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This study examined the meaning of effective teaching and instructional 

flexibility at the post secondary level to see where instructional flexibility fits into the 

frame of effective teaching. Five hundred college students and fifteen instructors 

participated in this study. Student participants shared their perceptions of instructional 

flexibility and effective teaching through open-ended questions using an online survey. 

Instructor participants shared their concepts of both constructs through one-on-one 

interviews. 

Given that the focus of this study was on the perceptions of college instructors 

and students of what effective teaching and flexibility in teaching encompass, all 

collected data were analyzed using a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

The emergent model of effective teaching and instructional flexibility comprised four 

themes: (a) teaching for the progress of learning; (b) a teacher’s role as the “human” 

persona; (c) teaching to bridge the gap from facts to understanding; (d) a teacher’s role as 

content expert. 
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These four themes could be seen as representing the concept of instructional 

flexibility (Themes 1 and 2), and the concept of effective teaching (Themes 3 and 4) at 

the postsecondary level. Results indicated that a flexible teacher was portrayed as 

someone who was responsive and attentive to the needs of individual students whereas an 

effective teacher was described as someone who was successful in helping students 

understand important course concepts. Further, results showed that instructional 

flexibility was considered to be an important component of effective teaching both by 

college students and instructors. Regarding the association between teaching 

effectiveness and instructional flexibility, metacognitive teaching played an important 

role as an overlapping component of both constructs. 
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!

CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The subject of effective teaching is perhaps one of the most researched areas in 

educational research. As yet, many researchers on effective teaching have commented on 

the absence of a universally agreed-upon definition of the concept (Hativa, Barak, & 

Simhi, 2001; Marsh & Dunkin, 1997; Young & Shaw, 1999), and attempt to identify 

common recurring themes and categories of effective teaching have been researched 

through a range of ways to measure effective teaching, such as course evaluations, self-

evaluations, peer assessments, and teaching portfolios. Despite the absence of a 

universally agreed definition, one common aspect of effective teaching is that its ultimate 

goal is to foster student learning. Indeed, the concept of effective teaching cannot be 

divorced from desirable learning outcomes, and McKeachie (1997) claimed that what 

makes for “good teaching” is that it makes a difference when it comes to learning. 

Accordingly, attempts to determine which instructional strategies or 

characteristics of a teacher bring out the most desirable student learning became the 

underlying purpose in this line of research. However, unlike at the K-12 level, the 

meaning of learning outcomes is not focused on “achievement” at the postsecondary 

level. Rather, it refers to outcomes that elicit long-term positive effects, instead of 

outcomes that are content specific. For example, Bain (2004) defined excellence in 

college teaching that could help students “learn in ways that made a sustained, 

substantial, and positive influence on how [they] think, act, and feel (p. 5).” Similarly, 
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Menges (as cited in Menges & Austin, 2001) also considered non-content specific 

outcomes as something that could come out of good teaching, defining it as “the 

intentional arrangement of situations in which appropriate learning will occur.” 

Therefore, it can be inferred that the focus of research on teaching effectiveness 

at the postsecondary level does not place sole emphasis on how much students grasp 

course material at the end of the semester. It is one of many facets of outcomes. This can 

be seen in multiple items that are included in students’ evaluations of teaching that 

purport to measure effectiveness of teaching (Feldman, 2008; Marsh, 2008). Arguably, as 

the most commonly used way to measure teaching effectiveness, students’ evaluations of 

teaching are considered to be reliable and stable. 

Due to the complex nature of effective teaching, students’ evaluations of 

teaching is multidimensional (Marsh, 2007). However, what is of special interest in this 

study is flexibility in relation to effective teaching. In a study by Feldman (1988) in which 

both students’ and teachers’ perceptions were investigated to see the common 

characteristics of effective college teaching, both population placed high importance on 

the following dimensions: teachers’ being prepared and organized, clear and 

understandable, and sensitive to class level and progress. Among theses elements, 

sensitivity to class level and progress has not been researched as well as the other two 

elements. 

This idea of sensitivity to class level and progress can be found in three different 

constructs that describe instruction. First, in the late 1970s, the construct of adaptive 

instruction was introduced by former presidents of American Psychological Association, 

Division 15 (Educational Psychology) in hopes of solving the dilemma of teaching 
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individuals within groups (Corno, 2008). In 1980s, a group of researchers developed and 

offered instructional flexibility training at the University of Chicago teacher education 

program to help teachers increase their repertoire of teaching strategies so that they could 

cope effectively with a variety of classroom settings. Finally, originating from theatrical 

techniques, improvisational teaching has been embraced by scholars who stress 

instructional strategies that encourage the collaborative and emergent nature of classroom 

discourse (Berk & Trieber, in press; Erickson, 1982; Sawyer, 2002, 2004). 

These instructional approaches all underscore the importance of a teacher’s 

ability to help students more responsively. Thus, a teacher’s ability to teach students of 

varying needs, whether it be their different levels of motivation, prior knowledge, or 

interest, or a teacher’s capability and willingness to use a variety of instructional material 

readily in response to students’ needs can be seen as critically important factors in 

effective teaching. Nevertheless, no known empirical study has directly examined such 

notions of instructional flexibility, especially at the postsecondary level. Consequently, 

the proposed study aimed to fill this gap by examining the perceived meaning and 

characteristics of flexibility in teaching from the views of college students and teachers. 

In the following sections, the theoretical and empirical foundations about 

effective teaching are discussed, followed by overviews of research that is related to the 

concept of flexibility in teaching. Finally, the chapter concludes with an overview of the 

present study including problem statement, study objectives, and research questions. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The overall goal of this project was to contribute to an understanding of the nature 

of flexibility in teaching within the framework of effective teaching, especially at the 

postsecondary level. This is addressed by looking first at what the literature has to say 

about what it means to be flexible in teaching. 

 

Shulman’s Categories of Knowledge Base for Teachers 

 

In an attempt to identify the relationship between patterns of a teacher’s teaching 

behavior and students’ achievement, a number of studies were conducted in the 1960s 

and 1970s. This line of research on teaching is known as the process-product approach or 

the teaching effectiveness approach. Researchers in this tradition assumed that knowing 

the relationship between some variable representing the process of teaching and its 

product, which was defined as student achievement, would lead eventually to 

recommendations for improved instruction (Anderson, Evertson, & Brophy, 1979). 

In 1986, Shulman brought up a missing, yet critical factor in the research on 

teaching; teachers’ knowledge relevant to teaching. Pointing to the absence of focus on 

teachers’ content knowledge in the field of research on teaching, Shulman claimed that 

the consequences of the “missing paradigm” had resulted in an important 

misrepresentation of teaching. Shulman (1987) listed seven categories, at minimum, of a 

knowledge base of teachers. 

- Content knowledge 

- General pedagogical knowledge 

- Curriculum knowledge 

- Pedagogical content knowledge 
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- Knowledge of learners and their characteristics 

- Knowledge of educational contexts 

- Knowledge of educational ends, purposes, values and their philosophical and 

historical grounds 

 

Shulman (1986) claimed that pedagogical content knowledge is of special interest 

amongst that array of knowledge bases and that it is unique to teachers because it 

represents the blending of subject matter knowledge and pedagogy. Pedagogical content 

knowledge includes “the ways of representing and formulating the subject that make it 

comprehensible to others” (p.9). In addition to teachers’ having alternative forms of 

representation, Shulman also claimed that teachers’ understanding of what makes the 

learning of specific topics easy or difficult for the target student population is a part of 

their pedagogical content knowledge because the construct pedagogical content 

knowledge is the knowledge that distinguishes between teachers and content specialists. 

More recently, Grossman (1990) expanded on Shulman’s definition of 

pedagogical content knowledge by including four central components: 1) a teacher’s 

overarching conception of the purposes for teaching a subject matter, 2) knowledge of 

students’ understandings and potential misunderstandings of a subject matter, 3) 

knowledge of curriculum and curricular materials, 4) a teacher’s knowledge of strategies 

and representations for teaching particular topics. By including a teacher’s overarching 

goals or purposes for teaching a subject matter, unlike Shulman, Grossman specifically 

identified a teacher’s knowledge and beliefs about the nature of the subject matter as one 

of the characteristics of pedagogical content knowledge. 

A growing body of research in various disciplinary areas has been conducted 

using the construct of pedagogical content knowledge. Researchers have examined the 
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relationship between a teacher’s amount of subject matter knowledge and his or her 

pedagogical content knowledge (Segall, 2004; Schempp, Manross, Tan & Fincher, 1998; 

Hashweh, 1987).  Other researchers have examined teachers’ thought processes and their 

reflective thinking skills within the framework of pedagogical content knowledge 

(Galvez, 1996; Clark & Peterson, 1986). According to Shulman (1986), growth of a 

teacher’s pedagogical content knowledge appears to be dependent on pedagogical 

reasoning, which refers to a teacher’s thought processes or procedural knowledge to plan 

for teaching a lesson. However, much of the research on pedagogical content knowledge 

has been conducted at the secondary level with pre-service or beginning teachers 

(McCaughtry & Rovegno, 2003; Wang & Paine, 2003; Kinach, 2002; van Driel, Verloop, 

& de Vos, 1998).  Does the concept hold at the postsecondary level as well? 

Indeed, flexible and multifaceted comprehensions of subject matter are major 

characteristics for a teacher to be able to present alternative explanations of the same 

concepts to meet the learners’ needs and interest. Although Shulman’s idea of 

pedagogical content knowledge greatly contributed in various ways to unravel the 

complex relationships between teachers’ cognitive understandings of content and 

pedagogy and the actual influence on instruction, systematic ways of measuring the 

different kinds of teachers’ knowledge, and especially pedagogical content knowledge, 

have not been developed. 

Expert vs. Novice Teacher Knowledge 

 

In addition to pedagogical content knowledge, other researchers have 

characterized critical teacher knowledge as representing expertise. To investigate expert’s 

use of knowledge, researchers examined the differences between a teacher and a student 
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and the differences between a more experienced teacher and a less experienced teacher. 

Below, I describe the research on the latter case to see whether there are any differing 

factors in pedagogical content knowledge, lesson plans and improvisational teaching, 

even though much of this research was conducted in K-12 classrooms and my ultimate 

interest is in college teaching. 

Clermont, Borko, and Krajcik (1994) conducted a comparative study of the 

pedagogical content knowledge of experienced and novice chemical demonstrators (in 

the US system these would be equivalent to laboratory instructors). Self-reported 

confidence ratings and the frequency of chemical demonstrations were the two criteria to 

distinguish them as experienced versus novice demonstrators. By analyzing clinical 

interview data and recorded videotapes, the authors reported that, as opposed to novices, 

experienced demonstrators showed a more accurate knowledge base for teaching 

fundamental concepts to middle school students. In addition, the experienced 

demonstrators possessed a greater number of alternatives and representational repertoires 

for demonstrating concepts so that they were able to employ alternative explanations 

when students failed to understand the first time through a concept. 

Housner and Griffey (1985) found that expert teachers have a wealth of 

adaptations of lesson plans so that they could adjust according to their students’ reactions 

and ability. Not only were experts able to handle unexpected situations, but they also felt 

comfortable and not thrown off track by them. In contrast, novice teachers felt 

uncomfortable dealing with unexpected situations, and this led them to remain within 

certain boundaries. Flexibility in these expert teachers did not mean that they were less 

prepared. Rather, studies have shown that experts tend to be more prepared than novices 
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to be able to remain attentive to students’ reactions. In fact, Housner and Griffey (1985) 

found that experts felt they needed more specific information than novices before 

planning lessons. 

Borko and Livingston (1989) argued that as teachers become more experienced, 

they improvise more in class and remain unrehearsed and unscripted before class. In 

contrast, novices tend to generate highly scripted lesson plans. Suchman (1987) also 

claimed that beginning teachers are likely to be obsessed with their lesson plans so that 

they often fail to observe their students. Ria (as cited in Ria, Sève, Saury, Theureau, & 

Durand, 2003) noted that adhering to the lesson plan and maintaining student activity are 

two of the major preoccupations for beginning teachers during their first classroom 

experiences.  From these observations it would seem that expert teachers are able to be 

more flexible in their teaching. 

Another difference between expert and novice teachers is that while experts tend 

to focus on individual student learning, and adjust instructional strategies accordingly, 

novices tend to place greater weight on their own performance (Allen & Casbergue, 

1997). It seems that novice teachers are concerned more about their teaching than 

checking to see how students are doing. Boice (1991) showed that novice teachers in 

college thought that they should emphasize course content. In addition, due to a number 

of constraints such as lack of familiarity with a variety of teaching techniques and 

resources, novice teachers in college seemed to be dominated by lectures, textbooks, and 

audiovisual aids (Fink, 1984). 

The main difference between expert and novice teachers seemed not to be simply 

the amount of experience or the number of years in certain domains. Bereiter and 
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Scardamalia (1993) claimed that one can be an experienced non-expert regardless of 

number of years of experience. More experience can lead to efficiency, but it also can 

lead to rigidity. If one handles situations by well-learned routines needing fewer mental 

resources without reinvestment in the advancement of one’s knowledge, one is simply 

reducing problems. Thus, Bereiter & Scardamalia (1993) argued that automaticity can be 

problematic not only in performance but in the development of expertise. For these 

researchers, the process of expertise is one of progressing toward more complex 

problems by keeping oneself from rigidifying. Thus, they suggested that experts are 

progressive problem solvers. 

Although Feltovich, Spiro, and Coulson (1997) discussed a number of phenomena 

associated with long-term practice that could lead experts to become less flexible, a 

greater number of studies (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1993; Borko & Livingston, 1989; 

Bransford, Brown, & Cooking, 2000; Clermont, Borko, and Krajcik, 1994; Housner & 

Griffey, 1985) support the idea that experts remain more flexible than novices in 

teaching. As some of the rigidifying effects that experts may have, Feltovich, Spiro, and 

Coulson described schematization/routinization, functional fixedness, automaticity/ 

proceduralization, and the reductive bias. Schematization/routinization means that one 

may perceive things as too orderly and repeatable (routine). Functional fixedness refers to 

a state in which one has difficulty thinking about things in novel ways but instead, reverts 

to thinking or using things in the same way for a long period of time (fixated on the 

function). Automaticity/ proceduralization refers to how proceduralized knowledge that is 

situation specific may make it difficult for an individual to recover the ability to change. 

Reductive bias refers to a tendency to interpret complex phenomena as simpler than they 



 10 

really are as an individual acquires experience. Although Feltovich, Spiro, and Coulson 

addressed potential rigidifying effects that come with such extended practice, these 

elements of stability and continuity are also necessary for experts because they reduce the 

mental load. Yet, recognizing when the “usual” will not suffice is what really is needed 

for someone to be an expert, and thus retaining flexibility is important. 

Adaptive Expert 

In an attempt to understand the complex nature of teacher knowledge and how 

the knowledge can be best represented, many researchers and educators have paid 

attention to the nature of expertise, which “refers to the characteristics, skills, and 

knowledge that distinguish experts from novices and less experienced people (Ericsson, 

2006, p. 3). The early seminal work on expert behavior of the Dutch psychologist de 

Groot (1965) inspired a number of researchers in various areas to describe expertise in 

hopes for deepening our understanding of the cognitive processes of experts. The study of 

expert performance is of interest in the profession of teaching because it could provide 

the possible explanations of how teachers attain expertise in teaching. 

Despite the complex nature of effective teaching, it is a generally accepted notion 

that effective teaching has to do with desirable learning outcomes and concrete subject 

knowledge. Although teachers are considered experts in their subject knowledge at the 

post-secondary level, not all teachers are effective in their teaching, even after several 

years of teaching. Two possible explanations are the aforementioned pedagogical content 

knowledge, and another candidate, the concept of adaptive expertise, which was first 

described by Hatano and Inagaki (1986). By contrasting two types of Japanese sushi 

experts, the authors described two types of expertise:  mere skilled “routine expertise” 
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and “adaptive expertise.” Adaptive expertise can be characterized as achieving 

procedural fluency by remaining adaptive and flexible to new situations. Thus, if a 

teacher develops a repertoire of well-practiced routines and is satisfied with the current 

state, then he or she is an experienced teacher displaying “routine expertise”, not an 

expert teacher displaying “adaptive expertise.” 

By acknowledging this nature of the inherently venturesome process of expertise, 

Bereiter and Scardamalia (1993) differentiated expertise as “creative expertise” and 

“noncreative expertise.” According to the authors, creative experts tend to take greater 

risks than “normal” experts in an effort to redefine and tackle problems continually.  So, 

creative experts are those who are willing to take “risks” of failing to go beyond what is 

merely required by having the ability and propensity to monitor their current level of 

understanding, which might be called teaching metacognition, and to adapt to the current 

situation, which could be called teaching flexibility 

Research on Teachers’ thought processes 

 

Believing the substantial influence of teachers’ thought processes on their 

teaching behavior, researchers on teacher thinking have tried to understand the 

relationships between teachers’ thinking and their subsequent teaching behavior. Clark 

and Peterson (1986) stated that the major goal in this line of research is to increase our 

understanding of the teaching process by examining teachers’ mental activities. The 

literature of research on teachers’ thought processes includes teachers’ interactive 

thoughts and decisions, teachers’ theories and beliefs, and teacher planning, which have 

been most actively studied in this line of research (Clark & Peterson, 1986). Although it 

is conceptual, Philip Jackson’s attempt in 1968 to describe the mental processes of 
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teachers’ behavior in Life in Classrooms is considered as one of the earliest empirical 

studies of teacher thinking (Clark & Yinger, 1987). In 1974, at the National Conference 

on Studies in Teaching, Panel 6 on “Teaching as Clinical Information Processing” 

stressed the need for research on teacher thinking aligned with a paradigmatic approach. 

(as cited in Clark & Peterson, 1986, p. 256) 

More recently, in an attempt to reflect researchers’ conceptualization of the 

domain of teachers’ thought processes, Clark and Peterson (1986) have developed a 

model of teacher thought and action. The model shows two domains: 1) teachers’ thought 

processes, and 2) teachers’ actions and their observable effects. Aligned with a cognitive 

approach, teachers’ thought processes are unobservable, while their actions and effects in 

the model are observable using the process-product approach. Clark and Peterson (1986) 

claimed that the domain of teachers’ actions and their observable effects is unidirectional 

because it focuses on the effects of teachers’ behavior on students’ achievement. In 

contrast, they argued that the domain of teachers’ thought processes represents the 

direction of causation as circular assuming the reciprocal relationship between teachers’ 

behavior and students’ behavior and their achievement. 

Another major area in the psychological research on teachers’ thought processes 

is teacher planning. Although much of this research was conducted at the elementary 

level, research on teacher planning is important because it provides a clear view of a 

teacher’s cognitive activities. In a study on the effect of planning on teaching, Zahorik 

(1970) randomly assigned teachers into one of two groups. Teachers in one group 

received a partial lesson plan containing behavioral objectives and a detailed outline of 

the content to be taught in the next two weeks, and teachers in this group were 
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encouraged to add more to the plan. Teachers in the other group were not provided with a 

plan and also they were not told to teach until just before the appointed time. All teachers 

in both groups were asked to teach on a topic with which both teachers and students were 

familiar, but something that had never been discussed in class before. Results showed 

that teachers who did not receive a lesson plan exhibited more authentic use of the 

learners’ ideas, while teachers in the other group focused on content, remaining 

insensitive to their learners. 

Research on teachers’ thought processes has been conducted employing various 

methods, such as thinking aloud, stimulated recall, policy capturing, journal keeping, and 

the repertory grid technique (Clark & Peterson, 1986). Although many researchers have 

used more than one research method for the validity issue, the heavy dependence on 

teachers’ self-reported forms of research methodology, which depends only on the things 

that teachers consciously reflect, remains a limitation in this line of research. 

Instructional Flexibility/Improvisational Teaching 

 

In an effort to help teachers teach students with diverse interests and learning 

predilections, a group of researchers made an attempt to describe the nature of teaching 

and training in the book Flexibility in Teaching (Joyce, Brown & Peck, 1981). Perceiving 

instructional flexibility as variability of teaching performance, Joyce and Hodges (1981), 

in the mid 1960s, added ‘instructional flexibility training’ to the program for the 

preparation of elementary school teachers at the University of Chicago to help students in 

the program develop repertoires of teaching. Researchers stated their argument for the 

strategy seminar in a teacher-education program: 
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…Teachers need strategies for finding effective themes around which 

to build instructional continuity; they need to know alternative ways of 

achieving this condition; they need to know how to use knowledge of the 

child, of subject matter, and of society to select the most appropriate 

method. (p.50) 

 

This strategy seminar was to help students in the teacher education program 

develop control over systems for educational decision making where teachers are 

expected to participate in making curricular and instructional decisions. The authors 

described five dimensions of teaching for a teacher to cope with in order to oversee 

education. The five dimensions are: 1) control over effective intellectual strategies or 

making instructional decisions, 2) ability to organize children and carry out instructional 

plans, 3) the analysis of teaching, 4) control in interpersonal situations, 5) teachers’ 

knowing how knowledge is produced and revised in the field of education. 

One of the problems plaguing research on instructional flexibility has been the 

absence of an agreed-upon definition of flexibility in teaching. Joyce and Hodges (1981), 

in the Flexibility in Teaching, argued that flexibility is the essence of effective teaching. 

Yet, their definition of flexibility refers to ever expanding repertoires of teaching 

strategies, emphasizing the teacher’s adaptive actions to students’ needs and portraying 

the teacher as the instructional leader in the classroom. By contrast, Erickson (1982) 

claimed that teachers and students are both improvising situational variations within and 

around socioculturally prescribed thematic material in class, something that was later 

called “disciplined improvisation” by Sawyer (2004). 

Erickson (1982) argued that a lesson consists of both the academic task structure 

and the social participation structure. Academic task structure is “a patterned set of 
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constraints provided by the logic of sequencing in the subject-matter content of the 

lesson” (Erickson, 1982, p. 154). Social participation structure is “a patterned set of 

constraints on the allocation of interactional rights and obligations of various members of 

the interacting group” (Erickson, 1982, p. 154). He stated that the level of difficulty of 

questions in a lesson can be set by adjusting both the task structure and social 

participation structure. Thus, Sawyer (2002) argued that the teacher’s instructions must 

leave room for creative exploration because the flow of collaboration is not deterministic, 

but rather an emergent process. 

More recently, Sawyer (2004) claimed that teaching is improvisational 

performance. If a teacher performs “on stage” in front of the “audience” with a 

preplanned agenda, then the lectures and student exchanges are “scripts” for the teacher’s 

performance. In addition, from a social constructivist’s view, students need to co-

construct their own knowledge (Rogoff, 1998). Therefore, teaching with pre-organized 

knowledge by a teacher may not be effective and desirable especially in ill-structured 

domains. Although factual knowledge is crucial for advanced knowledge, neither the 

amount of content nor the well-structured content knowledge by a teacher guarantee that 

students are better prepared to apply their learned knowledge. 

To create an improvisational classroom, Sawyer (2004) claimed that a high 

degree of pedagogical content knowledge is necessary for teachers. To be able to respond 

to unexpected student questions creatively, a more profound understanding of the 

material in a flexible ways is needed for teachers (Shulman, 1987). In addition, Sawyer 

(2004) suggested that a teacher needs a skill to manage effectively the social interactions 
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in class, such as turn taking, the timing and sequence of turns, and rights of students to 

speak, and so forth. 

Cognitive Flexibility Model 

 

Implementing many of the ideas of constructivism, Cognitive Flexibility Theory 

was an attempt by Spiro, Feltovich, Jacobson, and Coulson (1991) to describe how 

students acquire knowledge in ill-structured domains where the knowledge is so vast and 

complex that multiple solutions to problems are possible, even necessary. Spiro et al. 

(1991) defined an ill-structured knowledge domain as one in which each case or example 

of knowledge application involves the simultaneous interactive involvement of multiple 

conceptual structures so that the pattern of concepts and interactions varies across case 

applications of the same nominal type. As these researchers claimed, ill-structured 

knowledge domains include medicine, history, education, etc. Ill-structured knowledge 

domains display the following features if one compares numerous cases (Spiro, Vispoel, 

Schmitz, Samarapungavan, & Boerger, 1987): 

• No general rules or principles exist for most of the cases 

• Hierarchical relations are inconsistent from case to case 

• Prototypes are often misleading 

• According to the contexts, the same features assume different patterns of 

significance 

• Each case appears novel due to the higher order interactions among many 

relevant features 

 

Cognitive flexibility means “the ability to represent knowledge from different 

conceptual and case perspectives and then, when the knowledge must later be used, the 

ability to construct from those different conceptual and case representations a knowledge 

ensemble tailored to the needs of the understanding or problem-solving situation at hand” 
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(Spiro et al., 1992, p. 58). Cognitive Flexibility is especially needed in ill-structured 

domains because students often fail to reassemble concepts as a whole. 

Due to the nature of ill-structured knowledge, traditional teaching approaches 

using a linear model may be ineffective for advanced courses in ill-structured domains, 

Spiro et al. (1991) claimed cognitive flexibility is better fostered by a flexible approach to 

learning avoiding inappropriate instructional oversimplifications. Thus, in an ill-

structured domain, a teacher’s emphasis must shift from the retrieval of rigid, 

precompiled factual knowledge structure, to the assembly of knowledge from various 

case sources so that students can adaptively fit the situation to their needs of the 

understanding. 

Coulson, Feltovich, and Spiro (1997) showed an example that led to better 

understanding of patient problems in a common clinical medicine scenario by promoting 

the use of cognitive approaches. Physicians were asked to diagnose hypertensive patients 

using two general approaches: Clinical, and basic science approach. A clinical approach 

is the most common step-wise approach and a basic science approach is to have sub-

groups of patients according to a certain criteria. The results showed that the treatment 

derived from these two approaches was almost identical except for one out of four 

patients. However, when patient problems in the context of the two complex concepts 

were considered, as an application of cognitive flexibility in the education of physicians 

that led to a more satisfactory outcome. Thus, Coulson, Fletovich, and Spiro argued that 

more different ways of thinking by a flexible approach should be encouraged especially 

in the field where knowledge acquisition content becomes more complex. This cognitive 
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flexibility theory is related to the concept of instructional flexibility in that encouraging 

cognitive flexibility requires teaching that is rather fluid and pluralistic in nature. 

In the literature on teaching, the construct of flexibility in teaching has not 

received as much attention as it deserves even though attention to flexibility began more 

than 25 years ago. Perceiving instructional flexibility as variability in teaching 

performance, Joyce and Hodges (1981) suggested that “instructional flexibility training” 

be added to teacher preparation programs to help future teachers develop a number of 

strategies that are more responsive to students’ needs and abilities. While Joyce and 

Hodges portrayed flexibility as a characteristic of the teacher, Erickson (1982) perceived 

flexibility as resulting from as the collective improvisation of meanings and social 

organization among the teacher and students in a class. In a recent reintroduction of 

Erickson’s ideas, Sawyer (2002) argued that the teacher’s instruction must leave room for 

creative exploration because the flow of collaboration is not deterministic, but an 

emergent process.  

Although most of the work investigating the construct of flexibility has focused 

on K-12 instruction, I am arguing that the construct of instructional flexibility is relevant 

to college teaching as well where teaching need not be seen as a matter of imparting the 

concepts and skills associated with a domain. Effective teaching involves more than 

nicely organized material. A teacher who is effective in teaching needs to know when and 

how his or her students understand the material so that he or she can present and 

formulate the subject in a way most comprehensible to students. In his seminal paper, 

Shulman (1986) claimed that the blending of subject knowledge and pedagogy, known as 

pedagogical content knowledge, is of special import in describing a teacher’s knowledge 
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base. Also, from a socioconstructivist view, students are said to co-construct their 

knowledge in interaction with all that a course has to offer (Rogoff, 1998). Thus, I would 

claim that teaching with pre-organized rigid plans by a teacher cannot be as effective and 

desirable as teaching that is more responsive to students and situational factors. 

As characteristics of effective college instructors, much attention has been given 

to well-organized courses and clear instruction of course material. However, there has 

been a lack of attention on instructional flexibility, and one of the problems plaguing 

research on instructional flexibility has been the absence of an agreed-upon definition. 

Thus, the purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of instructional flexibility 

at the postsecondary level by looking at how college instructors and students perceive it 

in relation to a related and perhaps subsuming construct of effective teaching. In a small 

pilot study that I conducted in spring 2005, experienced college instructors described 

flexibility as an intentional act of progressive problem solving in which they continuously 

improve their teaching by reflecting on their own teaching. So, the idea of flexibility in 

teaching, according to them, did not necessarily go against structuredness, rather it was 

more concerned with how the structure might best fit individual learners so that they 

could go beyond the information given. Thus, it is essential that college instructors’ 

perceptions of instructional flexibility be identified and analyzed because not only may 

the construct flexibility be critical to effective teaching (Joyce & Hodges, 1981), but also 

it may provide another avenue to examine how teachers develop expertise in teaching. 
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Overview of the Present Study 

 

The above literature review reveals theoretical evidence of positive effect of 

flexibility in teaching and learning as well as its potential effect for a teacher to develop 

his or her expertise in teaching. Although the nature of flexibility in teaching has not been 

fully studied as an area of scientific research, the idea of flexibility in terms of 

instructional adaptability and responsiveness has been receiving attention as an important 

component of effective teaching (Corno, 2008; Erickson, 1982; Joyce & Hodges, 1981; 

Laurillard, 1992; Sawyer, 2004). Yet, there is virtually no research on instructional 

flexibility at post secondary level. Thus, what is critically needed is empirical study of 

flexibility in relation to the concept of teaching effectiveness. Hence, the main purpose of 

the present study was to examine perceptions of flexibility in teaching and effective 

teaching held by college students and their teachers. A secondary objective of this study 

was to explore the relationship between those two constructs (flexibility and 

effectiveness) in this population. 

There were several unique aspects to this study. First, it aimed to explore the 

meaning of effective college teaching by examining students and teachers’ perceptions 

instead of using existing construct measurement scales. Although teaching effectiveness 

has been a topic of considerable interest for decades (e.g., Brookfield, 1990, 1995; 

Brophy & Good, 1986; Feldman, 1988, 2007; Folden, 2001; Gage, 1963; Marsh, 2007; 

McKeachie, 1990, 1997; Perry, 1997), as yet, there exists no universal agreement on the 

definition of the construct. Moreover, compared to the amount of published research 

findings pertaining to effective college teaching in general, there is a dearth of 

information about effective teaching that was directly informed by the views of college 
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students and instructors. Pinpointing the recommendations to include all stakeholders in 

teaching evaluation process (Theall and Franklin, 2001), Onwuegbuzie, Witcher, Collins, 

Filer, Wiedmaier, and Moore (2007) claimed that, “… the most important stakeholders – 

namely, the students themselves – typically are omitted from the process… (p. 120). 

Thus, this study investigated the meaning of effective teaching by examining college 

students’ perceptions of effective teaching in relation to instructional flexibility. To get a 

fuller understanding of the construct, instructors’ perceptions were also obtained and 

examined. 

Second, this study might be the first study that examined college students and 

teachers’ perceptions of instructional flexibility for its meaning and effect. Finally, this 

study aimed to investigate the relationship between effective teaching and instructional 

flexibility. 

This study aims to break new ground by empirically examining the meaning of 

instructional flexibility in relation to the concept of effective teaching. This study will be 

guided by three major research questions.  

1. How do students and teachers perceive the meaning of effective teaching at the 

postsecondary level? 

2. How do students and teachers perceive the meaning of flexibility in teaching at 

the postsecondary level? 

3. How do college instructors and students describe the relationship of both 

constructs, instructional flexibility and teaching effectiveness? 



 22 

 

CHAPTER III 

To explore the aforementioned research questions, this chapter presents the procedures 

and the description of methods used in the study. 

 

Method 

 

Overall Approach and Rationale 

This study investigates how both college instructors and students perceive and 

describe instructional flexibility in relation to the concept of effective teaching. Given that 

the focus of the present research was on perceptions of college students and instructors, I 

opted for a qualitative approach, which is useful in understanding phenomena that are 

descriptive, field-based, interpretive, and discovery-focused. When exploring uncharted 

areas, sampling need not be predetermined because it needs to be based on concepts that 

emerge from analysis. Strauss and Corbin (1998) stated that sampling should continue 

until relevant categories are saturated. Although there exists no right sample size in 

qualitative research to ensure power of the study, I initially invited as many students as 

possible to participate in this study, which ended up a couple of hundreds of student 

participants. The reason for this unusually high number of student participants for a 

qualitative approach study was due to the nature of subject pool participants. Since this 

study was conducted online with student participants, they were self-instructed about the 

study procedures, and I, as a researcher, could not contact them later for clarification or 

further queries, should something go awry. 
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Participants 

 

Students Although I gathered data from about 700 college students, I decided to 

limit the number to 500 students for data analysis. Students came from various 

disciplinary backgrounds at a large research university were invited to participate in this 

study. All participants who agreed to participate were fulfilling a subject pool 

requirement during the Fall Semester of 2007. Among five hundred student participants, 

195 were (39%) men and 304 were (60.8%) women. The sample was comprised of 23 

freshmen, 67 sophomores, 128 juniors, and 273 seniors. The following races and 

ethnicities were represented in the sample: White/Caucasian (55.8%), Hispanic (16%), 

Asian/Pacific Islander (15.8%), African American (7.8%), Native American (.4%), and 

other (3.4%). Although the age of student participants was ranging from 18 to 42, 

traditional-aged college students (18-23) were the majority of the population (94.2%). 

 

Instructors    A total of 15 college instructors (see criteria for selection below) were 

invited to participate in this study and were interviewed during the Spring Semester of 

2008. Among 15 instructor participants, 9 were (60%) men and 6 were (40%) women. 

The sample was comprised of 3 professors, 1 associate professor, 6 assistant professors, 

and 5 lecturers. They came from various disciplines. Five instructors came from College 

of Natural Sciences, 4 instructors came from College of Education, 2 instructors came 

from College of Communication, 2 instructors came from College of Liberal Arts, 2 

instructors came from the Masters in Business Administration program. 
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Procedures 

 

Students All student participants were recruited from those who were fulfilling a 

subject pool requirement at a large southwestern university. The entire procedure with 

student participants was conducted online, thus there was no face to face contact with me. 

Participants were contacted via email and sent a link to an online survey. Although 

students were required to participate in research as part of their course work, they were 

given the option of fulfilling that requirement with an alternative assignment if they 

chose. 

When they logged on to the survey site, students were presented with page 

describing the study and what they were being asked to do, as part of the institution’s 

protection of human subjects procedures. They had the option to click ‘NEXT’ button to 

proceed further or they could choose to complete the alternative assignment mentioned 

above. Thus, no written document of consent was gathered from students who filled out 

the survey online. Selecting to proceed with the survey was taken as informed consent. 

However, agreement to participate did not require them to complete the survey; they had 

the opportunity to leave any question blank and were told they could stop responding at 

any stage without penalty. 

All student participants were asked to respond to open-ended questions describe 

their views of flexible teaching and effective teaching, as well as some demographic 

information (see Appendix D). To avoid any question order effect, students were divided 

into two groups. One group was asked to describe their views of flexible teaching first 
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followed by views of effective teaching, and the other group was asked to provide their 

views of effective teaching first followed by flexible teaching. 

To see whether student participants interpreted survey questions as intended, I 

randomly selected 5 college students on campus to do interviews. I gathered written 

consent from these student participants who agree to participate. I explained about the 

study briefly and asked them to read each survey question and tell me their interpretation 

of it. Each interview lasted no longer than 15 minutes. 

 

Instructors    All student participants were asked to nominate one of their professors 

who was effective and flexible in his or her teaching. A list of potential instructor 

participants was generated from 500 student participants. And, approximately 300 

instructors were named. Those potential instructor participants were then organized by 

the number of times they were nominated. However, in consideration of the influence of 

domain on teaching, gender, and rank, I also paid attention to those variables when 

choosing potential participants. 

Potential instructor participants were then contacted via email. Out of the 

potential instructor participant pool, I sorted the list by the number of times they got 

nominated from the student participants. Then, I contacted them by purposefully trying to 

balance gender, rank, and domain on teaching. The faculty participants were provided 

with a brief description of the study including the study purpose, expected duration of the 

interview, and sample interview questions (Appendix C). Although I offered them to 

choose to either do an interview or an email survey as a way to participate in this study, 

all preferred interviews. For interviews, I met with them in their offices. Duration of the 
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interview varied from 20 minutes to an hour depending on the speed and detail with 

which the participants answered the open-ended questions. 

Prior to each interview, I explained the study briefly. All participants for this 

study was made aware that their work and study results would maintain individual 

anonymity and only aggregated data would be published and presented later. Upon their 

agreement to participate, I obtained documented informed consent (see Appendix A). All 

interviews were recorded with participants’ permission and transcribed for further 

analysis. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in this study because this format of 

interview allowed me to pursue questions that developed areas of inquiry during the 

interview process not anticipated beforehand (Flick, 2002). 

 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis followed a grounded theory approach as Strauss and Corbin (1998) 

suggested. Ever since first developed by Glaser and Strauss in 1967, grounded theory has 

become popular as an approach to generate comprehensive explanations of phenomena 

that are grounded in reality. Thus, all descriptive responses were analyzed using a 

grounded theory approach. Student data were analyzed separately from the faculty data, 

but it followed the same procedures. I began analyzed once student data collection was 

over, but for the instructor data, I transcribed and began initial coding of the transcript 

after each interview. Coffey and Atkinson (1996) suggested that in qualitative research a 

researcher should collect and analyze the data simultaneously. Thus, data should not be 

accumulated without some preliminary analysis along the way. 
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As a process to conceptualize data into patterns or concepts, Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) introduced three coding processes: open, axial, and selective coding. First, as an 

initial analytic process, open coding aims to identify and discover properties and 

dimensions in the data. Thus, I coded the data with line-by-line analysis, which requires a 

close examination of data. Although this form of coding is time-consuming, it is useful in 

the beginning of a study to generate categories. 

After finding characteristics or attributes of each category, categories are 

systematically developed and related by making connections between categories and sub-

categories. This process is known as axial coding. In this process, a researcher needs to 

identify possible conditions to link up categories to the phenomenon. For this process, I 

kept a journal by recording analytical memos and records of my decision making process 

to show how concepts were linked and how I reached my conclusions. I will report this in 

the result section. 

Third, as a final step in analysis, selective coding was used to integrate concepts 

around a core category and to fill in categories that are in need of further development 

and refinement. At this final step of analysis, Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggested that a 

researcher reduce data into sets of relational statements that explain phenomena of 

interest in a general sense. Writing the storyline, using diagrams, and sorting memos are 

also suggested as ways to find the central category and to integrate concepts. 

As one of the major concerns in qualitative research, I never can be completely 

free of my own biases because of my theoretical background, and personal beliefs. 

However, in order to minimize the influence of bias, I kept track of my thoughts and 

interpretations during the data gathering and analysis. In addition, I will address the 
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issues of trustworthiness to support my research findings. As researchers with 

quantitative methodology attempt to show the validity, reliability and significance of their 

findings, Lincoln and Guba (1985) developed the notion of trustworthiness for 

researchers to address similar issues with qualitative data analysis. Lincoln and Guba 

suggested four elements of trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. These are analogous to internal validity, external validity, reliability, and 

objectivity of quantitative research. 

First, credibility refers to an evaluation of whether the research findings represent 

credible conceptual interpretation of the data in which the inquiry was carried out. To 

address credibility, Lincoln and Guba suggested five major techniques. They stated that 

activities such as prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, peer 

debriefing, negative case analysis, and member checking can make findings more 

credible. For credibility of this study, I enlisted the help of a peer debriefer. Lincoln and 

Guba stated that the debriefer should be someone who is knowledgeable and is prepared 

to take the role seriously, but the debriefer should be neither junior nor senior to the 

researcher. I enlisted another graduate student with an interest in teaching related to this 

investigation to serve as a peer debriefer.  In addition, member checking occurred by 

asking several participants to review a summary of the data analysis procedure and a 

summary of the final results of the study. Then the participants were asked to comment 

on whether they think the data were interpreted in a manner congruent with their own 

observations. All documents that were gathered in the process of member checking were 

kept on file. 
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Second, transferability refers to the degree to which the findings of the inquiry 

can be applied or transferred beyond the bounds of the project. To address transferability, 

I provided a rich description of the data in the study results so that other researchers can 

assess their ability to transfer the conclusions of the research findings to other cases. 

Third, dependability refers to an assessment of the quality of the integrated 

processes of data collection, data analysis, and theory generation. Lincoln and Guba 

listed a number of techniques that can be useful in shoring up dependability issues. They 

claimed that the confirmability audit is the major technique for establishing 

confirmability. Thus, to address dependability, I had several inquiry audits to examine the 

process by which the data were analyzed and the auditors examined the interpretations 

and findings of this study to see whether the findings were reasonable from their point of 

view.  

Fourth, confirmability refers to a measure of how well the research findings are 

supported by the data collected. In addition to the confirmability audit, I also had a 

colleague analyze a part of the data to see the degree to which our results show the same 

thing. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

This chapter is composed of two sections reporting on the general results of the data 

analysis. But, prior to presenting those two sections of results, first, I will present overall 

descriptions of the research contexts. In Section I, I will provide an illumination of the 

themes I derived in analyzing the data on how college students perceive teaching 

effectiveness and instructional flexibility. In Section II, college instructors’ concepts of 

teaching effectiveness and instructional flexibility will be described.  

 

Overall Descriptions of the Research Contexts 

Although, in qualitative research, it is quite common to provide a rich description 

of the contextual environment in which participants are located, a specific site description 

of participants in this study is somewhat extraneous to the nature of this study. The 

purpose of this research is to examine the general perceptions of college students and 

instructors about college teaching. So, all participants came from various classes from a 

mixture of disciplines, which means that there is no common learning environment to 

describe other than the University. Thus, an extensive and comprehensive understanding 

of their learning and teaching environment was not as much of a concern to this study. 

For that reason, there was no classroom observation for this study. Instead of providing 

descriptions of each participant’s classroom context, the site overview will be limited to 

the overall learning environment of the institution as a whole. Although the description of 

the study context will be limited to the University, and this study is pertaining to the 
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perceptions and understandings of college teaching, it is still important to take into 

account the study context because it may set the tone of the informants’ views and ideas 

of college learning and teaching. 

First, according to the Carnegie classification of definitions for four–year 

institutions, the study site is categorized as Research I University, meaning that a high 

priority is given to research. Institutions that fall under this category offer a full range of 

baccalaureate programs and are committed to graduate education through the doctorate. 

As a result, publications and research grants have more impact on tenure decisions at a 

Research I University than evaluations of teaching (Boyer, 1990). While some may 

discount this view, it is a generally accepted notion that Research I Universities, which 

have a heavy emphasis on research, often overlook scholarship of teaching (Martin & 

Ramsden, 2000), and some even argue that faculty in this type of institution favor 

research at the expense of teaching (Boyer, 1990). 

Second, the particular institution where this study took place is one of the largest 

state universities in the United States. As of 2008, the total body of students in the 

institution is approximately 50,000 students. Of the population, the ratio of male to 

female students is close to equal; 49.1% to 50.9 respectively. The university population is 

comprised of 15.3% freshman, 16.3% sophomore, 17.5% junior, 25.6% senior, 22.8% 

graduate students, and 2.5% law degree students. Regarding race and ethnicity, the 

majority is White/Caucasian representing 55.1% of the total population. The rest of the 

population is as follows: Hispanic (15.6%), Asian American (15.0%), foreign students 

(9.1%), African American (4.2%), American Indian (0.4%), and unknown (0.7%). 
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According to the demographic data, the current study sample is representative in terms of 

race and ethnicity. However, this study had more female than male participants. 

Also, with this large body of population, it is of interest to know the average class 

size for undergraduate students. Although there is no statistical figure reported regarding 

typical small, medium or large class sizes for the entire undergraduate course offerings, 

University instructional assessment resources report class size based on the course 

surveys submitted each semester, which means that their reported figures might not 

reflect the whole undergraduate population. As of Fall 2008, the distributions of the 

University undergraduate studies survey are as follows: Classes with 41-50 students 

(36%), with 91-100 students (21%), with 151-200 students (18%), with 81-90 students 

(11%), with 71-80 students (7%), and 4% for classes with 31-40 students and 11-20 

students. So, classes with fifty-one or more students comprise a larger portion of the 

offerings than classes with fifty or fewer students. 

From the above figures, it can be surmised that it is common for undergraduate 

students to be in large classes, which could be another challenge for the quality learning 

experience. Since this research was carried out at a university where research is 

considered one of the primary missions of the institution, which could be another 

challenge for teachers to provide quality teaching. Thus, I set out to examine the meaning 

of “good” teaching with college instructors and students at an institution that is research 

oriented. 

 

 



 33 

Section One 

College Students’ Views of Effective Teaching and Flexibility in Teaching 
 

The focal point of this study was to investigate the meaning of instructional 

flexibility in relation to the concept of effective teaching at the post-secondary level. As 

discussed in the method section, I divided student participants into two groups to test for 

possible order effects. One group was asked to provide their views of effective teaching 

first followed by their views of flexibility in teaching, and the other group responded in 

the reverse order. 

During data coding, I carefully examined each comment made by the 500 student 

participants, and compared categories that emerged from the two counterbalanced groups 

along with the frequency of responses of those categories to determine if there were any 

question order effects in the views expressed. Although there was a slight difference in 

the frequency of each categories being mentioned, the difference was negligible, and 

therefore the groups are treated as equivalent in this study. 

 

College Students’ Perceptions of Flexibility in Teaching 

During data analysis, two salient themes emerged for the concept of flexibility in 

teaching. This section will elucidate what instructional flexibility means to this sample 

college students through the themes: 1) Teaching for the progress of learning: 

characterized as the instructional practice that focuses more on student learning than on 

“teaching”; 2) A teacher’s role as the “human” persona: depicted as college instructors 

who show sympathy, patience, and understanding for their students. In describing the 

themes and categories, I will present comments provided by students, and I will keep the 



 34 

original spelling as reflected in their responses. In addition, I will make use of relevant 

visual detail in relation to the text, such as figures and tables, in order to help the reader 

visualize the distribution of responses.  

 

Theme one: Teaching for the progress of learning 

One of the prominent themes in the student data was the way they portrayed 

teaching as what I came to call teaching for the progress of learning. Across all cases, 

this was the quality most remarked upon by the respondents when describing flexibility 

in teaching. Remarks were coded as a part of this theme if they told of an experience, 

instance, ideal, or belief in which the student felt any instructional flexibility (see Figure 

1) whether it be instructional strategies through which teachers seemed cognizant of 

different levels of student learning progress or teachers’ efforts to take into account 

learner differences in learning by being understanding of their situations. 

 

Figure 1. Instructional Flexibility 

 

There were two subcategories within this theme as can be seen in Figure 1. The 

essence of these two subcategories hinges on the ways a flexible teacher would create a 

learning environment that focuses on the progress of individual learners. The two 
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subcategories are adaptive teaching, and metacognitive teaching. Adaptive teaching, in 

this study, is characterized as an instructor’s possession of various teaching methods and 

the ability to execute them to fit different learners’ needs. Metacognitive teaching, on the 

other hand, is an instructor’s simultaneous monitoring of student progress and assessing 

of other factors that affect learning, such as course level, learning goals, characteristics of 

learners. 

 
Figure 2. Metacognitive Teaching 

 

Teaching for the progress of learning: Metacognitive teaching 

Metacognitive teaching is a frequently mentioned subcategory under the theme of 

teaching for the progress of learning. College students described a flexible teacher as 

someone who is able to assess students’ level of understanding during the learning 

process and take into account other factors that affect learning, such as course level, 

learning goals, learner characteristics, and so forth. To be able to do so, a flexible teacher 

is described as being acutely conscious about what is happening in the context of learning 

and teaching. Thus, the central idea of this category is about a teacher’s awareness of 

factors that affect learning as well as the capability of diagnosing students’ level of 
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understanding on the fly to find “teachable moments.” Below is an example statement 

from a college student that reflects this category, metacognitive teaching (see Figure 2). 

A flexible teacher is one that is in tune with their students. A flexible 

teacher slows down or speeds up the material based on the competency of 

the class, and does not adhere to a rigid schedule. 

 

It seems critical to the concept of instructional flexibility that a teacher frequently 

recognizes the frame of reference of students through constant monitoring. Thus, for the 

metacognitive category, students stressed a flexible teacher’s awareness, constant 

monitoring, and promptness to recognize students’ needs to reach out to them at different 

levels of understanding. Additionally, according to students’ descriptions, a teacher who 

frequently checks students’ understanding is also attentive to his or her own teaching 

strategies. 

… They are able to recognize that something isn't working and they will 

change it. They also have to understand that things some times don't go as 

well as they aim it to… 

 

A flexible teacher would realize if the current approach he/she is taking in 

presenting the information is ineffective and not adequately providing 

his/her class with an adequate grasp of the information necessary to 

succeed… 

 

Both respondents who made the comments above conceived of teaching as a 

means for providing a meaningful learning experience by a teacher who was attentive to 

his or her own teaching, and the process of student learning: 

They understand that different students have different learning styles, and 

make adjustments so that learning takes place in the optimum environment 
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for the learner. They are not so rigid in their presentation and expectations 

that learning is limited by their inflexibility. 

 

 

Thus, it seems that in the eyes of students, a flexible teacher considers not only 

the learning context, but also students as individual learners. Also, a flexible teacher is 

responsive to his or her students by diligently checking on how well students grasp the 

material, and is able to adjust teaching accordingly to suit his or her students’ needs more 

readily. One of the ways to monitor students’ understanding is to pay attention to 

students’ questions and opinions: 

A flexible teacher is one who is able to not only adjust the course material 

to the class but also be perceptive to students’ questions... 

 

As can be inferred from all the comments discussed in this section, a flexible 

teacher is willing to adapt his or her teaching, and is capable of that by being attentive to 

students’ voice, and being conscious of students’ learning as well as one’s own teaching. 

All the efforts of monitoring and assessing of teaching and learning is to ensure students’ 

better understanding of the material. In fact, some students said checking comprehension 

should be the key concern for metacognitive teaching. 

A flexible teacher caters his/her messages to the specific class, and makes 

sure that his students are engaged and involved in the learning process. 

Not too much of a stickler for deadlines, this teacher plans in detail all of 

the points that he/she wishes to teach throughout the semester at the 

beginning, and makes necessary adjustments to assure that the material is 

learned. 

 

I would think that means that they are able to adjust to the rate that the 

class is moving. In other words, if it is difficult material and the class if 
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having a difficult time, the teacher would not necessarily stick to the 

syllabus, but rather adjust his or her time and continue to teach over a 

certain concept until the majority of the class understand. 

 

The comments above show flexible teachers’ effort help students understand 

course material better through monitoring and assessing of whether students are engaged 

or if there are any adjustments to be made. According to college students, a flexible 

teacher is someone who makes a tireless effort to reach out to his or her students at 

different levels of understanding. To do so, a teacher needs to be flexible, and there are 

two steps in the process of being flexible. The first step is the recognition of learning 

situations. A teacher’s frequent self-monitoring of learning and teaching enables him or 

her to think of ways to improve. The next step is the possession and execution of 

necessary instructional tools accordingly, which will be discussed in the section of 

adaptive teaching. 

 
Figure 3. Adaptive Teaching 
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Teaching for the progress of learning: Adaptive teaching 

College students described instructional flexibility partly as the effort made by 

their teachers to address different learners’ needs, which I’m labeling “adaptive 

teaching.” In adaptive teaching, an instructor’s possession and use of varied teaching 

strategies are key along with his or her propensity for being perceptive to students’ ideas 

and needs (see Figure 3). Thus, a flexible teacher would possess multiple teaching 

strategies because there is no single best way to fit all different learners’ needs. What 

follows are some sample statements that reflect this theme from two respondents. 

If someone was [sic] to tell me they had a teacher who was flexible in 

their teaching, I would think they meant their teacher used multiple 

strategies while teaching. For example, they used different strategies to 

make sure that every type of learner was able to pick up the information. 

Some are better at learning from lectures, while others are better when 

they do hands on types of things, which is why it is good to be a flexible 

teacher. 

 

I think of flexible teaching as being able to fit the students learning style 

rather than forcing one learning style to all the students. They will change 

up the teaching style throughout the course and during office hours to be 

able to see the problem from the student's point of view and therefore 

teach the material in a style that will fit their learning ability.  

 

According to the comments above, a college instructor’s use of multiple teaching 

tools could help individuals within a typical classroom learning situation because it could 

address different learners’ needs. The idea of various teaching strategies as the core part 

of flexibility in teaching was echoed in the following statements from two students. 
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I would think the word "flexible" teaching would mean that they taught in 

several different styles that help accommodate different types of learning 

styles. I personally hate professors who do little more then put up a power 

point and reads verbatim what the slide says while struggling at 

broadening outside of the words already written. I'd hope flexible would 

encompass a teaching style that fosters many different techniques, which 

help all learning styles understand the concepts of the lecture topics. 

 

I would say that this teacher could explain himself/herself in more ways 

than one. They understand how to teach in different settings and can get 

their points across in different ways. 

 

Both respondents above described the use of many different teaching approaches 

as a main characteristic of a flexible teacher, and also stated that flexibility in teaching 

could accommodate the needs of a range of learners with diverse preferences in learning. 

In the following statement another student also gave emphasis to multiple instructional 

strategies, but he or she listed various teaching tools as an indication of being flexible in 

teaching. 

I would think [a flexible] teacher had many different ways to relay the 

material. Like maybe she uses charts, pictures, notes and videos to help 

you learn the information. 

 

Although it seems apparent that a flexible teacher possesses a repertoire of 

teaching strategies and multiple teaching tools to use, it is not yet clear whether multiple 

forms of teaching alone would be sufficient to address differences in learning. However, 

it is noteworthy that the examples of instructional flexibility provided by college students 

were innovative, applicable, and somewhat non-traditional. In the following statement, 

one respondent described flexible teaching as opposed to “traditional” lecturing: 
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A teacher who is flexible in their teaching, I believe, is one who uses a 

variety of methods to get their point across. (Their) teaching isn’t 

presented in clearly structured forms all the time, such as in power points 

or overhead notes, but also in more applicable forms. These forms range 

from brainstorming in groups, to working outside the classroom and 

applying the information. 

 

Not only does a flexible teacher possess a variety of teaching methods, he or she 

would also develop and organize clusters of activity that would help students apply their 

learned knowledge. Another interesting thing to note from the above statement is that the 

format of teaching of a flexible teacher is not “clearly structured,” and it could be 

somewhat non-traditional, such as “working outside the classroom.” Aligned with this 

idea, in the following statement, another student gave emphasis to multiple teaching 

tools, but a flexible teacher was also described as someone who was innovative. 

 A teacher who is flexible can also be innovative. I would think that a 

flexible teaching style would mean that they could alter their teaching 

style to each different group that they are supposed to teach. For example, 

they would be able to use different examples and language for one class 

on one day and then change it up for a different group of people the next 

day. 

 

It could be inferred from the above comment that a flexible teacher is someone 

who would try novel ways to teach. Furthermore, a flexible teacher is capable of tailoring 

teaching approaches depending on the characteristics of learning population, such as 

different cognitive levels, interests, backgrounds, and learning goals. In this theme, 

Teaching for the progress of learning: Adaptive teaching, it seems that the essence of 

flexibility in teaching is a teacher’s effort to find effective and successful ways to 
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communicate with students. To do so, along with the possession of multiple teaching 

methods, a teacher’s capability and willingness to adapt his or her teaching to meet the 

needs of learners was a salient characteristic many students mentioned. In the three 

following statements, students pointed out instructional adaptability: 

A flexible teacher would be one that is able to adapt to different students 

(such as those with varying backgrounds) and applying different methods 

of teaching different subject matter to those students (for example, picking 

a method that suits a particular kind of student best. 

 

If for some reason a certain section responds to a different method of 

teaching, then a flexible teacher would be willing to change the method 

used and not bound by motivation for uniformity. 

 

The ability to adapt to the needs of the class. I understand that teachers 

have to get through a set block of material, but comprehension should 

trump this idea. If a teacher can tailor the speed and teaching methods to 

the class, students will gain a better grasp of what is taught. 

 

What is transparent and common across all three statements above lies in the idea 

of fluidity of instruction. According to students’ descriptions, flexibility in teaching is a 

teacher’s adapting the pace of instruction or tailoring teaching methods to the class for 

better comprehension of course material, or adapting to learner differences by “picking a 

method that suits best” a particular group of students. 

Another subcategory of the theme reflecting the human persona of a flexible 

teacher is being perceptive to students’ ideas and needs, which refers to a teacher’s 

openness to questions, suggestions, and criticism from students that leads to modifying 

instructional methods, and even course structures. Thus, this subcategory is more about a 
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teacher’s instructional practice that is reflecting students’ ideas and suggestions. In doing 

so, a teacher is more open to students’ views.  

I would think that the professor would be open to student's ideas on their 

lectures, tests, grading, etc. I would expect for this professor to listen to 

his or her students, and take their opinions seriously as he or she teaches 

throughout the semester. I would expect for this professor to take students 

critiques and comments and use them to become a better teacher. I would 

expect this professor to care greatly about their students and their 

feedback. 

 

As can be construed from the above comment, a teacher’s act of integrating 

students’ ideas and needs into teaching is to enhance learning as well as his or her own 

growth as a teacher because it creates a feedback loop in a learning environment by 

valuing students’ opinions. But, not only students’ feedback, a flexible teacher would 

“care greatly” about their students as well, according to the above comment. So, it seems 

that the student felt a sense of respect from flexible teachers because they are caring and 

willing to listen what students have to say. Moreover, because they are paying attention 

to the progress of individual students’ learning, flexible teachers have some sort of ability 

or ways to be aware of what the students’ needs might be. 

One of the ways a flexible teacher has of conveying that awareness that students 

described was a teacher’s positive attitude, such as his or her tireless attempts to work 

with individual students, or a willingness to be positively disposed toward students’ 

views and needs: 

[A flexible teacher] would be willing to take ideas from their students to 

help them learn. I would assume that the teacher was very open to 

discussion among the students. And, from that discussion, the teacher 
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would base his or her teachings, arguments, and lectures. However, 

because it would be a course, there would be a backbone and basis for 

each discussion. I think I would assume that this meant that the teacher 

was open to criticism of his/her teaching method and would take these 

critiques into consideration, and then change his/her teaching methods. It 

might also mean that they are open to student participation. Student-

oriented. Understand that they were once students and things can be 

difficult at times. 

 

This student believed that a teacher who was flexible in his or her teaching would take 

students’ ideas and incorporate them into teaching. So, this respondent emphasized more 

a teacher’s active response to students’ ideas and suggestions through discussion. The 

student-teacher interactions subsequently would result in a teacher’s decision to alter his 

or her teaching in an effort to conform to students’ point of view. Thus, this student 

believed that flexibility in teaching would show a student-oriented approach. Also, this 

student illustrated that a flexible teacher would understand what students were going 

through or the difficulties that students would encounter by saying, “[Flexible teachers 

would] understand that they were once students and things can be difficult at times.” 

In addition to the understanding of students, some students also claimed that a 

flexible teacher should possess a depth of content knowledge to be responsive to students 

and be adaptive to their level of understanding: 

A flexible teacher fully understands the material and is able to explain it to 

any student in whatever way they needed to help the student fully 

understand it. They are able to work with obstacles and still convey the 

core concepts of the material. 
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They aren't set in stone of their course framework. To me, it seems like 

this shows more knowledge on their part. 

 

According to these respondents, it is necessary and critical for a teacher to possess 

a full understanding of the course material as well as the ability to explain it to students. 

In fact, a student in one of the comments above believed a flexible teacher would teach 

the material to “any student in whatever way they needed.” This shows the ability of a 

teacher to adapt to students with different levels of understanding, and it would not be 

possible without a full understanding of the content. Thus, for a teacher to be adaptable, 

he or she needs to have content knowledge, and multiple teaching tools to use. However, 

it is metacognitive teaching that enables a teacher to make decisions about alternate 

instructional strategies through simultaneous monitoring of student progress and his or 

her own teaching. A visual illustration of the relationship between the two constructs is 

described in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4. The Relationship between Metacognitive Teaching and Adaptive Teaching 
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Theme Two: A teacher role as the “human” persona          

   

Understanding of Students: Flexible deadlines 

Another prominent theme that emerged from the student data was a college 

teacher’s role and characteristics as a “human” persona. Many college students remarked 

upon common characteristics of flexible teachers and the way they structure and manage 

courses. In describing this theme, many student participants reported that flexibility in 

teaching could be manifested in a somewhat malleable course structure, such as 

modifying course schedule or assignment deadlines as the teachers tried to be “human” in 

recognition of the students’ condition. In view of that, students described flexible 

teachers as being patient, caring, sympathetic, supportive, understanding, 

accommodating, available and approachable. These characteristics of a flexible teacher 

were illustrated in a triangle in Figure 5, and circles represented elements of instructional 

flexibility. 

 

Figure 5. A Flexible Teacher 
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Hence, the theme of A Teacher’s Role As The “Human” Persona is the 

juxtaposition of teachers’ understanding of their students and their teaching that takes 

into account students as individual persons who come to learn. This means that flexible 

teachers are cognizant of the fact that not all students are able to keep up with initial 

course “rules,” especially when unexpected things arise, according to students’ 

descriptions. Subsequently, flexible deadlines for assignments or tests was one of the 

most frequently described sub-categories. Many students stated that teachers who were 

flexible in their teaching might have flexible timelines for required course work or 

alternative assignments. 

If a teacher were flexible, I would think that means they are very 

accommodating to their students in relations to turning in assignments, 

absences, office hour appointments, etc. I don't think that this implies that 

they'd allow the student to slack off, but are understandable [sic] to the 

students needs if a situation were to arise. 

 

According to the comment above, flexible teachers are understanding of their 

students’ needs and situations, not just their learning, and they tend to have some 

flexibility in course assignment deadlines and flexible office hours to work with their 

students. Similar to the above comment, another student also emphasized a teacher’s 

flexibility with course assignments as a way to accommodate to their students by saying, 

“This would mean that what is on the syllabus does not [preside] over what happens in 

the classroom.” 

So, flexible teachers are not “sticklers” for the course syllabi. There is some room 

for variability depending on individual students’ situations and needs. In this case, 
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accommodating to students could simply mean a teacher’s acknowledging the fact that 

some students need more time to finish assignments: 

If students are having trouble with assignments or meeting deadlines, a 

flexible teacher is understanding and willing to work with students in 

coming up with a new improved solution. 

 

Flexible to me means that the teacher is willing to make exceptions to 

deadlines, assignments, etc. A flexible teacher will allow students to miss 

class or turn in assignments late because of simple excuses or just because. 

Flexible also means less strict and less likely to stick to a detailed syllabus. 

 

It seems that a teacher’s understanding does not simply lead to malleability of 

course schedules and course requirements; rather, it is an effort to help individual 

students learn better by considering different conditions, cognitive levels, and varying 

preparedness or prior knowledge. The following excerpt also shows how a flexible 

college teacher makes an attempt to get the most out of individual learners’ potential or 

capabilities: 

A teacher who is flexible works with his or her students to produce the 

best results possible and provide an environment where they learn as most 

[sic] as they can. However, if a teacher is too flexible that could translate 

into being a push-over and letting excuses for poor work slip by. 

 

One interesting thing to note from the above statement is that even though 

flexibility could facilitate students’ learning, it could also hinder learning if a teacher were 

“too flexible.” This means that a teacher needs to be careful before making decisions to 

modify instructional plans because the ultimate goal of deviating from an initial 

instructional arrangement is not to please students but to promote learning. Another 
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student said that although a flexible teacher would understand and work with students by 

rescheduling, he or she would stick to the course structure with the exception of such 

cases where the majority of the class wishes to be excused for other useful learning 

experiences. 

A flexible teacher would be one who sticks to the syllabus but understands 

when unexpected situations occur. If a student cannot make it to class or a 

test for a good reason, the teacher understands and works with them. If 

there is an event on campus, the class attends and the teacher rearranges 

the teaching schedule to accommodate a worthwhile experience. 

 

Unlike the previous comment, which asserted that a flexible teacher’s effort and 

understanding is to produce the best result possible from students, this statement is more 

about a teacher’s understanding of unexpected situations that could arise. The student 

who made the above comment seemed to believe that although a flexible teacher would 

maintain the course structure according to the syllabus, which might be the macro level 

of the course structure, he or she would have some flexibility at the micro level of the 

course structure, such as rearranging schedules for the whole class. 

Whether it is a course schedule adjustment with individual students or with the 

whole class, the underlying premise for allowing flexibility in deadlines is a teacher’s 

understanding of students and his or her willingness to work with them. Because of this 

aspect, college students provided some descriptions of a flexible teacher as someone who 

is “reasonably laid back about the administrative aspects of the course.” Furthermore, 

some students felt that such adjusting could in fact help them learn because of the 

different pace of learning for individual learners. 
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If students need more time to work on an assignment or ask question in 

class, [a flexible teacher] will change test dates and move items on the 

syllabus back to make it happen. 

 

The above comment on reasons why a flexible teacher makes adjustments is 

somewhat different from previous comments in that a teacher’s understanding about the 

course schedule does not depend on meeting students’ personal needs; rather, it has to do 

with their academic learning pace. In other words, a teacher would adjust the course 

structure when students do not quite understand or when they need more time with tasks. 

As was portrayed above, college students conjured up the image of flexible 

teachers as individuals who could understand their students and try to see things from 

their students’ point of view. This idea of flexibility in teaching from college students 

goes one step further. Many students described a flexible teacher as someone who was 

understanding and willing to help students learn by being more approachable and 

available to work with them. The comments below reflect this idea: 

… [Flexible teachers] are available before and after class to help the 

students and are willing to accommodate any differences among the 

students - easy to get a hold of - uses various communication tools 

(internet, instant messenger, website, email, etc). 

 

I would think that a flexible teacher is one who goes out of his/her way to 

accommodate students' needs. A flexible teacher leaves room for any and 

all questions, adds or changes office hours to fit students' availabilities, 

and grades on a more subjective, "how well have you done/improved", 

basis (rather than a strict unbreakable rubric). 

 



 51 

According to the above comments, flexible teachers would leave room for things 

that they could not foresee. More importantly, they would go “out of their way” to 

accommodate students’ needs. In order to do that, these students believed that a flexible 

teacher would manage his or her office hours in a flexible manner to be readily 

approachable and available to students. Also, it is noteworthy that one of the above 

participants put an emphasis on students’ progress in learning as an overarching idea. 

Another reason for a teacher to make himself or herself available was to provide a 

lot of opportunities for students to learn and experience: 

They are also willing to go the extra mile and give you more time. It could 

mean that the teacher is willing to make extra time to see that all the 

students get the opportunity to do scholastic activities such as office hours, 

tutoring session, test reviews and just one-on-one time. I would think that 

the teacher is more concerned with the well-being of the students. I would 

expect them maybe to have more extra credit opportunities or have more 

out-of-class availability to help students or explain material. Flexible to 

me is laying aside their own agenda and being there for their students to a 

higher degree than the average teacher. She should also be able to take 

care of each student's special needs. 

 

According to the comment above, a teacher’s role was to make himself or herself 

readily available and approachable to offer various learning opportunities for students. 

For instance, by offering a range of course review sessions, the teacher could reach out to 

students who would have not been cared for otherwise because, as discussed earlier, not 

all students can grasp material effortlessly in class due to differences in learning. Thus, a 

teacher’s special effort could help in this matter. 
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The concept of approachable and available came from student participants’ 

attention to the connection between them and their teachers. From an instructional point 

of view, the student-teacher interaction plays an important role for teachers because it 

gives them a chance to assess their students’ progress in learning. Hence, as indicated 

earlier, all the efforts teachers make to be more approachable and available to students 

can parallel the aforementioned characteristics of a flexible teacher in that flexible 

teachers do value students’ questions, suggestions, and criticism in order to teach meet 

the needs of students. Ultimately, flexible teachers’ goal is to help students learn with 

tireless support: 

A flexible teacher is one who is willing to change his schedule in order to 

help students. He isn't overly concerned with getting through a set amount 

of material but rather is concerned with getting students to connect with 

the information presented no matter how long that takes. The teacher 

doesn't leave students behind, because he is available and open to 

questions and is willing to dedicate time to students. 

 

This participant was describing a flexible teacher as someone who would “not leave 

students behind” because of the great learning support system the teacher provided, such 

as adjusting the schedule or being available to students when needed. As can be inferred 

from the above comment, it appears that this student saw flexible teachers as striving to 

take into account all elements of learning when they teach. 
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Summary of Students’ Conception of Flexibility in Teaching 

With regard to learning elements, flexible teachers do consider students’ 

differences in learning such as dissimilar learning preparedness, levels of understanding, 

as well as various individual needs. To incorporate all those differences, teachers use an 

array of teaching methods, persistently monitor students’ understanding, and make 

themselves approachable and available to students. As another participant explained, all 

these efforts are to teach students by considering “progression of the students”: 

A flexible teacher is one who allows the course to flow with the natural 

progression of the students. They are not too hasty in moving on to the 

next subject just to stick to a pre-made syllabus but want to make sure 

students are learning all the concepts and moving forward. There is a 

balance of challenge and patience. 

 

As a final description of flexibility in teaching, I would like to present a list of the 

college students’ descriptors of the construct of flexibility taken from their comments. 

Below are adjectives and some short descriptions from college students that portray the 

image of a flexible teacher. To them, a flexible teacher is someone who is: 

Open-minded, approachable, available, casual, easy to talk to, value 

students’ opinion, understanding, more social in class, accommodating, 

relaxed in her teaching style, will not go along with his syllabus, and just 

let conversation flow during lecture, various ways of assessing (exams), 

would go off on tangents and get off subject, cares about students 

succeeding, not necessarily easy, but someone who gives ample 

opportunities to be successful in that class, easy to work with, not so 

focused on enforcing "the rule book," someone who is not like other 

professors, someone who adapts to the changing environment of academia 

and technology, a teacher who would work with the students to help them 
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understand the material as much as possible and to get them to make the 

best grade as possible. 

 

From the descriptors of a flexible teacher above, it can be seen that college 

students conjure up the image of a teacher who is approachable, supportive, and caring 

for his or her students. In addition, as discussed earlier in the most endorsed categories, a 

flexible teacher is someone who focuses on the progress of learning by taking into 

account individual learners’ differences in learning. To address the differences, a flexible 

teacher is willing to work with his or her students with patience, understanding, and 

various teaching strategies to adapt. Because of these characteristics, one of the 

participants said a flexible teacher was “looking like one of us” who was dedicated to 

teach. 
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College Students’ Perceptions of Effective Teaching 

As with the concept of flexibility in teaching, there was no conspicuous difference 

between the students who answered the question about effective teaching fir or second. 

However, emerging themes for the construct of effective teaching were more 

sophisticated and complex than those from descriptions of flexibility in teaching. 

Students’ description of the construct encompassed a range of elements from a teacher’s 

profound content knowledge to a sustained and substantial influence on the development 

of students. In this section, I will illustrate the conceptions of effective teaching and what 

college students deemed to be the most important traits associated with it by looking 

through the following emerging themes: 1) Teaching to bridge the gap from facts to 

understanding: Characterized as teacher’s instructional strategies and efforts to help 

students understand concepts; 2) Teacher’s role as the content expert and scholar: 

Depicted as college instructors who possess a depth of content knowledge, pedagogy, and 

pedagogical context knowledge. The themes and categories describing effective teaching 

will be presented, and some comparisons will be made to categories and themes 

associated with flexibility in teaching. 

 

Theme One: Teaching to bridge the gap from facts to understanding 

One of the prominent themes for the concept of effective teaching was the way 

college students portrayed teaching by what I came to call teaching to bridge the gap 

from facts to understanding. Students’ comments were coded as a part of this theme if 

they pointed out instructional practices or teachers’ efforts that they felt would help them 

to bridge the gap between mere facts and deeper understanding of content material. 
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Figure 6. Effective Teaching 

 

There are two categories within this theme: Teaching as effective delivery 

mechanism, and metacognitive teaching. The central idea of these categories centers 

around the efforts a teacher makes within a learning context to help students grasp the 

material well. However, it is noteworthy that metacognitive teaching, which was one of 

the categories for instructional flexibility, appeared again under the concept of effective 

teaching. Thus, further discussion of metacognitive teaching, especially the relationship 

between this instance and the previous instance will be addressed later. Teaching as 

effective delivery mechanism, which was the most frequently remarked category by 

students, was described as a teacher’s effective communication skills that lead to 

students’ understanding of course material. In a learning context, a teacher’s instructional 

effort of monitoring students’ level of understanding, and subsequent instructional 

decision-making was another frequently mentioned category, which I labeled as 

metacognitive teaching. 

Before further discussion, it is important to note that there was some degree of 

overlap between the two constructs, flexibility in teaching and effective teaching. In the 

previous section on flexibility in teaching, I discussed a teacher’s possession and use of 

multiple teaching methods as salient features; and I called it “adaptive teaching.” In 
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describing effective teaching, students shared similar views by emphasizing the 

effectiveness of multiple teaching tools or many different ways of explaining concepts in 

relation to differences in learning. Further comparison between instructional flexibility 

and effective teaching will be discussed with a visual detail at the end of the section on 

metacognitive teaching. 

 
Figure 7. Teaching as Effective Delivery Mechanism 
 

Teaching as effective delivery mechanism 

Many of the participants’ descriptions of effective teaching seemed to dwell on 

the ways instructors communicate with their students (see Figure 7). It seems that when 

college students portray effective teaching, they are thinking of all that a teacher does that 

results in students’ understanding of concepts important to the class. Thus, many students 

focused on what effective teachers do, especially on how they “lecture” in an effective 

manner. Accordingly, college students described this idea of effective communication as 

one of the essential characteristics of an effective teacher by perceiving it as a means to 

help students understand the course concept. This view can be seen in the following 

comments: 
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I would think it meant that the teacher has good communication skills and 

can really teach the material to where the students understand all concepts, 

including the hard ones. 
 

 

I would think that maybe the class was rigorous but that you would come 

out of the class with a lot of knowledge on the subject. The teacher is able 

to communicate the information very well, clear and precise. 

 

Many other students made similar comments that corroborated the characteristic 

of effective instructors as described above, although in the descriptions, students did not 

quite elucidate whether effective communication ability meant an instructor’s 

presentation skills in class or the way teachers communicated with their students in 

general about course material. Despite the vagueness of the meaning of effective 

communication ability, it is noteworthy that their idea referred to instructors’ effective 

communication for the majority of the class, if not for everyone. In addition, many 

students stated that teaching with effective communication could elicit students’ better 

understanding of the material. 

… I would assume that the teacher was able to get across what they were 

trying to teach to their students. Effective teachers are able to 

communicate their information in a very direct way that the students are 

able to learn and comprehend the information well. 

 

In this comment, the student seemed to be saying that instructors who are 

effective in their teaching would be successful in getting their points across. Along with 

this view, many college students mentioned the relationship between instructors’ 

effective communication skills and their students’ learning or understanding of course 

material. But what is interesting to note from the above comment is the way the 
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respondent described effective communication by saying, “in a direct way.” In fact, 

during the process of data analysis, I came across similar descriptions, such as clear, 

direct, or organized instruction to refer to one of the characteristics of effective teaching. 

It seemed that the idea of direct/clear/organized instruction refers to the meaning 

of “efficiency” in that an effective teacher would be focused and organized with an 

absence of irrelevant information. 

I would think that the teacher gets straight to the point, is clear and 

concise, and generally the students understand the material because of the 

way it is delivered. 
 

[An effective teacher] lectures clearly and in an organized fashion. 

Presents material in an understandable way… 
 

Someone who uses a very direct route in explaining a concept. An 

effective teacher uses a clear and direct logical thought process and is 

articulate in expressing that to the class… 

 

Aligned with the notion of organized, direct, clear instruction, students also stated 

that teachers who are effective in their teaching made information easy to understand by 

presenting course material in “chewable” chunks. 

I would imagine an effective teacher was a very good communicator who 

was able to break the material down into well-organized and meaningful 

sections. An effective teacher would also provide relevant examples to 

illustrate his/her points, so students would be able to tie sometimes 

difficult concepts into concrete terms. 

 

According to the comment above, an instructor’s good communication ability included 

his or her ability to reorganize the material into meaningful pieces. As an example, when 

an instructor provides relevant examples to explain concepts, students have a better 
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understanding of difficult concepts by making connections through concrete examples. 

However, for an instructor to arrange the material in a meaningful way, and to provide 

relevant examples, the students felt the instructor had to have a deep understanding of the 

course material. 

To put it concisely, according to students’ comments, effective teaching was a 

teacher’s instructional practice and efforts to help students understand course content. 

What is worthy of note is the fact that many students believed it was helpful for their 

understanding when an instructor simplified difficult course material: 

Effective meaning that the teacher teaches well. Information is easy to 

understand because the teacher is a good teacher and can explain things 

well. Maybe the subject material is put into sections so that it is easier to 

understand… 

 

I would think the teacher was able to get through to the students. He/she 

was able to take a perhaps complicated piece of course material and break 

it down to whatever level it would require to be broken down to so 

students can understand it. It doesn't necessarily mean the class is easier 

or harder it just means the students have understand the course material 

better or quicker with him/she as a result, the course or at least that part of 

it makes it easier for a student. 

 

I think this means the teacher presents information in a way that students 

can relate to or comprehend more easily. An effective teacher is one with 

the ability to efficiently communicate material to his/her students. 

 

In addition to an instructor’s ability to manage course material in a more 

digestible way for his/her students, students also remarked upon an effective teacher’s 

use of varied teaching methods: 
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… The teacher is thorough and uses many different methods to convey the 

information, as well as how that information fits into a larger scheme or big 

picture. 

 

Effective would be that they used worthwhile tools in order to get the information 

across to the students in both an informative and interesting way. Many teachers 

use powerpoints, pictures, videos, and other examples, which seem to be 

effective means of teaching. 

 

With regard to variety in using teaching tools, students identified several reasons why it 

was an important aspect of instructional practice, thereby enhancing learning. First, as 

can be seen in the above comment, use of multiple teaching methods was one of the 

factors that made the class entertaining and interesting, which was an important feature of 

effective teaching because it kept students’ attention. Another reason students gave for 

the effectiveness of multiple teaching tools came from the idea of embracing differences 

in learning. They believed that it enabled the instructor to reach out to the majority of the 

class, if not all: 

An effective teacher is one who takes time to explain the material of the course in 

different ways. Every student learns differently and some students need more 

help than others. 

 

This comment seemed to imply that the student saw value in multiple teaching tools and 

in taking many different ways to explain concepts in relation to differences in learning. In 

addition, quite a few students said teachers’ various teaching methods were helpful for 

students with different “learning styles” as in the following comment: 

I would think that the teacher was able to communicate the course material 

successfully, and did so in a manner that was accommodating to a range of 

different learning styles. 
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Metacognitive Teaching 

 

Figure 8. Metacognitive Teaching in Flexible and Effective Teaching 

 

Another category under the theme of Teaching to bridge the gap from facts to 

understanding is what I again call “Metacognitive Teaching.” In describing salient 

features of effective teaching, college students stated that a teacher who was effective in 

teaching would actively screen how students learn, and monitor his or her teaching 

accordingly. This description of metacognitive teaching is notable because this is the part 

that overlaps with the concept of flexibility in teaching (see Figure 8). Another aspect of 

this category is the fact that not only does metacognitive teaching overlap between 

flexibility in teaching and effective teaching, it also has an effect on other components 

within each construct.  

So, a teacher’s ability to monitor student learning as well as their own teaching 

could inform the teacher to see whether the choice of instructional methods were 

effective or not: 

To me effective means that the teacher knows how to get their point across 

to the students. The class can understand the teacher. An effective teacher 
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knows how to communicate with the students and knows what to change if 

there is something that's not being communicated very well. 

 

This student indicated a teacher’s excellent communication skill as one of the important 

characteristics of effective teaching, yet the “effectiveness” of communication came from 

the teacher’s reflection on his or her own teaching in an effort to see whether students 

were grasping the material or not. This view was echoed in another comment: 

An effective teacher would be able to elaborate, use different examples, 

and demonstrate the concept in alternate ways if the initial explanation 

was ineffective. 

 

According to the above comment, a teacher’s reflection on his or her own 

teaching could result in modifying teaching methods, especially when the initial teaching 

method seemed not effective. Also, through frequent monitoring an effective teacher 

would try to make sure the majority of class, if not all, understands course material before 

moving on to the next agenda. 

An effective teacher is one who has excellent communicative abilities. 

They would make sure that everyone in the class understood the material 

before moving on. 

 

So, it can be surmised that an effective teacher would frequently encounter 

situations where he or she would need to make instructional decisions whether to modify 

initial teaching methods or not to help the majority of students’ understanding. Therefore, 

it seems vital to metacognitive teaching that a teacher is assessing of his or her own 

teaching and continuously monitoring of students’ understanding because an effective 

teacher takes into account students’ cognitive level in getting the points across. 



 64 

[An effective teacher] communicated course concepts in a way that 

reached the cognitive ability of the students and also kept their attention in 

doing so. 

 

I would think an effective teacher was truly able to communicate the 

information in class to students. Many times I feel that teachers are so 

smart they forget students have no idea what the subject is and the teacher 

doesn't know how to communicate with our level, therefore making it 

harder for students to learn. An effective teacher would be able to bridge 

this gap. 

 

I would interpret effective teaching as a teacher who effectively shares 

information in way that students grasp on to it and understand it fully. 

Their methods of communication teach students the necessary material 

and enable them to hold onto the material for duration of time. Studying is 

limited because the material is presented fully in a manner in which 

students understand. 

 

On the whole, it can be inferred from students’ perceptions that a teacher’s 

willingness and ability to check students’ understanding are essential and necessary 

characteristics of an effective teacher. As one of the ways teachers could have the “self-

check moment” in their teaching, many students said effective teachers were interactive 

with their students: 

This means that the professor is interactive enough with his or her students 

that he or she knows that the message is getting across.
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Theme Two: A teacher’s role as content expert 

A second prominent theme for the concept of effective teaching was the way 

college students portrayed a teacher by what I came to call a teacher’s role as content 

expert. Students’ comments were coded as a part of this theme if they pointed out salient 

characteristics of an effective teacher. So, the discussion under the theme of teaching to 

bridge the gap from facts to understanding in the previous section focused more on 

features concerning instructional strategies, whereas the theme of a teacher’s role as 

content expert had to do with characteristics of a teacher and necessary traits that they 

possessed (see Figure 9). 

 

Figure 9. An Effective Teacher 

 

There are two categories within this theme: Being knowledgeable in the field, and 

being passionate about content and teaching. The focal point of these categories is 

regarding the quality that teachers are expected to possess to be effective in teaching.  

Being knowledgeable in the field 
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A profound content knowledge was what students believed an effective teacher 

must have. As a matter of fact, a teacher’s full understanding of subject matter could be 

one of the areas that everybody, without exception, believed an effective teacher should 

possess. According to students’ a simplistic and observable form of a teacher’s deep 

understanding of content knowledge could be seen by the way he or she handled 

students’ inquiries: 

I feel an effective teach would be one who is completely knowledgeable 

on their subject. They are able to answer any question they are given by 

their class… 

 

… The teacher him/herself would have to have a thorough knowledge of 

the material, and would be able to field the questions of students… 

 

As can be inferred from the above statements, a teacher’s fuller understanding of 

content knowledge itself is unlikely to fulfill the image of an effective teacher. As 

another essential quality of an effective teacher, students made a connection between a 

teacher’s profound knowledge base and intellectual communication skills with students. 

Thus, not only did an effective teacher possess extensive content knowledge, he or she 

also was capable of explaining material to the cognitive level of his or her students: 

… And because of [an effective teacher’s] wide knowledge base, the 

teacher is able to convey the relevant course information to their students 

in a way that is both understandable and easy to learn/comprehend. 

 

They were thorough and knowledgeable about their subject and relayed 

the information well to their students. 
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[An effective teacher is] able to explain and teach students on a technical 

topic, in not so technical terms. We as students are not experts, so 

effective teachers are the ones that give us a good basis on a subject. 

 

As can be seen in the above comments, students were explicit about an effective 

teacher’s instructional strategies that were corresponding to students’ frame of reference. 

So, it seemed that an effective teacher had knowledge of how to best teach his or her 

subject matter to students so that it could have a substantial and sustained influence on 

learning: 

I would think that the teacher made the subject relevant to the student, that 

the teacher explained the subject in many different ways and was attentive 

to students who have difficulties, and that the teacher made sure the 

students were ready for the next course. 

 

I would think their teacher was confident and very knowledgeable not 

only in the subject but in how to teach well; their teacher would be very 

influential and challenged students to think about the subject; taught in a 

way that made it understandable for the students; the goals of the class 

were met by the teacher's methods, students walk away from the class 

feeling as if they had learned something. 

 

Therefore, an effective teacher had the ability of making complex material easy to 

understand for students by using multiple teaching strategies. Also, an effective teacher 

could help students grasp material better because he or she was perceptive of instances 

when students stumbled over difficult concepts. Consequently, the goals of the class 

could be met in an effective teacher’s class when instructional strategies were effective. 
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Being passionate about content and teaching 

An effective teacher showed genuine excitement and passion for a particular 

subject, which made students value course material and motivated them to learn. 

Although a teacher’s genuine interest about content in itself could inspire some students, 

an effective teacher tacitly or explicitly would convey a sense of importance of content 

knowledge to students: 

An effective teacher is someone who is genuinely excited about the 

coursework and encourages the students to feel that way as well. It takes a 

certain attitude and excitement to infectiously cause the students to feel 

like the coursework is valuable to them. This teacher would not rely on 

any formulas or tricks to present the information, but would genuinely 

inspire the students to try to internalize and absorb the information. 

 

… An effective teacher is also one who can inspire and motivate students 

to learn, and be interested in what they're learning. They need to be able to 

convey a sense of importance with the material. 

 

Along with the sincere passion for subject knowledge, students said an effective 

teacher was also honestly interested in sharing knowledge with students. One student said 

because of an effective teacher’s passion for the subject and teaching, some students 

could get inspired to major the field:  

… A teacher that is honestly interested in teaching the students the 

information because they like what they chose to study and because they 

like teaching… 

 

I would believe that they could drive the concepts into the students mind, 

make a subject easy to understand. Be able to communicate with the 

students and even inspire some of them into their field… 
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Summary of Students’ Conception of Effective Teaching 

While instructional approaches vary, common characteristics of an effective 

teacher are the possession of a profound understanding of content knowledge as well as 

an array of teaching tools that they can use. But, what really makes a difference between 

a teacher and an excellent teacher is an understanding of learners and the recognition of 

situations when students grapple with difficult concepts because depending on learners’ 

level of understanding, an effective teacher could arrange ways to communicate well over 

content. Another common characteristic of a teacher is an excellent communication skill, 

and this does not mean just verbal proficiency. A teacher with excellent communication 

skills would be able to capture students’ attention by using varied teaching methods and 

providing various perspectives throughout the learning process. In addition, in an effort to 

help students’ better understanding, a teacher with effective communication skills would 

be clear in getting the points across by organizing contents well in meaningful and 

digestible pieces. Well structured information into meaningful segments is vital for 

students understanding because it helps them to integrate new information effectively 

into their existing knowledge, a key component of learning. 

It is also notable that many characterizations and descriptions of effective 

teaching were primarily focused on the ways instructors communicate with their students. 

This can be seen in the following description from a college student that portrays the 

image of an effective teacher: 

Organized, direct, clear and precise, focused, nothing more, nothing less, 

easy to understand, efficient, clearly directed, engaging, entertaining, well-

communicated, leaves nothing out, providing a thorough knowledge, 
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knowledgeable, hard but good, very cut and dry, perhaps not the nicest or 

understanding, but teaches well, good at what he does. 

 

In describing an effective teacher, students emphasized the effectiveness of instruction by 

focusing on what their teachers do, especially how they teach in an effective manner. 

Thus, the effective instruction was perceived as a means to help the majority of students 

understand the concept. More importantly, they linked it to the successful learning 

outcomes or achieving goals of the class. One of the participants said, “[Effective 

teacher] produced measurable positive results in their students.” 
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Section Two 

College Teachers’ Views of Effective Teaching and Flexibility in Teaching 

 

The college instructors who participated in this study came from a pool of names 

nominated from the 500 student participants. I asked students to nominate any of their 

professors who were effective and flexible in their teaching. Thus, students and instructor 

participants did not necessarily come from the same classes at the time of data collection. 

Accordingly, no response comparisons were made between the two groups of 

participants, nor did I pursue any connection between one data set and the other. 

However, all the instructor participants were aware of the fact that they had been 

nominated as teachers who fell into the category of effective and flexible in their 

teaching. Consistent with the data collection protocol, about half the instructor 

participants were asked to provide their views of effective teaching first followed by 

views of flexibility in teaching, and the other half had the reverse question order. No 

observable difference was found as a result of the question order for the two concepts. 

Before further discussion, it should be noted that the protocol questions for 

student participants and instructor participants were not identical (see Appendices B and 

C). For students, the questions for the concepts of effective teaching and flexibility in 

teaching were equally divided, whereas there was more focus on instructional flexibility 

for the instructors. This meant that all instructors got questions about their concepts of 

both effective and flexibility in teaching, but further questions about related factors and 
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about their instructional practice were focused more on flexibility in teaching as this was 

the main purpose of this study. 

With regard to the emergent themes and categories from these data, there were 

more similarities than discrepancies when compared to responses from student 

participants. In fact, the overall emergent themes were the same across student and 

instructor participants, but a few new subcategories were added to the themes with 

instructor data. Thus, in presenting findings from instructor data, I will describe them 

relative to students’ views of effective teaching and flexibility in teaching. 

Regarding instructor participant demographics, fifteen instructors participated in 

this study. Six were female and nine were male instructors. Four instructors came from 

the College of Natural Sciences, four instructors came from College of Education, four 

instructors came from Social Sciences, and three instructors came from College of 

Liberal Arts. The demographic information and quotes of participants are presented in 

Table 1 on page 73, 74, and 75.  
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Table 1. Instructors’ Demographic Data and Example Quotes Associated with Each Construct 

 

Participant Sex Yrs of 

Teaching 

Rank Discipline Definition of 

Effective Teaching 

Definition of 

Flexibility in Teaching 

Relationship of 

Flexible & Effective 

Teaching 

A F  Senior 

Lecturer 

College of 

Natural 

Sciences 

Effective teaching is how to 

know, how to get to know, 

how to get there. 

 

Deviating from teaching 

agenda on spot 

You can be flexible and not 

effective. 

 

B M 20 Senior 

Lecturer 

College of 

Education 

“There are many ways to be 

effective, but the three 

common things are: you have 

to like your subject matter, 

your students, and you have 

to like “sharing” or 

teaching.” 

Diverging from lecture to 

interest your students 

“You can be somewhat 

inflexible, but your lecture 

could be so entertaining, 

brilliant, so insightful.” 

 

C M 30 Professor College of 

Communi-

cation 

Seduction, make it 

interesting, applicable, and 

persuasive. 

To understand students have 

their lives, too. 

Adapting material to the 

context they're in; “Teaching 

is an improv”; going with the 

flow 

Flexibility is a component of 

effective teaching. 

D M  Professor College of 

Natural 

Sciences 

“Very best teachers make 

themselves obsolete” An 

effective teacher is able to 

take somebody through the 

learning process so that the 

learner is utterly capable of 

working without you as a 

result. 

Feeling the “pulse” of the 

students in class to keep 

them motivated and engaged. 

Flexibility is a component of 

effective teaching. 

E M 20 Associate 

Professor 

College of 

Communi-

cation 

An effective teacher takes 

learners’ perspectives, 

interests, ages, etc. into 

teaching. 

Teaching by taking learners’ 

perspectives into teaching 

Effective, but not flexible 

might be possible.  But a 

really effective teacher is 

also flexible in teaching. 
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Table 1. Instructors’ Demographic Data and Example Quotes Associated with Each Construct (continued) 

 
*Participant G dropped out of the study. 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Participant Sex Yrs of 

Teaching 

Rank Discipline Definition of 

Effective Teaching 

Definition of 

Flexibility in Teaching 

Relationship of 

Flexible & Effective 

Teaching 

F F 10 Adjunct 

Assistant 

Professor 

College of 

Education 

“To get students to think 

about things in ways they 

haven’t thought about them 

before.” 

“Capacity to change and 

adapt, and one’s tendency to 

try new things." 

Flexibility is necessary to get 

students to think about things 

in ways they haven’t thought 

about them before. 

G M  Professor College of 

Liberal 

Arts 

* * * 

H F 5 Assistant 

Professor 

MBA Effective teaching is to make 

difficult concepts easy to 

understand, and to get 

students engaged and think. 

Making sure that the students 

have the opportunity to learn 

as much as they can 

“It goes hand in hand. In 

order to be effective, I think 

it is important to be 

somewhat flexible.” 

I F  Lecturer MBA Getting the message across, 

getting students to 

understand the content. 

“To find methods to get your 

material across using all the 

different delivery 

mechanisms to make learners 

interested in the material and 

make it meaningful to them, 

and to accommodate to 

students” 

Flexibility is an important 

component for effective 

teaching. 

J M 30 Lecturer College of 

Liberal 

Arts 

“Putting the energy into 

recognizing [issues], and 

being aware of, and paying 

attention to students who 

don’t get it.” 

I’m willing to change my 

approach to things, and I’m 

willing to constantly come at 

issues from different 

methodologies or different 

perspectives.” 

In order to be effective, he or 

she needs to be flexible. 
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Table 1. Instructors’ Demographic Data and Example Quotes Associated with Each Construct (continued) 

 

*Participant K dropped out of the study. 

Participant Sex Yrs of 

Teaching 

Rank Discipline Definition of 

Effective Teaching 

Definition of 

Flexibility in Teaching 

Relationship of 

Flexible & Effective 

Teaching 

K M  Associate 

Professor 

College of 

Liberal 

Arts 

* * * 

L F  Assistant 

Professor 

College of 

Education 

Being able to engage all 

levels of students in class. 

Being sensitive to students’ 

level of understanding. 

Sensitivity leads to 

effectiveness in teaching. 

M M 5-10 Assistant 

Professor 

College of 

Natural 

Sciences 

Effective teaching is about 

helping students grasp 

material and be able to apply 

as a result of that. 

“Willingness to allow 

discourse with the class to 

determine the direction of 

lectures or what’s being 

talked about… and try to 

stay in tune with students’ 

interests.” 

 

“I think flexible teaching 

facilitates effective teaching. 

Or it could create a context 

in which effective teaching 

can occur. So, how I think of 

myself as being flexible, I 

think that keeps students’ 

more interested and engaged. 

It allows me to be effective 

over the long run.” 

 

N F 5-10 Assistant 

Professor 

College of 

Education 

“ Communicating 

fundamentals that guide the 

field. Having students have 

ownership of their learning, 

and having them to come 

back for more (to learn).” 

 

“ Being responsive to 

feedback you get from your 

students about their learning 

process, and integrating that 

into your follow-up 

teaching.” 

“Flexibility is one tool for 

effectiveness.” 

O M  Lecturer College of 

Natural 

Sciences 

Effective teaching is about 

helping students grasp 

material by considering 

student differences in 

learning. 

Flexibility is to interest all 

individual students in the 

learning process.  

Flexibility is an important 

component for effective 

teaching. 
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College Teachers’ Perceptions of Effective Teaching 

With regard to the emergent themes of effective teaching, college instructors 

shared views that were similar to the students. However, they could provide insights and 

concerns that students did not quite articulate; in particular, instructors were able to 

describe what they intentionally tried in class to foster their students’ conceptual change. 

Thus, in this section, the concept of effective teaching and what college instructors deem 

to be the most important traits associated with it will be examined under the two themes: 

1) Teaching to bridge the gap from facts to understanding, and 2) Teacher’s role as the 

content expert and scholar. 

 

Theme One: Teaching to bridge the gap from facts to understanding 

Coded as a part of this theme were all instructors’ comments that pointed to 

instructional effort that was designed to assist and guide students to bridge the gap 

between learning mere facts and fuller understanding the content material. Three 

categories fell under this theme: Teaching as effective communication, metacognitive 

teaching, and keeping learners engaged (see Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10. Instructors’ Concepts of Effective Teaching 
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Figure 11. Teaching as Effective Delivery Mechanism 

 

Teaching as effective delivery mechanism 

According to instructors, the capability to communicate the course material to 

students in ways conducive to students’ understanding is one of the key factors in 

effective teaching. Indeed, this category was perceived as one of the most important 

characteristic of an effective teacher both by college students and teachers. Below are 

some examples of quotes from teachers when they were asked to provide their concepts 

of effective teaching: 

I think it’s rooted in communication. Communicating fundamentals that 

guide the field. Having students have ownership of their learning, and 

having them to come back for more (to learn). –Professor N 

 

Effective teaching is that students learn the material that you are trying to 

share with your class. So, it’s getting the message across, getting them to 

understand the content. –Professor I 

 

For both teacher and students effective communication skills unquestionably 

played a predominant role in the views of instructors and students’ effective teaching. 

This was one of the most important factors contributing to students’ understanding of the 
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material, in the eyes of both students and teachers. However, what was interesting was 

the difference between the ways students and teachers described effective 

communication; students placed more emphasis on focus and organization in 

communication than did teachers. This emphasis on organization, as presented in the 

previous section, can be seen from the words students used to describe effective 

communication, such as “direct,” “clear,” and “precise,” while those descriptors were not 

used by teachers. 

However, some teachers did say that a part of communication effectiveness was 

in assisting students’ understanding of the material by making information easy for their 

students, which was aligned with what students had also stated: 

I feel I’m effective if there’re some difficult concepts, then I make them 

simple and easy for the students to understand. So, if I give them intuitive 

examples, and also, if I can get them to come up with answers, I can take 

them through logic, and get them… for example, if there’s an equation, 

you know the elements in the equation, but you don’t know where they go, 

the numerator, the denominator. If I get them to think through, for 

example, what’s the relationship between the variable and other variables 

given the relationship? Where should it go? What do you think the 

relationship will be? So, I think of that as effective because I’m actually 

getting them to think about it and come up with their answer rather than 

me giving them the answer, giving them the equation. – Professor H 

 

This instructor’s idea of making concepts simple and easy appears to be 

communicating with students to guide them better especially when students grapple with 

difficult concepts. Some students’ perceptions of this category seemed more focused on 

presentation skills themselves, but this instructor’s comment about effective 
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communication seemed to refer to intellectual conversations between a teacher and 

students over material. Another instructor shared a very similar view by saying, “I’ve 

always been interested in what my students are thinking. So, it’s more of a dialogue, and 

less of a lecture” (by Professor A). 

Another subcategory under effective delivery mechanism was an instructor’s use 

of multiple teaching methods. One instructor said, “There’re many ways to be an 

effective teacher, many different styles, many different approaches…” Indeed, one of the 

common characteristics I found mentioned by the instructors I interviewed was their 

mastery of various teaching methods and tools to reach out to different learners’ needs. 

Not only do a number of teaching tools address different needs, they also expand the 

learning context. One instructor I interviewed told me about the variety of teaching tools 

he used in his class, and he also showed me his course website and a blog that he created 

for his students, which were mostly used outside the class to continue further discussion 

of the subject matter. 

 Um, not just PowerPoint, I do everything. I use the chalkboard, and then I 

have the Doc-cam since I write on pieces of paper. So, I put up Doc-cam 

on the right, and the slides on the left, and write on the chalkboard… And 

then they have this (course website, and blog)… I give them external 

references, so the Nifty sites of the week. [They] talk about what’s current 

and what’s going on, um, so, for example, I put up tools on the website, 

they can listen to sights of the week, articles of the week, and Nifty 

podcast of the week. And then, I put up some core information they should 

know. They all come to this and read this about what we’re talking 

about… And on top of that, there is a blog.”– Professor J 
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The reasons for using multiple teaching methods for Professor J as well as other 

instructors were for students’ better understanding of course content, to meet different 

learners’ needs, and to pique students’ interest in the subject matter. In sum, in describing 

the concept of effective teaching, instructors believed excellent communication skills, 

possession of multiple teaching tools and effective use of them were salient features of 

effective teaching, and this view of instructors on effective teaching was equivalent to 

that of students. 

 

Metacognitive Teaching 

Another common characteristic across instructor participants was their sensitivity 

to student learning, the learning context, and their own teaching. 

I think I’m a good teacher because, I know, first of all, I know the 

information very well that I want to teach. But, second of all, I think I’m 

sensitive to the students themselves. I can tell if someone understands 

what I’m talking about or not. I can tell who’s with me or not… 

Sometimes there’s just a few of the really best students in the class that are 

with me, and then I have to choose, “Oh, this is the point where I wish all 

the class was with me here,” but sometimes I have to stop and bring the 

rest of the class. So… I think what makes me an effective teacher because 

I can engage both ends of the class at the same time. I can keep the high 

end engaged, and I’m sensitive enough to know when I’m losing, you 

know, the lower end of the class. So, I think that’s important. I don’t think 

you want to just always shoot for the middle. I think you want to keep 

your best students excited, but you don’t want to lose…  I think there’s 

always a broad range in my class, and I’m always respectful of the range. 

–Professor L 
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This instructor’s idea of sensitivity was being alert to students’ learning through 

interactions with students, and she also made a conscious decision whether to pause 

presenting new information and elaborate some concepts. This was especially true when 

she wanted her class to learn important concepts, and when she realized that most of her 

class was struggling. At such times, she would decide to go back and try different ways 

of teaching the material, such as providing more examples for a certain concept. In fact, 

this instructor perceived sensitivity as the core concept of effective teaching. 

Thus, it could be said that effective instructors are metacognitive in their teaching, 

constantly monitoring students’ learning, as well as their own teaching, and staying alert 

to their students’ responses, and always looking for new and better ways to help students 

learn the material. So, instructors’ spontaneous monitoring of students’ learning and their 

teaching seemed closely tied to a follow-up decision of “how-to if,” which was the next 

step in making a conscious decision to search for better solutions. Some instructors 

believed that this was the moment when flexibility came in to adapt to students on the 

spot. 

In fact, metacognitive teaching was one place where there was clearly noticeable 

overlap with the concept of instructional flexibility, not only with instructors, but also 

with students as was reported in the previous section. For that reason, further examination 

concerning metacognitive teaching will be discussed in the next section on flexibility in 

teaching. However, it needs to be noted that depending on the construct, with which 

participants made connections, I organized interview quotes and descriptions 

accordingly. Thus, the description of metacognitive teaching appears under both effective 

teaching and instructional flexibility. 
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Keeping learners engaged in Learning 

Maintaining students’ attention and getting learners engaged in the process of 

learning, which I labeled as Keeping learners engaged in learning, emerged as one of the 

categories that fell under the theme of Teaching to bridge the gap from facts to 

understanding. Prior to describing salient features of keeping learners engaged in 

learning, there are two things to note regarding this category. First, this was one of the 

frequently described categories by instructors, yet it was not raised by student perceptions 

because even though some student participants also mentioned the effectiveness of 

teaching strategies that engaged learners, it did not come out as salient as other factors. 

Second, this category, keeping learners engaged in learning, is of special interest 

in this study because not only was it frequently described by instructors as an important 

factor, this was a prime area where instructors felt they needed to be responsive in 

teaching. Therefore, to have students more engaged in the learning process, instructors 

felt they needed to be flexible in their teaching at times, and those who made such 

comments made a very clear connection between effective teaching and flexibility in 

teaching. Below is one of the example interview quotes: 

I think flexible teaching facilitates effective teaching. Or it could create a 

context in which effective teaching can occur. So, how I think of myself as 

being flexible, I think that keeps students’ more interested and engaged. It 

allows me to be effective over the long run. –Professor M 

 

As can be inferred from the above interview snippet, Professor M made a direct 

association between effective teaching and flexibility in teaching; one facilitates the 

other. Due to the obvious overlap of the two constructs, it might seem a little confusing to 
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follow the logic in this section. However, all descriptions and interview quotes were from 

instructors’ concepts of effective teaching, and thus I did not separate the concept of one 

construct from the other when instructors made associations between the two, especially 

in describing learner engagement. 

Instructors believed that engaging students in the subject matter is critical, and 

one of the ways to engage learners was to keep their interest: 

I try to have a good time. I mean, I’m competing with a lot of things when 

I teach. I’m not somebody who believes that, you know, I just have to 

come in and do my stuff, and students need to sit there, take notes, and 

learn something. I think that the way, the environment now, and culture is 

you have to maintain their interests.” –Professor M 

 

“Effective teaching is, at its core, seduction, you have to get people to 

want to learn the material, you gotta get people to want to come to class, 

you gotta get people to want to think deeply. You can’t force them to do it, 

you can’t beg them to do it, you gotta make them wanna do it… Partly 

make it interesting, partly make it applied, partly make it fun, uh, partly 

make it understandable, uh, but make it mostly persuasive… If somebody 

wants to sleep in my class, I’m a bad teacher.” –Professor C 

 

Both instructors shared similar views in that they both thought that keeping students 

interested in the learning process is very important. Also during the interview, they both 

said they felt they were competing with many things to keep today’s students interested 

in class. Professor C said one of the reasons that maintaining students’ interest was 

important was because students were exposed to distractions, such as access to the 

Internet with their laptops and to texting with their cellular phones. However, they did not 

think of these distractions as a control issue by making rules to prevent such distractions 
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in class. Those were just some examples that they felt they needed to compete with to 

make their classes more attractive and interesting for students. 

Thus, effective instructors strive to have their students genuinely interested in the 

subject matter, and in the learning process, in the long run. One of the ways mentioned to 

increase student interest is by providing relevant examples to students thereby showing 

understanding of their learners and of the context they are in. 

… For senior students in DC, I would use political examples. For 

freshmen, I would use relationship examples. So, it’s adapting teaching to 

the context. -Professor C 

 

I spend a lot of time trying to choose examples and illustrations that are 

going to be within the knowledge set, and the emotion set of 18 to 20 year 

olds in Austin, Texas. Part of it is based on region, part of it is based on 

age, part of it is based on, you know, interests. But, if I didn’t do that, I 

don’t think I could be effective. And since I’m really paying attention to 

my audience and tailor it to my audience, that’s why I’m flexible. –

Professor E 

 

Another way to engage students in the learning process is to create a sense of 

learning community where students feel “safe” to share ideas and thoughts. 

If students get comfortable, they’ll actually tell you what they are thinking. 

But, you have to establish community, I think. And the idea that it’s okay 

to be wrong, or it’s… because I tell them, “I know that not everybody is 

gonna come to every class fully prepared. I’m not willing to be, uh, being 

mean or make fun of you. We all have days like that." –Professor A 

 

This instructor perceived her class as a learning community, and by creating a “safe” 

learning environment, she could get honest feedback from her students whenever they 

grappled with difficult concepts in class, which then gave her another “teachable 
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moment” during which she could assist her students. So, the learning community she 

created in her class functioned as a feedback loop. In another case, an instructor expanded 

learning opportunities by creating a learning community. 

I tell them, “You’re gonna have to go take out a worksheet that I 

developed or practice quizzes that I generated, and learn how to work it 

yourself.” And, then I try to create communities where this happens. So, 

I’m really big on creating learning communities for the students. There are 

evening academic communities that are formed. And the students from 

class go to the dining halls either in Burdine or Jester, and TAs lead them. 

–Professor D 

 

Professor D was in a discipline that expected him to cover much content 

knowledge in a course, but he believed that lecturing just to cover content and 

demonstrate how to solve problems in front of students to show them a way to get 

answers were ineffective ways of using his class time, and more importantly, he thought 

that students would not get excited about the subject matter in such learning 

circumstances. So, perceiving his role as a facilitator, he strategically planned his class 

time, and motivated his students to carry on their learning in learning communities that 

he formed. 

As discussed earlier, keeping learners interested in the subject matter and 

engaging them in the learning process are of special interest in this study because it 

appears that the perceived need to have learners interested and engaged behooves 

teachers to be flexible in their teaching: 

The less your students come already interested, then the more flexible you 

might have to be to engage them to get interested. But, if they already 

come interested, then you may not have to engage them, you may not have 
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to “trick” them to be interested. And to “trick” someone to be interested, 

you may have to think of any flexible trick you can think of. –Professor B 

 

When students did not seem interested and engaged, Professor B looked for alternative 

ways to explain concepts, and that was the moment that triggered instructional flexibility. 

From these findings, it can be inferred that whether students are genuinely interested in 

the subject matter and whether students are engaged in the learning process in class 

played key roles for instructors to be flexible in their teaching, which will be discussed 

more in depth in the following section. 

However, before moving on to the discussion of flexibility in teaching, I need to 

discuss views of learning outcomes as a result of effective teaching. The views of the 

student and instructor participants of learning outcomes showed some similarities, yet 

with apparent discrepancies. It is a generally accepted notion that effective teaching 

entails positive outcomes or a positive change from learners. Thus, in describing their 

concept of effective teaching, many participants provided their views in relation to 

expected outcomes. 

 

Figure 12. Views of Learning Outcome 
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Since students and instructors come to class with at least one shared goal, to learn 

and to facilitate the learning of subject matter, both students and instructors stated they 

expected comprehension of material as one learning outcome (see Figure 12). However, 

what was interesting were the differences of definition in the views expressed by students 

and instructors. Getting good grades is sometimes interpreted as an indicator or an 

equivalent to successful learning for a number of students, whereas grades had a more 

ambiguous meaning for the instructors. Below are some example comments from 

students:  

An effective teacher, to me, would mean that the students’ grades in that 

class are very high. 
 

Get the message across to the students, who then make good grades. 
 

If a teacher is effective, then their students are able to understand the 

material and it reflects on their test grades. 
 

I would think that their strategies are shown through the grades of their 

student. If a teacher is effective in their teaching then their students should 

have satisfactory grades. 
 

A reflection of the learning is shown through good grades made by the 

students. 
 

That basically means that teacher was very easy to understand. Students 

get to learn a lot and end up with a better grade. 

 

Where students viewed grades as the successful learning outcome, instructors by 

contrast placed a greater emphasis on knowledge application and critical thinking ability 

with a fuller understanding of concepts: 

Effective teaching is about helping students grasp material and be able to 

apply as a result of that… For instance, a student emailed me and said, 
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“Oh, I saw such and such concept while I was talking to my friend. Now I 

totally get it what you were talking about (in class).” It’s not grades. 

Grades are irrelevant to me. Effective teaching is the ability for students in 

day-to-day lives. I think I’m fortunate because what I teach is about day-

to-day lives. –Professor M 

 

I think the bigger goal that I have in effective teaching is to get students to 

think about things in ways they haven’t thought about them before. –

Professor F 

 

College Instructors’ Perceptions of Flexibility in Teaching 

In this section, the concept of flexibility in teaching and what college instructors 

deem to be the most important traits associated with it will be examined under the two 

themes: 1) Teaching for the progress of learning, and 2) Teachers’ role as the “human” 

persona. With regard to the emerged themes of flexibility in teaching, college instructors 

shared similar views with college students. In comparison to the views of students, the 

only noticeable difference is the fact that instructors’ concept of flexibility in teaching is 

focused more on the instructional practice rather than their characteristics as teachers. 

Also, what is distinctive in the instructor data is that they described their teaching 

performance and experience in retrospective. Therefore, instructors could provide some 

aspects of flexibility in teaching that students were not able to quite articulate; in 

particular, instructors were able to describe what they intentionally tried in class, and the 

subsequent fine-tuning of their teaching depending on various cases. 
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Theme One: Teaching for the progress of learning 

Any instructional strategies and instructors’ effort that are made to assist 

individual learners succeed in their learning was labeled as teaching for the progress of 

learning. Under this theme, there are three categories: adaptive teaching, metacognitive 

teaching, and improvisational teaching. The first two categories are the same as the ones 

that appeared in the previous section with student data. Improvisational teaching is the 

newly added category with instructor data. 

 

Teaching for the progress of learning: Adaptive teaching 

Adaptive teaching was characterized as an instructor’s understanding of learners 

and instructional effort to address different learners’ needs. Thus, being aware of 

different learners’ needs and having the possession of multiple teaching tools were the 

prerequisites for an instructor to be adaptive in teaching. 

…I try to get the concepts across in many different ways. So, 

understanding that people learn differently, and there are those 

experiential learners, there are those visual learners, there are auditory, 

you know, all the different ways that people understand material. You 

need to be able to find methods to get your material across using all the 

different delivery mechanisms. –Professor B 

 

I would think that flexible teaching in college would encompass, (if not 

individual needs of students, although that would be ideal, wouldn’t it?), 

individual needs of students and the groups needs of the students. So, I 

come in with some teaching ideas that I need to get across, sometimes the 

process is gonna have to be worked with, sometimes the content is gonna 

have to be worked with. So, I guess I would think that the material I want 

to convey has to be grasped in some ways. I have to be able to work with 
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the material. And that has to be in response, sometimes in response to 

individuals in the classroom, it also has to be in response to the whole 

class. –Professor F 

 

These instructors’ understanding of different learners’ needs called their attention to the 

need to diversify their teaching methods. 

Indeed, the possession of multiple teaching methods was one of the common 

characteristics among the instructors I interviewed. Although instructors listed an array of 

teaching tools, such as PowerPoint slides, document cameras, course websites, course 

blogs, and subject matter related demonstration tools, multiple teaching methods were not 

just limited to the various forms of delivery mechanisms. It also encompassed an 

instructor’s capability to explain concepts in various ways depending on the learning 

context or the learner population. For instance, if students seemed they were unfamiliar 

with a certain concept, then an instructor would make an attempt to provide more 

relevant and meaningful examples to his or her students.  

For example, I was explaining regression, and um, I was talking about the 

problem with multicollinearity. And over there, I tried to come up with an 

example. What I did was I showed them the example of what data that was 

collinear. And so, you can’t estimate the regression coefficients because 

they are happening at the same time. If you say it in technical terms, a 

person who sees it the first time won’t get it. But, if you put it into sort of 

very everyday speak like, ‘When it rains, and it’s also cloudy, can you 

separate out the factor over clouds? No, you can’t. I think I remember I 

used a better example than rain and clouds, but. I actually do remember 

my example. It’s your roommate’s boyfriend comes over. Your 

roommate’s happy, but your roommate’s boyfriend also brings a cake. 
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Now, can you figure out what’s making you happy? And they are gonna 

really get into that in a second. –Professor H 

 

Professor H needed to teach a concept that was not familiar to her students. So, 

instead of just using technical terms, she decided to bring in more meaningful examples 

more meaningful to her students. This was possible because she had alternative ways to 

explain a concept, and she believed this was one of the aspects of instructional flexibility. 

Another interesting point to note is that in sharing her concept of flexibility in 

teaching, she pointed out that she was not flexible with her content, but she believed she 

was flexible in the way she taught her students. In fact, two other instructors shared a 

similar point of views regarding flexibility in relation to content: 

Do I think I’m flexible? (with a smile) In your email, you told me that my 

students think I’m flexible? Um, my answer to that would have been, 

‘No.’ The material I cover is the material I cover. I cover the same 

material every semester. I’m flexible in the way that I teach the material. –

Professor L 

 

In sharing her concept of flexibility in teaching, Professor L pointed out that she was not 

flexible with her content, but she believed she was flexible in the way she taught her 

students. Professor E also shared a very similar view in that he believed he was flexible 

in the way he thought, yet he never considered himself to be flexible. Below is the email 

response from him when I contacted him for an interview: 

I like to think of myself as an effective teacher, but haven't ever 

considered myself to be especially flexible, so I'm curious to know what 

you (and/or) your survey respondents mean by this claim. –Professor E 
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Without any exception, all instructors considered effective teaching a positive 

characteristic, and thus being recognized as an effective teacher was a compliment. 

Professor E also liked to think of him as an effective teacher. But, what was interesting 

was the way he responded regarding flexibility in teaching because he wrote he had not 

ever considered himself to be flexible. So, when I interviewed him, I started the interview 

with his above response by asking what came to his mind when he heard that he got 

nominated as a teacher who was flexible as well as effective in teaching. His response 

revealed that he thought he was flexible in teaching with varied teaching methods, so 

instructional flexibility had a positive meaning to him. Nevertheless he did not expect to 

be recognized as a flexible teacher because he thought he was not flexible as he liked to 

be, and oftentimes he had large classes, in which he believed that there was not enough 

room for exploration or creativity. So, it seemed that when flexibility was viewed in 

association with multiple teaching methods, instructors perceived it as a positive 

character. Yet, it seemed that the nature of flexibility is complex:  

I definitely think [flexibility] is a continuum. It’s a fuzzy kind of 

continuum because one level of flexibility with one group isn’t gonna 

work with the other group. So, you have to be flexible within the 

flexibility. And sometimes it’s gonna work, sometimes it’s not. Certain 

things I’ve tried pedagogically have been very successful, and certain 

things have not. I always try stuff. I like to try stuff. –Professor F 

 

Professor F stated that one’s tendency to try new things was part of instructional 

flexibility. Trying new instructional tools for the first time involved the risk of failing, 

however, in spite of the “risk,” instructors seemed confident enough to try new things to 

develop better repertoire of teaching tools and to meet the needs of different learners. 
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Teaching for the progress of learning: Metacognitive teaching 

Another category that fell under the theme of teaching for the progress of learning 

is metacognitive teaching, which referred to instructors’ frequent assessment of their 

students’ learning progress as well as self-awareness of their own teaching. One of the 

common views for those who said they were flexible in their teaching was a pedagogy of 

reflection. During and after their teaching, oftentimes they were metacognitively 

checking their teaching and were sensitive to students’ reactions. 

Every lecture I come out and said, “Ah, that didn’t work’, you know. If 

you just constantly look out there, not just to see their faces. If you look 

out and start targeting people who… get a sense whether they got it or not 

by seeing how they’re sitting, how they’re writing or whether they’re 

eyeballing you, you know, whether they’re just mindlessly staring at you, 

or whether they’re taking and then writing. So, we have moments where 

students in study groups watch other students. [I say] ‘Listen to me rather 

than writing down every word.’ They stop and they just listen and write 

down with their own words. So, by mixing and matching study groups, 

students are forced to be exposed to somebody other than just their friends, 

so their note taking style changes. So, when you get in class, I can see they 

start shifting where they sit in the classroom. So, by doing that I can 

follow them around and see who’s interested. So, what happens is I get 

front row people who’re really observing it all, then I get back row people 

who are not. If I teach to the back row, the front row won’t be quite happy, 

but the back row will be drawn in. It just goes in ways, just start rolling 

down the floor forwards and backwards. And I write notes to myself about, 

you know, this person, this person, and… -Professor J 
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In his class, Professor J constantly checked to see whether his students understood 

concepts or not and whether they seemed interested or not. This recognition of the 

learning situation then affected his teaching because accurate information of where 

students struggled was useful inform for him. For a better cue observation of his 

students’s learning, Professor J monitored his students and paid attention to the study 

groups that he formed. Moreover, based on what he observed, he kept notes for future 

reference. During the interview, he said, “The point is that I keep a set of notes to myself 

about how I’m going to change the classes for the next semester.” So, this resource gave 

him necessary information in planning his next class or future courses. 

Another common characteristic of instructors who described metacognitive 

teaching was the use of student feedback. Not only did flexible teachers pay a lot of 

attention to their students’ reactions, they also elicited feedback from their students 

through questions and used that for fine-tuning their instruction or modifying class plans: 

Umm, 1
st
 exam. Students come back first day. There were a couple of 

concepts that many people didn’t get. That wasn’t on the schedule for the 

1
st
 day. So the next day becomes about addressing those issues. Being 

responsive to feedback you get from your students about their learning 

process, and integrating that into your follow-up teaching. So… basically 

it was a theory that didn’t have enough kind of examples. So, I used 

content that I hadn’t planed, I applied this theory into this new example. 

‘Okay, this theory wasn’t clear, let’s look at this new content with this 

theory that wasn’t clear’ So, basically using the information they give you 

about what they’ve learned, and try to fill on it or compensate, not 

compensate, reiterate places where it needs to be reiterated. That’s one 

example. That’s more reactive.  –Professor N 
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On the first day after class exam, Professor N realized that many of her students 

did not understand a couple of concepts that were important for them to know. So, she 

decided to revisit those concepts with students in the next class, which had not been 

initially planned. What she called flexibility was reactive as oppose to something that 

was purposeful or planned. Below is an example interview quote regarding flexibility 

that is more planned rather than reactive: 

… One thing I have done, though, is… to teach market research, if you 

look at the textbook or if you look at most people, they follow a sort of the 

textbook, um, syllabus. So, and the market research that means you think 

about what data you want, design the way you collect the data, you then 

go out and collect the data, and then the last, close to the end is the 

analysis of the data. After I did that my first semester, I realized that when 

you do an analysis of the data at the end of the semester, it’s actually the 

most difficult part of the class. And at the end of the semester, students are 

very tired, and then I realized there’s no reason to go through all of these 

previous steps to do data analysis. So, now I put the data analysis at the 

beginning of the semester. So, that’s the first thing we do, um, they’re 

fresher to students. –Professor H 

 

After her first semester of teaching market research course, Professor H decided 

to change the sequence of content topics because she observed that students were not as 

attentive at the end of the semester. This made her decide to cover the most challenging 

part of the content at then beginning of the semester. It seemed that her instructional 

flexibility was more purposeful and planned in comparison to the earlier description of 

flexibility that was more reactive. 
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Hence, the recognition of learning situations seems to lead to two different levels 

of flexibility: spontaneous flexibility and planned or purposeful flexibility. For the former, 

instructors’ observation of students’ level of understanding and students’ questions could 

prompt instructors to be spontaneous on spot, while test results or course evaluations 

could lead to flexibility that is more planned and purposeful. The similarity for teachers 

who described spontaneous flexibility and those who illustrated purposeful flexibility was 

the tendency for continuously monitoring their students to look for the need for 

adaptation or modification of instruction, yet teachers who described spontaneous 

flexibility seemed to expect to be “interrupted” by their students with questions and 

comments more than those who described purposeful flexibility. 

 

Teaching for the progress of learning: Improvisational teaching 

Another category that emerged under the theme of learning for the progress of 

learning is improvisational teaching, which was responsive to students’ interests and 

responses during the learning process. Instructors who described improvisational teaching 

expressed a high degree of tolerance for modification to stay in tune with their students. 

However, this was not seen as one of the important characteristics by students because 

this category was an instructor’s implicit rather than explicit instructional strategy.  

When I come up with a lecture plan, now that’s exactly what it is; it’s a 

plan. Of course, a good plan stimulates certain activities that are going to 

happen in a particular way, but it leaves other room in a far less structured 

way, you know, for conversation, or student participation, demonstrations, 

etc. –Professor E 
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My guess would be somebody who’s willing to allow discourse with the 

class to determine the direction of lectures or what’s being talked about… 

and try to stay in tune with students’ interests. –Professor M 

 

As can be seen from the above interview quotes, both instructors described 

flexibility as something that allowed room for spontaneous learning moments, such as 

discourse between a teacher and students. This did not mean that flexibility led to a 

structure-free learning environment even though Professor M said it could determine the 

direction of lectures. According to the instructor, the “direction” had more to do with the 

flow of an intellectual conversation between a teacher and students rather than changing 

lecture plans or content topics. 

Yeah, I certainly think probably [flexibility] is useful to be open to 

changing what you’re gonna say to interest your students. –Professor B 

 

…And the best way to [stay in tune with students] is trying to feed off of 

them. If a student asks a question, maybe it’s off base, but he’s interested 

in it, then I’ll have some time and talk about that because it’s important to 

listen what they have to say. But, also for me it could be a lot of fun. 

Because I end up learning that I don’t know. Then I say, ‘Let me go look, 

I’ll look into that and get back to you.’ So I’ve learned a ton of things I 

would’ve not known had I just said, ‘That’s off-topic.’ –Professor M 

 

Both instructors allowed flexibility in their learning environment to leave room for 

idea exchange or knowledge exploration, which then gave information to instructors 

about what students were interested in by following their train of thoughts. One of the 

ways to trigger such active idea exploration was to ask students questions every so often 

or to encourage them to ask questions. In fact, Professor B asked his students to write 

questions on a piece of paper at the end of each class and put them in a box, and in his 
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next class, he started off from those questions. Professor B said that was flexibility 

because the direction of those intellectual conversations could not be pre-determined. 

 

Theme Two: Teachers’ role as the “human” persona 

In an attempt to give a learning opportunity for individual learners to reach their 

full potential, flexible teachers showed sympathy, patience, and understanding for their 

students. This was labeled as teachers’ role as the “human” persona. Under this theme, 

there are two categories: Flexible deadlines and being approachable and available. The 

emerged theme and categories are equivalent to that of students. 

 

Understanding of Students: Flexible deadlines 

In an attempt to meet the needs of different learners, instructors who were flexible 

tended to show sympathy and understanding of various situations that their students 

unexpectedly encountered. One of the reasons for instructors to work with their students 

over these unexpected obstacles was because of the belief that students came to class as 

individual learners, and not all things would work out as planed.  

I guess part of being flexible is being concerned about what the students 

are actually… part of being flexible is making sure that the students have 

the opportunity to learn as much as they can. The reason I let them turn 

their homework in late is that I rather they do it and turn in late, than not 

do it. So, it’s giving them chance to study more for their test, the chance to 

take the time they need to finish their assignment. Effective teaching then 

is… it goes hand in hand with that, not necessarily, but it can because 

you’re trying to be as effective as you can. In order to be effective, I think 

it is important to be somewhat flexible. –Professor H 
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Professor H surely had her class “rules” laid out on the syllabus, yet she accepted 

late assignments if those were to give opportunities for students to learn at their own 

pace. Flexible teachers tended not to see their class as a group as a whole, rather they 

paid attention to individual learners. The very similar view was shared by another 

instructor: 

You know, another way to define flexibility is whether you’re able to 

make accommodations for individual students. So… I tried to do that as 

much as possible, accommodate the events that are going on in their lives. 

But, you have to balance that with being fair to the whole class. 

–Professor I 

 

Flexibility played an important role for both Professor H and I to help students to reach to 

their full potential at their own pace. However, their tolerance of room for 

accommodating to individuals was certainly limited within a reasonable boundary “to be 

fair to the whole class” as Professor I said. For instance, to be granted an extension, 

students were expected to inform their instructors in advance. 

You have to be organized. I’m very organized. You can’t do things at the 

last minute… So, I learned that from painful experience. So, I tried to be 

flexible, but I hadn’t set the clear expectations. And so, part of it is that I 

need to stay on top of everything, so I let students know, “You need to be 

responsible. I’m not gonna fault you for life crisis, but you need to be 

responsible in light of crisis.” –Professor N 

 

As can be seen from the interview quote with Professor N, accommodating to 

students was not something instructors typically did on the spur of the moment. Rather, 

Professor N said she had to be very organized to accommodate to her students because 

she felt she needed to keep track of any adjustment or exception made for individuals. All 
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the aforementioned cases to work with individual students were instructors’ attempts to 

not penalize students’ faults, but to give ample opportunity for them to be successful in 

learning. In addition to the above example cases, one instructor said flexibility also came 

from an understanding of students. For instance, Professor C said he tried not to schedule 

exams when students had important campus wide events that they wanted to experience. 

 

Being approachable and available 

In an attempt to meet the needs of different learners, and to help them reach their 

full potential, flexible instructors were open to working with their students by being 

approachable and available to them. Although all instructors are expected to be available 

to their students by having office hours, instructors who were flexible showed willingness 

to make themselves more available, especially when students needed help. So, 

instructors’ availability was not just limited to office hours. 

… Now, of those five hundred students in there, two thirds of them are 

smart enough to go and sit down by my work sheets and figure out how to 

work buffer problems… The other third, they’ve got their problems. And, 

their problems can be foundational, because maybe they’ve got bad 

chemistry experience. It can be motivational [issues]. It can be time 

management. It can be test-taking issues. There are all kinds of things. So, 

I’ll sit down (aw, this is awkward, but it’s true!) with a hundred students a 

semester. I spend half an hour with each of them explaining how to get an 

A on my tests, how to take multiple-choice tests. It’s important. I mean 

these are all incoming freshmen. And it is my job to do everything that I 

can to educate them how to be good college students. –Professor D 

 

Professor D was teaching Introductory chemistry to incoming freshmen in a very 

large class. Having five hundred students in his class was typical for him. Of those five 

hundred, he reckoned he would spend a block of time in a semester, specifically for those 
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who seemed to need his help the most. Although sitting down with each of a hundred 

students for half an hour seemed not feasible for a professor who has multiple duties, he 

said he had been doing this for many years because he had been observed positive 

learning outcomes through such one-on-one time with students. 

It is notable that Professor D believed his role was a facilitator, and motivator to 

students. During the interview, he even said, “I’m a cheerleader” as he was describing his 

role as a teacher. His ultimate teaching goal was to help students fully understand the 

content material and get motivated and excited to learn more even though the examples 

he provided above were about how to perform well in his class. That was just a fraction 

of what he was offering to his students, especially to struggling students. On account of 

his beliefs about a teacher’s role, he said the most rewarding thing for him would be 

when one of the students who took his class wanted to switch majors to chemistry as a 

result of his teaching. 

Professor J was another instructor who was readily approachable and available to 

his students. However, unlike Professor D, Professor J said he was free from all instructor 

duties, except teaching. Among the instructor participants, undoubtedly, he was one of 

those who was the most invested in teaching in terms of allocating time just to help his 

students. In fact, I accidently saw him with his students several times in the university 

library in the evening. Not surprisingly, he made himself available and approachable not 

only through office hours, but also through emails, blogs, course sites, and multiple 

review sessions that he offered during the day and during the evening.  
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CHAPTER V 

THE PROPOSED MODEL 

 

An examination of the perceptions of college students and instructors about 

effective teaching and flexibility in teaching led to the emergence of categories and 

themes through which a model could then be created. The model, which was constructed 

from analyzing the data of 500 students and 15 teachers, presents three main aspects: 

conceptions of effective teaching, conceptions of instructional flexibility, and the 

association between the two concepts. Until the complete theoretical model emerged, 

derived categories and themes were constantly compared with the student data and 

instructor data. Thus, the final model represents perceptions of both college students and 

instructors regarding teaching effectiveness and instructional flexibility at the 

postsecondary level. 

In this chapter, the model that was constructed from the data will be described. 

First, the model will be discussed, by contrasting it with two other existing models in the 

field to see the fit of the model to the data. Second, in order to describe the model in full, 

each component of the model will be individually depicted. Lastly, the association 

between the construct of effective teaching and flexibility in teaching will be examined. 
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The Model 

 

The Association Between Effective Teaching and Flexibility in Teaching 

 

 

Figure 13. The Model of Effective Teaching and Flexibility in Teaching 

Figure 13 illustrates the conceptions of effective teaching and instructional 

flexibility, and the association between the two constructs. First, I will provide an 

overview of the model, and then I will discuss each construct individually in order to look 

more closely at each element. 

Constructs that represent teaching are depicted in Figure 13 as two big circles in 

the center, and smaller circles within those two constructs show emerging categories. The 
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large rectangle surrounding the two big circles is divided in half, but these halves are 

joined to each other to depict how characteristics of an effective teacher and a teacher 

who is flexible in teaching, respectively, are connected. Four arrows within each circle 

indicate the proposed causal effect of metacognitie teaching on emerging categories for 

both constructs. Another arrow at the bottom of the two circles also shows a proposed 

causal effect of the construct of instructional flexibility on one of the emerging category 

of effective teaching; that is engaging learners. 

The proposed model is distinctive in that it takes a close look at characteristics of 

a teacher, and relationships among different teaching approaches in relation to student 

learning. What is portrayed in the current model can be considered related to what 

Dunkin and Biddle (1974) called process variables from the perspective of the process-

product research paradigm. However, the process variables in the Dunkin and Biddle 

model (1974) are restricted to behaviors of teachers and students that are observable in 

the classroom. About a decade later, Shulman (1986) made an attempt to portray the 

relationships among features concerning instructional activities by examining the domain 

of research on teaching. Shulman’s model is more sophisticated and developed than that 

of Dunkin and Biddle’s in that it involves variables that are not simply limited to 

observable ones, but includes thought processes and sense making as well. 

The model I derived from my data may be located in the inner part of the 

Shulman’s model that looks at classroom processes and the cognitive processes of 

teachers and students because the focus of this study was the examination of thoughts and 

behaviors in the college classroom. 
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Interpretation of the Model 

 

Figure 14. A Flexible Teacher 

Figure 14 is one part of the model that illustrates characteristics of a college 

teacher who is flexible in teaching. I will explain the circles that represent teaching first, 

and then the other parts of the figure. 

 

Flexibility in Teaching 

As displayed in Figure 14, to the eyes of college students and instructors, 

instructional flexibility is comprised of three main components: Metacognitive teaching, 

adaptive teaching, and improvisational teaching. A teacher who is considered flexible in 

teaching is posited to be sensitive and responsive to the needs of students, thereby always 

being acutely conscious of occurrences in the learning environment. Thus, it remains first 

and foremost that a teacher continuously monitors students’ learning as well as assessing 
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his or her own teaching, which is labeled as ‘Metacognitive Teaching.’ Because a 

teacher’s recognition of situations and assessment of learning and teaching enables him 

or her to make a decision of “what to do next and how,” there are arrows in the model 

pointing from metacognitive teaching to adaptive teaching and improvisational teaching. 

In this study, adaptive teaching was described as a teacher’s repertoire of multiple 

teaching methods and the ability to execute them to fit different learners’ needs. However, 

for a teacher to make a decision to pick the most suitable teaching tool among many, 

metacognitive teaching needs to be present first. As was discussed in the result section, 

instructors who are flexible in their teaching frequently assess how classes are going, and 

see if any adaptation needs to be made. Below is one example statement from a student 

that shows this idea: 

I would say they are [willing] to adapt. They are able to recognize that 

something isn't working and they will change it. They also have to 

understand that things sometimes don't go as well as [they] aim it to. If 

they are flexible they will change tactics, because they will still have the 

end goal in mind. Teaching and learning. 

 

The comment above shows a good description of how adaptive teaching is 

affected by metacognitive teaching because, as the student states, a teacher who is 

flexible in teaching is willing and capable of making adaptations upon recognition of an 

ineffective situation. Similarly, metacognitive teaching could be a precursor to 

improvisational teaching, which refers to an instructional act that is a spur-of-the-

moment response to stay in tune with students. This is somewhat less structured and 

spontaneous instructional mode than adaptive teaching because it allows room for 

undeterministic aspects of learning instances that could emerge during class. Below are 

example statements from two students that show this idea: 

 



 107 

Class flows are determined by conversation, not set lecture. 

 

A flexible teacher is one who allows the course to flow with the natural 

progression of the students. They are not too hasty in moving on to the 

next subject just to stick to a pre-made syllabus but want to make sure 

students are learning all the concepts and move forward. There is a 

balance of challenge and patience. 

 

As can be inferred from the above comments, a teacher who embodies the 

instructional mode of improvisational teaching would tolerate certain ambiguity by 

allowing the flow of an intellectual conversation between a teacher and students or 

natural progression of learning. However, even when they seem simply to “go with the 

flow,” effective teachers make conscious decisions for such spontaneity to happen by 

gauging what would be beneficial to learners. Therefore, the model shows a direction 

from metacognitive teaching to improvisational teaching. Although three different, yet 

salient components of instruction emerged within the scope of flexibility teaching, 

certainly such teaching cannot be adequately explained with just these three components.  

 

 

A Flexible Teacher 

In Figure 12, words floating around the circle representing instructional flexibility 

but within the square are descriptors of a teacher who is flexible in teaching. Having “a 

teacher as the human persona” as the overarching theme, participants depicted a flexible 

teacher as someone who has a sense of sympathy for his or her students. One participant 

said, “[A flexible teacher understands] that they were once students and things can be 

difficult at times.” Because a flexible teacher is understanding of students and their 

situations, he or she make extra efforts to work with students. In an effort to do that, a 
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flexible teacher is very approachable and makes himself or herself readily available to 

students. 

Another characteristic of a flexible teacher is flexibility with assignments or tests. 

Below is an example statement regarding this idea: 

To me, the first thing I think of in a teacher being flexible is how they 

handle assignments. I would think that the teacher gives them options for 

how/what to complete and is also understanding of students’ demands of 

school, so they give them flexible dates to complete the assignment. 

As can be seen from the above comment, a teacher’s open-mindedness with due dates of 

assignments comes from his or her understanding of students and their situations. 

Moreover, participants said one of the important reasons for a teacher to allow flexible 

deadlines was to give students a chance to complete tasks at their own pace because a 

flexible teacher was more focused on individual students’ progression of learning than on 

a set schedule. 
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Figure 15. An Effective Teacher 

Figure 15 shows the part of the model that illustrates characteristics of a teacher 

who is effective in teaching. I will first describe effective teaching, again as shown in 

circles, and then turn to characteristics of an effective teacher, which are represented by 

the square in the figure encompassing descriptions of the effective teacher and the circle 

representing effective teaching. 

 

Effective Teaching 

As displayed in Figure 15, effective teaching is comprised of three main 

components: Metacognitive teaching, effective delivery mechanism, and engaging 

learners. According to college students and instructors, effective teachers possess 

excellent communication skills. Specifically, to get points across more effectively, 

effective teachers actively screen how students learn, and they also monitor their own 

teaching to look for new and better ways to help students learn better. This process of 
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constant monitoring and reflection is the same one I described as part of instructional 

flexibility and is called metacognitive teaching. Since a teacher’s recognition of learning 

situations affects the other two components, effective delivery mechanism and engaging 

learners, two arrows in the model show the directionality of influence. 

In this model, a teacher’s ability in getting points across effectively as well as use 

of various teaching methods was labeled effective delivery mechanism. As the model 

shows, however, metacognitive teaching functions as a precursor for a teacher to make a 

decision to select the most suitable teaching method in a given situation or to rearrange 

the teaching materials into meaningful pieces for students’ better understanding. The 

findings of this study revealed that this process was especially true for effective teachers 

because instead of relying on their own best practices, effective teachers showed a 

tendency to reach for new and better ways to communicate the course content with their 

students. 

In the data, I had several examples of quotes describing effective delivery 

mechanism as influenced by metacognitive teaching. While instructors could articulate 

the reasons behind such instances, students could describe only what they observed. For 

example, as was described in the result section, instructors could reflect on situations 

where they had reiterated a certain concept and why they had used more than one 

approach to teach it. Hence, students’ comments mirrored such cases only in part. 

Therefore, unlike instructors, students’ comments were more about what teachers actually 

did in class. Below are example statements from two students that reflect this idea: 

 

[An effective teacher] has many different ways of presenting the 

information so that students "get" the information (powerpoint, notes 

provided, videos, hands on modeling of things). 
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I would think that the teacher made the subject relevant to the student, that 

the teacher explained the subject in many different ways and was attentive 

to students who have difficulties, and that the teacher made sure the 

students were ready for the next course. 

 

Both comments above describe teachers’ use of multiple teaching methods as 

exemplars of teachers who have effective communication skills. However, the first 

comment was limited to observable teaching tools. The second comment described, albeit 

not explicit, a teacher’s use of varied teaching methods in relation to students’ 

understanding, which required monitoring and decision making processes. Thus, these 

two example comments show effective communication mechanism as being affected by 

metacognitive teaching because for a teacher to be able to help students fully understand 

concepts, he or she needs to assess learning situations continuously as well as the 

effectiveness of his or her teaching methods instead of simply using many different 

methods. 

Similarly, metacognitive teaching could be a precursor to maintaining students’ 

attention and getting learners engaged in the process of learning, which was labeled as 

engaging learners. In accordance with this idea, during interviews, instructors often 

stated they consciously provided examples relevant to students and aimed to create a 

sense of learning community where students would feel comfortable sharing ideas and 

thoughts. Below are example statements from two students that reflect this idea: 

 

An effective teacher is one who can reach out to the students and engage 

them into the topics they are trying to teach them. It means being able to 

interest the student and to hold their attention and effectively communicate 

the lessons to them… 
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An effective teacher would be a teacher that engages their students 

actively and makes the class interesting as well as informative. 

 

As mentioned earlier, in those instances when “engaging learners” seemed clearly 

to result from metacognitive teaching, teachers were able to explain what they 

purposefully did and why they tried to look for alternative ways as an attempt to engage 

students in the learning process, whereas students’ comments were more about overall 

observable instructional behaviors with the absence of the idea about “behind the scene.” 

Nevertheless, students believed that an engaging teaching style was one of the salient 

characteristics of effective teaching, and the instructors added to the students’ description 

of effective teaching their underlying causes. 

Metacognitive teaching, effective communication mechanism, and engaging 

learners were different, yet salient components of instruction that emerged within the 

scope of effective teaching. Although these three components were considered important 

factors for effective teaching, certainly these were not the only components. 

 

 

 

 

An Effective Teacher 

In Figure 15, words floating around within the square are descriptors of an 

effective teacher. In comparison to the characteristics of a flexible teacher, the general 

notion of an effective teacher seemed to focus more on exceptional instructional 

strategies rather than characteristics of a teacher. Thus, the idea of effectiveness was more 

about excellent teaching skills, such as making material meaningful to students, 

presenting material from multiple perspectives, and getting points across through 

excellent communication skills.  
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Hence, some of the characteristics of effective teachers that participants described 

seemed to be about necessary elements that effective teachers should possess in order to 

teach well. Those elements are content knowledge, pedagogy, and pedagogical content 

knowledge. Among these, expertise in the content knowledge is certainly what 

participants deem to be one of the most crucial traits of effective teachers; it was a 

necessary, but not sufficient element for teachers to be effective. 

Other elements participants considered important characteristics of an effective 

teacher were their passion for teaching, and their ability to motivate students to learn 

more: 

 

… The teacher him/herself would have to have a thorough knowledge of 

the material, and would be able to field the questions of students. An 

effective teacher is also one who can inspire and motivate students to 

learn, and be interested in what they're learning. They need to be able to 

convey a sense of importance with the material. 

 

To me, an "effective" teacher means a teacher who is able to connect well 

with students. They are approachable and make themselves known for that 

fact. Also, it is obvious that they are passionate about the subject they 

teach and want to [share] that interest with their students. As a result of 

this, the classes and lectures are rarely dull or boring. The teacher fills the 

classroom with life. 

As can be seen from the above comments, along with their profound content knowledge, 

and exceptional teaching skills, effective teachers are also able to convey the sense of 

importance with the material so that learners would get more engaged in the process of 

learning and they would want to learn more. Thus, the idea of effective teaching is surely 

more than expertise in one’s field and particular sets of instructional skill over content 

material.



 114 

 

CHAPTER VI 

DISCUSSION 

 

The present study had two main objectives: (a) to examine college students’ and 

teachers’ conceptions of effective teaching and characteristics of an effective teacher; (b) 

to examine college students’ and teachers’ conceptions of instructional flexibility, as well 

as the characteristics of a teacher who is flexible in his or her teaching. In this chapter, a 

brief review of the main findings will be provided along with a main discussion of the 

overlapping construct common to both effective teaching and instructional flexibility, 

which was found to be metacognitive teaching. The significance of metacognitive 

teaching will be discussed in light of previous research. Finally, study limitations and 

recommendations for future research will be discussed. 

 

Concepts of Effective Teaching and Flexibility in Teaching 

 

The study findings indicated that college students and teachers’ general notion of 

effective teaching primarily focused on teaching methods that lead to students’ successful 

understanding of course concepts. Accordingly, effective presentation skills were 

considered one of the most important categories of effective teaching. More specifically, 

participants asserted that effective teachers would possess an array of teaching methods, 

would provide multiple perspectives on concepts for better understanding, and would be 

able to make information easy to understand with good organization of content 

knowledge and clarity in explanations. Additionally, participants indicated that teachers 

should continuously monitor students’ learning as well as their own teaching. Instructor 
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participants also emphasized effective teachers’ efforts in keeping students engaged in 

learning in order to create an optimal learning environment. In terms of characteristics of 

a teacher who is effective in teaching, participants conjured up the image of a teacher 

who has profound content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge. Participants also 

believed that effective teachers would be inspirational and passionate about content and 

teaching. Thus, results indicated that when describing the idea of teaching effectiveness, 

participants believed the aforementioned categories of effective teaching would lead to 

students’ better understanding of important concepts to the class. 

In comparison to the concept of effective teaching, participants placed more 

emphasis on the progress of learning rather than learning outcomes when describing the 

effect of flexibility in teaching. Consequently, the concept of flexibility in teaching was 

described as a teacher’s sensitivity to the needs of individual students and adaptability to 

variations for individual learners or class progress as a whole. One of the most frequently 

described examples was a teacher’s understanding of students’ situations and of being 

flexible about due dates for assignments. The idea was that not everyone in class could 

follow the pace of learning. Although flexibility could also be interpreted as a teacher’s 

leniency, participants believed that it was a purposeful leniency that came from a 

teacher’s calculated educational reasoning. Relatedly, participants conjured up the image 

of a flexible teacher as someone who is sympathetic, approachable, and readily available. 

 

A Relationship between Effective Teaching and Flexibility in Teaching 

 

Overall, participants described flexibility as an important characteristic of 

effective teaching. This notion can also be traced in previously reported research. Some 
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aspects of the concept of instructional flexibility appear in the listing of 28 instructional 

dimensions that were classified as effective teaching (Feldman, 1989). Below are some 

closely related categories to flexibility in teaching: 

-Teacher’s sensitivity to, and concern with, class level and progress 

-Teacher’s availability and helpfulness 

-Individualization of teaching 

 

Perceiving flexibility as one of the characteristics of effective teaching, Tuckman (1995) 

included the item in the teacher effectiveness evaluation form. In the form, the item 

flexibility was intended to assess a teacher’s adaptability. In a more recent study 

conducted by Onwuegbuzie et al. (2007), responsiveness was reported as what college 

students deem to be one of the represented characteristics of effective college teaching. 

Although the category seemed relevant to the construct of flexibility, the description for 

responsiveness was limited to a teacher’s providing frequent, timely, and meaningful 

feedback to students. 

Thus, the current study provided empirical evidence for the suggestion made by 

previous research that flexibility is an important component of effective teaching. 

However, before further discussion, the inherent difference between effectiveness and 

flexibility in teaching needs to be addressed. Unlike the concept of teaching effectiveness, 

the value of the concept of instructional flexibility is on a continuum, which means that 

there is a degree to which flexibility can have an optimal effect on learning, and beyond 

which further flexibility may be detrimental. Therefore, while the fullest degree of 

effectiveness means a positive characteristic, the same does not apply to the nature of 

flexibility. For instance, there is no such thing as a teacher who is “too effective,” but a 
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teacher can be “too flexible,” according to both students and teachers, implying someone 

who is disorganized, wishy-washy, and unstructured. 

This inherent difference between the two concepts is notable because some 

teacher participants stated a teacher could be flexible but not effective or a teacher could 

be effective with less flexibility depending on situations. Thus, it can be surmised that 

flexibility might not be a necessary condition for a teacher to be effective in teaching. 

Yet, study results showed that when an effective teacher is also a flexible teacher, the 

human personal connection between teacher and student is marshaled in the service of 

not only student learning but also overall student satisfaction. Another notable finding 

concerning the relationship between the effectiveness and flexibility in teaching was the 

way teachers made connections between the two concepts. Teacher participants said 

flexibility would get triggered in the case when they perceived students as not engaged in 

learning because then the need to adjust teaching methods would arise in such situations. 

The above description made by teachers leads to another notable finding about the 

association between the two concepts: The role of metacognitive teaching. Although 

allowing room to be readily adaptable and responsive to the needs of students can enable 

a teacher to be more effective in teaching, this process is only possible when a teacher is 

reflective in his or her teaching. Study results revealed that for a teacher to be effective or 

to be flexible in teaching, his or her awareness and assessment of learning as well as of 

teaching is critical because monitoring the learning process and selecting an alternate 

teaching method all involve teachers’ metacognition in teaching. Thus, a further 

discussion on metacognitive teaching will be presented in the following section.  
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Metacognitive Teaching 

The act of teachers’ keen awareness and constant assessment of the process of 

learning and teaching, which I labeled metacognitive teaching, is of special interest in the 

present study because it seemed to function as a linchpin between effective teaching and 

instructional flexibility. In addition, study findings suggested that teachers’ 

metacognition in instruction was the part that was closely associated with decisions that 

teachers made in selecting appropriate teaching methods among many alternatives at the 

most appropriate time. 

More important, metacognition in instruction has been reported as one of the most 

commonly used strategies by effective teachers who are also flexible in their teaching as 

they tend not to be satisfied with their existing teaching methods, and thus, they look for 

new ways to improve their teaching. This determination to continual improvement is 

aligned with the contention made by Bereiter and Scardamalia (1993) regarding 

characteristics of experts. As they described, the continuing quest for self-improvement 

in teaching and teachers’ active utilization of metacognition in teaching in an effort to 

help students learn better seem grow out of a teacher’s reflection. Since metacognition is 

thinking about one’s own thinking (Flavell, 1971), a teacher who monitors his or her 

thinking through reflection could be more successful in understanding and activating 

strategies to reach learning/teaching objectives. Thus, metacognitive teaching will be 

discussed further in light of the literature on reflective thinking. 

Claiming that reflective thinking must be an educational aim, John Dewey (1933) 

stated that reflective thinking “emancipates us from merely impulsive and merely routine 

activity” (p. 17). The present study findings also suggest the important role of reflective 
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thinking in an educational setting. Effective college teachers make endless efforts to 

improve their teaching through reflection, and it plays a vital role in filling the gap 

between their prevailing conception of knowledge and their actual competencies required 

in teaching. As was discussed in the results sections, effective teachers as well as those 

who embrace flexibility in teaching actively screen for how students are learning and 

continuously monitor the effectiveness of their teaching methods. Thus, for this 

population, teaching is a constant decision making process through reflection. 

According to Schön (1987), this notion of “thinking what they are doing while 

they are doing it” is what prevents us from getting through the day with merely 

automatized routine procedures because through reflection we can create opportunities to 

look for new and better ways, especially in such cases where usual procedures lead to 

unexpected outcomes. Being first introduced by Donald Schön (1983), the concept of 

“reflection-in-action,” as opposed to “technical rationality,” has a fundamental premise; 

that is, an individual can develop ways to understand tacit knowledge through reflective 

practice, which otherwise cannot be comprehended with the repetitive experience of a 

specialized practice. By examining a range of professions, such as architecture, music 

performance, and psychotherapy, Schön specifically underscored the value of reflection 

in areas where professionals have to deal with numerous variables and constraints that 

often engender unexpected outcomes. 

Schön (1987) also distinguished between reflection-in-action and reflection-on-

action. Whereas the former refers to reflective practice that occurs during the process of 

incidents, reflection-on-action is about the reflective practice after occurrences. 

According to Schön, these two types of reflection get triggered when an individual 
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encounters unexpected situations or when he or she fails to solve problems with the usual 

set of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and experience, which is called one’s “zone of 

mastery.” So, in such cases, a person needs to formulate different hypotheses through 

reflection in the case of “surprises” where solutions are not immediately available in his 

or her zone of mastery. 

Although Schön examined cases in disciplines that have traditionally been seen as 

encompassing implicit knowledge, his argument also applies well to the teaching 

profession as a whole. Whether alone or in concert, Shulman (1987) claimed that 

reflection is a necessary part of the process through which a teacher improves his or her 

teaching. This contention can be also found in the literature on scholarship of teaching, 

proposed by Earnest Boyer (1990) in his book called Scholarship Reconsidered. In a 

more elaborated definition of the concept, Hutchings and Shulman (1999) made a 

distinction between excellent teaching and a scholarship of teaching; the latter requires 

“going meta” with systematic investigations regarding learning and teaching (p.13). 

Thus, the concept of scholarship of teaching has been a catalyst for the movement 

to have teachers be more critically reflective in their teaching, and the effectiveness of 

incorporating reflective practice in teacher preparation programs has often been 

suggested by many researchers (e.g., Jay & Johnson, 2001; Loughran, 2002; Romano, 

2004). Although many of the key elements toward reflection in teaching have been 

discussed at the K-12 level, the need for reflective practice in teaching at the 

postsecondary level has also been raised by several researchers. Sorcinelli (1998) 

reported that many new and junior faculty struggle in teaching despite their experiences 

of teaching assistantship, and a recent study has shown the same challenges faced by new 
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faculty (Austin, Sorcinelli, & McDaniels, 2007). Fink (1984) provided one possible 

explanation for such challenges in teaching, that is, new faculty often get overwhelmed 

by their multiple responsibilities, which lead to lack of time to reflect on their own 

teaching. 

The present study findings have suggested the importance of reflective practice in 

teaching, which is aligned with the theoretical concepts on reflection in this line of 

research. Results indicated that both college students and teachers believe that teachers’ 

capability to detect instances when there is a need for alternate instructional strategies is 

critical. As was discussed in the result section, teachers could articulate some example 

instances where and why they made adaptations, and to be able to do so, they kept track 

of their initial teaching plans and alternative methods they chose. This finding revealed 

that in order to be more effective in teaching, teachers frequently monitor student 

learning and teaching through reflection. 

Specifically, one of the commonly mentioned examples was teachers’ comparison 

of current classes with previous classes they taught and evaluating the effectiveness of 

teaching methods against different variables, such as characteristics of students, prior 

knowledge, motivations, other circumstances that could affect learning. As a result, 

experienced and effective teachers have a database of their course information that 

contains a range of variations to teach. As yet, instead of simply relying on their known 

teaching repertoire, effective teachers continuously look for new and better ways to teach 

course material. For example, some instructor participants mentioned purposefully 

bringing more teaching materials to their classes than they actually need in order to be 

more readily adaptive to the needs of students. Additionally, to make more accurate 
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assessment of learning and teaching, teachers value student-teacher interactions through 

which they can get useful information for further instructional planning. Thus, not only 

do they take advantage of question-and-answer time during class, but they also encourage 

students to communicate with them regarding learning via online or in person. 

However, a question then arises as to whether reflective practice in teaching could 

be a sufficient condition for a teacher to be effective. Although reflection is considered to 

be important in improving teaching, the study results suggest that a teacher could gain 

greater awareness of their teaching and students’ learning when it is triggered in relation 

to their knowledge base for teaching. So, the effectiveness of teaching could be 

significantly enhanced through teachers’ reflection when they possess a broad knowledge 

base for teaching, such as content knowledge, and pedagogical knowledge. Then, truly 

effective teachers would be the ones that are capable of orchestrating the aforementioned 

knowledge by being metacognitive (Duffy, 2005). 

The remaining question is how metacognitive teaching can be fostered. A 

teacher’s critical reflection in teaching dovetails with a cognitive perspective on teaching 

and learning that emphasizes the internal mental processes of human being, such as 

thinking, perception, and memory. From a cognitive perspective, teachers are active 

agents in making sense of their own mental processes. Thus, the modes of inquiry 

concerning teachers’ thought processes depend on various forms of self-report by 

teachers, such as thinking aloud (Peterson, Marx, & Clark, 1978), stimulated recall 

(Bloom, 1954), journal keeping, and teacher portfolios (Shulman, 1998). Although the 

current study did not investigate how effective teachers became metacognitive in 

teaching, findings did indicate that effective teachers are exceptionally reflective on their 
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thought processes, and they keep track of their reasoning process. Thus, the results imply 

the importance of teachers’ reflective practice and monitoring thought processes through 

journal keeping in order for teachers to be metacognitive in teaching. 

 

 

Limitations of the Study 

No study is free of limitations, and the current study is no exception. This study is 

about the perceptions and understanding of college teaching from both college students 

and instructors. Although I have tried to be as objective as possible in reporting study 

findings by presenting direct quotes from participants, my words, some of my translation, 

and my experiences are embedded in interpreting data. As this may be a constant struggle 

for researchers whose main research methodology is qualitative, obtaining participants’ 

uncontaminated opinions was one of the biggest challenges. This was especially the case 

for the construct, instructional flexibility with which most participants were unfamiliar. 

Prior to sharing their views, some instructors asked me to provide some examples 

or context for the construct. In such cases, first, I reminded them of the purpose of this 

study, which was to define flexibility and delineate its unique characteristics through the 

views of college instructors and students. I explained that the reason for my reluctance to 

provide a definition was to limit my influence on their perceptions. However, there were 

cases where I briefly described what other instructors talked about when participants 

insisted that I give them some contexts. Two instructor participants, nonetheless, felt 

uncomfortable sharing their views of flexibility and dropped out of the study. 

Another limitation was with getting the views of the student participants. All data 

collection procedures with students were conducted via Internet, and there was no 
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interview with students in person. No in-person interviews could be a huge limitation in 

terms of clarifying questions and answers because it was not possible to go back to 

student participants once they filled out their surveys. So, unlike with the instructor 

participants, there was no opportunity for a further refinement in students’ views of the 

constructs. As a result, although it was very small number of cases, some of student 

participants’ comments were not included in the data analysis due to their ambiguity and 

vagueness. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The findings and limitations of the present study hold several implications for 

future research on instructional flexibility and metacognitive teaching. First, the 

relationship between teachers’ flexibility in teaching and teaching effectiveness deserves 

further research attention. Although the current study made an attempt to investigate 

effective teachers’ flexibility in teaching, classroom observations were not included in the 

data. This could be a limitation of this study as several researchers indicated an inherent 

limitation of recollective memory in capturing phenomena (e.g., Loftus, 2003; Rubin, 

1986, 1996; Rubin & Schulkind, 1997). Hence, future studies should attempt to create its 

operational definition through classroom observations, validate its measurement, and 

examine under which observable conditions effective teachers demonstrate flexibility in 

teaching. 

Second, it was a notable finding that effective teachers who embrace flexibility in 

teaching actively engage in reflective thinking. To be more readily adaptable to the needs 

of students, teachers who are flexible in teaching continuously monitor student learning 

as well as the effectiveness of their teaching, and they keep track of their “trial and error” 
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outcomes. While Schön (1983) claimed that reflection gets stimulated by “surprises,” this 

research showed that effective teachers’ reflective thinking was an ongoing process that 

functioned as a feedback loop. Future studies should investigate how new and 

experienced teachers learn to be reflective, and how they develop their expertise through 

reflection at the postsecondary level. 

Third, with regard to student learning as a result of teaching effectiveness and 

instructional flexibility, this study focused solely on college students’ self-reported 

perception, such as their perceived positive effects of instructional flexibility. Hence, 

future studies should empirically assess student learning to see how instructional 

flexibility could enhance student learning. 

Fourth, all teacher participants in this study were those who have been recognized 

for their teaching by students, and some of them were university teaching award 

recipients with the minimum experience of five years of teaching. Although the study 

findings could provide insight into experienced and effective teachers’ psychological 

aspects in teaching, their concepts of teaching might be different from new and junior 

faculty. Hence, future research should explore the college teachers’ concepts of teaching 

across all levels to obtain a fuller understanding of teaching effectiveness and 

instructional flexibility. 

To conclude, this is the first known effective teaching research that primarily 

focused on effective teachers’ flexibility in teaching to explore how college teachers and 

students perceive its meaning and potential benefits. Perhaps, one of the most important 

findings from this study was the perceived association between instructional flexibility 

and teaching effectiveness. The study findings suggested that metacognitive teaching as 
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an overlapping component for both constructs was found to be a pivotal factor because 

this self-conscious instructional action enables teachers to be more readily adaptable to 

the needs of learners and other affecting variables in learning. Hence, effective teachers’ 

flexibility in teaching appears to be a promising area that deserves more attention by 

researchers and practitioners interested in developing teacher expertise.
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Appendix A 

 

 

Informed Consent to Participate in Research 

 

Title: Flexibility in Teaching in College 

IRB PROTOCAL # 2005-03-0089 

Conducted By: Julia Hyunjeong Yoo, M.A. 

of University of Texas at Austin 

 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with 

information about the study. The Principal Investigator Julia H. Yoo or his/her 

representative will provide you with a copy of this form to keep for your reference, and will 

also describe this study to you and answer all of your questions. Please read the information 

below and ask questions about anything you don’t understand before deciding whether or 

not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary and you can refuse to participate 

without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.   

 

What is the purpose of this study?  

The purpose of this research is to gain a better understanding of instructional flexibility at 

the postsecondary level by looking at how college instructors and their students perceive 

it and how it is actually enacted. 

 

What will be done if you take part in this research study? 

Instructors’ views and experiences will be sought through interviews, document reviews 

(teaching plans), and class observations. About 30 instructors at The University of Texas 

at Austin will participate in this study. Data sources will be semi-structured interviews, 

document reviews, and class observations. A qualitative study will be performed to 

understand how college instructors and their students perceive the construct instructional 

flexibility. 30 college instructors and 30 college students from various domains will be 

interviewed on campus using in-depth, semi-structured interviews. Interviews will be 

audio taped and transcribed verbatim and analyzed according to the grounded theory. 

 

What are the possible discomforts and risks? 

The possible discomfort or risk associated with participation in this study would be the 

loss of confidentiality of the information.  However, in order to minimize this potential 

risk, all information collected from individual participants will be confidential and only 

aggregate data will be published and/or presented. Participants’ participation in this 

project will have no effect on present or future association with the University of Texas at 

Austin. 

 

What are the possible benefits to you or to others? 

Participants will receive study results upon their request. 

 

If you choose to take part in this study, will it cost you anything? None 
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Will you receive compensation for your participation in this study? No 

 

What if you are injured because of the study? 

This study does not involve any physical risk. 

 

If you do not want to take part in this study, what other options are available to you? 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  You are free to refuse to be in the 

study, and your refusal will not influence current or future relationships with The 

University of Texas at Austin. 

 

How can you withdraw from this research study and who should you call if you 

have questions? 

 

If you wish to stop your participation in this research study for any reason, you 

should contact: Julia Yoo at (512) 232-4722 or juliayoo@mail.utexas.edu   You are 

free to withdraw your consent and stop participation in this research study at any 

time without penalty or loss of benefits for which you may be entitled. Throughout the 

study, the researchers will notify you of new information that may become available 

and that might affect your decision to remain in the study.  

 

In addition, if you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or if 

you have complaints, concerns, or questions about the research, please contact 

Clarke A. Burnham, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional 

Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, (512) 232-4383.  You may also 

contact the Office of Research Compliance and Support at (512) 471-8871. 

 

How will your privacy and the confidentiality of your research records be protected? 

In order to minimize this potential risk, all information collected from individual 

participants will be confidential and only aggregated data will be reported. 

 

Authorized persons from The University of Texas at Austin and the Institutional 

Review Board have the legal right to review your research records and will protect 

the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  Your research 

records will not be released without your consent unless required by law or a court 

order. The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other 

researchers in the future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. 

In these cases, the data will contain no identifying information that could associate 

you with it, or with your participation in any study. 

The interview will be audio recorded. Participants will be asked prior to the study about 

tape recording. The interview will not be audio recorded upon participants’ request. In 

addition, the cassettes will be coded so that no personally identifying information is visible 

on them. Although the interview cassettes will be retained for possible future analysis, the 

cassettes will be kept in a secure place (e.g., a locked file cabinet in the investigator’s 
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office) and that will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the investigator 

and my associates.  

If the results of this research are published or presented at scientific meetings, your identity 

will NOT be disclosed. The recordings will not be presented at a convention or will not be 

used for other educational purposes. 

 

Will the researchers benefit from your participation in this study? 

There will not be any benefits to researchers beyond publishing or presenting the study 

results. 

 

 

 

 

 

Signatures: 

As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the 

benefits, and the risks that are involved in this research study: 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________ ___       

Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent          Date 

 

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits and 

risks, and you have received a copy of this form. You have been given the opportunity 

to ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other 

questions at any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  By signing 

this form, you are not waiving any of your legal rights. 

 

 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

Printed Name of Subject                  Date 

 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Subject                   Date 

 

 

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Principal Investigator                 Date  
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Appendix B 

 

 

 

Survey Questions for Students 

 

 

 

 

1. If someone told you they had a teacher who is EFFECTIVE in his/her teaching, 

what would you think that meant? I am interested in your perception. There is no 

right or wrong answer. Please be as thorough as possible. 

 

2. If someone told you they had a teacher who is FLEXIBLE in his/her teaching, 

what would you think that meant? I am interested in your perception. There is no 

right or wrong answer. Please be as thorough as possible. 

 

3. What do you think a teacher who is flexible while teaching would look like (not 

physical appearance)? 

 

4. According to your description above, how would flexibility in teaching help or 

hinder your learning? 

 

5. Among all of the teachers you have had in college, describe the best example of 

flexible teacher (who is also effective in his or her teaching).  (I will interview 

some of the teachers who get nominated; so your thorough description would be 

very informative). 

 

6. In your opinion, how would you describe the relationship between flexible 

teaching and effective teaching? 

 

7. What are you most expecting from your instructor in your class? (example: nice 

review of the material / helping students go beyond the material / thinking ability / 

knowing trends in the field, etc.) 
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Appendix C 

 

 

Interview Questions for Instructors 

 
 
Purpose of the interview: To understand the meaning of flexibility in teaching and see 

where it fits into the frame of effective teaching. 

 

 

1. Could you describe your concept of flexibility in teaching in college? 

 

2. Do you think you are flexible in your teaching? 

 

If YES; 

3. Could you think of an instance (or it could be a whole class session) where you 

think you were flexible in your teaching? 

 

4. What was it that prompted you to be flexible? 

 

5. Do you think you are more flexible in one class than the other? If so, what do you 

think would be the factors that affect the degree of instructional flexibility? 

 

If NO; 

* Are there any particular reasons for that situation? 

 

 

6. Could you describe your concept of effective teaching in college? 

 

7. In your opinion, how would you describe the relationship between flexibility in 

teaching and effective teaching? 

 

8. In your discipline, what would be considered the “ideal” teaching? 

 

9. In your discipline, what is the “reality” of teaching? On a scale from 1 (far from 

ideal) to 10 (close to ideal), what would be your score? 

 

10. Could you explain your score?  What do you think is the factor that constrains 

you the most from being “ideal” in your teaching? 



 132 

Appendix D 

 

Demographic Information 

 

 

1. Age 

2. UT EID 

3. Sex 

4. Classification 

5. Race/Ethnicity 

A. White/Caucasian 

B. African American 

C. Hispanic 

D. Asian/Pacific Islander 

E. Native American 

F. Other 

6. What college are you enrolled in at the University of Texas 

A. School of Architecture 

B. McCombs School of Business 

C. College of Communication 

D. College of Education 

E. College of Engineering 

F. College of Fine Arts 

G. College of Liberal Arts  

H. College of Natural Sciences 

I. School of Nursing 

J. College of Pharmacy 

K. School of Social Work 

L. Other 

7. Did you grow up primarily in the United States? 

A. Yes 

B. No 

8. Is English your first language? 

A. Yes 

B. No 

9. Do you have any language barrier in your courses? 

A. Yes 

B. No 

10.  Do you think you are a successful learner? 

A. Yes 

B. Somewhat agree 

C. Somewhat disagree 

D. Not at all 
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11.  What is your current overall GPA at UT? 

A. 3.5 – 4.00 

B. 3.00 – 3.49 

C. 2.50 – 2.99 

D. 2.00 – 2.49 

E. Less than 2.00 

 

12. Are you currently employed? 

A. Yes 

B. No (skip #13 & 14) 

13.  If yes, how many hours do you work per week? 

A. 1-10 hours 

B. 11-20 hours 

C. 21-30 hours 

D. 31-40 hours 

E. more than 40 hours 

14.  Is your work relevant to you academically? 

A. Yes 

B. Somewhat relevant 

C. Not at all 

15.  Are you the first person in your family to attend college? 

A. Yes 

B. No 

16.  Do you plan on continuing your education after college? 

A. Yes 

B. No (skip #17) 

C. Not sure at this point 

17.  If yes, what type of post baccalaureate program to you hope to attend? 

A. Law school 

B. Medical school 

C. Dental school 

D. Veterinary school 

E. Business school 

F. Graduate school 

18.  On average, how many hours do you spend studying for your courses outside of 

class? 

A. 1-2 hours per week 

B. 3-4 hours per week 

C. 5-6 hours per week 

D. 7 or more hours per week 
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Appendix E 
 

Example Survey Responses from Student Participants 

for the following two questions: 

 

1. If someone told you they had a teacher who is FLEXIBLE in his/her teaching, 

what would you think that meant? I am interested in your perception. There is no 

right or wrong answer. Please be as thorough as possible. 

2. If someone told you they had a teacher who is EFFECTIVE in his/her teaching, 

what would you think that meant? I am interested in your perception. There is no 

right or wrong answer. Please be as thorough as possible. 

 

Student A 

1. Flexibility 

I feel that a teacher who is flexible is one who is able to stray from the syllabus when 

needed.  If students to do not understand the topic or want to discuss it further they are 

not stressed by spending the extra time on it.  I also think that a flexible teacher who is 

one who is open to any new ideas or thoughts that pertain to the subject, not close-

minded and unreceptive. 

2. Effectiveness 

I believe that a teacher who is effective is clear, organized, and available.  I consider a 

teacher who is clear is one who is able to communicate what information the student 

needs to know in order to be successful in the course.  I have been in classes that do not 

use textbooks or provide course notes but the teacher was still able to provide a clear 

outline through lecturing only. I have also been in classes in which the teacher just 

rambled and it was almost impossible to do well in the class because there was no 

structure.  An organized teacher is someone who even though they may stick to the 

syllabus keeps the students informed about important dates and returns work in a timely 

fashion.  An available teacher answers questions in class and allows the student to feel 

free to speak up without fear of criticism.  They also provide office hours, appointments, 

and email communication that is truly meant to help the student and are not just 

available because they have to be. 
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Student B 

1. Flexibility 

This would mean that he/she is open to deviating from their syllabus in order to make 

learning the course content more effective. If the class shows more interest and more 

eagerness to learn a specific issue or concept in the syllabus, I would hope that the 

teacher would be flexible enough to spend a little more time on it. This way, the teacher 

makes the students' opinions and feedback more valuable. 

2. Effectiveness 

A teacher who is effective is able to get students to work hard and learn the course 

material thoroughly. Some teachers think that students are reluctant to working hard. 

However, this is a misconception. Students are very willing to work hard, but only for a 

good cause. If students feel that their assignments and readings are pointless and 

irrelevant to their degree, than they will not be willing to work hard. However, if a 

teacher is able to guide students and show them why the assignments are important, 

students will certainly work hard. When students, work hard, they learn more. This all 

starts with an effective teacher. 

 

Student C 

1. Flexibility 

Flexible teaching methods include changing the lesson plan and teaching style to 

accommodate different types of learning and different situations. If one type of teaching 

doesn't work, they will find another one to work with. There is no set way to teach the 

material from year to year. there will be some of the same things as years pass, but for 

the most part, the teacher will adapt the style of teaching to each new situation and 

group. 

2. Effectiveness 

An effective teacher is one who can reach his or her students in a manner that works. 

They will be able to keep the students engaged in their work and will be able to feel 

assured that the students understand the message that they are trying to send. being and 

effective teacher simply means that they repeatedly meet their goal of teaching students 

the material. 



 136 

 

 

 

Student C 

1. Flexibility 

A flexible teacher is one who is willing to change his schedule in order to help students. 

He isn't overly concerned with getting through a set amount of material but rather is 

concerned with getting students to connect with the information presented no matter how 

long that takes. The teacher doesn't leave students behind, because he is available and 

open to questions and is willing to dedicate time to students. 

2. Effectiveness 

An effective teacher is knowledgeable about the subject they are teaching. They speak 

clearly and don't give false or confusing information. They are able to communicate with 

students about all topics in the course. An effective teacher cares about the students and 

doesn't overload the students with meaningless facts or busy work. He applies the 

information to how it will be effective in real life situations, and therefore makes it 

meaningful and interesting. 

 

Student D 

1. Flexibility 

To me, the first thing I think of in a teacher being flexible is how they handle 

assignments. I would think that the teacher gives them options for how/what to complete 

and is also understanding of students’ demands of school, so they give them flexible dates 

to complete the assignment. Also, flexibility could include attendance policy- the teacher 

may be lenient on the amount of absences they give. Or, perhaps the teacher is flexible in 

that they listen to and respect the opinions of their students when discussing class 

materials and don't just think that they are the only ones with the right answers. A 

flexible teacher could mean a variety of things. 

2. Effectiveness 

An effective teacher, to me, would mean that the student’s grades in that class are very 

high. An effective teacher would mean that they are effective in teaching students the 

material 
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Student E 

1. Flexibility 

If they were flexible I would think that meant they were willing to move due dates and 

tests if the students needed them too. I would also not rely on their syllabus as being 

extremely descriptive of what was going to come in the semester. I would also think this 

meant the teacher was less concerned with the material that had to be taught and more 

concerned with the particular students and how they were doing (which I perceive as a 

good thing). I think I would look forward to the class, knowing that the professor was 

willing to change the class around according to the students. 

2. Effectiveness 

I would think that they meant the teacher was a good lecturer who was capable of 

keeping my attention. I would also think this meant that I would feel prepared for the 

tests and assignments and not feel like things were totally coming out of the blue. Lastly, I 

would think that I would come out of the course with a greater understanding of whatever 

the course was about. 

 

Student F 

1. Flexibility 

To be a flexible teacher, I believe that you have to be able to read your students. I think 

that one prime example of a flexible teacher is a teacher who notices that his or her 

students want to spend more time on a certain subject to understand it better and that 

teacher is able to devote that time to the students without worrying about staying strictly 

on schedule. A flexible teacher is able to change his or her ways, perhaps incorporate 

new things such as visual aids, to help students because the teacher noticed they needed 

it. 

2. Effectiveness 

I think an effective teacher is a teacher who is able to successfully teach a concept to his 

or her students. The teacher is able to explain a concept in many different ways so that 

every student leaves with an accurate perception of the lesson. 
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Student G 

1. Flexibility 

I would think that the teacher has a type of community classroom. By this I mean, that the 

teacher allows room for each child to become an integral part of the classroom in which 

each opinion is valued. Also, I think there would be a lot of room for student led 

discussion. This type of teacher may have a general idea of what she wants her students 

to learn, but will allow her class to determine in how and what information about the 

subject is taught. 

2. Effectiveness 

By effective, I think a person means that the teacher was able to teach them in a way that 

caught their attention. They used teaching strategies that made the material meaningful 

for their students so that they were interested and able to retain the information. 

 

Student H 

1. Flexibility 

I would think they meant their teacher used multiple strategies while teaching. For 

example, they used different strategies to make sure that every type of learner was able to 

pick up the information. Some are better at learning from lectures, while others are better 

when they do hands on types of things, which is why it is good to be a flexible teacher. 

2. Effectiveness 

I would think that they meant the teacher was able to teach the information to their 

students in a way that stuck in their memory. A way to do so is by, for example, making 

the information interesting or using useful strategies in teaching that help everyone to 

understand. Effective teaching is teaching that "works", so the class would have a high 

average in tests and projects because they understood and were interested in the topic. 
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Appendix F 
 

An Example Interview Transcript with Professor M 

 

Q: Could you describe your concept of flexibility in teaching in college? 

A: My guess would be somebody who’s willing to allow discourse with the class to 

determine the direction of lectures or what’s being talked about… and try to stay in 

tune with students’ interests. 

Q: Many students nominated you as someone who was effective and flexible in teaching. 

Do you agree with them? Do you think you’re flexible in you teaching? 

A: I think so. I try to have a good time. I mean, I’m competing with a lot of things when I 

teach. I’m not somebody who believes that, you know, I just have to come in and do 

my stuff, and students need to sit there, take notes and learn something. I think that 

the way, the environment now, and culture is you have to maintain their interests. 

And the best way to do that is trying to feed off of them. If a student asks a question, 

maybe it’s off base, but he’s interested in it, then I’ll have some time and talk about 

that because it’s important to listen what they have to say. But, also for me it could be 

a lot of fun. Because I end up learning that I don’t know. Then I say, “Let me go look, 

I’ll look into that and get back to you.” So I’ve learned a ton of things I would’ve not 

known had I just said, “That’s off-topic.” 

Q: In your opinion, how would you describe the relationship between flexibility in 

teaching and effective teaching? 

A: I think flexible teaching facilitates effective teaching. Or it could create a context in 

which effective teaching can occur. So, how I think of myself as being flexible, I think 

that keeps students’ more interested and engaged. It allows me to be effective over the 

long run. 

Q: What is your concept of effective teaching in college? 

A: Effective teaching is about helping students grasp material and be able to apply as a 

result of that. One interesting thing to note is that even “labeling” is important to him 

because it’s a form of application of knowledge. For instance, a student emailed him 

and said, “Oh, I saw such and such concept while I was talking to my friend. Now I 

totally get it what you were talking about.” 

It’s not grades. Grades are irrelevant to me. Effective teaching is the ability for 

students in day-to-day lives. I think I’m fortunate because what I teach is about day-

to-day lives. 
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