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This study investigates the characteristics of an effective university professor based on the evaluations made by students in different majors at a state university in Iran. Two-hundred forty BA, MA, and Ph.D. students’ evaluations of their teachers were selected via purposive sampling. The evaluations were then content analyzed to determine which characteristics build the profile of an effective teacher in the students’ eyes. The results confirmed the findings of many previous studies that a good university professor needs to possess certain essential qualities. However, the profile of an effective university professor, at least the importance of the qualities that make up this profile, was rather different. More specifically, the most important criterion for evaluating the teachers was their assessment policies and practices. Furthermore, the findings suggest that the characteristics of an effective professor are dynamic and open to contextual, cultural and temporal influences. In light of the results of this study, it is recommended that higher education institutions put in place programs that educate teachers about a more learner-centered pedagogy to maximize not only their own teaching efficacy but also their students’ motivation and learning.
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INTRODUCTION

Teachers play a significant role in classroom teaching and schooling process (Orhon, 2012). In recent years, the issue of characteristics of an effective teacher has been raised in a large array of studies (e.g., Lee et al., 2015; Morrison and Evans, 2018; Alzeebaree and Zebari, 2021; Singh et al., 2021; to cite but a few). These studies have identified a number of key qualities that build the profile of an effective teacher, including expert pedagogical skills, strong communication skills, passion for their profession (Murray, 2021), effective classroom management strategies, and solid knowledge of the subject matter or the field. Such qualities have been researched from the perspectives of teachers themselves (Mohammaditabar et al., 2019; Lisa et al., 2021) or students (Inan, 2014), with some studies comparing these two perspectives (Murphy et al., 2004) in order to provide a better portrayal of those qualities. The issue of what makes an effective teacher is of paramount importance due to the implications it has for teaching and learning quality (Bell, 2005), student and teacher relationship (Frisby et al., 2014), institutional quality (Catano and Harvey, 2011; Harrington, 2018), students’ motivation (Liando, 2015), and teachers’ professional development (Mohammaditabar et al., 2019). It should be noted, however, that the characteristics of an effective teacher is socially constructed and context-specific (Borg, 2006; Hughes et al., 2022), meaning that some characteristics that are valued in one context may not be appreciated as much in another context.

Examining students’ description of which characteristics constitute the profile of an effective university professor can be one useful way to optimize the instruction they receive at higher education institutions. Although there is a plethora of studies that have focused on identifying those characteristics, many of them are rather limited, either in the number of students whose perspectives have been examined or in the range of the majors these students have been selected from. To enhance the literature in this domain and given the importance of the issue and its wide-ranging applications, this study examines perceptions of students from various departments and degree programs at a well-known Iranian state university regarding the qualities of an effective teacher.



LITERATURE REVIEW

Considering the fact that the quality of teaching and its perception are influenced by both teachers and students’ values (Sotto, 2011), the issue of “what the characteristics of an effective teacher are” is one that has been approached from different perspectives. In a study conducted by Morrison and Evans (2018), the views of 37 Hong Kong university freshmen students about a good teacher were explored qualitatively and quantitatively; more specifically, cross-sectional and longitudinal data relating to students’ experience of transition from secondary to higher education were collected. The cross-sectional phase comprised administering a questionnaire, and the longitudinal phase involved conducting semi-structured interviews each semester of the participants’ first 2 years of study. The authors categorized the data into aspects of good and bad teaching practices. The results showed that the student’s primary focus was on the teachers’ pedagogical skills that helped their learning and encouraged critical thinking. In the same research strand, Su and Wood (2012), investigated undergraduate students’ perception of teaching excellence and the qualities of a good university lecturer. Over 100 students from over 20 UK universities wrote their answers to an essay completion task which invited them to write a 900–1,000-word essay to share their views on the question of “what makes a good university lecturer?” The results demonstrated that factors such as a combination of the lecturer’s subject knowledge, willingness to help, and inspirational teaching methods played a significant role in shaping the students’ perspectives toward a good university lecturer. Other important features included for teachers to be humorous and able to provide speedy feedback. Similarly, Arnon and Reichel (2007), explored similarities and differences in the perception of students of education regarding the qualities of a good teacher and of their own qualities as teachers. The 89 students who participated in this research were divided into two sub-groups: students at an academic teachers’ college who were designated as “student teachers” and “beginning teachers,” who while teaching, were completing their academic degrees at teachers’ colleges or regional academic colleges. They collected the data from these students via a questionnaire that comprised open-ended questions. The findings of the research revealed two significant categories: first, personal qualities and second, knowledge of the subject taught as well as educational knowledge. Analysis of the data indicated that both groups of the students gave great importance to the personal qualities of the ideal teacher. Still, there was a difference in students’ perspectives toward the teacher’s knowledge. The qualities of general education and wide perspectives were less prominent in the students’ attitudes. In the same vein, Reichel and Arnon (2009), investigated the similarities and differences in the perception of the good teacher among adult participants in Israel. The researchers intended to discover whether the students’ ethnicity and gender could account for the differences in their perceptions of the qualities of a good teacher and whether there exists an interaction between the two components. The interviewers in this study divided the 377 adults born in Israel into four groups, namely as Jewish men, Jewish women, Arab men, and Arab women. Findings of the content analysis of the open questions in a telephone survey illustrated that a good teacher is an individual with teaching knowledge, an educator, and a person of values who maintains good teacher-pupil relations. The study demonstrated that the perception of the qualities of a good teacher is culturally dependent and Arab-Israeli participants gave priority to the ethics of a good teacher over other factors. At the same time, the Israeli Jews preferred a more heterogeneous image of the qualities of a good teacher with a special emphasis on the teacher’s rapport and positive interaction with the pupils.

Moreover, Beran and Violato (2005), explored the students’ rating of teachers’ instruction by considering the student and course characteristics. In this study, 371,131 ratings from students across all faculties at a major Canadian university over a 3-year period were accumulated through the Universal Student Ratings of Instruction (USRI). The results demonstrated that students who attend the class and expect high grades marked high ratings for their instructors. However, the analysis of regression indicated that student and course characteristics explicate little variance in student ratings of their instructors. It was also revealed that students’ ratings were highly related to the teacher instruction and behavior of instructor rather than other factors. In addition, as Murray (2021) maintained, an ideal teacher’s prominence rests in the intersection of a high general level of literacy and numeracy, successful interpersonal and communication capabilities, a willingness to learn, and motivation to teach. The two specifications, “willingness to learn” and “motivation to teach,” correspond to the concept of “growth mindset,” a “can-do” mentality that fosters learning. The teacher with a growth mindset asks questions, persists in attempting, draws on previously taught strategies, and exploits failures as a springboard for learning experience. This inclination might be described as the yearn to learn. In the same vein, Richmond et al. (2015), conducted a study to evaluate teaching effectiveness through students’ rating of instruction. The participants of this study comprised 252 undergraduate students who were taking a psychology course at Texas Midwestern State University. The aim of this study was to investigate whether factors such as professor-student rapport, student engagement, and instructor’s use of humor can predict student’s perception of teaching effectiveness. A students ratings of instructors (SRI) survey was utilized to collect the data of the research. The results demonstrated that professor-student rapport was the highest predictor with 54 percent of the variability in SRIs, followed by student engagement with 3 percent and humor with 2 percent. Additionally, the results of the study corroborated previous research that those factors are essential to students’ perceptions of teaching effectiveness (Benson et al., 2005; Wilson et al., 2010). Furthermore, in a qualitative study by Joseph (2018), the philosophy and practice of effective professors were investigated through interviewing 35 teachers in the context of Trinidad and Tobago education system. The results of the content analysis revealed three themes, namely getting to know students, teacher as life-long learner, and teacher as role model. The results revealed that the factor of getting to know students was the most important one in the teaching practice of the professors. It should be pointed out that teacher as life-long learner and teacher as role model factors were also considered to be effective in the teachers’ teaching. The findings of this study provide insights into different philosophic positions of teachers; they also show how teachers carry out their teaching practice in the context of the Trinidad and Tobago education system. Similarly, Gruber et al. (2010), conducted a study to explore the factors that influence students’ satisfaction with teaching. For the purpose of this study, a questionnaire was given to 63 postgraduate students in a service marketing course at a large university in the United Kingdom. The results of the questionnaire confirmed the findings of other studies that the personality of the professors (e.g., Clayson and Sheffet, 2006) in general and their ability to establish good rapport with students (e.g., Delucchi, 2000) in particular had a significant impact on students’ satisfaction with teaching. The results also highlighted that teachers could improve classroom experience for their students by learning about the factors that make students satisfied or dissatisfied with teaching.

The qualifications of a competent teacher may be influenced by the time, context, and exceptional circumstances of the society in which teachers live. Lisa et al. (2021) interviewed 23 state elementary and secondary school teachers about the attributes of a good teacher during Covid-19 pandemic. Two primary themes emerged from the analysis, namely caring for the well-being of students and dealing with uncertainty. Teachers acknowledged that the importance of displaying these characteristics has increased throughout Covid-19. These results suggest that programs of teacher education and professional development may benefit from recognizing and encouraging teachers in attaining these characteristics.

Furthermore, Mohammaditabar et al. (2019), investigated the English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers’ perspectives of qualities of a good language teacher in three settings, that is, language institutes, high schools, and universities. They used a mixed-methods design in which 386 Iranian EFL teachers completed a self-report questionnaire on qualities of a good language teacher and a semi-structured interview was conducted with 40 of those teachers. The findings demonstrated that teaching boosters (e.g., the teachers’ knowledge of grammar, vocabulary and command of English), care, and enthusiasm were of paramount importance in the teachers’ perspectives in all three educational settings. Further, the results of MANOVA showed that there is a significant difference between language institute and senior/junior high school EFL teachers regarding morality and boosters. In a similar line of inquiry, Singh et al. (2021) carried out a study to discover the hallmarks of an ideal teacher educator as perceived by Malaysian educators. A survey comprised of eight items was utilized to collect data for this aim. The results demonstrated that an ideal teacher should exhibit certain attributes, including strong subject matter knowledge, competence of both general and content-specific pedagogy, and hands-on teaching capabilities. Further, the teacher educators acknowledged the necessity of adjusting their priorities in order to fulfill their vision, specifically the desire to accommodate the contemporary policies, creative approaches, and ever-growing educational patterns. Babai Shishavan and Sadeghi (2009) also explored the qualities of effective language teachers from the perspectives of Iranian EFL learners and teachers. To that end, a tailor-made questionnaire was administered to 59 English language teachers and 215 learners of English at universities, high schools, and language institutes in Iran. Their findings demonstrated that good command of the target language, good knowledge of pedagogy, the use of effective teaching methods, and good personality were perceived as the key characteristics of an effective EFL teacher.

The literature reviewed above shows that many studies have investigated the characteristics of a good university teacher, yet very few, if any, of those studies have investigated the characteristics of such a teacher from the viewpoint of students from different fields of study. The present study, therefore, intends to investigate the characteristics of a good university professor from the perspectives of students of different fields of study at an Iranian state university. The following research question was addressed in this study:

What are the characteristics of an effective university teacher from the perspective of students in different majors?



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Corpus of the Study

The purpose of this research was to explore the characteristics of a good and effective university professor as perceived by students from different fields of study at an Iranian state university, namely Shahid Beheshti University which is one of the top-five universities in Iran. According to the university’s website,1 about 18,000 students study in 69 programs at Bachelor’s, 208 programs at Master’s and 136 programs at Ph.D. levels. For the purpose of this study, 240 BA, MA and Ph.D. students’ evaluations of their teachers were investigated. The evaluations, posted on a Telegram channel, were part of university students’ initiative to disseminate information regarding the quality of the institutions’ teachers in terms of their behavioral and instructional practices. The evaluations were also intended to help peer students choose their courses with those teachers who most matched their liking. To post their evaluations on the Telegram channel, students had to follow five criteria: the overall quality of the specific teacher’s class, his/her instructional methodology, communication skills, choice of instructional materials, and assessment practices. There was no word limit for the students’ comments about their teachers and some of the evaluations were rather lengthy so the researchers had to discard parts of those comments that were deemed irrelevant to the research purpose. These evaluations were all in Persian, the official language of Iran. The researchers, however, translated some excerpts of the evaluations into English to back up their assertions in the results section of this paper. The accuracy of the translations was assessed by a professional translator who was a native speaker of Persian and a near-native speaker of English. The local context did not require the researchers to obtain the approval of an ethical review committee to analyze the evaluations. However, to observe the ethical principles concerning privacy standards, the researchers made sure that identities of the professors mentioned in the evaluations were kept confidential by using pseudonyms instead of the professors’ real names.



Design of the Study

The data were considered secondary as they were written by the students for the purpose of evaluating the teachers rather than for the purpose of this research (see Su and Wood, 2012). As Church (2002) appropriately suggested, the promise of secondary data analysis resides in the intersection of establishing the generality of a quantitative function and identification of the issues of theoretical interest raised by the specific research gaps. The researchers of the present study, therefore, adopted Glaser (1963), secondary data analysis, which can be employed to study “specific problems through analysis of existing data which were originally collected for another purpose” (Glaser, 1963, p. 11). Moreover, the researchers used purposive sampling to collect the data; that is, they selected evaluation of those students who commented on all the five criteria and rated their teachers on a 0–10 scale which accompanied those criteria (0 poorest rating, 10 highest rating). Although care was taken to select data that represented the voice of students from different fields of study, we do not claim that these views are shared by all the students of those fields.



Procedure

The researchers conducted a content analysis to analyze and interpret the data regarding the teachers; the analysis involved using an open, focused, integrative, and selective coding procedure (see Benaquisto, 2008). The purpose of coding was to identify and distinguish categories and provide evidence for each based on the existing data. In the first stage of the coding, called open coding, the researchers labeled the concepts and ideas by a close line-by-line reading, rereading and highlighting the most important points that could help them categorize the data. In this stage, analysis of the data was done without concerns about how the content in the students’ evaluations relate to each other. Through this procedure, the researchers started to detect new themes and categories, and then group examples or comments based on their similarities or differences. In the focused and integrative coding, the data were reviewed more systematically and thoroughly with the researchers having few prior categories in mind to know where and how these categories are demonstrated in the data. Through repeated reviewing and coding of the data, the researchers discovered the links between the categories, and in this way, they refined the categories and their components (i.e., subcategories). The intercoder reliability calculated by percentage agreement ranged from 0.81 to 0.98, showing a high reliability across all the categories. In addition, the researchers provide some excerpts of the students’ comments for each of the categories to highlight one aspect of the component in the category (see the results section of this article). The results of the coding and analysis of the students’ evaluations provided the researchers with eight main categories, namely teachers’ assessment policies and practices, personality, pedagogical knowledge, didactic resources, classroom management, teacher’s content/subject knowledge, professionalism and communication skills (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1. The breakdown of an effective university professor characteristics as perceived by the students.


A note should be made that some of these on the extracted categories may overlap (see Morrison and Evans, 2018). This is also evidenced in the literature where the analysis of the qualitative data can be influenced by some creativity and subjectivity on the part of the researchers (Drapeau, 2002; Ratner, 2002; Mruck and Breuer, 2003; Mohajan, 2018). To understand which of these categories and subcategories are of great significance to the students, the researchers calculated the frequency of each to find their distribution.

In qualitative research studies, the issue of sample size is a controversial one and there is no predetermined way to determine the size of the sample (Dworkin, 2012; Marshall et al., 2013; Robinson, 2013; Blaikie, 2018). To overcome this problem, the researchers of this study continued analyzing the data to reach data saturation, which is cited as a solution to the problem of sample size in qualitative studies (Vasileiou et al., 2018). The researchers reached that point by analyzing 240 students’ comments about their teachers. The two researchers analyzed the students’ evaluations independently, and an interrater reliability of 0.89 was obtained.




RESULTS

The results of the content analysis of the data is demonstrated in Table 1. Top on the list of categories that mattered most to the students were the teachers’ “assessment policies and practices,” “personality,” and “pedagogical knowledge,” drawing more than 75 percent of the students’ responses. The remaining five categories constituted only around 25 percent of the responses.


TABLE 1. Frequency of categories and subcategories.
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A closer examination of Table 1 reveals that the subcategories in each of main categories received differential attention. In the “assessment policies and practice” category, the subcategory of the “suitable exam” (14.97%) was more important than the other two subcategories, that is, “scoring procedure” (11.00%) and “course work required” (10.12%). A suitable exam in the students’ words is one that is reliable, unambiguous, and commensurate in terms of difficulty with the materials taught during the semester. Moreover, students preferred multiple-choice exams over other forms of exams (e.g., essay-type exams) because they felt “multiple-choice exams are more objective.” Similarly, regarding the scoring, the results demonstrated that the students preferred objective scoring over subjective one since they believed this type of assessment would earn them a fair score as it would not be influenced by the teacher’s view toward different students. Some of the students’ concerns regarding their teachers’ assessment can be seen in the following comment:

He [the teacher] does not know much about designing standard items for the exam; his exam questions are full of ambiguous items; moreover, the items do not match with the materials taught during the semester, especially in terms of difficulty. In his final exam, there were some questions that were not in the materials introduced for the course; they were from other sources. The teacher also scores students subjectively, and you are sure to be surprised when you see your final term score. This is not fair. I rate this teacher 2 out of 10 and do not recommend taking the course with him (BA student of Mathematics).

The students also saw teachers who were generous with course grades as excellent ones and gave them high approval ratings. In the following quotation, an MSc student in Civil Engineering heaps praises on his teacher, saying:

He is one of the best university instructors that I have ever seen; he will add extra points to whatever score you obtain on the final exam. Hardly anyone fails his course. I give him 10 out of 10.

With regard to students’ work required, most of the students stated that they would not mind an extra manageable amount of work outside the class as long as “the teacher allocates some points for that” since these points would work toward higher final term course scores.

As for the teachers’ “personality,” the subcategory of “sensitivity and strictness about students’ class attendance” received the highest frequency (9.24%), but reviewing the students’ comments revealed that they regarded this as a negative characteristic in their teachers. This opinion was especially true about teachers who punished students score-wise for absenteeism and tardiness. In the comment below, a student highlights that point and writes:

She is not a good teacher because she is really sensitive to your presence in the class; she will mark you down if you are late or miss more than two classes during the semester. She will make you drop the course if you are absent thrice in her class. I highly recommend you take this course with Dr. Soroush (a pseudonym) if you can (BA student of History).

Of course, opinions diverged among students regarding this quality; some students mentioned that they appreciated teachers’ concern about their class attendance (but teachers should not mark them down for being absent or arriving late), with some students pushing it to the extreme saying that “teachers should not insist on students’ presence in the classroom; we are not kids anymore.”

The second most important quality of an effective teacher within the ‘personality’ category was “respect toward students” which drew 6.16 percent of the students’ responses. The students asserted that their teachers’ behavior and respect toward different students regardless of their ethnicity, social position, and gender were very important to them. The other subcategories within the “personality” category were for teachers to be “kind and caring” (3.08%), “enthusiastic and stimulating” (1.32%), and have appropriate and stable “mood in class” (0.87%). The results indicated that the students highly valued teachers who are kind, stimulating, and positive toward their students.

The third most important category was teachers’ “pedagogical knowledge,” and within this category, the subcategory of “teaching methodology” received 15.85 percent of the students’ responses. It has to be mentioned that the subcategory of “teaching methodology” has been rated as the most important of all the other subcategories in Table 1. To the students, teaching methodology translated as the way a teacher presents the course materials in the classroom, that is, whether the presentation is clear and orderly. A teacher “who just reads out of the textbook or off the PowerPoint slides and does not provide students with the complementary explanation” is not deemed as an effective teacher among the students. “Clarity of speech and explanation” (1.98%) and “creativity” (1.10%) are two further subcategories that received the students’ attention as factors contributing to the image of an effective teacher.

“Clarity of speech and explanation,” in the students’ words, is the teachers’ ability to provide students “with clear explanations and tangible examples.” “Creativity” in the “pedagogical knowledge” category meant exposing students to “new experiences” and bringing out “the innovation in classroom” to maximize and enhance students’ learning.

She is so creative in a sense that she runs some sort of game in the class in order to understand the materials in more effective way and at the end of the class she provides the class with a link which is a quick quiz game regarding the materials taught. At the end of the game, the students who get the highest score will receive the prize (MA student in Persian Language and Literature).

Another category was teachers’ “didactic sources” and the only theme that emerged in this category was “providing (academic) resources” to the students (10.13%). The students valued those teachers who provided them with appropriate and relevant educational materials which would facilitate their learning of the course content. It is interesting to note that the students preferred books with a lucid language; they also wanted their teachers to provide them with booklets that summarized and simplified the content of books that were difficult to read and understand.

To pass this course, you don’t need to study a big quantity of materials because he [the teacher] will provide you with a booklet which is 30 pages long. Reading this booklet is like taking a shortcut, it can help you achieve a good score on the final exam. Moreover, it is easier to study this teacher-prepared booklet because the language is so simple and it includes all the important points that teacher will consider when designing the final exam questions (BA student of History).

The student making the above comment gave her teacher the highest approval rating (i.e., 10), and it seems that those teachers who provide short summaries of their course content in the form of booklets are quite popular with students. That is quite understandable since booklets are an easy way out of reading and understanding their assigned texts.

“Classroom management” category, comprising teachers’ “discipline,” “efficiency,” and “creativity” subcategories, constituted only 5.72 percent of the students’ comments regarding the characteristics of an effective teacher. Among the subcategories, teachers’ “discipline” was valued more than other subcategories (2.49%). In the students’ eyes, teachers’ discipline meant that the teachers showed “systematic” and “in-control” behavior that established teachers’ authority and created a stress-free learning environment.

She is really great when it comes to classroom rules and procedures, which she establishes and elaborates right at the beginning of the course. The good thing is that although these rules may seem a bit tough, they are not in fact so; they give one a feeling of security in her class (MSc student in Chemistry).

Furthermore, the subcategories of “efficiency” and “creativity” drew 1.83 and 1.39 percent of the students’ responses; the students believed teachers who are “efficient” make best of use of available resources, especially educational technologies, to increase students’ learning outcome. “Creativity” in “classroom management” is related to but a bit different from “creativity” in “pedagogical knowledge” category in that “creativity” as part of pedagogical knowledge meant that teachers created innovative tasks that involved students in learning but “creativity” in “classroom management” meant that teachers employed novel tasks that brought order to a chaotic and sometimes boring class.

He is so creative in class, especially in utilizing technologies to enhance learning, and keeps you on your toes. At the end of the class, for instance, when everyone is quite tired and restless, he engages students in online quizzes and games that not only review the session content partially but also help students through sometimes boring or difficult class (Ph.D. student in Physics).

Surprisingly, “content/subject knowledge” of the teachers was not that high on the list of the students’ priories, as indicated by the rather low share of the comments this category received (3.69%). This might be due the fact that the majority of the students in the Telegram channel were BA students and did not care much about their teachers’ academic degree or their knowledge (or publications) in the specified discipline. This category comprised teachers’ “knowledge of the field of study” and their “academic degree and publications,” neither of which seemed to matter much to the students.

Teachers’ “professionalism” was the penultimate category on the list of characteristics of an effective university professor (3.52%). The qualities that were subsumed under this category were “academic behavior,” “punctuality” and “availability.” Academic behavior included avoidance of all forms of unacceptable behavior such as lying, cheating, plagiarism, use of unauthorized materials, divulging students’ private and personal information to other students or colleagues, etc. Students also appreciated teachers who were punctual, who were available in their office or via social networking apps to provide students with feedback on their assignments and answered students’ course-related queries. One of the students contended:

You can rest assured that he is one of the best teachers at our university; he is responsible and encouraging toward his students and treats them kindly and tactfully. He is always in time for class, and in fact punctuality is one of his main characteristics. Last but not least, he is easy to find in the department; whenever you need help, you just need to go to his office and you will find him there. You can trust him and talk to him easily about your problems (MSc student in Architecture).

And finally, the category of “communication skills,” which involved the teachers’ ability to establish and have a good rapport with students, received the least frequency (0.88%), indicating that those skills were not considered important qualities when evaluating the teachers. This finding was rather odd given the fact that previous studies (e.g., Rossettiand Fox, 2009; Starcher, 2011; Webb and Barrett, 2014) have shown teachers’ communication skills significantly contributed to their teaching efficacy. The researchers of this article think this finding could be attributed to the contextual specifications of the study; that is, in the context of Iranian universities teachers cannot establish that much of a friendly relationship with their students due to rather formal regulations governing the student-professor relationship and the ensuing gap that develops between the position of students and teachers in such a context. If this research could be replicated in another context, a language institute for instance, the factor of a good rapport may have drawn the attention of many students when evaluating their teachers.



DISCUSSION

This article reports on an exploratory study about students’ perceptions of an effective teacher at a university context in Iran. The results of the study confirmed the findings of many of the previous studies (e.g., Arnon and Reichel, 2007; Reichel and Arnon, 2009; Su and Wood, 2012; Morrison and Evans, 2018) that a good university professor needs to possess certain abilities. However, the picture of an effective university professor, at least the importance of the qualities that make up the profile of an effective university professor, was rather different in this study. As Vinz (1996), rightly remarks, practices of teaching are positioned in specific contexts, and these contexts are framed by interrelated factors. Therefore, it could be argued that the issue of which characteristics render a university professor effective in the eyes of the students is truly multidimensional. The current research also suggests that the characteristics of an effective teacher are dynamic and open to contextual, cultural and temporal factors which affect evaluation of those characteristics (Reichel and Arnon, 2009; Murray and Kosnik, 2011). This finding also accords with those of Lisa et al. (2021), which confirmed that the features of a competent teacher lie at the nexus of time, context, and distinctive societal conditions in which teachers live. Additionally, Babai Shishavan and Sadeghi (2009), study, which examined the notion of an effective teacher at three different educational contexts in Iran (i.e., universities, high schools and language institutes) identified target language command, good pedagogical knowledge of, use of effective teaching methods, and good personality as the main qualities of an effective language teachers. Later on, in the same context of Iran, Mohammaditabar et al. (2019), investigated the EFL teachers’ perspectives of qualities of a good language teacher, and the findings highlighted the fact that teaching boosters, care, and enthusiasm were of paramount importance. By comparing the findings of these two studies with those obtained in this study, it can be concluded that time factors are highly important in the evaluation of an effective teacher. The findings of the present research could also be attributed to the context of the study (i.e., university) where term or exam scores usually distinguish strong and weak students from one another, at least on the paper, and students who finish their courses or programs with higher scores may be provided with certain academic bonuses and opportunities. Therefore, if this research is replicated in another context (at other academic institutions either inside or outside Iran), the findings might be different.

The results of the content analysis revealed that the three most important criteria for evaluating teachers were assessment, personality, and pedagogical knowledge. Investigation of the students’ comments showed that students judge an effective teacher mostly based on his or her assessment policies and practices; this finding is in contrast with what was found out by Mohammaditabar et al. (2019) who reported that teachers’ assessment policies and practices were the last-ranked feature of a good language teacher. It is also noteworthy that this criterion did not emerge as an important evaluation index in some studies investigating the characteristics of effective teachers (e.g., Su and Wood, 2012; Lupascu et al., 2014; Benekos, 2016). A possible justification for the emphasis of the students on the teachers’ assessment and scoring policies could be attributed to the grading system in the Iranian education system, which is based on a scale of 0–20. This scale induces a sense of anxiety and, at times, unhealthy competition amongst Iranian students (Arani et al., 2012; also see Romanowski, 2004).

In this study, personality trait was the second most important criterion making a teacher (in) effective in the eyes of the students. This finding supports those of some previous studies (Brosh, 1996; Curran and Rosen, 2006; Park and Lee, 2006; Babai Shishavan and Sadeghi, 2009; Barnes and Lock, 2010), which demonstrated that students perceived personality traits as a key characteristic of an effective teacher. Benson et al. (2005, p. 238) maintain that professors need to exhibit certain characteristics such as “having a good personality” to establish rapport with their students. Granitz et al. (2009), also argue that teachers’ personality as one of the three categories of what they call antecedents of rapport, with the other two being approach (i.e., availability of the professor) and homophily (i.e., the tendency of people to associate and bond with those who are similar to themselves). It is, therefore, very important for universities to consider the personality traits when hiring academics.

The extant literature shows that teachers’ pedagogical knowledge is a significant criterion when students evaluate their teachers (Hill et al., 2003; Faranda and Clarke, 2004; Barnes and Lock, 2010; Gruber et al., 2010; Benekos, 2016); our study echoes that finding, meaning that the students put special emphasis on the teachers’ instructional skills. The findings also shed light on the issue that teaching methodology of the teachers in the class is a critical concern importance. The students in our study found it difficult to follow the teaching style of those teachers who lack interactions with students in class; they did not wish their teachers to present the content of the course by simply reading off the PowerPoint slides without engaging students in the process of learning. A Ph.D. student of Philosophy major complained, “if teaching is in this way (reading off the slides without exemplification, explanation and students engagement), why can’t we just read the slides ourselves at comfort of our home and not bother with attending the class.” As a general rule, experienced teachers provide their students with the complementary explanation regarding the materials taught in the classroom and try to involve students in the process of learning. Similarly, in pursuit of what was reported by Singh et al. (2021), it is justified to strongly support that a competent teacher has impeccable subject matter knowledge, proficiency in both general and content-specific teaching methodology, and hands-on teaching functionality in order to live up the groundwork for teaching excellence.

Much to the researchers’ surprise, communication skills such as having a good rapport with students received the lowest frequency amongst the eight categories of the characteristics of an effective university professor. This finding contrasts those of Reichel and Arnon (2009) and Sybing (2019), in which the researchers singled out teachers’ ability to have a good rapport and interaction with students as one of the main characteristics of an effective university professor. The lowest priority for communication skills may indicate a highly score-based nature of the teaching system in Iran, which has resulted in damage to students’ creativity and absence of exposure to higher cognitive skills (Kakia and Almasi et al., 2008; Arani et al., 2012). The students’ disinterest in this category may also stem from the professors’ obsession with increasing the quantity of their publications in an attempt to climb the academic ladder. Many tenure track professors get tenure by publishing and this mentality can prevent them from investing their time and effort into developing interpersonal relationship with their students. Binswanger (2015), believes that teachers’ inability to connect with their students can lead to students’ dissatisfaction. More than two decades ago, Palmer (1998), warned that connectedness is undermined at the expense of constructivism and teaching techniques; in other words, good teachers should be characterized by a capacity of connectedness than their pedagogical knowledge and skills:

Good teachers possess a capacity for connectedness. They are able to weave a complex web of connections among themselves, their subjects, and their students so that students can learn to weave a world for themselves. The methods used by these weavers vary widely: lectures, Socratic dialogues, laboratory experiments, collaborative problem solving, and creative chaos. The connections made by good teachers are held not in their methods but in their hearts- meaning heart in its ancient sense, as the place where intellect and emotion and sprit and will converge in the human self (p. 11).

Binswanger (2015), adds this phenomenon (students’ dissatisfaction) can also be seen in European universities where the length of studies, increasing dropout rates, outdated curricula, and mediocre research performance have often been criticized. Lindbeck and Darnell (2008), believe that “for colleges and universities to develop successful, contributing faculty members, sustained orientation and on-going support for new faculty must become a part of each institution’s culture” (p. 10).

This study suffers from some limitations, which we hope future research will address. First, the study is confined to the context of university and the researchers urge caution when extrapolating the findings of this study to other contexts such as secondary education schools and institutes in or out of Iran. Second, the data was obtained from a secondary source, and we suggest future researchers use primary data to reach a better and deeper understanding of students’ perceptions of an effective university professor. Third, university teachers’ performance can be affected by some institutional factors such as faculty development programs, guidance from teaching excellence center, administrative support and so forth. These extraneous factors were not taken into account in this study and future studies should consider adding them as potential factors contributing to teacher and teaching efficacy. Fourth, despite the broad scope of perspectives examined in this study (i.e., students’ viewpoints from a variety of fields), it is recommended that future research classify these perspectives based on the students’ specific fields. Students’ opinions about qualities of an effective teacher may be influenced by their field of study. One final shortcoming was that the majority of the comments were made by the BA students, and the MA/MSc and Ph.D. students’ comments were not that frequent. A comprehensive understanding of effective teachers requires examining undergraduate and graduate students’ evaluatory comments.



CONCLUSION

There exists a huge literature on the characteristics of the effective teachers from the perspectives of either teachers or students (Khojastehmehr and Takrimi, 2008; Maria and Jari, 2013; Rasool et al., 2017). Studies have also been conducted to determine how and to what extent students and teachers’ standpoints on an effective teacher converge or diverge (Al-Mahrooqi et al., 2015). The main problem with many of these studies is that they have investigated characteristics of an effective teacher from the viewpoint of students in just one field of study, a shortcoming which limits the generalization of their findings to other academic disciplines. The distinctive feature of the present study is its comprehensiveness in considering the characteristics of an effective teacher from a wider population, that is, university students from different fields of study. As such, the findings of this study enjoy greater generalizability and can have cross-disciplinary implications and contributions. It should be pointed out that there are likely to be some discrepancies between students and teachers’ evaluations of an effective teacher, and some of the teachers whose evaluations made up the data of our study might not agree or be satisfied with those evaluations. These discrepancies might originate from different values, and beliefs students and teachers have toward learning and teaching. Further, as acknowledged by Murray (2021), the two yardsticks of “willingness to learn” and “motivation to teach” contribute to the conceptualization of a “growth” or a “can-do” mindset that might shape how students and teachers perceive a promising teacher. Examination of the students’ comments seems to indicate that they mostly prefer the teachers who are not strict with their classroom rules and who are pretty generous when scoring student work. This may go against the beliefs of those teachers who are disciplined and knowledgeable in their field of study and who believe students should earn their scores by merit. We conclude this study by suggesting that faculty development initiatives, whether at university, department, and individual teacher level, be designed in which students’ attitudes and perceptions of teaching effectiveness in higher education are incorporated not only to improve the education quality students receive but also to realize the higher education goals including democratization of advanced education.
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