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Executive Summary 

This brief presents critical findings from a study on the relationship between university teachers' 

epistemological beliefsand their instructional practices. The research reveals a 

dominant objectivist belief system among teachers, viewing knowledge as fixed and externally 

transmitted. This directly results in a preponderance of teacher-centered, transmissive classroom 

practices (e.g., lecturing, memorization), which starkly contradicts national goals for student-

centered, constructivist education that fosters critical thinking. 

The key implication is clear: pedagogical skills training alone is insufficient. Sustainable reform 

requires interventions that address teachers' underlying epistemic foundations. This brief 

recommends a multi-tiered strategy integrating epistemic development into national teacher 

standards, transforming pre- and in-service training to model constructivist pedagogy, and 

creating reflective institutional cultures. Success will align classroom practice with policy, 

ultimately enhancing the quality of learning and graduate competencies vital for national 

development. 

1. Problem Statement 

Ethiopia‟s higher education system faces a critical implementation gap. While national policies 

and curricula increasingly advocate for learner-centered, constructivist pedagogies aimed at 

developing critical thinking and problem-solving skills, actual classroom practice remains 

overwhelmingly traditional and transmissive. Studies in the Ethiopian context consistently report 

the persistence of lecture-dominated instruction, limited student engagement, and assessment 

practices focused on recall rather than higher-order thinking (Hailu, 2013; Tessema, 2009; World 

Bank, 2020). 
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This gap persists because reform efforts have largely focused on curricular content and teaching 

techniques while neglecting the core driver of instructional decisions: teachers' epistemological 

beliefs. Research in educational psychology demonstrates that teachers‟ beliefs about knowledge 

and learning strongly shape their instructional choices, often overriding formal training or policy 

directives (Hofer &Pintrich, 1997; Schommer, 1990). 

The problem is twofold: 

A Dominant Objectivist Mindset: Many university teachers unconsciously hold beliefs that 

knowledge is certain, simple, and derived from authority. Such beliefs are associated with 

traditional, teacher-centered pedagogies (Schraw, Bendixen, &Dunkle, 2002). 

B Resulting Passive Learning Environment: These beliefs manifest as teacher-centered 

instruction, limiting student engagement, inquiry, and the development of higher-order cognitive 

skills. This undermines educational quality, graduate employability, and national innovation 

capacity - concerns widely noted in Sub-Saharan African higher education systems (World Bank, 

2020; Teferra & Altbach, 2004). 

2. Policy Context  

The Ethiopian higher education sector has undergone significant expansion and reform over the 

past two decades, guided by frameworks such as the Education Sector Development Programme 

(ESDP) and the Higher Education Proclamation. A central tenet of these reforms is the shift from 

knowledge transmission to knowledge construction, emphasizing competencies such as critical 

thinking, problem-solving, and collaboration (Ministry of Education, 2023). 

Despite these policy commitments, implementation challenges remain significant. Reports 

indicate that rapid expansion has often outpaced improvements in teaching quality, with limited 

attention to pedagogical transformation and faculty development (World Bank, 2020). 

Internationally, the influence of teachers' epistemological beliefs on pedagogy is well-

established. A substantial body of research shows that teachers who view knowledge as evolving 

and constructed are more likely to adopt student-centered, inquiry-based approaches (Hofer 
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&Pintrich, 1997; Brownlee, Purdie, & Boulton-Lewis, 2001). Conversely, teachers holding 

objectivist beliefs tend to rely on transmissive teaching methods. 

However, within the Ethiopian and broader African context, empirical evidence on this 

relationship remains limited. This study helps fill that gap by providing localized, mixed-

methods evidence demonstrating that teachers' beliefs act as a critical filter through which policy 

directives are interpreted and enacted. Without addressing this cognitive layer, policy 

implementation is likely to remain superficial and inconsistent. 

3. Key Findings  

 Predominant Beliefs: Teachers scored highest on objectivist dimensions: viewing 

knowledge as fixed and absolute (associated with traditional practice) and learning as 

reliant on external authority (e.g., the teacher as sole knowledge source). 

 Observed Classroom Practices: Direct observation confirmed a strong reliance on: 

 Lecturing and content delivery (Mean Score: 4.03/5). 

 Memorization of facts (Mean Score: 4.12/5). 

 Assessment based on factual recall (Mean Score: 3.62/5). 

Constructivist practices like open-ended questioning, group work, and inquiry-

based learning were infrequent (Mean Scores: 1.56 – 2.66/5). 

 The Critical Link: Statistical analysis identified two belief dimensions as significant 

predictors of constructivist teaching: 

1. Structure of Knowledge: Belief that knowledge is complex and interconnected (β 

= 0.286, p=0.018). 

2. Stability of Ability: Belief that intellectual ability can be developed through effort 

(β = 0.427, p=0.000). 

 Core Conclusion: There is a strong, positive alignment between objectivist beliefs and 

transmissive practices, creating a self-reinforcing cycle that limits pedagogical 

innovation. 
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4. Policy Options 

Option Description Pros Cons 

Epistemic-

Focused 

Reform 

Integrate explicit focus on 

epistemological belief 

exploration and 

development into all levels 

of teacher policy and 

training. 

Targets the root cause of 

practice; promises 

sustainable change; 

aligns practice with 

national policy goals. 

Higher initial cost and 

effort; requires 

specialized facilitator 

training; change is slow 

and complex. 

Incentive-

Based 

Approach 

Use performance metrics 

and promotion criteria to 

reward observed use of 

student-centered practices. 

May produce rapid, 

observable changes in 

teacher behavior. 

Risks promoting 

superficial, performative 

compliance without 

genuine belief change; 

could increase teacher 

stress and resentment. 

Recommended Path: A hybrid approach prioritizing Epistemic-Focused Reform, supported by 

aligned incentives that recognize and reward developmental progress. 

5. Recommended Actions 

A. For the Ministry of Education & HERQA: 

1. Revise national university teacher competency standards to include “epistemological 

awareness and reflective practice.” 

2. Mandate and fund longitudinal professional development programs that blend 

pedagogical training with structured epistemic reflection. 

B. For University Leadership: 

1. Establish and resource “Teaching Excellence Centers” dedicated to fostering reflective 

practice and epistemic discourse among faculty. 
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2. Reform promotion and tenure guidelines to value pedagogical innovation and reflective 

portfolios alongside research. 

C. For Teacher Educators (CPD & PGDT): 

1. Radically model constructivist pedagogy in all training sessions. Move 

from telling to facilitating. 

2. Develop and deploy discipline-specific case studies and activities that reveal the 

contested, evolving nature of knowledge in those fields. 

D. For Academic Departments: 

1. Launch peer observation cycles with a focus on analyzing the epistemological 

messages embedded in teaching (e.g., "What does this activity say about where 

knowledge comes from?"). 

2. Create collaborative spaces for teachers to redesign assessments to evaluate critical 

thinking and application, not just recall. 

6. Implementation Considerations 

 Phasing: Begin with a pilot program in willing universities/departments to refine tools 

and approaches before national scaling. 

 Capacity Building: A „train-the-trainers‟ model is essential to develop a national cadre of 

facilitators skilled in guiding epistemic reflection. 

 Resource Allocation: Success requires dedicated funding for facilitator training, teacher 

release time for collaborative development, and the creation of new, locally relevant 

training materials. 

 Monitoring & Evaluation: Develop indicators that measure shifts in beliefs (via adapted 

surveys) and practices (via classroom observation), not just training attendance. 

7. Stakeholders 
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Stakeholder Role & Interest 

Ministry of 

Education 

Primary policymaker; accountable for overall education quality and alignment 

with national development goals. 

ETA 
Quality assurance and implementation bodies; responsible for institutional 

standards and teacher development. 

University 

Teachers 

Key change agents; their beliefs and daily practices directly determine policy 

success. 

Students 
Ultimate beneficiaries; their learning experiences and skill development are the 

core outcome. 

Teacher Educators 
Crucial mediators; they design and deliver the professional development that 

enables change. 

Employers & 

Society 

End-users of graduates; have a vested interest in graduates' critical thinking and 

adaptive skills. 

8. Risks & Mitigation 

Risk Mitigation Strategy 

Teacher Resistance to 

examining personal beliefs. 

Frame development as a collaborative, non-judgmental journey of 

professional empowerment, not a deficit-based critique. 

Superficial Adoption of 

techniques without belief 

change. 

Deepen training focus on the “why” behind methods. Use reflection 

portfolios and peer dialogue to connect practice to underlying 

assumptions. 

Contextual Constraints (large 

classes, rigid exams, 

workload). 

Encourage incremental, adaptable changes. Advocate for parallel 

policy reforms to assessment and workload models to support 

innovation. 

Lack of Sustained Funding & 

Priority. 

Build a coalition of champions (MoE, university leaders) and 

collect pilot program data to demonstrate impact on student 

engagement and learning outcomes. 
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9. Conclusion 

The quality of higher education in Ethiopia hinges on moving beyond superficial pedagogical 

training to engage with the epistemological core of teaching. This research provides unequivocal 

evidence that teachers' beliefs about knowledge are the invisible curriculum, shaping learning 

environments more powerfully than policy documents. By adopting the recommended epistemic-

focused reform strategy, policymakers and institutions can catalyze an authentic, sustainable 

shift from transmission to transformation in the classroom. This investment is not merely in 

teaching methodology, but in cultivating the epistemic agility of both teachers and students, 

which is the true foundation for a innovative and knowledge-based society. 
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