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Introduction

The main goal for a teacher, in any capacity, is student learning. The formal teaching/learning process typically involves interactions between the teacher, learners, content, and the learning environment (Dunkin & Biddle, 1974). One piece of this complex process is the beliefs of the teacher about the learning process. A successful teacher has a clearly defined teaching philosophy outlining their core values as an instructor.  Understanding the teaching beliefs of excellent teachers can allow novice teachers to develop into excellent teachers by modeling the beliefs and behaviors exhibited by their accomplished peers.

Theoretical Framework

The Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) proposes that a person’s beliefs influence their intentions, which in turn influence their behaviors. Teacher classroom behavior ultimately affects students’ achievement (Fang, 1996).  Teaching involves two domains: (a) teachers’ thought processes, and (b) teachers’ actions and their observable effects.  Understand teacher’s thoughts and actions will give us a better understanding of how these two components interact to increase or inhibit student performance (Clark & Peterson, 1986).  

According to Heimlich (1990) sensitivity and inclusion are the two key dimensions that describe the teacher’s beliefs related to their thoughts and actions.  Sensitivity relates to the understanding of the group (learners) needs, while inclusion refers to the amount of control the students are allowed over their learning within the instructor’s classroom. Combining the two dimensions allows for teachers to be categorized into four groups: (a) Experts have low sensitivity and low inclusion; (b) Facilitators have low sensitivity and high inclusion; (c) Providers have high sensitivity and low inclusion; and (d) Enablers have high in sensitivity and high in inclusion. 

A potential means for improving the learning environment and facilitation of learning for the benefit of the learners, is for educators to understand their predilections toward a teaching style (Heimlich, 1990).  Be delineating the beliefs a model can be established.  According to the components of the social learning theory presented by Bandura (1977) most behaviors are learned through modeling. The effectiveness of the model is directly correlated to the functional value of the behaviors and the status of those modeling within the social group.  Models are more likely to be adopted when the outcome, student achievement in this case, has value within the system. It is also stipulated that the level of association within a social setting delimits the modeling opportunities (Bandura, 1977).
Methods

The purpose of this study was to explore teaching beliefs of excellent teachers. To accomplish this purpose, this study used a case study of faculty in the Academy of Teaching Excellence in the [college], at the [university].  This group includes professors who were elected to membership based on receiving awards and recognition for teaching.  The target population was all members currently employed at [University], totaling thirty three professors since 2008 (N = 33). Twenty-two members of the academy (n = 22) elected to participate and thus constituted the case.  Each professor completed a researcher modified Van Tilburg/Heimlich Teacher Belief Scale (Heimlich, 1990) administered through an online questionnaire. Data were collected using the Tailored Design Method (Dillman, 2000).  

Results

Respondents were scored on two axes, sensitivity and inclusion.  Based on the plotted scores (see Figure 1), respondents fell into one of four categories: expert, facilitator, enabler, and provider. It was found that of the sample 77% (n=17) were scored as “enabler,” 14% (n=3) were scored as “provider,” 4% (n=1) were scored as “facilitator,” and 4% (n=1) scored as an “expert.” The mean calculated score for sensitivity was 8.5, and for inclusion the score was 6.5. Both scores are calculated on a range from 0 to 11. 
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Figure 1. Teaching beliefs of excellent teachers.

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Implications

The majority of faculty in the Academy of Teaching Excellence in the [college] at [university] are classified as enablers (Heimlich, 1990). This means that this group is high in sensitivity and high in inclusion. These findings mirror the data collected by Heimlich; he found that 69% of his respondents also scored within the enabler category. Since members of the academy were selected through a student nomination and peer evaluation process, this implies that students and faculty in the [college] at [university] value teachers that are sensitive to student needs and inclusive of all students. New instructors should strive to model these behaviors. 

The results of this study only apply to this small group. Teaching beliefs of faculty not in the academy should be examined to see if similarities exist. Additionally, this study should be replicated at other universities and in other disciplines to see if similar results are found. Finally, teacher beliefs and behaviors are inputs in the learning process. Teaching beliefs should be compared with student performance (learning) to determine if relationships exist.
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