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The Basics 
Three Types of Learners 
 

1. Surface learners do the bare minimum to pass. 
2. Strategic learners follow instructions, get good grades and do exactly what is asked. Tend to 

quit when a subject gets difficult. 
3. Deep learners are curious, ask questions, try to make sense of things, see the bigger picture, 

understand how they learn, analyze and apply knowledge across disciplines, look for 
consequences of decisions, and understand that failure is part of growing. 

 

How to Encourage Deeper Learning – An Overview 

 
Reverse your thinking about teaching and learning. Instead of GIVING information to the students, 
provide students with questions, parameters, and a starting place. Then allow them to FIND answers. 
Facilitate learning rather than spoon-feed facts. 
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The Why 
 

Make content relevant. 
Making content relevant keeps student interest and helps them make connections to what they already 
know.  
 

Give them choices. 
Autonomy and choices give students: 

• Better intrinsic motivation to complete the task. 

• Ownership of the task that leads to confidence. 

• The ability to demonstrate knowledge in a way in which they are comfortable. 

• Exposure to viewpoints beyond the instructor. 

• A path to follow their own interests. 

• Opportunities for early successes. 
 
Bonus for faculty: Giving students choices makes it harder for students to plagiarize and makes grading 
more interesting. 
 

Ask messy questions. 
Why focus on questions? 

• Increases critical thinking skills. 

• Forces students to search for answers. 

• Helps students see the importance of the assignment to their learning. 

• Allows students to view topics through different lenses. 
 

Force reflective writing. 
Reflective writing forces students to think more deeply about an issue or assigned topic. Effective 
reflection requires students to answer questions about their own views and experiences while 
connecting the new learning to past knowledge.   
 

Share yourself. 
When students see their faculty as normal human beings, they are more likely to see that they too can 
be successful. Sharing aspects of your personal life, your own failures, and your personal views on 
discussion topics allows students to see you off of the pedestal they put you on and can show them a 
clear path to their own success. When you share yourself, you show them that it’s okay for them to be 
who they are. 
 

Tell them why. 
Explaining to students why they are learning a certain topic and how it fits into the bigger picture is an 
invaluable piece of deeper learning. Share outcomes and objectives, explain why you use active learning 
or reflective journals, tell them why you chose the textbook, and be transparent in all that you do. 
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What I Did 
 
Course: Fall 2018 - AIS 1203 - Academic Inquiry and Scholarship  
(a freshman success course in a social sciences pathway with 50 students) 
 

Course Breakdown 
 

• Attendance, Participation, and Peer Mentor Meetings – 10% 
o Extra points for perfect attendance and completing all three PM meetings. 

 

• Reflective Journal – 10% 
o Weekly questions to guide reflection on what we’re learning about ourselves and each 

other. 
 

• Exams (2) – 10% each 
o Midterm and final, both with reflective essay responses on what they learned and how 

they will apply what they learned. Completed online within a 24-hour window. 
 

• Career Portfolio – 20% 
o A series of assignments that lead to a reflection of the student’s career choice. 
o Reflection includes a series of questions to answer and can be presented in any way the 

student chooses – paper, video, online presentation, infographic, drawing, etc. 
 

• Final Project – 20% 
o Group-led discussion on social issues. Class decided topics with a mind map exercise in 

class, then students individually chose the topic/group to work with based on their own 
interests. Requirements included a short presentation of the history and current context 
of the issue, explanation of how a researcher in each represented field would describe 
and address the issue, what student groups or departments at UTSA are in place and 
how they can help address the issue, and an activity to engage the class in learning more 
about the issue. Each presentation is guided by a question the students have asked in an 
online poll question they distribute to their friends and family.  

 

• The Other 20% – you choose! 
o Students choose from a variety of activities to earn credit. 
o When each activity is graded, the student earns a badge.  
o Some activities are worth more points, depending on the level of effort required to 

complete the activity and how important it is to the content of the course. More 
important or more required effort = more points.  

o Sample activities: Learning styles inventory, resiliency quiz, growth mindset assessment, 
library tutorials, LinkedIn profile, start a blog discussion, share tips on social media, 
retweet a leader in your field, photo essay, infographic, reflection on chapter from book, 
attend a campus event, join an organization, summarize a video/article, interview a 
researcher in your field, chapter quizzes, share a resource, be the first group to present, 
perfect attendance, voter registration, service learning activity, end-of-course survey. 
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The Results 
 

Mid-term Feedback  
Using Google survey – 26 responses 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Some comments at mid-term: “the creative atmosphere and the respect in order for us to have good 
conversations”, “This course makes you question everything”, “Definitely one of the strengths I see 
would have to be was that you let us choose how we want to shape the course as a class”, “Deeper 
thinking and learning abilities”. 
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End-of-Course Feedback  
Using Google survey – 39 responses 
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Some end-of-course comments: “It was nice to work at my own pace and be able to choose what I want 
to do”, “… a great way for students to put more effort into their grades and strive to not just settle”, “It 
allows us to choose our own path, which is often unheard of in higher education courses”, “Gives you 
freedom to explore your interests, and teaches a lesson about time management”, “I was able to use my 
creativity and do what I wanted”, “we were treated maturely as if we were adults”.  

 
UTSA Student End-of-Course Survey 
32 responses 

• Overall satisfaction rating (out of 5):  
o 3.31 and 3.42 in previous two semesters without attention to deep learning and 

autonomy.  
o 4.44 in this course with attention to deep learning and autonomy.  

• Question 4 rating (out of 5):  
“The instructor encouraged me to take an active role in my own learning.” 

o 4.03 and 4.04 in previous two semesters without attention to deep learning and 
autonomy. 

o 4.84 in this course with attention to deep learning and autonomy. 
 
Some of the student survey comments: 

• “Rather than feeling stressed about deadlines, I felt that I could learn at my own pace and it 
made every assignment feel more meaningful. Her end of the year project was interesting, 
especially because it allowed for the class to engage in meaningful discussion. Much more 
impactful than staring straight forward listening to presenters for an hour and a half.” 

• “I really enjoyed this course because we had things like where 20% of our grade would come 
from. Which I really enjoyed because it was easy to get…for the 20% she made it interesting and 
she was able to allow me to question things more…” 

• “…helped us learn about our campus, our generation, our career path, and even ourselves in a 
fun and enjoyable environment.” 

• “…loved her flexibility and willingness to learn from us and listen to our feedback.” 
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Some Additional Considerations 
 

• All choices should meet the course learning outcomes and be of equal rigor. 

• Consider the merits of group vs. individual assignments. 

• Always ask: What’s the driving question behind the assignment? 

• Keep in mind that many students will choose the easiest path. 

• Remember that technology is a tool, not a learning outcome. 

• Too many choices can lead to confusion (and extra grading). 

• Consider accessibility if using online sources created by others. 
• Use rubrics for consistency, to make grading easier, and to make requirements clear to your 

students. 

 
A Few Ideas 

 
• Have them complete online surveys, tutorials, quizzes and short assignments. 

• Let them pick their own sources to read or watch.  

• Ask them to participate in discussions, blogs, and social media conversations. 

• Allow them to create timelines, mind maps, posters, web pages, e-books, podcasts, videos, 
games. 

• Teach them about information literacy and ask them to share good sources with others. 

• Use current events, current references and current entertainment sources. 

• Let them pick topics, create the guidelines for projects or facilitate discussions. 

• Encourage them to ask questions and discuss course topics on social media, with their families, 
and with their friends to see how the public perceives a topic. 
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