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  S
ince two Colorado high school chemistry teachers 

recorded videos of their lectures, posted them on the 

Internet, and coined the term “fl ipping the classroom” 

in 2007 (Bergmann and Sams  2012 ), there has been an 

explosion of interest in this concept, in the mainstream 

media as well as scholarly conferences and journals. However, 

discussion of this pedagogical strategy seems to be running well 

ahead of its assessment. Questions regarding whether students 

prefer these classrooms, whether they learn more, and whether 

the style works better in some disciplines than in others currently 

remain unanswered; the research provides both affi  rmative and 

negative evidence. 

 For political science, understanding student perceptions of and 

performance in flipped classrooms is critical for determining 

the utility of this strategy in the discipline. In many universities, 

introductory political science courses fulfi ll general-education 

requirements—that is, they often are large in size and more likely 

to rely on the traditional lecture. If the fl ipped-class model does 

not lead to improved learning and students dislike it, then it may 

be a delivery mode better suited to other disciplines. However, if 

fl ipping the classroom leads to improved learning and students 

enjoy the experience (or if at least one positive outcome occurs 

without a negative impact on the other), then it is worth consid-

ering how to use this strategy in political science. 

 This study examines student perceptions of flipped-class 

sessions in a large, introductory American politics course to 

determine whether students prefer a partially fl ipped format to 

a more standard format. The results indicate that the students’ 

overall perception of the fl ip was positive; however, their response 

was more positive in certain aspects as opposed to others, which 

reinforces the notion that faculty must think carefully about how 

to fl ip their classes.  

 THE FLIPPED CLASS 

 Although there is much discussion about fl ipping the class, there 

is little consistency in the defi nition of the term, causing confu-

sion about what is being examined (Margulieux et al.  2014 ). Many 

defi nitions of fl ipped learning focus on the use of video lectures 

outside of class, with class time devoted to in-class activities that 

help students apply and practice what was learned outside of class 

(Bergmann and Sams  2012 ; Carpenter and Pease  2012 ; EduCause 

 2012 ; Hamdan et al.  2013 ; Morin et al.  2013 ; Tucker  2012 ). However, 

critics point out the problems with this defi nition: fl ipped classes 

relying on lectures delivered via videos are simply replicating a 

pedagogical model proven to have many limits (Bligh  2000 ). As a 

result, other scholars have sought to defi ne the term more broadly 

to indicate that the key to the fl ipped model is not the provision 

of  lectures  outside of class time but rather the provision of  content , 

via various mechanisms, outside of class time. With content pro-

vision moved outside of the class, in-class time is devoted to other 

activities, such as active learning, critical thinking, and problem 

solving (CITL 2013). Proponents of this view note that educators 

have been “fl ipping” the class for many years (Berrett  2012 ); it is 

the explosion of technological resources that has led to increased 

interest in this strategy. Regardless of how content is provided 

outside of class, most educators agree that the key to success-

ful fl ipping is thinking carefully about how content acquisition is 

integrated with activities that form the core of the in-class experience 

(Herreid and Schiller  2013 ; Tucker  2012 ). 
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 Most research that examines fl ipped classes relies on the fi rst 

defi nition and generally fi nds that fl ipping is benefi cial in terms 

of student-learning outcomes (Berrett  2012 ; Day and Foley  2006 ; 

Papadopoulos and Roman 2010; Warter-Perez and Dong  2012 ). 

However, not all research shows consistently positive outcomes; 

for example, Love et al. ( 2013 ) found that students in a flipped 

algebra class performed better on course exams, although the 

fi nal-exam results were no diff erent than their peers in a more 

traditional format. In political science, Roscoe ( 2012 ) did not use 

the term “flipped class” in his study of an upper-level political 

science course, but he found no signifi cant diff erence in learning 

outcomes between students attending a face-to-face version of a 

course and those who watched lectures online in a blended ver-

sion. Therefore, with respect to academic outcomes, some studies 

showed that students do no worse in a fl ipped class, while other 

studies found that students perform better. 

  Student engagement in the flipped-class format is another 

critical research question, particularly if negative perceptions 

lead to decreased student engagement with and interest in a subject 

matter. Some research, focusing mainly on science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (i.e., STEM) courses, reports that 

students prefer the flipped learning experience to the more tra-

ditional class experience (Herreid and Schiller  2013 ; Love et al.  2013 ). 

However, other studies suggest that students do not prefer the 

fl ipped-class approach, as demonstrated by lower student evalu-

ations of the course (Berrett  2012 ) and lower student satisfaction 

(Frederickson, Reed, and Cliff ord  2005 ; Stayer  2012 ). This has led 

some to argue that perhaps the fl ipped model is not well suited for 

introductory classes, where students may not have the skills, interest, 

and motivation that a fl ipped class requires (Hamdan et al.  2013 ). 

 This may be particularly problematic for political science 

courses and departments. Lower-level introductory classes tend 

to be larger and often fulfill general-education requirements. 

That is, students enroll seeking to check a box, not with a burning 

interest in or knowledge of politics or political science (Gasim, 

Stevens, and Zebidi  2012 ). To the extent that these introductory 

courses serve as pathways to upper-level political science courses, 

minors, and majors, students’ negative perceptions of the 

fl ipped model may be of particular concern for political science 

departments—and may be a reason to avoid this format. To study 

this issue, this analysis examines student perceptions of a par-

tially flipped classroom in a large Introduction to American 

Politics class: Are students turned off  or engaged by the fl ipped-

class model?   

 METHODS: COURSE AND DATA DESCRIPTION 

 In the spring of 2013, I taught an Introduction to US Politics 

course in a large, theater-style classroom to approximately 140 

students. Most of the students (97.8%) enrolled in the class were 

not political science majors and were taking the class to fulfi ll 

a university or college requirement. The content covered in the 

course was fairly typical, following the standard chapters in an 

expanded version of an American government textbook. Approx-

imately two class periods were devoted to each chapter in the text, 

so it seemed critical to ensure that students were reading the text 

because it was the primary mechanism for full content coverage. 

Thus, the class was flipped, in that content coverage occurred 

mostly outside of class via the text readings and online quizzes 

that were due on the day we began to cover a specific chapter 

in class. For example, if we started talking about Congress on 

a Monday, the Congress quiz had to be completed prior to the 

start of that Monday class. While most of the quiz questions were 

multiple-choice, the last question was open-ended. Students were 

asked: “For which concept, issue, or section of Chapter X would 

you like clarification? Please submit a question related to this 

topic for in-class review.” 

 Quizzes were due immediately prior to the fi rst class session on 

any given topic, and I was not prepared to fl ip every course session. 

Therefore, I spent the first 50-minute session for each topic 

lecturing on two or three key points, with interspersed i>clicker 

questions and short videos. I referred to these classes as instructor-

led sessions. However, the second session for every topic was 

organized around the questions that students submitted for the 

quiz; these comprised the fl ipped sessions. Prior to each fl ipped 

class, I downloaded the results of the open-ended quiz question 

and looked for common themes. I also created a word cloud as 

a visual demonstration of the students’ questions.  Figure 1  illus-

trates a sample word cloud on the topic of federalism.     

 The word clouds helped students see common themes in the 

questions. For example, two themes emerged for federalism: state 

versus national power and the types of powers in the Constitution. 

During the fl ipped sessions, I began by having students engage 

in a group task, which typically entailed developing responses to 

their own questions, since research has shown that peers teach-

ing peers can be highly eff ective (Whitman  1988 ). This task was 

followed by an activity, video, or short discussion of the topic and 

an i>clicker question to gauge students’ understanding of the 

theme. Finally, I provided a short clarification to address any 

lingering misconceptions. 

 Thus, approximately half of the class sessions were fl ipped.  1   At 

the end of the semester, I administered a survey to the students 

to assess their perceptions of this fl ipped format. The questions 

asked them to refl ect on their overall feelings about the course, 

their perceptions of this course as compared to other courses, and 

whether they felt that diff erent aspects of the fl ip were benefi -

cial. Their responses were matched to student academic data 

(i.e., high school GPA and SAT scores and cumulative college credits) 

and demographic data (i.e., sex, minority status, and age), which 

allowed me to examine whether their perceptions varied across 

these characteristics. Overall, 72 of the 140 enrolled students com-

pleted the end-of-semester survey. Of the 72 respondents, 17 did 

not provide a student ID, so they could not be matched to control 

data. The following descriptive analysis of the results includes 

all responses, while the multivariate analysis includes only those 

   Student engagement in the flipped-class format is another critical research question, 
particularly if negative perceptions lead to decreased student engagement with and interest 
in a subject matter. 
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respondents who could be matched. Although the average grades 

of those students who completed the survey were slightly higher 

than the overall class average (i.e., 2.35 versus 2.07), both were still 

in the C range. 

    RESULTS 

 In general, students responded positively to the fl ipped-class for-

mat. For instance, as shown in  fi gure 2 , more than half (i.e., 52.2%) 

either strongly agreed or agreed with the statement: “I prefer the 

format of this class to other classes.” Only slightly more than 10% 

(i.e., 10.2%) strongly disagreed or disagreed with this statement. 

Students also overwhelmingly indicated that they would rec-

ommend this course to others; 86.1% strongly agreed or agreed 

with this statement. Of course, these results may not be due nec-

essarily to the class format; the instructor or the subject matter 

are alternative explanations. However, these results show that 

students were not so turned off  by the format as to prevent them 

from recommending the class to others.      

 The survey responses also provided some insight as to why 

students preferred the flipped-course format. First, they were 

the least positive about working in groups in class. Only 37.5% of 

students strongly agreed or agreed with the statement: “Working 

with groups in class sessions helped further my understanding 

of the course materials.” Almost 28% strongly disagreed or disa-

greed with this statement (see  fi gure 2 ). This does not necessar-

ily mean that group work is bad; research has demonstrated that 

positive benefi ts stem from well-designed group work in class 

(Pollock, Hamann, and Wilson  2011 ; Rothgeb  2013 ). The negative 

responses may be due more to the nature of this particular class-

room. With more than 140 students and a lecture hall without 

movable seating, it was diffi  cult for students to work comfortably 

in groups. Moreover, the instructor could not monitor whether 

each group and all group members were actively working on the 

assigned task. 

 Students were more positive about the use of technology 

in furthering their understanding of course materials; 54.2% 

indicated that the technology (i.e., online quizzes, i>clickers, and 

short videos referenced in the survey question) provided a better 

opportunity to master the subject. Few students (i.e., 12.5%) believed 

that the technologies detracted from course-content mastery. As 

noted previously, however, some of these technologies—namely, the 

i>clickers and the short videos—were used in both the instructor-led 

and the review sessions, so this result cannot be related exclu-

sively to the fl ipped nature of the course. 

 Students were most positive about the course review sessions 

(see  fi gure 2 ). More than three quarters of the class (i.e., 77.8%) 

strongly agreed or agreed with the statement: “The review 

sessions for each chapter were 

useful in helping me understand 

the materials.” Only 5 of the 72 

students who responded to this 

question strongly disagreed or 

disagreed with the statement. 

 However, while students 

believed that the course review 

sessions were useful, they did 

not indicate a desire for more 

of them. First, students were 

asked about the frequency of 

the review sessions; the over-

whelming majority (i.e., 94.4%) 

indicated that a review session 

every other class was appropri-

ate. Only four students wanted 

the review sessions to occur 

more frequently. Additionally, 

few students indicated that they 

 F i g u r e  1 

  Sample Word Cloud Diagram    

  

   In general, students responded positively to the fl ipped-class format. For instance, as shown 
in  fi gure 2 , more than half (i.e., 52.2%) either strongly agreed or agreed with the statement: 
“I prefer the format of this class to other classes.” 

 F i g u r e  2 

  Survey Responses to Likert Questions 

  
 Note: Numbers represent the percentage of students who selected each response option.    
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preferred course review sessions designed and arranged around 

student questions to those designed by the instructor. Most 

students (i.e., 59.7%) preferred a mix of sessions, while only 8.3% 

expressed a preference for sessions focused on student questions. 

In fact, more students (i.e., 31.9%) preferred sessions designed by 

the instructor. Thus, students’ perceptions of the flipped-class 

format in this course were generally positive, which apparently 

stems from the technology used in class and the course review 

sessions designed around student questions. Students were less 

positive about the group work in class. 

 Finally, the perceptions seemed to be shared across all types 

of students. Ordered logistic regression models were run to deter-

mine whether some students responded to the format more posi-

tively than others, as shown in  table 1 . Students with more credits 

were slightly less likely to indicate that the fl ipped review sessions 

were helpful, while students with higher entering GPAs believed 

that they were too frequent. It is not altogether surprising that 

more advanced and better-performing students had fewer posi-

tive responses to the fl ipped review sessions as they may believe 

that they needed them less than others. Otherwise, there were no 

signifi cant diff erences in responses across the variety of control 

variables. Furthermore, these variables do not do a very good job 

in explaining variation in responses to the questions. However, 

which other variables might work better remains an open ques-

tion. Nevertheless, these results reveal that student perceptions 

of the fl ipped-class format were not driven by diff erences in the 

types of students enrolled in the course.       

 CONCLUSION 

 Although there has been much excitement about fl ipping classes, 

there also has been confusion about what it means exactly and 

whether students like and perform better in this class format. 

Using a broad definition of flipping the class and focusing 

on the provision of content outside of class while using in-class 

time for active learning, this analysis examines whether changing 

to a flipped-class format had a positive or negative effect on 

student perceptions. Overall, the results demonstrate that stu-

dents responded positively. However, their responses indicate 

that they also preferred having mixed class sessions—that is, 

some instructor-led sessions and some designed around student 

questions—to having all fl ipped-class sessions. Furthermore, stu-

dents were less positively inclined toward the group work that came 

in the fl ipped-class sessions, which reinforces a critical point. It is 

not enough to simply upload some lectures to YouTube and call it a 

fl ip. Instructors must think carefully about how to deliver content 

outside of the class, how to ensure that students understand that 

content, and how to integrate it with in-class activities. 

 Finally, although some educators question whether the fl ipped-

class format works well in an introductory-level course, this study 

shows that it can. In political science, introductory courses often 

are larger, with students of varying levels of interest and pre-

paredness. Flipping the class can ensure that all students begin 

to study a given topic with at least some degree of background 

knowledge, become engaged in active learning about the subject 

matter, and leave the classroom with a better understanding of 

the course material. To the extent that introductory-level classes 

also serve as gateways to upper-level classes, minors, and even 

majors, fl ipping the classroom may be a good strategy for engag-

ing more students in the study of political science.       
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