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Do students’ perceptions of instructor 
priorities reflect instructors’ actual 
priorities in an IPLS classroom?

Asked students at the end of an IPLS year to 
identify the instructors’ top three priorities 
from a provided list.
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There is a clear mapping between these 
student-perceived priorities and the actual 
instructor priorities.

In ways that have yet to be fully understood, IPLS 
course elements support students in accurately 
identifying (and internalizing) instructors’ actual 
priorities.
This is likely a necessary (though insufficient) step in 
the process of students buying into and engaging 
with the IPLS course, and consequently making 
meaningful and long-lasting attitudinal gains.

Motivation for this Study
A step in the process of students buying into 
the course is the ability to identify the 
instructor priorities.

Q: Which of these do you think were the professor’s top three? 
Which if any do you think were not at all important to them? 
Which do you think were important but not in their top 
three?

A: “I think without a doubt would be ‘creating a comfortable 
learning environment,’ ‘conveying excitement about the 
connections between physics and other sciences,’ and 
‘supporting students in meeting high expectations for 
learning.’ I would say that…those three would be…the most 
important ones. [And] I think he never…explicitly 
conveyed [the] importance [of] ‘preparing students for the 
MCAT or future physics study.’ ‘Helping students master 
core physics ideas’ [was] like a byproduct, maybe, not 
necessarily a priority.”
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Swarthmore’s Introductory Physics for the Life 
Sciences (IPLS) courses aim to make physics 
durably relevant and meaningfully engaging to 
life science students. Prior work at Swarthmore has 
shown that this happens. [1] Our current project 
explores the source of these gains.

IPLS Framework [2]

How Do Instructor Priorities 
Lead to Student Outcomes?

What Does this Mean and 
Why Do We Care?
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