
 

1 

 

NON-TRADITIONAL LEARNERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF EFFECTIVE 

INSTRUCTION: AN EXPLORATORY FACTOR ANALYTIC APPROACH 

Henry KHIAT 
SIM University 

 Selina LIM  
SIM University 

This study seeks to identify key instructor traits and attributes that result in greater 

students’ satisfaction in their learning at SIM University, a private university for 

working adults in Singapore. The research questions for this study are: “What are 

the key instructor traits that resulted in higher levels of student satisfaction with 

the instructor?” and “What is effective instruction from the student perspective?” 

Students’ qualitative comments that were captured in the end-of-course evaluation 

exercise over three semesters (from January 2011 to January 2012) at SIM 

University were analysed. Exploratory factor analysis yielded three latent factors 

– Secure Learning, Engaged Instruction and Nurturing Personality which resulted 

in a proposed model of effective instruction for higher education.    

Keywords: Non-traditional learners; effective instruction, factor analysis; secure learning; engaged 

instruction; nurturing personality 

INTRODUCTION 

What teachers do and how they teach have a direct impact on students’ motivation to learn 

and satisfaction with their learning experience at different levels of education. In his book, 

“Visible Learning,” John Hattie (2009) highlighted that teacher-related factors have a greater 

impact on student learning than personal, social or environmental factors. Concurring, Barber 

and Mourshed (2007) noted that student learning can be significantly improved just by 

changing teacher behaviour. Studies have also shown that students who are taught by 

effective teachers may progress three times faster academically than those taught by mediocre 

teachers.  

Axelrod (2008) observed that students view characteristics such as accessibility and 

approachability of their instructors, fairness, open-mindedness, mastery and delivery, 

enthusiasm and humour as essential attributes and qualities of an effective instructor. In 

addition, these qualities that students perceived as effective instruction are seen to transcend 

time, place, discipline and mode of delivery. 

In a survey of more than 1,000 students that drew upon their educational memories at 

university level, 54% of the respondents ranked personal traits as chief among the 

characteristics of excellent teachers, while 25% mentioned the importance of instructional 

strategies (Yair, 2007).   

Teachers who care about their students’ well-being and academic achievement are perceived 

by their students as good teachers (Ashley & Lee, 2003). In particular, studies show that 

student’s motivation and learning satisfaction is enhanced when they are taught by instructors 

who demonstrate a genuine interest in getting to know them as individuals (McGowan & 
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Graham, 2009). Good teachers understand their students’ emotional needs of learning and are 

able to empathise with the students and the learning challenges they may face (Entwistle & 

Tait, 1990; Marsh, 1987; Stephenson, 2001; Zembylas, 2003).  

Ample lesson preparation and a well-structured lesson plan can also greatly enhance student 

learning and the students’ level of satisfaction with the instruction they receive from the 

instructor (Entwistle & Tait, 1990; Korte, Lavin, & Davis, 2013; McGowan & Graham, 2009; 

Murray, 1991; Yair, 2007). Pre-lesson preparation helps enhance the clarity of instruction, as 

lesson plans require the instructor to select, structure, and simplify the material so that 

students are able to grasp and understand the concepts (Hativa 1998). This is particularly 

crucial especially when students have little to no prior knowledge, or are unfamiliar with the 

course content (Hativa, 1998; Schönwetter, Clifton, & Perry, 2002), and especially in the 

online learning environment (Stavredes, 2010).  

Student perceptions of teacher clarity also influence the extent of students’ satisfaction in 

their learning (Hines, Cruickshank, & Kennedy, 1985). In particular, students report greater 

satisfaction in their learning when their instructors emphasise and reiterate key concepts, 

clearly explain the required learning content through the use of examples, frequent checks on 

students’ understanding and responding to perceived student misunderstanding of content 

through a combination of scaffolding techniques (Hines, Cruickshank, & Kennedy, 1985). 

Additionally, instructors who show great enthusiasm in their teaching are a motivating factor 

for students who are already familiar with the course content (Entwistle & Tait, 1990; Korte, 

Lavin, & Davis, 2013; Marsh, 1987; Murray, 1991). 

These studies clearly show specific characteristics that teachers must exhibit in order to 

enhance student learning and satisfaction with the instruction they receive. However, these 

studies were mainly carried out within the context of traditional learners at the university 

level. Studies on effective instruction in the context of non-traditional learning have not been 

widely conducted in Singapore. Our study serves to close the gap by distilling the traits of 

instructors that are associated with greater learner satisfaction at a university for working 

adults. 

Research Questions 

The research questions for this study are: 

1. What are the key instructor traits that resulted in higher levels of student satisfaction 

with the instructor? 

2. What is effective instruction from the student perspective? 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

This study was conducted at SIM University, a private university catering to 14,000 working 

adults. Data on student perspectives of particular lecturer traits that led to higher student 

satisfaction in their learning was drawn from the qualitative component of the end-of-course 

evaluation exercise which consisted of two open-ended questions: namely, (1) What did you 

like best about the instructor/lecturer/tutor?; and (2) In what ways could the 

instructor/lecturer/tutor improve? 
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Data was collected over a period of three semesters – namely, January 2011, July 2011, and 

January 2012. A total of 234,470 student responses for 570 courses were collected. 881 

instructors taught these courses during this period. The two open-ended questions and the 

number of responses in the end-of-course evaluation forms are shown below in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Questionnaire Items 

Item 

 

Response Number of  

responses 

Qn 4:  What did you like best about the instructor/lecturer/tutor? Open Ended 

 

234,470 

 
Qn 5: In what ways could the instructor/lecturer/tutor improve? 

“SPSS Text Analytics for Surveys” software was used in the data mining process. Comments 

such as “Nil”, “NA”, “No comment” , “-” , “none”, “…” etc or blank entries were first filtered 

out and 775 out of the original 881 instructors had at least one meaningful comment made by 

the students for Qn 4 and Qn 5. Instructors whose students did not provide any meaningful 

comments about their teaching were removed from the dataset. The remaining qualitative 

comments were coded, conceptualised and categorised.   

A total of 19,827 usable concepts were eventually extracted.  These 19,827 concepts were 

further grouped into 18 categories. Table 2 shows the 18 categories and their frequency of 

occurrences in both Qn 4 and Qn 5. 

Table 2 

Description of the 18 Categories 

No. Category Examples of concepts 

involved 

 

Frequency 

of 

mentions 

in Qn 4 

Frequency 

of 

mentions 

in Qn 5 

Total Percentage 

1 Interactivity Interaction; discussion  

 

2170 828 2998 15.2 

2 Relevance Real life cases, illustrations  

 

2012 955 2967 15.0 

3 Clarity Easy to understand; clear; 

easy to follow; not clear 

 

1159 1389 2548 13.0 

4 Subject Expertise Knowledgeable; 

informative, understanding 

of subject 

 

1356 202 1558 7.9 

5 Helpfulness Helpful; willing to help  

 

1325 231 1556 7.8 

6 Preparedness Organised; prepared 117 1216 1333 6.7 
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7 Experience Experienced; share insights, 

real life experiences 

 

846 85 931 4.7 

8 Guidance 

 

Advise; feedback, guidance 243 594 837 4.2 

9 Friendliness 

 

Friendly; friendliness 721 21 742 3.7 

10 Passion Committed; enthusiastic  

 

709 13 722 3.6 

11 Approachability 

 

Approachable 628 31 659 3.3 

12 Encouraging Encouraging; motivating; 

positive 

 

472 83 555 2.8 

13 Humour Humorous; funny; jokes 

 

475 24 499 2.5 

14 Sufficiency Detailed; comprehensive  

 

298 190 488 2.5 

15 Patience 

 

Patience; patient 450 33 483 2.4 

16 Understanding Understanding 

 

392 10 402 2.0 

17 Efficiency Timely; efficient  284 80 364 1.8 

18 Professionalism Professional 157 28 185 0.9 

                       Total 13,814 6013 19,827 100.0 

The frequency count for each of the 18 categories in both Qn 4 and Qn 5 were aggregated for 

each instructor. Table 3 shows the mean of each quantified variable in relation to the 775 

instructors. 

Table 3 

Mean of the Quantified Category 

Category Mean Std. Deviation 

Interactivity 3.8684 5.06273 

Relevance 3.8284 4.78777 

Clarity 3.2877 3.91658 

Subject Expertise 2.0103 2.41547 

Helpfulness 2.0077 2.59346 

Preparedness 1.7200 2.61487 

Experience 1.2013 2.12059 

Guidance 1.0800 1.52288 
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Friendliness .9574 1.36190 

Passion .9316 1.53486 

Approachability .8503 1.30920 

Encouraging .7160 1.91814 

Humour .6439 1.76885 

Sufficiency .6297 1.22670 

Patience .6232 1.17795 

Understanding .5187 .95200 

Efficiency .4697 1.00325 

Professionalism .2387 .57605 

Each of these categories was checked for dimensionality, using the factor analysis function of 

SPSS Base Statistics Software. Principal Axis Factoring was used as multivariate normality 

could not be assumed in the data set. At the same time, oblique rotation of promax method 

was used as it was assumed in this study that the uncovered factors were likely to be 

correlated. Using this method would prevent loss of valuable information if the factors were 

indeed related. The determinant value was 0.001 > 0.00001, KMO was 0.906 and the result of 

Bartlett’s test was significant. These measures assured that the data set was adequate for 

factor analysis. See Table 4. 

Table 4 

KMO and Bartlett's Test 

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy. .906 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square 5367.180 

Df 105 

Sig. .000 

During the factor analysis process, three variables – “Understanding”, “Patience” and 

“Professionalism” – were removed the original list of 18 uncovered variables. Table 5 shows 

the remaining 15 variables and their initial and extraction communalities.  
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Table 5 

Communalities 

 
Initial Extraction 

Clarity .657 .729 

Humour .448 .389 

Sufficiency .457 .518 

Preparedness .496 .523 

Approachability .429 .463 

Friendliness .457 .537 

Guidance .333 .333 

Efficiency .387 .407 

Experience .447 .531 

Encouraging .409 .406 

Passion .338 .351 

Subject Expertise .456 .472 

Relevance .691 .796 

Interactivity .600 .644 

Helpfulness .557 .591 

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring. 

Three latent factors with eigenvalues more than one were produced; they accounted for 51.2% 

of the variables in the data set. See Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Total Variance Explained 

Factor Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings Rotation 

Sums of 

Squared 

Loadingsa 

Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total 

1 6.454 43.025 43.025 5.995 39.969 39.969 5.002 

2 1.443 9.617 52.642 .976 6.508 46.477 4.420 

3 1.188 7.921 60.563 .717 4.779 51.256 4.583 

4 .917 6.111 66.674     

5 .676 4.503 71.177     

6 .643 4.287 75.464     

7 .578 3.854 79.319     

8 .561 3.742 83.061     

9 .486 3.239 86.300     

10 .452 3.010 89.311     

11 .418 2.784 92.094     

12 .369 2.463 94.557     

13 .342 2.278 96.835     

14 .259 1.726 98.561     

15 .216 1.439 100.000     

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring. When factors are correlated, sums of squared loadings 

cannot be added to obtain a total variance. 
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Table 7 shows the manifest factors associated with and the reliability coefficients of each 

latent factor (Note that pattern coefficients below the value of 0.200 are not shown).  

Table 7 

Pattern Matrixa 

 

 

Latent Factor 

 1 2 3 

Latent Factor Manifest Factor    

 Sufficiency .785   

 Clarity .785   

1 Preparedness .773   

 Efficiency .542  .203 

 Guidance .471   

 Experience -.245 .878  

 Interactivity  .715 .208 

2 Relevance  .471 .649  

 Humour  .218 .466  

 Subject Expertise   .465 .239 

 Friendliness    .778 

 Approachability    .639 

3 Encouraging    .554 

 Helpfulness    .553 

 Passion  .272 .468 

 Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient 0.752 0.793 0.784 

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.  
a Rotation Method: Promax with Kaiser Normalisation. Rotation converged in 6 iterations. 
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Table 8 shows the correlation between the three latent factors.   

Table 8 

Factor Correlation Matrix  

Latent Factor 1 2 3 

1 1.000 .612 .651 

2 .612 1.000 .580 

3 .651 .580 1.000 

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.    

Rotation Method: Promax with Kaiser Normalisation. 

Since the pattern coefficients of the manifest factors in each latent factor were all above 0.45, 

convergent validity was not compromised. Discriminant validity was acceptable as no two 

factors were correlated with a value of more than 0.7. Reliability of the data was also assured 

as the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients for all three factors are more than 0.7. On the whole, the 

results obtained through this factor analysis should be reliable and valid. 

Following the factor analysis, the three latent factors identified in this study were named as 

“Secure Learning,” “Engaged Instruction,” and “Nurturing Personality” respectively. These 

three latent factors are seen as determining factors of an instructor’s teaching competence 

from the perspective of the SIM University student. 
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FINDINGS 

The above factor analysis show that non-traditional learners at SIM University reported 

greater satisfaction in their learning when they perceived their instructors to exhibit attributes 

identified in three main areas: namely, Secure Learning; Engaged Instruction and Nurturing 

Personality. The diagram below shows the various sub-components of these three main areas. 

 

 

Figure 1. Effective Instruction 

I. Secure Learning   

Secure Learning refers to the students’ basic expectations of the instructors in helping them 

achieve their academic targets set in the courses. There are five dimensions that make up 

Secure Learning are: (i) Sufficiency; (ii) Preparedness; (iii) Clarity; (iv) Efficiency; and (v) 

Guidance.  

i) Sufficiency 

Sufficiency refers to the students’ perception of an instructor’s level of detail when 

delivering the lesson, giving feedback, and providing notes. Below are some examples 

of student comments for this manifest factor: 

 Lecture notes are comprehensive (4ID 589) 

 He is able to give sufficient examples (4ID 8834) 

 He is detailed in explanation (4ID 6931) 

 The notes provided by him are insufficient to provide for an in depth 

understanding of the course (5ID 321) 
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ii) Preparedness 

Preparedness refers to the students’ perception of an instructor’s level of preparation 

for his or her lessons in terms of content delivery. Below are some examples of 

student comments for this manifest factor: 

 Prepared slides, notes and u-tube videos (4ID 1) 

 A very organised instructor (4ID 4313) 

 He was organised and well-prepared for the seminar (4ID 5706) 

 Most of the time not prepared for students to ask questions (5ID 49) 

iii) Clarity 

Clarity refers to the students’ perception of an instructor’s level of clarity when 

delivering his or her lessons and in the notes he/she prepared. Below are some 

examples of student comments for this manifest factor: 

 Clear and good, simple to understand (4ID 165) 

 Tries to simplify concepts (4ID 4602) 

 Very clear about her concept (4ID 10266) 

 Be more clear (5ID 3) 

iv) Efficiency 

Efficiency refers to students’ perception of an instructor’s speed of response to their 

requests, queries and assignment grading. Below are some examples of student 

comments for this manifest factor: 

 Always prompt in her email (4ID 54) 

 Quick on giving back TMA (4ID 1497) 

 Response to email would have been a little faster (5ID 2424) 

 Did not receive result of TMA (5ID 1017) 

v) Guidance 

Guidance refers to the students’ perception of an instructor’s level of guidance in 

terms of learning and assignment preparation. Below are some examples of student 

comments for this manifest factor: 

 Gives in-depth feedback (4ID 1212) 

 Provide guidance for TMAs (4ID 2263) 

 Given us much guidance (4ID 7734) 

 Give more guidance (5ID 159) 

II. Engaged Instruction 

Engaged Instruction refers to the elements that students would like their instructors to 

incorporate into the seminar or online teaching and learning. There are five dimensions that 

make up Engaged Instruction: (i) Experience; (ii) Interactivity; (iii) Relevance; (iv) Subject 

Expertise; and (v) Humour. 
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i) Experience 

Experience refers to an instructor’s work, life and teaching experience that he or she 

can draw upon when teaching the course. Below are some examples of student 

comments for this manifest factor: 

 Able to share his working experiences (4ID 3070) 

 Able to share thoughts with class based on his current job / past experience. 

(4ID 224) 

 Sharing of her personal experiences (4ID 3205) 

 Be able to share more practical experiences rather than just sharing from text / 

notes (5ID 4122) 

ii) Interactivity 

Interactivity refers to an instructor’s ability to engage the students cognitively, 

behaviorally, and emotionally in their learning through individual or group work and 

when delivering the lesson. Below are some examples of student comments for this 

manifest factor: 

 Interesting & allows room for discussion & exploration of content (4ID 316) 

 Conduct lesson in a lively manner (4ID 652) 

 Engaging us throughout the whole session (4ID 6875) 

 I find that her lesson delivery is rather dry and boring (5ID 79) 

iii) Relevance 

Relevance refers to the ability of an instructor to use relevant examples drawn from 

his or her life and/or work to explain related content or as examples in relation to 

assessments. Below are some examples of student comments for this manifest factor: 

 Provided very good examples that are relevant to the area of study with regards 

to the module (4ID 179) 

 She gives examples that are direct and relevant to our Singaporean context 

     (4ID 938) 

 Relate the topic to exam question which I found it useful (4ID 10422) 

 Highlight main concepts and each concept with examples (4ID 30) 

iv) Subject Expertise 

Subject Expertise refers to an instructor’s level of knowledge about the subject content 

in the course. Below are some examples of student comments for this manifest factor: 

 He was well knowledgeable on the subject (4ID 315) 

 Instructor with good knowledge in the field of expertise (4ID 480) 

 Having his knowledge at his fingertips (4ID 7382) 

 She is not proficient in this module (5ID 1175) 
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v) Humour 

Humour refers to an instructor’s ability to make a lesson interesting though it may not 

be related to content. Below are some examples of student comments for this manifest 

factor: 

 He is a very humorous professor, he often jokes to keep the class alive and 

awake (4ID 244) 

 Quite funny (4ID 283) 

 Lecturer is humorous (4ID 2476) 

 Try to inject some humor (5ID 2285) 

III.  Nurturing Personality 

Nurturing Personality refers to the type of persona students would like to see in their 

instructors in the duration of the whole course contact. There are five dimensions that make 

up Nurturing Personality are: (i) Friendliness; (ii) Approachability; (iii) Encouraging; (iv) 

Helpfulness; and (v) Passion. 

(i) Friendliness 

Friendliness refers an instructor’s level of rapport with his/her students, as perceived 

by the students. Below are some examples of student comments for this manifest 

factor: 

 Instructor is friendly (4ID 886) 

 Warm and friendly (4ID 3493) 

 Can be more friendly towards students (5ID 3349) 

(ii) Approachability 

Approachability refers to the students’ perception of an instructor’s level of 

accessibility when his or her students need assistance in terms of learning, assignment 

or examinations. Below are some examples of student comments for this manifest 

factor: 

 He is approachable (4ID 10492) 

 Shows her experience in the subject in a very approachable manner that makes 

learning very beneficial (4ID 9404) 

 The tutor was not approachable (5ID 4793) 

(iii) Encouraging  

Encouraging refers to the students’ perception of an instructor’s ability to motivate 

students in their learning through creating a safe learning environment. Below are 

some examples of student comments for this manifest factor: 

 He is very encouraging (4ID 94) 

 He also gives comments and encouragements on the spot (4ID 10851) 
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 Creates a positive learning environment (4ID 436)

 Comments in TMA could be less scathing and sarcastic and instead be more

encouraging (5ID 440)

(iv) Helpfulness 

Helpfulness refers to the students’ perception of an instructor’s willingness to help, 

and the level of help rendered to students. Below are some examples of student 

comments for this manifest factor: 

 Willing to go the extra mile (4ID 14)

 Is very helpful (4ID 79)

 Should show genuine interest to help (5ID 229)

 Not very helpful (5ID 2526)

(v) Passion 

Passion refers to the students’ perception of an instructor’s enthusiasm and dedication 

in helping the students to learn. Below are some examples of student comments for 

this manifest factor: 

 Is very enthusiastic and committed (4ID 1212)

 Passionate and dedicated (4ID 119)

 Is very motivated (4ID 1915)

 Needs to show more passion in teaching (5ID 3402)

DISCUSSION 

Our proposed model of non-traditional learners’ perception of effective instruction (Secure 

Learning, Engaged Instruction and Nurturing Personality) at the undergraduate level generally 

concurs with the related literature in the area of effective instruction at all educational levels. 

Further analysis of the data also yielded some insights that were specifically unique to non-

traditional learners at SIM University. 

Firstly, the study showed that the adult learners at SIM University strongly desire their 

instructors to exhibit certain characteristics. In terms of frequency counts, three of the top four 

manifest factors – namely Interactivity, Relevance and Subject Expertise (ranked in 

descending order of importance) belonged to the latent factor of Engaged Instruction. 

Scholars have suggested that learning engagement is one of the factors that impact learning in 

the literature (Hattie 2009; Axelrod 2008; Ralp 2003). Our study seems to suggest that non-

traditional students at SIM University value their instructors’ ability to actively engage them 

in seminar or online sessions more than other manifested teaching and learning factors. The 

strong emphasis given to engage instruction may be due to the fact that SIM University 

students attend seminar and online sessions at night, often after a day’s hard work. It is thus 

reasonable that they would expect their instructors to actively engage them in their learning.  

Another interesting finding was the emphasis SIM University students gave to three inter-

related manifest factors, as indicated by the high frequency counts of their related comments. 

They are: Relevance (placed 2
nd

), Subject Expertise (placed 4
th

) and Experience (placed 7
th

).
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These three factors – especially relevance and experience – were not usually emphasised in 

the literature for effective instruction of traditional students at the undergraduate level. This 

finding thus suggests that adult learners at SIM University are rather pragmatic. They are 

looking to gain key knowledge and takeaways from their lessons. They rate their instructors’ 

effectiveness by the extent to which they are able to relate and apply the knowledge and 

content garnered from the seminar and online sessions to their work and workplace. 

Other than the above, the perceived strengths and weaknesses of SIM University instructors 

can be understood through the data analysis process. There are two manifest variables where 

negative comments greatly outnumbered the positive comments. They are: Preparedness 

(ratio of negative to positive comment at 10:1) and Guidance (ratio of negative to positive 

comment at 5:2). These findings suggest that the students’ perceptions of their instructors’ 

lesson preparation and guidance of their learning are not as positive as compared to the other 

manifest factors. As more of SIM University’s courses move towards the blended learning 

mode of delivery, pre-class preparation and lesson plans will becoming increasingly 

important.  

On a positive note, however, the students did perceive their instructors’ strengths in terms of 

the manifest factors of passion (ratio of positive to negative comment at 54:1), friendliness 

(ratio of positive to negative comment at 34:1), approachability (ratio of positive to negative 

comments at 20:1) and humour (ratio of positive to negative comment at 19:1). However, as 

the data for this study were drawn from open-ended responses to the end-of-course evaluation 

questionnaire, there is always a possibility that the respondents only provided comments on 

issues they felt most strongly about, instead of expressing their feelings on all issues about 

which they have the slightest opinion. Thus, the above ratios may not be an accurate portrayal 

of students’ perception of instructors’ strengths and weaknesses in teaching. 

CONCLUSION 

The aim of this research is to identify key traits of instructors that result in a higher level of 

learner satisfaction from the perspectives of non-traditional learners at the undergraduate 

level. Factor analysis yielded a model of effective instruction comprising three latent factors – 

Secure Learning, Engaged Instruction, and Nurturing Personality. This model provides a basis 

for the SIM University to conceptualise measures and policies for improving the training and 

effectiveness of their instructors.  

For administrators and instructors of higher learning institutes, these results also provide some 

insights into key instructor traits that lead to higher student satisfaction in their learning. 

Additionally, this model provides a good starting point for universities with non-traditional 

student population to review their current instructional practices. The results of this study thus 

provides a good basis for comparison and corroboration of findings that would help build 

greater understanding of key instructor attributes that lead to higher levels of learner 

satisfaction in non-traditional learner settings.  
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