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Abstract

The purpose of this research article is to propose five key factors which instructors and educators can utilize

in the university classroom to develop effective learning in the university classroom. The five key factors examined are

student empowerment, establishing ethics, implementation of a written contract, open communication and incorporation

of SWOT analysis.† Each of these factors is defined and their relevance towards effective learning is assessed along

with discussion of how an instructor or educator can implement them.† Suggestions on things an instructor must take

into consideration when focusing on the five key factors towards effective learning is addressed†as well.†
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Background

The responsibilities of any instructor or educator teaching at the university level are varied and numerous

whether it be conducting research, updating and preparing the teaching material, handling conflict with problem

students in the classroom, administering grades objectively etc.   As with any kind of responsibility undertaken by an

educator, there are risks and challenges associated with the task.  A key challenge that continues to test the abilities

and creativity of educators is how to nurture and maintain an effective classroom environment in hopes of

contributing to the potential success of the learning and teaching of the course material and objectives as well as

motivating students in the course.  Although the university or educational institution may provide the instructor with

guidelines and suggestions on how to achieve effectiveness in the classroom, ultimately it is the instructor who is

entrusted with the task of making sure his or her classroom environment is effective and conducive to learning since

the instructor is responsible for the course and the students who are enrolled.  As a result, here are five key factors

that are proposed which can be implemented by an instructor to achieve effective learning in the university

classroom.
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Discussion

First, giving students the ability to make their

own decisions on assignments and projects (e.g. using

their own approach to research a company on a

research project) gives them a form of empowerment

that they have independence in the course and can

try to learn on their own.  Empowerment is the

process of enhancing feelings of self-efficacy among

organizational members through the identification of

conditions that foster powerlessness and through

their removal by both formal organizational practices

and informal techniques of providing efficacy information

(Conger & Kanungo, 1988).  So the instructor can survey

students in the class or have an open discussion to

determine what they would like to have in the course

to promote and develop student self-efficacy.  Based

on the results of the survey or the open discussion, the

instructor can then assess what would be appropriate

to sustain empowerment among the students for

example assigning special activities, projects or

independent research for students to complete, forming

self-managed work teams for students or assigning

special duties for students in the course.   According to

Knowles (1986) by providing students with opportunities

to select activities and assignments and negotiate for

certain grades for example, encourages empowerment

and the motivation to learn as students are given an

opportunity for self-directed learning.  An instructorûs

classroom may have two main groups of students; those

who wish to have the opportunity to lead their own

learning path in the course and those student who

simply follow the learning path of the instructors.  As a

result, the instructor should offer the opportunity of

empowerment to his/her students to meet the needs

of those students who would like to direct their own

learning path in the classroom.  Empowerment is

important and the value of empowerment is the most

fundamental skill instructors should teach their students

in encouraging effective learning in the classroom

(Huff & Johnson, 1998).

Second, establishing ethics or the standards of

acceptable behavior for the course is vital to effective

learning.  Not only is it imperative for an instructor to

communicate it at the beginning of the course e.g. the

first day of class, but it is imperative that ethics for any

course be reiterated throughout the duration of the

course.   These ethics of the course comprise the rules

and expectations of the course which dictate what a

student can and cannot do in the course e.g. actively

participating in the course lectures, not talking/interrupting

the instructor while the instructor is talking etc. to

minimize potential problems on the part of students.

A classroom will have students of different levels of

intelligence, studiousness and maturity as well as

students of different nationalities.  For instance there

may be students who are bright, who pay attention,

who are aloof, who donût care about what is being

taught and those who probably didnût want to come to

class, but came anyway because they donût want to

lose their attendance points.  Because of these

potential differences in the student body of the course,

setting the ethics of the course early on will allow

students to understand what is expected of him/her in

the course.  Also, the instructor will be able to establish

a community of learners which emphasizes cooperation

in developing an environment conducive to optimal

achievement in academic, social, and psychomotor

skills (Ediger, 2009) which can be achieved by

establishing the ethics of the course and communicating

the course ethics to all the students.

Third, implementing a written contract that is

drafted by the instructor and which the student and the

instructor both sign is an alternative method to ensure

effectiveness in the classroom learning environment.  The

written contract for the course can be comparable a

çpsychological contracté which is an unwritten agreement

between an employee (the student) and the organization

(the university/instructor) which specifies what each

expects to give to and receive from the other (Ivancievich,

Konopaske, & Matteson, 2008).  However, it is the need
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for a written contract between the student and the

instructor, a physical, tangible document which will be

examined here.  This written contract serves as a

learning contract in the classroom that establishes the

nature of the relationship, the objectives of the learning

experience, the activities to accomplish the learning

objectives and the means by which the educational

effort will be evaluated (Lemieux, 2001).  In the contract

for example, the instructor outlines the learning

objectives and outcomes, rules of the course,

responsibilities and expectations of the students or

anything which the instructor deems vital to the course

which all students enrolled in the course must abide by

and fully understand.  The instructor could also include

his/her responsibilities and expectations that he/she must

fulfill to effectively teach the course material and meet

the learning objectives in the class.   Once the student

has read and fully understands the rules and expectations

of the course (the terms of the contract), then the

student must sign the contract for the course thereby

acknowledging that he/she has read and fully

understands the terms of the contract of the course as

set forth by the instructor. The instructor in turn will have

signed the contract as well to indicate that he/she

understands the contract and his/her duties to teach

the course and meet the stated learning objectives for

the course. Then the instructor will keep one copy of

the contract and the student will retain a copy for him/

herself as a reference.  It is imperative for a student

keep a copy of the course contract for which he/she

has signed because should he/she have any misunder-

standings he/she can always refer to the contract.

It must be stated that using a contract for a

course serves several key purposes: 1) It obligates the

student and the instructor do their respective parts of

the contract to ensure an effective and successful

classroom environment, 2) It outlines the key rules and

expectations and the overall ethics of the course which

the student and instructor will be aware of, 3) It helps to

eliminate or minimize, at the least, potential problems or

confusion pertaining to the rules and expectations of

the course which could for example, be misinterpreted

by the student, 4) It motivates students to try to learn

the knowledge that is being taught by the instructor in

the course because they have committed themselves

to upholding the rules and ethics of the course by

signing the course contract, 5) It establishes a level of

uniform conformity through common norms or standards

which every student enrolled must follow especially if

the group of students enrolled in the course consists of

students of different nationalities.  As the contract

involves both the instructor and his/her students, both

the parties are then required to follow the terms of the

contract and can monitor one another as well.  According

to Lemieux (2001), if contracts are responsibly used they

can motivate students to achieve certain outcomes

and provide structure to the learning experience.

The instructor should introduce students to the

course contract at the very beginning of the term

specifically, on the first day of class when the course

commences.  As a result, the respective student

enrolled in the course will know immediately well in the

beginning of the term the rules and expectations of the

course.  However, the instructor should continually

remind students throughout the course that they have

signed a contract and are obligated to follow the course

rules and expectations.  This point becomes particularly

important when a student is exhibiting behaviors that

are disturbing or harmful to the learning environment for

the course e.g. using mobile phones in the classroom,

talking during student presentations etc.   The instructor

thereby is compelled to reprimand the problem student

by referring him/her to the course contract the student

signed as he/she is violating the terms of the contract,

essentially, the rules and expectations of the course.

Fourth, providing open communication and in

particular, feedback, to students is essential to effective

learning. Open communication should be encouraged
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by the instructor in the classroom environment and in

the learning as well. By doing this, the instructor will

encourage student participation and involvement thereby

stimulating the learning in the classroom.  Feedback

which represents information communicated to the learner

that is intended to modify the learnerûs thinking or

behavior for the purpose of improving learning (Shute,

2007) must be incorporated into the course learning

dynamic.  For example, feedback that is given to a

student by the instructor frequently makes a studentûs

learning more visible so he/she the student, can make

any needed changes since feedback is a form of

assessment.  Bollag (2006) explains that feedback given

only at the end of a learning cycle is not effective in

furthering student learning.  Instructors then should

provide consistent feedback to students to improve not

only the quality of learning of the student, but also the

teaching of the instructor as well (Popham, 2008). This

consistent feedback could be provided at the

beginning, middle and end of the learning cycle for

instance to assess the level of learning and teaching.

Fifth, assessing the effectiveness of the learning

in the classroom which will lead to the overall

effectiveness of the classroom can be achieved by

incorporating the traditional SWOT analysis.  SWOT

comprises four key components, S = Strengths, W =

Weaknesses, O = Opportunities and T = Threats. The

SWOT analysis, which delves into a business or companyûs

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats,

portrays a businessû internal context in terms of strengths

and weaknesses and scouring its external context for

opportunities and threats (Valentin, 2005).  It is meant to

spark strategic insight and distill fragmentary facts and

figures into coherent backdrops for strategic planning

(Mintzberg, 1994).  In this paper, the SWOT analysis

can be used to research the classroomsû strengths,

weaknesses, opportunities and threats much like a

company/business. SWOT analysis is used not only in

business, but in the classroom as well. It is the center

piece of situation assessment (Day, 1984) in which the

situation in this case is the effective learning in the

classroom. An instructor can use SWOT analysis to study

their lessonsû strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and

threats (Buckingham, 2009).  For example, before giving

the lesson and/or activities to students the instructor can

do a SWOT analysis of the lesson he/she has planned.

This will allow the instructor to do a preliminary

screening of the lesson/activities to be given to the

students. After the lesson has been given to the

students the instructor then can do a post screening of

the lesson by having the students do a SWOT analysis of

the lesson individually or collectively as a group where

the instructor asks students for their opinions and

feelings.  Also, the instructor could have students

complete the post screening SWOT analysis anonymously

depending on the requirements or discretion of the

instructor.  Using a SWOT analysis to assess the lessons

and activities and their link to the learning objectives

will often tell you why something did or did not work

(Buckingham, 2009).  So if an instructor uses for example

a preliminary and/or a post screening SWOT analysis of

the lesson he/she will be able to see and determine

what was useful and ineffective which  impacts the

overall learning in the classroom. In addition, if the instructor

uses the preliminary and post screening SWOT analysis

of  the lesson together, then the instructor can compare

both SWOT analyses and get a more thorough analysis

of the lesson rather than focusing on one SWOT analysis

(either preliminary screening or post screening). The SWOT

analysis itself is fundamentally simple and convenient for

any instructor to use to analyze issues and situations as

it focuses on four key components; Strengths, Weaknesses,

Opportunities and Threats. Results from the SWOT analy-

sis can quickly be assessed by the instructor and he/

she, the instructor, can use the results to improve or

bolster the learning environment of the classroom based

on the needs of the instructor, students and/or the

course.
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Conclusion

The five key factors towards effective learning

that have been addressed are not the only factors

available that every instructor should follow.  They are

additional factors or tools which an instructor can

incorporate and analyze to improve the overall

effectiveness of the learning in the classroom and

ultimately the overall effectiveness of the classroom in

general.  An instructor may have to focus on one or all

of the factors to improve the effectiveness of learning

depending on the demographics of his/her course e.g.

size of the class, nationalities of students etc. The instructor

will have to engage in trial and error and experimentation

to determine which factor or factors will work for his/her

class. However, the more factors or approaches to focus

on that are available out there to an instructor, enable

the instructor to focus on new factors, compare factors

which are best suited to his/her classroom or may even

inspire instructors to look for new factors to study in the

name of effective learning.  Striving for effective learning

in the classroom may be difficult in general, but these

five key factors provide a foundation for an instructor

with ideas and direction on the path towards achieving

effective learning in the university classroom which he/

she can utilize and continue to refine.
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