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ABSTRACT
What do we need to know about our students to better provide for more equitable
outcomes? Who will succeed depends on many factors, and student personality traits
constitute one factor that has received less attention in the engagement and teaching
literature. The aim of the present study is to add to discussions on teaching in higher
education by exploring how students differ on personality trait profiles (IPIP-NEO-PI test),
approaches to learning (R-SPQ-2F test), and preferences for teaching and learning
activities and assessment modes. The online survey study was carried out at a Swedish
teaching university on students in a business (n=144) and preschool teacher education
program (n=179). The findings revealed systematic differences between the types of
assessment modes preferred and significant differences between the two majors
regarding learning approaches, motives, and strategies. The findings are examined in
relation to models of learning and disjuncture, discussions of educational relationships
and risk, and concepts of teaching and learning regimes. Teachers and curriculum
developers face two issues. First, teachers who are new or come from a different teaching
and learning regime may run the risk of alienating students and causing them extreme
anxiety if they use teaching and learning activities and assessment modes students are
uncomfortable and unfamiliar with. Second, teachers and curriculum developers run the
risk of not challenging students enough, thus depriving them of valuable learning
experiences.
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INTRODUCTION

Education entails risks of various kinds. Student risks learning something that may change
his/her worldview or self (Biesta, 2005). They also risk learning nothing or failing, which entails
costs to society, the university and the student (Simpson, 2006). What, then, do we need to know
about our students to better provide for more equitable outcomes? Various factors are critical to
academic success (Kahu, 2013; Kuh, 2009; Trowler & Trowler, 2010), for example, intelligence
(Rosander & Bickstrom, 2014), grade point average (e.g., Campbell & Dickson, 1996; Kuncel,
Credé, & Thomas, 2007; McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001), demographic factors (e.g., Krause et al,,
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2005; Yorke, 2004; Yorke & Longden, 2008), and social and academic integration (e.g., Thomas,
2012).

One aspect less frequently discussed is student personality traits, which has also been found
to affect academic success (e.g., Rosander & Bickstrom, 2014; Vedel, Thomsen, & Larsen, 2015).
Different people have different personality traits, and psychological research indicates that certain
personality types are attracted to certain majors and professions (Holland, 1997; Vedel, 2016). This
would seem to indicate that the composition of students, or their personality profiles, in different
programs varies, which would presumably have implications for curriculum design and teaching
(Vedel, 2016).

There is research on the personality traits of students in different majors (see Vedel, 2016,
for a review), as well as on personality traits and learning approaches (i.e., Furnham, Monsen, &
Ahmetoglu, 2009), preference for types of teaching and learning activities (i.e., Chamorro-Premuzic,
Furnham, & Lewis, 2007) and for assessment modes (i.e., Furnham, Batey, & Martin, 2011; Lakhal,
Sévigny, & Frenette, 2013). Influenced by this research, we posit that different programs attract
different personality types and that, on the cohort level, students prefer different teaching and
learning activities and assessment modes—preferences that have implications for curriculum
development and teaching in the specific programs. Despite this, the personality profiles of student
cohorts are rarely discussed in the higher education literature or courses. For example, in a sample of
textbooks on teaching in higher education, (i.e., Biggs & Tang, 2011; Elmgren & Henriksson, 2016;
Ramsden, 2003; Svinicki & McKeachie, 2014 ), the word personality is not included in the indices.

The aim of the present study is to contribute to discussions on teaching in higher education
by exploring how students in two different majors in a Swedish teaching university differ regarding
their personality trait profiles, learning approaches, and preferences for teaching and learning
activities and assessment modes. The particular contribution we make here is to explore the
personality and learning approach profiles of student cohorts rather than focusing on the individual
level, as well as to compare two majors: business administration and preschool teacher education.
Moreover, we explore what modes they have actually experienced. We define a cohort as “the total
population of individuals entering the specific environment at the same point of time” (Schaie,
1986). In this case, a cohort is an educational group of students following the same academic
curriculum. Here it is important to note that, in the Swedish higher education system, students have
little choice between courses; hence, a cohort is a group of students admitted into a program at a
certain point in time, who are expected to graduate together after three years.

Finally, to more fully elaborate on the implications the present results may have for teachers
and curriculum development in higher education, the results are discussed in relation to Jarvis’s
(2010) model of learning and disjuncture, Biesta’s (2005) discussion on educational relationships
and risk, and Trowler’s (2008) concept of teaching and learning regimes.

More specifically, our four research questions are as follows:

1. On the cohort level, what differences are there in personality profiles between

students from the two academic majors?

2. On the cohort level, what differences are there between the learning approaches of

students from the two academic majors?

3. On the cohort level, what differences are there between preferences for teaching and

learning activities and assessment mode among students from the two academic

majors?
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4. To what extent can student personality profiles explain assessment mode
preferences?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Because the aim of the present article is to discuss student cohort personality profiles and
their possible implications for teaching and learning, the literature review first briefly discusses
personality and its relation to academic choice, and then approaches to learning and preferences for
teaching and learning activities and assessment modes in relation to personality. Thereafter, Jarvis’s
(2010) and Biesta’s (2005) views on learning, risk and disjuncture are briefly presented.

Personality
In the present study, we used the “big five” model of personality, which identifies five traits:

openness to experience (the tendency to involve oneself in intellectual activities and experience new
sensations and ideas), conscientiousness (will to achieve, orderliness, responsibility), extroversion
(preference for social interaction and lively activity and sociability), neuroticism (proneness for
emotional instability), and agreeableness (friendly, considerate, and modest behavior) (Costa &
McCrae, 1992). These dimensions are stable across the lifespan and directly related to behavior
(McCrae & Costa, 1997). The “big five” model of personality is a current model and is the most
studied and validated model in the scientific literature (Lakhal et al., 2013).

Personality and academic choice
It has been suggested that students choose an occupation based on how well their self-image

matches the stereotypical image of the occupation (Hollander & Parker, 1972). Later studies using
the five personality traits have also found a correlation between personality and academic major
(Costa & McCrea, 1992; Vedel, 2016; Vedel et al., 2015). These studies confirmed “big five” score
differences between students from different majors; they also found that, because the student
respondents had just enrolled, the results also confirmed the claim that certain personality types are
attracted to certain occupations (Hollander & Parker, 1972). In previous research, business students
have been found to score lower on neuroticism than do non-business majors. They also scored
higher on extroversion and conscientiousness, but lower on agreeableness and openness (Lounsbury

eeal, 2009). |



