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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the field of University Pedagogy and specifically the relationship between 

theory (learning theories university teachers adopt) and practice (actual teaching) in Higher Education Institutions. To 

this end, we conducted a mixed methodology research (triangulation) by implicating both the students and the university 

teachers of post graduate programs of the former Alexander Technological Educational Institute–ATEI-of Thessaloniki 

(current International Hellenic University-IHU). The data collection methods were:7 semi-structured interviews with the 

teaching staff, student questionnaires (n=98) and non-participatory observation. Results show that teachers’ views about 

learning and teaching are consistent mostly with person-centered humanistic learning theories and cognitive 

constructivism. Learning is viewed as a dynamic process revolving around students and their needs. Their 

student-centered approach and the theories they embrace are consistent with their teaching practice to a satisfactory 

degree (role, climate, teacher-student relationship, objectives, connection to reality). However, an issue detected is the 

relatively limited use of the most active teaching techniques. 

Keywords: university pedagogy, Higher Education, student-centered learning, teaching practice, adult education, adult 

learning theories 

1. Introduction 

In recent years, there has been a convergence between the fields of University Pedagogy and Adult Education regarding 

the principles that govern them, their goals and the methods they adopt. Adult learning theories may be broadly 

categorized based on the emphasis on the learning procedure as teacher-centered and student-centered (Gioti, 2019b). 

Traditionally, teacher-centered learning prevailed in higher education programs even if it was associated with humanistic, 

progressive and radical worldview constructions about adult education and learning. The need for a shift towards 

student-centered learning in higher education has been explicitly stated by the EU, scholars and students (EHEA, 1999, 

2009, 2012, 2015; HQA 2017; Kedraka & Rotidi, 2017; Pavlakis, Talias & Zannetos, 2013; Osman, Jamaludin & 

Iranmanesh, 2015; Sursock, 2015; Smart, Witt & Scott, 2012). As a consequence, teaching (undergraduate, postgraduate, 

or adult 25+ students) should focus on the learner and promote active and collaborative learning, critical thinking, learner 

autonomy and responsibility, skills development, adoption of new attitudes (Gougoulakis et al., 2020; Connell, Donovan 

& Chambers, 2016). Students in higher education institutions should be now treated as adults (Halx, 2010). As such, they 

have characteristics (autonomy, experiences, self-determination, sense of perspective, specific goals) (Knowles, 1990) 

and the ability to be profoundly transformed through learning (Brookfield, 2017; Mezirow, 2009) that require educational 

approaches and methods that satisfy their needs (Lynch & Pappas, 2017; Pavlakis et al, 2013; Rogers, 1999).The last 

decades in the relevant bibliography the prevailing humanistic and constructivist theories are all student-centered and 

emphasize the learning dimensions mentioned above (Gioti, 2019a, 2019b).  

The foregoing constitute the theoretical framework and the objectives set for Higher and Adult Education (EHEA, 1999; 

EHEA, 2012; EHEA, 2015). But are they practically feasible in international and Greek reality? How do Greek 

university teachers apply pedagogy and how do their students perceive their practice? How is theory applied into practice? 

Does teaching comply with the principles mentioned above?  

It should be pointed out that the research is conducted in a specific context (national and educational) which should be 
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analyzed in brief in order to help the reader gain perspective and interpret the findings accordingly. The operation of 

internal structures supporting the teaching and pedagogic work of university teachers is common among university 

institutions internationally. Ernest Boyer’s (1990) report titled “Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate” 

played a pivotal role in the evolution of University Pedagogy. He conducted national research in 1989 with teaching and 

research staff members. Evident in his report is an alarming teacher emphasis on research and not on teaching though the 

latter is considered more-if not most-important. Since then, many universities have created Teaching and Learning 

Centers that assist and support the teaching, pedagogic and advisory work of university teaching staff. 

In Greece however, the first relevant office was created in 2011 at the University of Patras (law 4009/2011-article 51) 

while the formal establishment and operation of Centers for Teaching and Learning in just three Greek universities 

(University of Patras, Democritus University of Thrace and Aegean University) only took place in 2020, 2019 and 2020 

respectively (FEK 1832/13.05.2020; FEK 2468/24.06.2019; FEK 3933/15.09.2020). Moreover, the Network of Tertiary 

Education Teachers was created (2016) as a result of a relevant symposium, having as a purpose the development and 

diffusion of University Pedagogy. Finally, the first Greek Conference on University Pedagogy was held in 2019 under 

the aegis of Democritus University of Thrace. 

It becomes evident that the issue of University Pedagogy is relatively new in Greece and as a result there are scant 

references regarding the relationship between theory (opinions, theories teachers adopt) and practice (teaching and 

practice-methods they actually use). The present research was conducted in the former Alexander Technological 

Education Institute (ΑTEI) of Thessaloniki (present International Hellenic University-IHU since 2019 when Law 

4610/2019 incorporated Technological Educational Institutes-TEIs into existing Higher Education Institutions according 

to the directions of European Community policies). 

The purpose of the research is to highlight the learning theories that guide university teachers’ teaching practice. There 

will also be an attempt to explore whether and how their beliefs and opinions are transferred to how they practice 

teaching and perform their role. The paper also aspires to build on the limited existing knowledge on the issue of 

University Pedagogy in the Greek context and help stakeholders identify the challenges that arise within it. 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Learning Theories for Teaching Adults 

Adult learning theories are humanistic, student-centered and constructivist in that they focus on learners’ personal 

growth (humanistic), place students at the center of the learning process, promote active and collaborative learning 

(student-centered) and equate learning with creating meaning from experience and in relation to society and the 

surrounding world (constructivist). Learning in this context is a dynamic process that activates learners’ learning 

abilities and builds on their personal experience (Rogers, 1999). However, within these classifications, there are 

significant differences in each theory’s scope on how the construction of knowledge is approached and consequently on 

how the relationship between the individual, learning, and society is constructed/formulated. Based on scope we may 

identify 3 categories: 1) person-centered, 2) progressive and 3) critical/radical humanistic learning theories (Gioti, 

2010). In respect to the knowledge construction process we may discern theories between cognitive and social 

constructivist. 

Person-centered humanistic theories view learning as a personal and psychological phenomenon and have as a goal the 

learners’ personal development and change. They do not acknowledge the influence society has on learners and they 

view learning as a process experienced in isolation. Progressive humanistic theories aim for a progressive change in 

society (as represented by Jarvis and Mezirow), whereas critical/radical humanistic theories (as represented by Freire 

and Brookfield) aim for profound and drastic societal changes and take on an activist role. Critical/radical humanistic 

theories support that learning does not happen in a vacuum and that it is not an individually experienced process; on the 

contrary, society and all its constituents (conditions, injustices, culture, ideologies and their social and political 

manifestations) deeply affect learning and the way people use knowledge to change their lives for the better (Gioti, 

2010; Freire, 2005, 2018; Brookfield, 2017, 2005).  

Constructivism has its roots in the works of Piaget Bruner and Goodman (Perkins, 1991). It questions objectivism and 

approaches learning as a meaning making process which is created from experience and affected by context and 

previous learning (Ertmer & Newby, 1993; Bada & Olusegun, 2015). Cognitive constructivism emphasizes the 

developmental process by which an individual constructs knowledge actively during her interaction with the 

environment in order to adapt to it. This process is perceived as happening in isolation from the social and cultural 

context ignoring how decisively it is defined by them. Social constructivism, based on the work of Russian psychologist 

Lev Vygotsky, adopts a social perspective and emphasizes the importance of social and cultural factors in the creation of 

knowledge, in the learning process and in the individual’s development (Illeris, 2016; Trent, Artiles & Englert 1998; 

Stetsenko & Arievitch, 1997). Social constructivism underlines the impact society and its forces have on the way we 
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learn and construct our understanding of the world. As Illeris (2016) aptly appoints, learning and other mental processes 

are not solely social or solely individually born; they are both. 

Popular adult education scholars, among the different learning theories categories, are Knowles who introduced 

andragogy in the late 60’s and during the 70’s, Freire who in the same period developed his liberatory pedagogy, 

Mezirow who initiated the transformative learning theory in late 70’s and Jarvis who provided a sociocultural and 

humanistic synthetic approach of the above that was presented in 1987. 

Knowles’ andragogy offers a humanistic approach to adult education. It is composed of six assumptions about adult 

learning: Adults a) need to know why they learn something b) must be treated as capable and self-directed, c) have a 

plethora of experiences and d) a life-centered orientation to learning and want knowledge relevant and applicable to 

their everyday lives, e) are mostly driven by intrinsic motivation and f) need to attend educational programs designed 

according to their needs (Knowles, 1990, 2005; McGrath, 2009; Tennant, 1986). Andragogy is influenced by american 

psychological imperialism, a phenomenon that approaches and interprets learning as a purely psychological process, 

disregarding the environment and the influence the latter has on learners and the learning process (Gioti, 2019a). 

Freire’s liberatory pedagogy is a radical humanistic theory that emphasizes the importance of the “populations’ 

education”. Its goal is to empower the socially subordinated by the ruling classes so that they detect the forces that 

oppress them, act against them in order to change society, and fulfill their potential. He claimed that there is no such 

thing as neutral adult education. Education either conforms to dominant dictates or leads to liberation and emancipation 

and consequently to the change of social structures. Dialogue and communication, vital in Freire’s pedagogy, aim at 

critical consciousness or ‘conscientization’ (conscientização) which focuses on helping students comprehend that their 

living conditions and the uncritically assimilated ideas of the dominant culture are responsible for their ‘culture of 

silence’. Critical reflection through which distorted and erroneous perceptions (about oneself and their relationship with 

others and society) are revealed and action as an intervention in order to change reality, constitute integral parts of 

critical consciousness. For Freire education is an act of freedom and liberation only when it takes place through 

dialogue and communication (Freire, 2018, 2005, 2000; Leonard & McLaren, 2002).  

Mezirow’s transformative learning theory supports that the way we perceive and interpret reality is defined by our belief 

system. The goal of adult education is to make learners review their assumptions and challenge their validity through 

critical reflection, an ability that increases as a person gets older. A disorienting dilemma/trigger event leads to the 

revision of certain wrong/dysfunctional assumptions. Thus, learning is not just the addition of new knowledge but also 

the transformation of existing knowledge into a new perspective. Adults can achieve this transformation when through 

critical and autonomous reflection realize how and why their assumptions/perceptions confine the way they realize, 

perceive and feel the world around them (Mezirow, n.d. 1981, 1990, 2009). There are two main trends present in 

Mezirow’s theory. The first focuses on the psychological dimensions of learning which is manifested in personal 

empowerment and change as an adjustment in existing conditions. The second trend is social and focuses on the 

empowerment that leads to action that transforms social conditions. In other words, in the first case learners adopt new 

perspectives and change the way they act without changing however the context within which this action takes place. 

They just modify their behavior leaving existing social structures unscathed. In the second case, people do not just 

accommodate to society but act in order to change it and make it more open, fair and democratic (Gioti, 2019a, 124-5). 

Jarvis (2004, 2009, 2012) provides an experiential learning theory as a synthesis of existing sociologically 

and psychologically oriented theories. His theory is progressive in that it aims at gradual societal change and not at 

drastic and profound changes. His approach views humans as acting subjects being in constant interaction with the 

environment. The learning process lies at the heart of human existence and is not neutral; it does not happen in a 

vacuum but under the influence of the socio-cultural assumptions/positions held both by educators and learners. Adult 

educational programs should grant learners some power and allow active participation in the learning process. 

Theorists agree that adult education does not just concern the transmission of knowledge, but also the acquisition of 

skills that enable learners to reflect, challenge and adapt their attitudes. Change-whether personal or societal-is 

presented as an important aspect of adult education and is inextricably linked to the environment and its effects on 

humans. In addition, all theories consider learners' active involvement, collaboration, autonomy and reflection as 

essential components of effective learning. They therefore agree on the use of specific methods (participatory and 

heuristic, focused both on the group and the individual) and techniques (discussion, questions, teamwork, case study, 

role playing, simulation, games, hands-on training) that promote active participation (Rogers, 1999). In this context, 

university teachers’ role is also changing. They are no longer authority figures but facilitators and partners, who interact 

with students in terms of equality and respect in an environment of security and freedom of expression. 

2.2 University Pedagogy 

The influence of adult education in University Pedagogy resulted in a growing research interest-both nationally and 
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internationally-concerning the teaching/learning process in the universities. Specifically, research emphasizes on 

teachers’ and students’ views on quality teaching and learning and their affecting factors, the teacher’s role, the 

student-teacher relationship, the theories teachers adopt and the way they practice them.  

Several studies (Frementiti, 2018; Prosser & Trigwell, 2014; Uiboleht, Karm & Postareff, 2018) classify teaching into 

two categories:1) knowledge/information transfer (teacher-centered) and 2) knowledge support/conceptual change 

(student-centered). Research findings show that students support the need for a student-centered teaching approach with 

the adoption and application of teaching techniques that promote interaction, encouragement and self-development 

(Osman et al., 2015; Su& Wood, 2012). Students also propose that university teachers must possess satisfactory 

organization and communication skills and excellent knowledge of their subject, must motivate students to actively 

participate in the learning process, provide constant feedback, clarify the tasks, connect old and new knowledge, be 

enthusiastic, supportive and inspiring (Alghamdi et al., 2017; Alhija, 2017; Asio & Riego de Dios, 2018, 2019; Nitsiou, 

2018; Trammell & Aldrich, 2016; Su& Wood, 2012). On the other end, teachers view themselves as facilitators who 

motivate and support their students. However, they use methods and techniques (lecture most frequently used) that focus 

on the teacher and are not appropriate for teaching adults (Dole, Bloom & Kowalske, 2016; Nitsiou, 2018; Pavlakis et al., 

2013; Stearns, 2017; Tzotzou & Bigilaki, 2013), whereas research shows that only those teachers who use active 

teaching techniques, influence learners’ engagement (Almarghani & Mijatovic, 2017). 

In Greece, university teachers are axiomatically considered pedagogically competent. It is a view not disputed, not 

challenged. University teachers are judged by their research and academic work and not by their pedagogical work 

(Gougoulakis, et al, 2020). It is considered self-evident that academic competence equals pedagogic competence 

(Asonitou, 2016; Gougoulakis & Oikonomou, 2014; Gougoulakis, 2016; Kedraka & Dimasi, 2015; Kedraka, 2016; 

Kedraka & Rotidi, 2017; Vergidis, 2016). 

An increasing research interest about University Pedagogy in Greece has been observed very recently, just in the last five 

years (Frementiti, 2018; Ioakeimidou et al., 2015; Nitsiou, 2018; Pavlakis et al, 2016; Rotidi & Karalis, 2014; Rotidi, 

2015; Tzotzou & Bigilaki, 2013).This interest is in accordance with the efforts of the EU (EHEA 1999,2012,2015) to 

highlight the importance of improving the academics’ teaching skills and focusing on the teaching/learning process and 

to attempt a transition from traditional teacher-centered teaching to a student-centered teaching approach with 

pedagogical principles, methods, and practices that promote reflection, learner engagement, autonomy and responsibility. 

The above are characteristics of adult education and indeed it is becoming evident that university students should be 

considered and treated as adults (Halx, 2010) and that Higher education promotes in essence the ideals and methods of 

adult education (ΕΗΕΑ, 2012, 2015; ΕΗΕΑ, 1999; HQA 2017; Kedraka & Rotidi, 2017; Pavlakis et al., 2013) 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design  

Our paper presents part of the data of a mixed methodology research (qualitative and quantitative) conducted among 

students and teachers of the former ATEI of Thessaloniki (present IHU) in 2019-2020 which is an institution that offers a 

variety of postgraduate programs to adults (25+). The data collection tools were: student questionnaires (98), teaching 

staff interviews (7) and non-participatory observation. Our goal was to investigate the theories that university teachers 

adopt and their perception of learning and teaching in relation to their teaching practices. 

The research questions were the following: 

(1) What basic learning theories do the teachers of the programs adopt (views on learning, education, quality 

teaching, teachers’ role)? 

(2) Do their beliefs and attitudes fit into their teaching practice?  

3.2 Sample  

The population of our quantitative research was students (n=380) of three postgraduate programs. The sample was 

chosen with convenience, non-probability sampling (Bryman, 2016). 

The qualitative research was carried out on a homogeneous purposive sampling. We conducted seven (7) 

semi-structured interviews with teachers of three postgraduate programs of the department of Business Administration, 

Marketing and Tourism. The sample was purposeful, and its selection met the following criteria: all participants are 

permanent members of the teaching staff, they all teach to postgraduate adult education programs (+25) and they teach 

in soft disciplines1 (Lindblom-Ylanne et al., 2006; Lueddeke, 2003; Rotidi & Karalis, 2014; Rotidi, 2015). We sent the 

 
1According to Biglan’s (1973) classification the academic disciplines may be Hard and Soft, Pure and Applied fields. In 

our study the term Soft disciplines includes the fields of Sociology, Linguistics, Philosophy, Economics, Educational 
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interview to a total of 16 university teachers of whom 7 responded. To analyze research material we used the method of 

content analysis. The composition of the university’s teaching staff as far as gender and ethnicity are concerned is not 

diverse. The absolute majority is Caucasian (also the case in most-if not all-Greek tertiary institutions) and the vast 

majority (76%) are male teachers. Τhe under-representation of women in the body of university teaching 

staff–especially in the rank of the professor–is a reality not only in Greece but in the European Union as a whole (ΕΚΤ, 

2020). 

According to our research design, our intention was to conduct classroom observations of all teachers participating in 

the research (n=7). However, due to COVID-19 restrictions, campuses suspended their operations and lessons were 

transferred to online teaching platforms. As a result, we were able to conduct one classroom observation. 

3.2.1 Interviews 

The answers to the interviews came exclusively from male teachers, with male/female ratio being 3:1 (Table 1).  

Table 1. Profile of the teacher participants 

Interview 

Subject 

Age Teaching 

experience at 

IHU(in years). 

Postgraduate 

Program** 

Expertise/Training 

S1  46  10 H.C.U.M./ΜΒΑ  

S2  40  18  M.O.E.U./ΜΒΑ Adult Education  

S3  62  11 M.O.E.U. Adult Education 

S4  55  17  T.M.B.A. Teaching for Special Purposes 

S5  40  12  H.C.U.M./M.O.E.U./Μ

.Β.Α.  

 

S6  44  10  M.O.E.U. Adult Education 

S7  64  31  T.M.B.A./M.M.L.I.S Educational Methodology 

**H.C.U.M.:Health Care Units Management 

M.O.E.U.:Management and Organization of Educational Units 

T.M.B.A.:Tourism Management and Business Administration 

Μ.Β.Α.:M.Sc. In Business Administration 

M.M.L.I.S.:Money Management, Logistics and Informational Systems 

3.2.2 Questionnaires 

The sample of the research consisted of students (n=98) of three postgraduate programs of the ATEI. The response rate 

to the questionnaire was 25,8% (n=98). Demographic and program attendance data are presented in Table 2. The 

majority of participants (n=96) work.  

The statistical processing of data was performed with the SPSS17, making use of both descriptive techniques and 

deductive statistics. The reliability of the survey was tested with a coefficient of internal consistency, Cronbach’s alpha. 

Two composite variables were created:1) ‘Learning Experience’ (Knowledge, skills, attitudes) (0.904) and 2) ‘Actions 

and attitudes of teaching personnel’ (0.924). The level of reliability of both variables is high, so the internal consistency 

is considered very satisfactory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Sciences and Law), that are related primarily with the adoption of a student-centered teaching perspective while the 

Hard/Soft and Applied fields such as Sciences, Mathematics, Dentistry, Medicine, Computer Engineering and 

Informatics are dominated mostly by a teacher-centered teaching perspective (Transmission) (in Rotidi, 2015 and Rotidi 

& Karalis, 2014). 
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Table 2. Profile of the postgraduate student participants 

Sex Men Women   

 29(29.6%) 69(70.4%)   

Age 25-34y 35-44y 45-54y 55+y 

 28(28.6%) 37(37.8%) 27(27.5%) 6(6.1%) 

M.Sc. Management & 

Organization of 

Educational Units 

Health Care Units 

Management 

Tourism Management and Business 

Administration 

 49(50%) 37(37.8%)       12(12.2%) 

3.3 Data Gathering Procedure and Analysis 

The data compilation was done using a Questionnaire (quantitative research), interview questions and an observation 

grid (qualitative research) as tools. Questionnaire and Interview data were collected with Google Forms. Both the 

Questionnaire and the interview questions were constructed based on various sources namely: The Teaching 

Perspectives Inventory-TPI of (Collins & Pratt, 2011; Pratt & Collins, 2000; Pratt et al., 2001), the Course Experience 

Questionnaire-CEQ (Stergiou & Airey, 2012) and questionnaires from Greek researchers (Bantiou, 2014; Nitsiou, 2018; 

Nikolakoudis, 2016; Rotidi, 2015).  

An observation grid was created for the observation, based on a synthesis of observation tools: Pasiardis Assessment 

Form (Pasiardis, 2001), Flanders’ Systematic Observation System (Magos, 2005) and Grift Assessment Tool (2007).The 

observation lasted two hours. The educational meeting that constituted the object of the observation was part of the 

‘Health Care Units Management’ postgraduate program. The course’s title was ‘Management of Health Care Units’ and 

the subject of the meeting was motivation. The number of students attending was approximately 70. 

4. Results  

The research aimed to investigate which learning theories guide university teachers’ practice. Our discussion of the 

results follows the following pattern: We first present the learning theories adopted by the teaching staff and we then 

move on to their teaching practice. Our findings are presented as a synthesis of the material gathered from all our 

research tools. We labeled S1 for interview Subject 1, S2 for Subject 2 and so on. 

4.1 Learning Theories Adopted by the Teaching Staff 

4.1.1 Views on Education, Quality Teaching and Learning 

University teachers consider that the ultimate goal of education, beyond ‘providing knowledge’ (S4, S5, S6, S7), 

is‘…the cultivation of students’ intellect/cognition’(S5), ‘improvement of the learners’ skills’(S3), ‘social inclusion, 

occupational integration and adaptation to the ever-evolving social and technological conditions’(S1). 

University teachers define learning as: ‘the integration of knowledge into the learner’s value system and tacit 

knowledge, which when called upon will support the so-called “skillful act”(S1),‘... the process of incorporating new 

concepts and of practically implementing new things/knowledge’(S3),‘…the acquisition of knowledge and the impetus 

for further research’(S6). Students learn when they ‘...improve on a certain subject, change the way they views things, 

or organize them better in their minds’(S2),‘...acquire knowledge, skills, behaviors and values’(S5), ‘…achieve the 

goals set for the program they attend’(S7). 

The quality of education is influenced by a number of factors related to the people involved in the learning process 

(teachers and students) and with conditions that are institutionally and independently determined. Some indicative 

answers regarding these factors are: ‘trainers, training conditions, access to reliable information’(S1), ‘The participants’ 

character and desires’(S2), ‘The level of the instructor, the means used’(S3), ‘the self-esteem the teacher should 

have’(S4), ‘the central educational policy’,‘...the environment (infrastructure) of the educational 

organization’(S5),‘...the lack of specialization’(S6),‘...the planning, the number of students’(S7). 

Quality teaching is defined as teaching that apart from ‘providing a high level of knowledge’(S3), ‘fulfills the goals 

set’(S2, S5), ‘follows the developments of modern reality’(S7),‘…provides knowledge through examples and 

experiential learning’(S6) and is a result of proper preparation. One teacher emphatically mentions: ‘quality begins and 

ends with the teacher. Painstaking preparation is needed and the result should never create a feeling of satisfaction but 

should always be a cause for improvement’(S4), while another argues: ‘quality teaching is about enhancing explicit and 

insightful knowledge (deep education). It is important to give multimodal and continuous stimuli so that they be 

perceived in an intense and deep way’(S1). 
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4.1.2 University Teachers' Views About Their Role, the Objectives of Adult Education, and Students' Characteristics. 

University teachers believe that the goals of adult education are different, at least to some extent, compared to those of 

under-graduate students. Some of them are: ‘vocational training’(S1), ‘gaining experience’(S6), ‘satisfying the students’ 

different desires’(S2), ‘adapting to the special needs adults have’(S7). Moreover, teachers argue that there are 

differences between adults and undergraduate students that originate from the adults’ maturity and plethora of 

experiences which in turn affect the goals they set.  

Moving on to the way they perceive their own role, teachers state that an effective adult teacher should have excellent 

subject knowledge (S3, S5, S7), arouse students’ interest, satisfy students’ expectations and goals (S1, S2, S5), be 

flexible and lead to knowledge through experiential learning (S4, S6). 

As part of their role, four of the seven teachers believe that there is a need for ongoing training, either because they do 

not monitor developments in adult education, or because they view education as a dynamic and ongoing process. The 

following answer is typical: ‘...the biggest mistake is the feeling that everything is working properly. Everything is 

changing and we must follow the facts by participating in them’(S4).  

In this section we talked about how teachers approach learning and teaching. In the next we will try to answer the 

second research question, with the help of a student questionnaire and the observations made during teaching. 

4.2 Teaching in Practice (Methods, Classroom Reality) 

4.2.1 Questionnaires 

The second research question aims to show if and in what way the theories adopted by teachers are applied to practice. 

Thus, this section revolves around the students’ answers and the observation material. 

The majority of the student participants consider the following as the most appropriate teacher roles: supporter, 

coordinator, guide, collaborator, mentor, instigator. As important qualifications they mention: subject knowledge, 

transmissibility, positive mood, patience, flexibility, empathy and understanding of students’ needs. They also want 

teachers that promote critical thinking and responsibility and are accessible, open, communicative and innovative.  

As far as teaching practice is concerned, the majority of participants (91.9%) express the view that there was a 

connection between the knowledge gained and the situations and problems of their daily lives, 6.1% claim there was a 

small connection and only 2% that there was no connection at all. 

The majority of students (63.3%) agree with the proposition that teachers investigated their needs and expectations, 25.5% 

are neutral while 11.2% disagree. Τhe proposition that teachers supported the achievement of individually set goals 

finds 89.8% of respondents in agreement, while 10.2% disagree. The majority (71.4%) hold the view that teachers 

utilized students’ knowledge and experience, 23.5% appear neutral while 5.1% disagree. The opinion that teachers 

succeeded in making students understand the way in which learning is achieved is expressed by 70.4% of students, 

whereas 23.5% are neutral and 6.1% disagree.  

In the question regarding the learning experience (knowledge, skills and attitudes acquired) the majority say they have 

been helped at all 3 levels. However, the highest percentage was recorded in the area of attitudes, which is the ultimate 

goal of adult education programs (Table 3). 

Table 3. The learning experience 

 The learning 

experience 

helped me in 

terms of… 

Knowledge Skills (utilizing 

and implementing 

new knowledge) 

Attitudes (review 

old and/or adopt 

new attitudes) 

Agree 

 

 70.4% 68.4% 74.5% 

Neutral 

 

 26.5% 29.6% 18.4% 

Disagree  3.1% 2% 7.1% 

4.2.2 Observation 

The purpose of the observation was to obtain a sense and a general picture of the classroom’s climate, of the 

relationship between university teacher and students and to discover if and how the theories that teachers embrace are 

transferred to their teaching through the practices and methods they use. 
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The processing of the observation material shows that many of the requirements of adult and student-centered learning 

are satisfied in practice. Therefore, the approaches and views of the teaching staff on learning and teaching are 

transferred to their practice to a degree. The climate during teaching is friendly, familiar and pleasant. The teacher 

appears approachable, communicative and asks for the students’ opinions. He speaks with examples drawn from his 

personal experience, through which he tries to provoke the students' reflection presenting them with a situation and 

asking how they would react, to what end and with what possible outcome. He is concerned about the connection 

between knowledge, reality and the self as well as the acquisition of knowledge not only explicitly but also 

subconsciously. 

The teacher is far from the role of an authority figure. On the contrary, teachers and students interact in a friendly, 

supportive and respectful way. During the classroom meetings/sessions, students participate when the opportunity arises, 

ask for clarifications and express their opinion freely and without hesitation.  

However, weak points were also detected during the observation. Some of them are practical issues, such as the large 

number of students, the classroom’s layout, the lack of a properly working microphone, and the poor acoustics of the 

venue. The number of students in combination with the classroom’s layout prevented the teacher from arranging the 

seats in a way that would facilitate the cooperation of students. In addition, the lack of a working microphone in 

combination with the venue’s poor acoustics resulted in time being wasted and in students seated in the back rows 

resigning as it was hard for them to keep up.  

Another issue concerns the use of educational techniques. The student-centered philosophy of the teacher did not 

translate, to the degree expected, into the use of active teaching techniques. The techniques used in order of frequency 

(from most to least common) are: enriched presentation, questions-answers, discussion.  

5. Discussion 

The picture outlined by university teachers’ responses with regard to the first question is that they do not clearly and 

solely embrace a specific learning theory but rather pieces of different theories. Their approaches do not constitute a 

homogenous and undivided body, but each teacher has a personal stance with unique characteristics and differentiations.  

Their viewpoints as a whole are in line with humanistic theories. They adopt most of Knowles’ assumptions about adult 

education and agree on the importance of students’ active participation (Rogers, 1999). They seem to agree with Jarvis 

(2004, 2012) and Mezirow (1981, 2009) in that students have a certain biography and experiences that influence if 

/what they learn and how they evaluate the content presented to them. Teachers define learning as: integration of 

knowledge into students’ value system, action supported both by explicit and tacit knowledge (culture, experience, 

values), knowledge incorporation and implementation of new concepts, change of perspective, acquisition of skills, 

behavior, and values. However, we notice a distance between the way they perceive learning and the role of education 

in it. Most mention provision and transfer of knowledge as the ultimate goal of education among other references 

(cultivation of understanding, skills and social inclusion, adaptation to social/technological changes). The words 

“provision” and “transfer” when referring to education diminish the students’ role in the learning process and seem to 

present knowledge as something teachers hold and transmit to students. 

Critical reflection is considered essential in Higher and adult education both for students and teachers alike (Lundgren & 

Poell, 2016; Liu, 2015; Smith, 2011; Brookfield, 2017; Lucas & Tan, 2013; Watson & Kenny, 2014; Ryan & Ryan, 2013). 

It is a prominent feature of Freire’s (2018), Jarvis’ (2004, 2012) and Mezirow’s (1981, 1990, 2009) theories though it is 

approached differently in each theory. In our case critical thinking is mostly implied in the answers of the teachers 

[integration of knowledge into the learner’s value system (S1), incorporation of new concepts, practical implementation 

of new knowledge (S3), change in the way one views things (S2), acquisition of new behaviors and values (S5)] and 

never explicitly stated as a goal or element of teaching. It resembles Jarvis’ (2004) critical reflection as presented in his 

cycle of learning process where it is used by students to evaluate the new content based on their socially structured 

experiences and preconceived notions. The new content is then accepted, rejected or modified. Mezirow (n.d.) however, 

argues that critical reflection should question and transform-if needed-these very experiences and reference frames and 

not just use them as a basis for the evaluation and critique of the new content and experience, while Freire’s critical 

reflection aims for social change/transformation. Freire’s theory (2018) is the one most distant to the opinions of teachers 

as expressed in this study. This is justified by the fact that Freire’s audience had different problems (poverty, illiteracy, 

extreme sociopolitical contrasts, blatant violence). Our inequalities and injustice are more latent, so action is not 

applicable in the same way. 

University teachers’ perspectives as presented above, can be classified as belonging mainly to the person-centered 

humanistic learning theories, while in respect to the knowledge construction process adhere to the cognitive 

constructivist approach. Teachers cite personal development and change as goals of education without relating them to 

the influence of society and its constituents on students and their learning. They adopt Knowles’ Andragogy and scratch 
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the surface of Jarvis’ theory (adaptation to changing reality, teachers’ characteristics). Though change of the way one 

views things and integration of new concepts/knowledge into students’ value systems are mentioned by some as goals 

of the learning process, never are they approached and accomplished through critical reflection, a vital feature of 

Freire’s, Jarvis’ and Mezirow’s theories. Whatever changes pertain to the individual and aim at growth in terms of 

personal values, skills and at adaptation to social/technological changes. Learners are viewed not as potential agents of 

change but as individuals who must adjust to changes that happen without and away from them or as Freire puts it to 

adapt to what is inevitable (Freire, 2000). 

Regarding the second research question we see that teachers’ viewpoints are transferred to their practice to a satisfactory 

degree. Students express their satisfaction with teachers’ practices and behaviors which are in line with the principles of 

adult and student-centered learning (needs’ and goals exploration, utilization of experience, boost of confidence, 

knowledge linked to students’ professional reality). All the above address Knowles’ assumptions about adult learning 

and are accepted and internalized in all the theories that followed. Students, in agreement with relevant literature 

(Nitsiou, 2018; Pavlakis et al., 2013; Su & Wood, 2012; Trammell & Aldrich 2016), desire a good relationship with 

teachers, qualifications that are related to teachers’ characters (positive mood, patience, empathy, communication, 

flexibility) and quality of interaction. Their desire is realized since teachers-students relationship is friendly, harmonious 

and the interaction takes place in conditions of equality and freedom of expression. The roles assumed by teachers are 

far from the role of the inaccessible authority figure, a fact in accordance with all the theories mentioned so far. Finally, 

the majority of students admit that they have progressed at all levels of learning (knowledge, skills, attitudes) and 

understood the way in which learning is achieved. This claim is important since it means that the meta-cognitive 

process of reflection occurred in the learning process, a key component of Jarvis (2004, 2012) and Mezirow's learning 

theories. It means that students passed from the descriptive stage of the learning process (what happened) to the 

explanatory (why, in what way and with what goal). 

As far as critical thinking is concerned, it seems that the intention is there. The teacher tried to intrigue students, to 

provoke thinking by using examples and asking questions. However, there were some practical issues mentioned 

previously (large number of students, classroom’s layout, faulty equipment, poor acoustics) that hindered his efforts. In 

fact, most concerns articulated by students and teachers are practical and have to do with building restrictions, 

infrastructure and organizational issues. 

One issue that is directly related to the learning process in an educational way, concerns the use of active educational 

techniques. There is a mismatch between teachers’ intentions (student-centered) and their practice (teacher-centered) in 

terms of use of active teaching techniques. The most common technique in our study is enriched presentation - an 

improvement from the typical lecture which is the dominant technique in the literature (Dole, et al., 2016; Nitsiou, 2018; 

Pavlakis et al., 2013; Stearns, 2017). However, since active involvement is important for the quality of teaching and 

learning, further research is needed in order to create the conditions that promote the use of active teaching techniques. 

Moreover, the distance noticed in the teachers’ answers when asked about the goal of education and their definition of 

learning could be further explored. Teachers appoint a broader, almost transformational role to learning, one where 

culture, values, behaviors, experiences, change come to play, whereas their view on the goals of education is confined to 

the transmission of knowledge, skills and vocational training. This could be partly explained by the fact that TEIs were 

higher technological institutions that placed emphasis on providing practical training and applied knowledge of science 

and technology in the relevant professional fields. It seems as though teachers implicitly acknowledge a difficulty in 

aligning their perception of learning with the reality of education and their classrooms. Indeed, there are some 

conditions in the Greek educational environment that complicate their teaching efforts. Greece’s student-teacher ratio in 

tertiary education is the worst among all country members of EU (38,7 students per member of academic staff), with the 

average EU ratio being 15,3 (eurostat, n.d.). As a result there are classes which accommodate 100-200 students where a 

personal relationship is very difficult to be established, teachers’ work is hindered and less active teaching techniques 

prevail. As far as the department of the IHU where the research took place is concerned (Department of Business 

Administration, Marketing and Tourism), we could mention in order to offer some perspective that each year it accepts 

≈320 new entrants (edu.klimaka, 2020). Also-as mentioned in the introduction -most Greek universities lack centers for 

teaching and learning so university teachers are not supported with their teaching, pedagogic and advisory work. There 

are structural problems in our tertiary education system that need to be addressed in parallel with university teachers’ 

pedagogic training and support. 

6. Conclusion 

Closing, our study reveals that Higher Education teachers seem to understand the challenges that teaching adults in this 

context entails. They do not appear to embrace and adopt a single theory and they appoint different roles to learning and 

education. Their practice follows the principles of adult and Higher education as far as the relationship with their 
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students is concerned but does not comply, to a satisfactory degree, with the use of techniques that promote active 

participation. However, students appear satisfied both with the learning process and their relationship with university 

teachers. An important limitation of the study is the limited observation so there is a need for extensive future 

observation that will shed more light to the classroom dynamics, the use of techniques and the way beliefs and theory 

are applied in the classroom context. Another is that the interviews were conducted via Google forms, so much of the 

non-verbal communication and information was lost, as was the opportunity to ask for clarifications during the 

interview and while the subject was in a particular frame of mind, concentrated on the issues at hand. Thus, face-to-face 

interviews should be conducted so as to create a more complete and deep understanding of the way university teachers 

view teaching and learning in relation to the theories mentioned. Finally, the composition of the teaching staff in the 

specific institution (100% Caucasian, 76% male)-as in most Universities in Greece–limits the perspective of the issue at 

hand to that of a white male teacher, excluding the perspectives originating from gender, racial or other forms of 

differences between the university teachers. 

University pedagogy constitutes a relatively new research area in Greece. Even so, university teachers seem to 

understand the overtones of adult and Higher education. They view learning as a dynamic process that can potentially 

transform the learner and they provide a safe environment and friendly and supportive interactions with students. With 

regard to the scope of their practice their perceptions are consistent with person-centered humanistic theories. They 

acknowledge and adopt Knowles’ assumptions, but no clear and significant influences of the other theorists can be 

detected. As far as the knowledge construction process is concerned, we identify the subtle presence of cognitive 

constructivism. We can trace in their teaching the focus they place on personal development and their acknowledgement 

of the influence of students’ previous experience and learning. The psychological aspect of learning seems to be more 

evident in their perspectives; this kind of learning is connected to the individual, happens in isolation and remains 

unaffected by the context (society, ideologies, power). Change is also personal while personal or societal transformation 

-either progressive (Jarvis, Mezirow) or critical/radical (Freire) - is never stated as a goal. Instead, it is students who 

have to adapt to the changes that happen around them and knowledge is used as a means towards this end. Teachers’ 

understanding of the role of education moves towards knowledge transmission and vocational training, the latter 

connected with the nature and mission of the former Technological Institutions (practical training, applied knowledge). 

A reason for this could be that the country’s educational environment is not supportive. The centralized educational 

system, the lack of centers for teaching and learning and the subsequent lack of pedagogic training, the high 

student-teacher ratio and the infrastructure problems weigh on teachers’ efforts. This, however, does not mean that there 

is no space for improvement within the present conditions. University teachers should work towards creating a 

supporting structure –even informal-within the institution and cooperate with other educational institutions in order to 

promote pedagogic training (workshops, seminars and programs) and foster peer collaboration. However, these efforts 

must go hand in hand with pressure towards governments to increase education funding, let institutions themselves 

diagnose their needs and act on them, hire more university teachers, establish learning centers and make pedagogic 

training a prerequisite for anyone wishing to enter a university classroom and teach. 
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