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Long before the introduction of the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) and the
debate on the purpose that it serves (e.g. Scott, 2015; Aswhin, 2016), the
understanding and implementation of 'teaching excellence' in the academy has been
a contested territory. Complexity and contestation referred, but were not confined to,
the relationship between: (i.) excellence in teaching and excellence in learning in
general, and (ii.) the criteria of teacher excellence and the changing
nature/diversification of academic roles (Gunn & Frisk, 2013).

The relationship between teaching and excellence and a wide range of factors has
been also been widely contested: the assumption that teaching excellence derives
from, or is automatically associated with, excellent research, has been contradicted
(Hattie and Marsh, 1996) as well as the association between excellence and
schemes for promoting teachers' excellence (Gibbs & Habeshaw, 2002; McLean,
2001). While teacher conceptions' of teaching have been systematically investigated
(e.g. Pratt, 1992; Gonzalez, 2011), studies exploring students' conceptions of
teaching are mostly absent (for exceptions: Kember et al., 2003; Virtanen &
Lindblom-Ylanne, 2010).

Conceptions of learning and teaching are defined as beliefs which form the
background for approaches, meaning the sets of practises and strategies which will
be implemented in the different contexts of learning and teaching (Entwistle and
Walker, 2000). Most studies have focused on either students' conceptions of learning
or teachers' conceptions of teaching; Kember et al. (2003), however, also examined
students' beliefs about teaching in conjunction with their beliefs about learning and
knowledge. Their study concluded that these beliefs form a consistent and logically
inter-related set. Multiple studies suggested that teachers' and students' approaches
to teaching and learning are evidently connected with their conceptions of these
activities (e.g. Kember et al. 2003; Trigwell and Prosser 1996). The current study
aimed to extend conclusions of these studies by exploring undergraduate students’
conceptions of 'teaching excellence' and the following three under-researched areas:

I. The absence of the student perspective in the TEF agenda



ii. The lack of research in students' conceptions of teaching.

iii. The absence of students' perspective in the research literature on 'teaching
excellence'

Accordingly, the central research question can be formulated as: what are the
qualitatively different ways undergraduate students experience 'teaching excellence'
in higher education?

Methodology

Trigwell (2010) asserts that good teaching is the convergence of a combination of

elements: student-centred focus, drawing on teacher's strategies, planning,

knowledge, conceptions and reflection, as well as their interaction with the learning

and teaching context. Historically, phenomenographic approaches (Marton & Booth,

1997) have been credited with identifying variation and, more importantly,
highlighting

implications for academic practice, curriculum design and the enhancement of

teaching and learning environments. Purposive sampling aimed to maximise
variation

in the experiences of participants from one access, teaching-focussed university and

a research-focussed university, while semi-structured phenomenographic interviews

focused on an instance of teaching excellence and invited participants to share their

experiences. Prompts during the interviews aimed to reveal the structure of students'

conception (i.e. discern the referential and structural aspect of the conception).

Preliminary results

343 students from the teaching-focussed institution responded to a brief,
‘screening’ questionnaire. Purposive sampling aimed at maximising variation in
students’ experiences of excellent teaching by selecting individuals based on their
responses: year of study, full-time or part-time study mode, ‘self-declare’ item on
gender, reported experience(s) of excellent teaching while at university. One pilot
interview was conducted to test the interview questions. Twenty (20) students
accepted invitations to attend a semi-structured interview; these lasted between 25-
40 minutes. Satisfactory range of disciplinary backgrounds supported the sampling
strategy (Law, Business studies, Medicine, Education, Social Work, English, Media,
Biosciences etc.) A £15 voucher was given in recognition of their contribution. 89%



of students responded that they have experienced at least one instance of ‘excellent
teaching’ since they joined the university (N=343). Following the interviews at the
teaching-focussed university, 172 questionnaire responses from undergraduate
students of the second, research-intensive institution were collected and interviews
are currently being undertaken. Students’ accounts during the interviews point to two
dimensions of ‘teaching excellence’: ‘teaching excellence’ is understood in terms of
gualities of the teacher (e.g. enthusiastic, resourceful, attentive, well-organised) and
what the teacher does (mainly how they present the subject matter, what are the
teaching technigues employed and how is the learning environment
managed/designed). So far, conceptions of ‘development’ and ‘change’

(e.g. Ashwin, Abbas & McLean, 2016) appeared less prominently. Finally, the
emerging results will be discussed in relation to the TEF debate as well as existing

literature on conceptions of teaching.

References

Ashwin, P. (2016) Imagine a Tef that actually measured teaching excellence...The
Guardian. 26 October. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-

network/2016/oct/26/imagine-a-tef-that-actually-measured-teaching-excellence.

Entwistle, N., & Walker, P. (2000). Strategic alertness and expended awareness

within sophisticated conceptions of teaching. Instructional Science, 28, 335-361.

Gibbs, G. & Habeshaw, T. (2002) Recognising and Rewarding Excellent Teachers.
Milton Keynes: Open University.

Gonzalez, C. (2011). Extending research on "conceptions of teaching":
commonalities and differences in recent investigations., Teaching in Higher
Education, 16(1), 65-80.

Gow, L., & Kember, D. (1993). Conceptions of teaching and their relationship to
student learning. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 63(1), 20-33.



Gunn, V., and Fisk, A. (2013) Considering Teaching Excellence in Higher Education:
2007-2013: A Literature Review Since the CHERI Report 2007. Project Report.
Higher Education Academy, York, UK.

Hattie, J. & Marsh, H.W. (1996) The relationship between research and teaching: a
meta-analysis. Review of Educational Research. 66 (4), pp. 507-542.

Kember, D. (1997). A reconceptualisation of the research into university academics'

conceptions of teaching. Learning and Instruction, 7(3), 255-275.

Kember, D., Jenkins, W., & Ng, K. (2003). Adult students' perceptions of good
teaching as a function of their conceptions of learning-Part 1 Influencing the

development of self-determination. Studies in Continuing Education, 25(2), 240-251.

Marton, F., & Booth, S. A. (1997). Learning and Awareness. Mahwah, NJ: L. Erlbaum

Associates.

McLean, M. (2001) Rewarding teaching excellence. Can we measure excellence?
Who should be the judge? Medical Teacher. 23 (1), pp. 6-11.

Pratt, D. D. (1992). Conceptions of Teaching. Adult Education Quarterly, 42(4), 203-
220.

Trigwell, K. (2010). Teaching and Learning: A Relational View. In Julia Christensen
Hughes and Joy Mighty (Eds.), Taking Stock: Research on Teaching and Learning in
Higher Education, (pp. 115-128). Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queens University

Press.

Trigwell, K., & Prosser, M. (1996). Congruence between intention and strategy in
university science teachers' approaches to teaching. Higher Education, 32, 77-87.

Scott, P. (2015) Three reasons why the Research Excellence Framework won't work.

The Guardian. 02 November. Available at:



https://www.theguardian.com/education/2015/nov/02/why-teaching-excellence-

framework-tef-metrics-university-fees



