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TEACHER AND SITUATIONAL CHARACTERISTICS WHICH
ENHANCE LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT

Bruce Roscoe aAND KAREN L. PETERSUN
Central Michigan University, Mount Pleasant, Micihigan 48859

It has long been recognized that teacher characteristics (genuine-
ness, acceptance, and understanding) are important factors re-
lated to students’ acquisition of information and personal develop-
ment. Also of interest has been the identification of situational
factors (emotional warmth, respect, success,. and freedom) which
facilitate optimal development in school settings. This paper
reviews literature from the humanistic authors which focus
on teacher and situational characteristics conducive to the trans-
mittal of important academic material to the students while
simultaneously enhancing their growth as individuals.

In recent years there has been a great
deal of discussion- concerning how the
process of education should unfold in
order to best facilitate the development
of students. There are various opinions
as to what constitutes the most appro-
priate and beneficial form schooling
should take. Some writers, recommend
the open school format (Kohl 1969; Neill,
1960). Others advocate schools in which
one repeatedly experiences success ra-
ther than failure (Glasser, [969; Purkey,
1978). Still others support strict behavi-
oral programs (Bereiter and Engleman,
1966). Currently there is a concern as
to which characteristics of teachers and
‘learning situations best foster the develop-
ment of the “entire person”,

The aim of this paper is to briefly re-
view the literature related to altering or
modifying the educational process so that
it succeeds in conveying important fac-
tual information to the learner while si-
multaneously enhancing one’s growth as
an individual. Two aspects of education
which will be examined are the character-
istics of the teacher and the characteris-
tics of the learning situation which are
conducive to such growth. Carl Rogers
(1969, 1974) has written a considerable
amount on teacher characteristics. His
beliefs have beecn widely accepted and

have served as the basis on which others
have built. For these reasons his views
concerning teacher characteristics will be
presented. The works of other authors
and researchers will be cited in the discus-
sion of the characteristics of optimum
learning situations.

Teacher Characteristics

According to Rogers (1969, 1974) a
teacher is a facilitator of learning, and
the facilitation of learning is the aim of
education. The key to the success one has
in this position is to a Jarge measure de-
pendent upon the interpersonal relation-
ship which is established between those
who occupy the roles of teacher and stu-
dent. Abinum (1977), Bridges (1973),
and Moustakas (1966) share with Rog-
ers the belief that the relationship which
exists between teacher and student is of
paramount importancc in determining
the success of the educational process.
To these writers there are important
teacher characteristics which influence
the establishment of this relationship.
These aspects or attitudes are genuine-
ness, acceptance, and understanding of
the student.

Genuineness of the teacher. It is Rog-
ers’ (1974) view that the realness of the
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teacher is the most basic of the attitudes
which one must have:

When the facilitator is a real person, being
what bhe is, entering into a relationship with
the learner without presenting a form or a
facade, he is much more likely to be effec-
tive. This means that the feelings which he
is cxperiencing are available to him, available
to his awareness, that he is able to live these
feelings, be them, and able to communicate
them if appropriate. (p. 106)

Before a teacher can be genuine with stu-
dents the teacher must know who one is
and bring the self to the classroom as
fully as possible. Moustakas (1972) be-
lieves that it is essential that the teacher
attemnpts to do this if one is to encourage
the kind of learning situation that will
allow for the development of students as
whole persons. This notion of the teach-
er’s responsibility to bring oneself to the
classroom is important as it is directly re-
lated to the common misconception that
teacher's who adhere to this view func-
tion in classes which have little leadership
or structure and which allow the students
almost total freedom.

Rogers (1969), in presenting a des-
cription of how he taught a class, pre-
sents a more accurate view of the role of
the teacher. Rogers reports that he in-
formed his students of his ideas, interests,
and expectations regarding the class;
told them of the resources he could make
available; and provided a list of relevant
readings. He was present in the learning
situation not as a nonentity but as a
contributing, interacting. responsible in-
dividual who came into a direct personal
encounter with the student on a person-
to-person basis. It is Rogers’ advice that
teachers determine the amount of free-
dom with which they are comfortable in
the classroom and run their classes in ac-
cordance with those feclings.

Acceptance of students as persons. A
second attribute or attitude which seems
to be shared by those who are successful
teachers is an acceptance of the student

as a person. To Rogers (1974) this ac-
ceptance is:

prizing the learner, prizing his feelings, his -
opinions, his person. It is caring for the learn-
er, but a nonpossessive caring. It is an ac-
ceptance of this individual as a separate per-
son, a respect for him as having worth in
his own right. It is a basic trust a belief that
this other person is somehow fundamentally
trustworthy. (p. 107)

Through a variety of means the teacher
communicates to the student that the
teacher has a genuine caring for the stu--
dent as a unique individual. This accep-
tance is unconditional in the sense that
it is not contaminated by evaluation
or judgments of the student’s feelings,
thoughts, and behavior as either good or
bad. In essence, the teacher accepts the
student without placing stipulations. This
unconditional acceptance of the student
is not to be interpreted as blanket ap-
proval of all student behavior. It is in-
stead to be understood as a recognition
and appreciation of the student’s right to
have feelings. .

The idea of acceptance of students is a
result of the awareness that each person
shares some characteristics with others,
at the same time in other respects
each person is unique. In practice it sug-
gests that a teacher approaches each class
with an openness to the experience of
meeting with a group of unique individu-
als. By adopting such an attitude one will
necessarily interact with students in ways
which will encourage the psychological
growth of both the teacher and the stu-
dents. According to a number of re-
searchers (Brophy and Good, 1974;
Good, Biddle and Brophy, 1975; Mou-
stakas, 1966) the most effective teachers
are those who accept and stress the unique
value of the individual student.

Understanding the student. A third
aspect of the teacher which has been pro-
posed as facilitating the educational pro-
cess is an empathic understanding of what
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the student is experiencing. Rogers (1969) student it will be much more difticult for
has expressed the belief that: the teacher to encourage total growth and
for the learning experience o be as

When the teacher has the ability to under- . .
enhancing as it can be.

stand the student's reactions from the inside.
has a sensitive awareness of the way the
process of education and learning seems to  Characteristics of Optimum
the student, then . . . the likelihood of signifi- Learning Situations
cant learning is increased. (p. 111)
As Rogers (1969, 1974) has repeat-

The purpose of the teacher’s empathic cdly stated there is not one neat formula
understanding is to foster the student’s which a teacher can follow in order to
experiencing of feelings more deeply and facilitate learning. Each tcacher must
intensely, and to enhance the student’s discover what approaches, methods, or
awareness and understanding of those techniques are best suited for oneself
feelings. It is a function of the teacher 10 and one's class. Rather than attempt t
help the student expand one's awareness  jiemize specific techniques which may
of feelings that are only partially recog- produce an environment conducive to the
nized. growth of the student as an “entire per-

If a teacher can enter the student's gon" this section will describe those
frame of reference, can perceive the stu-  aspects which have been noted to be char-
dent’s experience and how the student acteristic of optimum learning situations.
perceives it, then the teacher is consid- The various aspects which will be dis-
ered empathic with the student. Dymond cyssed are emotional warmth, respect,
(1949) calls empathy the imaginative success, and freedom. 7
transposing of oneself into the thinking, Emotional warmth. It is generally
feeling and acting of another and so agreed that an emotionally comfortable
structuring the world as he does or the epyironment is highly favorable to stu-
abillty to feel and describe the lhoughl’s dent dcvdopmen[. Research examining
and feelings of others. Her definitions the influence of emotional warmth as per-
reflect that empathy is an interrelation- ceived by students has demonstrated that
ship between two people and is depen- 5 positive relationship exists between
dent upon mutual agreement on the ex- teacher acceptance, consideration, and
perience being shared. This element of friendship and student performance and
empathic understanding is of much im- self-concept. Christensen (1960) inves-
portance in determining the success of tigated the effect of teacher’s emotional
a teacher in facilitating Jearning. warmth on the vocabulary and arithme-

As a final comment on teacher charac- tic achievement of elementary school
teristics it must be made clear that the children. The results supported the hypo-
possession of these attributes is not suf- thesis that teacher warmth was positively
ficient to insure successful learning ex- related to student performance.
periences. What must be present in ad- Spaulding (1964) investigated the re-
dition to these conditions is an aware- lationship between emotional warmth and
ness by the student that these elements student attitudc toward oneself. Again
exist in the teacher. The students must the relationship was found to be positive,
perceive that the teacher interacts in a i.e., those students whose teachers were
genuine manner, accepts the student as perceived as understanding, accepting,
a person, and, to the degree possible, caring, and friendly expressed more fav-
empathically understands what the stu- orable attitudes toward self than did those
dent is experiencing in the learning situa- students whose teachers were perceived
tion. Without such understanding by the as domineering, threatening, and sarcas-
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tic. It appears, therefore, that those
teachers who establish an environment
that the students perceive to be emotion-
ally warm succeed in presenting a learn-
ing situation which is conducive to both
academic and personal growth.

These two studies, and others, have
strongly indicated that the emotional
tone of the classroom is an important fac-
tor in facilitating student growth. This is
true for all students at all levels of educa-
tion, from preschool through postgrad-
uate. When the learning situation is per-
ceived as warm and inviting the student
is more likely to commit oneself and
grow cognitively as well as affectively
(Purkey, 1978).

Respect. If a teacher genuinely accepts
and values students then one will of
necessity treat them with respect and
create an environment which is favorable
to development. Moustakas (1966) ex-
pressed this view when he wrote that “By
cherishing and holding the child in ab-
solute esteem, the teacher is establishing
an environmental climate that facilitates
growth and becoming” (p. 13). Abinum
(1977) has discussed at length the im-
portance of respect in any learning situ-
ation:

In general to show respect for persons
in a teaching situation means:

1) Caring about the pupil’'s viewpoint
of the world; seeing him not only
as a pupil . . . but also as a person
who has purposes, feelings, and in-
clinations of his own.

Treating the pupil as a human be-
ing who must be respected as a
self-determining and rule follow-
ing center of consciousness.
Showing a positive concern for, or
interest in, the pupil's ends, i.e,
helping him to achieve what he
pursues in the exercise of his self-
determination. (p. 299)

2)

3)

The entire notion of respecting stu-
dents implies viewing them as capable

and responsible individuals who are com-
petent to make decisions for themselves,
In light of this, any leamning situation in
which the students are respected allows
them to control themselves and their be-
haviors to whatever degree is realistically
feasible. Furthermore, if the student is
to be respected then the teacher is to be
respected also. A teacher has a valid
right to expect from students the same
amount of respect that one gives to them:

Pupils should respect the teacher both as an
authority and as a human being; they should
be sensitive to his defects and shoricomings.
and not take advantage of them . . . they
should understand that the teacher is not per-
fect, that he can fail, make mistakes, get
angry, be frustrated, etc. . . . they should try
to understand that the teacher’s commitments
to them are not his only commitments. (Abi-
num, 1977, p. 303)

When mutual respect exists in a leamning
situation it is highly likely that the lean-
ing experiences which occur will enhance
the total development of all involved.
Success. It is the opinion of a number
of writers (Glasser, 1969; Purkey, 1978;
Wrylie, 1961) that the single most im-
portant action a teacher can take is to
establish a leaming situation in which
students succeed rather than fail. The
eneral view among researchers is that
mm
suffer twice: first, they do not learn the .

scholastic material, and second, they ex-
Failure in school leads to lack of acade-
mic competence, lowered self-concept,
and greater likelihood of experiencing
failure in the future. For these reasons
it is believed that a learning situation
which enables students to experience re-
peated success rather than failure is the
desirable format for education. Glasser
(1969) who has written on the import-
ance of being successful in school be-
lieves: ‘

that if a child, no matter what his background,
can succeed in school, he has an excellent
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chance for success in life. If he fails at any and self-reliance. An environment which
‘2;3"0( his °:_U;“i§_ﬂ'l cureer -9':;}“““7 is free allows students to make decisions
S » r nign, . Or coliege — . “w "
his°;1 . 'i::‘:ofor fucces'sghinscli;.-oare grea“: di. Which are not always “best” (from the
minished. (p. 5) teachers’ frame of reference), to question
. N . : ideas and concepts to which they are in-
Learning situations in which student “Troduced, To make mistakes without fear
success is characteristic have many fac- of Tailure, and to express themselves op-
tors in common. Among these aspects enly knowing that they will not be re-
one will find that students are granted jected.
freedom and allowed to make decisions. The concept of iEatii e
Teachers encourage their students through hich nhp ot d blng dl g
positive messages (written or verbal), and V"G are characterized by and encour-
lend direct support to those who need as- 28¢ freedom is very exciting to teachers
sistance. Such learning environments are who are truly committed to facilitating
not easily established, but they do exist. the development of students. To present
Typically, the teachers in these settings studentls with ?‘pportunmcs to learn about
know their students well and recognize themsF ves.hot 23, aqd the world aroynd
their strengths and weaknesses. Utilizing thfjm is bot s"m“lﬁ";‘g ."‘:"d fchallcng'mg,
this knowledge they design tasks which ?t“ ca:;: gegdr at' ab I_e\;ctsl,,o ec:lucatwn.
are challenging to the students yet not d s the wlrllters 4 : ’cf dat W e"hf’l:'
beyond their competence. By achieving ants st ;wc g recl DN 30 A,
success in academic tasks which one finds &'S€OVET. ha." experience ea::nmg SLUNE
moderately difficult, the individual bene- t:onds L el" owz ways the)lr cze tm;rc
fits both as a student and as a person. a}::a cm:cgl_ J ARG P er:?"al y ; i _wf en
Experiences of success are long lasting Y arcD.:rected. ang puci-ied. | Wior-:
influences on cognitive development and mation. Discovering and experiencing for
feelings about oneself and others. oneself is a more profitable form of edu-
- . cation in that through these processes
Freedom. It is a basic tenet of Rogers . not only acquires information but
(1969) that learning situations should be 5150 Jearns how to learn. This latter
constructed in such a way as to allow a  , hievement is very valuable as it is a
student the freedom to learn for oneself. gl which will be required and used
The concept of freedom carries with it throughout life.
that of responsibility. If one is to be free
to make decisions for oneself one must Summary
also assume responsibility for those de- [t has been shown that there are iden-
cisions. Students grow more when they tifiable characteristics of teachers and
have chosen or at least had some input learning situations which facilitate the
into the educational process. Carlton development of students as “total per-
and Moore (1966) have shown that sons”. If teachers interact with their
when students are allowgd greater free-  students in a genuine manner, are accep-
dom both academic performance and ting of students as persons, and empathi-
self-concept increase. cally understand them, then the likeli-
An environment which allows students hood is increased that the educational
freedom permits them to explore and experience will be academically and per-
discover meaning for themselves in the sonally beneficial to students. Similarly,
materials they are presented. A free aca- if the learning situations are character-
demic setting allows students to develop ized by emotional warmth, respect, suc-
at their own rates in an environment cess, and freedom then what transpires
which encourages their self-confidence in those situations will facilitate the in-
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tellectual and psychological growth of
all involved.

To be a true facilitator of the learning
process is a difficult task. It requires not
only that one has considerable knowledge
of one's area of study, but also know-
ledge of oneself, of others, and of the
dynamics of interacting in meaningful
ways. Perhaps what is needed most, how-
ever, is the sincere desire and commit-
ment to be of assistance in helping others
learn. It is the writers’ belief that without
this it is unlikely that educational experi-
ences will be as successful, productive,
and worthwhile as they have the potential
to be.
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