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Abstract: Lecturers’personality traits are integral in the overall picture of an excellent university lecturer. This study focused on understanding the personality traits of university lecturers that are desirable by final year engineering and technology students in Malaysia and explored the extent to which their perceptions differed according to gender and field of studies (engineering vs. technology). A total of 111 engineering and technology students participated in the study. The results revealed that helpful, approachable, fair and impartial, inspiring, concern for students and enthusiasm for subject as top rated traits of university lecturers.  Interestingly, no significant difference was found between views of students from different gender and field of studies.  Implications of the findings are discussed and recommendations for future research are put forward.

Introduction
In the field of technical education, studies have been conducted on the approaches employed by lecturers in teaching technical students (Froyd et al., 2005; Khairiyah & Mimi Haryani, 2004; Moesby, 2005; Vijayaratnam, 2009). These studies revealed that instilling soft skills in the delivery of technical courses requires lecturers to shift from the traditional teacher-centered teaching method to student-centered method or active learning. Active learning is recommended to be employed in the higher learning institutions as it is one of the main rationales for the precepts of learning (Knapper 2004). In active learning, students are expected to carry out tasks on their own and lecturers act more as facilitators in the learning process. Increasingly, emphasis has been placed on the importance of soft skills in the teaching and learning activities (Felder et al., 2000; Kamsah, 2004; Quek, 2005; Shuman, 2005). This shifting entails certain set of personality traits of the lecturers to ensure the effectiveness of the delivery.  

Lecturers’ personality matters as they are important variables in the teaching-learning process. Effective teaching, as noted by Aregbeyen (2010), “requires a lecturer to strike a good balance between his teaching methodology and his personality characteristics” (p. 62).  A study on a group of excellent science lecturers in New Zealand found the integration of personalities as crucial in their teaching career (Kane et al., 2004). The importance of personality has been further emphasized by Banner and Cannon (1997), they pointed out that lecture contents, methods and ‘character and personality’ of lecturers are equally crucial in determining teaching effectiveness. Nevertheless, do students in actual fact learn better from lecturers with certain personality traits? According to Wayne and Young (2003), “students learn more from teachers with certain characteristics…” (p. 100).  Mohidin et al. (2009) stated that lecturers’ personality help students feel more comfortable and hence, influence their level of interest on the subject. Furthermore, Kneipp (2010) noted that personality traits influence instructor's interaction with students which eventually impact the learning environment and students’ learning outcomes.  These provide clear evidence that personality traits have a strong impact on students’ success. 
The above points provide support to the fact that the quality of teaching is dependent on a broad range of inter-related factors. Besides expertise in the teaching area (knowledge) and teaching skills, there is evidence to support the link between lecturers’ personality traits and students’ learning. Personality traits of lecturers are indeed relevant in influencing learning atmosphere, students’ learning outcome and teaching effectiveness. Despite its importance, lecturers’ personality character is a neglected area of focus as compared to other aspects of teaching. Highlighting on this issue, Banner and Cannon (1997) pointed out on the need for more attention to be paid on this issue. Call for further research into academics’ personal qualities has also been raised by Patrick and Smart (1998), indicating that such an effort will contribute to better understanding of teaching effectiveness. This study thus pursues this line of research by examining the personal qualities of lecturers perceived as important by the engineering and technology students in a Malaysian technical based university.  
Literature review

Thompson et al. (n.d.) examined university students’ reflection of the characteristics of their favorite teachers from whom they were able to learn. After analyzing the data over several semesters, they consistently found that personality characteristics that encompass the theme of caring were being recalled by the students.  These include displaying fairness, having a positive outlook, being prepared, using a personal touch, possessing a sense of humor, possessing creativity, admitting mistakes, being forgiving, respecting students, maintaining high expectations, showing compassion and developing a sense of belonging for students.  All these personality characteristics, as they added, “when simmered together, stirred lovingly, and warmed to perfection result in nurturing teachers who understand the importance of caring for their students and impact student achievement” (no page).

According to Jackson (2006), good teaching behavior is about caring for the students.  The findings, amongst others, found that students valued lecturers who treated them with respect, liked students, approachable and showed enthusiasm.  In another study, Buskist et al.’s (2002) found interpersonal traits were rated as the most desirable lecturers’ qualities by students.  These traits were personable, understanding, respectful, happy and caring.  Rather similarly, Greiml-Fuhrmann and Geyer (2003) found that good lecturers possess humorous, friendly, patient and fair characteristics. In a study based on the data gathered from www.ratemyprofessors.com on the comments made by students for 283 professors at three universities in the USA, Helterbran (2008) revealed that besides “knowledge and presentation” and “professional/instructional qualities”, “personal qualities of the professor” which include interest (passion), enthusiasm, having sense of humor, caring and approachable are desirable qualities of good professors as stated by students.  

The above studies have concentrated on understanding lecturers’ traits in the western settings.  Studies on lecturers’ personality characteristics have also been conducted in non-western settings.  In Nigeria, Aregbeyen (2010) investigated effective teaching and effective characteristics of lecturers separately but simultaneously.  The respondents were students from various faculties at the University of Ibadan.  It was revealed that approachable, polite, inspiring, consistent and rational as the top most desirable characteristics of an effective lecturer. Nikitina and Furuoka (2009) noted that in Asian cultures, learning is often viewed as a serious task and not as a source of enjoyment.  In this cultural context, they added, the traditional pattern of teacher as mentor is practiced.  It would therefore, be intriguing to investigate whether students in the Asian context share similar views on desirable lecturers’ traits as per the students in the west.
Barns and Lock (2010) conducted a study in an Asian learning environment, Korea. They examined students’ belief about the traits of effective lecturers of English as a foreign language in a Korean university setting. The findings revealed that traits closely related to the theme of rapport were viewed as most important to the students.  The traits were friendly, develop interpersonal relationships, share personal life experience, care about students, patient, listen to students, positive attitude, have charisma, understand students’ educational background and have sense of humor.  Rapport, as explained by the respondents was useful in reducing fear, making them feel valued and promoting learning.  The study has provided support that personality elements are indeed crucial for effective lecturers. 

In another study in Korea, a survey on undergraduates majoring in English found that they valued teachers’ personal and relationship-oriented qualities (e.g. friendly, impartial, caring, understanding, patient) higher than their teaching ability (Park, as cited in Nikitina and Furuoka, 2009).  A study in Thailand by Lee et al. (2009) found that fairness and impartiality, concern and respect for students, accessibility of lecturers, enthusiasm and helpfulness were highly ranked by the Thai students.  It was also revealed that, rather different from the western findings cited earlier, friendly, caring and approachable received lower ranking by the respondents.  The findings, as explained by the authors, may be attributed to the education background and values of the society.  In Malaysia, a study by Nikitina and Furuoka (2009) explored the most and the least desirable qualities of language teachers as perceived by students in Universiti Malaysia Sabah.  The qualitative analysis revealed that the three most desirable qualities of lecturers are all relationship oriented i.e., caring/empathetic, patient, friendly.  

Based on the above review of published research, several conclusions can be put forward.  First, the studies revealed that several traits have consistently been repeated as the desirable characteristics of lecturers.  These include sense of humor, friendly, fair/impartial, approachable, empathy with students and charismatic.  Second, rather interestingly, the review showed that research conducted both in the western and eastern settings have not differed much in their findings.  This provides a hint that the characteristics of good lecturers may not be culturally bound.  Third, in terms of research respondents, it seems that although few studies have focused on understanding the issue from a single group of students most studies have predominantly taken a broad perspective, whereby general university student populations were used as respondents.  
RESEARCH GAPS AND OBJECTIVES

The above review has triggered several research gaps in the literature.  First, despite the pile of studies conducted on desirable/important personality traits of excellent lecturers, no study has been conducted exclusively on undergraduates in the technical fields.  Second, it is also apparent that limited studies have taken a comparative approach.  For example, comparisons between different demographic groups such as gender, nationality and programme of studies have rarely been conducted. This study addresses this gap by examining the personality qualities of lecturers that contribute to effective learning from the engineering and information technology (IT) students’ perspectives in a Malaysian setting.  To further explore the topic in a richer context, this study also takes a comparative approach whereby, students’ perspectives between different gender and programme of studies were also examined. The following research objectives (ROs) were set for this study:

	RO1:
	To explore students’ views on desirable personality traits of university lecturers.  

	RO2:
	To compare the opinions of male and female students on desirable personality traits of lecturers.

	RO3:
	To compare the opinions of engineering and technology students on desirable personality traits of lecturers.

	
	


The findings would provide an insight into desirable personality traits of university lecturers in a non-western perspective, which are still largely unexplored.  Our study also differs from previous studies in terms of the respondents.  Specifically, our study focuses on only students in the technical field, specifically engineering and technology students.
METHODOLOGY

Research instrument

The questionnaire for the study consists of two main sections. Section A: Demographics asked the respondents’ demographic details in terms of (1) gender, (2) nationality and (3) programme of studies.  Section B: lecturers’ personality traits asked the students to rate the importance of lecturers’ personality traits in assisting their learning at the institution.  Items for Section B were developed based on the traits found in previous studies (Thompson et al., n.d.; Jackson, 2006; Buskist et al., 2002; Ramsden et al., 1995; Greiml-Furmann and Geyet, 2003; Helterbran, 2008; Aregbeyen, 2010; Barns and Lock, 2010; Lee et al., 2009 and Jackson, 2006) conducted both in the Western and Eastern contexts. All related traits items were extracted and compiled to form a list of lecturers’ personality traits.   Following this, a refinement of items was made, in which several similar meaning items were excluded to avoid duplication.  The final list consists of 10 items that measure lecturers’ personality traits. 
The respondents rated each item on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (not important at all) to 5 (very important).  Cronbach’s alpha reliability test was computed to examine the reliability of the measures used.  The results indicated an alpha coefficient of 0.81, indicating a reliable scale.  In analyzing the mean scores, the following interpretations were used: 4.21 to 5.00 - highly important, 3.41 to 4.20 -important, 2.61 to 3.40 - moderately important, 1.81 to 2.60 - not important and 1.00 – 1.80 as not important at all.
Data analysis
The data were analyzed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 17.  Mean values, standard deviations and independent sample t-tests were used to analyze the data according to the ROs posed.     

Data collection and respondents of the study
The respondents of the study were final year students enrolled in a management course at the university.   Final year students were chosen due to their wide exposure to university teaching and learning.  This puts them in a better position to provide feedbacks on the issues studied.  Before distributing the questionnaires to the respondents, they were briefed on the purpose of the study.  Of the 140 questionnaires distributed, 119 were returned which represented a response rate of 85%.  After deleting respondents with too many missing cases, 111 usable questionnaires remained and constituted the sample for this study.  The sample was made up of 59 male and 54 female students representing 52.2% and 47.8%, respectively. The majority of the respondents were Malaysians (86.6%) and international students representing a smaller proportion of the respondents (13.4%).  In terms of field of study, the majority of the respondents were engineering students (64.4%).

RESULTS
Desirable personality traits of university lecturers
To address RO 1, mean scores and standard deviations were computed.  Table 1 shows the results in ranking order.  As shown, the 10 items obtained mean scores above 4.20 indicating that all traits were perceived as highly desirable by the students. In terms of ranking, the traits that scored higher than 5.5 and rated top six on the list were helpful (mean 4.70), approachable (mean 4.64), fair and impartial (mean 4.55), inspiring (mean 4.55), concern for students (mean 4.55) and enthusiasm for teaching (mean 4.53).  The other four traits according to rank were patient (mean 4.44), friendly (mean 4.42), caring (mean 4.32) and lastly, good sense of humor (mean (4.29). Looking at the pattern of findings, it is apparent that three of the top six traits namely helpful, approachable and concern for students are associated with rapport between lecturers and students.  This highlights that students highly value lecturers who develop good relationships with them.   The other three traits, namely fair and impartial, inspiring and enthusiasm for teaching are traits related with the aspects of teaching and evaluation of lecturers.  Overall, these findings have provided a useful indication on key traits that contribute to both lecturer-student relationships and good teachings are key traits valued by the students. 
TABLE 1: DESIRABLE PERSONALITY TRAITS of lecturers 
	Variables
	Rank
	Mean
	SD

	Helpful
	1
	4.70
	0.56

	Approachable
	2
	4.64
	0.52

	Fair and impartial
	3
	4.55
	0.61

	Inspiring
	3
	4.55
	0.63

	Concern for students
	3
	4.55
	0.61

	Enthusiasm for teaching
	6
	4.53
	0.71

	Patient
	7
	4.44
	0.64

	Friendly
	8
	4.42
	0.65

	Caring
	9
	4.32
	0.70

	Good sense of humor
	10
	4.29
	0.80


                              Note:  Scale 1-5, (1) not at all important to (5) highly important

  The higher the score, the more desirable is the trait.

Comparison between different groups (gender and programme of studies)
T-tests were computed to compare the views between gender (male versus female students) and program of studies (engineering versus technology).  In doing so, RO2 and RO3 were addressed. As presented in Table 2, there was no significant difference between male and female students with regards to their views on desirable personality traits of lecturers. This interestingly suggested that the male and female students did not differ in their views on desirable traits of university lecturers. To address RO3, the students were segregated into two groups: engineering and technology. For this reason, students from four engineering-based programmes (Chemical, Mechanical, Electrical and Civil) were combined to form the engineering group, while students of Information Technology and Business Information Systems were combined to form the technology group. The results showed that the two groups were not significantly different with regards to their views for all the ten traits.  This suggests that engineering and technology students in this study are congruent in their views on desirable personal traits of lecturers. 

TABLE 2: T-VALUES of COMPARISON BETWEEN GROUPS
	Variables
	Gender
	Program of studies

	
	t
	Sig (2-tailed)
	t
	Sig (2-tailed)

	Helpful
	0.21ns
	0.83
	1.29 ns
	0.20

	Approachable
	0.56 ns
	0.58
	0.07 ns
	0.95

	Fair and impartial
	0.72 ns
	0.48
	1.10 ns
	0.28

	Inspiring
	0.70 ns
	0.48
	0.23 ns
	0.82

	Concern for students
	0.05 ns
	0.96
	0.49 ns
	0.63

	Enthusiasm for teaching 
	0.48 ns
	0.63
	1.11 ns
	0.22

	Patient
	0.44 ns
	0.67
	0.46 ns
	0.65

	Friendly
	0.54 ns
	0.59
	0.81 ns
	0.42

	Caring
	1.37 ns
	0.17
	0.30 ns
	0.72

	Good sense of humor
	0.61 ns
	0.55
	1.24 ns
	0.22


          Note:  Scale 1-5, ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree

                     * p < 0.05,  ** p<0.01, ns – not significant
 DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
This study was conducted to find out the personal traits of lecturers as perceived desirable by the final year engineering and technology students at a private university in Malaysia. Comparisons between genders and field of studies were also analyzed to assess whether students of different gender and field of studies differ in their views on desirable personality traits of lecturers. The findings showed that the students perceived helpful, approachable, fair and impartial, inspiring, concern for students and enthusiasm for teaching as the personality traits ranked very highly by the students.  In addition, it was found that students of different genders and field of studies did not have different views on the desirable personality traits of lecturers. This interestingly highlight that the students were rather collective in their views on the desirable traits of university lecturers, regardless of gender and field of studies.  
Being helpful was rated as the most desirable lecturers’ trait by the students.  This finding is similar to Lee et al.’s (2009) study which found helpfulness as highly important to the Thai students.  Helpful lecturers according to Delaney et al. (2010) encourage students to ask questions, are available both during and outside class and provide guidance on assignments and assessments.  Effective lecturers are the ones who are able to help students learn (Cruickshank et al., 2003). The students rated approachable as the second highest trait. This was expected as being approachable has repeatedly been associated as a behavior of effective teaching (Delaney et al., 2010; Helterbran, 2008). The finding indicated that positive lecturer-student interaction is highly valued which is consistent with findings in the western context (Helterbran, 2008; Jackson, 2006) and African region (Aregbeyen, 2010).  Interestingly, the finding was not in line with a study in Asian context (Thailand) where approachable was rated at the lower rank (Lee et al., 2009).  The fact that our finding shows closer resemblance with that of the non-Asian context hinted on the possible assimilation of westernized values to the respondents of the study.  One potential contributing factor may be due to the students’ exposure to the multicultural, international university environment as well as their eight months industrial internship experience at various multinational companies in Malaysian and other countries. 

Three traits, fair and impartial, inspiring and concern for students had received similar scores and ranked as the third most desirable traits. These findings demonstrated that the students viewed these three traits as equally and highly important. Lecturers who show concern and can inspire them are highly valued. Equally important to them are lecturers who portray fairness in their teaching and assessments.  These findings are therefore consistent with some of the traits identified as important by Thompson et al. (n.d.), Aregbeyen (2010) and Lee et al. (2009). Fairness, as described by Delaney et al. (2010), includes not practicing favoritism, responding to students equally, not assessing materials which are not covered in class, fair and consistent grading, giving advance notice on deadlines and providing clear guidelines on what is expected in assignments and assessments. 

Enthusiasm for the subject was ranked 6th, indicating that interest and passion for teaching is perceived as highly desirable to the students.  This is in line a study on engineering students in the UK who rated enthusiasm for subject as one of the most important qualities of engineering lecturers (Collins and Davies, 2009). Heffernan et al. (2009) indicated students learn more with enthusiastic lecturers. The value of enthusiasm for lecturers has also been articulated by lecturers themselves. A study on outstanding lecturers in New Zealand has also recognized the significant role of enthusiasm (passion) in their teaching (Kane et al., 2004). Patience was also rated by the students as a highly desirable quality for lecturers. Being patient is necessary because each student carries different personalities and needs which may require different teaching approaches. 
The traits of being friendly and caring were also highly preferred by the students indicating that they appreciate lecturers who develop friendly and good relationships and who demonstrate caring behaviors. Heffernan et al. (2003) emphasized that lecturers who are friendly make students learn more. Interestingly, the students rated sense of humor as the least compared to other traits on the list. Humor has been found to promote a positive learning environment among the students (Heffernan et al. (2003). The respondents’ field of studies may have contributed to humor as the least desirable compared to other traits.    

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 
The findings revealed some desirable personality traits important to be possessed by lecturers to make learning a positive experience for their students. The identified traits can assist lecturers, especially the new ones, to understand the important personality traits desired by students. It would also assist the experienced ones to critically re-evaluate whether they possess the desirable traits found in this study. The findings implied that lecturers should have the desired traits to ease and make students’ learning more rewarding. Verbal and non-verbal communications are essential in making lecturers more likeable and approachable to students. This would eventually encourage interactive engagement between the lecturers and their students.   
Our finding has also highlighted the importance for lecturers to practice fairness. Thus, as much as possible, lecturers need to avoid practicing favoritism in class and give unfair grading in assessing students’ works. The importance of enthusiasm in teaching was also highlighted. Enthusiastic lecturers arouse interest among the students and create a conducive learning atmosphere. It is also important for lecturers to put effort on providing inspiring lectures, show concern and care for their students. It may also be recommended that lecturers instill a bit of humor in class to make learning fun and relaxing.
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
As a social process that involves interaction between students and lecturers, both parties must play a role in influencing teaching effectiveness. Whilst emphasizing the importance of lecturers to develop the personality traits perceived desirable by students, the students must also put in efforts if they wish to obtain as much from the lecturers.  It is thus recommended that a study be conducted to look at the important traits of university students from the lecturers’ perspectives.  When both expectations are met, learning and teaching will be a mutually rewarding experience for both parties. It would also be desirable that an in-depth qualitative study on why certain traits are preferred is conducted to deeply unveil their positive impact on teaching and learning outcomes. Our findings provide a useful indication that lecturers require certain personalities to make learning more meaningful to students.  To validate this preposition, a study needs to be conducted on the link between lecturers’ personality traits and students’ academic performance.  Such a study will be useful in validating the significance of lecturers’ personality traits on student learning. It may also be vital to study the characteristics of todays’ generation Y university students by identifying their values and learning styles. This study would assist in identifying and uderstanding potential explanations for their preferred lecturers’ personality traits. 
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