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Pedagogical Perspectives in Higher Education Research  

 

Synonyms  

Studies on teaching and learning in higher education; Research on learning and instruction in 

higher education; Research on student learning in university; Research on teaching in university 

 

Definition 

Research focusing on teaching and learning in universities 

 

Cross references 

E-learning in higher education; Learning outcomes, higher education; Students’ experiences in 

higher education; Governance of teaching and learning in higher education; Linking innovation, 

education and research; Transformative learning, higher education 

 

 

 

Higher education pedagogy is a fairly young research field, stemming from early research during 

the 1970s and growing widely since the 1990s. The following sections present firstly main 

research lines focusing on student learning and secondly those examining teaching and teachers. 

 

Studies on student learning  

 

In research on student learning in higher education, it has been typical to make a distinction 

between the typically European/Australian tradition of focusing on student approaches to 

learning and the more American tradition of self-regulation studies. In addition, there is a 

growing research line of research on learning patterns, which aims to bridge these two traditions 

to form a more holistic perspective on student learning.  

 

Research on student approaches to learning started to expand during the 1970s, when Marton and 

Säljö (1979) identified the two, now well-known approaches, that is, the surface approach and 

the deep approach. Typical to the surface approach is students’ rote learning in order to pass 



exams, whereas in the deep approach students foremost seek a better understanding of the topic 

being studied. In addition to these two basic approaches to learning, a third approach referred to 

as the achieving approach or strategic approach or organized studying was identified in several 

studies (see, e.g. Entwistle and McCune, 2004). Typical to this approach is that the student 

fundamentally aims for high grades and organises his or her studies in a way that maximises the 

possibility of good achievement. Research has shown that while some students tend to approach 

their studying in a similar way and independent of their learning environment, other students 

vary in their learning approach in different learning environments (e.g., Lindblom-Ylänne et al., 

2004). Thus, existing research suggests that student approaches to learning are dynamic and that 

it is possible to influence them through pedagogical arrangements. 

 

Although the topic of student approaches to learning has been a widely examined research area, 

students’ approaches form only one part of the complex phenomenon of student learning. A 

more comprehensive perspective has been provided by Biggs (1999) with the 3P Model of 

Learning. The three Ps form the basic components of learning seen as a holistic phenomenon: 

Presage, Process, and Product. The presage factors that predict learning processes and products 

include, first, student-related factors, such as prior knowledge and motivation; and, second, 

factors related to teaching contexts, such as teaching methods and assessments. The process 

component pertains to students’ activities when learning and their learning approaches. The 

product part of the model refers to learning outcomes such as knowledge, skills and attitudes. 

More recently, Price (2014) added a fourth ‘P’ to the model, Perceptions, representing students’ 

and teachers’ conceptions of learning and their perceptions of the context. The fourth ‘P’ thus 

indicates that the influence of presage factors on the learning process is usually indirect, that is, 

through how students perceive these factors. For example, if a student finds his or her own skills 

inadequate, he/she may not put enough effort into learning; or, when students perceive the 

learning environment as requiring rote learning they may adaptively adopt a surface approach. 

 

The 3P and 4P Models of Learning have been widely used as a theoretical framework in research 

into student learning in higher education. Recent studies have focused, for example, on the 

relationship between students’ perceptions of their learning environment (presage factor), their 

learning approaches (process factor), and their actual study success (product factor). In general, 



studies have found a positive relationship between the deep approach and study success, but 

there are also exceptions indicating that when teachers emphasise rote learning it is possible to 

achieve high grades with a surface approach as well. Usually, organised studying has related 

positively to study success. Students’ perception of their learning environment seems to have an 

indirect effect on their study success via approaches to learning. This means that when students 

perceive their teaching–learning environment as interesting and relevant, they are more likely to 

adopt a deep approach to learning and achieve high grades.   

 

Some recent studies have examined whether there are differences between disciplines in how 

students approach their learning and how they perceive their learning environment, and 

differences have indeed been found. For example, in a study by Parpala et al. (2011), students of 

Veterinary Medicine scored significantly higher than students in other faculties with respect to 

four factors measuring perceptions of teaching–learning environments: teaching for 

understanding, alignment, interest and relevance, and support from other students. In the same 

study, law students had the lowest or second lowest scores for all of these factors. That study is 

just one example, but other studies have confirmed that there are disciplinary differences in how 

students perceive their learning environment at university and how they approach their studies. 

 

As a parallel research tradition to research on student approaches to learning, studies on self-

regulated learning in higher education have produced a rich knowledge base of how students 

engage in their studies. The concept of self-regulation refers to processes by which students 

monitor and control their thinking and activities during the learning process in order to achieve 

their (self-set) learning goals. A widely used model of self-regulation by Pintrich and Zusho 

(2007) shows a similarity with the 3P Model by Biggs (1999), although the model stems from a 

different theoretical framework. According to their model, personal characteristics such as age 

and gender, as well as classroom context characteristics such as academic tasks and instructional 

methods, influence motivational as well as self-regulatory processes, both of which have an 

impact on outcomes. According to extensive research, in general, self-regulated students, that is, 

students who set their own goals and plan, monitor and reflect on their motivation and study 

process, are more likely to succeed in their studies than those students who lack these kinds of 

regulation strategies. 



 

In addition to research on student approaches to learning and self-regulation of learning, there is 

a third line of research that has conceptualised broader learning patterns, that is, combinations of 

learning conceptions, approaches, and ways of regulating learning. This research line aims to 

unify studies on cognitive strategies, regulation strategies, motivation and learning conceptions 

(Vermunt and Donche, 2017). Like Biggs’ 3P Model and the model by Pintrich and Zusho 

(2007), the model of learning patterns by Vermunt and Donche (2017) acknowledges the 

influence of personal and contextual factors on students’ learning conceptions, motivation, 

regulation strategies and processing strategies, and their influence on learning outcomes.  

 

Four qualitatively different learning patterns have been identified in research (e.g., Lonka et al., 

2004): 1) Reproduction-directed learning, where the student has a traditional ‘intake of 

knowledge’ view of learning and aims to memorise what is to be learnt in order to be able to 

reproduce it in an exam. These students are usually highly dependent on external regulation by 

teachers. 2) Meaning-directed learning, which refers to the internally motivated and self-

regulated attempt to understand learning materials. These students see learning as a constructive 

rather than reproductive process. 3) Application-directed learning, in which students try to make 

links between learning at the academy and in the outside world. Thus, they value usable 

knowledge and are oriented towards their future vocation. 4) Undirected learning, referring to 

the lack of regulation, and an ambivalent learning orientation. In general, meaning-oriented 

learning is positively associated to successful learning outcomes, whereas undirected learning is 

negatively associated to them (Vermunt and Donche, 2017). 

 

Generic skills as learning outcomes in university  

 

In recent decades, learning outcomes have received more and more attention in higher education. 

One example is the feasibility study Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes 

(AHELO) by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), which 

experimented with measuring both domain-specific learning outcomes and generic skills across 

cultures (Tremblay et al., 2012). Recently, the OECD has agreed to partner with an American 

institute measuring learning outcomes, the Council for Aid to Education (CAE), concerning a 



new initiative to assess learning outcomes in higher education on a global scale. This initiative 

will use the CAE’s Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA+), an assessment tool that measures 

generic skills using a performance-based instrument (a similar tool that was used in AHELO).  

 

At the same time, research literature has paid more and more attention to the development of 

generic skills, also referred to with other terms, such as transferable skills, generic attributes, key 

skills, 21st century skills, or core competencies. Research on generic skills in higher education 

has produced, first, several definitions and lists of generic skills. These vary but they commonly 

include communication skills (e.g., oral presentation and academic writing), thinking skills (e.g., 

problem solving and critical thinking), and interpersonal skills (e.g., teamwork and 

collaboration). Second, many studies have focused on how university graduates perceive the 

contributions that their university education has made to their development of these skills. Third, 

there are studies that have aimed to identify mechanisms through which universities pursue 

developing generic skills. The findings suggest that active, collaborative learning, linking theory 

and practice, and diversified assessment methods are all important for the development of 

generic skills.  

 

Teachers’ Pedagogical Methods and Approaches to Teaching   

 

Along with the research on student learning, another broad research field focuses on university 

teachers and their teaching. These studies focus on university teachers’ conceptions of learning 

and teaching, their approaches to teaching, and specific teaching paradigms and methods. One 

widely used tool for measuring teachers’ approaches to teaching is the Approaches to Teaching 

Inventory (ATI-R) (Trigwell and Prosser, 2004). The inventory measures two main approaches 

to teaching, namely, the Conceptual Change or Student-focused (CCSF) approach and the 

Information Transmission or Teacher-focused (ITTF) approach. In the former, teachers take 

students’ prior knowledge into account in their teaching and support their active learning, 

whereas the latter focuses on the transmission of knowledge involving little interaction with 

students. Some studies have shown that sometimes teachers’ intentions and actual teaching 

strategies may be inconsistent and that the same teacher may alter his or her approach to teaching 

in different contexts (Lindblom-Ylänne et al., 2006). Teachers also differ in their conceptions of 



their own growth and development as teachers. In her phenomenographic study, Åkerlind (2003) 

found three ways of how teachers described their development: Changes in the teacher 

(increasing comfort and confidence, decreasing effort in teaching), changes in the teaching 

practice (increasing skills and knowledge), and changes in the outcomes for learners (increasing 

student learning).   

 

Research on university teaching naturally covers a wide range of studies on different pedagogical 

approaches such as the constructivist approach to teaching and learning, and regarding specific 

curricular solutions and methods such as problem-based learning (PBL), project-based learning, 

inquiry-based learning, team-based learning, flipped classroom, work-related learning, and 

service learning. Common to these approaches is that they all represent student-centred learning 

emphasising students’ active role in the learning process. Studies related to different pedagogical 

and curricular solutions have focused, for example, on students’ and teachers’ experiences of 

new forms of studying, the emotional dimension in learning, student approaches to learning, and 

learning outcomes. Recently, the use of technology and new study opportunities, such as 

MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses), have also received more and more attention. These 

studies have revealed both advantages and challenges in the use of technology in higher 

education. An important but so far seldom researched topic related to such technological 

applications is the regulation of learning, especially in collaborative contexts (Järvelä et al., 

2016). A general conclusion of studies on the role of technology in learning could be formulated 

as it not being the technology itself that matters but rather the pedagogical solutions that support 

students’ learning processes.  

 

While the bulk of pedagogical research in higher education is confined to classroom learning, 

there is a growing research field focusing on learning taking place outside the classroom. 

Because of rapid changes in society and the economy, there is a need to enhance both 

employees’ opportunities for continuous learning and students’ opportunities to experience 

authentic work during their studies. In the United Kingdom and Australia, for example, a new 

form of educational practice, work-based learning partnerships, has been established. In this 

form of education, employees are enrolled as students and complete a study programme for 

formal qualifications but remain based at their workplace (e.g., Boud, 2006). In Finland, 



universities of applied sciences offer similar Master’s degree level programmes for people who 

have gained at least three years of work experience since completing their Bachelor’s degree 

level studies. Usually, students in these programmes are employed and conduct a development 

project at their workplace as part of their studies. In another similar example from a German 

university, fully employed people may take a program on Business Administration which is 

based on action learning (solving realistic complex problems), networking (working with a 

network consisting of lecturers, mentors, experts and participants), and work-based learning 

(work experience as an integral part of the program) (Hartmann et al., 2009). 

 

At the same time, with work-based study programmes for employees having been established in 

many countries, the integration of work experience in study programmes for higher education 

students in general has also become more common (e.g., Billett, 2015; Tynjälä and Gijbels, 

2012). Studies on students’ work placements, practicum, apprenticeship, internship, project 

assignments and other forms of learning based on authentic work experience at or in 

collaboration with a workplace have focused not only on students’ personal experiences but also 

on the influence of work on graduate employability. According to most studies, the availability 

of various work experience opportunities and/or working alongside one’s higher education 

studies enhances students’ employability and actual employment.  

 

When the context of learning is not only a classroom, but is rather being built on the basis of a 

combination of experiences in different contexts such as the workplace, school, Internet, and 

leisure activities, new kinds of pedagogy are needed for guiding and supporting students’ 

learning process. The model of Integrative Pedagogy (e.g. Tynjälä & Gijbels, 2012; Tynjälä et 

al., 2016) is one example of pedagogical tools designed for this purpose. According to the 

Integrative Pedagogy model, it is important that theoretical knowledge learned at university and 

practical knowledge gained in a work placement and in other contexts should not remain separate 

but be tightly integrated and fused with each other in order to develop a high level of expertise. 

For connecting different forms of knowledge, students are assigned learning tasks in which they 

need to apply theoretical knowledge to practical assignments and reflect on their practical 

experiences in the light of theory with the help of conceptual knowledge. The model has been 

applied in different disciplines, and it has proven itself to be a fully functional tool for supporting 



learning both in the classroom context and for connecting school learning with workplace 

learning. Technological tools and software have also been developed to support student 

reflection in linking theoretical and practical knowledge. 

 

In sum, pedagogical research in higher education has evolved from its narrowly focused 

emergence through early research studies in the 1970s to being a broad, diversified research 

field. Among this field’s most well-known research lines are student learning on the one hand 

and teaching approaches on the other. There are also studies that combine these two by 

examining, for example, the relationships between student factors, learning environment factors, 

and factors related to learning outcomes. Another broad research area is made up of studies on a 

variety of pedagogical approaches, methods and tools. A third, fast-growing line of research is 

forming from studies focusing on integrating of academic learning and workplace learning, while 

a fourth new major field focuses on the role of technology in learning.  
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