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This study explores the perceptions of university students, teachers, and researchers on what constitutes a ‘good
class’ in higher education. Using qualitative data from 733 participants at a large Portuguese public university, the study
applies Bronfenbrenner's ecological model to identify three key systems influencing these perceptions: microsystem,
mesosystem, and exosystem. The microsystem highlights the importance of student-teacher interactions, teaching skills, and
student engagement. The mesosystem emphasizes pedagogical methods, advocating for interactive and innovative teaching
approaches, while the exosystem focuses on structural factors like class size and facilities. The findings reveal the critical
role of these systems in shaping class quality, offering insights for improving higher education by aligning teaching practices
with the expectations of students and educators. The study also calls for pedagogical innovation to address contemporary
challenges and meet diverse student needs, providing valuable guidance for educators and policymakers.

higher education; learning; student engagement; teaching method; pedagogical innovation.
121; 123; 125; 128; A22; C38.
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Current societal challenges have extended to Higher Education, requiring changes in how teaching is
conceptualised and operationalised. Globalisation, changes in pedagogical theories and practices, and
technological advancements (van Dijk et al. 2020), especially relevant in a post-pandemic period, pushed
academia to a transition to andrological methods and adaptations to the digital generation, transforming how the
classroom is conceptualised. Recent analyses of global higher education also highlight how structural and
societal challenges continue to reshape teaching and learning practices (Tonkonog 2025).

Although the core mission of higher education remains the transmission of knowledge to prepare students
for their careers and enhance human capital (Olo, Correia, and Rego 2021), several factors have shifted the
focus in organizing the pedagogical offerings. These factors include changes in student profiles, an increasing
number of university students, growing internationalisation, and the ambition to improve the quality of higher
education (Berbegal-Mirabent, Mas-Machuca, and Marimon 2018). The importance of student and teacher
involvement has been recognized even when integrating information and communication technologies (ICT) in a
pedagogical manner that highlights its usefulness (Dumpit and Fernandez 2017). Given the importance of class
quality in higher education and the need to engage academic communities in addressing these issues, it is
essential to understand the factors that influence perceptions of a good class.

One way to conceptualise the interaction between teachers and students and how they bring and adapt to
pedagogical innovation is using Bronfenbrenner’'s ecology of human development (1979, 1995) as a foundational
rationale. The work of Bronfenbrenner on the analysis of individual human development emphasises the impact of
interconnected environmental systems on human development over time, from immediate family and school
interactions to broader cultural and societal influences (Bronfenbrenner 1979). Shortly, the microsystem includes
the immediate environments where people interact directly, (e.g., classrooms); the mesosystem refers to the
interrelations among the microsystems (e.g., family-school interactions); the exosystem encompasses broader
cultural, economic, and societal influences that affect higher education, such as the policies and practices of the
university administration or curriculum changes; and the macrosystem encompasses the several groups with
shared values or beliefs in which the student is embedded, such as the culture and subculture of the academic
institution. The influence of complex bioecological systems has been recognized for decades in how high-
education students learn (e.g., Bluteau, Clouder, and Cureton 2017) and engage (Skinner et al. 2022). Examining
these systems also provides valuable insights into students' characteristics (Kitchen et al. 2019; Mulisa 2019).

Pedagogical innovation is a crucial theme in education (Law 2014). Traditional teaching methods based on
transmission and memorization are being challenged and replaced by more innovative approaches (Carvalho et
al. 2021). These new methods shift the role of the teacher towards that of a facilitator of learning. In this model,
the student is central to the learning process and plays a crucial role in making decisions about their education
(Carvalho et al. 2021; Freire 2014)

While implementing and widely accepting these new methods is necessary, it is also important to maintain
their initial characteristics (Walder 2014). Pedagogical innovation contributes to creating and disseminating
knowledge, helping education achieve new goals and processes and promoting significant changes in
perspectives (Law 2014). This innovation has been shown to improve student motivation and deepen learning
experiences (Carvalho et al. 2021). Authors have also noted the importance of integrating new technologies into
the educational context alongside new teaching practices to avoid reverting to conservative pedagogical methods,
even when they appear modern (Galeano-Salgado and Alvarez-Rivadulla 2025).

While much has been written about innovative pedagogical practices and the need to implement them in
the classroom (e.g., Santos, Figueiredo, and Vieira 2019; Suyo-Vega, Fernandez-Bedoya, and Meneses-La-Riva
2024), there is still no consensus on what constitutes quality teaching in higher education (van Dijk et al. 2020).
The quest for quality in higher education is multifaceted, and there is paradoxical evidence of its most important
components. Rather than viewing education as the delivery of knowledge, contemporary approaches increasingly
conceptualize learning as a situated, relational, and socially mediated process (Rogoff, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978).
This shift emphasizes the importance of participation, dialogue, and the co-construction of meaning in learning
environments. In this light, the notion of a "good class" cannot be reduced to predefined criteria or universal
metrics of effectiveness. Instead, it must be understood in relation to the social practices, roles, and interactions
that take place within specific institutional and cultural contexts. The perspectives of both students and teachers
are similar regarding the value attributed to the teacher-student relationship (Dicker et al. 2019). However,
blended learning has shown equivalent learning outcomes despite significantly reduced classroom time between
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30 and 80% (Mdller and Mildenberger 2021). Students appreciate classes that are less lecture-focused (Glvendir
2014) and more participatory (O'Connor 2013), but still highly value the ability of the teacher to explain content
clearly (Reverter-Masia and Hernandez-Gonzalez 2021). More insight is needed into how university teachers
should balance these demands to integrate new pedagogical and learning theories while keeping the perception
of a good class.

Understanding what constitutes a good class in higher education is multifaceted, influenced by various
factors ranging from individual perceptions to broader systemic structures within educational institutions. In this
context, the perceptions of both students and teachers play a crucial role in shaping the discourse around
educational quality. This paper seeks to delve into these perceptions, examining and assessing the discourses
around education provision, expectations and quality — and how these elements interplay to contribute to the
conceptions of a good higher education class.

The targeted population comprised the academic community of the University of Porto. Around 2200 teaching
faculty and 34000 students were invited by email to participate in the study. The final sample included 733
participants. Participants were from 13 different departments and faculties of a large Portuguese public university.
Four participants were affiliated with other Portuguese universities. Table 1 presents the participants’ type of
affiliation to the University. The majority of the sample was comprised of first year bachelor students, while
researchers were the smaller group in the sample. No other information regarding the participants was collected.

Table 1. Participants’ type of affiliation to the university.

Affiliation n
1stYear Bachelor Students 254
2nd/ 31d Year Bachelor Students 196
Master's Students 133
PhD Students 39
Professors 85
Researchers 4
Other* 25

* Erasmus/mobility students, students of other courses, participants that indicated more than one category, and retired
professors.

The procedures for this study were performed in line with the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki. The
(blinded for peer review) Ethics Committee conducted a preliminary review of our study design. Following an
initial assessment confirming that data collection did not involve identifiable respondent information, the
Committee determined that the study was exempt from IRB review (November 10, 2023). The Pedagogical
Council then sent an email invitation to all students and teaching staff. Participants voluntarily completed an
anonymous online form, which included their affiliation type within the university and the open-ended question:
"What makes a good class?" The questionnaire remained accessible for one week.

In this study, we adopted a relativist ontological position, recognizing that perceptions of a "good class" are
diverse and constructed through the individual experiences of participants within their educational contexts. This
ontological stance aligns with the belief that each participant's social and academic realities are dynamic and
shaped by a multitude of interconnected factors (Smith, Sparkes, and Caddick 2014). As such, we approached
this research with constructionist epistemology, seeking to interpret and understand the participants' experiences
and perceptions from their perspectives, acknowledging the role of individual agency in shaping their
understanding of classroom quality. The researchers acknowledge that these perceptions are dynamic and
influenced by various interconnected factors, such as technological integration, pedagogical innovation, and the
teacher-student relationship. By focusing on the participants' unique perspectives, the study aims to explore how
they construct their understanding of classroom quality, using Bronfenbrenner's bioecological systems theory as a
guiding framework. Reflexivity was maintained throughout to ensure an accurate and nuanced interpretation of
the data.
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Data were analyzed using QSR Nvivo 12 (Version 2012) to identify and comprehend patterns of meaning
across the answers (Braun and Clarke 2012). Based on the research question ‘What constitutes a good class for
members of the academic community?’ and after familiarizing with the data, a systematic coding process was
carried out. Answers with similar meanings were inductively synthesised into categories and themes. After
refining and defining these categories, three themes were created: 1) microsystem; 2) mesosystem; 3)
exosystem. In addition to the theoretical saturation and information power model, triangulation strategies were
applied to ensure the rigour and quality of the analysis. These included: i) researchers’ triangulation; and ii) theory
triangulation (Carter et al. 2014). AM and CG analysed the answers and identified the themes and categories,
defining the coding framework. All other authors accompanied the process and collaborated to build the final
coding tree. During the process of triangulation, the authors realized that there were vertices in common with
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, therefore, the naming of the themes and data organization were
aligned. All disagreements were discussed between the authors and resolved by consensus. Finally, the most
illustrative verbatim quotes were selected and translated. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979)

Results showed that three main systems influence a good class: microsystem, mesosystem, and exosystem
(Figure 1).

Figure 1. Thematic map of students’ and teachers’ perceptions of ‘what makes a good class’.

Microsystem Mesosystem Exosystem
Class time
Resources management
Content
Eft Class environment
Roles‘a_n_d‘ Interpersonal Roles‘a_n_d‘ ects Pedagogical Dynamic and
responsibilities relationships responsibilities o and ractices didatic
of teachers P! of students impacts P Facilities
Structure and
organization Evaluation
restructuring

Balance between theory
and practice

Universal access to highe
education

| Translations | I Students per class |

It was immediately apparent that the microsystem, which refers to the roles of teachers and students, their
relationships, and the effects of classes, is the most influential system on perceptions of what constitutes a good
class. Participants identified specific roles and responsibilities of teachers that significantly shape these
perceptions. They generally emphasized the importance of a good teacher, which can be grouped into three sub-
categories: teaching competencies, interpersonal skills, and professional attitudes. Regarding teaching
competencies, participants highlighted communication skills, as well as the interest, motivation, and dedication of
teachers, as central elements of a good class. Additionally, they mentioned the importance of encouraging
student participation, adaptability, and the use of humor and creativity. Interpersonal skills were associated with
the teacher’s ability to be captivating, empathetic, and understanding, and to be available to clarify doubts.
Concerning professional attitudes, participants pointed out the need for scientific rigor and proactivity.

Interpersonal relationships were frequently mentioned in participants' answers, with an emphasis on
interaction. Participants believed that a good class depends on close interaction between teachers and students,
which reduces power dynamics and increases students' confidence and motivation. One participant stated, ‘A
good class must have good interaction between students and teachers, but above all, it must not have positions
of power that could reduce students' confidence in expressing their ideas and being able to learn’ (A401, PhD
student, Sport Science). Additionally, the values guiding interactions influence perceptions of a good class.
Participants felt that classes should be framed by values such as respect, liberty, equity, and empathy. Effective
communication between stakeholders and horizontal sharing logic were also identified as key elements of a good
class.

Also, the roles and responsibilities of students for the existence of good classes were highlighted.
Students' engagement, participation, motivation, attention, and interest seem to influence the existence of good
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classes. Moreover, students' behavior in classes - specifically being quiet, using critical thinking, and respecting
the teachers - seems to be a prerequisite for good classes.

The effects and impacts classes can have on students were identified as key elements of a good class,
such as enhancing critical thinking and curiosity, being engaging, providing a sense of fulfillment, promoting the
acquisition of new knowledge, and creating positive experiences.

Initially, the mesosystem was conceived as interactions between different microsystems where individuals
are involved. However, adjustments were made to focus on interactions between the organizational systems of
teachers (before and during classes) and students within this study. Participants emphasized that the quality of a
class is highly dependent on the pedagogical practices employed. They highlighted interactive teaching methods
such as debates, examples, application exercises, innovative approaches (e.g., field trips, quizzes, games),
linking content to practical applications and future professions, and addressing student doubts. Additionally, they
emphasized the need for integrating challenges, using questioning techniques, fostering teamwork, providing
feedback, and employing technologies to enhance class presentations. Furthermore, participants identified
pedagogical practices that promote co-construction of knowledge and democratic learning processes, as well as
effective class management. They stressed the importance of practices that deepen understanding and
summarize learning content. Some participants also mentioned the use of the flipped classroom model.

Participants emphasized that a good class should be dynamic and didactic, fostering interest, stimulation,
attention, and motivation. As one participant stated: ‘Didactic and dynamic so that everyone understands the
content and remains awake during the process.” (A382, Master Student, Engineering). Resources and the
importance of audiovisual aids were also highlighted, such as well-structured, clear, and organized visual
presentations that accompany lectures. Other mentioned resources were films, videos, illustrations, QR codes,
and photographs. They underscored the value of providing materials in advance, as noted by a student: ‘Good
visual support (clear and appealing presentations, made available to students in advance).” (A655, Bachelor
student, Medicine and Biomedical Sciences). Additionally, participants emphasized the importance of diverse and
appealing resources, including written materials like books, to support learning.

Within the mesosystem, the classroom environment emerged as crucial for a good class. Participants
emphasized the need for a safe, calm, and comfortable environment that fosters open communication and
learning. Despite highlighting the importance of silence, participants also stressed the value of relaxed, cheerful,
and creative class atmospheres. They emphasized the importance of structured and organized class sessions
(preparation, delivery, and follow-up), clear objectives, content coherence, and providing support materials in
advance. As one participant shared: ‘In my opinion, a good class should start with a central theme followed by a
brief explanation (from either teacher or students), contextualization, and discussion and reasoning exercises
analyzing real-life situations/problems.” (A678, PhD student, Pharmacy).

Additionally, participants highlighted the importance of balancing theory and practice within the
mesosystem of a good class. They believed that an excessive focus on theoretical content could diminish student
autonomy, emphasizing the need for practical components to stimulate curiosity and active learning. As one
participant noted: ‘If the class is too focused on exposition, it reduces student autonomy. Mixing exposition with
exploration of specific content arouses curiosity for learning.” (A116, Bachelor student, Psychology and
Educational Sciences). Lastly, three mentions were made about the importance of translation for mobility students
as an influencing factor of what a good class is

Finally, participants discussed the exosystem, which encompasses the influence of higher education
structures, policies, and guidelines on perceptions of a good class. They emphasized the importance of effective
class time management, including breaks to maintain concentration. ‘A good class must have breaks because a
young person cannot be 100% concentrated for more than 50 minutes’ (A300, Bachelor Student, Farmacy).
Participants also highlighted the significance of structured, relevant, and scientifically rigorous content that
advances academic knowledge. Infrequently mentioned factors included the importance of comfortable facilities
with good acoustics, lighting, air conditioning, and seating conducive to interaction. As reinforced: ‘A room with
good space, comfort, climatic and technological conditions.” (A597, Master student, Arts and Humanities).
Participants also noted the restructuring of evaluations, the importance of universal access to higher education for
all students (public, free, and quality higher education), and smaller class sizes to enhance learning experiences.

The quality of higher education classes has been a subject of significant interest, especially following recent
changes and pedagogical innovations (Nufiez-Canal, de Obesso, and Pérez-Rivero 2022). The findings from this
study provide a comprehensive view of what constitutes a ‘good class’ from the perspectives of both students and
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teachers in higher education. Adapting Bronfenbrenner's ecological perspective facilitated a nuanced
understanding of the multifaceted interactions between different ecological systems, illuminating how factors at
different levels of influence intersect the understanding of what a good class in higher education means (B.
Johnson 2008).

At the most immediate level, the surveyed academic community referred mainly to the microsystem, which
encompasses the direct interactions between students and instructors, as well as the physical and social
elements of the classroom itself. Despite the integration of new technologies in higher education, our results
revealed that the role of the teacher remains central to student learning outcomes and engagement (Panti¢ 2017;
Redecker 2017). This suggests that instructors who foster an engaging, supportive, and intellectually challenging
microsystem can cultivate high levels of student engagement and deep learning (Shernoff, Tonks, and Anderson
2014). Therefore, it seems logical that the interaction occurring within that particular class group and with a
particular teacher was the second most frequent category perceived as important for a good class experience.
Learning encompasses a social aspect, which includes developing communication skills, empathy, and
collaborative abilities, and is significantly enhanced through human interaction (Pianta, Hamre, and Allen 2012).
The teacher-student dynamic not only drives academic achievement but also plays a pivotal role in the socio-
emotional development of students, which is essential for their overall growth and future success. Recent findings
corroborate that students’ perceptions of respectful and supportive teacher behaviours strongly influence both
engagement and well-being (Vicencio-Clarke et al. 2025). This positive interaction is, of course, interconnected
both with the teacher's ability to engage students and with the students' engagement. The role and responsibility
of the student emerged as an independent but interconnected category of the microsystem, fostered by attention,
motivation and engagement. Motivation and engagement are pivotal for students’ participation in class and the
establishment of both student-student and teacher-student relationships (Xerri, Radford, and Shacklock 2018).
Interestingly, participants pointed out that a good class must have a personal impact. Students, teachers and
researchers felt that a good class has to create a sense of increasing knowledge, critical thinking, curiosity or
engagement. These results align with the findings of a randomized controlled trial that demonstrated how positive
first-day experiences can increase academic performance by the end of the term (Wilson and Wilson 2007).

Beyond the microsystem, the mesosystem encompasses the connections and relationships between the
various settings and contexts students and teachers navigate. The mesosystem was the second theme present in
most of our participants’ answers, with pedagogical practices being the most frequent category. Many of the
practices experienced positive involved collaborative learning (e.g., working in groups; flipped classrooms).
Besides increasing engagement, collaborative learning has proven beneficial in improving relationships among
students and mental health (D.W. Johnson, Johnson, and Smith 2024). Furthermore, flipped classroom studies
indicate that alignment between students’ perceived and actual learning strategies is crucial for maximizing the
benefits of these collaborative approaches (Han and Yang 2025). The incorporation of technology in the
classroom was also highly mentioned. Nonetheless, this positive attribution to technology was contextualized in
support of interactive and student-centered learning. In effect, when these approaches are present and the
classroom is felt as dynamic, the use of technology has been shown improve learning outcomes and satisfaction
(Means et al. 2013). However, our results show that the use of technologies and other teaching aids or resources
has to be diverse. This leads to the interconnected category of balance between theory and practice. The balance
between theory and practice is crucial, as excessive theoretical focus can reduce student autonomy and
engagement, while practical components stimulate curiosity and active learning (Prince 2004). The use of diverse
and dynamic practices while employing different pedagogical practices and balancing theory and practice
requires a large dedication to structuring and organization, and participants acknowledged this in their reports.
Lastly, the promotion of a comfortable and inclusive classroom environment was highlighted by the academic
community. Inclusive pedagogy has been linked to better engagement and academic performance, particularly
among traditionally underrepresented student groups (Felten and Lambert 2020), which seems to be the ones
who suggested that a good class has the written materials translated.

Besides microsystem and mesosystem categories, broader influences and structural factors were also
perceived as important to a good class. Effective time management, including regular breaks, was highlighted as
vital for maintaining student concentration and engagement. The quality of classroom facilities, such as acoustics,
lighting, and seating, was also mentioned as a contributing factor. Additionally, participants emphasized the
importance of accessible and equitable education. Smaller class sizes and the restructuring of evaluations were
suggested to enhance the learning experience. The optimal length of higher education classes and the ideal
number of students per class have been subjects of considerable research over the past decade. For instance,
Deslauriers et al. (2019) found that class periods of about 50 to 75 minutes are effective for maintaining student
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engagement and cognitive performance, as shorter classes might not allow enough time for deep learning, while
longer sessions risk diminishing returns in terms of attention and retention. Regarding class size, a systematic
review concluded that smaller class sizes (typically under 30 students) enhance individual attention from
instructors, increase student participation, and improve academic performance (Cuseo 2007).

Curiously, while we know that the overarching sociocultural, political, and economic forces that influence
the educational system as a whole, Bronfenbrenner's macrosystem level of the model did not emerge as a theme
from the analyzed data. This might be explained by the fact that participants chose to refer to the experiences
they live most closely and tend not to prioritize societal attitudes towards higher education, government priorities
and policies, and the state of the labor market can all play a role in shaping perceptions of what constitutes an
optimal learning environment (Amali et al. 2023).

Taken together, the findings of our study reveal that the teachers and students still underscore the
necessity for pedagogical innovation in higher education. Traditional teaching methods focused on transmission
and memorization are increasingly being replaced by more dynamic and interactive approaches. These new
methods position the teacher as a facilitator of learning, encouraging student participation and co-construction of
knowledge. Innovative practices were identified as effective in promoting a deeper understanding of the material
and fostering a more engaging learning environment. These practices align with the challenges and opportunities
presented by the digital age and the need for higher education institutions to adapt to the evolving educational
landscape.

Despite the valuable insights provided by this study, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the
study is limited by its sample size and scope, which almost exclusively includes participants from one large
Portuguese public university. Although it can be assumed that the public higher education system is very similar
in Portugal, this restricts the generalizability of the findings to other contexts and institutions. Second, the data
collection method, relying on self-reported perceptions through an online survey, may introduce biases such as
social desirability bias or response bias. Additionally, the cross-sectional nature of the study does not allow for an
examination of changes in perceptions over time or the impact of specific interventions. Furthermore, while the
study employs Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory to categorize responses, it may oversimplify the
complex interactions between various factors influencing perceptions of a good class. Future research could
benefit from a more nuanced analysis that considers additional variables and their interplay.

Still, this study has several strong points that enhance its contribution to the field of higher education
research. The use of a well-established theoretical framework, Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory,
provides a structured approach to analyzing and understanding the data. This theoretical grounding enables a
comprehensive examination of the multiple layers of influence on perceptions of a good class. Another strength is
the use of qualitative insights from open-ended responses. This approach allows for a richer, more detailed
understanding of participants' views and experiences. The study also highlights the importance of both student
and teacher perspectives, offering a balanced view of the factors contributing to effective teaching and learning.
Finally, the emphasis on practical implications and pedagogical innovation provides actionable insights for
educators and policymakers. The identification of specific teaching methods and classroom management
strategies that enhance student engagement and learning can inform the development of more effective
educational practices.

In conclusion, this study highlights the multifaceted nature of what makes a good class in higher education. The
findings suggest that both micro-level classroom dynamics and macro-level institutional policies significantly
influence students' and teachers' perceptions. The integration of practical components with theoretical knowledge,
effective class management, and supportive learning environments is a key aspect of fostering a positive
educational experience. Additionally, the push for pedagogical innovation reflects the need for higher education to
evolve in response to contemporary challenges and to better meet the needs of a diverse student body. These
insights provide valuable guidance for educators and policymakers aiming to enhance the quality of higher
education. By understanding and addressing the factors that contribute to a good class, institutions can create
more effective and engaging learning environments that support student success and academic achievement.
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