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Abstract Approaches to classroom instruction have evolved considerably over the past

50 years. This progress has been spurred by the development of several learning principles

and methods of instruction, including active learning, student-centered learning, collabora-

tive learning, experiential learning, and problem-based learning. In the present paper, we

suggest that these seemingly different strategies share important underlying characteristics

and can be viewed as complimentary components of a broader approach to classroom

instruction called transformational teaching. Transformational teaching involves creating

dynamic relationships between teachers, students, and a shared body of knowledge to

promote student learning and personal growth. From this perspective, instructors are intel-

lectual coaches who create teams of students who collaborate with each other and with their

teacher to master bodies of information. Teachers assume the traditional role of facilitating

students’ acquisition of key course concepts, but do so while enhancing students’ personal

development and attitudes toward learning. They accomplish these goals by establishing a

shared vision for a course, providing modeling and mastery experiences, challenging and

encouraging students, personalizing attention and feedback, creating experiential lessons

that transcend the boundaries of the classroom, and promoting ample opportunities for

preflection and reflection. We propose that these methods are synergistically related and,

when used together, maximize students’ potential for intellectual and personal growth.

Keywords Constructivism . Self-efficacy . Expectations . Modeling . Mastery .

Collaborative learning . Experiential lessons . Leadership . Shared vision . Personal growth

The question of how best to promote intellectual development has long been the focus of

philosophical debate and, more recently, empirical investigation. Over the past 50 years, this
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discussion has been informed by an abundance of research examining how instructors can

make classes more interesting and engaging (Richardson 2008; Wood 1989). Solutions have

included integrating multimedia into lectures to improve student attention (Berk 2009;

Hoffman and Ritchie 1997), using classroom-based electronic voting systems to enable

real-time communication between students and teachers (Caldwell 2007; Draper and Brown

2004), employing social media to foster collaboration (Kaufer et al. 2011; Ford et al. 2011),

and providing audio or printed versions of lectures to reinforce learning and retention (Lewis

and Harrison 2012; McKinney et al. 2009). These advancements have had a significant

effect on how instructors teach, and this is especially true in higher education, where

lecturing remains the most common form of instruction and accounts for the largest

percentage of class time used (Benjamin 2002; Lammers and Murphy 2002; Twenge

2009). At the same time, advancements in lecturing style account for only a small part of

the overall pedagogical progress that has been made (Mazur 2009; Ueckert et al. 2011).

The more impressive developments in classroom instruction have involved large-scale

re-considerations of what should happen in the classroom and what teachers should aim

to accomplish over the duration of a course. For example, while it was once relatively

common to regard students as passive listeners in the classroom, a large number of

excellent books and journal articles have now been published describing techniques for

getting students more active and engaged in class (Fies and Marshall 2006; Michael

2006; Rosebrough and Leverett 2011). In addition, whereas teachers’ objectives used to

be relatively constrained to helping students master course content, it is not uncommon

for teachers’ goals to now also involve some combination of increasing students’

academic self-efficacy (Caprara et al. 2011; Marsh and Martin 2011), improving their

self-regulatory capability (Boekaerts 2002; Zimmerman and Schunk 2011), enhancing

their feelings toward learning (Duncan and Arthurs 2012), and instilling in them values

and skills that promote lifelong learning (Aspin et al. 2012). These developments have

reshaped contemporary pedagogical discussions, as well as what instructors do in the

classroom (Young 2005). They have also had a significant effect on learning. For

example, several well-controlled studies have now shown that students demonstrate

more learning, better conceptual understanding, superior class attendance, greater per-

sistence, and increased engagement when collaborative or interactive teaching methods

are used compared to when traditional lecturing is employed (Armbruster et al. 2009;

Armstrong et al. 2007; Dahlgren et al. 2005; Deslauriers et al. 2011; Freeman et al.

2007; Haak et al. 2011; Knight and Wood 2005; Preszler 2009; Prince 2004; Saville et

al. 2006; Ueckert et al. 2011; cf. Andrews et al. 2011).

The goal of the present paper is to review the major contemporary approaches to learning

and classroom instruction, and to examine their similarity. Although these strategies differ in

slight ways in terms of their intention, scope, and emphasis, we suggest that these theoretical

perspectives and methods share several fundamental characteristics and that they can thus be

viewed as part of a broader approach to classroom instruction called transformational teaching.

To substantiate this formulation, we first review the most commonly discussed approaches to

learning and classroom instruction, and highlight areas of similarity and overlap. Second, we

discuss how these different approaches can be viewed in light of the superordinate framework

called transformational teaching and describe the theoretical underpinnings of this framework.

Third, we describe several basic principles and instructional methods that we believe are

consistent with transformational teaching. Finally, we propose several topics for future clarifi-

cation and research. Although we suggest that transformational teaching is a conceptually

meaningful and practically useful framework for thinking about how to maximize student

development, important questions remain along several lines of inquiry.
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Contemporary Approaches to Learning and Classroom Instruction

As summarized in Table 1, contemporary advancements in classroom instruction have

taken many different forms. Progress at the highest conceptual level has involved the

formulation of several values or principles of learning that are intended to guide

instruction. The two most commonly discussed principles are active learning and

student-centered learning. Progress has also taken place at the teaching method level,

with the development of collaborative learning, experiential learning, and problem-

based learning.

Active learning and student-centered learning

At the heart of active learning is the notion that students must read, write, discuss, and engage in

problem solving to maximize their potential for intellectual growth (Bonwell and Eison 1991;

Meyers and Jones 1993; Svinivki andMcKeachie 2011). These activities are important because

they engage higher-order cognitive strategies such as analysis, synthesis, and evaluation, and

are thought to be most effective when done in pairs or groups, insofar as peer interaction

requires students to articulate their logic and to consider different points of view when solving

problems (Smith et al. 2009). Examples of active learning techniques include writing short, 1-

min reflection papers, analyzing and reacting to videos, debating course topics, keeping a daily

journal, and publically declaring answers in class (Freeman et al. 2007; Johnson et al. 2006;

Moeller 1985; Skott and Ward 2012; Slavin et al. 2009; Yoder and Hochevar 2005).

Central to student-centered learning, in contrast, is the principle that instructors should

shape course curricula and content based on students’ needs, abilities, interests, and learning

styles (Brandes and Ginnis 1986; Brown Wright 2011; Estes 2004; Hannafin et al. 1997;

Kilic 2010). Instructors engage students in active, collaborative discovery, which increases

students’ responsibility for learning and gives students the ability to shape their learning

experience (Brown 2008). This approach can be contrasted with a lecture-based approach, in

which instructors assume the role of “sage on the stage” and dictate information to students,

who have little role in shaping the experience (Weimer 2002).

Collaborative learning, experiential learning, and problem-based learning

Advancements in classroom instruction have also taken place at the teaching method level.

The most commonly discussed contemporary methods include collaborative learning, ex-

periential learning, and problem-based learning. Collaborative learning is the most general

of these approaches in that it involves the overarching principle that learning occurs best

when done in groups (Johnson and Johnson 1974; Slavin 1977, 1995). Working with others

is more dynamic and motivating than working alone (Svinivki and McKeachie 2011). It also

has several benefits including the fact that it encourages students to restructure their own

knowledge and understanding of concepts (O’Donnell 2006), helps students recognize gaps

in their understanding (Cooper 1999), promotes social modeling of effective problem-

solving strategies (Smith et al. 2009), and teaches students to synthesize, communicate,

and discuss ideas in ways that advance conceptual understanding (Barkley et al. 2005).

Examples of collaborative learning activities include group roundtables (e.g., students

brainstorm and discuss different answers to a common question), paired annotations (e.g.,

students read the same article, and examine convergent and divergent reactions), and send-a-

problem (e.g., students attempt to solve problems within a group and, if unsuccessful, send

the problem to another group; Kuh et al. 2010; McManus 2005; Osborne 2010; Webb 2009).
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The second method, experiential learning, involves engaging students in activities that

enable them to experience course content (Svinivki and McKeachie 2011). Although

experiential activities can take place in the classroom, there is an expressed emphasis on

assigning projects that occur outside the classroom, where concepts can be better integrated

into students’ lives (Svinivki and McKeachie 2011). Examples include having students

observe course-relevant phenomena or behavior, conduct interviews or experiments, play

games or simulations, or keep a reflective journal (Beard and Wilson 2006; Cantor 1995;

Kayes et al. 2005; Kolb and Kolb 2005, 2009; Moon 2004).

Finally, problem-based learning focuses on providing students with opportunities to

identify and tackle complex, multifaceted problems in both small groups and on their

own. In this approach, which refers to both a curriculum and a process, teachers serve as

“tutors” or “facilitators” who guide learning by modeling and scaffolding, and by maximiz-

ing students’ responsibility for learning (Amador et al. 2006; Boud and Feletti 1997; Duch et

al. 2001; Hmelo-Silver 2004; Loyens et al. 2008; Norman and Schmidt 2000; Svinicki

2007). Problem-based learning is utilized across many different educational levels and

disciplines, and literally hundreds of activities have been developed for this approach

(Barrows 1996).

Contemporary Approaches: Differences and Similarities

As evidenced by this brief summary, active learning, student-centered learning, collaborative

learning, experiential learning, and problem-based learning are different in certain ways. For

one, they constitute largely separate literatures (e.g., elementary and secondary school vs. adult

education) and, partly for this reason, focus on different aspects of the teaching and learning

process (e.g., engaging students in active or experiential activities vs. group-based problem

solving). These approaches also differ with respect to their conceptual scope. For example,

whereas active learning and student-centered learning are most appropriately described as

values or principles of learning, collaborative learning, experiential learning, and problem-

based learning are more like methods of teaching that have specified instructional formats or

curricula. Perhaps for these reasons, there has been surprisingly little research on how these

different perspectives on teaching and learning are related. There has also been relatively little

discussion about whether similarities that exist across these approaches can be understood in

terms of a superordinate framework of learning or instruction.

Our contention is that although these five major perspectives differ in some ways, they

are actually more similar than different. At the deepest conceptual level is the fact that these

approaches share similar theoretical roots. At the heart of all types of active and student-

centered learning, for example, is the constructivist notion that students generate knowledge

and meaning best when they have experiences that lead them to realize how new information

conflicts with their prevailing understanding of a concept or idea (Piaget 1926; Vygotsky

1978). To produce the type of cognitive dissonance that promotes new understanding,

though, students must do more than just listen to an instructor describe concepts. Rather,

they must engage in activities or exercises that require them to reflect on their understanding

and examine or explain their thinking (Jensen and Lawson 2011; Lord 1997; Stockdale and

Williams 2004). Classroom formats that (for example) involve a combination of daily and

weekly quizzes, extensive group work, and the use of “clickers” to promote in-class

participation have these effects, whereas lecture-only formats do not (Haak et al. 2011).

What is critical about the former experiences compared to the latter is that in the former,

learners are actively involved in the discovery process, which engages them in problem-

574 Educ Psychol Rev (2012) 24:569–608



solving that requires the higher-order cognitive skills of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation

(Svinivki and McKeachie 2011). This notion that students “learn by doing” is embedded in

each of the approaches to classroom instruction described in Table 1, and we propose that it

can thus be seen as a common, unifying principle across these approaches.

The importance of social interactions is also embedded in each of these five major

contemporary approaches to learning and classroom instruction. This emphasis derives from

social constructivism, or the notion that a person’s beliefs and understanding of the world are

shaped to a significant extent by his or her historical, social, and culture context (Vygotsky

1978, 1986; see also Bruner and Haste 2010). Social contexts, and the interactions that occur

within these contexts, enhance learning for at least two reasons: First, they teach an

individual about the symbol systems (e.g., mathematical systems, logic, and particularly

language) that are necessary for learning about the world; and second, they expose an

individual to more knowledgeable community members (e.g., older peers, teachers) who

infuse the symbols with social meaning, and model advanced problem-solving and reason-

ing skills (Bruner and Haste 2010; Keaton and Bodie 2011; Pritchard and Woollard 2010).

These social constructivism principles thus have several direct implications for classroom

instruction. For example, they imply that teachers should act as facilitators who provide

students with guided opportunities to interact with each other, rather than as lecturers who

simply dictate answers. In addition, they argue that teachers must focus on the needs of the

learner, rather than on the content to be taught, in order to know what types of experiences

will be most helpful for advancing understanding. These values are not of secondary

importance to the approaches discussed here but rather are core features of the approaches

themselves.

Contemporary approaches to learning and classroom instruction are also related in several

more specific ways. First, as we have alluded to already, the principles of active learning and

student-centered learning are either implicitly or explicitly alluded to in each of these

approaches. In fact, some may argue that these five approaches form a hierarchy of modern

teaching strategies, with active learning and student-centered learning at the top and, nested

within these principles, collaborative learning, experiential learning, and problem-based

learning. Although active learning and student-centered learning are most clearly expressed

in problem-based learning, these principles are important for collaborative learning and

experiential learning as well. Second, each of these approaches aims to increase students’

involvement in, and their responsibility for, shaping and guiding the learning experience.

Again, this theme is not simply an adjunct to these five approaches to learning and classroom

instruction, but rather is a defining feature of what makes these approaches different from a

traditional lecture-based approach, in which students have little control over the nature and

pace of their learning experience. And third, each of these approaches focuses on trans-

forming students’ disposition toward learning by, for example, increasing students’ academ-

ic self-efficacy, improving students’ self-regulatory capabilities, instilling in students self-

directed learning skills, enhancing students’ learning-related attitudes and values, or pro-

moting students’ beliefs about their capability to acquire, synthesize, analyze, and use

knowledge in a way that is meaningful for their lives. Although these approaches differ in

the extent to which they discuss these goals in an explicit manner, these goals are nonethe-

less embedded in all five of these approaches.

Summary of differences and similarities

To summarize, although the major contemporary approaches to learning and classroom

instruction differ in slight ways, these approaches also have many similarities. Most
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important is the fact that they share similar theoretical roots insofar as they each derive from

constructivist and social constructivist theory, which emphasize the importance of active

engagement and social interactions for promoting learning (Piaget 1926; Vygotsky 1978,

1986). These approaches are also related in more specific ways, though, in the sense that

they each aim to facilitate students’ increased mastery of key course concepts while

enhancing students’ learning-related attitudes, values, beliefs, and skills. Given this high

degree of theoretical overlap and the fact that all of these approaches emphasize trans-

forming students’ disposition toward learning, we suggest that these contemporary

approaches may be viewed in terms of their similarity and, more specifically, as compli-

mentary components of a broader approach to classroom instruction called transformational

teaching.

Transformational Teaching: Definition and History

We define transformational teaching as the expressed or unexpressed goal to increase

students’ mastery of key course concepts while transforming their learning-related attitudes,

values, beliefs, and skills. Based on previous discussions of transformational teaching (see

below), we propose that this process involves creating dynamic relationships between

teachers, students, and a shared body of knowledge in a way that promotes student learning

and personal growth. From this perspective, instructors are viewed as intellectual coaches

who create teams of students who collaborate with each other and with their teacher to

master bodies of information. Instructors assume the traditional role of facilitating students’

acquisition of key course concepts, but they do so while promoting students’ personal

development and enhancing their disposition toward learning. Instructors do this, we

believe, by implementing the core methods of transformational teaching, which we outline

later in this paper.

The term “transformational teaching” was first used by Slavich (2005, 2006a) to describe

the belief that instructors can promote meaningful change in students’ lives if they view

courses as stages upon which life-changing experiences can occur. This early formulation

focused on promoting student learning and personal development through the implementa-

tion of group-based activities that involve experiencing key course concepts while reflecting

on the process. Slavich proposed that when such activities are implemented with structured

guidance from an instructor, these experiences do not just “impart information to students

but rather [change] something about how students learn and live” (Slavich 2005, p. 3). In

subsequent papers, Slavich highlighted how instructors can serve as motivational leaders in

this process by compelling students to realize a shared vision for a course, which encourages

students to work together to maximize their personal and collective potential (Slavich 2006b,

2009).

Around the same time, Quinn reflected on what it means to be a transformational teacher

by arguing that “Great teachers call ordinary students to embrace their own greatness” (as

cited in Anding 2005, p. 488). Teachers do this, he suggested, by entering a “fundamental

state of leadership” in which they become results centered, internally driven, other focused,

and externally open (Anding 2005). Boyd (2009) subsequently discussed how transforma-

tional leadership can be used to help students “see the larger view of education” and to

provide students with a “compelling vision of their future” (p. 53). More recently,

Beauchamp and colleagues investigated the effects of transformational teaching in the

context of physical education (Beauchamp and Morton 2011). In a series of elegant studies,

they demonstrated that transformational teaching increases students’ motivation and positive
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beliefs toward physical activity (Morton et al. 2010), that self-determined motivation in this

realm is explained by students’ perceptions of their teachers’ transformational behaviors

(Beauchamp et al. 2010), and that an intervention designed to teach transformational

teaching behaviors can increase such behaviors and result in higher student-reported moti-

vation, self-efficacy, and intentions to remain physically active (Beauchamp et al. 2011).

Finally, one of the most recent and extensive discussions of transformational teaching

was conducted by Rosebrough and Leverett (2011). In what appears to be the first book on

the topic, they define transformational teaching as “an act of teaching designed to change the

learner academically, socially, and spiritually” (Rosebrough and Leverett 2011, p. 16). They

argue that education should be more about inspiration than information, and encourage

instructors to consider the importance of equipping students with both the skills and attitudes

that are necessary for overcoming challenges (Rosebrough and Leverett 2011). Their

approach is similar with respect to its emphasis on promoting student growth through

leadership, but differs from previous formulations in that the authors assign an important

role to achieving “spiritual goals in the classroom” (Rosebrough and Leverett 2011, p. 30).

Central to the present formulation of transformational teaching is the idea that instructors can

guide students toward making self-discoveries that shape their fundamental beliefs about

themselves. In contrast with traditional lecturing, which involves a largely unidirectional

transfer of information from an instructor to students, transformational teaching involves

conceptualizing teachers as change agents who lead students in the process of collaborating

with one another and with their instructor to develop as learners and as people. This is done by

engaging students in the process of interdependent discovery, and by giving students ample

time to discuss the strategies they use and the knowledge they generate. Although transforma-

tional teaching could be considered a method of classroom instruction insofar as it suggests

some specific activities that can be used to achieve transformational teaching goals, it is more

aptly described as a broad framework for understanding the overall instructional environment

and how key players in that environment can interact to maximize students’ intellectual and

personal growth. The approach thus involves examining the roles that teachers may play in

transforming students’ attitudes, values, and beliefs, as well as the responsibility that students

have for shaping their own and their peers’ learning experience. In a more general sense, it

involves reconsidering traditional notions of what may be accomplished in the classroom. This

entails broadening teaching objectives so they include enhancing students’ attitudes toward

learning, and their beliefs regarding their capability to acquire, synthesize, analyze, and use

knowledge in a manner that is relevant and meaningful for their lives.

Theoretical Underpinnings of Transformational Teaching

We have already described several values and principles that underlie contemporary

approaches and that, we argue, are fundamental aspects of transformational teaching. These

principles include the constructivist notion that learning occurs best when students are

actively engaged in the discovery process (Piaget 1926), and the social constructivist notion

that educational exercises are more impactful when they involve social interaction (Bruner

and Haste 2010; Vygotsky 1978, 1986). There are, however, other theoretical perspectives

that are not always highlighted in contemporary approaches to learning and classroom

instruction, but which help form the conceptual basis for transformational teaching. These

perspectives address important aspects of student learning and instructional leadership, and

derive from the literatures on social cognitive theory (Bandura 1986, 1993, 1997, 2012a, b;

Schunk andMullen 2012; Schunk and Pajares 2009), transformative learning theory (Cranton
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2006; Dirkx 1998; Erickson 2007; MacGregor Burns 1978; Mezirow 1978, 1991, 1994,

1995, 1996, 2000; Taylor 2007), intentional change theory (Boyatzis 2006a, b, c, 2009), and

transformational leadership (Avolio and Bass 1995; Bass 1985; Bass and Bass 2008; Bass

and Riggio 2006, 2010; Rafferty and Griffin 2004).

Social cognitive theory

Social cognitive theory addresses fundamental aspects of how learning occurs and is thus

critical for all approaches to classroom instruction, including transformational teaching. In

social cognitive theory, individuals are conceptualized as agents who exert intentional influence

over their functioning and over events in their lives through their actions (Bandura 1986,

2012a). This influence is not exercised randomly, but rather in accord with one’s self-efficacy

beliefs, which are defined as the extent to which people think their actions will result in success

(Bandura 1986, 1997, 2012a). Efficacy beliefs affect human functioning by influencing the

extent to which people are optimistic versus pessimistic, make resilient versus detrimental

attributions for successes and failures, apply appropriate coping strategies for dealing with

difficult situations, and persist in the face of challenge (Bandura 2012b). Because of these

effects, efficacy beliefs are a strong determinant of students’ academic success (Bandura 1997,

2012a, b; Marsh andMartin 2011; Rubie-Davies 2010). Specifically, whereas low expectations

for success are associated with relatively poor performance across several indices of success

(e.g., test scores, grade point average, etc.), high expectations predict positive student beliefs

and exemplary performance (Bouffard-Bouchard 1990; Gore 2006; Klassen 2004; McKown

and Weinstein 2008; Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968; Rubie-Davies 2006; Tauber 1997).

Students’ own efficacy beliefs are a strong determinant of success, but so too are the

beliefs of others, including students’ peers, parents, instructor, and principal (Bandura 1997).

Moreover, because teachers’ expectations determine the extent to which they utilize suc-

cessful class management strategies, student success is also influenced by the beliefs that

teachers hold about their own capabilities (Caprara et al. 2006; Pajares 1996; Woolfolk Hoy

and Davis 2006). Compared to teachers with lower instructional efficacy, for example, those

with higher efficacy manage time better (Bouffard-Bouchard et al. 1991), are more persistent

when faced with challenges (Bandura and Schunk 1981), perceive more control over student

success (Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2010), are more committed to their job (Ware 2011), and

exhibit greater job satisfaction and less job burnout (Klassen 2010; Klassen and Chiu 2010).

Although the effects of teacher efficacy on student outcomes are estimated to be modest

based on current available research (see Klassen et al. 2011), the take-home point is that

student success is determined by multiple sources and that, to promote transformational

teaching goals, instructors must work to manage several sets of expectations, including (a)

students’ own beliefs regarding their likelihood of success, (b) the beliefs that others (e.g.,

peers, parents, and principals) harbor regarding students’ potential for success, and (c) the

instructor’s own beliefs regarding both students’ likelihood of success and their own

likelihood of success. According to transformational teaching, instructors who manage these

sets of expectations best will be most likely to increase students’ mastery of key course

concepts while transforming learning-related attitudes, values, beliefs, and skills.

Transformative learning theory

A second theoretical perspective that has informed our formulation of transformational

teaching is transformative learning theory (Cranton 2006; Dirkx 1998; Erickson 2007;

Mezirow 1978; Taylor 2007). According to transformative learning theory, adult learners
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improve their understanding of the world by revising their “frames of reference,” which

include their habits of mind (e.g., broad, abstract habitual ways of thinking, feeling, and

acting) and points of view (e.g., specific attitudes, values, beliefs, or judgments; Mezirow

1997). Frames of reference are initially shaped by social and cultural influences (e.g.,

parents, peer groups, etc.), but are amenable to modification when individuals solve prob-

lems (instrumental learning) or discuss problems (communicative learning) while critically

reflecting on (or “reframing”) the assumptions upon which interpretations, beliefs, and

habits of mind or points of view are based (Mezirow 1996). Based on this formulation,

Mezirow (2000) proposed that students can learn in four different ways. First, they can

elaborate on existing frames of reference; second, they can learn new frames of reference;

third, they can transform habits of mind; and fourth, they can transform points of view.

Although transformative learning theory has been the subject of much more qualitative

than quantitative research, the theory nonetheless provides several intuitive steps that

instructors can consider taking to promote the transformational teaching goals of enhancing

students’ attitudes, values, beliefs, and skills. According to transformative learning theory,

for example, instructors can serve as “facilitators” and “provocateurs” who help students

become aware and more critical of their assumptions. Instructors can do this, the theory

suggests, by engaging students in learner-centered, participatory, and interactive experiences

that require group problem-solving, autonomous thinking, critical reflectivity, and discourse

(Mezirow 1997). Along more specific lines, instructors can promote changes in attitudes and

beliefs by having students complete interdependent discovery learning exercises—such as

group projects, role play, case studies, and simulations—that engage students with concepts

in a way that is relevant and meaningful for students’ lives (Mezirow 1997, 2000).

Intentional change theory

A third theoretical perspective incorporated into transformational teaching is provided by

intentional change theory. Intentional change theory derives primarily from the management

literature and proposes that a desirable, sustainable change in an individual’s behavior,

thoughts, feelings, or perceptions involves five steps, or “discoveries,” which function as

an iterative cycle (Boyatzis 2006a, b, c). First, individuals must establish an ideal self and a

personal vision for the future (i.e., Who do you want to be?), which is based on developing

an image of a desired future, fostering hope that one can achieve their goals, and identifying

established strengths upon which the personal vision can be realized (Boyatzis and Akrivou

2006). Second, they must identify their “real self,” which includes an honest assessment of

strengths and weaknesses, and then compare it to their ideal self, or who they want to

become. Third, they must devise a tailored learning plan, which establishes a set of personal

standards that the individual needs to meet to “close the gap” between their real self and their

ideal self. Fourth, they need to engage in activities that allow them to experiment or practice

with new behaviors, thoughts, feelings, or perceptions. And finally, they must develop and

maintain close, personal relationships with people who can help them move through these

steps and toward their goal of realizing change.

Although intentional change theory concerns itself with all types of behavioral and

attitudinal change, the steps or discoveries that are outlined by the theory can clearly be

applied as a framework for understanding how instructors can enhance students’ attitudes,

values, and beliefs in the classroom. Several techniques, in fact, are already found in

contemporary approaches to classroom instruction. For example, instructors can help stu-

dents formulate an ideal self and personal vision for the future, foster hope that students can

realize their desired future, aid students in identifying areas of strengths and weakness to
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highlight what needs improvement, establish individualized development plans for students,

engage students in activities that enable them to practice new patterns of thinking and

behaving, and surround students with supportive others who promote these goals and

encourage positive change.

Transformational leadership

Finally, our formulation of transformational teaching derives a great deal of conceptual

inspiration from the literature on transformational leadership (e.g., Avolio and Bass 1995;

Bass 1985). Transformational leadership has garnered significant attention in the fields of

management, leadership, and positive psychology, and can best be thought of as a universal

paradigm for empowering, inspiring, and challenging individuals to transcend their own

self-interests for the purpose of achieving a higher level of functioning (Barling et al. 2010;

Bass 1985; Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and Riggio 2010). According to Bass and Riggio

(2006), transformational leadership involves “inspiring followers to commit to a shared

vision and goals for an organization or unit, challenging them to be innovative problem

solvers, and developing followers’ leadership capacity via coaching, mentoring, and provi-

sion of both challenge and support” (p. 4). Even though transformational leadership is rarely

applied for the purpose of understanding the teacher–student relationship, we believe this

approach for guiding individuals is strikingly similar to what most good teachers would say

they do in the classroom.

One way instructors can make use of transformational leadership is by incorporating into

their instructional style the four dimensions or components of transformational leadership,

which include: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and

individualized consideration. According to Bass and Riggio (2006), idealized influence

occurs when leaders serve as role models who demonstrate high standards of ethical and

moral excellence, and who engender admiration, trust, and respect from others while

inspiring them to maximize their personal and collective potential. Inspirational motivation

involves promoting optimism and enthusiasm, which inspires and motivates others to exceed

expectations and realize a collectively shared vision of excellence. Intellectual stimulation

takes place when leaders instill more flexible and creative patterns of thinking by prompting

individuals to think independently, challenge commonly held assumptions, and view prob-

lems from different perspectives. Finally, individualized consideration occurs when leaders

provide challenges and empathetic, supportive feedback that is tailored for each individual,

and when they recognize and celebrate the personal contributions that each individual makes

to the group (Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and Riggio 2010).

Although a complete review of the literature on transformational leadership’s positive

effects is beyond the scope of the present paper (e.g., see Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and

Riggio 2006), it is worth reiterating that several observational and experimental studies have

now shown that transformational leadership principles can be successfully integrated into the

educational setting to achieve very favorable results. As we alluded to previously, for

example, teachers’ use of transformational leadership has been associated with more positive

student attitudes and beliefs, greater motivation, more enjoyment out of class, greater

satisfaction with the class and teacher, and greater self-determined motivation, as well as

with significant improvements in self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation (for a review, see

Beauchamp and Morton 2011). We suggest, therefore, that transformational leadership is a

critical feature of transformational teaching and that, when applied successfully, transfor-

mational teaching can maximize students’ potential for academic success, and significantly

enhance students’ attitudes, values, beliefs, and skills.
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Basic Principles of Transformational Teaching

To substantiate our formulation of transformational teaching, we have reviewed the theoret-

ical roots that underlie contemporary approaches to learning (i.e., constructivism and social

constructivism), as well as several theoretical perspectives (i.e., social cognitive theory,

transformative learning theory, intentional change theory, and transformational leadership)

that we believe underlie transformational teaching. We summarize each of these perspectives

in Table 2. As can be seen from this brief overview, the theoretical perspectives that underlie

transformational teaching overlap and are interrelated in many ways. For example, the

principles of constructivism and social constructivism are invoked in each of the other

theoretical perspectives listed in Table 2, and they are also embedded in each of the

contemporary approaches to learning and classroom instruction described in Table 1. To

distill these perspectives into techniques that instructors can use to achieve transformational

teaching goals, we take these perspectives and present them as three overarching transfor-

mational teaching principles, which include: (1) facilitate students’ acquisition and mastery

of key course concepts; (2) enhance students’ strategies and skills for learning and discovery;

and (3) promote positive learning-related attitudes, values, and beliefs in students.

Facilitate acquisition and mastery of key course concepts

Facilitating students’ acquisition and mastery of key course concepts is central to all contem-

porary approaches to classroom instruction and is not unique to transformational teaching.

However, several steps can be taken to make these approaches transformational in nature. First,

as suggested by social constructivism (Vygotsky 1978, 1986), transformative learning theory

(Mezirow 2000), and intentional change theory (Boyatzis 2009), instructors can increase

students’ prospects for personal development by having students work in interdependent teams

where communicating ideas, sharing knowledge, delegating responsibility, negotiating relation-

ships, and obtaining consensus is necessary for solving problems and completing assignments.

Second, as highlighted in constructivism (Piaget 1926), social cognitive theory (Bandura

2012a), transformative learning theory (Mezirow 2000), and intentional change theory

(Boyatzis 2009), instructors can increase students’ involvement in, and responsibility for,

shaping the course curriculum, course content, and learning experience. They can accomplish

this by giving students assignments that may be completed at their own pace, adapting assign-

ments to match students’ stated interests, offering several topics or assignment options that all

fulfill a particular requirement, selecting lectures based on students’ interests or priorities, and

assigning projects that occur outside the classroom, where students have more opportunities for

self-directed and self-paced learning. Third, in accord with all of the theories described in

Table 2, instructors can increase the amount of class time that is devoted to exploring and

challenging students’ questions, views, and perspectives. This can be done by answering

questions, debating viewpoints, role-playing interactions or situations, analyzing and reacting

to stories or videos, and shaping the course content based on students’ input, preferences, and

needs. Finally, as suggested especially by constructivism (Piaget 1926), transformative learning

theory (Mezirow 2000), and intentional change theory (Boyatzis 2009), instructors can design

methods for evaluation that are themselves learning experiences. This can involve developing

exam questions that encourage students to synthesize or integrate information in new ways,

permitting students to consult with a partner during an exam, giving students the opportunity to

correct and resubmit answers for an exam, or allowing students to revise and resubmit papers

after integrating feedback or meeting with the instructor. The take-home message here is that

learning should be active, collaborative, and shaped by students’ input and needs.
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Table 2 Theoretical underpinnings of transformational teaching

Theory Key features Select references

Constructivism Knowledge is generated via experiences that

challenge current understanding and beliefs

(i.e., “learn by doing”)

Piaget 1926; see also Lord

1997; Vygotsky 1978,

1986

Learning activities and exercises must involve

reflection and discourse

Instructors involve students in the discovery

process to engage higher-order cognitive

skills (e.g., analysis, synthesis, evaluation)

Social constructivism Social contexts and interactions are critical for

learning because they (1) provide information

about important symbol systems (e.g., logic,

language) and (2) expose students to more

knowledgeable peers

Vygotsky 1978, 1986; see

also Bruner and Haste

2010; Keaton and Bodie

2011; Pritchard and

Woollard 2010

Instructors provide guided opportunities for

interaction and discourse, and focus on

students’ individual needs

Social cognitive theory Individuals exert intentional control over their

functioning and life through their actions

Bandura 1986, 1993,

1997, 2012a, b; Schunk

and Mullen 2012;

Schunk and Pajares

2009

Actions are determined by efficacy beliefs (i.e.,

judgments regarding likely success), which

are self-generated but also influenced by

others

High self-efficacy is associated with several

desirable outcomes (e.g., more positive atti-

tudes, and greater persistence and academic

success)

Transformative learning theory Students learn by revising their habits of mind

(i.e., ways of thinking, acting, etc.) and points

of view (i.e., attitudes, values, beliefs, etc.)

Cranton 2006; Dirkx 1998;

Erickson 2007;

MacGregor Burns 1978;

Mezirow 1978, 1991,

1994, 1995, 1996,

2000; Taylor 2007

Change occurs when students solve and discuss

problems while reflecting on their

interpretations, habits of mind, and points of

view

Instructors serve as facilitators who engage

students in interdependent discovery

involving problem-solving, discourse, and

critical reflection

Intentional change theory Sustainable change in behavior, thoughts,

feelings, and perceptions involves five steps:

(1) identify ideal self and vision for future;

(2) identify real self and compare to ideal

self; (3) devise development plan with

personalized standards; (4) experiment and

practice with new behaviors, thoughts, and

perceptions; and (5) develop helpful personal

relationships

Boyatzis 2006a, b, c,

2009; Boyatzis and

Akrivou 2006

Instructors can promote attitudinal and

behavioral change by guiding students

through these five steps or “discoveries”

582 Educ Psychol Rev (2012) 24:569–608



Enhance strategies and skills for learning and discovery

A second principle of transformational teaching involves providing students with strategies

and skills that are important for learning and discovery. This theme is common to all of the

major approaches to classroom instruction described in Table 1 and is necessary, we believe,

for transformational teaching. To accomplish this transformational teaching goal, instructors

regard classrooms as “learning labs” in which students collaborate with each other and with

their instructor to evaluate ideas and solve problems for the purposes of mastering bodies of

information and acquiring new skills for discovery. We call this principle “learning by doing

with others,” which derives from the social constructivism notion that students gain valuable

information and tools from working with peers (Piaget 1926; Vygotsky 1978, 1986); from

social cognitive theory, which argues that successful experiences using learning-related tools

are critical for increasing students’ efficacy and likelihood of employing such tools in the

future (Bandura 1986, 1997, 2012a); and from transformative learning theory, which

emphasizes that students must be engaged in collaborative problem solving and discussion

in order to transform learning-related skills, attitudes, and beliefs (Cranton 2006; Dirkx

1998; Erickson 2007; Mezirow 2000; Taylor 2007).

Collaborative interdependence is very important for maximizing the likelihood that

students will gain valuable skills from each other, including those that are involved in

analysis, synthesis, evaluation, reasoning, problem-solving, and communication. To pro-

mote an educational environment in which students successfully collaborate for this purpose,

instructors can use strategies that are described in the literature on transformational leader-

ship (Barling et al. 2010; Bass 1985; Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and Riggio 2010).

Instructors begin by establishing a shared vision for a course that involves having students

and the instructor work together to acquire and implement tools and strategies that are

important for synthesizing information, identifying alternatives, answering questions, solv-

ing problems, resolving contradictions, communicating ideas, and completing projects

(Robbins and Alvy 2004). At the beginning of this process, instructors describe skills,

strategies, and tools for students, and model their implementation. Once students have a good

grasp of how the skills and tools may be applied, however, instructors begin to share the

responsibility for promoting personal growth with students, who are called upon to support,

encourage, and teach one another. In accord with social constructivism and transformative

Table 2 (continued)

Theory Key features Select references

Transformational leadership Leaders empower, inspire, and challenge

individuals to transcend their own self-

interests in order to exceed traditional

expectations, and realize a shared vision of

personal and collective excellence

Avolio and Bass 1995; Bass

1985; Bass and Bass

2008; Bass and Riggio

2006, 2010; Rafferty and

Griffin 2004

Instructors accomplish this by employing the

four components of transformational

leadership, which include: idealized

influence, inspirational motivation,

intellectual stimulation, and individualized

consideration
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learning theory, students in such classrooms are not passive, but rather are highly active and

engaged in guiding and shaping the discovery process (Mezirow 1978, 1996, 2000; Vygotsky

1978, 1986). Indeed, as a class progresses, they even come to teach one another the concepts

and skills. The specific skills that students acquire during this process are influenced by the

shared vision for the course, but in accordance with intentional change theory, instructors can

also work with students to establish individualized learning goals that involve person-specific

skills and beliefs that are identified as targets for enhancement or change (Boyatzis 2006a;

Boyatzis and Akrivou 2006). Although enhancing students’ learning-related skills in this way is

common to all contemporary forms of instruction (see Table 1), we believe the application of

transformative learning theory, intentional change theory, and transformational leadership for

accomplishing these goals is relatively (if not entirely) unique to transformational teaching.

Promote positive learning-related attitudes, values, and beliefs

The third principle of transformational teaching involves promoting positive learning-related

attitudes, values, and beliefs through the application of strategies from transformative

learning theory (Erickson 2007; Mezirow 2000; Taylor 2007), intentional change theory

(Boyatzis 2006a, b), and transformational leadership (Bass 1985; Bass and Bass 2008; Bass

and Riggio 2006, 2010). Common to these three perspectives is the notion that changes in

specific attitudes, values, and beliefs occur when leaders facilitate individuals’ direct

engagement with questions and problems in a way that challenges prevailing views on a

topic. These changes result when students solve questions and problems that center on

particular concepts, but also when students discuss and debate ideas while reflecting on their

beliefs and on alternative points of view (Mezirow 1997, 2000; Smith et al. 2009). As

suggested by both transformative learning theory and intentional change theory, changes in

attitudes and beliefs are most likely to occur in social contexts, insofar as social interactions

expose individuals to different viewpoints and to supportive others who can encourage

positive change (Boyatzis 2009; Brock 2010; Mezirow 2000). Engaging students in collab-

orative, interdependent problem solving and discussion is thus critical for promoting positive

learning-related attitudes, values, and beliefs in transformational teaching.

Implicit in this formulation of transformational teaching is the transformational

leadership-inspired principle that individuals are capable of transcending self-interests and

traditional expectations in order to achieve higher personal and collective goals (Avolio and

Bass 1995; Bass 1985; Bass and Riggio 2010). Instructors use strategies from intentional

change theory and transformational leadership to encourage students to set high but attain-

able goals, and strategies from social cognitive theory and transformative learning theory to

cultivate in students the expectations and skills that are necessary to meet those goals.

Transforming attitudes, values, and beliefs in this way involves employing a strength-based,

process-focused, self-efficacy-based approach to personalized feedback that identifies for

students what they did well and how their capabilities contributed to their success (e.g.,

“Your persistence revealed several different solutions, which helped you answer the ques-

tion”). Because sustained task engagement is a key determinant of students’ long-term

intellectual development (Bandura 1997, 2012a; Dahlgren et al. 2005; Dweck 2006), the

role of dispositional intelligence is deemphasized and the use of strategies that students can

develop and practice (e.g., persistent employment of personal capabilities) is underscored.

Although instructors’ objectives for student development may vary, what relates them to

transformational teaching is their goal to address learning-related attitudes, values, and

beliefs. This can include (for example) enhancing students’ beliefs that they can solve

difficult problems if they utilize their capabilities and persist in the face of challenge, their
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belief that working with others can reveal different viewpoints and (oftentimes) better

solutions, their general appreciation for learning, and their overall belief that they can

acquire, share, and apply ideas in ways that are relevant for their lives. From this perspective,

enhancing how students regard learning and discovery is as important as having students

master more content.

Although the three principles described here may seem normal to instructors who

regularly use active learning, student-centered learning, collaborative learning, experiential

learning, or problem-based learning, their novelty should not be missed. First, these princi-

ples extend beyond the goals of traditional lecturing, which emphasizes the importance of

having students master key course concepts but does not provide students with tools for

learning or for developing positive learning-related attitudes, values, and beliefs. These

goals are embedded in each of the major contemporary approaches described in Table 1,

however, and for this reason we believe it is difficult (and in certain instances impossible) to

regard the approaches as wholly different from one another. Second, each of the approaches

that utilize these principles aims to increase students’ mastery of key course concepts; what

makes these approaches transformational, in turn, is their implicit or explicit goal to enhance

students’ skills while transforming learning-related attitudes, values, and beliefs. We sug-

gest, therefore, that the contemporary approaches described in Table 1 can be viewed within

the context of a superordinate framework called transformational teaching, and that to

promote transformational teaching goals, instructors can employ strategies derived from

constructivism, social constructivism, social cognitive theory, transformative learning theo-

ry, intentional change theory, and transformational leadership.

Core Methods of Transformational Teaching

To describe in greater detail how these theoretical perspectives and principles translate into

strategies that can be employed in the classroom, we turn now to the core methods of

transformational teaching. There are several ways to achieve transformational teaching

objectives. Here, we propose one framework for thinking about these strategies that is

organized around the following six core methods: (1) establishing a shared vision for a

course; (2) providing modeling and mastery experiences; (3) intellectually challenging and

encouraging students; (4) personalizing attention and feedback; (5) creating experiential

lessons that transcend the boundaries of the classroom; and (6) promoting ample opportu-

nities for preflection and reflection.

Establishing a shared vision for a course

Establishing a shared vision for a course is the first core method of transformational

teaching. As suggested here, cultivating an educational environment in which students

model successful learning strategies and promote attitudinal change can be challenging.

One of the most difficult aspects of this process involves identifying, clarifying, and

communicating transformational teaching goals to students. To accomplish this, instructors

can employ strategies used by transformational leaders (Bass 1985; Rafferty and Griffin

2004). One such strategy, which was alluded to in the previous section, involves establishing

a shared vision for a course (Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and Riggio 2006, 2010).

A shared vision is an idea or statement that, when applied to teaching, describes for

students what the class, students, and teacher should aim to achieve over the quarter or

semester (Robbins and Alvy 2004). It provides students with a descriptive picture of their
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personal and collective future, and motivates students to achieve goals that will help them

realize their desired future (Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and Riggio 2006, 2010). One benefit

of a shared course vision is that it serves as a sort of “internal compass” that helps students

and the instructor to organize their time, priorities, and expectations (Bass and Riggio 2010).

Another benefit is that it motivates and inspires students to enact desired behaviors for their

intrinsic value, such as for the purpose of realizing the collective goals and vision for a

course, instead of to receive extrinsic rewards, such as to gain points or please the instructor

(Bass and Riggio 2010; Rafferty and Griffin 2004).

One way to establish a shared vision for a course is to announce early on (e.g., in the first

class meeting) that an explicit goal of the course is to ensure that by the end, all students will

have mastered a list of key points or skills, and that they will have explored their perspec-

tives and thinking on a set of key issues. Setting such goals early in the course is critical,

given the potential for such interventions to shape student satisfaction and motivation

(Hermann et al. 2010; Wilson and Wilson 2007). Instructors continue by saying that while

they will help facilitate this process, students will be called upon to make sure the vision is

realized. More specifically, the instructor will rely on students to set a collaborative tone for

the class, promote high expectations for one another, and encourage each other to participate

in lectures and discussions. Inherent in this message is the social constructivist perspective

that social interactions are necessary for learning (Keaton and Bodie 2011; Pritchard and

Woollard 2010; Vygotsky 1978, 1986), the social cognitive notion that students’ expect-

ations for success guide learning-related behavior and predict academic success (Bandura

2012a, b), and the transformative learning (Dirkx 1998; Erickson 2007; Mezirow 2000;

Taylor 2007) and intentional change theory (Boyatzis 2006a, 2009) idea that students must

engage in collaborative, interdependent problem solving and discussion to achieve mean-

ingful, sustainable changes in their attitudes and behaviors. In the context of transforma-

tional teaching, therefore, the overall vision for the classroom is not one of a competitive

playing field, but rather of a collaborative idea lab, filled with questions such as: What do we

know? What do we wish we knew? How do we work together to acquire that knowledge?

And, how will that knowledge move us forward?

Once instructors are comfortable with their ability to create a shared vision, they can

choose to do so in real-time, with input from students (Haynes 2009; Hudd 2003). This can

be done during the first or second class meeting, during which time student expectations are

especially malleable (Hermann et al. 2010; Wilson and Wilson 2007). The centerpiece of

this classroom activity is the collaborative creation of a mission statement for the course

(Svinivki and McKeachie 2011). The statement should be brief and should address the

following questions: What’s our purpose? What do we hope to achieve? And, how will we

go about realizing our goals? A mission statement for an undergraduate statistics course, for

example, might read: “We will learn how to use statistical analysis techniques so we can

describe data and answer basic research questions from the natural and social sciences. To

realize this goal, we will attend class and complete assignments to the best of our ability;

encourage each other to persist in the face of challenge; and share skills and insights that will

enable us to realize our fullest collective potential.” Consistent with intentional change

theory (Boyatzis 2006a, b, 2009), a mission statement should help individuals identify their

real self and ideal self, their plan for developing their real self into their ideal self, a

description of what students will do to achieve personal change, and an explanation for

how students’ will interact, encourage, and support one another in this process. To maximize

the likelihood that students will adopt the shared vision for a course, students and the

instructor should work together to revise the course’s mission statement until reasonable

consensus is achieved. Once finalized, the course vision and mission statement should be
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communicated clearly and frequently—and included in the course’s syllabus, assignment

sheets, and website—to maximize the likelihood that the shared course vision will translate

into meaningful change in students’ lives (Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and Riggio 2006,

2010).

Creating and continually promoting a shared course vision is important because as a

shared vision propagates, classroom environments and the actors within them change. In

social cognitive terms, the individual and environmental factors that promote success are

“reciprocally deterministic”: Students’ expectations for success beget personal successes,

and these successes engender both higher personal expectations and higher collective

expectations for what is possible (Bandura 1986, 1997, 2012a, b). By establishing a

compelling vision of intellectual and personal growth early on, therefore, instructors can

put into motion an entire system that enhances students’ beliefs regarding their ability to

organize and execute actions that are required for academic success and personal growth.

Such a vision espouses a hopeful view on students’ likelihood of success and conveys to

students that they are responsible for promoting the collective intellectual and personal

growth of the class (Bandura 1997; Haynes 2009). Although establishing a shared vision

does not ensure that transformational goals will be realized, it does maximize students’

chances for development by distributing the responsibility for intellectual and personal

growth among all parties involved. This notion of collective influence and responsibility

for individuals’ personal successes is inherent in social cognitive theory and transformation-

al leadership (Bandura 2012a; Bass and Riggio 2010), and is a defining characteristic of

transformational teaching.

Providing modeling and mastery experiences

The second core method of transformational teaching involves providing modeling and

mastery experiences that promote learning, and transform students’ attitudes, values, and

beliefs. To do this, instructors are thought of as coaches within the transformational teaching

framework, insofar as they provide modeling and mastery experiences that are central to

social cognitive perspectives on learning (Bandura 1997, 2012a, b; Gore 2006; Marsh and

Martin 2011; Rubie-Davies 2010). Like coaches, for example, instructors possess informa-

tion about a variety of strategies and skills, and their goal is to train students to apply those

strategies and skills. In doing so, they encourage students to rely on one another to overcome

obstacles and solve problems, which are key aspects of transformative learning theory (e.g.,

collaborative, interdependent discovery is critical for promoting critical reflectivity and

discourse; Mezirow 1997, 2000) and intentional change theory (e.g., individuals must

maintain close relationships with others who support their goal of realizing change; Boyatzis

2006a, b, 2009).

Consistent with social cognitive theory (Bandura 2012a, b), when a problem-solving

strategy or skill is new, instructors serve as models that provide crucial information about

how to approach a task. For example, if the objective is to teach students how to critically

evaluate research, then an instructor might begin by assigning a scientific paper or article to

read. Next, he or she might review the paper in class while describing out loud the scientific

method and the principles that go into judging a paper (Tang et al. 2010). Once students

understand how the scientific method and review process work, then they can evaluate an

article or study in pairs or small groups. The deliverable for this activity can be a class

presentation or a written summary of a scientific paper or study. Students can also be asked

to write a research report based on a class exercise or group experiment (Moskovitz and

Kellogg 2011). Some initial assistance is needed for these activities to work, but once some
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students understand the task at hand, the responsibility for teaching specific skills can be

increasingly transferred to them. This peer-guided instruction is beneficial for the student

“teachers” because it promotes mastery, but it is also good for the student “learners” insofar

as peer instruction has been found to improve students’ conceptual learning and problem-

solving capabilities (Cortright et al. 2005; Crouch and Mazur 2001; Lasry et al. 2008).

Modeling and mastery experiences are critical for improving students’ critical thinking

and problem-solving skills, but as underscored by social cognitive theory (Bandura 1986,

1997, 2012a) and transformative learning theory (Cranton 2006; Dirkx 1998; Erickson 2007;

Mezirow 2000), direct engagement in the discovery process also has the ability to enhance

students’ disposition toward learning, which is a fundamental goal of transformational

teaching. To accomplish this goal, instructors can utilize the transformational leadership

principles of inspirational motivation (i.e., promote optimism, inspire students to exceed

expectations and realize the shared vision) and intellectual stimulation (i.e., encourage

students to think independently, challenge assumptions, and view problems from different

perspectives; Bass and Riggio 2006). Consistent with social cognitive theory (Bandura

2012a, b), instructors can also model a variety of attitudes, values, and beliefs for students.

One of the strongest determinants of academic persistence and student outcomes, for

example, concerns whether students regard difficult problems as threatening and as barriers

to success, or, alternatively, as opportunities to practice new skills and as challenges to

overcome (Dweck 2006; Dweck and Master 2009; Giroux 2010). To encourage students to

appraise challenging situations as opportunities and not barriers to success, which promotes

persistence and enhances learning, instructors can frame problems as surmountable and as a

chance to practice and demonstrate specific skills (Dweck and Master 2009). Consistent with

social cognitive theory, instructors can also underscore the fact that students have the

personal capabilities and resources needed to meet the demands of the situation (Bandura

1997, 2012a; Schunk and Pajares 2009). Doing this helps students view difficult circum-

stances as challenging instead of threatening, which decreases the likelihood that such events

will elicit biological stress responses that interfere with learning (Blascovich and Tomaka

1996; Kassam et al. 2009; O’Donovan et al. 2010; Seery 2011; Slavich et al. 2010a, b).

Another way instructors can increase mastery experiences and enhance learning-related

beliefs is by creating study groups, or “educational ensembles,” that enable students to

confront difficult problems together (Svinivki and McKeachie 2011; Zimbardo et al. 2003).

Consistent with social constructivism and transformative learning theory, such experiences

expose students to peers who can provide support, model new cognitive and problem-

solving skills, and promote new habits of mind (e.g., ways of thinking, feeling, and acting)

and points of view (e.g., specific attitudes, values, and beliefs; Bruner and Haste 2010;

Mezirow 1997, 2000; Taylor 2007; Vygotsky 1978, 1986). Completing assignments together

can also help students see that feeling challenged is inherent to some problems (i.e., an

external attribution) and not a sign of personal weakness (i.e., an internal attribution;

Bandura 1997). As a result, the likelihood of despondency is reduced (Abramson et al.

1989; Pekrun et al. 2006, 2007, 2009). Study groups also focus students’ attention toward

intrinsic values, such as collaborative discovery, and away from extrinsic reinforcements,

such as points and grades (Aronson and Patnoe 1997; Schunk and Mullen 2012). The effects

of promoting modeling and mastery experiences in the context of a partner- or group-based

classroom format can be significant. For example, when students work collaboratively as

opposed to solitarily, and when teachers convey expectations of excellence as opposed to

hopes of avoiding failure, students’ collective efficacy improves, leading to better group

performance and student outcomes (Conciatore 1990; Pekrun 2011; Schunk and Hanson

1985; Stajkovic et al. 2009; Treisman 1992).
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Instructors can also greatly impact students’ learning-related attitudes and beliefs—as

well as classroom performance—by shaping students’ thoughts about whether intellec-

tual faculties are largely fixed and unchangeable or, rather, improvable with persistent

engagement and practice (Dweck 2006; Dweck and Master 2009). A large body of

research on this topic has demonstrated that students who view talents and abilities as

improvable—that is, they approach learning with a “growth” mindset—exhibit several

beneficial behaviors compared to their counterparts who view intellectual faculties as

fixed (see Dweck 2006; Mercer and Ryan 2010). Most important for learning and

academic success is the fact that they stayed engaged in tasks longer following incorrect

answers in order to learn what they did wrong (Dweck 2006; Dweck and Master 2009).

Students with a fixed mindset, in contrast, disengage following failure experiences and

thus miss opportunities to improve their skills, knowledge, and performance over time

(Dweck 2006). To promote a growth mindset approach to learning, instructors can

frame students’ intellectual abilities and traits as improvable through persistent engage-

ment and practice, which increases students’ engagement in problems and shows

students that valuable information can be gleaned from both success and “failure”

experiences (Dweck 2006; Mercer and Ryan 2010).

As suggested by social cognitive theory (Bandura 1997, 2012a, b), a final method for

promoting mastery experiences involves providing students with relevant, authentic infor-

mation about their capabilities. Practice is important for learning, and when students thrive

in the face of challenge, they are given opportunities to learn that they have the capabilities

that are required to succeed (Schunk and Mullen 2012; Schunk and Pajares 2009). Success-

ful experiences like this increase task-specific self-efficacy (Bandura 1997, 2012a). These

successes also increase the likelihood that students will persist when faced with challenges

(Bandura 1997, 2012a, b; Dweck 2006; Mercer and Ryan 2010). To accomplish transfor-

mational teaching goals, therefore, instructors should create as many opportunities for

experiencing mastery as possible. This can be done in several ways. For example, instructors

can adopt learning goals rather than performance goals, create class routines that enable

students to practice skills, present students with tasks that are incrementally more difficult

over time, and allow students to revise and improve assignments or exam answers after

receiving feedback (Attali and Powers 2010; Moskovitz and Kellogg 2011; Shaughnessy

2004).

In sum, instructors can promote modeling and mastery experiences in many different

ways, leading to positive outcomes along several different lines. Modeling and mastery

experiences are thus central to transformational teaching. In order to maximize the potential

for these experiences to transform students’ attitudes, values, and beliefs, however, instruc-

tors should pair mastery experiences with social validation of personal efficacy. This is

because students have been found to perform better when they are reminded that they are

exercising control over tasks by using the strategies being taught, which increases the extent

to which they believe they can control factors that are required for success (Britner and

Pajares 2006; Schunk and Mullen 2012; Schunk and Pajares 2009; Schunk and Rice 1986).

When this is done, mastery experiences do not just have the ability to promote learning, they

can also enhance students’ attitudes and beliefs about themselves and about the learning

process, which is a key feature of transformational teaching.

Intellectually challenging and encouraging students

The third core method of transformational teaching involves intellectually challenging and

encouraging students. This is done not simply to promote learning, which is a common goal
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across all instructional methods, but rather to transform students’ attitudes, values, and

beliefs, which is relatively unique to transformational teaching. The inspiration for affecting

change along these lines comes from transformative learning theory, which posits that

challenging and encouraging students to examine their assumptions and beliefs is critical

for promoting learning (Mezirow 1997, 2000); from intentional change theory, which argues

that individuals must be challenged to realize a more desirable self in order for sustainable

changes to occur in peoples’ behavior, thoughts, feelings, or perceptions (Boyatzis 2006a, b,

c); and from transformational leadership, which describes “inspirational motivation” and

“intellectual stimulation” as core components of experiences that can lead individuals to

transcend their own self-interests and achieve a higher level of functioning (Avolio and Bass

1995; Barling et al. 2010; Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and Riggio 2006, 2010).

One way instructors can transform students’ attitudes and beliefs about learning is by

framing questions in terms of students’ current level of understanding and by presenting

problems that are of appropriate difficulty, given students’ prior knowledge and current skill

level (Erickson 2007; Taylor 2007; see Mezirow 1997). Instructors can do this, for example,

by beginning classes at a universally comprehensible level of difficulty; then, over time,

instructors can pose questions and present problems that are incrementally more difficult.

This strategy increases the likelihood that students will understand the key course concepts

being described while maintaining students’ sense of efficacy (Bandura 1997, 2012a;

Schunk and Mullen 2012). This approach of making questions and problems increasingly

more difficult over time also creates opportunities for instructors to change how students

think about difficult problems and about their ability to solve such problems. To do this,

instructors can frame difficult tasks not as threatening or as barriers to success, but rather as

opportunities to practice skills that have been taught, and as a chance for students to exercise

control over their academic success and personal development (Bandura 1997, 2012a; Bass

and Avolio 1990; Bass and Riggio 2010; Boyatzis 2006a; Dweck 2006; Dweck and Master

2009; Schunk and Pajares 2009).

Appropriate levels of emotional and instrumental support are important during this

process to help ensure that intellectual challenges engender more (and not less) hope and

efficacy (Bandura 1997, 2012a). To provide emotional support, instructors can create course

guidelines that recognize and respect students’ differences, needs, and welfare (Avolio and

Bass 1995; Podsakoff et al. 1990). In contrast, instrumental support can be increased by

giving students the time, resources, and assistance that are required to master the key course

concepts and skills (Shaughnessy 2004). Instrumental support can also involve structuring

assessments in ways that acknowledge individual differences in learning preferences and

styles (Furnham et al. 2011; Loo 2004; Price 2004; Zhang et al. 2012). This can be done by

creating study guides, providing sample exam questions, and, when possible, relaxing or

removing time limits for exams. Instructors can also consider alternative exam formats,

including oral, open-book, and partner or group tests (Stark 2006). Changing even this one

feature of a course may in fact enhance multiple educational outcomes. For example, several

studies have found that students who take exams with a partner or in the context of a team

perform better on exams, feel less anxious and more confident during exams, and report

having learned more from the course than students who take exams by themselves (e.g.,

Kapitanoff 2009; Reinig et al. 2011; Zimbardo et al. 2003). There is also evidence that these

students are more satisfied with their courses (Reinig et al. 2011).

A final approach to intellectually challenging and encouraging students involves deliv-

ering lectures and appeals that motivate students to transcend self-interested goals to

maximize their potential and realize the shared vision for the course. In the tradition of

social cognitive theory, this involves articulating a desired goal (e.g., mastering key course
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concepts), describing how students can realize that goal (e.g., assist each other, hold each

other accountable to the vision for the course), and inspiring a general confidence that

students can achieve the goal if they work together and utilize their capabilities (Bandura

1997, 2012a, b; Schunk and Mullen 2012). These messages should be accurate and realistic,

and should underscore the amount of personal capability that students must employ to

achieve their goals (Schunk and Rice 1986). Instructors can also motivate and encourage

students from a transformative learning theory or an intentional change theory perspective,

which, in either case, involves having students identify specific attributes (e.g., attitudes,

perspectives, behaviors, etc.) that they would like to enhance and then guiding students through

collaborative, interdependent exercises that facilitate personal and collective progress toward

enhancing those attributes (Boyatzis 2006a, b; Cranton 2006; Erickson 2007; Mezirow 2000).

Instructors act as facilitators and provocateurs in this process, motivating students to critically

reflect on prevailing attitudes and alternative perspectives (Mezirow 2000).

Finally, instructors may intellectually challenge and encourage students by using techni-

ques from transformational leadership (Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and Riggio 2006, 2010).

In fact, a key purpose of transformational leadership is to empower, inspire, and challenge

individuals to achieve their fullest personal and collective potential (Bass and Riggio 2006;

Beauchamp and Morton 2011). To do this, instructors apply the core components of

transformational leadership including inspirational motivation, which involves inspiring

and motivating others to exceed expectations and realize a collectively shared vision of

excellence, and intellectual stimulation, which involves challenging students to be more

flexible and creative by prompting them to think independently, challenge commonly held

assumptions, and view problems from different perspectives. Attention must be paid to how

much arousal is elicited by these motivational strategies, given that physiological arousal can

reduce students’ efficacy if the arousal is interpreted as a sign of anxiety or inadequacy rather

than excitement (Bandura 2012a; Cioffi 1991). However, when solving challenging prob-

lems is framed as an interesting and exciting endeavor, and when students’ resources and

capabilities are underscored during the process, intellectually challenging and encouraging

students is critical for learning and, in fact, a key feature of transformational teaching.

Personalizing attention and feedback

The fourth core method of transformational teaching involves personalizing attention and

feedback. The importance of personalized attention and feedback is highlighted in several of

the theoretical perspectives discussed earlier, including social constructivism (e.g., instruc-

tors focus on students’ needs, rather than on the content to be taught, to know what

experiences will be most helpful; Vygotsky 1978, 1986), social cognitive theory (e.g.,

students must be presented with appropriately difficult challenges, and instructors must

highlight students’ personal capabilities and how they should use their capabilities to

achieve success; Bandura 1997, 2012a), transformative learning theory (e.g., instructors

promote learning by guiding students through the process of identifying and challenging

personal habits of mind and points of view; Mezirow 1978, 2000; Taylor 2007), intentional

change theory (e.g., instructors help students identify current strengths and weaknesses, a

personalized vision for the future, a tailored learning plan, and exercises that allow them to

practice new skills and achieve their ideal self; Boyatzis 2009; Boyatzis and Akrivou 2006),

and transformational leadership (e.g., to optimize their effectiveness, instructors shape

inspirational appeals based on students’ goals, needs, and motives; Bass and Bass 2008;

Bass and Riggio 2010). To maximize students’ potential for personal and collective growth,

transformational teachers combine aspects of these perspectives in the classroom.
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Instructors can personalize attention and feedback in several different ways within the

transformational teaching framework. From a social cognitive perspective, for example,

instructors can assess what students know and do not know about a topic, and pose problems

and questions that are of appropriate difficulty (Bandura 1997, 2012a). Instructors can also

use this information to provide students with individualized feedback regarding their

resources and capabilities, and how they are using these attributes to accomplish their goals

(Schunk and Mullen 2012; Schunk and Pajares 2009). Instructors must have a general sense

for each student’s current ability level to do this, because if they make appraisals that are

markedly different from reality, the feedback is not likely to be taken seriously (Bandura

1997, 2012a). In accord with transformative learning theory, in contrast, instructors can help

students identify specific attitudes, beliefs, and ways of thinking about or approaching

problems that can become individualized targets for critical reflection and transformation

(Erickson 2007; Mezirow 1978, 2000). Instructors can then target these attributes by (for

example) having students debate topics that reveal and challenge their preconceived notions

about a topic, or by having students complete case studies, reports, role plays, projects, or

simulations that require them to consider different values, interpretations, and beliefs

(Mezirow 1997, 2000). A final method for providing personalized attention and feedback

involves creating an individualized “intentional change plan,” based on principles derived

from intentional change theory (Boyatzis 2006a, b, c). To do this, instructors work with

students to identify a personal vision for the future, a summary of current strengths and

weaknesses, a personalized learning plan that will help them realize their learning goals, a

list of exercises that will engage new thinking and behavioral patterns, and a personal

support team of peers who have agreed to help the individual achieve his or her goals

(Boyatzis 2006a; Boyatzis and Akrivou 2006).

It may not always be easy for instructors to acquire the type of knowledge that is

necessary for personalizing attention and feedback. This may be especially true in large

classes, where there are many students and where one-on-one face time is limited. Even in

these contexts, though, instructors can do several things to learn about each student’s needs,

goals, motivations, and current levels of comprehension and skill. For example, instructors

can have students come to the podium after class to ask questions, complete progress reports

in which they reflect on their current understanding and future goals for learning, email the

instructor when they have questions or problems, and attend office hours to discuss their

strengths, weaknesses, and goals for development (Isbell and Gilbert Cote 2009). Instructors

can also consider assigning students to smaller working groups or to sections that either they

monitor or that are facilitated by teaching assistants, who report back to the instructor

(Bailey et al. 2012).

One reason for personalizing attention and feedback is that students do not come to class

with the same goals, abilities, or learning-related characteristics. Rather, they tend to differ

along many dimensions that are important for learning, including prior scholastic achieve-

ment (Kuhn and Holling 2009), level of academic self-efficacy (Bandura 1997, 2012a),

availability of positive role models (Carrington et al. 2008), interest in learning (Maurer et

al. 2008), valuation of learning (Lebens et al. 2011), quality of studying and test-taking

ability (Barry et al. 2010), and motivation for learning (Wolters and Taylor 2012). By

personalizing attention and feedback, and by providing students with an engaging and

structured learning experience, instructors can help narrow the achievement gap between

students who are well-prepared for success when they come to class and those who need

some additional attention to realize their fullest potential (Gaskill and Woolfolk Hoy 2002;

Haak et al. 2011). At first, personalizing attention and feedback in this way might appear to

conflict with transformational teaching’s goal of pursuing a shared vision for a course.
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Because transformational teaching involves maximizing each individual student’s po-

tential for intellectual and personal growth, however, some degree of personalization

is necessary. Personalizing attention and feedback is thus a key feature of transfor-

mational teaching.

Creating experiential lessons

The fifth core method of transformational teaching involves creating experiential lessons

that immerse students in a topic and, often, transcend the boundaries of the classroom. The

importance of engaging students in learning exercises and activities is highlighted in all of

the theoretical perspectives discussed earlier. For example, this concept is central to both

constructivism (Piaget 1926) and social constructivism (Bruner and Haste 2010; Pritchard

and Woollard 2010; Vygotsky 1978, 1986), and is critically important for fostering learning

and transformational change in the context of social cognitive theory (Bandura 1997,

2012a), transformative learning theory (Cranton 2006; Erickson 2007; Mezirow 1978;

Taylor 2007), intentional change theory (Boyatzis 2006a, b, c), and transformational lead-

ership (Bass 1985; Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and Riggio 2010). The reasons for why

experiential lessons are important differ between these perspectives, but center on the fact

that such lessons enable students to reshape their understanding of a concept through

experience, develop self-confidence and self-efficacy by applying their capabilities to

achieve success, challenge prevailing thoughts and attitudes through problem-solving and

debate, and enhance attitudes and beliefs about learning by experiencing ideas as relevant

and meaningful (Bandura 2012a; Bass 1985; Boyatzis 2006a; Mezirow 2000; Piaget 1926;

Vygotsky 1978).

Hundreds of activities have been developed for the purpose of creating experiential lessons

(see Buskist and Davis 2006; Hebb et al. 2000; James et al. 2011; Kolb 1984; Nodine et al.

1999; Ware and Johnson 2000). Experiential lessons that occur inside the classroom are

beneficial for the many reasons described above. From the perspective of transformational

teaching, however, the most beneficial activities are those that are introduced inside the

classroom but that take place outside the classroom. An example of such an activity (used for

teaching lifespan and development at the college level) involves creating a brief interview that

students administer to friends or family members in different age groups (e.g., 12–18, 19–25,

26–45, 46–64, and 65+). The interview inquires about social-cognitive factors that change with

age, such as number of friends, closeness to friends and family, motivational goals, and personal

priorities. The activity thus enables students to experience concepts that are related to psychol-

ogy and aging (see Slavich and Zimbardo, Experiential activities for transformational teaching

in psychology, unpublished). Another activity has students be “deviant for a day”. Students are

provided with a list of options for dressing or acting deviantly, and they then monitor how they

were treated, how their social interactions differed from normal, how the interactions made

them feel, and how they believed their deviancy shaped their experience (see Zimbardo 2005).

These activities are preceded by a lecture that reviews the principles being explored and are

followed by a reflection exercise that has students discuss their experiences in class or in a

private reaction paper on the subject. Instructors must provide alternative activities and options

for reflection that give all students the ability to comfortably complete the assignment. When

this care is taken, though, students generally find the lessons to be useful and enjoyable

(Harcum and Friedman 1991). Also, as we noted at the outset of this review, several studies

have now shown that interactive activities such as these enhance a wide range of educational

outcomes (e.g., see Armbruster et al. 2009; Armstrong et al. 2007; Deslauriers et al. 2011;

Freeman et al. 2007; Haak et al. 2011).
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Although a complete discussion of activities that can be used to create experiential

lessons is beyond the scope of this paper, we believe that such lessons are an important

component of transformational teaching for several reasons. First, as suggested by social

constructivism (Vygotsky 1978, 1986), experiential lessons provide students with an oppor-

tunity to experience concepts first-hand and, as such, give students a richer, more meaning-

ful understanding of course concepts and of how they operate in the real world. Second,

consistent with transformative learning theory (Mezirow 1978, 2000), they enhance the

affective quality of the course content. This occurs both when students are engaged in

solving problems that are part of the activities, and when they are analyzing, sharing,

discussing, and reflecting on their personal reactions to the activities (Gross Davis 2009).

The affective quality that lessons take on is important because it makes the lessons more

interesting, but also because it can significantly improve students’ memory for concepts

insofar as the information gets stored in autobiographical memory (Bower and Gilligan

1979; Holland and Kensinger 2010; Thompson et al. 1998; VanderStoep et al. 2000;

Westmacott et al. 2003). Finally, in accord with social cognitive theory (Bandura 1997,

2012a), transformative learning theory (Mezirow 1978, 2000), intentional change theory

(Boyatzis 2006a, b), and transformational leadership (Bass and Bass 2008; Bass and Riggio

2010), experiential lessons have the ability to shape students’ beliefs about learning and

about the self. As discussed previously, for example, they can increase students’ efficacy for

understanding concepts and solving problems, enhance students’ beliefs that they can distill and

share knowledge in a private paper or public discussion, give students the impression that

learning can be dynamic and fun, and lead to a whole range of other attitudinal and behavioral

changes that might be the targets of such activities. Perhaps most unique to transformational

teaching (compared to other teaching methods) is the notion that, if the experiential lessons

employed involve examining personally held thoughts or beliefs, then they can also lead to

significant personal insights, including a greater awareness of one’s personally held perspec-

tives—as well as an improved awareness of other people’s experience—with the possibility to

enhance these attributes through critical reflection. Attitudinal and behavioral change resulting

from experiential lessons is a worthy byproduct of any course, we believe, and one of the most

unique and important features of transformational teaching.

Promoting preflection and reflection

The sixth and final core method of transformational teaching involves promoting

preflection and reflection. Preflection and reflection are critical for translating educa-

tional activities and exercises into meaningful, sustainable change in students’ lives.

These techniques are thus a defining characteristic of all transformational teaching

activities. In short, preflection concerns all types of reflective actions that occur before

a particular assignment or activity has begun; reflection, in contrast, concerns reflective

actions that occur after an assignment or activity has ended (Shellenbarger et al. 2005).

Given the central importance that preflection and reflection play in promoting learning

and personal growth, these concepts are embedded in all of the major approaches to

learning and classroom instruction described in Table 1, and they are either explicitly

discussed or implicitly referred to in each of the theoretical cornerstones to transforma-

tional teaching described in Table 2 (i.e., social cognitive theory, transformative learning

theory, intentional change theory, and transformational leadership).

Preflection is not as commonly used as reflection, but can nonetheless provide

students with meaningful insights into their capabilities, perspectives, and possible

strategies. As alluded to above, preflection involves critiquing one’s assumptions
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regarding the content of an idea—or one’s approach to answering a question or solving

a problem—before beginning an assignment. This process allows students to identify

their attitudes and knowledge about a concept, question, or problem, and to consider

possible strategies for examining an issue or tackling a problem. If done in a public

manner, such activities can also expose students to the preconceived attitudes, knowl-

edge, and capabilities of their peers, which can serve as a way to identify others’

strengths and capabilities that might be useful. This process can also provide students

with different perspectives on tackling a problem. As suggested here, preflection

activities can be public or private exercises, and can come in many different forms.

For example, instructors can have students write a preflection letter in which they

discuss their thoughts or feelings about an idea or problem, their strategies for getting

started with an assignment, or the ways in which an assignment could influence or

affect them. Depending on the goals for the exercise, this letter can be kept private,

posted in an online forum, discussed with a partner, or shared with the class. Alterna-

tively, instructors can engage students in a guided preflection discussion, which involves

discussing a topic, question, or problem with a partner or in a small group based on a

set of general guidelines. In this context, students can describe their attitudes or feelings

toward a question, problem, or assignment; their proposed strategies for examining the

issue or tackling the problem; their past experiences dealing with similar questions or

problems; and the ways in which they expect the activity or experience will affect them

(Shellenbarger et al. 2005; van Merriënboer and Sluijsmans 2008).

In contrast, reflection occurs after an assignment or activity has ended. As described by

Mezirow (1998), reflection (or “critical reflection”) can occur alone or in a group discussion

and, as alluded to earlier, involves critiquing assumptions about the content of an idea or the

process of solving a problem for the purpose of revealing something new. Doing this exposes an

individual to different viewpoints and perspectives on an issue or problem, which in turn

becomes the basis for a person’s attitudinal or behavioral transformation. Numerous activities

have been developed for the purpose of promoting critical reflection. These activities include:

journaling, where students reflect on their attitudes, insights, perceptions, and experiences by

writing in a paperback or web-based journal; guided reading, which involves having students

read a story or article and then reflect on their thoughts, reactions, perceptions, and attitudes by

answering questions related to the piece; guided discussion, in which students pair-up and

engage in a guided discussion that includes careful listening, supportive responding, idea

expression, idea expansion, and respectful discourse; microlabs, which is where groups of

two-to-four students get together for the purpose of considering questions inspired by a lecture,

article, video, or discussion; structured debating, in which students debate an idea or issue from

different perspectives; and fishbowl, which is where students form a circle in the middle of the

room, and share their ideas and perspectives on a topic while the rest of the class listens

(Sullivan and Glanz 2009). Instructors can have students focus onmany different topics in these

reflective activities, including, for example: how their attitudes or beliefs changed as part of an

educational experience, how they applied their capabilities to solve a problem, what problem-

solving strategies worked particularly well, what aspects of an issue they found most trouble-

some or compelling, what ideas they were most surprised or inspired by, what they learned

about themselves in the process of examining the issue, or how the activity changed their life or

their perspective on others or the world (for a list of themes that characterize successful

reflection experiences, see Shellenbarger et al. 2005).

Regardless of which preflection and reflection exercises an instructor chooses to implement,

we believe that the process of examining one’s thoughts and attitudes is a key feature of

transformational teaching that, when paired with experiential lessons, differentiates
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transformational teaching from other forms of classroom instruction. In addition to helping

facilitate students’ acquisition and mastery of key course concepts, which is common to all

forms of instruction, we believe that reflective experiences play a critical role in enhancing

students’ skills and strategies for discovery. Consistent with transformative learning theory

(Mezirow 1978, 2000), intentional change theory (Boyatzis 2006a), and transformational

leadership (Bass 1985; Bass and Bass 2008), we believe that reflective experiences also play

a critical role in promoting positive learning-related attitudes, values, and beliefs. For these

reasons, we view preflection and reflection as important core methods of transformational

teaching.

Topics for Further Clarification and Research

We have proposed that several of the major contemporary approaches to learning and classroom

instruction share similar fundamental characteristics andmay be understood as part of a broader

approach to classroom instruction called transformational teaching (See Fig. 1). We believe this

is especially true in instances where the approaches involve enhancing students’ learning-

related attitudes, values, beliefs, and skills. We then described the basic principles and core

methods that we believe constitute this approach. Although this endeavor may help to re-

contextualize discussions about contemporary learning and classroom instruction, several

important questions remain unanswered based on current thinking and research. We outline

some of the most important and pressing issues below.

What is transformational teaching and what is it not?

First, what exactly is transformational teaching, andwhat is it not? In defining this approach, we

have emphasized that transformational teaching represents an attempt to “increase students’

mastery of key course concepts while transforming their learning-related attitudes, values,

beliefs, and skills.” We believe that to be transformational in nature, teaching must enhance

students’ mastery of course concepts, their learning-related skills, and their disposition toward

learning. Without all three of these components, the approach would seem to fall within the

constraints of traditional classroom instruction (i.e., if it only focuses on mastering course

content or on acquiring skills), or motivationally guided personal exploration (i.e., if it only

focuses on examining or enhancing attitudes, values, or beliefs). The contemporary approaches

to learning and classroom instruction described in Table 1 fall within the framework of

“transformational teaching” insofar as they accomplish these goals. What transformational

teaching is not is an attempt to simply get students excited about learning, or to persuade

students to adopt a particular worldview. The main objective of transformational teaching is to

improve students’mastery of a topic in a way that also impacts their learning-related skills and

beliefs. Promoting other messages or persuading students to adopt certain beliefs (e.g., about

politics, sexuality, religion, etc.) is not part of our formulation of transformational teaching.

What are the necessary components of transformational teaching?

Second, what are the necessary components of transformational teaching? We have proposed a

set of coherent principles and methods that we believe form the basis of transformational

teaching, which is based on a comprehensive review of all relevant theoretical perspectives.

However, research is needed to clarify how each of these components contributes to transfor-

mational teaching and, in addition, if all of the components are necessary for transformational
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teaching to occur. For example, can transformational teaching occur in a lecture-only environ-

ment (i.e., without student interaction or experiential lessons), or is collaborative, interdependent

discovery and discussion necessary? Are personalized attention and feedback necessary for

enhancing students’ learning-related attitudes, values, and beliefs, or is general feedback regard-

ing students’ collective progress sufficient? And, what is the added value in creating and sharing

a vision for a course? Can instructors and students work toward transformational teaching goals

if they are not explicitly aware that they are doing so, or does having a shared vision in mind

fundamentally elevate what students and instructors are able to achieve? We believe initial

answers to these questions can be found in the theoretical perspectives reviewed here, but some

of these theories are more well-supported by existing empirical research than others. In short, our

point is simply that transformational teaching is a complex construct and that, like any relatively

new construct, additional research is needed to interrogate its coherency, utility, and validity.

What does transformational teaching look like at different levels of instruction?

Third, what does transformational teaching look like at different levels of instruction? In the

present discussion, we have presented a general formulation of transformational teaching that

may be applied for understanding learning at any level of instruction (e.g., preschool, elemen-

tary school, middle school, secondary school, higher education, and adult education). Exactly

how transformational teaching is represented at these different levels of instruction, however,

remains an open question. It seems reasonable to hypothesize that the amount of structure that is

required to realize transformational teaching goals will differ in a significant way across

different levels of instruction. So, too, will the types of attitudinal and behavioral changes that

instructors can reasonably pursue during a course. To examine these important issues in greater

Fig. 1 Theoretical underpinnings, basic principles, and core methods of transformational teaching. Transforma-

tional teaching is an approach to classroom instruction that involves increasing students’ mastery of key course

concepts while transforming their learning-related attitudes, values, beliefs, and skills. The approach is rooted in

social cognitive theory (e.g., instructors promote students’ individual and collective efficacy), transformative

learning theory (e.g., instructors challenge students’ habits of mind and points of view), intentional change theory

(e.g., instructors help students’ realize their ideal self and vision for the future), and transformational leadership

(e.g., instructors motivate and empower students to transcend self-interests to maximize their potential and achieve

shared goals). These theoretical perspectives can be distilled into three basic principles, which include: facilitating

students’ acquisition andmastery of key course concepts, enhancing students’ strategies and skills for learning and

discovery, and promoting students’ positive learning-related attitudes, values, and beliefs. Instructors accomplish

these goals by establishing a shared vision for a course, providing modeling and mastery experiences, challenging

and encouraging students, personalizing attention and feedback, creating experiential lessons that transcend the

boundaries of the classroom, and promoting ample opportunities for preflection and reflection. These methods are

synergistically related and, when used together, maximize students’ potential for intellectual and personal growth
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detail, additional research and thinking is needed that considers the goals of transformational

teaching in combination with the specific skills and capabilities that learners of different ages

bring to the classroom.

How is transformational teaching assessed?

Fourth, what is the best way to assess transformational teaching, and how can this

information be used to improve student learning and development? To our knowledge,

one self-report questionnaire has been developed to date to assess transformational

teaching within the context of school-based physical education (see Beauchamp et al.

2010). However, several important questions remain unanswered. For example, should

assessments measure instructor implementation, student adoption, or both? Research can

focus on developing new ways for assessing the extent to which instructors accomplish

transformational objectives (e.g., they enhance students’ mastery of course concepts,

provide students with learning-related skills, or enhance students’ learning-related atti-

tudes, values, or beliefs), the extent to which instructors implement transformational

teaching methods (e.g., they establish a shared vision for a course, provide modeling

and mastery experiences, intellectually challenge and encourage students, personalize

attention and feedback, create experiential lessons, or promote preflection and reflec-

tion), or the extent to which students achieve transformational teaching goals (e.g., they

exhibit changes in learning-related skills, their attitudes about learning, or their beliefs

about the value of knowledge). At the same time, it must be asked whether assessing

these factors changes the experience in any way. For example, does measuring instruc-

tors’ or students’ progress decrease their intrinsic motivation for teaching or learning?

That is, do people start performing simply to excel on measures of transformational

teaching? Assessments can change the motivation and dynamics of the individuals being

assessed, and this should be taken into consideration.

How do we develop transformational teachers?

Finally, assuming that employing transformational teaching is a goal, how can departments and

institutions develop instructors who utilize this approach? This is not an easy problem to solve

since teachers at all levels of instruction typically have too many demands and very little time.

One solution for addressing this practical problem involves summarizing transformational teach-

ing in an easily digestible format—for example, using handouts or videos that require minimal

time or that can be read or watched in short intervals. These summaries can cover themain aspects

of transformational teaching, and can address the most common questions and issues.

Perhaps a more difficult issue involves the question of how to address teachers’ instruc-

tional efficacy and their likelihood to adopt new pedagogical techniques. In this context,

there is evidence that compared to less-efficacious teachers, efficacious teachers are more

likely to praise students for accomplishments, improve students’ perceptions of their aca-

demic abilities, promote student autonomy, and create mastery experiences that help students

learn (Ashton and Webb 1986; Gibson and Dembo 1984; Saklofske et al. 1988; Tschannen-

Moran and Woolfolk Hoy 2001). There is also evidence that efficacious teachers are more

likely to learn new approaches for teaching (Berman and McLaughlin 1977; Ross 1994).

Importantly, however, this effect differs based on a teacher’s stage of professional develop-

ment, with less experienced instructors generally being more willing to adopt new techni-

ques (Maskit 2011). Although promoting a healthy sense of efficacy among instructors may
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thus be one way to increase the adoption of transformational teaching (or any other teaching

method for that matter), additional research is clearly needed along these lines.

Since expectations and social norms also exist at the collective level, it may be equally

important to research how department- and institution-wide factors influence whether teachers

adopt transformational teaching and other new methods (Bandura 1997, 2012a). If collective

instructional efficacy does play a role in the adoption of new techniques, then instructors may be

able to promote transformational teaching and other new approaches by enacting initiatives that

give instructors the time that is necessary to adopt new techniques, by modeling transforma-

tional teaching for each other, and by communicating to others that acquiring new techniques is

possible, celebrated, and rewarded (Bandura 1993, 1997). These strategies do not guarantee that

new methods will be adopted, but they do lower the barriers for success.

Concluding Comments

Classroom instruction has changed remarkably in recent years. Blackboards were replaced by

whiteboards and then by PowerPoint presentations; student notebooks by laptops and most

recently by tablet PCs. Approaches to classroom instruction and discussions about what

teachers should accomplish have also evolved, and we currently have several well-developed

approaches to classroom instruction that emphasize different aspects of teaching and learning.

Our goal in the present review has not been to diminish the importance or unique contribution

that each of these approaches has made, but rather to highlight their impressive degree of

overlap and convergence, which is evident at both the theoretical and methodological level.

Doing so has enabled us to propose an overarching approach to classroom instruction called

transformational teaching, which involves increasing students’mastery of key course concepts

while enhancing their learning-related attitudes, values, beliefs, and skills. Important questions

remain unanswered regarding the coherency, utility, and validity of transformational teaching,

and we believe these questions provide several fruitful avenues for future thinking and research.

At the least, transformational teaching would seem to capture the main similarities that exist

across the major contemporary approaches to learning and classroom instruction. We therefore

suggest that it can be used as an overarching framework for thinking about how to maximize

students’ potential for intellectual and personal growth.
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