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A ROADMAP FOR TEACHING IN HIGHER EDUCATION:
TAKING STUDENTS (AND TEACHERS) ON A JOURNEY

Marina Duarte
Polytechnic of Porto, Porto, Portugal

Learning is a journey. The relationship between teaching and learn-
ing, between teachers and students, can be seen as that of a guide and a
traveller. The guide prepares the journey, and helps the traveller to reach
his destination. This journey and traveller’s metaphor is very helpful to
describe the pedagogical planning in higher education and is intended to
promote the reflection about some key issues.

When preparing a journey, the guide must know the persons is pre-
paring the journey to. So, the first question the teacher (that is, the
“guide”) needs to answer is this: “To whom am I preparing this journey,
this learning process?”, or in another words, “Who are the students?””.

Before answering these questions, the teacher must take into ac-
count that the way he sees others is influenced by himself. So, previ-
ously to looking at the students, he must look at himself: “What in-
tentions or conceptions have teachers about teaching (and learn-
ing)?”. According to Biggs (1999), teachers have different levels of
thinking about teaching (and learning): Level 1) Learning is a func-
tion of individual differences between students; Level 2) Learning is
a function of teaching; Level 3) Learning is the result of students’
learning-focused activities. For a level 1 teacher, teaching (and learn-
ing) is totally dependent on what the student is. There are bad stu-
dents and good students. Good students will learn and bad students
will not, and there is nothing that the teacher can do about it. For a
level 2 teacher, it is what the teacher does that is important. Teachers
must have a set of skills that allows them to be good communicators.
They must know how to address an audience, how to prepare good
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resources, how to engage students. The teacher must be an “enter-
tainer”, so that students enjoy the class, even though they might not
learn, because the focus is on the “entertainment” and not on the
learning itself. A level 3 teacher knows that what is important for
learning, is what the students does, and so the focus will not be on
the teacher, but on the student and on the learning activities. There-
fore, with a level 1 teacher, students will learn in a passive way,
whilst a level 3 teacher will engage them in active learning.

Many of these teachers’ conceptions and intentions, change as
time goes by, because of what is known as the professional life cycle
of teachers (Huberman, 1971, 1989). During the three first years, the
emphasis is on the career entry, on survival and discovery. The next
three years are a stabilization period, making these first six years the
novice phase. For the next nineteen years, teachers will experiment,
which will give place to self-assessment but also doubts, in what is
called the mid-career phase. The final phase, known as late-career,
begins with ten years of serenity but also conservatism, and ends
with disengagement, that can be “serene” or “bitter”.

So, teachers will look for the answer to the question “Who are
the students?” from different “places”, that depend on their own per-
ceptions and experiences as teachers. Nevertheless, some aspects
regarding the students can be taken into consideration: “What are the
expectations of the students?”, “What is their previous knowledge?”,
“Do students have motivations (or not)?”, “What conceptions do they
have about learning and teaching?”. What students do when they go
about learning and why they do it, was described by Marton and
Saljo (1997) and Entwistle (1988) as approaches to learning. For
these authors, the basic distinction is between a deep approach to
learning, where students are aiming towards understanding, and a
surface approach to learning, where they are aiming to reproduce
material in a test or exam rather than actually understand it. Besides
these two approaches to learning, Biggs (1999) also mentions the
strategic approach, in which the aim of the student is to be success-
ful. In 2003, Ramsden emphasized the approach to learning as one of
the most influential concepts that emerged from research on teaching
and learning in higher education in the last decades of the XX cen-
tury, because it describes the student-learning relation, showing that
a learning event has eclements of the situation as perceived by the
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student and the student's own elements. This means that the ap-
proaches to learning are characterised by the intentions and processes
used by the students, and that changing student’s approach to learn-
ing is not changing the student, but changing the experiences, per-
ceptions and conceptions that the student has.

Hence, when preparing a “teaching and learning journey” begin
with the persons: take into consideration that everyone’s journey will
be different.
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