is not particularly interested in the subject. What would you do? I try 
to use our time together to relate it to their own situation for problem solving. 
That is how I am viewing that engagement. I always want them in that application 
mode. (participant # 25) 
 
Typically (at the beginning of class), I break it into lectures. So if you are 
introducing something new, I do a 5 to 10 minute jumpstart. Jumpstarts are a 
problem or an issue. I bring in a case study on a child and ask their opinion on it. 
They get to discuss in their groups and take a stand on it. Tell what they would 
do. I kind of lecture for 10 minutes or less and then we reapply it. So we will talk 
about a certain technique, we will then try that technique and then they have to 
decomposed and reconstruct it in their own words. It is discussion, hands on and 
it’s a little bit of lectures. I don’t ever do all lectures. My students learn they have 
to be participants. (participant # 30) 
 

From these three examples, it may be construed that the teaching methods used by the 

faculty participants in this study from the School of Education seem to require their 

students to invest in their learning through the process of being exposed to material in 

class and then working in groups to apply the material that had just been presented.  

While two of the participants from the School of Education seem to engage in the same 

teaching methods used by the participants from the School of Nursing, lecture with 

PowerPoint, the participants from the School of Education appear to go beyond just the 

use of information transmitted during the “mini-lecture.”  By constructing problem-based 

activities and discussions, these participants give the impression that their students are 

being exposed to ongoing assessment and feedback during class in an effort to increase 

the students’ responsibility for their own learning.   



    

Indeed there seems to be evidence of merit regarding the teaching strategies 

presented by the faculty participants from the School of Education, as one of the ten 

participants from the College of Arts and Sciences seems to rely on a similar presentation 

of course material. Participant # 10 stated: 

I have what I call mini lectures, where I am deliberately discussing something that 
has come up in their writing or answering questions on a reading they are doing. 
A discussion on young adult author we did in my honors English 101 last spring. 
They might profit on the coming of age novel. I would give a ten minute mini 
lecture on that subject then ask what are the characters in a standard nineteen 
century novel like? Even then after my input, I ask them to run with it in the 
society they live in. (participant # 10) 
 

It looks as if this participant has identified a method of teaching that increases the share 

of the responsibility for learning between student and teacher.  By presenting class 

material through the use of mini-lectures that lead to small and/or large group 

discussions, this participant is actively sharing the responsibility for learning.  Participant 

#10 offers important information through her “mini-lectures” and then initiates responses 

from her students in two important ways. First with regard to the example she presents to 

represent her typical teaching style, this participant, who is one of the eight participants 

from the College of Arts and Sciences, asks her students some basic questions about 

“…what are the characters in a standard nineteenth century novel like…” (participant # 

10).  After some student comments, she then asks her students “…to run with it in the 

society they live in” (participant # 10).  By asking her students this particular question, 

she is presenting her students with a challenging activity that requires them to assess their 

own knowledge regarding the characteristics of a character from a classic 19th century 

novel and apply how these characters may appear within the society the student is most 



    

familiar with—their own.   Such an approach to teaching the concepts of this course 

would likely require all students to assess what they know about the topic, listen to input 

from their peers (since this participant stated earlier that she uses small and/or large group 

discussion following a mini-lecture), and then work toward framing these questions 

appropriately, accessing and evaluating information that applies to this activity, as well as 

using the information they generate to develop a pertinent response.  These information 

literacy skills are very important to develop in students so that they are able to repeat 

such processes of knowing in this discipline and use them out of the discipline as lifelong 

learners. 

 The activities like the one presented here as a good example of sharing the 

responsibility for learning with students also represent formative assessment techniques.  

Formative assessment is used for the purposes of giving feedback and fostering 

improvement in critical skills such as writing, reading, and communication.  Constructive 

feedback that facilitates the learning process is also an important attribute of formative 

assessment.  Weimer (2002) contends that formative assessment is the most learner-

centered evaluative technique and promotes the use processes that provide formative 

assessment. 

Faculty who choose lecture as the primary medium for their classes may limit the 

students’ role pertaining to Weimer’s (2002) construct regarding the responsibility for 

learning.  However, in this study most of the participants used traditional teacher-

centered methods to convey content.  There was, however, some evidence to support 

students’ engagement and sharing responsibility for their learning.  Some faculty in the 



    

Schools of Business and Nursing and the College of Arts and Sciences enhanced student 

engagement by sharing PowerPoints prepared for the class lecture, using inquiry based 

teaching with lecture, and/or creating online assignments.  While these learning strategies 

do to a limited degree engage students in sharing the responsibility for learning with their 

teachers, participants from the School of Education expected engagement by developing 

course activities and assignments that created an environment for the operationalization 

of Weimer’s key change, shared responsibility for learning between and among students 

and faculty.   

The Purpose and Processes of Evaluation 
 
 The integration of formative assessment into daily classroom activities is one of 

the main beliefs Weimer (2002) holds in relation to the processes and purposes of 

evaluation.  Weimer (2002) also contends that to be learner-centered, faculty need to 

integrate assessment within the learning processes that occur during each class meeting.  

Such assessment need not only be formative, but should also involve peer and self-

assessment activities, mastery learning, and change the way summative assessment is 

used.   

Normally summative assessment is used for the purpose of making a decision; in 

Higher Education summative assessment is most often associated with the assignment of 

a grade.  This form of assessment often does not provide the student with constructive 

feedback nor does it involve peer and/or self-assessment.  More important, summative 

assessment practices are not associated with mastery learning and place the professor in 

an authoritarian position.  With the teacher in a position of authority and responsible for 



    

the development, administration, and grading of exams, it is likely that few students 

would question their professor’s right answers.  In addition, authentic assessment, which 

exposes students to problem solving or a related activity in the discipline, is seldom used 

in teacher-center classrooms or in conjunction with summative evaluation.  Summative, 

formative, and authentic assessments are important evaluation processes that can be used 

simultaneously to increase learning, but, according to Weimer (2002), these processes of 

evaluation are rarely used in such a manner. 

 Faculty who tend to use more traditional, teacher-centered methods for 

information transmission are more likely to use summative evaluation with little to no 

feedback to students. Since more traditional, teacher-centered teaching practices place the 

professor in an authoritarian role and students in a dependent role, in- and/or out-of-class 

activities that promote self- and peer-assessment are used infrequently.  Mastery learning 

and/or authentic assessments are hardly ever used in a classroom controlled by the 

teacher.  Since the majority of the participants in this study use lecture based practices, 

there are many examples of summative evaluation practices.   Still, it is interesting to 

note the different ways many participants who use traditional teaching practices and 

traditional testing practices have created to increase learning in their post-secondary 

classrooms.  

All of the participants from the School of Business mentioned activities they use 

to help their students develop a knowledge base in the discipline.  As presented within the 

examples of Weimer’s (2002) responsibility for learning concept, participant #15 has 

found that through the use of an online, auto-graded supplement to her class, she is more 



    

able to determine the strengths and weaknesses of her students both collectively and on 

an individual level.  The online supplement participant #15 presents her students with 

pre- and post-problem sets related to the concepts she is presenting in class.  This 

learning tool allows the students in participant #15’s class to log onto the online 

supplement any time before class to complete the assignments and associated reading.  

As the student works through the online assignments, the student is presented with 

constructive feedback regarding their responses to the pre-class/reading problem sets; 

such feedback allows students to assess their learning.   

Participant #15 is also presented with feedback in conjunction with the online 

assignments, only hers are both in aggregate and disaggregate form and alert her to 

concepts that most students are struggling with as well as concepts students seem to 

understand.  This participant then uses this information to alter her lecture based teaching 

practices so that she can address the learning needs of her students.  Such a method of 

teaching, though still more traditional than non-traditional, incorporates many of the 

processes of evaluation supported by Weimer (2002).  

Through the use of authentic problem sets presented and graded by an online 

program, participant #15 is able to engage her students in meaningful authentic 

assessment activities that promote self-assessment.  In addition, since participant #15 

uses the collective results to guide her lecture based teaching practices, her students are 

also privy to peer-assessment as well as information from the teacher regarding 

justification of answers.  Though this participant did not discuss the process she uses to 

determine a student’s overall grade or the any other processes of student evaluation 



    

beyond her comments related to the use of this online supplement, it is obvious that the 

teaching and learning activities presented by this participant epitomize Weimer’s (2002) 

learner-centered concept regarding the processes and purposes of evaluation.   However, 

two other participants from the School of Business did discuss the purposes for and 

processes of their more traditional grading procedures, which are apt to coincide with the 

teacher-centered methods, these two participants use in their classrooms. 

These two participants appear to teach similar course material, use almost the 

same teaching practices and evaluation procedures along with corresponding goals for 

their students.  In spite of these similarities, these two professors are now from two 

different institutions and met different selection criteria for this study.  Participant #5 won 

the Teacher of the Year award in 1991 when his major course load included a cross-

referenced liberal arts class in introductory economics.  This participant taught at Merton 

University for many years and currently teaches at an institution that shares many of the 

qualities of Merton University.  On the other hand, participant #13 is an active member of 

the School of Business at Merton University and was selected per student ballot by 

randomly selected senior students in the major during the Fall semester of 2007.  Though 

these participants do not teach at the same institution, they do teach in their respective 

School of Business and again, appear to teach much of the same content and have 

comparable teaching styles, methods of evaluation, and course goals as evidenced in the 

following two interview vignettes.  Participant #13 

I usually teach the ‘principles of economics’ class, which is the students first, into 
economics… Mostly my lecture style is the old fashion chalk and talk… For a 
fifty-minute class I would say that I talk for thirty minutes… It flows smoothly 
like a conversation and I am the leader of the conversation…. Sometimes in the 



    

class I give them group assignments to work on. But a typical class would be 
mostly lecture and asking them questions. When they do my evaluations and they 
ask what the format of the class is, the students typically say combination 
lection/discussion. That is pretty much it. (participant #5) 
 
The most typical class is the one I used when I did the survey. It is a sophomore 
level accounting class that is required for a major. Primarily lecture, with a little 
bit of calling on the students to participate. More lecture than participation. I like 
making it challenging, and I try to push them…. Occasionally I use a small group 
to try to work together to solve a problem, it is very minor and not often. I may 
give a situation and let them talk it out and come up with a reasonable answer in 
that since, but not a regular thing. That may happen twice a semester. (participant 
#13) 
 

These interview excerpts establish that both of these participants teach lower-level 

courses, use lecture as the primary teaching strategy, use some inquiry to engage 

students, and on occasion, draw on a non-traditional teaching practice such as group work 

during class.  With regard to evaluation methods, both rely heavily on summative exams  

I have some online assignments… I don’t care how well they do them, but it is 
important they do them from the start to the finish, that is about 10% of their 
grade…they have some group assignments they do, I think there are five group 
assignments a semester. I randomly assign students to groups and it’s a different 
group every time. By the middle towards the end I try to combine the stronger 
students with the weaker students, so the weaker (students) can learn from the 
stronger students and that is 10-20% of their grade… then I have three semester 
tests and a comprehensive final. The comprehensive final includes a nationally 
normed test called the Test for Understanding Economics, so that I can compare 
how my students do each semester to how students did nationally. We use pre and 
post testing.  The very first day I give a pretest…the same nationally normed test 
that is about 40% of the cumulative final. You can see how much they have 
gained from the first day of class to the last day of class… my students don’t take 
a board exam, but some of them are selected to take a major field study…and 
other randomly selected senior students take the Test for Understanding 
Economics test… so they work pretty hard and we try to prepare them. 
(participant #5) 
 
 The major portion of their grade is from exams. Three exams through the 
semester, plus the final will cover 80-85% of their grade. All exams are 
comprehensive from day one. So, the final is comprehensive. I also give 
unannounced quizzes, which I drop quite a few, over the material covered the day 



    

before or material they were expected to have read. That is only about 8-10% of 
the grade. I use the quizzes to review and encourage them to review, but also to 
know how the questions on the exam may be worded…. During the semester they 
are weighted on the test they do the best on, it weighs more than the one they did 
badly on. That way one bad test doesn’t blow them out of the water and hurt 
them…. I make copies of old exams available in course folders for their review. I 
have a lot of review sessions on evenings and weekends. Probably 10-12 a 
semester. I expect to work as hard as they work. I don’t do any less than I expect 
them to do…. The strength of our major has to deal with the CPA exam.  About 
95% of our students are going for the exam. That is who we attract, that is our 
market, and it is phenomenal. Our pass rate is phenomenal. So, when we are 
teaching we were really trying to set the standards so they pass the CPA exam, 
without a problem. We are looking more towards what their ultimate goal is and 
how to prepare for their ultimate goal. Prepare the rigor and types of questions 
that they will need to pass the CPA exam. As well as to be successful in the 
accounting field. (participant #13) 

 
Though the comments made by these two participants of the same discipline regarding 

the types, contexts, processes, and purposes of evaluation methods are alike in many 

ways, there are important differences to point out.  Placing the comments back to back 

allows for acute comparison and thoughtful analysis of the responses made by these two 

participants.  

Both participants administer three semester exams and a comprehensive final that 

account for approximately 80% of their grade for the class.  Weimer (2002) would 

classify such tests as summative evaluation as it appears that the tests are used for the 

purpose of assigning a grade.  Yet the tests used by these two participants, though 

different in content, consist of questions that expose students to authentic problem 

solving and in doing so are measures of authentic assessment.  Both participants give the 

impression that they use authentic measures to prepare their students for an ultimate goal.   

The ultimate goal that participant #13 talked about involved preparing the 

students in his class for the “…rigor and types of questions that they will need to pass the 



    

CPA exam…” and “…be successful in the accounting field…” (participant #13).  The 

ultimate goal participant #5 discussed included field-testing, performance on a nationally 

normed test in economics, and future work in the discipline.  To someone not affiliated 

with the discipline of economics, these measures may not seem as significant as 

preparing students to take a board exam required for licensure in the discipline of 

accounting.  However, it appears participant #5, much like participant #13, carefully 

designed the teaching, learning, and evaluative practices used in his class for the purpose 

of preparing his students for future performance testing and work in the discipline.  

Nevertheless, some significant differences related to the purposes and processes of 

evaluation were noted.  

It is apparent that each of these participants seemed to use tests with authentic 

questions as the dominant process for grading their students.  Participant #5 talked about 

one of the central evaluation processes he uses in a pre-test post-test fashion.  He stated 

that he uses a version of a nationally normed test called the Test for Understanding 

Economics on the first day of class and the last day of class in order to evaluate “…how 

much a student has gained from the first day of class to the last day” (participant #5).  

Besides using this test to observe the knowledge his students have gained in his class 

over the semester, participant #5 also uses the data to compare his students’ results to the 

nationally normed results for the same time period.  While this procedure likely provides 

important information regarding the strengths and weaknesses of the students in his 

course as compared to the national sample, important information this participant could 

use to critically evaluate how/what he does in and out of the classroom, and /or important 



    

information he could share with the students in his class for the student’s benefit, 

participant #5 does not indicate that he uses this important information in a constructive 

manner to benefit his students.  Still, this participant is exposing his students to the 

structure and content of questions in order to prepare them for future field-testing and 

work in the discipline.  In fact, the Test for Understanding Economics is the very same 

test used to evaluate randomly selected senior students in the discipline.  If one of the 

randomly selected senior students were enrolled in participant #5’s class as a freshman, 

the student would have experience responding to questions on the exam.  Though 

participant #13 likely constructs his tests to closely mimic questions his students will face 

on the national board exam for accounting, there is no chance any student in the 

accounting major could be exposed to the test in a pre-test post-test process. 

The other main difference in the processes used by these participants to evaluate 

their students involves out of class assignments.  Participant #5 stated that in addition to 

four semester tests, his students are required to complete some online assignments and 

some group assignments.  These evaluative processes are likely used by this participant to 

provide the students in his class with constructive feedback along with the promotion of 

self- and peer-assessment skills.  Constructive feedback from a teacher is critical to the 

development of a student.  In addition, the ability to address a peer and compare views or 

other information in order to solve a real problem hones the skills of communication, 

evaluation, and thinking.  The assignments participant #5 requires in addition to the tests 

he administers are often used for formative assessment because they promote learning 

through the use of these critical skills.  



    

Assignments that provide formative evaluation do not seem to be used in the class 

participant #13 described.  Though many of the teaching, learning, and evaluative 

processes used by this participant are comparable to the teaching, learning, and evaluative 

processes of participant #5, participant #13 does not seem to engage his students quite 

like participant #5.  While participant #5 spoke of in-class student inquiry methods and 

evaluative processes that provide formative assessment, participant # 13 talked about 

responding to student inquiry in class and the use of unannounced quizzes and semester 

tests. Still, despite participant #13’s use of traditional teaching, learning and evaluation 

processes, he does appear devoted to the students in his class as evidenced by the purpose 

and process of review sessions.   

Participant #13 administers four tests, constructed with the national board exam 

his students are likely to take after graduation in mind, each semester he teaches the 

accounting class described during his interview for this study.  Though these exams and 

the unannounced quizzes he uses in order to gauge the preparedness of his students are all 

measures of summative assessment and according to Weimer (2002) are the least learner-

centered processes for student learning, participant #13 describes two out of class 

activities he does to promote learning.  First, this participant posts all of his old exams in 

the public domain on the University’s web server in order to make them available to 

students when/if they want to study them.  Second, he holds 10-12 test review sessions a 

semester “…on evenings and weekends…” because “…I expect to work as hard as they 

work.  I don’t do any less than I expect them to do!” (participant #13)  From this 

comment it could be construed that this participant holds at least two review sessions per 



    

test.  While this participant’s processes of evaluation seem summative yet authentic, the 

number and perceived openness of the review sessions he holds at times convenient to his 

students along with access to all of the questions he has asked each time he has 

administered a test, serve as good examples of formative assessment.  Further, if it 

weren’t for this participant’s description of the actions he takes outside of class, on his 

“own time”, to help his students learn, this participant would have been mislabeled as a 

traditional, teacher-centered professor interested only in lecturing to his students as a 

“sage on a stage” and most likely resistant to becoming a “guide on the side.”  However, 

such a portrait would be untrue and inaccurate.   

Several other participants in this study also use traditional, teacher-centered 

practices in their courses.  For instance, the four participants from the School of Nursing 

use nearly the same teaching methods, lecture with PowerPoint, and use the same testing 

procedures.  Participant #19 explains why methods of summative evaluation are used by 

all of the faculty participants from the School of Nursing as she stated: 

…in the Nursing program, we have a rule that any nursing course with clinical 
component that 85% of the grade has to be exams… For clinical they are graded 
on pass/fail. If they don’t pass the clinical then they fail no matter what they do in 
the classroom. (participant # 19) 

 
As outlined in participant #19’s comments regarding the test procedures within the 

School of Nursing, summative exams must make up at least 85% of the total grade.  

Another participant from within the School of Nursing added to participant # 19’s 

comments to say that the test questions are to be multiple-choice questions that mimic the 

national board exam nursing students take after graduation.  Therefore, it seems that 



    

participants from the School of Nursing use summative tests to provide some semblance 

of authentic assessment. 

 Another participant from the School of Nursing, who is obligated to follow the 

same testing policy regarding exams, seems to have found a post-test process by which 

she can use the summative tests in her class as learning tools.  She stated: 

I defend every exam. I go over the exam and explain what the correct answer is 
and why it is the correct answer. I tell them where to look in their notes and books 
for the answer. I do this for two reasons, one I want the exam to be learning 
experience for the students. To understand why they got the answer right or 
wrong and secondly to eliminate the complaining, and spend less class time on it. 
I put them (the test with correct answers) up twenty minutes before class. If the 
students think that their answer is correct, then I ask them to send me an email 
and I will consider it.  When I defend it, then I look at it a little closer, and see 
why the students may pick one answer over another. This makes it fair for the 
students as well as a learning opportunity for the students. (participant # 21)  

 
This participant shares a very good example of how a summative evaluation method can 

become a learning tool.  Also, since the School of Nursing test policy requires their 

faculty to develop multiple choice questions that students are likely to encounter on their 

national board exam, the tests questions include are good examples of incorporating 

authentic assessment.  However, participant #21 is the only participant in this study who 

is bound to a departmental summative exam test policy who seems to have found a 

method for transcending both summative and authentic assessment to integrate formative 

assessment with constructive feedback. 

Participant # 21 keeps each student’s test and answer sheet each time a test is 

given.  However, she has developed a post-test procedure that she uses to allow the 

students in her class to look at their tests and answer sheets in a controlled environment.  

By posting each exam with the correct answers marked for 20 minutes before the class 



    

period after a test, this participant is allowing her students to use their tests as learning 

tools.  She also encourages her students to ask questions about why the professor’s 

answer is the most correct, thereby encouraging students to assess themselves by asking 

important questions such as: Why weren’t my responses correct?  Where did I go wrong 

with my critical thinking process in relation to this question?  Did I miss a specific level 

of question or questions regarding a specific topic area? How do my responses differ 

from my peers? and/or What do I need to do in order to learn this material as there is a 

chance I will see it again on the licensure test?  These questions are assumed responses 

from students and it is not known if this participant encourages her students to ask such 

questions of themselves during the test de-briefing time.  However, this participant did 

allude to advice she gives her students in relation to wrong responses. 

At some point during the test de-briefing time, this participant encourages her 

students to reference their class notes and/or course text as these materials are likely to 

serve as the basis for justification with regard to the correct answers.  If any students 

continue to have questions, want further clarification of test questions, or want to ask 

about anything else related to the test, this participant encourages them to email her with 

their concerns and/or arguments.  It is also important to note that this participant also 

states that through the process of defending the summative tests that she develops and 

administers, she examines the test questions “…a little closer, and (tries to) see why the 

students may pick one answer over another” (participant #21). This post testing 

procedure along with the use of in class large group problem-solving activities related to 

pertinent case studies this participant initiates during class time are good examples of 



    

self-and/or peer-assessment, formative assessment, and authentic assessment and meet 

most of the criteria Weimer (2002) associates with learner-centered evaluation processes 

and purposes.  

Another participant in the study appears to use many of the same learning 

processes used by participant # 21.   Participant # 30, one of the three participants from 

the School of Education, stated that she uses “…a variety of testing.  They (students in 

her class) will do the traditional testing of multiple choice and short answer.  They have 

projects and depending on the class they’ll have journals….” (participant # 30).  This 

short statement has a lot to say about the ways this participant evaluates her students.  For 

example, she remarks that she does “…the traditional testing of multiple choice and short 

answer…” (participant # 30) which tend to be used as summative measures of 

evaluations.  She also makes use of journals and/or projects that are apt to develop self- 

and/or peer-assessment skills.  As this participant continued to talk about the many ways 

her students are tested, she stated: 

 At the beginning of the semester I give them all the main things they have to 
accomplish for the class and they can assign grade points. Some kids may want 
50% of their grade based on true/false tests, 10 % for participation, 10/% for 
projects, 10% discussion and 10% for reports. Another student might be really 
bad at taking true/false test and want 20% of their grade on true/false tests, or I 
want 30% to be my reports and 30% to be participation. I (do this to) try to model 
for them the different learning styles. (participant #30). 

 
While some of this interview vignette was included in the discussion of Weimer’s (2002) 

balance of power concept, it is also relevant to Weimer’s (2002) processes and purposes 

of evaluation construct.  This participant teaches students in the field of primary and 

secondary education and like the other participants within this discipline who completed 



    

the interview portion of this study, this participant uses modeling and other more learner-

centered methods of teaching and learning.  Specifically, within this instantiation, this 

participant is modeling different ways students can evaluate themselves and/or their 

future students based on learning styles.  Though most faculties may consider student-

grading procedures to be too important to allow students to weigh in on them, it seems 

this participant does not agree.  As her comments regarding her testing procedures 

continued, it became more apparent how and why this participant allowed the students in 

her class to have some control over their grade.  She explained:  

They do all have to take traditional tests and they have the opportunity to do 
relearning. As soon as they get done, they correct their tests. Then they know 
what they got wrong. I show them the test analysis and I might say that ‘22 of you 
got question 8 wrong so there must be something wrong with that question.’ I 
either didn’t teach it or it is invalid question so we will rework it. Kids that score 
really poorly on a test have an opportunity to take the test and go back into their 
notes or books and highlight the answers to those questions in their books or 
notes. They have to have a private meeting with me and basically walk through it 
with me. ‘Why didn’t you think this was important?’ If it was in their notes, then 
‘why did you miss it?’ Was it critically important if it was in the book and their 
notes? They can earn extra points, but they can choose to keep their grade, 
however they want. If it is below 80% then they can go highlight the answers and 
then later on I will add those questions back into a new test later and they have the 
opportunity to show me that they have mastered questions. (participant # 30) 
 

These remarks indicate that participant # 30 uses “traditional tests” for both summative 

and formative evaluation.  Much like participant #21 from the School of Nursing, 

participant #30 describes a post-test procedure designed to help students learn from test 

questions. Yet there are important differences between the two test de-briefing 

procedures.   

The students in participant # 30’s class grade their tests as soon as they finish it.  

Then, with their teacher, they evaluate the test. Participant # 30 refers to a test analysis 



    

that appears to provide her with some basic information regarding items on the test that 

were answered incorrectly.  This participant then examines the items that were incorrect 

to determine why the question was missed.  Participant #21 spoke of a similar procedure 

though it is apparent that participant # 21 does not engage in this behavior until the next 

class meeting.  However, both participants are interested in helping their students learn 

from the mistakes they made on the test.   

From their interview comments it can be assumed that both participants 

recommend their students look at their class notes and/or textbooks as a source of correct 

information for questions that were marked incorrect.  Also, both participants suggest that 

if students have more questions they should contact them; participant # 21 asks her 

students to contact her via email her, while participant # 30 advises her students to set up 

a private meeting.  Though it seems that both are using a summative measure for 

formative and constructive feedback, participant # 30 adds another layer of evaluation for 

the purpose of student learning as she refers to relearning and “…mastered 

questions…(participant #30).  Participant # 30 is not the only participant in this study 

who seems to use some form of mastery learning.  Nonetheless, she is the only 

participant outside of the College of Arts and Sciences who incorporates mastery in her 

evaluative procedures.  

Of the eight participants from the College of Arts and Sciences two allude to re-

using test questions.  Though this process is not necessarily mastery learning, it does 

represent a method of re-learning.  However, a distinction is in order regarding the re-use 

of test questions.  For example, if participants are re-using some of the same test 



    

questions that were used on previous tests within the same semester to develop a 

comprehensive final exam, is this re-learning, mastery learning, or neither?  On the other 

hand, there are some participants that specifically spoke of mastering questions.  In those 

cases, students were presented with the questions on a semester exam that they answered 

incorrectly.  These students were referred to their class notes, class textbook, and/or a text 

for the correct answers.  Students using test questions to re-learning test content is looked 

at differently than mastery learning.  There are several examples of such a process littered 

throughout all of the interview transcripts. In some situations, offering another teacher-

made exam or case and/or changing test procedures were used to adjust the student’s 

overall grade.  For instance, participant #4 stated:   

This is a course that I didn’t give a final exam for at all. What I would do is get 
another case that would be similar to the one I had given (in earlier classes)… 
They would have to analyze it again and tell what they would give as an opinion. 
Also, give a minority opinion. So I would give them five cases and they had to 
pick out three of them or choose which ones they wanted. My grade would be 
partly from the test, a large part from class discussion, and a little bit from pop 
quizzes. Then I would arrive to the grade. (participant #4).
 

Participant #4’s comments seem to not only allow her students some choice regarding 

questions to be answered on this one exam, but also her grading policy does not seem to 

follow a prescribed formula.  Rather, it seems like she assigned grades based on her 

perceptions of students as participants since it appears that little of the grade stemmed 

from the quizzes that she described earlier.  

Another participant from the College of Arts and Sciences also described how he 

used quizzes and some other more relaxed evaluation processes in order to generate a 

student’s grade.  He stated: “In the Liberal Arts class that I taught last year they had no 



    

exams at all. We had bi-weekly quizzes that tended to be short answer. Then there was a 

paper and a large part of their grade was based on presentations or papers they wrote.” 

(participant #9)  This participant’s interview comments have been used throughout the 

qualitative analysis, as it seems that he is familiar with and favors teaching and learning 

practices that are non-traditional and learner-centered.  From the comments regarding the 

Liberal Arts class taught this participant in the previous year, he used assignments such 

as presentation and/or papers that are examples of formative assessment.  He does not 

talk about using mastery learning in any of his classes, yet it is apparent that his student 

assignments, at least in the Liberal Arts class, promote self- and peer-assessment and 

allowed the students in his class some choices on the final exam.   

Participant #29 stated that he uses the “…old school sort of things of writing the 

exams, (I) never take more than 30% of the grade and everything else is written work, 

prep participation or a presentation that they give…In terms of tests, I give a mid-term 

that is worth 10% and a lot of times I will drop that if they do better on the final…”   This 

participant also stated that he does not favor exams as he thinks that “…traditional 

examination is an artificial environment, very few time in professional context will you 

be asked to do something like a final exam, where you store up all this knowledge and 

you have two or three hours to put it all back down.”  Perhaps this line of thinking, that 

traditional testing procedures are unlikely to occur in the professional context, is an 

important concept to recognize as it seems to contribute to what some professors consider 

to be a great divide between professors who teach courses in the liberal arts and 

professors who teach within a professional school. 



    

Though participant #29 is correct when he states that few students will ever “…be 

asked to do something like a final exam, where you store up all this knowledge and you 

have two or three hours to put it all back down”, at least two participants from the 

professional schools appear to use every class, lab, clinical, and/or internship in an effort 

to help their students do just that, gain and store knowledge so they can recall or act on 

the retained knowledge in the future.  Such an endeavor often begins in the freshman year 

and progresses to an end result, the performance on a board exam, occurring some time 

after graduation.  In order to facilitate a positive outcome on a board exam, faculty use 

evaluation processes for the purpose of preparing students in the major for authentic 

evaluation.  Five participants in this study described the importance of the teaching 

practices and evaluation processes they used in an effort to prepare their students for 

board exams (one in accounting and four in nursing) only one participant used her 

summative exams to lend her students formative information.  Faculty participants from 

the School of Nursing reported that they following a departmental test policy.  There is s 

set test score that is determined as passing.  In addition, there is a policy about how much 

of the final grade can be determined by non-test materials.  Tests consist of multiple 

choice questions that relate to the content of the specific course, i.e. pediatric nursing, 

that are summative and constructed to mimic the national board exam and make up at 

least 85 % of the students’ grade in the class.  Though two of the four faculty participants 

from the School of Nursing talked about using case studies and/or games that require the 

students in their classes to apply the information presented in class, these activities did 

not seem to contribute to the overall grade.  Nonetheless, the use of non-traditional 



    

teaching methods such as problem based learning, the use of case studies, and/or games 

are considered by Weimer (2002) to be essential to formative assessment and authentic 

assessment.  Through such processes of assessment, students are presented with notable 

constructive feedback, encouraged to determine why/how their incorrect responses differ 

from the teacher’s correct answers, and help students develop and perfect their self- and 

peer assessment skills.  

Weimer (2002) believes that formative evaluation, integrated throughout the 

semester is the best process of evaluation.  In general, formative assessment provides 

constructive feedback, promotes self- and peer assessment, and integrates authentic 

assessment into the process of teaching and learning.  Traditional teacher-centered 

approaches to evaluation are only summative in nature.  Summative assessment is used to 

provide a final grade or score rather than formative assessment, which provides feedback 

to the students to foster improvement and allow students to learn from their mistakes in a 

non-threatening setting.   

There were many examples found in the interviews that demonstrated the 

variance in evaluation methods used by the participants.  In the disciplines where the 

faculty felt the stress to prepare students for a terminal examination, i.e. accounting and 

nursing, that would determine the students’ career advancement, there was a centering on 

summative rather than formative evaluation. However, one participant from the School of 

Nursing described how she used exams, several in a semester, for the purposes of 

summative evaluation.  She allowed students to review the exam, explain or defend their 

answers, and gave the students the opportunity to argue for another correct answer.   



    

On the contrary, participants from the College of Arts and Sciences appeared to 

be more flexible.  One participant noted that there was no likelihood of a student 

following graduation being asked to take an exam and regurgitate back information.  

Thus, this participant used a variety of measures to evaluate learning such as papers, 

projects and presentations.  In each of these strategies the student received feedback in an 

effort to support enhancement of learning skills and integrated the assessment into the 

learning process.   

Effective Teaching 
 

Much of the literature regarding effective teaching has taken issue with the most 

common teaching practice—lecture.  Charlton (2006) argues that since lecture is still 

being used despite multiple arguments against it and the practice of lecture has had the 

propensity to survive the development of multiple instructional technologies designed to 

replace it demonstrates that lecture is an integral and effective method of teaching 

(Charlton, 2006).  Even the vast amount of literature regarding positive student learning 

associated with the use of non-traditional, learner-centered teaching methods, such as 

Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice, has not completely 

changed the strategies that many faculty use in their post-secondary classrooms (Angelo 

& Cross, 1993; Arizona Faculties Council, 2000; Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Barr & 

Tagg, 1995; Blumberg, 2008; Candela, Dalley & Benzel-Lindsey, 2006; Chickering & 

Ehrman, 1990, 1996; Chickering & Gamson, 1987, 1991; Davis, 2001; Henson, 2003; 

Huba & Freed, 2000; Kreber, 2006 a; Kreber, 2006c; McCombs, 2001, 2002, 2003; 

McCombs & Whistler, 1997; Menges & Weimer, 1996; Nilson, 1998; Palmer, 1998; 



    

Weimer, 2002; Zophy, 1982).   

The research regarding effective teaching has yielded findings that relate to 

characteristics that personify effective teachers.  Students in the post-secondary venue 

value teachers who are content experts, organized, collegial, caring, enthusiastic and 

accepting of many viewpoints (Berliner, B. A., 2004).  Effective teachers are able to 

relate the course material in meaningful ways such as including authentic problem 

solving and/or relating class information to situations and/or circumstances that students 

in the class understand.  Such professors are also likely to provide a safe learning 

environment that encourages student participation.  As students are able to participate in 

class and contribute to their learning they form a positive self-image that lends itself to an 

increase in motivation to learn (Sabers et al, 1991; Sherman et al, 1987; Kreber, 2006c).   

Bain (2004) adds that effective teachers tend to treat the elements of their teaching as 

serious intellectual endeavors and subsequently expect more from their students.  In 

addition, Kreber (2006c) found that pedagogical knowledge is an attribute employed by 

great teachers.  

Though the teaching practices of the participants in this study varied from the use 

of lecture only to the use of large group discussion only, it is evident that all of the 

participants are apt to treat their work as teachers as the most important aspect of their 

profession.  Comments regarding how courses have evolved and how continual changes 

are part of course planning are commonplace in the qualitative data that was gathered.  

The participants in this study demonstrated that they are not only content experts, but also 

embody many of the characteristics associated with great teachers.  As evidenced in 



    

participant #4’s comments regarding a typical course she taught, it is noted that she is not 

only organized, caring, and enthusiastic, she extends her students collegial respect and 

has high expectations of them.  She stated: 

 … there would be case studies, these were civil rights classes. Possibly a civil 
rights case or a search case they had read, I would at that point ask someone to 
summarize the case or a briefing. I would ask someone to give the decision of the 
court and that would be the majority of the opinion. Then I would have asked for 
the minority opinion and at that point I would have class discussion. Those who 
favored the majority opinion would give their reasons. The other would give their 
opinion and that would be a lengthy discussion and a quite heated discussion. 
Then if we had other cases we would do the same kind of discussion. No final 
opinion and everyone could have their own opinion at the end… It is very 
exhilarating. Many students appreciated that they got to express their own 
opinion, especially if was different from the ruling… many students came back 
later and said it was one of the best courses they ever had… they learned to 
analyze, discuss and have their own opinion. (participant #4) 
 

It is clear from the description of this class that participant #4, one of the eight 

participants interviewed from the College of Arts and Sciences, did not use lecture in any 

form to teach her students the critical skills of analysis, reading in the discipline, forming 

an argument, framing a question, and/or oral communication.  Rather this participant uses 

her position as teacher to extend collegial respect to her students creates a safe and 

supportive class environment that encourages each student to participate, and values what 

the students in her class have to say.  As this participant uses such words as “lengthy”, 

“quite heated”, and “exhilarating” to describe the large group discussions that she 

mediated in this course, it is evident that her students are motivated to participate in class.  

It also seems that though participant #4 held her students responsible for their learning, 

the feedback she received from her students indicated the students enjoyed this 

participant’s class a great deal.   



    

 Another participant from the College of Arts and Sciences made several 

comments regarding how she involves her students and holds them responsible for their 

learning.  In addition, like participant #4, this participant portrayed many of the 

characteristics of an effective teacher.  As she was describing how she typically conducts 

some of the lower-level courses she teaches she stated:   

We are all working together, it is not me giving something from down on high. 
Especially in these two classes. We are asking them to take responsibility for their 
learning. We get in small groups to work together, even if I have to send them out 
to different rooms or the cafe. Anything to accommodate them…every class is 
going to have a little input from me. I don’t feel that I cannot give anything. 
Depending on what we are working on, I may give a little bit more than I planned. 
This depends on their feedback. All of them at the end will have chance to pull 
things together and write down questions, like what was more important to them. 
What was most exciting? What is going on in your life? That would be a typical 
class. They seem to be of high energy. We have a lot of humor typically, because 
I always say there is nothing that says humor cannot be used effectively. We are 
going to have a great time in this class and work hard. That is the perfect 
combination in education. Mine might sound a little louder sometimes when you 
walk by, but they get the work done and I think it is done in a way that is relative 
to them. Bonus, they enjoy it! I do it better when I enjoy it. That would be a 
typical class. (participant #10) 
 

Much like participant #4, participant #10 expects meaningful input on behalf of the 

students in her class.  Her comments project a picture of a professor who uses both 

content expertise and pedagogic knowledge to create classrooms that are safe, collegial, 

fun, and challenging.  Her enthusiasm appears to be shared by her students as she relayed 

that her class sessions “…might sound a little louder sometimes when you walk by, but 

they get the work done and I think it is done in a way that is relative to them.  Bonus, 

they enjoy it!  I do better when I enjoy it!” (participant #10).  Unlike participant #4, 

participant #10 seems to take a more active role in the classes she teaches, still, these 

participants are describing different types and/or levels of courses. 



    

Participant #10’s interview comments regarding her typical teaching practices are 

very similar to those of the three participants from the School of Education.  Each of 

these four participants imparts course content in an analogous fashion.  For instance, 

participant #10 states in this interview instantiation “Every class is going to have a little 

input from me. I don’t feel that I cannot give anything. Depending on what we are 

working on, I may give a little bit more than I planned. This depends on their 

feedback…[then] we get in small groups to work together” (participant #10).  Participant 

#25 stated that she starts every class with variety of different things that I usually 

spend fifteen minutes on each componentWe always have a discussion period 

following. There is usually some type of engaging activity based on knowledge that I 

have just shared” (participant #25).Participant #27 shared in her interview that “…I go 

from a mini lesson…that might last 15-20 minutes into… working in small groups …” 

(participant #27)  Participant #30 stated “I kind of lecture for 10 minutes or less and then 

we reapply it” (participant # 30).  

  These interview excerpts demonstrate these four participants use comparable 

teaching practices.  Each of them start their classes with direct methods of information 

transmission followed by small and/or large group discussion activities that engage their 

students and help their students actualize the central information so the student can 

construct a more personal understanding of it.  Such a process of teaching is 

representative of the integration of learner-centered teaching practices and interview 

instantiations from all four of these participants have been used to illustrate Weimer’s 

(2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice.  However, it also seems prudent to 



    

call attention to the manner of effective teaching employed by these professors as they 

appear to have developed and used pedagogical knowledge as described by Sabers, et al 

(1991).   

In 1991, Sabers, et. al defined pedagogical knowledge as a “heightened sense of 

pattern recognition of transactions with students, a holistic understanding of the processes 

involved, and recognition of similarities between apparently quite different situations” 

(pg. 2).  It seems that in order to develop pedagogic knowledge, teachers would have to 

teach the same or similar material with the same or similar course objectives to the same 

level and/or type of student repeatedly and use critical reflection to evaluate their 

thoughts.  Such a process would take time and interest on behalf of the teacher.  

However, Sabers et al. (1991) contend that teachers use pedagogic knowledge to respond 

“effortlessly, [with] fluidity and appropriately to the demands of the situation with which 

they are confronted….Classroom events [are] characterized by simultaneity, 

multidimensionality and immediacy” (Sabers, et al., 1991, pp. 2 & 3).  Where 

simultaneity refers to the many actions going on at the same time in the classroom, 

multidimensionality refers to the sheer quantity of events and their levels, and immediacy 

refers to the rapid pace.  In this viewpoint, the teacher is no longer just the “purveyor of 

knowledge” and feels a responsibility to place the student at the center of learning in 

order to be effective. (Kreber, 2006a; Sabers et al., 1991;)  

The interview vignettes presented as representative of effective teachers do bear a 

semblance to the effective teacher literature as presented by Sabers et al, 1991 and 

Kreber, 2006a.  Though participant #4’s (College of Arts and Sciences) teaching methods 



    

are not the same as those used by participants #10 (College of Arts and Sciences), #25 

(School of Education), #27 (School of Education), #30 (School of Education) and 

therefore were not included in the comparison of teaching methods between the latter 

participants, participant #4’s large group discussion teaching strategy seems to have been 

informed by pedagogic knowledge as described by Sabers et al., 1991.  The large and/or 

small group discussion activities used by the participants listed above do appear to be 

characterized by simultaneity, multidimensionality, and/or immediacy and place the 

learner at the center of the educational environment.  Based on these findings it seems 

that these participants have taken time to critically reflect on the work they do and have 

developed a pedagogic knowledge base.  Further, based on their interviews, it appears 

these participants used both their content expertise and their pedagogic knowledge to 

develop and implement meaningful learning activities for their students.  Another 

participant seems to have used both his content expertise and pedagogic knowledge to 

develop meaningful information for his students.  However, his views regarding student 

learning for his class stand in stark contrast to those of the participants from the School of 

Education and his two faculty colleagues from the College of Arts and Sciences.  He 

stated:  

I am a very traditional teacher and I teach primarily by lecture. Even in labs, I 
have lot of lecture time. I break the current rules, where they want lots of group 
discussion and stuff. I do it a little more simply… It is such an information intense 
course that is required for their upper level courses and for their board exams. It is 
still at a basic level there is not a whole lot of discussion. The discussion is mostly 
related to clinical examples that I may give… The students seem to enjoy it! It’s 
organized and I give enough real life examples, they don’t seem to mind the 
lecture too much. Sometimes the evaluations will comment that I give too much 



    

lecture in lab. It is really important information and I don’t leave it for them to 
discover on their own.  

 
As this participant describes the teaching practices in his course it is obvious that his 

teaching methods are traditional, teacher-centered, and lecture-based.  He also refers to 

the course he is discussing, as an information intense course required of most health 

science majors such as nursing.  Participant #7 teaching practices seem to parallel the 

teaching methods used by the four interview participants from the School of Nursing.  

Just like them, this participant uses PowerPoint presentations to accompany the lectures 

he uses for each class meeting.  He also uses summative evaluation measures only.  

Another comment he made gives the impression that this participant has some pedagogic 

knowledge as well as an understanding of learner-centered education. Still, based on this 

comment it appears this participant uses his content and pedagogic knowledge to make a 

much different decision regarding his teaching practices.  He stated:  

…to me [learner-centered education] is what I consider Education mambo jumbo. 
To a degree we are all learner centered. We focus on our students and what them 
to learn. I have heard some say that students should discover everything on their 
own. I just think my stuff is way too important to leave it for students to learn on 
their own. I think they need to be guided.  I think that is what they are paying me 
for and they wouldn’t have to come to college if they could discover it on their 
own. So, when I hear that term I just roll my eyes. I want the students to be 
centered on my for that hour, because I am going to give them the best 
information they are going to get anywhere. (participant #7) 

 
 Participant #7’s comments are of interest since it appears that he is well informed 

with regard to content, learner-centered teaching, and pedagogy as defined by Sabers et al 

(1991).  Like the other examples of effective teachers presented in this section, 

participant #7 seems to use critical self-reflection to make decisions about the teaching 



    

and learning practices in his classroom.  However, unlike many of the participants 

portrayed in this section, participant #7 has made an informed decision to continue using 

traditional, teacher-centered practices to help his students learn.  Though he almost 

exclusively relies on lecture to transmit course content, participant #7 is as caring, 

enthusiastic, and respectful of students as his participant colleagues. 

 The literature on effective teaching is addressed in addition to Weimer’s learner-

centered teaching practices because research in this area has emphasized characteristics 

that personify effective teachers.  Research by B. A. Berliner (2004) summarized that 

students learn more from teachers who are content experts, caring, enthusiastic, accepting 

of many viewpoints, and extend their students collegial respect.  It seems to the primary 

investigator that effective teaching, as it is described in the literature and Weimer’s 

elements for learner-centered teaching and learning both focus on the same constructs 

that Weimer cites as the key changes that must occur if learner-center teaching is to take 

place. 

Pressures on Professors 
 
 The Pressures on Professors theme was included in this study in order to verify if 

there are any issues external to the classroom that may affect the teaching practices of 

faculty members. Inclusive in the pressures on faculty is academic capitalism that is 

defined by Rhoades and Slaughter (2004) as the engagement of higher education in 

market-like behaviors. Learner-centered teaching practices are not usually associated 

with inherent faculty stress or contemporary issues such as academic capitalism.   

Participants responded to ten statements on the survey that represented pressures, 



    

such as the need to teach more classes; increasing class size; consumerism in higher 

education; expansion of student diversity in the classroom; push from 

educational/managerial staff for faculty to learn more about teaching and learning; 

devaluing of the lecture and the advancement of technology in the classroom; loss of 

control over curriculum, and concerns about service obligations and 

research/grant/scholarship expectations.  These pressures might influence whether or not 

faculty find it reasonable or have the time and energy to implement Weimer’s changes for 

a learner-centered teaching.  

Few faculty participants in this study made remarks during the interviews 

regarding feeling any pressures, internal or external to the classroom, that influenced 

classroom teaching, learning, and/or evaluation practices.  The interview data regarding 

pressures on professors only revealed concerns for increasing enrollments and student 

diversity.  Several participants mentioned difficulties associated with rising class sizes.  

However, the circumstances revolving around class size were somewhat different.  These 

differences were noted in the comments made by two participants from the College of 

Arts and Sciences.  

First, participant #9 seemed bothered by increasing numbers of students per 

section of the general chemistry class he and his colleagues teach.  Speaking about 

formative and summative assessment he stated: 

 Um, testing has been a sore spot for me particularly with a large class. I prefer, in 
terms as assessment for this class, I have always liked to have for homework more 
complex problems that kind of develop or move beyond examples we do in class 
or book… In the testing I have always viewed or wanted to go one step beyond 
the homework and push it a little bit further. (But) what has happened is the 
testing has never been multiple choice, because I hated it. I always wanted it to be 



    

short answer or problem solving so they can figure it out and find out where they 
made the mistakes. The problem is that the classes have gotten so large that I had 
to move to multiple choice in the chemistry class...That was the only way that I 
could grade 120 students...It really did bug me, but I did realize at some point that 
I did need to use some multiple choice. (Participant #9) 

 
Participant #9’s comments are indicative of some of the complexities that arise as post-

secondary institutions expand class sizes as a cost saving measure.  It appears this 

participant desires the use of homework, a source of formative assessment that, in this 

case, challenges students to use in-class knowledge to solve more complex problems.  In 

addition, it seems this participant also prefers formative assessment processes to be 

embedded in the measures of summative assessment he uses.  However, according to this 

participant, he has had to move away from homework and the use of short answer and/or 

problem solving questions on exams because his classes have grown in number.  He 

stated that he had to move to multiple-choice questions on his exams as he noted doing so 

was the only process he could use in relation to testing with a large class.  

It seems that this participant views multiple choice questions as inferior to short 

answer and/or problem solving questions because the former do not allow the student to 

“...figure it out and find out where they made the mistakes…” (Participant #9).  Such a 

line of thinking may be untrue as multiple choice questions are used frequently for board 

exams and other upstanding field-testing measures.  Still, for this participant, what seems 

to be lost by having to use different types of test questions is valuable constructive 

feedback that only formative assessment can provide.  However, the use of multiple 

choice questions need not decrease the amount or depth of constructive feedback 

associated with formative assessment.  Rather, it seems this participant (#9) could benefit 



    

from the post-test learning procedures participant #21uses to help her students learn from 

their mistakes and/or the mistakes of their peers.  Though the exact procedures used by 

participant #21 may not work with the increasing number of students participant #9 is 

encountering in the general chemistry class he teaches, participant #9 could likely find a 

method or two that would provide the all important constructive feedback he has relied 

on in past semesters.  

Another participant from the College of Arts and Sciences also spoke of 

difficulties related to testing as well as limitations he perceived related to engaging 

students in class.   This participant’s interview was very short and he did not talk about 

many aspects of his class nor did he have much to say about teaching, learning, students, 

or learner-centered education.  Still, when he spoke of a typical class he taught he stated:  

 The class that I teach the most is our freshmen biology class. This is taken by all 
freshmen, as well as sophomore level pre-physical therapy students. It tends to be 
one of our larger major kinds of class….It is a lecture course with a lab 
component. Because our lecture sections have gotten large, we do lecture only 
with a mixture of power point and board. We try to accommodate all the different 
learning styles that are in there… These classes tend to be about 60-65 students.  
It is kind of hard to get a lot of student engagement…(my tests are) all multiple 
choices with one or two short answers at the end.  That is not my ideal testing 
method, but it works for classes of this size. (participant #31) 

 
Several comments made by this professor indicated that the size of his classes appeared 

to influence both how he transmits and evaluates course content.  In actuality, the class he 

referred to is taken by all freshman biology majors and sophomore pre-physical therapy 

students.  Regardless, according to this participant, since he is now teaching 60-65 

students per section, he is more apt to lecture and use summative assessment.  This 

participant also appears to correlate increases in class size with an increase in student 



    

learning styles.   However, though this participant seems to recognize that he is 

encountering students with a variety of learning styles, he does not appear to alter his 

teaching methods appropriately.   

For instance, this participant only refers to the use of lecture in his course.  He 

does not mention any other teaching method throughout his interview.  In fact, it is only 

in the opening comments of his interview that he refers to 1) the teaching method he uses, 

2) how he regards his ability to teach classes that have increased in class size, and 3) the 

need to accommodate “…all the different learning styles…” of students in the class he 

teaches.  As a reply to the question “Describe a typical class that you teach” he 

responded: “The class that I teach the most is our freshmen biology class. This is taken 

by all freshmen, as well as sophomore level pre-physical therapy students. It tends to be 

one of our larger major kinds of class.” (participant #31) After he did not offer any other 

information regarding this class, he was prompted by the interviewer to continue talking 

about the class and he stated: “It is a lecture course with a lab component. Because our 

lecture sections have gotten large, we do lecture only with a mixture of power point and 

board. We try to accommodate all the different learning styles that are in there.” 

(participant #31)  After this short reply, this participant again stopped talking.  Still, 

though this participant’s comment is short, it seems to convey how and why he taught 

this class the way he did. 

First he describes the class as a “…lecture course with a lab component…” 

(participant #31).  Using the word “lecture” to describe a post-secondary class is common 

even if the class itself is not taught through the use of lecture teaching methods.  As 



    

participant #31 continues, he states, “…because our lecture sections have gotten large, we 

do lecture only with a mixture of PowerPoint and board.  We try to accommodate all the 

different learning styles that are in there.” (participant #31) These two sentences appear 

to communicate that this participant felt pressure to alter his teaching style to 

accommodate two separate pressures.  The first pressure he alludes to is an increase in 

class size while the second pressure, different learning styles, is likely a consequence of 

the first pressure.  As class sizes increase a propensity toward increases in different 

learning styles and other student characteristics are to be expected.  However, this 

participant seems to communicate that he accommodates for both an increase in class size 

and different learning styles through the use of lecture.  It seems that in order to help 

students with different learning styles, participant #31 uses “…a mixture of PowerPoint 

and board…” during his lectures.  At the most basic level, student-learning styles have 

been classified as visual, auditory, and/or kinesthetic.  With the use of PowerPoint one 

can integrate sound and/or pictures, therefore, it is possible that this participant 

accommodated the learning styles of most of the students in his class.  Still, this 

participant’s teaching practices were some of the most traditional, teacher-centered 

methods described in this study.  In addition, his lack of engagement during his interview 

for this study is apparent in both the length and depth of his comments.  Though this 

participant recognized that his teaching responsibilities were increasing, it looks like he 

did little to address these issues.  However, there were several other faculty participants 

in this study who made comments concerning increases in student diversity and/or 

numbers of students who seemed to address such changes in more direct ways.  



    

Participant #22, one of the four faculty participants from the School of Nursing 

made some comments during her interview that reflect her perceptions regarding the 

changing face of post-secondary education.  She stated:  

… the classroom dynamic is changing with the new generations coming through. 
This doesn’t change my topic much, except keeping up with current research and 
some topics may be different. But I feel like lately I have had to really make them 
pay attention. I feel that I am more vested in the class than they are. I see more 
and more students that I really have to pull their attention in. I am not sure if it is a 
generation gap or the students are getting younger in the traditional track…. As 
far as the traditional track, I am seeing more students with learning differences 
that require different types of teaching from me. Some are more visual and need 
to go over something four or five times. Some are more auditory learners. I had 
students lay their heads on the desk and listen the whole three hours I am 
lecturing, because they are more auditory learners. They do just fine. 
 

From these comments it appears that this participant is aware of several changes in her 

classroom.  First, she speaks of new generations of students who, she feels, are not 

paying attention.  As she continues to talk about this group of students she refers to 

having more of an interest in her class material than her students and mentions that she 

has to “…really have to pull their attention in.  I am not sure if it is a generation gap or 

the students are getting younger…” (participant #22).  Second, she makes reference to 

learning differences, specifically stating that such students “… require different types of 

teaching from me” (participant  #22).  As this participant continues in her interview 

comments, she acknowledges such differences in learning as being visual and/or auditory 

and it appears that she is more aware of different learning styles than participant #31.   

Participant #31 was very short in his description of his class though he stated that 

he used lecture with a mix of PowerPoint presentation and use of the board to teach the 

increasing numbers of students while accommodating students with diverse learning 



    

styles.  Participant #22 states that in order to teach students who are more visual she has 

“… to go over something four or five times…” (participant #22).  Yet for the students 

who “… are more auditory learners, I had students lay their heads on their desk and listen 

the whole three hours I am lecturing…” (participant #22).  Perhaps neither of these 

participants is serving in the best interests of their students, as they do not seem to be 

aware of the best teaching practices appropriate for increasing learning related to learning 

styles.  Still it seems that the teaching practices used by participant #22 seem 

inappropriate for any student regardless of age or learning style.   

Though there were several other references made related to the importance of 

learning styles, most were made by the participants from the School of Education and 

were positive comments that entailed how student needs were being addressed.  

However, there was one other comment that seemed pertinent to cite within the category 

of Pressures on Professors.  

Participant #14 was one of the four faculty participants from the School of 

Business.  His interview comments were extensive yet somewhat unfocused.  As with all 

participants, this participant was asked the documented interview questions and the 

additional dialogue to prompt or stop this participant’s comments were kept at a 

minimum as they were for all of the interviews.   After this particular participant spoke at 

length about information that was not directly related to this study or the two interview 

questions he finally paused.  At this time he was asked, if he had any final questions or 

comments and he said yes.  It was at this point that the participant made the following 

comments regarding higher education becoming more and more intrusive.  He stated: “I 



    

notice on the survey that you have questions about education becoming more and more 

intrusive.” (participant #14).  The interviewer responded by saying “Yes” and participant 

#14 continued with his comments.  He said:  

That worries me because I don’t see any correlation between the things being 
advocated and performed.  From a business standpoint we look at metrics that say 
how you measure performance.  And a lot of the things that people can measure 
when it comes to education do not mean anything.  It becomes very troubling to 
me when you sit there and they say we want you to give test ‘x’ ‘x’ amount of 
time and we want you to do this so that at the end of the process we will do this 
and it will show they learned the material.  It does not show if they can think or 
actually know how to deal with a real problem. So, it becomes kind of interesting. 
It is kind of like if you only examine that with which you can measure easily, you 
miss a lot of important things.  I have a feeling that a lot of my educational 
colleagues are doing that across the board.  That is very troubling to me. 
(participant #14) 

 
This comment is important to make note of as it represents a line of thinking and doing 

that has in some way contributed to the development of learner-centered teaching. 

 Pressures on professors in this study seemed to focus primarily on class size.  

Increases in class size have affected a number of teaching practices particularly in the 

evaluation process. Changes to classroom strategies have moved from exams from short 

answer to multiple choice; eliminated homework, papers and presentations, and limited 

inquiry and discussion, all of which reduces the opportunities for formative assessment.  

Several participants speaking of large class size stated that they were relying on lecture to 

accomplish teaching and learning in the classroom.  There is no allowance in large 

classes for engaging activities, formative assessment or developing relationships with 

students.   

Emergent Theme: Passion/Love of Teaching 
 
 An emergent theme, “Passion/Love of Teaching,” was evident in a majority of the 



    

interviews of the excellent professors in this study.  Many participants spoke about the 

intensity of effort, the labor that was put into teaching because of a passion to create a 

course that best served the students, the profession, and the University.   

 
So I have really tried to serve the university by working in freshmen writing 
classes.  I love writing and I get to teach my brains out. (participant #10) 
 
The most unusual approach that I have I call nomadic ditties—where I stand up 
there and sing.  It capitates the most important things and they can look up the 
lyrics and use them as notes.  Sometimes it is a little embarrassing, and the group 
dynamics are sometimes unreceptive.  But, when the magic works, it works—
making them hear music. (participant #29) 
 
One of the things that make a great teacher is someone who loves teaching and 
loves learning.  I have always loved learning.  I feel very strongly that I don’t 
want this to be an endpoint for my students.  I am hopeful they will continue on 
and go to graduate school.  I think that is the future of the profession… 
Everything is always different.  It pushes me and my students. (participant #20) 
 
I think you have to love what you are doing and when you love it then it 
shows...So much of it does come from a love of what you are doing and that by 
encouraging them to learn...I am not sure what she is really looking for, gosh, I 
just do it! (participant #17) 
 
Well, I guess I loved my subject.  Because I love it, I could get the students to 
love my subject.  Freshmen practically come into my class hating history in high 
school.  Because they had a coach that taught history, as if anyone can teach it.  It 
was a memorization process and memorizing dates.  So, I think I got them to love 
the subject because they saw my enthusiasm.  It was interesting enough, many 
that hated history ended up majoring in it, so I think I was successful! (participant 
#4) 
 

Each of the participants above mentions their passion and/or love for teaching.   The 

notion of being able to “teach my brains out”, develop the future of the profession, love 

what the student is learning, encouraging students to learn, and love of the subject all 

infuse an emotional element into teaching that for these participants clearly influences 

students’ learning.  Participant #10 not only teaches with energy because of this passion, 



    

but also develops the life skill of writing with the students.  Participant #29 not only 

infuses engaging teaching strategies with his “nomadic ditties”, but also forces the 

student to use their aesthetic sense to learn about history and how music has influenced 

history.  He fuels the students’ creativity as well as breaks from the usual format of 

teacher-centered instruction.  Participant #4 tells of how much she loves the subject 

matter, but how important it is to get the student to love the subject too.  Her effort to 

engage with the students sets the tone for both she and the students to become 

enthusiastic about the content.  One participant expressed her passion when she said that 

she encourages students to learn; “I just do it.”  

 All of the participants in this study in one-way or another expressed in the 

interviews their passion and commitment to the discipline and to students.  It seems this 

passion, the love of the work, propels these faculty beyond Weimer’s key changes for 

learner-centered teaching, into a commitment that fuels their teaching and may explain 

why all of the participants in this study were selected by students as “Teachers of the 

Year” or “Excellent Teachers”.  



    

CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
 

Over the past twenty years, teaching methods and strategies to promote 

meaningful learning have inundated educational literature.  In the early 1980s, non-

traditional teaching practices, brought together by researchers, faculty members, well-

known and well-respected organizations, and managerial professionals, came to be 

designated as student-centered teaching practices.  The term “student-centered” was 

largely replaced by the term “learner-centered” because the word “learner” is more 

inclusive (McCombs & Whisler, 1997).  Learner-centered teaching practices have been 

promoted as a conduit for “deeper” learning.  Most researchers agree that if learning, 

rather than teaching, is the primary objective, students will more likely develop skills that 

will allow them to think critically, apply knowledge, analyze information, and adapt to 

the situations they will encounter following graduation (Angelo & Cross, 1993; Arizona 

Faculties Council, 2000; Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Barr & Tagg, 1995; Candela, Dalley 

& Benzel-Lindsey, 2006; Chickering & Ehrman, 1990, 1996; Chickering & Gamson, 

1987, 1991; Davis, 2001; Henson, 2003; Huba & Freed, 2000; Kreber, 2006 a; Kreber, 

2006c; McCombs, 2001, 2002, 2003; McCombs & Whistler, 1997; Menges & Weimer, 

1996; Nilson, 1998; Palmer, 1998; Weimer, 2002; Zophy, 1982). 

The benefits, principles, premises, and definitions of “learner-centered” teaching 

practice, while rich with ideals regarding learner-centered teaching practices, rarely 

provided practical resources to affect change in faculty teaching behaviors.  Frustrated 

with learner-centered ideals devoid of strategies for implementing learner-centered 

teaching practices, Weimer (2002) proposed five changes teaching professors can employ 



    

to create a learner-centered approach to teaching.  The five learner-centered changes to 

teaching practice recommended by Weimer (2002) pertain to the balance of power, the 

function of content, the role of the professor, responsibility of the student, and purpose 

and processes of evaluation.  

Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice move the role of 

the teacher away from leading to guiding.  By creating such a dynamic in the classroom, 

the focus of the course moves away from the professor “covering content” towards the 

learning needs of the students in the classroom.  Shifting the responsibility for deep 

learning away from the professor to focus on the student is a central tenet of learner-

centered education. The purpose of this study was to validate agreement with and use of 

Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice. 

 In this study, Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice 

provided the foundation for the investigative methods.   In addition, factors influencing 

effective teaching and pressures on professors were explored.  In order to gather the most 

accurate data regarding the teaching methods of outstanding/excellent professors, both 

quantitative and qualitative research measures were used (Cresswell, 1994; Miles & 

Huberman, 2002). The survey gathered information pertaining to the following categories 

using a Likert-like scale: demographic data, Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to 

practice and pressures on professors.  An interview was used to collect qualitative data 

and consisted of two open-ended questions: 1) Describe a typical class that you teach and 

2) What do you consider to be learner-centered education?  Twenty-four of 29 



    

outstanding/excellent professors provided quantitative data and 19 of the 24 respondents 

were interviewed. 

 Analysis of the quantitative data provided descriptive statistics (frequencies and 

means) for each category.  The qualitative data offered personal descriptive accounts that 

provided additional insights concerning Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to 

teaching practice, effective teaching, and pressures on professors.  These open-ended 

interview questions encouraged the outstanding professors to talk about their teaching 

practices and express their view on learner-centered teaching.  Through the process of 

emergent analysis, Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice were 

used as the sensitizing constructs within the qualitative data. Responses were thoroughly 

analyzed and documented.  The data generated by these two research methods provided 

answers to the three research questions posed in this study. 

Question 1: 
To what extent are Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice 
typically used by individuals who have been identified by students to be outstanding 
teachers? 
 

Analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data provided evidence of both 

agreement with and implementation of Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered education 

model by the outstanding faculty participants.   Still, the extent of agreement with and/or 

implementation of each of Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered changes to teaching 

practice were different; incongruence between the quantitative and qualitative data was 

found.   

The excellent faculty participants appear to agree with Weimer’s (2002) principle 

regarding the balance of power in the quantitative data. On the contrary, the qualitative 



    

data does not support the quantitative results.  The participants’ survey responses 

indicated support of Weimer’s constructs however, the interviews did not verify use of 

these construct in teaching practice.  

Congruence between the quantitative and qualitative findings was only found in 

relation to Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered premise regarding the function of content.  

The qualitative data analysis supported the quantitative results, as the interview data was 

replete with examples of the function of content.  Each participant cited at least one 

example of using course content for the function of building a knowledge base in the 

discipline, developing critical skills in the discipline, developing lifelong learning skills, 

or a combination of knowledge and skill.  

Within Weimer’s construct, the role of the teacher, there was unanimous 

agreement in the quantitative data.  The principal investigator elected to disregard the 

question referencing the use of SMART objectives because the terminology did not seem 

familiar to the participants.  Incongruence was evident between the quantitative and 

qualitative data referencing the role of the teacher.  Since most of the participants 

discussed the use of lecture-based practices that place them in a leadership role lead as 

their primary teaching strategy, there were few examples of changes faculty have made to 

their role as leader.   

Agreement was found in the quantitative data supporting the construct, the 

responsibility for learning.  In examining the quantitative findings the principal 

investigator decided to eliminate the question referencing ACRL as it again used 

language unfamiliar to the participants.   The only factor related to the responsibility for 



    

learning that showed disagreement was in reference to students’ proficiency with self-

assessment.  The qualitative data did not verify that the participants engage their students 

in a shared responsibility for learning. 

The quantitative data for the last of Weimer’s five constructs, the purpose and 

process of evaluation, indicated agreement.  The only variance in the quantitative 

findings was with the use of peer- and student self-assessment; the faculty participants 

were divided in their responses.  The qualitative data did not validate the use of 

assessment as defined by Weimer. 

Question 2: 
 To what extent do Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered teaching practices apply 
across academic units? 
 

The quantitative data indicates that most of the outstanding faculty participants in 

this study agreed with Weimer’s (2002) five learner-centered changes to teaching 

practice.  However, the extent of agreement varied considerably across the academic 

units.   

The excellent faculty representing the School of Education and the College of 

Arts and Sciences agreed with all survey statements regarding the balance of power.  The 

only variance in responses occurred in the Schools of Business and Nursing.  Faculty 

from these academic units disagreed with the use of open-ended assignments that allow 

for more than one right answer.  Participants from the School of Nursing were equally 

divided on involving students in course decision-making.   

In the area of the function of content, the responses were most dramatic.  All of 

the participants agreed with the statements on the survey that outline the function of 



    

content.  These results support Weimer’s (2002) key changes regarding the function of 

content as an integral part of learner-centered teaching.  The qualitative data indicated 

that faculty from the professional schools of Business, Education, and Nursing use 

content to develop a knowledge base in the discipline as well as discipline specific skills 

such as clinical decision-making and accounting practices.  While most of the faculty 

from the School of Business classified their teaching methods as lecture-based with 

student inquiry, as did the nursing faculty, there are notable differences.  In addition to 

being driven by student need rather than pre-planned course material, the lectures 

depicted by the business faculty tend to engage the learner and promote discussion. The 

outstanding/excellent teachers from the School of Business in this study seem to have 

found a way to combine traditional teaching practices with learner-centered concepts.  

These differences were not evident in the quantitative data. 

On the surface it appears as though the outstanding/excellent faculty from the 

School of Education mimic the teaching methods used primarily by the Business School 

faculty, as both are competency driven.   However, the primary teaching methods used by 

Education faculty include large and small group activities/discussion, modeling of 

expected behavior, and emphasis on the needs of individual learners.  The most 

prominent distinction that segregates the School of Education faculty from the other 

participants seems to be their knowledge and use of learner-centered education concepts.  

Unlike any other group in this study, all of the outstanding/excellent faculties from the 

School of Education seem devoted to learner-centered education in theory and in 

practice.  In the College of Arts and Sciences, however, the content was typically used to 



    

develop skills in oral and written communication, information literacy, and a 

development of skill sets in clear thinking, problem solving, team work, and creativity.  It 

is these skills that the participants from the College and Arts and Sciences felt would be 

used in life and career achievement.   

All of the outstanding/excellent professors from the School of Nursing stated that 

they teach required courses in the major.  The courses tend to be content-laden, as well as 

content driven and are part of a sequence of required courses in the major.  Therefore, 

each professor has a responsibility to teach a certain amount of material.  All of the 

outstanding/excellent professors stated that they use lectures with student inquiry as their 

primary teaching practice.  In addition, all of the outstanding/excellent teachers from the 

School of Nursing discussed the importance of the use of Microsoft PowerPoint to 

outline their lectures and making the lectures available to students.  However many 

professors both in the School of Nursing and other schools and the College of Arts and 

Sciences emphasized the problem of content delivery associated with using only this 

approach as well as the problem of quality versus quantity of content delivery.  About 

90% of the outstanding professors interviewed in this study stated that they use some 

form of lecture in their classrooms.  One hundred percent of the outstanding professors in 

this study draw on student engagement through questioning.   

Across the academic units, all of the participant’s responses to the survey 

indicated congruence with Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered change to teaching practice 

involving the role of the teacher.  The only statement in the survey with varying levels of 

agreement/disagreement or no opinion was related to SMART objectives.  This 



    

discrepancy was most likely due to the fact that the participants did not recognize the 

term “SMART” objectives thus the principal investigator disregarded these findings.     

For the most part, the interview data did not verify that the changes in role 

necessary for learner-centered teaching that were supported by the participants on the 

survey were ever implemented.  While all of the participants from the School of 

Education implemented Weimer’s learner-centered changes to the role of the teacher, few 

other faculty did so.  There is incongruence between what the majority of faculty believes 

about the role of the teacher and what they operationalize in the classroom.  The role of 

teacher appears to be problematic because the participants agreed with Weimer’s (2002) 

changes in the role of the professor, however most of the participants did not implement 

these changes in the classroom as reported in the interview.   

Regarding Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered change in the responsibility for 

learning, two disparities in agreement were noted.  While participants from the School of 

Education agreed that the students in their courses are required to “demonstrate 

proficiency with self-assessment”, participants from the Schools of Business and Nursing 

did not agree; participants from the College of Arts and Sciences had no opinion on this 

topic.  All of the participants had no opinion on “demonstrate proficiency with all 

information literacy skills as defined by the Association of College and Research 

Librarians (ACRL).”  The disparity in agreement regarding information literacy skills is 

probably due to the lack of familiarity with ARCL and its stated proficiencies.   Thus the 

principal investigator chose to disregard this question and its responses 



    

Participants felt that students were responsible to some degree for their own 

learning.  However, for the most part, participants from the Schools of Nursing and 

Business and the College of Arts and Sciences continue to adhere to teacher-centered 

teaching practices.  The majority of participants held themselves responsible for students’ 

learning by providing detailed notes of content or detailed class content outlines to be 

reviewed and learned, assisting students to learn the content with review sessions, and 

meeting the courses behavioral objectives with objective testing.  Participants from the 

School of Education tend to use learner-centered teaching methods that share the 

responsibility for learning between student and teacher. 

In exploring Weimer’s learner-centered change for the process and purpose of 

evaluation, the School of Education faculty participants consistently agreed with all 

statements included on the survey.  Yet, most participants from the College of Arts and 

Sciences and the School of Nursing did not use peer-or student self-assessment.  Faculty 

from the College of Arts and Sciences did not use formative assessment with constructive 

feedback. The participants from the College of Arts and Sciences and the Schools of 

Business and Education agreed on giving students multiple opportunities to experience 

success in the course.  Nursing faculty in this study did not agree with offering students 

to learn from their mistakes and demonstrate mastery which reflects the data findings that 

faculty in this discipline would not give their students multiple chances to demonstrate 

mastery. All of the participants used some form of summative evaluation to generate a 

grade for the course. The university that was the setting for this study requires a final 

letter grade, A-F or Pass Fail and a final examination.   



    

Question 3: 
What beliefs about teaching and learning, about professors and students, are 
prevalent in the interview responses of those identified as outstanding teachers? 
  

Several participants intimated in the interview that the size of the class changes 

the balance of power, role of the professor, responsibility for learning, and the purpose 

and processes of evaluation.  Large classes limited student-learning activities causing 

concern for some professors and reduced students’ involvement in the course thus 

impacting the function of content. The outstanding professors voiced the need to alter 

their teaching practices based on the number of students in the class and the content of 

the courses they taught. 

In addition, it is in the interviews that the findings about beliefs were revealed.  

First, disclosed through emergent analysis, the theme of passion or love for teaching was 

repeatedly disclosed by the faculty participants.  The interviews divulged that faculty did 

the work of teaching because of their belief in the teaching process, which for them was 

driven by passion for the work.   

Despite the limitations imposed upon professors, almost every professor showed 

what could be called a passion for teaching.  This emergent construct became evident 

from the interview process.  These professors showed a willingness to indulge in intense 

labor in order to create the best environment to serve their students, to ignite the desire to 

study the professor’s field.  Professors were found to make statements such as: “I get to 

teach my brains out” (participant 10).  “When the magic works, it works” (participant 

29).  “A great teacher is someone who loves teaching and loves learning” (participant 

20).  “I think you have to love what you are doing and when you love it then it shows” 



    

(participant 17).  “I loved my subject.  Because I love it, I could get the students to love 

my subject” (participant 4).  Enthusiasm, respect for students, love of subject and a desire 

to see students learn can be the catalyst for learner-centered teaching practice. 

Certainly not an emergent theme, but a salient finding came after considering the 

interview transcripts over time and with repeating reading.  What became clear to the 

primary researcher was that the faculty participants made evident the depth and 

importance of the individual faculty’s relationship with the students.  Could it have been 

these unique relationships that bonded the faculty to the students and resulted in the 

participants of in this study being selected as “Teacher of the Year” or excellent faculty 

in the professional schools?  Also, is it this belief in the importance of the relationship 

between teacher and students that set the stage for supporting Weimer’s (2002) key 

changes which are all focused around engagement with student in the learning process 

and the work that is to be done?    

In addition, during the interview a salient finding arose as faculty discussed the 

use of humor.  This was a technique that was often mentioned and used to gain student 

interest in the discussion or even the content itself.  Oftentimes such use of humor 

appears to liven up the lecture approach as reported by the science professors.  It is 

interesting to note that the science courses tend to be lecture-driven.  This more 

traditional approach laced with humor seems to sit well with students as science 

professors are selected more often for the “Teacher of the Year” Award than any other 

professors. 



    

In addition to looking at Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching 

practice two other constructs were explored through the qualitative interview data:  

Effective teaching and academic capitalism (pressures on professors).  Although there 

may be some overlap with Weimer’s (2002) work, effective teaching literature focuses on 

the characteristics of the teacher.  These characteristics may be demographic in nature or 

simply reflect teacher beliefs and practices in teaching lessons.  These teachers analyze 

their presentations before and after the lessons are taught (reflective teaching or self-

reflective).  Effective teaching methods also tend to actively engage the learner, such as 

problem-based learning, discussion, case studies or themes and stories.    

 As faculties reflect on the teaching practices they are going to use for the 

upcoming semester, Weimer (2002) suggests that professors take a long-range look of 

their teaching practices and the course material.  Professors should ask themselves 

questions such as: what content is imperative and what are the conceptual goals?  Some 

have, but many more need to critically reflect on such questions.  Weimer (2002) 

purports that critical self-reflection along with student evaluations are the best tools for 

building classrooms that focus on learning.  Though only two outstanding professors 

interviewed stated that they use critical reflection to guide their teaching behaviors, the 

rest of the outstanding professors stated that they have made changes to their courses over 

time.  Perhaps this explains why the professors from the Schools of Business and Nursing 

and the College of Arts and Sciences have mixed their lectures with more inquiry-type 

activities, thematic instruction, or problem based learning. 

 
 



    

Pressures on Professors 
 

Even though these professors were highly effective, as judged by students, there 

were inherent pressures on their ability to affect changes in their teaching.  Organization 

is a key factor in learning, especially for lower level students who are learning in an 

environment unlike those many experienced in high school (Weimer, 2002).   One 

complaint that was often aired was that many students lack the basic skills for college, 

they are busy with other concerns (family, work, etc.), they lack confidence in themselves 

as learners, and they make unwise learning decisions.  In addition, students tended to 

procrastinate, seek easier options, and prefer extra credit points to deep learning.  Weimer 

(2002) sees the most challenging task for professors in the 21st century to be transforming 

passive students into autonomous learners 

It is interesting to note that some participants in each academic unit felt the creep 

of the economy into the classroom.  The creep of the economy was cited often as the 

pressure to teach more classes as well as the pressure to increase class size.   This caused 

the professors concern because they are unable to give the students the personalized 

attention they felt the students needed.  In addition, a larger class size reduced the ability 

of faculty to incorporate Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching practice.   

Increasing student diversity adds an additional problem.  Professors are concerned 

about an inability to assess and provide for their learning needs of a more diverse student 

population.  This is somewhat surprising when the study’s university venue takes pride in 

its small student/teacher ratios.  An added factor that became evident from the interview, 



    

was that at least one professor noted pressure from professional education managers who 

tried to impose new teaching methods. 

Faculty recognized and commented on the impact of the increasing influence of 

rising academic capitalism.  Increasing class enrollments were causing faculty to lecture 

more, engage less with the students, adapt testing to a format more objective, and give 

fewer writing assignments.  Addressing students as the consumer and recognizing the 

focus on amenities for students was seen to be shifting resources away from academics.  

Summary 
 

 Overall, all of the participants in this study appeared to exhibit the following 

qualities: passion for teaching, love of course material and post secondary teaching, as 

well as being a content expert.  The quantitative data verified that the faculty participants, 

“Teachers of the Year” and excellent teachers in the professional schools did agree with 

the operational constructs for implementing Weimer’s key changes for learner-centered 

teaching.  Their interview responses, however, indicate that most participants have 

considered, and for the most part tried, a variety of teaching innovations found in 

Weimer’s (2002) constructs for learner-centered teaching.  Therefore, all participants 

were effective teachers as defined by Weimer (2002) as they are critically self-reflective 

and respect and incorporate feedback found in student evaluations. 

 From incorporating technology to engagement of the learner to using learner-

centered teaching practices, the excellent faculties in this study appear to have made 

important changes to the courses that they teach.  Traditional teacher-centered practices, 

such as lecture, continue to be used by the majority of the participants.  However, the 



    

lecture is infused with inquiry, discussion, student feedback, and/or instructional 

technology.  When lecture is used in this fashion, students seem to be engaged in the 

learning process.  

A number of participants described the importance of short lectures, no more than 

10-15 minutes in length, in conjunction with a combination of learner-centered teaching 

practices during each class meeting.  Finally, it is of interest to note that the majority of 

participants agreed with several of Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered changes to teaching 

practice.  However, only a few of the participants’ descriptions of the teaching methods 

used by them in a typical class epitomize Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered teaching 

practices.  The only participants that agreed with all of Weimer’s (2002) learner-centered 

changes to teaching practice and used such techniques in their courses taught in the 

School of Education.    

Contributions to the Literature 
 

The excellent teachers in higher education in this study ascribe and support 

Weimer’s (2002) key changes for learner-centered education.  It is also evident that even 

though the faculty value learner-centered teaching and its strategies, according to 

Weimer, there is still a significant crevasse with faculty ranked as excellent teachers by 

students between what faculties believes to be sound learner-centered strategies and the 

implementation of such strategies in the classroom.  It is easy to think that this occurs just 

because lecture is easier, valued by many academics, and appreciated by students.  

However, this study did reveal several external factors that seem to be influencing the 



    

faculty participants’ desires and efforts to use learner-centered strategies in the 

classroom.   

Faculty participants expressed their concern about rising class size, the increasing 

number of classes taught, student diversity, and pressure for research/scholarship/grants.  

These findings force the question, is it the external pressures being exerted on faculty 

today that limit and/or restrict one’s ability to implement change in the classroom even if 

it is known to improve learning. 

Another contribution this study makes to the body of literature on learner-

centered education is the role that passion for the work, relationships with students, and 

the use of humor all play in the classroom.  In this study, faculty clearly supported the use 

of Weimer’s constructs but should one think that it is Weimer’s constructs coupled with 

one or all of the following, passion, relationships and/or humor, that allow learner-

centered teaching to take place in the classroom. 

When examining the learner-centered learning models of Weimer (2002), 

McCombs and Whistler (1997), Barr and Tagg (1995), Educause (2005), and Chickering 

and Gamson (1991) it becomes clear that learner-centered learning principles and 

strategies have not yet been adapted.  No one-faculty member was found to adapt all of 

the factors found in any one model.  Rather each participant or a selected discipline, like 

teacher preparation, sought to pick and choose the practices that they personally found 

best to implement. It is these findings that inform the learner-centered models that higher 

education has yet to embrace and implement proven best practices of teaching and 



    

learning.  The most often found strategy from the learner-centered teaching practices was 

the use of inquiry to focus on relevant and real world problems.   

The shift to learner-centered teaching practices is moving slowly to a point of 

demonstrating the use of learner-centered constructs, principles and/or changes.   Faculty 

members did show evidence of increasing engagement of the learner in the classroom to 

construct new knowledge. There is movement towards a more active student role in the 

classroom as well as more involvement of the student in the responsibilities for learning. 

However, the processes and purposes of evaluation to enhance student learning continues 

to be lacking.  Feedback to students, formative assessment, and development of self and 

peer assessment remains absent from the classrooms of faculty explored in this study.   

The learner-centered models remain supported by the literature, but 

implementation remains lacking in most disciplines.  This seems to imply that there is 

more to implementation then the mere principles, constructs, and/or changes necessary 

for learner-centered learning practices to occur.  This leads this researcher to believe that 

there is more investigation needed into students’ preferences, teaching skills, 

relationships between students and faculties, passion for teaching, love of the discipline, 

and needed faculty development to shift the ideas and perceptions about teaching away 

from the teacher and towards students. 

Implications for Research and Practice 
 

One of the major findings of this study appears to suggest that outstanding 

professors of the same discipline use similar teaching methods.  Further, the primary 

teaching practices that are prominent within academic disciplines are somewhat different 



    

between and among other disciplines.  Since this study had a small sample size, 

especially when disaggregated per discipline, it is possible that these findings were 

coincidental.  However, since learner-centered teaching practices are supported in the 

literature as best practice for teaching, universities need to support faculty in the 

transition to learner-centered teaching strategies.  Faculties need to be guided through the 

transition from teacher-centered to learner-centered processes. This change cannot be 

abrupt, but needs to transition slowly to both a new way of thinking and a new way of 

doing in teaching practices.  It seems that to accomplish such a transition several 

approaches might be applied such as Lewin’s Theory of Change or another approach 

might be the application of Roger’s Diffusion of Innovations.  Either approach could 

guide strategic thinking about how to change discipline specific curriculum to enhance 

student-learning outcomes.  

  In addition, since the current findings is this study might well be coincidental, 

the researcher recommends that replication of this research study should be conducted 

with a larger participant pool.  In replicating the study it could be determined if such 

results are a true reflection of current teaching practices across disciplines.  If further 

research yields the same result, that professors within a discipline have similar primary 

teaching methods that vary from other disciplines, the degree of variability across 

disciplines could be analyzed for statistical significance.  If significant differences in 

teaching practice are identified, such information could guide faculty development.  It 

seems that regardless of findings, faculty development will be pivotal to any shifting 

from teacher-centered strategies to learner-centered teaching.  Faculty development will 



    

need to focus on establishing a new set of teaching skills that create assignments and 

learning activities that move the student from being content driven, textbook centric, and 

teacher dominated, to concept development, active learning strategies, and shared 

student-faculty learning responsibilities.  Teaching Learning Centers, Faculty 

Development Committees and committees of the Faculty Senate can initiate new ways to 

think about teaching and learning.  Using the innovative teachers, as peer mentors to 

address such change would be one way to accomplish such a shift in teaching.  

 Another equally important study should focus on the teaching preferences of 

students.  Such a study could inform teaching practices on several levels.  Perhaps it is 

the student who is driving the primary teaching strategies of professors across disciplines.  

The level of the student (freshman-senior), culture, gender, age, and major of the student 

may impact their expectations of a professor’s teaching style.  In addition, course type 

(general education, elective, major/minor course, seminar), class size, and/or class length 

may influence a student’s teaching style preferences.  While such a study may not 

develop patterns of preferred teaching practices that are significant enough to sway the 

primary teaching methods of professors, it could still provide important information.  

Participation in such a study may serve the student more than the teacher, as a student 

may realize their personal teaching preferences.  Learning is sure to increase when 

students and professors are informed of these preferences. 

 Student interviews or focus groups can provide additional information on whether 

or not students are perceiving changes in the classroom that are reflective of learner-

centered learning.  In addition, through these conversations investigation into students’ 



    

preference for teaching and learning can be determined.   Also, for a more complete 

picture of what is really occurring in the classroom, this researcher would suggest using 

classroom observations as a second data source to compare and contrast the practices, 

activities, engagement, and use of evaluation by both students and teacher. 

The thematic and salient findings of this study need further investigation.  Passion 

for the work, relationships with students, and the use of humor need to be explored to see 

how extensive these factors are or could be over students’ learning.  Since passion is an 

emergent theme of this study it would worthy of further exploration, particularly since it 

was evident in a large number of the faculty participants in this study.  Is it this passion 

for teaching and the subject matter that triggers students to grant faculty the honor of 

being selected as “Teacher of the Year” or as excellent teachers.   

Finally, research that could aid faculty who teach required, content-laden courses 

in the major may be of utmost importance.  The results of this study seem to indicate that 

professors who teach content-laden, required courses in the major are less likely to use 

active teaching strategies and/or other learner-centered, constructivist teaching methods.  

If learner-centered teaching practices are more likely to help students develop critical 

skills and deep contextual learning, professors who teach such courses need to adapt their 

teaching behaviors.  Assessment of the teaching practices of such faculty could provide 

valuable information for future faculty development.  Students and faculty will benefit 

significantly from research investigations that inform them of best practices. 



 



    


APPENDIX A: LETTER TO PARTICIPANT 

 
*Will need to be printed on U of A Letterhead* AND all typeface will be black 
Date 
 
Dear (name) potential participant, 
 

My name is Amy Verst.  I am a graduate of Bellarmine University (class of 1990) 
and a former Assistant Professor in the Lansing School of Nursing and Health Sciences. 
Currently, I am working on completion of my dissertation as a partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of PhD in Higher Education.  I am “all but dissertation 
(ABD)” and am working from Louisville, KY. 
 
 The title of my study is “Outstanding Teachers and Learner-Centered Practices at 
a Private Liberal Arts Institution.” 
 
 I would like to take this opportunity to ask if you would agree to participate in my 
study? 
 

For this study, I (omit: will need to) would like to use two types of data sources; 
one qualitative and one quantitative.  The qualitative data source would be a telephone 
interview that would be recorded.  The interview would take approximately one hour.  
The quantitative data source would be a survey that would take approximately 15-30 
minutes to complete.   At the most basic level, both data sources center on teaching 
behaviors in post-secondary classrooms.    
The taped telephone interview would be held at a time convenient to you.  The survey 
will be mailed to you following the interview.  You would complete the survey within 
one week and return it in a self-addressed stamped envelope.  The surveys will be coded 
so that they are anonymous and confidential.  The taped interviews will also be coded 
similar to the survey and will be kept as anonymous and confidential as possible.  (There 
will be one or more research assistants.) 
 
 My population for this study includes each full-time professor who has won the 
“Teacher of the Year” award since its inception in 1990.  “Excellent Teachers” from the 
professional schools of Education, Business, and Nursing are also potential participants 
for this study. If all potential participants agree to participate in my study, I will only 
have a population size of 31 (several faculty have won this award more than once).  Since 
my beginning sample size is small it is important that each of you participate in the study. 
(Other professors who have been acknowledged as excellent teachers by peers and/or 
students may be included.) 
 
 If you do agree to participate in this study, please provide the following: 



    

 
1. Your most recent phone number or the phone number you would like for 

me to call for your interview.  Please write this phone number next to your 
signature on the consent form. 

 
2. READ AND SIGN THE ENCLOSED SUBJECT CONSENT FORMS 

and retain a copy for your files. 
3. Put the other signed consent form in the self addressed stamped envelope 

and MAIL ASAP 
 
Thank you so much for your kind consideration in this matter, 
 
 
 
 
Amy Verst, RN, MSN, PhD candidate   
 



    

APPENDIX B: SUBJECT’S CONSENT FORM 
 

Title of Study: OUSTANDING TEACHERS AND LEARNER-CENTERED 
TEACHING PRACTICES AT A PRIVATE LIBERAL ARTS INSTITUTION 

 
I AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE 
THAT I AM INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY AND OF 
HOW I WILL PARTICIPATE IN IT, IF I CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING THIS 
FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND THAT I GIVE 
MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED 
CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT I 
CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION AND CAN 
DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND INFORMED 
MANNER.  
 
PURPOSE  

I am being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project. The 
purpose of this project is to evaluate the teaching behaviors of part-time and full-time 
faculty who have won the “Faculty of the Year” award at a private liberal arts institution 
since the award’s inception in 1990, or otherwise been acknowledged as an excellent 
teacher by students and/or peers.  
 
SELECTION CRITERIA  

I am being invited to participate, because I have won the “Teacher of the Year” award at 
a private liberal arts institution. All “Teacher of the Year” award-winning teachers are 
being asked to participate in this study.  If all “Teacher of the Year” respond to this 
request, approximately 30 subjects will be enrolled in this study. I may also be asked to 
participate if I have been acknowledged as an excellent teacher by students and/or peers.  
 

STANDARD TREATMENT (S)  

No treatments are affiliated with this study.  
 
PROCEDURE (S)  

If I agree to participate, I will be asked to consent to the following: the completion of a 
paper and pencil survey and an individual taped interview. If I consent to participate in 
the study, I will be asked to provide a phone number that the principal researcher, Amy 
Verst, may call for the taped interview.  Only the principal researcher, Amy Verst and her 
research assistants will be privy to the taped interview, transcripts or notes.  The 



    

interview will take approximately one hour to complete.  After the interview, a survey, 
answer sheet, and return envelope will be sent to me.  I will be expected to fill out the 
survey, which may take 15-30 minutes to complete, and I will return the survey in the 
envelope provided within one week.  All interview data and survey data will be kept 
confidential and anonymous.  
 
RISKS  

There are no risks associated with this research project 
 
BENEFITS  

A benefit is a valued or desired outcome. While there will not be benefits accrued by 
individual participants, the information gathered from the study may contribute to future 
faculty development within the realm of teaching in Higher Education and/or at a private 
liberal arts institution. 
  
CONFIDENTIALITY  

I understand that I will be assigned a number to code my responses to the survey and 
interview questions.  Only the principal investigator, Amy Verst and the dissertation 
chairperson, Dr. Gary Rhoades and research assistants approved by Dr. Rhoades will 
know how the codes denote the participant.  My name will not be used in any way.  All 
information received from the survey and interview questions will be kept in a locked 
firesafe box at the home of the principal investigator, Amy Verst 
 
PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION  

There are neither participant costs nor participant compensation for participation in this 
research project 
 
CONTACTS  
I can obtain further information from the principal investigator, Amy Verst, MSN, Ph.D. 
Candidate at (502) 552-1395. If I have questions concerning my rights as a research 
subject, I may call the Human Subjects Committee office at (520) 626-6721. (If I live out 
of the state of Arizona, I may use the toll-free number 1-866-278-1455.) 
 
LIABILITY  
I do not give up any of my legal rights by signing this form. If I have questions 
concerning my rights as a research subject, I may call the Human Subjects Committee 
office at (520) 626-6721. (If I live out of the state of Arizona, I may use the toll-free 
number 1-866-278-1455.) 
 
AUTHORIZATION  



    

BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE METHODS, 
INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO ME 
AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT 
ANY TIME AND I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY 
TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEELINGS. MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS 
PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR FOR REASONS THAT 
WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION DEVELOPED DURING THE 
COURSE OF THIS STUDY, WHICH MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS TO 
CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT, WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT 
BECOMES AVAILABLE. THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA 
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS 
RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, AMY VERST OR 
AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE HIGHER EDUCATION 
DEPARTMENT. I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY SIGNING 
THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO 
ME.  
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Subject's Signature Date Phone #      
 
_____________________________________________  
Parent/Legal Guardian  Date 
(if necessary) 
 
 
_____________________________________________  
Witness (if necessary) Date 
 
INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT  
I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I hereby certify 
that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form understands 
clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her participation and 
his/her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or educational barrier 
has not precluded this understanding.  
 
 
_____________________________________________  
Signature of Investigator Date 
1/2000  
 



    

APPENDIX B(a): 
SUBJECT’S  CONSENT FORM FOR SUBMITTING NAMES OF EXCELLENT 

TEACHERS 


Title of Study: OUSTANDING TEACHERS AND LEARNER-CENTERED 
TEACHING PRACTICES AT A PRIVATE LIBERAL ARTS INSTITUTION 

Doctoral Student Amy Verst 
 
I AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE 
THAT I AM INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY AND OF 
HOW I WILL PARTICIPATE IN IT, IF I CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING THIS 
FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND THAT I GIVE 
MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED 
CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT I 
CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION AND CAN 
DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND INFORMED 
MANNER.  
 
PURPOSE  

I am being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project. The 
purpose of this project is to evaluate the teaching behaviors of part-time and full-time 
faculty who have won the “Faculty of the Year” award at a private liberal arts institution 
since the award’s inception in 1990, or otherwise been acknowledged as an excellent 
teacher by students and/or peers and administrators.  
 
SELECTION CRITERIA  

I am being invited to participate, because I have knowledge of the teaching practices of 
the Professors who teach in my academic unit of Bellarmine University.  
 
STANDARD TREATMENT(S)  

No treatments are affiliated with this study.  
 
PROCEDURE(S)  

If I agree to participate, I will be asked to consent to submit a few names of Professors at 
Bellarmine University in my academic unit whom I consider to be excellent teachers.  I 
will write these names on a form provided for that purpose that I will then place in an 
envelope provided for that purpose.  I will also place a copy of this consent form into the 
envelope.  I will seal the envelope.  The envelope will bear a code number that will 
identify me as the participant. The envelope will then be collected by Amy Verst, the 



    

principal researcher or her research assistants.  Only the principal researcher or her 
research assistants will be privy to the names I submit or who I am. All data will be kept 
confidential and anonymous.  I will keep a copy of the consent form.  
 
RISKS  

There are no risks associated with this research project 
 
BENEFITS  

A benefit is a valued or desired outcome. While there will not be benefits accrued by 
individual participants, the information gathered from the study may contribute to future 
faculty development within the realm of teaching in Higher Education and/or at a private 
liberal arts institution. 
  
CONFIDENTIALITY  

I understand that I will be assigned a number to code my contributions. Only the principal 
investigator, Amy Verst and the dissertation chairperson, Dr. Gary Rhoades and research 
assistants approved by Dr. Rhoades will know how the codes denote the participant.  My 
name will not be used in any way.  All information received from me will be kept in a 
locked firesafe box at the home of the principal investigator, Amy Verst 
 
PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION  

There are no participant costs nor participant compensation for participation in this 
research project 
 
CONTACTS  
I can obtain further information from the principal investigator, Amy Verst, MSN, Ph.D. 
Candidate at (502) 552-1395. If I have questions concerning my rights as a research 
subject, I may call the Human Subjects Committee office at (520) 626-6721. (If I live out 
of the state of Arizona, I may use the toll-free number 1-866-278-1455.) 
 
LIABILITY  
I do not give up any of my legal rights by signing this form. If I have questions 
concerning my rights as a research subject, I may call the Human Subjects Committee 
office at (520) 626-6721. (If I live out of the state of Arizona, I may use the toll-free 
number 1-866-278-1455.) 
 



    

AUTHORIZATION  
BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE METHODS, 
INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO ME 
AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT 
ANY TIME AND I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY 
TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEELINGS. MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS 
PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR FOR REASONS THAT 
WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION DEVELOPED DURING THE 
COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS TO 
CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT 
BECOMES AVAILABLE. THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA 
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS 
RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, AMY VERST  OR 
AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE HIGHER EDUCATION 
DEPARTMENT. I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY SIGNING 
THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO 
ME.  
 
_________________________________________________________________  
Subject's Signature    Date 
 
_________________________________________________________________  
Parent/Legal Guardian (if necessary)  Date 
 
_________________________________________________________________  
Witness (if necessary)    Date 
 
INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT  
I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I hereby certify 
that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form understands 
clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her participation and 
his/her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or educational barrier 
has not precluded this understanding.  
 
_________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Investigator Date 
1/2007  



    

NAME SUBMISSION PAGE: 
 
Please submit the names of two or three Professors/Instructors from your academic unit 
whom you consider to be excellent teachers.  
 
1.________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
2.________________________________________________ 
 



    

APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
 

1. Describe a typical class that you teach.   
2. What do you consider to be learner-centered education?  

 



    

 
APPENDIX D: SURVEY  

 
Please select one answer for each question listed below.  Use the Scantron FORM 

enclosed to record your responses.  When recording your answers on the Scantron FORM 

fill in the circle completely with a # 2 pencil. Answer each question with a SINGLE 

response and respond to ALL QUESTIONS. 

1. I encourage the students in my course to explore content beyond what was 
reviewed in class. 

a. Strongly disagree 
b. Disagree 
c. No opinion 
d. Agree 
e. Strongly agree 

 
2. I encourage the students in my course to express alternative perspectives where 

appropriate. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
3. The quality and quantity of the students’ work determines what grade they earned. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
4. Assignments are open-ended (e.g. projects) and/or they allow for more than one 

right answer. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 



    

5. Classroom management policies, assessment methods, methods of learning and 
deadlines are negotiated with the students in my course at the beginning of the 
semester and adhered to throughout the course. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
6. The students in my course understand that they have opportunities to learn and 

they understand the consequences of not taking such opportunities, such as 
missing class. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
7. The content/curriculum of my course allow students in my course to practice 

using inquiry or ways of thinking in the discipline 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.  Strongly agree 

 
8. The content/curriculum of my course allows students in my course to learn to 

solve real problems in the discipline. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
9. The content/curriculum of my course allows students in my course to understand 

the function of content and why it is learned. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 



    

10. The curriculum of the course allows students to build discipline-specific learning 
methodologies. ( e. g., how to read primary source material in the discipline)  

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
11. The curriculum of the course allows students to build an appreciation for the 

value of the content in my course. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
12. The curriculum of the course helps students develop a scaffold for learning in my 

course. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
13. The curriculum frames the content so students in my course see how it can be 

applied in the future. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
14. The curriculum provides opportunities for learners to take new information and 

merge it with life experiences to create new knowledge. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 



    

15. I feel like I create an environment that fosters student learning. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
16. I feel like I create an environment that accommodates different learning styles. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
17. I feel like I create an environment that motivates students to accept responsibility 

for their learning. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
18. I explicitly align the course objectives, teaching/learning methods and 

assignments consistently. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
19. I utilize the appropriate teaching/learning techniques for individual learning styles 

and goals. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 



    

20. I design activities in which students in my course could interact with the material, 
teacher, and fellow students. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
21. I articulate and regularly refer to SMART (SMART= specific, measurable, 

achievable, realistic, time oriented) objectives. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
22. I feel as though I inspire and encourage students in my course to take ownership 

of their own learning. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
23. The students in my course and I share responsibility for achieving stated learning 

objectives. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
24. The students in my course develop skills for future learning (e.g., learning how to 

develop skills or the ability to work in groups). 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 



    

25. I encourage students in my course to become self-directed, life-long learners. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
26. The students in my course seem to become aware of their own learning and their 

abilities to learn. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

27. I offer the students in my course opportunities to assess their own learning. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
28. The students in my course demonstrate proficiency with self-assessment. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
29. The students in my course demonstrate proficiency with all information literacy 

skills as defined by the Association of College and Research Librarians (ACRL). 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
30. I integrate student assessment within the learning processes in my course. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 



    

31. I use measures of formative assessment with constructive feedback throughout my 
course. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
32. My course utilizes peer and self-assessment teaching/learning exercises. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.  Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
The students in my course are given multiple opportunities to learn from their 
their mistakes during the course and demonstrate mastery. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
34. The students in my course are encouraged to justify their answers when they 

didn’t agree with the instructor’s answers. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
35. The students in my course agree with me (the teacher/faculty member) on a time 

frame for feedback on an assignment/assessment and that time frame is followed. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

  



    

36. Teaching obligations, in particular the push to teach more classes, cause me 
concern. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
37. Service obligations cause me concern. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
38. Research/grant procurement/scholarship obligations cause me concern. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

Increasing class size or “economics of scale” causes me concern. 
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
40. The consumer orientation of students, such as offering classes at times convenient 

for adult student schedules or offering degrees in topics that may interfere with 
traditional course offerings cause me concern. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
41. Increasing student diversity and changes in the abilities or preparation of students 

to deal with the college environment cause me concern.  
a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 



    

 
42.  New members to the university community called the educational managerial 

professionals believe that workshops should be offered to teach professors how to 
teach and what professors should be doing in their classes; this causes me 
concern. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
43. Learner-centered education that may devalue the lecture causes me concern. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
The creep of the economy into course offerings lessening the faculty’s control of 
control of the curriculum causes me concern. 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
45. The advance of information technology into the curriculum causes me concern 

a.   Strongly disagree 
b.   Disagree 
c.   No opinion 
d.   Agree 
e.   Strongly agree 

 
46. Gender:  

a. Male 
b. Female 

 
47. Race/Ethnicity 

a. Asian 
b. African American 
c. White/Caucasian 
d. Hispanic/Latino  
e. Other 

 



    

48. How old (# of years) were you when you FIRST won the “Faculty of the Year” 
award or were selected as an “Excellent teacher” within your academic unit (Skip 
if not applicable 

a. 25-35 years of age 
b. 36-46 years of age 
c. 47-57 years of age 
d. 58-68 years of age 
e. 69 and older 

 
49. How long (# of years) had you been teaching at the institution where you FIRST 

won the “Faculty of the Year” award or were selected as an “Excellent teacher” 
within your academic unit. 

a. 1-7 years 
b. 8-14 years 
c. 15-21 years 
d. 22-28 years 
e. 39 years or more 

 
50. Did you have any previous experience teaching (# of years) at a different 

institution? 
a. Yes 
b. No  

 
51. What was your academic rank when you FIRST won the “Faculty of the Year” 

award or were selected as an “Excellent teacher” within your academic unit? 
Mark one answer only. (Skip if not applicable ) 

a.  Instructor 
b.  Assistant professor    
c.  Associate professor  
d.  Full professor   

 
52. At the time that you FIRST won the “Faculty of the Year” award or were selected 

as an “Excellent teacher” within your academic unit what best describes your 
faculty contract? 

a. Non-tenure track  
b. Tenure track  
c. Tenure  
 

53. What level of course did you use as basis for these survey questions?  
a. Freshman level 
b. Sophomore level 
c. Junior level 
d. Senior level  

 



    

54. What type of course did you use as a basis for the survey questions? 
a. Required course in the major 
b. Required general education course 
c. Elective course 
d. Required cognate course for a major area of study 
e. “CORE”/IDC course 

 
55.  What format best describes the courses you typically teach?  

a.  50 minute-3day/week  
b. 1hr 15 min-2day/week 
c.  2hr 40 min 1day/week   
d. Weekend courses (approx 4 hr Fri & 8 hr Sat) 
e. Other 

 
56.  Which of the following BEST described the physical appearance of most of the 

classrooms you teach in? 
a. Moveable desks with small attached desktops; arranged in rows, but 

seating can be manipulated by the professor and/or students 
b. Fixed chairs and fixed tables; arranged in rows and set in tiers 
c. Moveable chairs behind fixed tables that seat 4-5 students comfortably; 

arranged in rows and set in tiers  
d. Moveable chairs and moveable tables; tables arranged in rows, but seating 

and tables can be manipulated by the professor and/or students 
e. Other  

 
57.  At the time that you FIRST won the “Faculty of the Year” award or were 

selected as an “Excellent teacher” within your academic unit how many credit 
hours were you/are you required to teach each semester? 

a. 3 credit hours 
b. 6 credit hours 
c. 9 credit hours 
d. 12 credit hours 
e. other # of credits  
 

58. What academic unit did you/do you teach in when you FIRST won the “Faculty 
of the Year” award or were selected as an “Excellent teacher”?  

a. Arts and Sciences 
b. Business 
c. Education 
d. Nursing 

 



    

59. What is your primary teaching method?  
a. Lecture without student interaction 
b. Lecture with student interaction 
c. Inquiry-based teaching 
d. Teacher led discussion  
e. Combined Inquiry/Discussion 

 
60. What other teaching methods have you used in your classes? 

a. Problem-based teaching 
b. Lecture with PowerPoint presentations 
c. Technology based/Online courses 
d. Experiential 
e. Group work: may involve cooperative and/or collaborative learning 
f. Other 

 
On average, how many students are enrolled in your courses per semester?  

g. Less than 15 students 
h. 16-26 students 
i. 27-37 students 
j. 38-49 students 
k. 50 students or more 

 
61. On average, what type of course do you teach?  

a. Required course in the major 
b. Required general education course 
c. Required cognate course for a major area of study 
d.  “CORE”/IDC course 
e. Other 

 
62. On average what level of students do you teach? 

a. Freshman level 
b. Sophomore level  
c. Junior level  
d. Senior level  

 
63.  How many years have you taught the same course with the same content? (# of 

years)  
a. 1-3 
b. 4-6 
c. 7-10 
d. 11-14 
e. 15 years or greater       
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