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Abstract

Many institutions of higher education offer honors education, but research on teacher
behavior in honors classes is scarce. Our aim is to gain deeper understanding of how teachers
adapt their teaching practices in the honors classroom as compared with the regular
classroom. We conducted semi-structured interviews with 12 Dutch teachers who teach in
both types of classroom. Using self-determination theory as an analytical framework, we
found that teachers in both settings supported the basic psychological needs of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. In both contexts teachers aimed to guide students toward
becoming competent autonomous professionals. We found a number of behaviors that
recurred in both settings, sometimes performed somewhat differently. We also found some
specific teaching behaviors for honors and regular bachelor’s education.
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1. Introduction

Since 2008, the Dutch government has invested in honors education to encourage
institutions of higher education (HE) to develop new and appropriate education for their
best and/or most motivated students (Gramberg et al., 2015). This form of education
involves about 6-8% of the student population in the Netherlands (OECD, 2019). In Europe
and worldwide, there are also growing initiatives to invest in the education of talented
students who are motivated to achieve more and who need different challenges to better
realize their potential (Allan, 2011; Allen et al., 2015; Long & Mullins, 2012; Wolfensberger,
2015). In addition to cognitive enhancement, these programs emphasize personal
development and responsible citizenship for students to feel involved in and contribute to
society (Janssen & Gramberg, 2014).

Deci & Ryan (1985, 2000) argue in their self-determination theory (SDT) that teachers play
an important role in satisfying three basic psychological needs - autonomy, competence, and
relatedness - that are crucial for promoting intrinsic motivation. Teachers can foster
students' motivation by aligning their teaching behavior with the fulfillment of these
fundamental needs. Examples of teaching behaviors that support the need for autonomy
include providing choices (e.g., Patall et al., 2010) and connecting with students’ interests
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Reeve, 2009). Support for the need for competence can take the
form of teaching behaviors that provide structure, for example, by setting clear expectations
for how students can achieve desired goals (Sierens et al., 2009; Skinner & Belmont, 1993;
Vansteenkiste et al., 2012). The need for relatedness is supported by teacher involvement.
This can take the form of teaching behaviors in which teachers demonstrate their
commitment to students, for example, by exploring their personal interests and concerns
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Through their classroom behavior, teachers can play an important
role in supporting students' intrinsic motivation.

So far, studies on honors education have focused mainly on educational design,
organization, and planning (Gramberg et al., 2015; Wolfensberger, 2015). Research on
teacher behaviors in honors education is scarce. The available research mainly consists of
studies of student preferences, expectations and teaching needs, focusing on what students
and teachers say is important for honors students (Kazemier et al., 2014; Scager et al., 2013,
2014). To date, the only study of teacher behavior in honors education in higher education is
Wolfensberger's (2012). Based on her research, Wolfensberger (2012) translated the three
types of SDT-related teaching behaviors into pillars of honors education. These pillars are:
creating community, enhancing academic competence and providing freedom, linked with
the behaviors teacher involvement, providing structure and supporting autonomy. Creating
community focuses on creating a community of like-minded students and teachers who
support each other (e.g., through providing feedback, by being available, showing interest,
encouraging, inspiring and challenging). Academic competence focuses on developing
students’ academic competences (e.g., challenging learning activities, higher-order thinking
skills and multidisciplinary thinking). The freedom pillar emphasizes the importance of
autonomy for students (e.g., enabling them to shape their own learning, experiment and
take responsibility for their own learning). Teachers approach them as junior colleagues.
Using a questionnaire, interviews and focus groups, Wolfensberger (2012) then explored
what honors teachers believe is at the heart of honors pedagogy. She asked them which of
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the three pillars they thought were important for honors education versus regular
education. In doing so, she explicitly encouraged teachers to answer from their views and
perceptions rather than from their actual practical experience. The core of her findings was
that according to teachers, all three pillars are more relevant in honors education than in
regular higher education (p. 145). In honors education, teachers place a high value on
creating community and providing (bounded) freedom for students to grow both
academically and personally. In contrast, teachers in regular education consider structured
teaching to be more important. Teachers felt that academic competence was important in
both forms of education, but with different emphases (Wolfensberger, 2012). In honors
education, they wanted to foster academic competence mainly through challenging tasks,
and in regular education through clear explanations and expectations.

The formulation of pedagogical pillars for honors education is an important first step in
identifying specific teaching behaviors for honors education. However, the actual application
of these pedagogical principles in the daily practice of honors education remains unclear. In
addition, we also do not know whether specific teacher behaviors in the daily practice of
honors education differ from teacher behaviors in regular teaching practice. Therefore, we
extend the scope of this study beyond Wolfensberger’s (2012) work by mapping teachers'
reported instructional practices, rather than focusing solely on their expectations for
(honors) students. In doing so, we aim to gain a deeper understanding of the teacher
behaviors used by the teachers in an honors setting compared to how the same teacher
behaves in the regular classroom. Using semi-structured interviews with teachers who work
in both settings, we examined which behaviors teachers report in the context of honors
education and in the context of regular bachelor’s education. To this end, we used the lens
of SDT, because it has proven to be a useful theoretical framework for gaining insight into
teacher behaviors that motivate students. Our research question is: What similarities and
differences in teaching behaviors for honors and regular bachelor’s education are reported
by teachers working in both contexts?

2. Methods

2.1 Research design

We conducted an interview study with higher education teachers in order to compare two
cases: honours and regular bachelor’s education. We chose semi-structured interviews to be
able to ask follow-up questions about teaching behaviors in real teaching situations (Boeije,
2016). This study approach allowed us to get an in-depth understanding of teaching behavior
in classes. We selected teachers who taught in both honors and regular classes within the
same institution. Our goal was to identify similarities and differences in teaching behavior at
the group level, rather than between individual teachers. In order to reduce influences of
individual teacher characteristics, we interviewed the same teachers about the two different
classroom settings.

2.2 Context

The Dutch higher education (HE) system consists of two types of institutions, each with a
different focus in their programs: research-oriented and professionally-oriented programs.
Both types of HE lead to bachelor’s and master’s degrees. Research-oriented bachelor’s
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programs last 3 years, while professionally-oriented bachelor’s programs last 4 years. In this
study, we focus on both types of bachelor’s education.

Most institutions offer honors education in addition to regular bachelor’s education. These
programs sometimes replace part of the regular bachelor’s program, but most honors
programs are extracurricular (Allen et al., 2015). This study concentrates on extracurricular
honors education.

Extracurricular honors programs are part of university-wide or departmental offerings.
Honors students spend 420-840 hours, spread over 1 to 3 years, in an honors program. They
do this in parallel with a regular bachelor’s program. Students are admitted to an honors
program at the end of the first year through a selection process based on grades, a letter of
motivation and/or a resume. Honors programs are enrichment programs that emphasize
interactivity, collaborative learning, challenge, discovery learning, critical thinking, reflection,
space for personal initiative and interests, independence, personal development and
interdisciplinarity (Allen et al., 2015; Janssen & Gramberg, 2014; Korthals, 2007). Universities
set their own goals and profiles for honors education and their own way of graduating.
Students may receive a separate honors certificate or an endorsement on their diploma
upon completion. The number of participants per class in the honors programs in the study
context is small, approximately 12 students per class (Allen et al., 2015), which allows for a
more individualized and personalized mentoring experience. Students often come from
different regular programs.

An important difference between regular bachelor’s programs and extracurricular programs
in the Netherlands is the external accreditation framework (NVAO, 2018) that bachelor’s
programs must meet. The criteria of this framework are intended learning outcomes,
teaching-learning environment, student assessment and achieved learning outcomes. An
external panel of independent experts, approved by the NVAO, evaluates these four criteria
every six years. If the evaluation is positive - i.e. the program fully meets the quality
requirements - the institution will retain its existing program accreditation. Bachelor
students' education and graduation is based on meeting these criteria.

2.3 Sample and procedure

Data were collected between September 2016 and November 2017 as part of a nationally
funded research project (project start January 2016) about teacher behavior in (the then
newly developed) higher excellence education. Data collection took place at the four Dutch
HE institutions that formed a consortium as a part of this nationally funded research project.
Two institutions offer 3-year, research-oriented bachelor’s programs and two offer 4-year,
professionally-oriented bachelor’s programs. In addition, all institutions offered
extracurricular honors education. Only teachers who taught both regular and extracurricular
honors classes were included in this study.

Participants were selected using convenience sampling (Marshall, 1996). Twelve teachers,
seven from a research university and five from a university of applied sciences, participated
in this study. Departmental coordinators at the four institutions approached three or four
teachers and asked if they would be willing to participate in the study. The first author then
received the names of these teachers and sent them an email with a letter of information.
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After confirming participation, the researcher contacted the participants by phone to
schedule the interview. We ended up talking to four faculty members from one institution,
three each from two institutions, and two from one institution. The interviews were
conducted at the participant’s preferred location and lasted between 50 and 80 minutes. To
avoid bias, the first author did not interview participants from her own institution. These
interviews were conducted by the third author.

Ten of the interviews were in Dutch; the remaining two were in English. Each interview was
recorded, transcribed verbatim, and anonymized, with the consent of the participants. All
participants participated voluntarily and signed an informed consent form. Data processing
was confidential and results cannot be traced back to individual participants. To ensure the
reliability of the data collection, participants checked the transcript for factual inaccuracies.
The study and procedure were approved by the NVMO (Netherlands Association for Medical
Education) Ethics Committee (NVMO-ERB, file number 721). Table 1 provides an overview of
the participants’ demographics: gender, years of teaching experience in regular education,
years of teaching experience in honors education and the department in which they work.

Table 1. Participant demographics

Gender Teaching experience (years) Department
Regular Honors
bachelor’s
F 5 4 International Business
F 16 8 International Business
M 3 3 Pedagogy
M 4 6,5 Law
F 32 15 Ethics
M 29 7 Biology
M 28 18 Pharmacology
M 28 5 Medicine
M 13 1 Engineering
M 35 10 Statistics
F 13 13 Biology
M 30 4 Medicine

2.4 Instrument

Semi-structured interviews were conducted using the STAR methodology (Kraal & Van den
Heuvel, 2012) to gain insight into the actions and behaviors of individual teachers in specific
teaching situations. This method consists of four steps: discuss the specific situation (S),
what was your teaching task (T), what were your actions (A) in that situation, and what was
the outcome (R) of the situation you are describing. In our study, we combined the S and R in
the first question: Can you describe an actual teaching situation (S) in which you successfully
motivated your students (R)?

In order to gain more insight into the teaching situation (S), we asked the teachers about the

group size and the year of study of the students in the selected teaching situation. In order
to better understand the teaching task (T) and role in this specific situation, we asked them
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about their focus in the teaching situation. This could be a focus on guiding students in their
learning process through workshops, feedback sessions, or mentoring. We have framed this
as a tutorial. It could also be a focus on imparting knowledge, which we have framed as a
lecture. In addition, we asked the following questions: what specific activities (A) or
behaviors did you use to motivate the students and can you give some specific examples.
The question about the outcome or result (R) of the activities and behaviors was used as an
illustration to better understand what behaviors they used in the teaching situation. The
questions asked first about the honors setting and then about the regular setting.

2.5 Data analysis

We conducted a combination of inductive and deductive analysis of the transcribed
interviews using QDA software. The unit of analysis was a coherent text fragment about a
teaching behavior in a teaching situation. The inductive coding consisted of three stages of
open, axial, and selective coding (Boeije, 2016; Hennink et al., 2010). The first author took
the lead in the coding process. During each coding stage, meetings were held with members
of the research group to discuss the process and the evolving interpretations. The purpose
of the meetings was also to reach agreement on the clusters of reported teaching behaviors.

During the open coding phase, teaching behaviors were identified inductively through
constant comparison (Patton, 2015). Each text fragment was given a code that captured its
essence in a few words. We also added the subcode “honors” or “regular” to each coded
fragment. In this phase, we identified 313 coded text fragments concerning teaching
behaviors for honors education, and 204 coded text fragments concerning teaching
behaviors for regular bachelor’s education.

In the next phase, the axial phase, similar codes were clustered, split or renamed. In order to
answer the research question, the codes were integrated around central categories. The
axial phase resulted in 23 codes for teaching behaviors for honors education, and 14 codes
for regular education. The axial code tree can be found in Appendix A.

The final phase, selective coding, involved interpretation of the codes. The first and third
author compared axial codes, made connections between codes, and examined coherence.
This phase resulted in 11 teaching behaviors. The selective codes can be found in Appendix
A. Six behaviors were characteristic of both honors and regular education, four were
characteristic of honors education, and one behavior was mentioned specifically for regular
education. Saturation was reached after eight interviews. After completing the inductive
coding, we conducted a deductive analysis using SDT as our analytical lens to identify how
teachers supported students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness through
their teaching behaviors.

3. Findings
Section 3.1 provides insight into the similar teaching behaviors that were found in both
forms of education. Section 3.2 provides insight into the teaching behaviors that we

identified only in honors education, and Section 3.3 provides insight into the teaching
behaviors that were specific to regular education. Table 2 illustrates the characteristics of
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each teaching situation (group size and year of study of the students) and the teaching task
(tutorial or lecture) in both honors and regular classes.

Table 2. Teaching situations and teaching tasks in honors and regular classes

Resp. number

Honors

Regular

Teaching situation Teaching task Teaching situation Teaching task

(S) (T)

(S) (T)

Group size  Year Group size Year
1. 15 4 Tutorial 20 4 Tutorial
2. 15 4 Lecture 27 4 Lecture
3. 18 2 Tutorial 25 2 Lecture
4, 17 2 Tutorial 20 2 Tutorial
5. 20 3 Tutorial 25 2 Tutorial
6. 15 2 Tutorial 15 1 Tutorial
7. 15 3 Lecture 80 2 Lecture
8. 8 2 Tutorial 8 2 Tutorial
9. 13 2 Tutorial 20 2 Tutorial
10. 20 2 Tutorial 25 2 Tutorial
11. 20 3 Tutorial 20 2 Tutorial
12. 20 2 Lecture 40 1 Lecture

3.1 Teaching behaviors in honors and regular education

Teachers reported six behaviors (see Table 3) that they used in both types of education, but
in somewhat different ways: organizing meetings, asking questions, being clear about
expectations, giving responsibility, building relationships with the student and with each
other, providing safety and giving trust. Table 3 shows the teaching behavior and its
description by type of education, the associated teaching method with an example, and the
number of teachers reporting the behavior. The examples have been translated from Dutch
to English, where necessary.

Table 3. Similar teaching behaviors in honors and regular education (N = 12)

Teaching Teaching method in n Teaching method in n
behavior and honors education and regular education and
description an example an example

1. Organizing Teachers use formal 11  Teachers use formal 5

meetings:
Teachers plan
meetings and use
organizational
formats to
achieve their
goals.

meetings to achieve
content goals.

They do this through
such means as
workshops, peer
review, portfolios,
essays, individual
(progress) interviews.
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2. Asking
questions:
Teachers ask
questions to get a
clear
understanding of
the student's
approach.

3. Being clear
about
expectations:
Teachers provide
structure by
giving clear
frameworks,
goals and
assessment
criteria.

"I do individual
interviews with
students to find out if
they are on the right
track and to see if
they need any help."

The purpose of the
guestions is to focus
onh progress in
personal
development.

They do this through
guestions that focus
on challenging
students to discover
what they want.

"So I don’t tell them
how to do it, but | ask
them: how are you
going to make sure
that your learning is
successful? Or how
are you going to
ensure that what you
really want to
accomplish inside
yourself is really
accomplished."

The goal is to provide
insight into the
frameworks and
playing field of the
program.

They do this by
making it clear in
advance what is set,
what they expect of
students. Some
frameworks are
needed to allow room
for student initiative

Journal of the European Honors Council 2024 7(1), 2

11

10

"I'try to set it up so
that they have to
work together and
inspire each other.”

The purpose of the 10

guestions is to focus
on progress in
mastering the subject
matter.

They do this through
guestions that focus
on looking back, and
on progress.

"With regular
students, | am then
closer to them in the
sense that | am
always asking them
how far they have
come. Where are
they."

The goal is to 11
provide insight

into the

frameworks of

the course.

They do this by
making it clear in
advance what is
set, what they
expect of
students. These
frameworks are
needed to guide



4. Giving
responsibility:
Teachers
explicitly put part
of the learning
process under the
control of the
student.

5. Building
relationships:
Teachers organize
informal
gatherings to get
to know each
other.

in how they want to
learn.

"We have just defined
seven new principles
that we want to work
on. So in the absolute
scope | say ... guys,
this is the framework.
I’m giving them a bit
of direction and
guidance: it can't go
off in all directions
anymore. Within this
structure, they have
to decide for
themselves."

They do this by
responding to
students' interests
and offering them
choices.

In addition, teachers
encourage their
students to take the
initiative and take
ownership of their
own approach.

"My strategy is to
organize it so that
they have to do a lot
themselves."

They do this to get to
know the student and
each other, and to
ensure that the
student feels seen.

They also approach
their students as
equal conversational
partners from whom
they can learn.
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what students
will learn.

“I tell them: these
are the guidelines
for your report.
The report has to
be this long, it has
to focus on this,
and you have to
apply this model
and some
theory.”

They do this by
responding to
students' interests
and offering them
choices.

"I always try, though,
not to tell them: you
have to read this
article as an
assignment, but to
say here you have 10
articles; choose one.
That already gives
them something of a
sense of freedom."

They do this to get to
know the student and
each other, and to
ensure that the
student feels seen.

12

6
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“I try to get to know
my regular students
as well as | can.”

involve them in our
own research. And we
take them seriously.”

6. Providing They do this by

safety and giving  affirming to them that
trust: Teachers they have done well,
by removing fear and

provide a safe
learning uncertainty, by
environment. providing support,

and by creating a safe

environment.

"I do my best to
provide this safe
atmosphere.”

They do this by 5
affirming to them that

they have done well,

by removing fear and
uncertainty, by

providing support,

and by creating a safe
environment.

“I try to create an
open atmosphere
where they feel safe,
they know: Okay, we
can say things.”

Table 3 shows the similar teaching behaviors. Teachers supported the three basic needs in
both types of education. By organizing meetings, asking questions, and being clear about
expectations, they provided structure, and supported the need for competence. By giving
responsibility, they supported the need for autonomy. By building relationships, providing
safety and giving trust, they showed teacher involvement, and supported the need for
relatedness. Although teachers reported similar teaching behaviors (e.g., asking questions),
we saw differences in how they were performed. Below we describe the behaviors, the
intentions behind their use by teachers, and the differences identified for honors and for
regular education.

1. Organizing meetings: supporting learning
Teachers provided structure by organizing meetings to focus on the content goals of
the program or course. They mentioned the use of lectures, workshops, and forms of
reflection in both forms of education. In addition, in their examples of honors
education, teachers also mentioned individual conversations to support personal
development, and forms of work designed to take students out of their comfort
zones, such as a boot camp or pressure-cooker weekend.

2. Asking questions: personal learning versus content-related progress

Teachers in both types of education asked questions to understand their students'
approaches and progress. In this way, they provided structure, but their intent in
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asking questions was different. Teachers consistently challenged honors students to
figure out what they needed to take the next step in their (personal) learning

process. They wanted to encourage students to discover, explore, experiment, think,
and reflect independently. In contrast, when regular education teachers asked
guestions, they wanted to get a picture of what students were thinking about, check
where they were, or how they wanted to approach it, and what they had found. All of
this in relation to mastery of the course content.

3. Being clear about expectations: providing freedom versus providing direction
In both types of education, teachers provided structure by clarifying expectations. In
honors education, teachers were explicit about the end goal, the criteria, the
deadlines, the background information, and the expectations, and then left room for
students to figure out the how. In this way, teachers leveled the playing field for
honors students. In the regular classroom, teachers provided clarity about what
students needed to know and do to pass the course, what guidelines they needed to
follow, and where their professional boundaries lay.

4. Giving responsibility: full versus partial responsibility
Teachers gave responsibility to their students for ‘the what and how’ of their
learning. They did so with the intention of matching their students' interests and
supporting their need for autonomy. However, the degree of responsibility differed
from one type of education to the other. In honors education, teachers encouraged
their students to take full responsibility for their own learning, to ask for feedback,
and to decide for themselves what they wanted to learn. In regular education,
teachers encouraged their students to make their own content choices within the
course (e.g., choosing the topic of an assignment, the company for the internship,
who they wanted to work with, studying something extra).

5. Building relationships: building relationship of equality versus building a relationship
Teachers wanted to build relationships with both groups of students to get to know
each other better. In doing so, they supported the need for relatedness. They felt it
was important for students to feel known and seen. In addition, within the honors
classroom, teachers wanted to strengthen the bond with their students by learning
from and with each other. They approached their honors students as equal partners
in a discussion in which both teacher and student were open about how they felt
about the topic.

6. Providing safety and giving trust
Teachers aimed to provide a safe environment for all their students, where openness
and trust were central. To achieve this, they approached their students in a positive
way to give them confidence. They wanted to create an environment where every
student dared to speak up, dared to be open, and dared to experiment. Teachers saw
this form of teacher involvement as a foundation for learning and growth for all
students. We found no differences in the practice of this teaching behavior between
honors and regular classrooms.
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Teachers reported four teaching behaviors that they used only in honors classes. These were
(see Table 4): providing tailored guidance, using an open approach to assignments,
encouraging finding one's own potential, and being easily accessible. Table 4 presents the
teaching behavior and its description, the associated teaching method, the number of
teachers who reported this behavior, and an example. The examples have been translated
from Dutch to English, where necessary.

Table 4. Teaching behaviors in honors education (N = 12)

Honors Teaching method n Example
teaching
behavior and
description
1. Tailored They do this by 12 "With honors students, it depends on
guidance: explaining content in the moment. And when | notice that
Teachers adapt  different ways, they've dropped out for a moment, |
to what they challenging the student, take a step back myself. And then |
believe the providing personalized tell the story again in a different
student needs  feedback, consciously way.”
at that staying more in the
moment. background to let

things happen, or

intentionally not

explaining everything.
2. Open They do this by giving 9 "..and they get a job that the client
approach to students a lot of space is going to pitch, then they get to
assignments: and freedom in how choose which one they like the most,
Teachers they want to approach and then they do an intake interview
formulate the assignment. The with the client. And then they agree
large, complex assignments include with that client what the moments of
assignments challenging students to contact are, what their dealings are,
with open- step out of their and then they have to make their
ended comfort zone. The own schedule, and then they also
outcomes. teacher is often at a have to tell the client: this is how we

distance. are going to do it next year. But

other than that, they have to figure it
out for themselves.”

3. Finding one's They do this by allowing 8  "Know, want, can, do. Knowing is

own potential:
Teachers
encourage
students to
grow and
discover their
potential.

students to become
and know themselves.
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where it starts. And then the desire,
“What are your dreams, what are
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your drives? What do you need

now?"
4. Providing They do this by 4 "My door is always open, and my
easy accessto  responding quickly to app, phone, and computer are
Support: email, making time for always responsive."
Teachers are students, and being
available to present.
students.

Table 4 shows the specific teaching behaviors for honors education. From an SDT
perspective, these behaviors address two of the three basic needs: autonomy and
competence. Tailored guidance was characterized by a carefully considered balance
between providing structure and supporting autonomy, allowing teachers to respond to
what individual students needed in the moment. In one situation, they might challenge a
student to step out of their comfort zone and figure things out on their own; in another,
they might explain concepts in a different way. Feedback was highly personalized. Teachers
indicated that they were able to provide this tailored guidance because they knew their
students well and were therefore aware of their current educational needs. Their goal was
to promote student agency in learning.

Teachers also supported autonomy in two other ways. By teachers taking an open approach
to assignments, students were given tasks that broadened or deepened their knowledge,
rather than relying on prior experience or routines. Teachers felt that the open nature of the
task, with limited directions and an open-ended outcome, provided a great deal of room for
individual approaches, planning and solutions. Through the teaching behavior of finding
one's own potential, they let students discover for themselves who they were, what they
wanted, and what they could handle. They supported this journey of discovery with
guestionnaires or self-scans. In addition, they encouraged students to formulate personal
and/or professional goals by asking, for example, “Where do you want to be in two years?”

Teachers supported the need for competence through one type of structure behavior. They
reported providing easy access to support students with questions, responding quickly to
emails or phone calls, and allowing students to walk in without making an appointment.

3.3 Teaching behaviors in reqgular education

Teachers reported one teaching behavior that they used only in regular education (see Table
5): a step-by-step approach. Table 5 shows the teaching behavior and its description, the
associated teaching method, the number of teachers who reported this behavior, and an
example. The example has been translated from Dutch to English.
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Table 5. Teaching behaviors in regular education (N = 12)

Regular Teaching method n Example

teaching

behavior

regular and

description

1. Step-by-step They do this by giving 10 " Making sure they understand
approach: lots of real-life ... So it's also a lot of training. So
Teachers guide examples and support to the extent of: Hey, you have
students step-by- to make the content to pass the course and I'm just
step by explaining more recognizable or going to help you pass the

how to prepare by clarifying the why course. And then I'm just going
for and approach  of the assignment. to give you insight into what
the assignment. your thought process is and how

you can take steps in that to

master this subject. So that's
much more content-oriented,
subject-oriented.”

Table 5 shows the specific teaching behavior for regular education. Teachers met the need
for competence by providing structure through the use of a step-by-step approach to help
students understand and apply the course content. They supported them by breaking the
course into smaller pieces and providing resources, such as presentation format, knowledge
clips, roadmaps, handouts, and/or feedback forms. Their intention was to make the course
material easy to understand, thereby increasing the likelihood that students would complete
the course. In addition, they were focused on helping their students become highly
educated, autonomous professionals by providing useful and recognizable content examples
and practical support for professional learning.

4. Conclusion and discussion

Our research question was: What similarities and differences in teaching behaviors for
honors and regular bachelor’s education are reported by teachers working in both contexts?
We interviewed teachers who taught in both honors and regular classes within the same
institution and used the analytical lens of SDT. We found a number of behaviors that
recurred in both settings, sometimes performed somewhat differently. We also found some
specific teaching behaviors for honors and regular education.

Discussion

4.1 Similarities in teaching behavior

All three basic needs were supported in both educational settings, sometimes through the
same teaching behaviors. In both contexts, teachers aimed to guide students toward
becoming highly educated, autonomous professionals. They provided a foundation for
addressing the need for competence by asking questions and working with an array of
meetings. In addition, they emphasized the importance of clearly communicating
expectations about what students need to know and do to pass the course, all within a safe
environment where teachers and students have established relationships. To support
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students’ autonomy, they gave them responsibility for making content choices that matched
their interest in becoming autonomous professionals. One notable example of differences in
the application of these teaching behaviors in the honors and regular classrooms was seen in
the giving of responsibility. In the honors context, teachers expressed their intention to
challenge students to take ownership and initiative in their own learning process, focusing
on personal development. In this way, they gave responsibility to the students.

Effective teaching practices include supporting all three basic needs (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Reeve, 2009). Our findings show that teachers report making a
genuine effort to meet the educational needs of all students through similar teaching
behaviors. Comparing our findings with Wolfensberger’s (2012) study, we found that the
SDT teaching behaviors of supporting autonomy, providing structure, and teacher
involvement were used by teachers in both forms of education. In doing so, the teachers
demonstrated that these teaching behaviors were relevant to them in both contexts.

4.2 Differences in teaching behavior

In honors education, there is more variation in teaching behaviors in terms of supporting the
need for autonomy and the need for competence. Honors teachers actively support their
students’ autonomy by challenging them through open-ended assignments and by helping
them find their own potential. In addition they provide structure by tailoring guidance to
what students need at a particular time and by providing easy access to support. In regular
teaching, teachers provided structure through a step-by-step approach. This is a systematic
approach that breaks the course down into manageable steps, allowing students to apply
and understand the material gradually.

The explanation for the main differences in teaching behaviors between honors and regular
education was the different focus of the learning process. Honors education emphasizes
personal development and individual learning, while regular education focuses on preparing
students to become autonomous professionals. The broader repertoire of need-supportive
behaviors in honors education raises questions about what causes these differences and
whether regular education could also benefit from this broader repertoire.

Other factors that may explain the differences in teaching behavior between honors and
regular education are group size and the focus of the teaching task. All group sizes in honors
education were smaller than or equal to those in regular education. In addition, in honors
education, most teachers reported that their task was guiding the learning process through
workshops, feedback sessions, or mentoring. Even when focused on imparting knowledge in
a lecture, the group size in honors was smaller than in regular bachelor’s education. In
smaller classes, teachers have more time to attend to individual students, which can lead to
more individualized instruction, a greater scope for innovation, student-centered teaching,
and student engagement in academic activities (Hattie, 2009; Kember, 1997).

A third explanation of the differences in teaching behaviors is that extracurricular honors
education, unlike regular education, is not subject to external testing and accreditation
requirements (NVAO, 2018). Because they do not offer a full curriculum, teachers in honors
education are not constrained by policy restrictions or "pressure from above" (Pelletier et
al., 2002), which explains why they experience more autonomy in supporting students'
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personal learning processes. Mehta and Fine (2019) also found that autonomy support is
primarily available at the periphery of schools, such as in elective and extracurricular
(honors) programs.

In addition, honors education offers programs specifically designed for students who want
more and can do more (Wolfensberger, 2015) and selects these students before the start. As
a result, honors teachers may have higher expectations for their honors students from the
start. Studies in elementary and secondary education have found that teachers with high
expectations use different instructional practices than teachers with low expectations
(Brophy & Good, 1970; Denessen et al., 2020; Rubie-Davies, 2007). Hornstra et al. (2018)
found that in secondary education, students perceived the teaching approach as more
supportive of their needs when their teachers had high expectations for them. To our
knowledge, this has not been further investigated in higher education. In our study, we
found that high expectations manifested as teachers’ trust in honors students, which was
evident in challenging them with complex, open-ended tasks and fostering their personal
development through letting them take responsibility and take the initiative.

4.3 Limitations and follow-up research

Although this study provides valuable insights into teaching behaviors, it has certain
limitations that should be acknowledged. First, it is important to note that this qualitative
study was conducted in a Dutch HE context and involved a limited number of teachers from
four institutions. To gain more comprehensive understanding of teaching behaviors in HE
and the underlying mechanisms, extending the study to other European countries might
provide additional insights and identify potential patterns in different contexts. A second
limitation relates to the self-reported nature of the data, as teachers described situations
that they remembered as successful. It is unclear whether these reported teaching behaviors
are representative of what teachers do regularly in their classrooms or whether they were
occasional successful instances. In addition, the study lacks information about the specific
interactions between teachers and their students. Conducting an observational study in HE
would provide a more detailed perspective on teachers’ instructional practices and their
actual interactions with students. This is particularly important because existing
observational studies of SDT teaching practices have predominantly focused on secondary
schools and secondary vocational institutions (e.g., Cents-Boonstra et al., 2020; Haerens et
al., 2013; Reeve et al., 2004; Van den Berghe et al., 2013, 2016). Furthermore, it is crucial to
note that the study was conducted in extracurricular honors education and regular
bachelor’s education in a broad sense. However, there are also components within regular
bachelor’s programs where teachers have more freedom and are potentially less affected by
accountability pressures. Therefore, a follow-up study of teaching behaviors in regular
bachelor’s programs could examine these areas of freedom, such as minors and other
electives, to see if parallels can be drawn with the teaching behaviors identified in honors
education. A final limitation is that we did not examine the convictions and beliefs of HE
teachers. However, we asked them about their intentions to use certain teaching behaviors
to meet students' needs. Follow-up research on the relationship between beliefs and need-
supportive teaching behavior in higher education would be a valuable addition.
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4.4 Conclusion

All three basic needs were supported in both educational settings. We found a number of
behaviors that recurred in both settings, sometimes performed somewhat differently. We
also found some specific teaching behaviors for honors and regular education. Characteristic
of regular bachelor’s education is that teachers provide structure through a step-by-step
approach. Characteristic of honors education is more variation in teaching behaviors in
terms of supporting autonomy and the need for competence. Honors teachers trust their
students to take ownership and initiative in their own learning process.

Funding
This work was supported by The Netherlands Initiative for Education Research (NRO) [NRO
project number 405-15-602].

References

Allan, C. (2011). Exploring the experience of ten Australian honours students. Higher
Education Research & Development, 30(4), 421-433.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2010.524194

Allen, J., Belfi, B., Van der Velden, R., Jongbloed, B. W. A., Kolster, R., Westerheijden, D. F.,
Van Broekhoven, K., Leest, B., & Wolbers, M. (2015). 'Het beste uit studenten': Onderzoek
naar de werking van het Sirius Programma om excellentie in het hoger onderwijs te
bevorderen ['Getting the best out of students': Exploring how the Sirius Programme works to
promote excellence in higher education]. ITS/ROA/CHEPS. http://doc.utwente.nl/98812/

Boeije, H. (2016). Analyseren in kwalitatief onderzoek: Denken en doen (2nd ed.) [Analyzing
in qualitative research: thinking and doing]. Boom.

Brophy, J. E., & Good, T., L. (1970). Teachers' communication of differential expectations for
children's classroom performance: Some behavioral data. Journal of Educational Psychology,
61(5), 365-374. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0029908

Cents-Boonstra, M., Lichtwarck-Aschoff, A., Denessen, E., Aelterman, N., & Haerens, L.
(2020). Fostering student engagement with motivating teaching: An observation study of
teacher and student behaviours. Research Papers in Education, 36(6), 754-779.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2020.1767184

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human
behavior. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-2271-7

Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2000). The "what" and "why" of goal pursuits: Human needs and
the self-determination of behavior. Psychological Inquiry, 11(4), 227-268.
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327965PLI1104 01

Journal of the European Honors Council 2024 7(1), 2


https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2010.524194
http://doc.utwente.nl/98812/
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0029908
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2020.1767184
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-2271-7
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327965PLI1104_01

Page 18 of 23

Denessen, E., Keller, A., van den Bergh, L., & van den Broek, P. (2020). Do teachers treat their
students differently? An observational study on teacher-student Interactions as a function of
teacher expectations and student achievement. Education Research International, 2020,
2471956. https://doi.org/10.1155/2020/2471956

Gramberg, E., Van der Ham, S., & Heemskerk-Zwetsloot, R. (2015). Overall auditrapport
Sirius Programma 2008-2014. Niet reguleren, maar uitdagen; de vele wegen die leiden naar
excellentie [Overall audit report Sirius Program 2008-2014. Not regulate, but challenge; the
many paths that lead to excellence]. Sirius Programma. Retrieved from
https://adoc.pub/niet-reguleren-maar-uitdagen-de-vele-wegen-die-leiden-naar-e.html

Haerens, L., Aelterman, N., Van den Berghe, L., de Meyer, J., Soenens, B., & Vansteenkiste,
M. (2013). Observing physical education teachers' need-supportive interactions in classroom
settings. Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 35(1), 3-17.
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.35.1.3

Hattie, J. A. C. (2009). Visible learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to
achievement. Routledge.

Hennink, M., Hutter, I., & Bailey, A. (2010). Qualitative research methods. SAGE.

Hornstra, L., Stroet, K., van Eijden, E., Goudsblom, J., & Roskamp, C. (2018). Teacher
expectation effects on need-supportive teaching, student motivation, and engagement: A
self-determination perspective. Educational Research and Evaluation, 24(3-5), 324-345.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13803611.2018.1550841

Janssen, M., & Gramberg, E. (2014). Manifest voor het excellentieonderwijs voor de toekomst

[Manifesto for excellence education for the future]. Hogeschool van Amsterdam en Sirius

Programma. Retrieved from https://research.hva.nl/en/publications/manifest-voor-het-
excellentieonderwijs-van-de-toekomst

Kazemier, K. M., Offringa, G. J., Eggens, L., & Wolfensberger, M. V. C. (2014). Motivatie,
leerstrategieén en voorkeur voor doceerbenadering van honoursstudenten in het hbo
[Motivation, learning strategies and preferred teaching approach of honours students in
hbo]. Tijdschrift voor Hoger Onderwijs, 4(1), 106-123.

Kember, D. (1997). A reconceptualisation of the research into university academics'
conceptions of teaching. Learning and Instruction, 7(3), 255-275.
https://doi.org/10.1016/50959-4752(96)00028-X

Korthals, A. H. (2007). Wegen voor talent. Final report by Commissie Ruim Baan voor Talent
[Routes for talent. Final report by Commissie Ruim Baan voor Talent].

Kraal, W., & Van den Heuvel, S. (2012). De STAR Methode [The STAR method]. Van Duuren
Media B.V.

Long, A., & Mullins, D. (2012). Honors around the globe. Journal of the National Collegiate

Journal of the European Honors Council 2024 7(1), 2


https://doi.org/10.1155/2020/2471956
https://adoc.pub/niet-reguleren-maar-uitdagen-de-vele-wegen-die-leiden-naar-e.html
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.35.1.3
https://doi.org/10.1080/13803611.2018.1550841
https://research.hva.nl/en/publications/manifest-voor-het-excellentieonderwijs-van-de-toekomst
https://research.hva.nl/en/publications/manifest-voor-het-excellentieonderwijs-van-de-toekomst
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0959-4752(96)00028-X

Page 19 of 23

Honors Council, 13(2), 1-6.
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1559&context=nchcjournal

Marshall, M. N. (1996). Sampling for qualitative research. Family Practice, 13(6), 522-526.
https://doi.org/10.1093/fampra/13.6.522

Mehta, J., & Fine, S. (2019). In search of deeper learning: The quest to remake the American
high school. Harvard University Press.

Niemiec, C. P., & Ryan, R. M. (2009). Autonomy, competence, and relatedness in the
classroom: Applying self-determination theory to educational practice. Theory and Research
in Education, 7(2), 133-144. https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878509104318

NVAO. (2018). Assessment framework for the higher accreditation system of the

Netherlands. NVAO. Retrieved from

https://www.nvao.net/files/attachments/.139/Assessment Framework for the Higher Ed
ucation Accreditation System of the Netherlands 2018.pdf

OECD. (2019). Benchmarking higher education system performance. OECD Publishing.
Retrieved from https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/content/publication/be5514d7-en

Patall, E. A., Cooper, H., & Wynn, S. R. (2010). The effectiveness and relative importance of
choice in the classroom. Journal of Educational Psychology, 102(4), 896-915.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019545

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation methods: Integrating theory and
practice (4th ed.). SAGE.

Pelletier, L. G., Séguin-Lévesque, C., & Legault, L. (2002). Pressure from above and pressure
from below as determinants of teachers' motivation and teaching behaviors. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 94(1), 186-196. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.94.1.186

Reeve, J. (2009). Why teachers adopt a controlling motivating style toward students and how
they can become more autonomy supportive. Educational Psychologist, 44(3), 159-175.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520903028990

Reeve, J., Jang, H., Carrell, D., Jeon, S., & Barch, J. (2004). Enhancing students' engagement
by increasing teachers' autonomy support. Motivation and Emotion, 28(2), 147-169.
https://doi.org/10.1023/b:moem.0000032312.95499.6f

Rubie-Davies, C. M. (2007). Classroom interactions: Exploring the practices of high- and low-
expectation teachers. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 77(2), 289-306.
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709906X101601

Scager, K., Akkerman, S. F., Pilot, A., & Wubbels, T. (2013). How to persuade honors students
to go the extra mile: Creating a challenging learning environment. High Ability Studies, 24(2),
115-134. https://doi.org/10.1080/13598139.2013.841092

Journal of the European Honors Council 2024 7(1), 2


https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1559&context=nchcjournal
https://doi.org/10.1093/fampra/13.6.522
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878509104318
https://www.nvao.net/files/attachments/.139/Assessment_Framework_for_the_Higher_Education_Accreditation_System_of_the_Netherlands_2018.pdf
https://www.nvao.net/files/attachments/.139/Assessment_Framework_for_the_Higher_Education_Accreditation_System_of_the_Netherlands_2018.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/content/publication/be5514d7-en
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019545
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.94.1.186
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520903028990
https://doi.org/10.1023/b:moem.0000032312.95499.6f
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709906X101601
https://doi.org/10.1080/13598139.2013.841092

Page 20 of 23

Sierens, E., Vansteenkiste, M., Goossens, L., Soenens, B., & Dochy, F. J. R. C. (2009). The
synergistic relationship of perceived autonomy support and structure in the prediction of
self-regulated learning. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 79(1), 57-68.
https://doi.org/10.1348/000709908X304398

Skinner, E. A., & Belmont, M. J. (1993). Motivation in the classroom: Reciprocal effects of
teacher behavior and student engagement across the school year. Journal of Educational
Psychology, 85(4), 571-581. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.85.4.571

Van den Berghe, L., Cardon, G., Tallir, I., Kirk, D., & Haerens, L. (2016). Dynamics of need-
supportive and need-thwarting teaching behavior: The bidirectional relationship with
student engagement and disengagement in the beginning of a lesson. Physical Education and
Sport Pedagogy, 21(6), 653-670. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2015.1115008

Van den Berghe, L., Soenens, B., Vansteenkiste, M., Aelterman, N., Cardon, G., Tallir, |. B., &
Haerens, L. (2013). Observed need-supportive and need-thwarting teaching behavior in
physical education: Do teachers' motivational orientations matter? Psychology of Sport &
Exercise, 14(5), 650-661. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2013.04.006

Vansteenkiste, M., Sierens, E., Goossens, Soenens, B., Dochy, F., Mouratidis, A., Aelterman,
N., Haerens, L., & Beyers, W. (2012). Identifying configurations of perceived teacher
autonomy support and structure: Associations with self-regulated learning, motivation and
problem behavior. Learning and Instruction, 22(6), 431-439.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2012.04.002

Wolfensberger, M. V. C. (2012). Teaching for excellence: Honors pedagogies revealed.
Waxmann Verlag.

Wolfensberger, M. V. C. (2015). Talent development in European higher education: Honors
programs in the Benelux, Nordic and German-speaking countries. Springer Open.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-12919-8

Journal of the European Honors Council 2024 7(1), 2


https://doi.org/10.1348/000709908X304398
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.85.4.571
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2015.1115008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2013.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2012.04.002
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-12919-8

Appendix A. Axial and selective codes

Page 21 of 23

Code tree axial coding

Selective coding

Main codes and subcodes for honors and for regular education

Teaching behaviors
for both honors and
regular education

Main code honors: organizing meetings

Subcodes:
H1. Working with different teaching methods
H2. Organizing meetings

Main code regular: working with different teaching methods
Subcode:
R1. Working with different teaching methods

Organizing meetings

Main code honors: asking questions
Subcodes:

H3. Questioning

H4. Setting own goals

Main code regular: checking questions and being directive
Subcodes:

R2. Asking check questions

R3. Being directive/controlling

Asking questions

Main code honors: being clear about expectations
Subcodes:

H5. Being clear about expectations

H6. Explanation of background example

Main code regular: providing clear frameworks
Subcodes:
R4. Clear frameworks and outline program
R5. Being clear about expectations

Being clear about
expectations
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Main code honors: giving responsibility
Subcodes

H7. Fostering ownership

H8. Giving responsibility

Main code regular: allow self-determination of some of the
content
Subcodes:

R6. Let students determine part of the content

R7. Encouragement

R8. Making small (sub)groups

R9. Challenge students

Giving responsibility

Main code honors: equivalence and building relationships
Subcodes:

H9. Discovering and learning together

H10. Equivalent approach

H11. Building relationships with the student

Main code regular: building relationships with the student and

each other
Subcode:
R10. Getting to know/ bond with students

Building relationships

Main code honors: providing safety and giving trust
Subcodes:

H12. Providing safety

H13. Giving trust

H14. Giving confirmation

Main code regular: providing safety and giving trust
Subcodes:
R11. Creating a safe atmosphere

Providing safety and
giving trust

Main codes with subcodes for honors education

Teaching behaviors
for honors education
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Main code: tailored guidance
Subcodes:
H15. Tailored guidance
H16. Staying in the background
H17. Giving individual feedback

Tailored guidance

Main code: open approach to assignments
Subcodes:
H18. Open approach to assignments
H19. Challenging in-depth assignment

Open approach
to assignments

Main code: finding one's own potential
Subcodes:
H20. Allowing self-discovery
H21. Encouraging to expand boundaries
H22. Finding one's own potential

Finding one's own
potential

Main code: providing easy access to support
Subcode:
H23. Easily accessible

Providing easy access
to support

Main codes and subcodes for regular education

Teaching behaviors
for regular education

Main code: step-by-step approach
Subcodes:
R12. Step-by-step approach
R13. Explaining
R14. Indicating the rationale

Step-by-step
approach

Note The subcodes for honors education start with the letter H. The subcodes for regular education begin with

the letter R.
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