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Introduction: There has long been an interest in excellence in the college classroom, and recent research both qualitative
(e.g. Bain, 2004; Hansen, 2011; Light, 2001; Lueddeke, 2003) and quantitative (e.g. Arum & Roksa 2011; Kuh et al., 2005) has
produced many lists of the characteristics of skillful instructors. However, despite a common focus on learner outcomes, the lists
share few characteristics. I therefore undertook a synthesis of this literature (Figure 1), interpreting the empirical research in light
of the theories of cognitive development (Figure 2) and student learning behaviors (Figure 3).
Motivation for the study
Recent literature describing forces impacting
learning in the college classroom:
• Demographic changes in the student
population (e.g. Ginsberg & Wlodkowsky,
2009)
• Decreasing engagement of students in
academics (e.g. Selingo, 2012).
• Learning outcomes failing to meet
expectations (e.g. Arum & Roksa, 2011)
Tying these together is strong evidence that
faculty need to modify their classroom
learning environment (e.g. Lueddeke, 2003).

Theory of student development
Received knowing: dualistic passivity

Theory of learning behavior

Subjective knowing: dualistic intuition
desire to meet expectations/
cognitive dissonance

Procedural knowing: learning arguments
blending rational and intuitive thought

Constructed knowing: emergent understanding
Figure 2: Stages of adult cognitive development
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Figure 3: Behaviors of students exposed to challenge

Learner-centered instruction must be supported by an
understanding of adult cognitive development (Belenky et
al., 1986/1997; Perry, 1968/1970) and the behaviors
underlying effective learning, self-efficacy (Bandura, 1995)
and growth mindset (Dweck, 1999), giving students the
courage to work through challenges (Perry, 1968/1970).

