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Academic Perspectives and Approaches to Social Media Use in Higher Education:
A Pilot Study
Karen Sutherland, Uwe Terton, Cindy Davis, Christina Driver, and Irene Visser
University of the Sunshine Coast
Previous studies have confirmed the prevalence of social media adoption by university students.
However, research has focused predominantly on student perspectives of social media’s impact on
learning and teaching, student engagement, and recruitment. This pilot study explores the methods,
attitudes, and perceptions of academics regarding social media use in their teaching while
investigating strategies used to navigate perceived challenges posed by social media technology. The
survey of 53 academics from an Australian university found that 49% used social media in their
teaching and did so due to its speed and accessibility in communicating with students. Yet, this
communication was largely to broadcast information, neglecting social media’s two-way
functionality. Concerns regarding privacy, bullying, and time scarcity in relation to social media
were key themes present in the data. Setting rules with students at the beginning of social media use
was a common strategy employed by academics to address these challenges.

Now with 3.81 billion users globally, social media
has become a common topic of discussion throughout
the wider community, and more specifically within
higher educational contexts (Fenwick, 2016; Dabbagh
& Kitsantas, 2011; We Are Social, 2020; Willems,
Chie, Bussey, Doherty, & Huijser, 2018). Thus far, the
higher educational literature has predominantly focused
on broad categories such as learning and teaching,
student engagement, and student recruitment
(Alshuaibi, Alshuaibi, Shamsudin, & Arshad, 2018;
Chawinga, 2017; Vrontis, Nemar, Ouwaida, & Riad
Shams, 2018). However, over the past few years, the
discussion has shifted from critical debates on whether
or not to use social media within higher educational
institutions and instead is evolving into discourse
exploring best practice methods to leverage the
technology (Becker et al., 2017; Henderson, Selwyn &
Ashton, 2017; Poore, 2016). With the majority of
university students using some form of social media
(Vorderer, Krömer & Schneider, 2016; McCoy, 2016)
the discussion has positioned social networking sites as
valuable tools to reach students where they are already
active, rather than solely focusing on techniques to
encourage students to use the learning and teaching
tools preferred by academic staff (Cooke, 2017; Saha &
Karpinski, 2018). While the discussion surrounding
social media’s place in higher education has advanced
over time, the literature has principally focused on
students’ attitudes and experiences with little emphasis
on academic perspectives (Gruzd, Haythornthwaite,
Paulin, Gilbert, & del Valle, 2018; Lupton, 2014;
Manca & Ranieri, 2017). This imbalance in viewpoints
may have resulted in an inaccurate portrayal of social
media’s effectiveness in higher education. While the
literature has suggested that social media can be a
beneficial tool for students, a scarcity of research has
been conducted to explore the impact on academic staff
of using social media in higher education (Fenwick,

2016; Lupton, 2014; Manca & Ranieri, 2017). Our
study aims to address this gap in knowledge through the
exploration of academic perspectives, experiences, and
strategies regarding the use of social media in a
university learning and teaching context.
The few studies conducted to investigate academic
use of social media in higher education have exposed a
number of common themes both positive and negative
(Fenwick, 2016; Lupton, 2014; Manca & Ranieri,
2017). These findings suggest that the use of social
media by academics is a complex area of analysis and
one that requires continual investigation as the
technology continues to evolve rapidly. The following
review of the literature explores the perceived benefits
and disadvantages for academics in using social media
as part of their profession.
The Perceived Benefits for Academics Using Social
Media in a Higher Educational Context
An analysis of studies conducted by Willems et al.
(2018), Manca and Ranieri (2017), Fenwick (2016) and
Lupton, (2014) identified five key benefits perceived by
academics who use social media as part of their day-today professional lives. Two of the key benefits were
identified as: Connections and Networking and
Teaching and Professional Support.
Connections and networking. The functionality of
social media to surpass geographical boundaries to build
social networks also applies to the development of
academic ones. Social media was perceived by
academics as facilitating the development of professional
connections with industry and with other academics
within their area of research interest, both locally and
internationally (Bardakcı, Arslan, Unver, 2018; Van
Noorden, 2014). This perceived benefit enabled
academics to become aware of other academics in their
research field, which traditionally only occurred at
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conferences or by reading literature and reaching out via
email. Facebook and LinkedIn groups were used to bring
together academics of specific teaching or research
interests. Furthermore, social media was also identified
as building stronger connections with students by
engaging with and meeting students where they are (Kift,
Nelson & Clarke, 2010; Nelson & Clarke, 2014; Smith,
2017; Willems et al., 2018). In a study conducted by
Moran, Seaman, and Tinti-Kane (2010, p. 5), the social
media platforms most commonly used by academic staff
were Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube.
Teaching and professional support. As a further
development of social media facilitating connections
and networking, academics identified the technology as
also providing professional and teaching support from
online communities of other academics. Manca and
Ranieri (2017) suggested that social media can be used
to create social capital (Helliwell & Putnam, 2007),
particularly within online groups with a common
interest such as a Facebook Group. In a study of a
Facebook group for Canadian teachers, Rutherford
(2010) found that the group facilitated practical
discussions relating to teaching techniques that
participants then used in their classrooms. Social media
communities supported academics to pose challenges
relating to their professions and to seek advice from
more experienced colleagues (Manca & Ranieri, 2017).
The Perceived Disadvantages for Academics Using
Social Media in a Higher Educational Context
The literature demonstrates that the perceived
disadvantages for academics using social media far
outweigh the advantages. According to studies by
Willems et al. (2018), Manca and Ranieri (2017),
Fenwick (2016) and Lupton, (2014) academics
perceived social media use in their professions to pose
issues relating to privacy, risk, credibility, copyright,
plagiarism as well as highlighting a perceived lack of
time, training, skills and support to use the technology
effectively. Furthermore, these studies also identified
that academics were unconfident about the quality of
content that they were expected to post on social media
and felt an obligation to use the technology whether
they wanted to or not.
Privacy, risk, copyright and plagiarism.
Breaches to the privacy of both academic staff and
students were highlighted in the literature as one of the
fundamental disadvantages of using social media in
higher education (Fenwick, 2016; Lupton, 2014; Manca
& Ranieri, 2017; Moran et al. 2010; Willems et al.,
2018). Academics raised concerns that social media can
blur the boundaries between their personal and
professional lives while exposing students’ personal
lives outside of the classroom. Furthermore,
participants in the Lupton (2014) study suggested that
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being active on social media could pose a considerable
risk to their professional reputations if they or other
users posted negative information or if they were
targeted by students. An example of this occurred in
2017 when a lecturer upset Chinese students by listing
Hong Kong and Taiwan as separate countries in course
materials; a recording of the classroom altercation was
posted online, damaging the academic’s reputation (Ho,
2017). Furthermore, participants in the Lupton study
(2014) were concerned that the ideas that they shared
on social media would be plagiarised or used without
their permission as a breach of copyright.
Intellectual property rights. The issue of
Intellectual Property (I.P) rights has also been raised in
the literature in relation to who exactly owns the
content that is created and posted by academics as part
of their role in a higher educational context (Rodriguez,
2011). Confusion exists among academics as to whether
they own the social media content that they create as
part of their work, whether it is owned by their
employer as per institutional I.P. policies that they must
adhere to as a condition of employment, or whether the
content ultimately belongs to the social media platform
on which it is posted.
Time scarcity. Time scarcity due to existing
workload has been a common theme in the literature
surrounding the experiences of academic staff in higher
education more generally (Brew, Boud, Crawford, &
Lucas, 2017; McAvinia, Ryan & Moloney, 2018;
Vostal, 2015) and in relation to social media use (Guy,
2012; Fenwick, 2016; Lupton, 2014; Manca & Ranieri,
2017; Willems et al, 2018;).Using social media was
viewed an additional (and labor intensive) task required
of academics who were already overloaded in terms of
the responsibilities of their role. Although research has
not yet been conducted into the psychological impacts
for academics using social media in higher education,
previous research has suggested that work pressure and
workload contribute to psychological strain in academic
staff (Boyd et al, 2011; Kinman, 2001; Lease, 1999;
McClenehan, Giles, & Mallett, 2007).
Lack of training, skills, support, and
credibility. A significant issue raised in the literature
was the perception of a lack of support by the higher
educational institutions encouraging academics to use
social media for teaching, learning, and research
(Fenwick, 2016; Manca & Ranieri, 2017; Guy, 2012;
Willems et al, 2018;). Participants felt both pressure
from their home institutions and an obligation to use
social media technology (whether they wanted to or
not), but they felt overwhelmed, unskilled, and
unsupported when attempting to do so. Academics
cited a lack of training being provided to assist them
in learning how to use social media (rather than
assuming all academics have prior experience) and a
lack of support from I.T. departments to provide day-
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to-day tech support. In the Lupton (2014, p. 26) study,
this perception of a lack of social media proficiency
also extended to the creation of content with some
participants unsure about how to create quality posts
and not “...coming across as dumb”. The literature
also suggested that some academics perceived using
social media for teaching, learning and research
purposes lacked credibility among their peers (Lupton,
2014). Participants in the Lupton (2014) study
explained that they had been accused by colleagues of
wasting time for using social media technology as part
of their working day.
Our study differs from the literature explored
because it not only provides a current insight into
academic perspectives of social media use in higher
education, it also investigates the strategies used by
academics to navigate the use of social media in their
day-to-day professional roles. A most recent finding on
the academic perspectives of social media use was
conducted by Willems et al (2018) who recorded a live
debate on the topic at an academic conference and
analyzed 63 tweets from audience members, as well as
comments from the floor, in response to the various
issues raised. While this study provided an insight into
the issues associated with academic use of social media
in higher education, it did not delve into the strategies
academics use to cope with using social media
technology in a teaching and learning context.
The last in-depth survey of academics on this topic
was Lupton (2014). Much has changed in the social
media landscape in the years following, and a further
analysis is required. The Fenwick (2016) study focused
solely on issues surrounding professionalism of
academics when using social media. Our study has a
broader scope by exploring the perceptions and
attitudes of academics (positive and negative) relating
to social media use and methods used to manage it.
Manca and Ranieri’s (2017) literature review of
previous research explored both student and teacher
perspectives. Most of the literature reviewed in this
paper investigated teachers’ perspectives, not
specifically those of university educators. The most
recent study, of relevance to our research, and explored
by Manca and Ranieri (2017), was Gregory and
Lodge’s (2015) study into the barriers presented by
academic workload in implementing technologyenhanced learning strategies in higher education;
however, this research did not specifically focus on the
use of social media.
As social media is constantly changing, our study
provides a contemporary insight into academic
perspectives of social media use as a tool for teaching
and learning in higher education and the strategies
employed to use the technology. The scarcity of
research in this area of scholarship has led to the
development of the following research questions:
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RQ1: What are the perceptions and attitudes of
academics regarding the use of social media in a
higher educational learning and teaching context?
RQ2: How are academics using social media in a
higher educational learning and teaching context?
Material and Methods
An online SurveyMonkey survey, with descriptive
and analytic elements, was distributed via email to 472
academic staff at an Australian university. This research
constituted a pilot study due to its specific scope
focusing on one Higher Education institution. The
learnings from this study will be used to develop a
future project with wider scope (Leon, Davis &
Kraemer, 2011). The rationale behind using this
mixed-methods approach was to explore habits,
attitudes and approaches relating to social media use by
academic staff as a tool for teaching and learning. This
study applied a mixed-method approach employing a
survey that included a range of questions prompting
quantitative and qualitative responses. A mixed-method
approach was used because the strength of each method
can counteract the deficiencies of the other
(Denscombe, 2008).
Furthermore, the survey as a
research tool is a standardized method of gathering
uniform empirical data that can assist in describing
and contrasting variable relationships (Axinn & Pearce,
2006; Weerakkody, 2008). Three email reminders
were sent to academic staff throughout the 90-day
data gathering phase. The overall survey attracted a
response rate of 11% or (n = 53 ), 64% (n = 34) were
female, 34% (n = 18) were male and 2% (1)
person identified as other. Academics over 50 years
of age had the greatest representation in the sample (n=
22, 42%), and next were academics aged 41 - 45 years
(n= 16, 30%), 46 - 50 years and 36 - 40 years both with
(n= 6, 11%), 31- 35 years (n= 2, 4%) and one academic
(2%) aged between 26 and 30 years. Academic staff
were predominantly spread across two faculties with 28
(53%) working in the Faculty of Arts, Business, and
Law (FABL), 22 academics (42%) working in the
Faculty of Science, Health, Education, and Engineering
(FoSHEE); and three academics (5%) working across
both. The three academics working across both faculties
have been removed from the sample for some of the
analyses as their representation was too low to derive
meaningful results. The majority of the sample had
more than 15 years of teaching experience (n= 20,
38%), followed at the other end of the scale by
academics with 0-5 years’ experience (n= 15, 28%).
Academic staff with 6-10 years’ teaching experience
had the third greatest representation in the sample with
teaching staff with 11-15 years’ experience having the
lowest representation. The survey consisted of 24
questions using a range of multiple choice, Likert
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Table 1
Reasons for Introducing Social Media Into Teaching Practice
Reason for introducing social media into teaching
Percent
Enjoy using social media.
27.08%
I use social media in most aspects of my life,
33.33%
including in my teaching practice.
Quick and easy way to connect with students.
70.83%
I feel some pressure to keep up with other teaching
6.25%
staff who are using/starting to use social media in
their teaching practice.
Students expect to use social media as part of their
22.92%
higher education courses.
USC expects teaching staff to incorporate social
18.75%
media into their teaching practice.
I don’t use social media in my teaching practice.
6.25%
scales, and qualitative response prompts that asked
academic staff to address the two
research
questions about their perceptions and attitudes
regarding social media (and its use) in a higher
educational learning and teaching context. The
questions developed were based on those used in a
study by McCarthy (2010), who explored the use of
social networking to enhance the first-year student
experience. Statistical analyses were limited due to
some questions allowing multiple options to be
selected. Data were initially analyzed using
descriptive statistics. Frequency distribution and
percentages provided an overall description of the
data. To test for homogeneity of responses across
groups—faculty, gender, years of teaching
experience and employment status—tests of
differences using Crosstabs with Chi-Squared were
conducted (Linneman, 2014). Qualitative responses
were analyzed by coding them directly against the
research questions to identify emerging themes in
each category.
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Frequency
13
16
34
3
11
9
3

Table 1 contains the responses to the survey
question: “What are the reasons that you have
introduced social media into your teaching practice?”
Participants could tick more than one option.
Table 1 demonstrates that the ease and speed of
use; the enjoyment of, and familiarity with, social
media technology; and student expectations were the
key motivations for academics to use social media as
a tool for teaching and learning. Similar sentiments
were apparent in the qualitative data captured from
the same “Other” option offered within the same
survey question: “It allows you to meet students
where they already are.”
The ability to stay connected with students after
graduation was also highlighted.
It also allows us as lecturers to stay in touch with
our students during their entire university career
rather than having them in one or two classes and
then not hearing from them again. Staying in touch
can help us recommend jobs or post positions for
recent graduates.

Results
Survey results have been structured to directly
address the research questions. Almost half of the sample
(n=26, 49%) indicated that they used social media in
their teaching. From further Chi-squared analysis,
significant differences could not be identified between an
academic’s faculty, gender, or years of teaching and
whether or not they used social media as a teaching tool.
Furthermore, there were no significant differences in
attitudes and concerns about social media across all
employment statuses (continuing, fixed, and sessional).
RQ1: What are the perceptions and attitudes of
academics regarding the use of social media in a
higher educational learning and teaching context?

Results in Table 2 demonstrate the responses to the
prompt: “The benefits of using social media in my
teaching practice are.”
Again, participants could select multiple options to
capture that they may have experienced multiple
benefits using social media as a teaching tool.
Table 2 demonstrates that the participants in this study
perceived that social media can enhance communication
between them and students and also between students in
particular courses. However, there were some aspects that
participants perceived to be less beneficial than others. For
example, social media’s ability to showcase student work
was the only option that did not return a significant result for
academics from either faculty. This was also reflected in the
qualitative data gathered from the same survey question:
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Table 2
Attitudes Toward the Perceived Benefits of Using Social Media in Teaching Practice
Strongly
Strongly Chi Squared
Statement
Faculty
Agree
Agree Neutral Disagree Disagree and P Value
Social media enables me to
FABL
8
15
3
0
0
X2 = 9.880
better communicate and interact
p = .042
with students
FoSHEE
3
6
7
1
2
Social media enables me to
showcase student work
Using social media enables me
to better alert students to
relevant course materials
Social media enables me to
clarify assessment requirements
Social media enables me to send
reminders to students
Social media enables me to
effectively make announcements
Social media enables students to
better connect with academic
staff
Social media enables students to
better connect with each other
Social media enables students to
more easily facilitate group work
Social media enables students to
better share insights, experience
and understandings related to
their course
Social media provides an
effective forum for students to
share/reflect on their work
Social media provides an
effective forum for students to
discuss course-related topics

FABL

8

7

7

3

0

FoSHEE

1

7

8

2

1

FABL

10

8

4

2

1

FoSHEE

1

7

6

2

3

FABL

9

3

10

2

1

FoSHEE

0

3

8

5

3

FABL

10

7

7

1

0

FoSHEE

0

7

7

3

2

FABL

11

7

6

1

1

FoSHEE

0

5

7

3

4

FABL

9

7

7

0

1

FoSHEE

0

5

5

6

3

FABL

17

7

2

0

0

FoSHEE

3

9

6

1

0

FABL

15

6

3

0

0

FoSHEE

4

6

7

2

0

FABL

14

8

3

0

0

FoSHEE

0

10

7

2

0

FABL

9

11

6

0

0

FoSHEE

0

7

9

2

1

FABL

12

9

3

1

0

FoSHEE

1

10

5

2

1

X2 = 6.005
p = .119
X2 = 8.164
p = .086
X2 = 10.892
p = .028
X2 = 12.413
p = .015
X2 = 13.447
p = .009
X2 = 16.306
p = .003
X2 = 12.258
p = .007
X2 = 9.516
p = .023
X2 = 17.326
p = .001

X2 = 12.707
p = .013
X2 = 10.572
p = .032
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...not all students want to showcase their work on
Social Media, it is not a good platform to showcase
design work, because likes from friends is really
not desirable and students need to have
professional feedback.
Instead the perceived benefits of social media most
related to its functional characteristics as a
communication tool:
It's possible to find on YouTube relevant, engaging,
current and accessible materials that can be relevant to
teaching. Different form of communication to face-toface, e.g., interview, animation, infographics, film, etc.
Privacy concerns. Privacy concerns returned a
significant result in relation to an academic’s faculty
(X2 = 9.610 p = .048). From the total of 19 FoSHEE
academic participants, 84% (16) strongly agreed or
agreed that they were concerned regarding their privacy
when connecting students via social media, compared
with 50% (13) of FABL academics (n=26). Privacy
concerns were was also reflected in the open comments.
For example, a participant who did not use social media
said that this decision was, “to maintain privacy”.
Another academic highlighted that:
Privacy is key for students and teaching staff.
Spend time trying to disconnect some students
from their smartphone screen in class as it is.
Students’ personal privacy concerns were also
mentioned:
Those students who do have social media have also
indicated that while social media can be good for
communicating with other students, they too have
privacy concerns about mixing their private profile
with their student profile.
Furthermore, universities being ill-equipped to
manage privacy issues relating to social media use by
academics and students was identified by the sample:
We can talk about privacy settings, but I don't think
anything is fail-safe. Do institutions need to have
policies around this? It's a minefield....and I'm just
glad that so far nothing seems to have blown up in
my face, but I know of other instances among
teaching staff where it has and has caused great
stress - and the university management seems
totally unequipped to deal with it.
Time scarcity. Time constraints relating to social
media and its impact on work-life-balance returned a
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significant result in relation to gender (X2 = 11.991 p =
.017). Out of the 16 male participants, 63% (10)
strongly agreed or agreed that the amount of time and
energy required to keep up-to-date with teachingrelated social media has a negative impact on work-life
balance, compared with 17% (5) females (n=30). Issues
relating to lack of time to use social media for learning
and teaching were also a dominant theme in the
qualitative data. For example, when explaining why one
academic did not use social media, they stated: “They
add time commitments that I don't have.”
Another participant suggested that adding further
communication channels increased time commitments
in using them to interact with students.
One mode of communication is enough. If I set up
Discussion board on BB and we use that, I don't
also want to be having to check Facebook or emails
- these things become enormously time-consuming.
Similarly, the task of social media monitoring was
identified as one that is too time prohibitive for
academics to undertake effectively:
In many other professions the monitoring of social
media is a full-time job, as the audience expects
immediate responses. This is not possible for most
academics who have other activities.
However, the qualitative data identified reasons
that some academics planned to increase their social
media use for their teaching:
I want to incorporate it more into the content and
assessment side of things.
Some wanted to use social media to teach students
about professional development:
Currently 0 hours. I will probably add social media
to introduce students to LinkedIn for professional
career and CV building activities.
Others stated that the constant evolution of social
media technology increased its attractiveness for
academics: “It's valuable and it capacities and
flexibility are improving.”
Feelings of awkwardness. Some academics
answered that they felt awkward when using social
media as a teaching tool. This was most significant in
relation to years of teaching (x2 = 18.339 p = .031).
Academics in their first five years of teaching reported
the strongest levels of awkwardness in relation to using
social media in their teaching. However, this group also
had the greatest number of people disagreeing that they
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Facebook
Youtube
Yammer
Instagram
LinkedIn
Twitter
Snapchat
Flickr
Pinterest
Behance or similar
portfolio platform
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Table 3
Percent and Frequency of Social Media Platforms Use by Academics
Several times Once per
each day
day
Weekly
Fortnightly
Monthly
12.00%
6.00%
24.00%
4.00%
10.00%
6
3
12
2
5
6.00%
8.00%
36.00%
18.00%
20.00%
3
4
18
9
10
2.17%
2.17%
0.00%
0.00%
2.17%
1
1
0
0
1
0.00%
2.13%
12.77%
2.13%
0.00%
0
1
6
1
0
0.00%
4.17%
10.42%
4.17%
20.83%
0
2
5
2
10
2.13%
2.13%
17.02%
4.26%
8.51%
1
1
8
2
4
0.00%
0.00%
2.17%
0.00%
0.00%
0
0
1
0
0
0.00%
0.00%
0.00%
0.00%
2.22%
0
0
0
0
1
2.13%
0.00%
4.26%
4.26%
8.51%
1
0
2
2
4
0.00%
0.00%
2.22%
2.22%
2.22%
0
0
1
1
1

felt awkward using social media. There was also a
significant
relationship
between
feelings
of
awkwardness in using social media and the academics
who did not use it (X2 = 9.258 p = .026). Awkwardness
was not mentioned at all within the qualitative data.
Concerns about bullying. Participant concerns
regarding social media being used by students to bully
each other and academic staff were present in the
qualitative data, resulting in a negative impact on
mental health.
Social Media interactions such as Facebook
groups allows students to form collaborations
to bully and attack staff and influence other
students that such behavior is socially and
professionally normal. It nearly ended my
teaching career. It made me see myself as
students said they saw me - worthless, useless
and inept.
Due to this concern, participants mentioned the
necessity for academic staff to closely monitor social
media interactions between students to address issues of
bullying if they arise:
If Social media is not monitored by staff, it can
allow for bullying among students which then has
to be sorted by a staff member.

Never
44.00%
22
12.00%
6
93.48%
43
82.98%
39
60.42%
29
65.96%
31
97.83%
45
97.78%
44
80.85%
38
93.33%
42
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Total
50
50
46
47
48
47
46
45
47
45

RQ2: How are academics using social media in a
higher educational learning and teaching context?
Nearly half of the sample (24, 45%) answered that
they spent less than one hour per week working on social
media for their teaching practice; with a further 30% (16)
academics spending between 1 - 3 hours per week.
Approximately, 8% (4) academics spent between 4 - 7
hours per week using social media for their teaching.
Table 3 contains the responses to the question: How
often do you use the following social media platforms.
This question also allowed for participants to provide a
qualitative response if a social media platform that they
used was not on the list. This question contains a list of
the mainstream social media platforms.
Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and LinkedIn were
the social media platforms used most frequently by
academics, particularly on a weekly basis. The variance
in the total number of respondents was due to some
participants not responding to every platform option.
Participants could also provide qualitative responses to
this question. In the qualitative question field,
academics responded that they perceived YouTube as a
repository of valuable resources instead of a social
media platform in its common definition, e.g., “I use
YouTube as a resource for video teaching materials, so
not is a "social" way as such.” Other responses
indicated that academics avoided using other social
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media platforms in addition to YouTube to avoid
increasing their workload:
I mostly use YouTube videos so haven't spent too
much energy on trying to embed other types of
social media in my course due to the fact that I'm
afraid it will increase workload.
Other social media platforms used by academics
identified in the qualitative data included WordPress,
Slack, Periscope, Reddit, PebblePad and Flickr.
Participants in this study were also asked the question:
What strategies do you use to manage social media in your
teaching practice? This question also included a field for
qualitative responses in participants wanted to provide
further information. Table 4 and the following qualitative
responses contain the answers to this question.
Participants were able to provide more than one
answer to this question. As such, the majority of
academics reported that they took care when
constructing social media content and to protect their
privacy, however, less employed time-management and
stress-reduction strategies. The qualitative data
highlighted a range of strategies used by academics to
manage what they perceived as the more challenging
aspects of using social media in their teaching. Themes
that arose included applying the institution’s processes
and policies and employing best practices from other
organizations. However, the most predominant strategy
evident in the qualitative data related to setting up rules,
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boundaries, and guidelines at the beginning of a social
media platform being used by academic staff and
student, for example, in setting the boundaries between
academics and students: “I'm clear with students about
how I will interact with them on social media. IE about
courses and programs and on Facebook for instance I
won't friend them but rather interact in designated
groups.” Another example was that of keeping their
private and professional lives separate on social media
platforms: “I have set up a dedicated professional
Facebook account to separate my professional and
personal connections. This has been successful thus
far.” Further examples related to academics setting
guidelines to navigate students interacting with each
other on social media: “I put up some information
about keeping posts to topic and being respectful of
others.” A final example was to only respond in person
to particular types of comments: “I don't respond
quickly to aspects that have an 'emotional' nature. I
acknowledge that deeper discussions and arguments
are better to have face-to-face.”
Participants in this study were requested to
share exactly what they use social media for in a
teaching context. Table 5 presents the answers to
the question: How do you use social media in your
teaching practice?
The three most popular uses of social media involved
the broadcasting of course-related information, and the least
popular related to using social media for assessments and
gathering student opinions.

Table 4
Strategies Used to Manage Social Media in Teaching Practice
Strategy
Percent and frequency
Monitoring my social media use, both in my personal and professional life.
40.48%
17
Limiting the amount of time spent on social media relating to teaching practice.
40.48%
17
Utilizing time-management strategies to manage my workload and social media use.
26.19%
11
Utilizing positive stress reducing techniques, such as meditation, yoga, exercise,
26.19%
counselling etc. to manage the effects of my teaching workload and social media use.
11
Researching the different forms of social media, and their uses.
38.10%
16
Taking great care over what I write in my social media posts.
78.57%
33
Protecting my private information on social media platforms.
71.43%
30
Highlighting to students, the importance of protecting their personal information on
35.71%
social media platforms.
15
Challenging any inappropriate comments that I see on social media.
40.48%
17
Total Respondents
42
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Table 5
Uses of Social Media in Teaching Practice
Use of social media in teaching
Percent
Managing events, excursions
34.09%
Group work
40.91%
Discussion of course content
45.45%
Announcements
54.55%
To remind students
40.91%
Solicit opinions
20.45%
Sharing of student work
25.00%
Journal work
13.64%
Clarify assessments
31.82%
Assessment
15.91%
Sharing of interesting materials and
75.00%
information relevant to the course
Sharing of inspirational materials and
54.55%
ideation relevant to the course
Total Respondents
Discussion
One of the key findings from this pilot study was
that academics in FABL used social media more than
their FoSHEE counterparts. Within the Faculty of Arts,
Business and Law are disciplines such as
Communication, Creative Industries, Social Sciences,
and Marketing in comparison to the predominantly
STEM-focused disciplines in the Faculty of Science,
Health, Engineering, and Education. The difference in
social media use by academics between the faculties
may be explained by the largely communication,
creative, and business-centered disciplines within
FABL. We propose that academics in communicationcentered disciplines may have greater confidence and
fewer concerns when deciding to adopt new
communication technologies such as social media.
A significant concern raised in our study related to
privacy breaches when using social media to
communicate with students; this is also a prominent
theme in the literature (Willems et al., 2018; Manca &
Ranieri, 2017, Fenwick, 2016; Lupton, 2014; Moran et
al. 2010). However, academics in FoSHEE (again
STEM-related disciplines) reported having the greatest
concern. This could be due to a lesser focus on
communication technologies within these disciplines, as
mentioned, with this unfamiliarity and inexperience in
using social media resulting in increased concern and
inhibitions relating to its use.
Furthermore, concerns regarding time scarcity as a
result of social media use were also present in our
results, thus corresponding to the literature (Guy, 2012;
Fenwick, 2016; Lupton, 2014; Manca & Ranieri, 2017;
Willems et al., 2018). Yet, male participants registered
much greater concern than female counterparts about
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Frequency
15
18
20
24
18
9
11
6
14
7
33
24
44

the perceived time commitment of using social media.
This may be because in general, Australian women use
social media more on a daily basis in comparison to
men, therefore, its use is already firmly embedded in
their day-to-day activities and not perceived as an
additional task (Yellow, 2018).
Again, and in line with the literature, participants
identified feelings of awkwardness when using social
media, but the perception was strongest with
academics within their first five years of teaching
(Lupton, 2014). Feelings of awkwardness for new
academics may be attributed to this period of
professional development in general, and they may not
be solely related to social media use.
Concerns relating to bullying of students and staff
via social media were present in this pilot study, but not
highlighted in the literature. However, it seemed the
academics experienced with social media effectively
addressed and managed these concerns by setting up
clear rules, boundaries, and guidelines for their
interactions with students at the very beginning of using
social media in a teaching context.
The social media platforms used by academics
reinforce those used in the Moran et al. (2010) study.
However, the platforms used by academics in our study
differ slightly to those used by the general Australian
population in which Instagram and Snapchat are used
more than LinkedIn and Twitter (Yellow, 2018, p. 14).
The difference may be due to LinkedIn being a
professional platform and therefore of greater relevance
and appropriateness to academics and Twitter being
used to share academic material and to increase
research profiles (Lupton, 2014).
Reluctance in using social media for assessments
was present among academics in our study. Lupton

Sutherland, Terton, Davis, Driver, and Visser
(2014) found that academics felt that they lacked
credibility in the eyes of their peers if they used social
media. Possibly this perception of a lack of credibility
has been extended to social media’s capacity and
legitimacy as an assessment tool. Innovation,
experience and relevance will be key factors in
increasing the use of social media for assessments.
One of the most significant findings in our study is
that social media is predominantly being used by
academics to broadcast information to their students
instead of leveraging its two-way functionality. More
needs to be understood to determine whether social
media is being used for one-way communication as a
result of lack of training in how to use the characteristics
of the technology, feelings of awkwardness in engaging
with students using the platforms, perceptions of time
scarcity and increased workload as a result of two-way
communication or a risk mitigation strategy to limit
negative interactions with students and reducing potential
privacy breaches. Parallels can be drawn with other
professions, such as public relations where social media
was also used for one-way communication when it was
first adopted by the industry as a communication tool
(Grunig, 2009; Macnamara, 2010).
Limitations and Further Research
This pilot study was limited to one university and a
small sample size. Further research is required to
investigate its findings at a greater depth with a larger
sample of academics to better understand the difference
between academics who have embraced the use of
social media in a teaching context and the perceptions
of those who are reluctant to do so. Further
investigation is also necessary to explore why
academics are using social media as a channel to
broadcast information to students rather than leveraging
the functionality of social media technology to engage
and collaborate with students as part of the teaching and
learning process.
Conclusion
Overall, this pilot study highlighted that the
academics not regularly using social media in their
teaching had the greatest concerns about its use and that
those using the technology are effectively implementing
strategies to address and manage the perceived
concerns of those not using it. Furthermore, the two
different faculties had very different perceptions and
approaches to social media. These silos within this
particular university may be diminished with greater
collaboration between the faculties where academics
using social media can mentor those who are unfamiliar
with, fearful of, and/or unconfident in using it.
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This study explores how university teachers perceive the features and characteristics of a good
university teacher and how they self-evaluate their experienced pedagogical competency.
Furthermore, this study explores how the experienced pedagogical competency and perceived
features and characteristics of a good university teacher are related. The data were collected by a
questionnaire (N=73) from two groups of university teachers: the participants and non-participants
of an educational development project. The results showed that the teachers perceived a good
university teacher as having a wide knowledge base, having versatile professional roles, and
continuously developing their professional competency. They also self-evaluated social reflection,
emotions, and active participation in teaching development as core areas of their pedagogical
competency. The university teachers perceived ideal of a good university teacher was mainly
consistent with their experienced pedagogical competency, however, an emotional aspect was not
perceived to include the ideal of a good university teacher. Comparing the two groups revealed
differences in how the university teachers experienced their expertise as teachers. It seems that
strategic educational development projects can act as gateways to develop teaching skills through
systematic development of teaching for university teachers who may not find formal university
pedagogy courses suitable for them.

A rapidly changing world and globalization are
presenting new challenges for higher education. The
society also sets new requirements for university graduates
such as 21st-century competencies as they are entering
working life (e.g., Voogt & Roblin, 2012). Due to these
changing demands, there is a need to develop teaching in
higher education. Questions, such as “What characterizes a
good university teacher?” and “What competencies should
a good university teacher have?”, have raised considerable
interest in higher education in recent decades. This study
aims to explore how university teachers perceive the
features and characteristics of a good university teacher, as
well as how they self-evaluate their experienced
pedagogical competency. Furthermore, this study aims to
explore how the experienced pedagogical competency and
perceived features and characteristics of a good university
teacher are related. These perspectives are investigated in
two different university teacher groups in order to explore
whether there are differences in the perceptions between a
group of teachers, who have decided to participate in a
strategic educational development project and a
comparative group of university teachers who are not
participating in the project.
While researchers have provided a variety of
definitions of the characteristics and competencies
required, a good university teacher is often described as
a subject field expert with pedagogical skills (e.g.,
Biggs & Tang, 2011; Duţă, G. Pânişoară, & I. O.
Pânişoară, 2014; Hirsto, Lampinen, & Syrjäkari, 2013;
Su & Wood, 2012). This suggests that the researchteaching nexus is characteristic of expertise in
university teaching (e.g. Annala & Mäkinen, 2011;
Weller, 2016). University teachers usually begin their
academic careers as researchers, and teaching is a duty

that comes along with their academic profession as a
researcher. In their work as “teachers-as-researchers”,
university teachers need to have an understanding of
how knowledge is created in their professional area
(Annala & Mäkinen, 2011; Weller, 2016).
Although the connection between research and
teaching is elementary in universities, the relationship is
not simple in terms of academics’ development in the
expertise of research and teaching. The notion of the
scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) was
introduced by Boyer (1990) to highlight the apparent
disregard of teaching skills in the academic context, and
the notion has since been explored by many scholars.
Healey (2000), for example, argues that, in order to
enhance the appreciation of teaching, both disciplinary
research and teaching should be systematically
investigated, and university teachers’ pedagogical skills
in teaching should be open to collegial peer review, as
is their research expertise. Weller (2016) agrees with
this by suggesting that becoming scholarly in teaching
requires rethinking teaching through the lens of
pedagogic inquiry. Kreber and Cranton (2000)
approach teachers’ expertise and the development of
SoTL by considering different domains of knowledge
in teaching, namely instructional, pedagogical, and
curricular knowledge. Knowledge in each domain is
created through three forms of reflection: content,
process, and premise reflection, leading to nine
components of SoTL. They suggest that the
development of SoTL is a process including reflection
on experience-based knowledge and research-based
knowledge about teaching.
The SoTL model by Kreber and Cranton (2000)
was influenced by Shulman’s (1986) model of special
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types of knowledge required in effective teaching:
subject matter content knowledge, pedagogical content
knowledge, and curricular knowledge. Extending
Shulman’s idea, the “technological pedagogical content
knowledge” (TPACK) framework by Koehler and
Mishra (2008, see also Koehler, Mishra, Kereluik, Shin,
& Graham, 2014) attempts to identify the nature of
knowledge required by teachers for effective
technology integration in their teaching while
addressing the complex and situated nature of teacher
knowledge. Even though the TPACK model has not
been specifically developed in the context of higher
education, it has also been used and studied in higher
education (e.g., Dysart & Weckerle, 2015; Kushner
Benson &Ward, 2013).
Besides considering university teachers’ expertise
as mastery of a body of knowledge (Edwards & Nicoll,
2006), it can also be perceived to be collective in
nature, offering a framework to approach expertise as
an experiential phenomenon, meaning that expertise is
seen as contextual and created socially in certain social
and historical contexts (Isopahkala-Bouret, 2008).
According to Isopahkala-Bouret (2008), expertise as an
experiential phenomenon includes relevant knowledge,
a context-dependent way of acting, and a sense of
confidence and trust. Experiencing one’s expertise
depends on the situation and thus, the way academics
and teachers experience themselves plays a crucial role
in how they are as teachers (Ashwin et al., 2016;
Isopahkala-Bouret, 2008; Weller, 2016). Furthermore,
experience of expertise is influenced by the disciplines
in which one teaches, for example, how knowledge is
seen, what kind of social value we attach to this
knowledge, and how to teach in certain fields (Ashwin
et al., 2016; Fraser et al., 2014). Considering expertise
as an experiential phenomenon means that expertise is
not a stable status or a personal characteristic
(Isopahkala-Bouret, 2008).
Competence, Competency, and Pedagogical
Competency
When discussing expertise, skills, knowledge, and
characteristics, the concepts of competence and
competency are often used, sometimes also as synonyms
(cf. Mäkinen & Annala, 2010). Defining the concepts of
competence and competency is, however, a challenging
task, and currently there is no consensus among scholars
on how to define them. The two main approaches to
competence/y are the European and American traditions
(Garavan & McGuire, 2001; Le Deist &Winterton, 2005;
Mäkinen & Annala, 2010). In the European tradition,
competence is defined as what people can do (skills)
rather than what they know, which can be described as
an “outcome-based” approach (Hogg, 2013; Mäkinen &
Annala, 2010). The American tradition approaches
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competency as a process rather than merely as an
outcome (Mäkinen & Annala, 2010). As a concept,
competency captures skills beyond cognitive ability,
such as self-regulation and social skills, and takes the
behavioral aspects lying behind competent performance
into account (Hogg, 2013; McClelland, 1998). This
approach can be described, according to Hogg (2013), as
a “strengths-based” approach.
Besides these two main approaches, Le Deist and
Winterton (2005) argue for a multi-dimensional and
holistic approach drawing from research traditions in
Germany and France. This approach gives the
opportunity to align educational and work-based
provision and enables exploitation of the synergy
between formal education and experiential learning in
order to develop professional competence/y. The
holistic approach has brought the concepts of
competence and competency closer together (Mäkinen
& Annala, 2010). According to Le Deist and Winterton
(2005), all the aforementioned approaches can be called
“rationalistic approaches”. Although these approaches
differ in how they define competence/y, they all regard
human competence/y as being constituted of a specific
set of attributes that workers use to accomplish their
work, and these attributes are primarily seen to be
context-independent (Le Deist & Winterton, 2005).
The main critique of the rationalistic approaches
concerns the way that different attributes of work are
operationalized into quantitative measures (Sandberg,
2000). In the context of higher education, efforts to define
the competencies and characteristics of a good university
teacher often result in general, simplified and overly
narrow lists or sets of distinctive characteristics and
features (Winterton, 2009). The “interpretative research
tradition” provides an alternative to the rationalistic
approaches to competence/y by suggesting that skills and
competencies are based on, and formed in relation to, a
person’s perceptions and understanding of their work,
defining competency as more of a social construction that
results from the interaction between the individual and the
environment in certain contexts (Sandberg, 2000). It is,
therefore, not only the competencies themselves that are
significant; the way that individuals experience work is
also fundamental to their competency (Garavan &
McGuire, 2001; Sandberg, 2000).
Pedagogical competence is a concept that has been
used by a number of scholars in the higher education
context. For example, Olsson and Roxå (2013, see also
Olsson, Mårtensson, & Roxå, 2010) have studied and
analyzed a system for rewarding excellence in
university teaching, and they have presented a
pedagogical competence model emphasizing a
developmental aspect rather than a specific level of
competence. They use the concept of competence
referring to the European tradition. In their model,
Olsson and Roxå (2013), however, consider that
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becoming an expert and excellent teacher is a
continuous process requiring continuous observations
and reflection on the practice of teaching and its effects
on student learning. Apelgren and Giertz (2010) also
use the concept of pedagogical competence. They
consider, however, that pedagogical competence is not
just a static list of features and characteristics, but more
of a process of showing the ability and will to regularly
apply the attitude, the knowledge, and the skills that
promote students’ learning in the best possible way
(Apelgren & Giertz, 2013). Both the pedagogical
competence models of Olsson and Roxå (2013) and
Apelgren and Giertz (2013) consider the concept of
competence more comprehensively and widely than the
definition related to the concept of competence in the
European tradition.
In this study, we use the concept of pedagogical
competency, and in defining the concept, we lean
towards the interpretative research tradition.
Furthermore, we understand expertise as an experiential
phenomenon, and pedagogical competency is
considered to be one aspect of university teachers’
expertise. Thus, pedagogical competency refers here to
university
teachers’
conceptions,
reflections,
evaluations, and experienced confidence as teachers
(see also Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017). Experienced
pedagogical competency is approached through selfevaluations and reflections.
Developing as a University Teacher and One’s
Pedagogical Competency
There is a strong consensus among scholars that
developing as a teacher requires reflection (e.g., Biggs
& Tang, 2011; Brookfield, 1995; McAlpine, Weston, C.
Beauchamp, Wiseman, & J. Beauchamp, 1999; Schön,
1983; Tynjälä, Virtanen, Klemola, Kostiainen, &
Rasku-Puttonen, 2016). Reflection, however, is not
something that automatically changes teachers’ actions
and approaches to teaching (Hatton & Smith, 1995;
Mälkki & Lindblom-Ylänne, 2012). In order to
facilitate reflection turning into action and developing
as a teacher, the concept and practice of reflection both
need to be clear to the teacher, and it needs to be
acknowledged that there are individual differences and
preferences for using different reflective tools
(Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017; Russell, 2005).
When considering the experience of expertise and
competency as being contextual and created socially
(Ashwin et al., 2016; Garavan & McGuire, 2001;
Isopahkala-Bouret, 2008; Sandberg, 2000; Weller,
2016), the role of peers and colleagues needs to be
discussed. According to Olsson and Roxå (2013),
informed pedagogical discussions among colleagues are
important in achieving theoretical and personalized
knowledge about teaching and learning (see also Boyd
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& Harris, 2010; Pedrosa-de-Jesus, Guerra, & Watts,
2017). University teachers create and maintain their
understanding of teaching and learning in significant
networks by having meaningful and sincere private
discussions characterized by mutual trust and shared
intellectual intrigue (Pyörälä, Hirsto, Toom, Myyry, &
Lindblom-Ylänne, 2015; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009).
Significant relationships are at the heart of how teachers
discuss their identities and how identity forms (Uitto,
Kaunisto, Syrjälä, & Estola, 2015).
The role of emotions in learning and teaching has
not been previously well recognized as learning and
teaching in higher education are considered to be
primarily cognitive and rational activities. However,
some researchers consider that there is, besides cognitive
(Schön, 1983) and social (Fleck & Fitzpatrick, 2009;
Mälkki, 2011; Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017), also an
emotional aspect of reflection (Boud, Keogh, & Walker,
1985). According to Boud and colleagues (1985),
emotions can be considered elements of a reflective
process whereby an individual recaptures, thinks about
and evaluates one’s experiences. In the recent decades,
the role of emotions in learning and education (Arpiainen
et al., 2016; Pekrun et al., 2007), in professional
development (Heikkinen et al., 2011; Williams, 2009)
and in development of a sense of expertise as a teacher
(Ashwin et al., 2016; Isopahkala-Bouret, 2008) has
emerged in the research literature. There is an emotional
aspect to the experience of expertise as an academic and
a teacher: besides knowledge and skills, one must, for
example, be able to experience confidence when acting
as an expert (Isopahkala-Bouret, 2008). When discussing
teachers’ experienced competency as a teacher, the
concept of self-efficacy, originally introduced by
Bandura (1977), has also been used (e.g., Henson, 2001,
Trigwell & Prosser, 2004; Williams, 2009).
The perspective adopted in this article relates to the
development of university teachers’ pedagogical
competency and the educational development processes
of an institution. These relate to the core pedagogical
development processes that are thought to support
institutions in their educational development. These
processes include strategic processes, curriculum
processes, and the process of developing faculty
members’ expertise through the scholarship of teaching
and learning (Barnett & Coate, 2005; Hirsto, 2013;
Hirsto, Sointu, Valtonen, Saarelainen, & Team Ameba,
2018; Hubball & Gold, 2007). There is evidence that
various kinds of pedagogical development programs and
courses can have a positive effect on teachers and
facilitate the development of teachers’ pedagogical
competency (Hirsto et al., 2013; Nevgi & Löfström,
2015; Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017; Postareff, LindblomYlänne, & Nevgi, 2007, 2008; Stewart, 2014). However,
there seems to be a continuous discussion on the
effectiveness of pedagogical development programmes
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and courses, for example in terms of the amount of
pedagogical studies completed (Postareff et al., 2008) or
the length of engagement in tackling pedagogical issues
(Nevgi & Löfström, 2015; Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017).
Furthermore, the development of the pedagogical
competency of university teachers can be supported by
facilitating their participation in educational development
projects (Hirsto et al., 2013).
Aim of the Study and Research Questions
The aim of this study was to explore how
university teachers perceive the features and
characteristics of good university teachers and how they
self-evaluate
their
experienced
pedagogical
competency. Furthermore, the aim is to explore how the
features and characteristics of a good university teacher
and teachers’ experienced pedagogical competency are
related. This study was conducted including two teacher
groups, the participants and the non-participants of an
educational development project, in order to understand
the possible differences in how the teachers perceive
being a good university teacher and their pedagogical
competency. There is only a little research on how
participation in an educational development project can
influence how the university teachers perceive good
university teaching.
We posed our research questions as follows:
(1) How do the university teachers perceive the
features and characteristics of a good
university teacher?
a)

How do university teachers’ perceptions of a
good university teacher vary according to
participation in the flipped learning project?
b) How do university teachers’ perceptions
of a good university teacher vary
according to the amount of pedagogical
studies completed?
(2) How do the university teachers self-evaluate
their experienced pedagogical competency?
a)

How
does
university
teachers’
experienced pedagogical competency vary
according to participation in the flipped
learning project?
b) How
does
university
teachers’
experienced pedagogical competency vary
according to the amount of pedagogical
studies completed?

(3) How are the university teachers’ perceptions
of a good university teacher and their
experienced pedagogical competency related?
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Method
Participants in the Study
The study participants (N=73) consisted of university
teachers representing two groups (Figure 1) according to
their participation (n=26) or non-participation (n=47) in an
educational development project. The first group –
Participants in the Flipped Learning (PFL) educational
development project – consisted of university teachers
who applied to participate in a one-year educational
development project in a multidisciplinary Finnish
university. The project was designed to support the
university teachers in adopting the flipped learning design
in their teaching and in developing their teaching. Fortythree university teachers applied and were accepted to
participate in the project, and 26 of them agreed to
participate in this study. The second group – Nonparticipants in the Flipped Learning educational
development project (NFL) – consisted of 47 university
teachers from the same university who did not participate
in the educational development project. The teachers in
this group were voluntary participants in a larger survey
related to teachers’ pedagogical, digital, and technological
competencies conducted at the university. Data were
collected from both the participants and non-participants in
the educational development project in order to gain more
insights on the potential contextual variation of university
teachers’ pedagogical competency.
The participants (51 females, 22 males) in the
study represented all faculties of the university:
philosophy 28 (38%), science and forestry 10 (14%),
health sciences 20 (27%), social sciences and business
studies 10 (14%), and other university units 5 (7%).
Most of the participants had ongoing studies in
pedagogy or had completed pedagogical studies (Table
1), and in both groups nearly half of the participants
had completed 60 ECTS (European Credit Transfer
System) credits of pedagogical studies. The PFL and
NFL groups were thus quite similar in their profiles
regarding pedagogical studies and gender.
Data Gathering and Instruments
The data were gathered through an electronic
questionnaire during the spring term of 2016. For the
PFL group, data collection took place after the university
teachers had started the flipped learning project. The
NFL group also answered the electronic questionnaire at
the same time but reflected instead on their current
experiences regarding their pedagogical competency and
their perceptions of a good university teacher.
The electronic questionnaire consisted of following
parts: (1) questions on the respondents’ demographic
background, (2) open-ended questions focusing on how
the university teachers perceive the features and
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Figure 1
Participant groups of the study.

Table 1
Gender and the Amount of Pedagogical Studies in PFL and NFL groups.
Background variable
PFL*
NFL*
Gender
Female
18
33
Male
8
14

Total
51
22

Amount of
pedagogical
studies

No studies
2
6
8
Some studies
3
10
13
Ongoing studies
4
8
12
Completed 25 ECTS credits
3
2
5
Completed 35 ECTS credits
3
1
4
Completed 60 ECTS credits
11
20
31
Total
26
47
73
*PFL = Participant in the flipped learning educational development project, NFL = Non-participant in the flipped
learning educational development project.
characteristics of a good university teacher, and (3) two
instruments, The Pedagogical Competency and
Professional Development Instrument (PCPD) and The
Social Reflection and Emotions in Teaching Instrument
(SRET), by the authors (Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017).
The teachers answered the open-ended questions before
conducting the self-evaluations via the two instruments.
The PCPD consisted of 22 items representing the
following four sub-scales: (1) Teaching skills, (2)
Student guidance and support, (3) Developing
teaching and as a teacher, and (4) Expertise and
scholarship of teaching. In developing the items for
this instrument, we consulted the Pedagogical
Competence model of Olsson and Roxå (2013), the

Scholarship of Teaching model of Kreber and Cranton
(2000), the TPACK framework of Koehler and Mishra
(2008), and the Integrative Pedagogy model of
Tynjälä and colleagues (2016).
The SRET consisted of 11 items representing two
sub-scales: (1) Peer support and social networks, and
(2) Emotions in teacher’s work. In forming the items
for this instrument, we consulted the studies of Handal
(1999), Pyörälä and colleagues (2015), and Roxå and
Mårtensson (2009) regarding the social aspect of
reflection and the role of peers and significant networks
in developing as a teacher. Furthermore, the integrative
pedagogy model (Tynjälä et al., 2016) highlighting the
role of emotions in learning and professional
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development, as well as the study by Isopahkala-Bouret
(2008) which emphasized the emotional aspect of the
experience of expertise, were consulted.
Data Analyses
A mixed methods approach and method triangulation
were applied in the data analyses involving both
quantitative and qualitative data. First, with the
quantitative data, the structures of instruments were
examined by explorative factor analysis using the
Principal Axis (PA) extraction method with Varimax
rotation. For the PCPD instrument, the solution of the
four-factor model was selected. However, for the SRET
instrument, the two-factor model was not supported by
factor analysis (PA), and so the one-factor model was
selected. Items that did not load on the factors were
investigated as single items. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011) were calculated to
test the internal reliability of the scales (Table 2).
The differences between the groups were
investigated by the Kruskal-Wallis and Mann-Whitney U
tests, which are nonparametric alternatives to one-way
ANOVA and the independent samples t-test (Cohen et
al., 2011; Field, 2009). Nonparametric analysis methods
were used due to non-normal distributions of the data.
Effect size was calculated using Pearson’s r, as this is
recommended for nonparametric tests (Field, 2009;
Rosenthal, 1991), and the interpretation by W. Lenhard
and A. Lenhard (2016), which is modified from those
suggested by Cohen (1988) and Hattie (2009), was used
to interpret the effect size as follows: (r): <.05 no effect,
.05 to .23=small effect, .24 to .36=intermediate effect,
and >.37=large effect.
The qualitative data consisted of answers to the
open-ended questions of the electronic questionnaire.
The answers varied from a few words to half-pagelong writings (total 23 sheets, Times New Roman 12
pt., 1.5 spacing). Qualitative content analysis (e.g.,
Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Gibbs, 2007; Miles,
Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) with open coding was
used as the analysis method, and Atlas.fi 8.0 was used
as a tool in the process. The analysis unit was a
conceptual theme identified in the answers (sometimes
being only a few words). The analysis included
several rounds of reading and coding of the data. In
addition to the data-driven, inductive approach, the
data were also compared to research literature after the
first rounds of coding, moving back and forth between
both sources, hence also making the analysis conceptdriven and using a deductive process (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008; Gibbs, 2007). This type of approach
relates closely to theory-guided content analysis (e.g.,
Creswell, 1994; Merriam, 2009). After coding the
data, the codes were grouped into different themes,
categories, and sub-categories. The analysis was
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conducted principally by the first author, and the
second author confirmed the analysis. An intercoder
reliability test (Cho, 2008; Gibbs, 2007; Miles et al.,
2014; Neuendorf, 2002) was conducted comparing the
authors’ individual categorizations of the data. The
authors reached 90% intercoder agreement and
continued discussing the coding and categories until a
shared understanding was reached.
After completing the analysis, the total number of
mentions of the different themes and categories were
calculated. Each respondent could have several
mentions per category. Furthermore, the number of
respondents mentioning each theme and category were
calculated. The Mann-Whitney and Kruskal-Wallis
tests (Cohen et al., 2011) were calculated in order to
find out the possible differences in the university
teachers’ perceptions of the features and characteristics
of a good university teacher between the two participant
groups and according to the number of pedagogical
studies. Furthermore, the Mann-Whitney U test was
conducted to investigate how the university teachers’
perceptions of a good university teacher related to their
experienced pedagogical competency. For the analysis,
the sum variables were re-scaled from five-step scales
to two-step or three-step scales, merging answer
categories to increase the answer frequencies in order to
be able to conduct the analysis.
Results
Features and Characteristics of a Good University
Teacher Perceived by the University Teachers
Four main themes were identified from the
university teachers’ perceptions of the characteristics of
a good university teacher.
These included the
following: 1) Domains of Knowledge, 2) Professional
Roles, 3) Continuous Professional Development, and 4)
Personal Characteristics.
Domains of Knowledge (148 mentions) was the most
common theme, and five knowledge domains of a good
university teacher were identified. Pedagogical knowledge
(52 mentions) was the most mentioned domain of
knowledge. The university teachers perceived pedagogical
knowledge as an understanding of students’ learning and of
how a teacher can facilitate student learning. According to
the participants, pedagogical knowledge consists of
pedagogical skills and abilities, such as being able to
motivate and inspire students, being able to recognize one’s
approach to learning and teaching, supporting students’
active role and their critical thinking, considering different
learners, guiding large student groups, and giving feedback:
“The most important goal in being a university teacher is
that the teacher is able to encourage and motivate the
students to think creatively and critically and develop their
thinking in the future” (Teacher 112).
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Sum variables and their items

Teaching skills1)(PCPD)
3.78 (.70)
1. To plan teaching and use different teaching and assessment methods
2. Identify my conception of learning and apply it to my teaching
3. Influence the construction of a positive and supportive learning environment
4. Utilize ICT in my teaching
5. Give individual feedback to students
6. Effectively utilize pedagogical literature in developing my teaching
7. Identify ethical questions in my work as a teacher
Student guidance and support1)(PCPD)
4.00 (.71)
8. Guide student groups
9. Support and guide different learners
10. Guide the students to take responsibility for their own learning
11. Operate in different teaching and guidance interaction situations
Developing teaching and as a teacher1) (PCPD)
4.09 (.64)
12. Utilize my experiences (e.g., working life) in my teaching
13. Recognize my development needs as a teacher
14. Recognize my strengths as a teacher
15. Develop my teaching based on student feedback
16. Utilize collegial and peer feedback in developing my teaching
17. Systematically collect student feedback on my teaching
Expertise and SoTL1) (PCPD)
3.77 (.79)
18. Recognize the strengths of my subject field expertise in my teaching
19. Utilize the research or art of my own subject field or my other expertise in my teaching
20. Consider students’ learning outcomes in relation to the research literature on teaching and learning
21. Seek support for planning and implementing my teaching from my own subject field’s professional literature
22. Publish the pedagogical practice of my teaching and my own subject field by, e.g., writing pedagogical articles or
participating in pedagogical conferences
Social reflection2)(SRET)
4.32 (.86)
1. Discuss with my colleagues the material and choices of teaching methods when planning my teaching
2. Discuss my teaching with one or more colleagues
3. Ponder my teaching and the challenges of it together with my colleagues
4. Cooperate with students, colleagues and other experts when planning my teaching
Single items: (parts of SRET)
Experiencing joy when succeeding in teaching2)
4.44 (.73)
Active participation in teaching development in one's work community2)
4.26 (.93)
1) Scale: 1= completely disagree, 2= somewhat disagree, 3= not disagreeing or agreeing, 4= somewhat agree, and 5= completely agree.
2) Scale: 1= competency is not recognizable, 2= insufficient competency, 3= developing competency, 4= good competency, and 5= excellent competency

Total
n = 73
M (SD)

Table 2
Sum Variables and Items Describing Different Areas of Pedagogical Competency
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.90

.78

.80

.84

.85

Cronbach's Alpha
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The second most mentioned knowledge domain was
social knowledge (42 mentions). Social knowledge is
perceived as skills and abilities related to interpersonal
interaction with other people, including competencies such
as being able to communicate and interact with colleagues
and students, and being able to network and cooperate, and
share and engage in collegial collaboration: “A good
university teacher is willing to share their teaching with
other teachers, collaborate, and even step into a totally new
field of expertise” (Teacher 58). Furthermore, a good
university teacher has Content knowledge (32 mentions),
indicating that a university teacher should master the
subject content of the field in which they teach: “[A good
university teacher] manages the subject in an excellent
way” (Teacher 15).
Closely related to pedagogical knowledge, a good
university teacher should also possess Instructional
knowledge (18 mentions), that is, for example, know how to
plan their teaching, choose suitable teaching and assessment
methods, and create different learning environments.
Instructional knowledge is thus perceived as knowledge of
how to plan and design one’s teaching: “The core of all
teaching should be well aligned and high-quality teaching
that supports student learning. This includes teaching
methods, assessment of learning and the whole variety of
learning environments" (Teacher 143).
In addition, there were four mentions articulating that
a good university teacher should have Technological
knowledge. The teacher should be able to utilize ICT
and digital tools in teaching: “… [A good university
teacher] possesses abilities to utilize new digital tools in
teaching” (Teacher 1).
Professional roles (88 mentions) was the second most
mentioned theme in the university teachers’ answers, and
six different roles of university teacher were identified.
Subject field expert (36 mentions) was the role mentioned
most often. Related to subject field expertise, the university
teachers emphasized that a good university teacher is also a
Teacher-as-researcher (10 mentions) who actively conducts
research and utilizes research in their teaching: “Being a
good university teacher includes expertise in the subject
field taught and the possibility to conduct related
research (Teacher 140).” The second and third most
mentioned professional roles of a university teacher were
Pedagogical expert (15 mentions), which highlighted the
importance of pedagogical knowledge, skills and training,
and Facilitator and advisor of learning (14 mentions)
describing a good university teacher as an enabler of
learning: “Being a good university teacher involves
being a pedagogical expert (knowledge, skills, attitude,
and ethicality) in order to guide, facilitate and develop
different possibilities of learning” (Teacher 141).
Furthermore, a good university teacher was perceived
to be an Expert in the practice of one’s field (11
mentions), emphasizing that, besides subject field and
pedagogical expertise, practical work experience and
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knowing the practice of one’s field also offers valuable
aspects in one’s teaching: “Being a good university
teacher includes planning teaching based on science
and theory, but it is also an ability to apply theory to
practical questions. Having practical experience in
one’s subject field is not a bad thing” (Teacher 46).
There were also two mentions of university teachers as
Administrative experts.
Continuous
professional
development
(69
mentions) was the third theme that emerged from the
data. In their answers, the university teachers
highlighted that a good university teacher is a
continuously developing expert possessing a Positive
attitude and interest (32 mentions) towards teaching,
their own subject field, and learning: “A good
university teacher has a positive attitude towards the
subject taught and this enthusiasm also shows in their
teaching” (Teacher 9). “A good university teacher is
interested in teaching and especially guiding student
learning” (Teacher 150).
Furthermore, according to the participants,
Goals for developing one’s expertise and
competencies (30 mentions), whether considered in
general or more specifically to developing subject
field expertise or pedagogical expertise, need to be
identified and reflected on. In addition, the university
teachers perceived that to be able to develop as a
university teacher, a good university teacher should
recognize the Prerequisites for developing one’s
expertise and competencies (7 mentions), such as
organizational support and the importance of
collecting and utilizing feedback: “A good university
teacher is a creative expert who is able to reflect on
their own teachership and subject field expertise and
aims to continuously develop their expertise.” (Teacher
8) “[A good university teacher] continuously keeps their
teaching up-to-date, develops their teaching, collects
feedback systematically and utilizes the feedback in
developing their teaching.” (Teacher 147)
Personal Characteristics of a good university
teacher (54 mentions) was the fourth theme. A good
university teacher was perceived to possess
Characteristics related to others—empathic and social
(32 mentions)—that is, characteristics enabling and
facilitating interaction with others, such as being
empathic, approachable, supportive, and social:
“[A good university teacher] is approachable and
warm-hearted” (Teacher 131). A good university
teacher should be able to listen actively and be creative,
that is, to have Characteristics related to cognitive
functions: active and creative (12 mentions): “A good
university teacher is creative, tries new things and is
professional” (Teacher 106).
Furthermore, a good university teacher should
possess Characteristics related to self: open-minded
and flexible (10 mentions), that is, a teacher should be
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flexible, patient, and open-minded: “[A good university
teacher] is flexible, patient…” (Teacher 120).
When exploring the number of respondents
mentioning each theme and category (Table 3), the
results were similar to those of the total number of
mentions of the themes and categories presented above.
However, Content knowledge and Goals for developing
one’s expertise were mentioned by a few more
respondents than Social knowledge and Positive
attitude and interest, whereas, in terms of the total
number of mentions, Social knowledge and Positive
attitude and interest were mentioned more often.
In order to examine how the university teachers’
perceptions of a good university teacher varied between
the PFL and NFL groups, a non-parametric MannWhitney test was conducted. The teachers in the PFL
group mentioned statistically significantly more often
characteristics related to the theme of Continuous
professional development, that is, Positive attitude and
interest (U=438.00, Z=-2.40, p=.016, r =.28), Goals
(U=464.00, Z =-2.01, p=.044, r=.24), and Prerequisites for
developing one’s expertise and competencies (U=519.50,
Z =-2.07, p=.039, r =.24) than the teachers in the NFL
group. Furthermore, the possible differences between
groups based on the amount of pedagogical studies
completed were examined. For the analysis, the amount of
pedagogical studies was re-grouped into three categories
as follows: no studies, less than 25 ECTS credits (includes
some or ongoing studies) and 25–60 ECTS credits
(includes 25 ECTS, 35 ECTS, and 60 ECTS credits).
University teachers with 25–60 ECTS credits of
pedagogical studies mentioned statistically significantly
more often Social knowledge (U=357.50, Z =-2.25,
p=.024, r=.28) as a domain of knowledge of a good
university teacher than teachers with less than 25 ECTS
credits of pedagogical studies. The effect sizes of the
found differences were intermediate (M).
University Teachers’ Self-evaluations of Their
Experienced Pedagogical Competency as Teachers
In the university teachers’ self-evaluations,
Experiencing joy when succeeding in teaching (single
item, mean 4.44), relating to the positive emotions of
teaching, and Active participation in teaching
development in one’s work community (single item,
mean 4.26) relating to teaching development (Table 4)
were scored highly. In addition, the university teachers
evaluated to actively engage in Social reflection (mean
4.32), that is, discussing and pondering their teaching
and the challenges of their teaching with colleagues,
and cooperating with their students, colleagues and
other experts when planning their teaching.
In addition, the university teachers evaluated their
competency to be high in Developing teaching and as a
teacher (mean 4.09) and in Student guidance and
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support (mean 4.00). They evaluated themselves as
being well able to utilize their experiences (e.g.,
working life) in their teaching and to systematically
collect and utilize student feedback to develop their
teaching. Furthermore, they perceived that they could
recognize their strengths and needs to develop as
teachers. Regarding student guidance and support, the
university teachers evaluated themselves as being most
competent in operating in different interaction
situations and in guiding student groups.
The university teachers scored mediocre on
Teaching skills (mean 3.78) and Expertise and
scholarship of teaching and learning (mean 3.77).
Regarding teaching skills, they evaluated themselves as
being able to give individual feedback to students and
to influence the construction of a positive and
supportive learning environment. Furthermore, they
evaluated themselves able to identify ethical issues
regarding their teaching. The university teachers
evaluated their competency to be lower in utilizing
pedagogical literature and ICT in their teaching and in
developing teaching, these being evaluated at a
developing level in general. The self-evaluations related
to expertise and SoTL show that the university teachers
evaluated themselves to be well able to utilize research
in their teaching and recognized their subject field
expertise as a strength in their teaching. Publishing and
writing pedagogical articles and considering student
learning in light of the research literature on teaching
and learning were not scored highly, and the university
teachers evaluated their competency in these respects to
be at a developing level in general.
Statistically significant differences (p<.05) were
identified according to participation in the flipped
learning development project and the number of
pedagogical studies completed. The PFL (mean 3.44)
evaluated their competency in Expertise and
scholarship of teaching and learning statistically
significantly lower than the NFL (mean 3.95, p=.017).
On the other hand, the PFL (mean 4.69) evaluated
themselves to participate more Actively in teaching
development actions in their working communities than
the NFL (mean 4.02, p=.003). The effect sizes of the
found differences were intermediate (M). In addition,
statistically significant differences in Teaching skills
(p=.002) and in Student guidance and support (p=.044)
were identified according to the number of pedagogical
studies completed. Further investigation of the
differences between the groups (Mann-Whitney U test)
revealed that university teachers with 60 ECTS credits
of completed pedagogical studies (mean 4.10)
evaluated their teaching skills statistically significantly
higher than teachers with no (mean 3.50, p=.009), some
(mean 3.42, p=.006) or ongoing (mean 3.33, p=.000)
pedagogical studies. The effect sizes of the found
differences
were
intermediate
and
large.
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Table 3
Number of Respondents Mentioning the Main Themes and Categories Describing the Features and Characteristics of a Good University Teacher According to
Participation in the educational Development Project and the Amount of Pedagogical Studies.
All
PFL* NFL* No studies Less than 25 ECTS 25 - 60 ECTS credits
N=73 n=26 n=47
n=8
credits
n=25
n=40
Themes
Categories
F
f
f
f
f
f
Domain of
Pedagogical knowledge
35
14
21
1
13
21
Knowledge
Social knowledge
29
14
15
2
6
21
Content knowledge
32
12
20
2
11
19
Instructional knowledge
15
8
7
1
3
11
Technological knowledge
4
0
4
0
1
3
Total
115
48
67
6
34
75
Professional
Subject field expert
36
11
25
2
11
23
Roles
Pedagogical expert
15
8
7
0
3
12
Facilitator and advisor of learning
14
6
8
0
4
10
Expert in the practice of one’s subject field
11
6
5
1
1
9
Teacher-as-researcher
10
3
7
0
2
8
Administrative expert
2
1
1
0
1
1
Total
88
35
53
3
22
63
Continuous
Positive attitude and interest
26
14
12
3
9
14
Professional
Goals of developing ones’ expertise and competencies
28
14
14
2
8
18
development Prerequisites for developing one’s expertise and
7
5
2
0
2
5
competencies
Total
61
33
28
5
19
37
Personal
Characteristics related to others: Empathic and social
25
6
19
1
8
16
Characteristics Characteristics related to self: Open-minded and flexible
8
3
5
2
2
4
Characteristics related to cognitive functions: Active
12
4
8
1
4
7
and creative
Total
45
13
32
4
14
27
*PFL = Participants in the flipped learning design educational development project, NFL = Non-participants in the flipped learning design educational
development project.
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4.32

4.26
4.09

4.00

3.78

3.77

Social reflection

Active participation in teaching development in one’s work
community (single item)

Developing teaching and as a teacher

Student guidance and support

Teaching skills

Expertise and scholarship of teaching and learning

Participation in development project
Participants (PFL)
Non-participants (NFL)
(mean 3.44, U=373.00, Z=-2.38, p=.017,
(mean 3.95)
r=.29)

Amount of pedagogical studies
No studies
(mean 3.50, U=61.50, Z=-2.61, p=.009,
r=.31)
Some studies
(mean 3.42, U=102.50, Z=-2.73, p=.006,
Completed 60 ECTS credits
r=.32)
(mean 4.10)
Ongoing studies
(mean 3.33, U=76.00, Z=-3.60, p=.000,
r=.42)

Amount of pedagogical studies
No studies
(mean 3.50, U=59.00, Z=-2.48, p=.013,
r=.29)
Completed 60 ECTS credits
Ongoing studies
(mean 4.23)
(mean 3.75, U=114.50, Z=-2.25, p=.024,
r=.26)

No statistically significant difference between groups according to background variables

Participation in development project
Participant (PFL)
Non-participants (NFL)
(mean 4.69, U=371.00, Z=2.92, p=.003, r(mean 4.02)
.34)

No statistically significant difference between groups according to background variables

Table 4
University Teachers’ Self-evaluation of Pedagogical Competency Areas, and statistically Significant Differences (p<.05) According to Background Variables.
Mean
Background variable
Pedagogical competency area
total
Statistically significant difference (p<.05)
Experiencing joy when succeeding in teaching (single item) 4.44
No statistically significant difference between groups according to background variables
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Furthermore, teachers with 60 ECTS of pedagogical
studies (mean 4.23) evaluated their competency in
student guidance and support higher than teachers with
no (mean 3.50, p=.013) and ongoing (mean 3.75,
p=.024) pedagogical studies. The effect sizes of the
found differences were intermediate and large.
There were no statistically significant differences in
how the teachers evaluated their competencies in
Developing teaching and Social reflection or in
Experiencing joy when succeeding in teaching with respect
to participation in the flipped learning development project
or amount of pedagogical studies completed.
Features and Characteristics of a Good University
Teacher in Relation to Experienced Pedagogical
Competency of the University Teachers
Our results show (Figure 2) that those university
teachers who evaluated themselves as more actively
engaging in Social reflection with their colleagues and peers
more often mentioned Social knowledge as a domain of
knowledge of a good university teacher (p=.045).
Pedagogical knowledge, in turn, was mentioned more often
by university teachers who self-evaluated their Teaching
skills as good or excellent (p=.043).
Teachers who evaluated their competency to be
good or excellent in Developing teaching and as a
teacher more often mentioned the role of Subject field
expert (p=.019) as one of a university teacher’s
professional roles, Goals for developing one’s expertise
and competencies (p=.027) in relation to continuous
professional development, and university teacher’s
personal Characteristics related to others, such as
being empathic and social (p=.009). Furthermore,
teachers who considered themselves to Actively
participate in teaching development in their work
communities more often mentioned the roles of
Pedagogical expert (p=.034) and Facilitator and
advisor of learning (p=.043) as professional roles of a
university teacher, as well as Positive attitude and
interest towards own subject field, teaching and
learning (p=.008) in relation to continuous professional
development. The effect sizes were intermediate (M).
Discussion and Conclusions
A Good University Teacher Has a Wide Knowledge
Base and Various Professional Roles
The findings of this study show that the “ideal” of
a good university teacher is multifaceted: a good
university teacher has a wide knowledge base including
different domains of knowledge, has various
professional roles, and possesses versatile personal
characteristics.
Pedagogical
and
instructional
knowledge have been similarly identified as domains of
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a university teacher by Kreber and Cranton (2000). In
their TPACK framework, Koehler and Mishra (2008;
see also Koehler et al., 2014), in turn, identified
content, pedagogical and technological knowledge
domains. Their definition of pedagogical knowledge is,
however, wider than in our study, also including some
aspects of instructional knowledge. In our study,
technological knowledge was also recognized, but only
by a few respondents. We propose three reasons for
this. First, the university teachers might take technical
knowledge for granted as a self-evident aspect of their
everyday teaching environment. Secondly, the
university teachers might feel that the technological
environment is under such a rapid and constant change
that the primary role of the teacher with respect to
technology is merely to adjust themselves to the
specific technological contexts in which they have to
teach. Thirdly, the discourse of student-centered
teaching and learning currently focuses so strongly on
interaction and interactive learning that technology is
perhaps seen to be marginal with respect to good
teaching. Whatever the reasons for not perceiving
technological knowledge more strongly may be, further
attention to this is required in the future research.
The university teachers perceived a good university
teacher as having various professional roles. Even
though the role of subject field expert was by far the
most recognized professional role, it was evident that
being solely a subject field expert with deep content
knowledge is too narrow a perspective for a good
university teacher. Our findings reveal that the
university teachers perceived a good university teacher
also to be a pedagogical expert and facilitator of
learning among others. In this respect, our findings are
in line with previous research concerning the
characteristics of a good university teacher (e.g., Duţă
et al., 2014; Hirsto et al., 2013; Su & Wood, 2012).
Social Knowledge and Social Reflection are Central
to Developing and Experiencing Pedagogical
Competency as a University Teacher
One of the main findings in our study is that social
knowledge was perceived as one of the domains of
knowledge of a good university teacher. Compared to
previous studies regarding the domains of knowledge in
teaching (e.g. Koehler & Mishra, 2008; Kreber &
Cranton, 2000; Shulman, 1986) and pedagogical
competence/y models of a good university teacher (e.g.
Apelgren & Giertz, 2010; Olsson & Roxå, 2013), this is
new, as social knowledge has not been previously
identified as a domain of knowledge of a university
teacher, as perceived and defined by the university
teachers in our study. Tynjälä and colleagues (2016)
suggested in their integrative pedagogy model that
sociocultural knowledge is one of the key components
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Figure 2
Statistically significant relations between the characteristics of a good university teacher perceived by the university
teachers and their experienced pedagogical competency.

of expertise. However, their model is a theoretical
construction and does not represent teachers’
perceptions about the components of expertise.
The social aspect was also evident in the university
teachers’ self-evaluations of their own pedagogical
competency, as social reflection was evaluated highly,
indicating that the university teachers actively engage in
social reflection with their colleagues and peers. Teachers
who evaluated themselves actively engaging in social
reflection also more often mentioned social knowledge as a
characteristic knowledge domain of a good university
teacher. According to our results, it seems that social
reflection is central to how the teachers construe, experience
and develop their pedagogical competency. This is in line
with previous research recognizing, that significant
networks and meaningful conversations are important in
how teachers create and maintain their understanding of
teaching and learning (Boyd &Harris, 2009; Olsson &
Roxå, 2013; Pyörälä et al., 2015; Pedrosa-de-Jesus et al.,
2017; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009) and perceive their teacher
identity (Uitto et al., 2015).
Furthermore, our results suggest that awareness of
social knowledge and reflection develops in line with

the number of pedagogical studies. This idea is
supported by previous research by Nevgi and Löfström
(2015), who identified university teachers’ reflection on
pedagogical issues and on teaching to be related to the
development of teacher identity as a university teacher
during long-term participation in pedagogical studies. It
might be that teachers who are engaged in pedagogical
studies become accustomed to reflecting on their
teaching with their colleagues (e.g., Hirsto et al., 2013;
Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017). This may have influenced
their perception of a good university teacher as
reflective and able to collaborate with colleagues, and
thus having social knowledge and related competencies.
Continuous Professional Development is
Characteristic of a Good University Teacher
In our study, a good university teacher was
perceived to be a developing expert continuously
reflecting and developing one’s expertise. This
perception was especially highlighted by the
participants in the educational development project on
flipped learning. Similar findings were found with the
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university teachers’ self-evaluations of their
pedagogical competency. The university teachers
evaluated their own ability to develop their teaching
and as teachers to be high in general and evaluated
themselves to be active participants in teaching
development in their work communities. The
participants in the educational development project,
however, evaluated their ability and activity more
highly than the non-participants. Interestingly, although
the participants in the educational development project
evaluated themselves to be active in teaching
development, they evaluated their expertise and
scholarship of teaching and learning to be lower than
the non-participants. One possible explanation for this
is that the participants in the project are more critical of
their own teaching than non-participants and, in order
to improve their teaching, they have participated in a
teaching development program.
In addition, the university teachers perceived that
developing one’s expertise and pedagogical
competency should be target-oriented and that a good
university
teacher
benefits
from
collegial
collaboration in developing their teaching and as a
teacher. Personal characteristics, such as being social,
empathic, and approachable, were perceived to
facilitate this collaboration. These findings are in line
with the pedagogical competence model by Olsson
and Roxå (2013), in which becoming an excellent
teacher is described as a continuous process requiring
continuous observations and reflection on the practice
of teaching, and a competent teacher is seen to involve
promoting cooperation and engaging in pedagogical
discussions with colleagues in order to develop his or
her own teaching.
Based on our findings, educational development
projects seem to attract teachers who already have a
positive attitude towards teaching and learning and are
interested in developing their teaching. As participants
and non-participants of the development project
differed in how they considered their expertise as
teachers, it seems that these kinds of educational
development projects can act as gateways to developing
teaching skills through developing teaching. This seems
to apply especially to those teachers who did not
recognize their pedagogical competency and expertise
and who had not systematically developed their
teaching prior to participating in the educational
development project. Furthermore, educational
development projects are potentially important not only
for developing one’s teaching and as a teacher, but also
for facilitating the development of a scholarly teaching
and learning culture at the university and department
level while also supporting the development of the
scholarship of curriculum practice, as active developers
can act as change agents in their teaching communities
(cf. Hubball et al., 2008).
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The Ideal of a University Teacher Lacks an
Emotional Aspect
Our study shows that the university teachers
perceived the features and characteristics of a good
university teacher mainly in consistence with their selfevaluations of their own pedagogical competency. The
ideal of a good university teacher seems, however, still
quite cognitively defined. One of the main findings of
our study is that the university teachers did not perceive
emotions or emotional aspects among the
characteristics of a good university teacher, yet when
reflecting on their own pedagogical competency, they
reported positive emotions.
Despite the fact that the role of emotions has
been recognized in the recent research literature on
higher education (e.g., Arpiainen et al., 2013;
Tynjälä et al., 2016), it seems that the ideal of a
good university teacher does not include an
emotional aspect when defined and perceived by
university teachers themselves. The teachers’ selfevaluations in our study support the idea that
emotions are important in experiencing one’s
pedagogical competency and developing as a
teacher. This is in line with the idea that, besides
knowledge and skills, a teacher has to be able to
experience confidence in their expertise when
acting as a teacher and that emotions affect how
teachers experience themselves as teachers (cf.
Boud et al., 1985; Isopahkala-Bouret, 2008).
Limitations of This Study
One limitation of our study is that the study
participants had completed a considerable amount of
pedagogical studies and, consequently, they represent
largely pedagogically aware university teachers. Thus,
the findings of our study may not be generalized to
reflect typical university teachers’ perceptions of a
good university teacher. However, the amount of
pedagogical studies completed was similarly high in
both participant groups. Furthermore, the study was
based on self-assessments and limited to the early
phases of the educational development project. In future
studies, a follow-up study would be needed to examine
the perceptions and evaluations at the end of the
educational development project. In addition, further
research is needed to gain a deeper understanding of the
role of social reflection and emotions in developing as a
teacher and in pedagogical competency.
Conclusion and Practical Implications
In examining the features and characteristics of a
good university teacher as perceived by university teachers
and how the university teachers self-evaluated their own
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pedagogical competency, this study offers important
insights for understanding, defining, and evaluating
university teachers’ pedagogical competency. The results
of this study are relevant especially for universities in
designing their strategical academic development
processes, for example, when planning supportive actions
for university teachers’ development as teachers and for
developing their pedagogical competency in different
formal and more informal contexts. Furthermore, the
results of this study may be relevant when considering the
assessment of pedagogical competency, for example, in
tenure and lecturer track processes.
When planning pedagogical training and
development actions, such as educational development
projects, the possibility to collaborate, have meaningful
conversations, and form networks with peers should be
strongly considered, as social reflection and social
knowledge were perceived and reflected to be central to
experiencing and developing one’s pedagogical
competency. Furthermore, emotions seem to play an
important role in how university teachers experience
their pedagogical competency and engage in the
development of teaching and teaching skills; educational
development projects therefore need to be designed so
that teachers find it easy to enjoy the changing pedagogy
along the process of developing their teaching.
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Enhancing Reflective Practice of Student Physical Therapists Through
Video-Assisted Self and Peer-Assessment: A Pilot Study
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Reflective practice, in its comprehensive intent, allows a practitioner to make meaning of complex
situations. While opportunities for developing reflective thinking are readily available in health
professional education programs, opportunities for developing reflective practice abilities are
limited. This pilot study was undertaken to address that gap and assess student physical therapists’
perceptions of a series of non-graded, video-recorded practice experiences on developing their
reflective practice abilities. The study used a quasi-experimental design with collection of
quantitative and qualitative data. Physical therapy students reported an increased awareness of their
verbal and nonverbal strengths and areas for improvement, their ability to give and receive feedback
to a peer, and ways to improve their psychomotor skill performance. Students identified that they
would have liked to have initiated this type of self- and peer-assessment earlier in the curriculum.
The assignment served as a specific method of teaching reflective practice in the physical therapy
curriculum and has broader application for other healthcare and higher education programs.

Reflective practice, in its comprehensive intent,
allows a practitioner to make meaning of complex
situations and enables learning from experience
(Dewey, 1933). The “reflective practitioner” is a term
that has remained in high regard since Donald Schön’s
presentation of the concept (Schön, 1983). Building on
John Dewey’s initial work in which the constructs
surrounding external thinking and actions versus
internal thinking and actions were first introduced,
Schön presented the foundational concepts of reflection
that remain in the forefront of higher education
literature. Specifically, he presented the concepts of
“reflection-ON-action,” in which the consideration of
the event occurs afterward and “reflection-IN-action,”
in which the responsive thinking occurs in real time
(Dewey, 1933; Schön, 1983, 1987).
Schön’s pivotal work set the stage for multiple
iterations of ways to measure and assess reflective
practice, some of which resulted in a growth of
literature addressing the related concepts of reflection,
critical thinking/reflection, and reflexivity (Finlay,
2008; Mann, Gordon, & MacLeod, 2009). One of the
main challenges that becomes evident when reviewing
the literature is the inconsistent use of terminology, as
various authors present different models for
consideration. While there may be disagreement from
authors regarding the meaning of various terms, the one
thing that is agreed upon is the problem of terms being
poorly defined or used interchangeably. One author’s
use of the term “reflection” is another’s definition of
“critical thinking,” one’s “clinical reasoning” is
another’s “reflective thinking,” and so on. Finlay
(2008) agrees that “the lack of consensus and clarity
about the concept of reflective practice [results in] the
proliferation of different versions and models to
operationalise reflective practice” (p. 7). Christopher
Johns (2009), in the third edition of his text Becoming a

Reflective Practitioner, summarizes the evolution of the
15 iterations of his own model’s progression of
teaching reflective practice to nurses, from a somewhat
prescriptive method to the current teachings which
include the term “mindfulness” at its core.
The process of teaching reflection, as demonstrated
in the literature, appears to be multi-factorial (Braine,
2009; Burton, 2000; Dewey, 1933; Finlay, 2008;
Kofoed, 2011; Mann et al., 2009; McCarthy, Cassidy,
& Tuohy, 2013; Sobral, 2000). In her discussion paper
for the Practice-based Professional Learning Centre,
part of the United Kingdom’s Open University, Finlay
provides readers with a summary of the conceptual and
practical problems of teaching reflective practice
(Finlay, 2008). As with many complex concepts, the
teaching and assessment methods must be reasonable
and match reality as closely as possible so as not to
have students feel more disconnected in the process.
Finlay (2008) identified that inauthentic efforts to
stimulate reflection could further disengage students
and result in their saying just enough to get by or saying
what they thought the instructor wanted to hear. In
presenting reflective practice models that could be
applicable to health care education, several key
variables appear with some consistency, including
facilitating context, providing a safe atmosphere,
providing mentorship and supervision, offering peer
support, and allowing time to reflect (Finlay, 2008;
Leung & Kember, 2003; Mamede & Schmidt, 2004;
Yoo & Chae, 2011).
According to Pretorius and Ford (2016), the
ability to reflect on one’s own experiences for the
purpose of improving professional practice is a
crucial characteristic of a successful healthcare
practitioner, allowing them to engage in a process of
lifelong learning. Studies in which reflective practice
has been tested are evident in medical and nursing
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literature, and both professions have considered the
use of video recordings as a method of selfassessment and faculty assessment (Sorenson &
Dieter, 2005; Strand, Fox-Young, Long, &
Bogossian, 2013; Webb et al., 2012; Yoo & Chae,
2011). One study of undergraduate nursing students
demonstrated that using videos for reflection
correlated with improvements in communication
skills, long-term memory in the clinic, and student
satisfaction (Sorenson & Dieter, 2005; Yoo & Chae,
2012). Studies aimed at improving clinical
assessment abilities of nurse practitioners have used
video-recordings and support the benefits of this
methodology in improving clinical assessment
abilities and/or communication skills per student
and/or faculty report (Sorenson & Dieter, 2005;
Strand et al., 2013; Webb et al., 2012). Medical
students who received faculty feedback in the form
of voice overlays on video-recorded history-taking
and physical examination skills on three occasions
improved more than the control group who utilized
video recordings but had no faculty assessment
(Stone, Angevine, & Sivertson, 1989). Much of the
evidence for using video recording appears in higher
education literature, in which it is used to train
student teachers to be more effective in the
classroom (Calandra, Gurvitch, & Lund, 2008;
Harford & MacRuairc, 2008; Harford, MacRuairc, &
McCartan, 2010; Kong, Shroff, & Hung, 2009).
Exploring the relationship between reflection and
levels of learning, Leung and Kember (2003) identified
that “deep” levels of learning correlated with reflection
and that “surface” learning was linked to non-reflective
forms of thinking. Surface learning was associated with
habitual action, while deep learning was correlated with
understanding, reflection, and critical reflection (Leung
& Kember, 2003). Mann et al. (2009) commented on
the difficulty of measuring the causal effect of
something that is “invisible”; however, studies
supporting reflective practice from students’
perspectives are promising, even with their limits.
Theoretical discussions are in vast supply, yet few
actual studies applying this to health care education
have been published (Mann et al., 2009). Commentaries
about the possible benefits of reflection in practice are
to be lauded, but there is little evidence to support these
statements (Schutz, 2007). While cursory evidence
supports the development of reflective thinking and
clinical reasoning, none of the empirical studies
captures the complexity of psychomotor mastery. The
point is clear: the “easiest” part of healthcare education
is delivering knowledge and assessing its acquisition;
teaching and assessing the ability to communicate
effectively and demonstrate caring and compassion
while performing often-complex physical assessments
is much more difficult.
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While opportunities for developing reflective
thinking are readily available in many health
professional education programs, opportunities for
developing reflective practice abilities are limited. The
goal of this project was to explicitly bridge that gap
between reflective thinking and reflective practice
through the use of two video-recorded practice
experiences that emphasize communication and
psychomotor skills. The two specific aims of the study
were: 1) to implement a controlled method of reflective
practice on two occasions in a Doctor of Physical
Therapy (DPT) program using peer dyad practice,
video-capture, and self- and peer-assessment; and 2) to
assess the impact of this reflective practice intervention
on enhancing the students’ verbal, non-verbal, and
psychomotor skills development.
Methods
Participants and Setting
Participants included 36 students (27 female, 9
male, mean age 24) in an accredited DPT program.
Study approval was received from the University’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB). Students provided
signed consent. The Department of Physical Therapy
served as the setting for this study. In order to simulate
the clinical setting, three private treatment areas
associated with the Department were selected as
locations for the experiences.
Research Design
This study used a quasi-experimental design with
collection of quantitative and qualitative data. The
investigators were faculty in the program, with the
primary investigator serving as the coordinator of the
musculoskeletal course in which these experiences
were integrated. Using a number generator, the course
coordinator randomly assigned the students to a peer
dyad prior to each of the two reflective practice
experiences. All 18 dyads engaged in the videorecorded reflective practice experience during weeks
5-6 and weeks 9-10 of the 15-week semester. Each
member of a dyad was randomly assigned different,
discrete musculoskeletal examination and treatment
skills to perform on their peer. Prior preparation for
cognitive, affective, and psychomotor proficiency of
the upper quadrant examination occurred during class
time and during independent practice in the weeks
preceding each video-recording experience. Skills
selected for the first reflective practice experience
included assessing cervical mobility using accessory
motion, performing cervical special tests, testing
cervical
muscle
length,
and
performing
central/unilateral cervical joint mobilization. Skills for

Ebert, Anderson, and Taylor
the second reflective practice experience included
performance of shoulder range-of-motion testing,
shoulder special tests, shoulder muscle length testing,
glenohumeral joint mobilization, and resisted testing
of the shoulder.
Students completed the video recordings on
Wednesday mornings of the assigned weeks.
Immediately prior to the experience, each member of
the dyad selected a sealed envelope containing the
examination and treatment skills to perform on their
partner. Each dyad had up to 1.5 hours to complete the
assignment. Students had the opportunity to practice,
provide feedback to one another, practice multiple
takes, and finally provide one complete video for selfand peer-assessment. The skills to be assessed were
required to be recorded in a single take; splicing of the
recording was not allowed.
Data Collection
Video-clips were uploaded to a private, coursespecific YouTube page. Each dyad had one week to
review and comment on their own and their peer’s
performance. At the completion of the course, students
anonymously completed an on-line, investigatordeveloped Reflective Practice Questionnaire (see
Appendix). The Questionnaire included 13 statements
about the perceived value of the assignment and its
impact on each of the following: communication,
motivation to practice, giving and receiving feedback,
anticipated performance on upcoming competencies,
stress associated with competencies, and actual
psychomotor performance. Responses were collected on
a five-point Likert scale (Strongly Disagree, Disagree,
Neutral or No Opinion, Agree, and Strongly Agree). An
open-ended question, “Provide at least one example of
something you learned about yourself from this
experience that will benefit you on your next competency
or practical examination or in your clinical internship,”
completed the questionnaire.
At the conclusion of the course, and after students
had completed the Reflective Practice Questionnaire,
the course coordinator held a class discussion about the
experience to gather additional feedback related to the
assignment’s instructions, process, timing, and
relevance to mastery of course content.
Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics from the questionnaire
included the mean, median, standard deviation, and
range. The qualitative data were analyzed using
principles of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967)
and were assessed to determine themes from the data
with subsequent coding of each response (Hesse-Bieber
& Leavy, 2006). Two reviewers independently read the
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comments and developed a draft coding framework. A
subsequent meeting led to identification of major themes.
All three reviewers then read the data again, coded the
data, and compared and discussed it until consensus was
reached. Comments from the end-of-course discussion
were documented and considered alongside the
program’s ongoing curriculum assessment plan.
Results
The first aim, to implement two controlled reflective
practice experiences using peer dyad practice, videorecording, and self-and peer-assessment, was
accomplished. The process of random selection of
students to dyads was readily completed using a number
generator. Scheduling of sessions in private treatment
areas within the department was managed during nonclass hours so that students could complete the
assignments in a setting that more closely approximated a
patient encounter in a clinical setting. The skills selected
for each assessment were deemed appropriate for the
study and supported the instruction that occurred during
the corresponding musculoskeletal course. The students
used suggested instructor-provided prompts to guide their
reflection of their own and a peer’s performance.
The second aim, to assess the impact of the intervention
on developing the reflective practitioners’ verbal, nonverbal, and psychomotor skills, included evaluating the
quantitative and qualitative responses to the Reflective
Practice Questionnaire. These data are presented in Table 1.
Students positively responded to all 13 statements,
indicating that they found value in the experiences. Students
most strongly agreed with the following statements
regarding improvement: verbal communication = 4.17; the
need to practice as a result of seeing the video = 4.06; the
ability to give and receive honest, helpful feedback to/from a
peer compared to working in a dyad without a video = 4.03
for both; and the improvement in psychomotor skills = 4.03.
Mean scores were further supported by qualitative
responses from the final prompt of the on-line
questionnaire: “Provide at least one example of
something you learned about yourself from this
experience that will benefit you on your next
competency or practical examination or in your clinical
internship.” Verbatim responses are provided to
illustrate each of the following five themes that
emerged: (a) awareness of body mechanics, (b)
perceptions of confidence, (c) communication
competence, (d) value of the experience, and (e)
importance of practice.
Awareness of Body Mechanics:
“Even though I felt like I was using proper
body mechanics, I found that this was not
always the case when watching myself.”
“I noticed my errors in body mechanics.”
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Table 1
Responses to Reflective Practice Questionnaire (n=36)
Prompt
Min
I have identified strengths in my nonverbal communication that I had not
2.00
recognized previously.
I have identified areas for improvement in my nonverbal communication
2.00
that I had not recognized previously.
I have identified strengths in my verbal communication that I had not
3.00
recognized previously.
I have identified areas for improvement in my verbal communication that
3.00
I had not recognized previously.
I am more motivated to practice as a result of seeing myself perform on a
2.00
video.
I am more aware of areas that I need to practice as a result of seeing
3.00
myself perform on a video.
I improved my ability to give honest, helpful feedback to a peer
3.00
compared to working in a dyad without a video.
I improved my ability to receive feedback from a peer compared to
3.00
working in a dyad without a video.
The format of this assignment provided an opportunity to develop my
2.00
ability to work with others.
The format of this assignment provided an opportunity for me to improve
3.00
my psychomotor skills.
I would have liked to have used video reflection earlier in the program.
2.00
Using videos to reflect on my performance would have helped my
2.00
performance on competencies.
Using videos prior to competencies would have decreased my stress level
2.00
during competencies.
Perceptions of Confidence:
“I learned that I do not display confidence in
my non-verbals.”
“I have learned that I need to increase my eye
contact and confidence when speaking to
patients.”
Communication Competence:
“I learned that it is important to know how
to explain what we are doing with our
patients in patient-friendly language. I
noticed that when I was trying to explain
the skills I was performing, it was a
challenge to put it into terms they could
understand. From here on out I will be
more conscious of this to improve my
communication with patients while in all
clinical internship settings.”
“I learned that I need to work more on
providing instruction and explanations in
patient-friendly language.”
“How fast I actually talk.”
“I talk a lot. I may need to dial that back a bit,
especially if the patient is not appreciating my
openness.”
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Max
5.00

Mean
3.7500

SD
.69179

5.00

3.7778

.76012

5.00

3.9722

.60880

5.00

4.1667

.60945

5.00

3.5556

.84327

5.00

4.0556

.67377

5.00

4.0278

.55990

5.00

4.0278

.60880

5.00

3.8056

.66845

5.00

4.0278

.60880

5.00
5.00

3.7222
3.6944

.88192
.74907

5.00

3.5833

.90633

Value of the Experience:
“My ability to see and assess my own skills
was helpful to give myself criticism and see
where I needed to improve.”
“Being able to practice on a classmate, get
their feedback, and compare it to my
perception of my performance, and the
evidence from the video, helped me gain a
better appreciation for what I do know and
helped me feel more confident and better able
to perform in the bigger competencies.”
“I learned that my verbal and nonverbal skills
have improved quite a bit. I always kept thinking
that I get very nervous and thus my verbal skills
during competency are sub-par but when I
watched myself perform these skills, I realized that
I felt that the words easily flowed out. I was not
hesitant. I looked confident in fact.”
Importance of Practice:
“I learned that the more I practice, the better I do.”
“I learned that the more I practice the more
comfortable I feel with doing the skills.”
“I learned what specific skills I needed to
focus on practicing.”

Ebert, Anderson, and Taylor
Student reports from the faculty-led discussions
indicated that students agreed that the curriculum
provided many instances for their development of
reflective thinking, yet few opportunities for their
development of structured reflective practice. Students
also agreed that the video-recording experiences and
subsequent feedback of their own and a peer’s
performance supported their development of reflective
practice. Students identified that they would have
benefitted from incorporating these types of non-graded
reflective practice opportunities earlier in the curriculum.
Discussion
This series of two non-graded experiences
explicitly bridged the gap between reflective thinking
and practice. According to Schutz (2007), reflective
practice has “the potential to help practitioners…
unlock the tacit knowledge and understanding that they
have of their practice and use this to generate
knowledge for future practice (p. 26).” Future verbal
and nonverbal performance, as well as the ability to
give and receive feedback, were perceived by the
students to be enhanced as a result of this assignment.
The assignment was also valuable in assisting students
in identifying barriers to their performance not
previously recognized. Although this pilot study was
carried out within the context of a doctor of physical
therapy curriculum, because it involved reflection on
the physical performance of hands-on skills, it has
applicability to education programs of any discipline
that include assessment of skill performance.
This activity was not designed to decrease class
hours spent on learning the identified psychomotor
skills; however, anecdotally, there was a time savings
for faculty as student performance on subsequent
competency and practical examinations at the end of the
semester was improved compared to prior years without
this activity. Less faculty time was required in
remediation of student performance and re-takes of the
competency or practical examinations. These pilot data
were insufficient to draw definitive conclusions as to
the long-term positive impact of the intervention;
however, the results were so promising that the
coordinator chose to make this a permanent assignment
within the course. Student feedback supported our
assessment about missed opportunities to engage in
reflective practice experiences earlier in the curriculum.
This pilot was implemented in the second of a twocourse musculoskeletal series. Based on these findings
in the subsequent year, this activity was added to the
first course of the series to enhance students’ reflective
practice development.
Consideration was also given to the “disconnect”
between faculty and student expectations related to
reflective practice. For example, the students’ primary
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goal in skills practice preparation for a competency
examination may be simply to do well enough to pass,
while the faculty members’ primary goal of their
preparation is for them to learn. After a competency
examination, students are routinely asked by faculty,
“How do you think you did?” with the hope that the
student will successfully demonstrate reflection-ONaction. However, the constructs associated with
reflective practice success (a safe environment,
mentoring, time for reflection, and peer support) were
identified during the end-of-course discussion by
faculty and students as often lacking during these
performance-based examinations.
Faculty also recognized that faculty-student
interactions that followed a competency examination
were often rushed and based on a rubric upon which the
grade depended and not on the higher-level discussions
of performance and decision-making. Faculty’s
assumptions to date had been that students engaged in
reflective practice during class laboratory sessions and
continued independent reflective practice prior to a
psychomotor competency examination. However, it
became clear that students often struggle with the
concept of practice and that they demonstrate varying
abilities to self-reflect and self-correct their
performances. Additionally, students are often unable to
reflect at all during the high-stakes, high-stress
experience of a graded competency examination.
While students have opportunities to provide
feedback of various types throughout the curriculum,
they receive limited formal training on how to provide
such feedback. A limitation of this study was that
without prior training in providing feedback, the type,
quality, and effectiveness of feedback varied and had
the potential to impact the results of the study.
Future iterations of this research would benefit
from formal analysis of student performance on
competency and practical examinations, comparing
those who completed the reflective practice
experience to those who did not. Further, allowing the
students to score each other on their reflective practice
experience performances and comparing those scores
to faculty assessments of the same performances could
allow for better evaluation of the quality and
consistency of student feedback.
Conclusion
This study provided pilot data on student physical
therapists’ abilities to engage in and improve their
reflective practice through a series of video-assisted,
non-graded clinical skill performance experiences. For
this study, the authors framed the research questions
around Schön’s definition of “reflection-ON-action,” in
which self-assessment of one’s performance occurred
after the fact as the first logical step in developing a
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practitioner who can transition to “reflection-IN-action”
(Schön, 1983). Students’ development of communication
and/or psychomotor skills benefited from the use of
video-recordings. Non-graded reflective practice
appeared to assist students in the successful translation of
classroom skills and reflective thinking to clinical
performance using reflective practice. Providing
opportunities for students to develop reflective practice
skills while in the didactic program will assist them in
transitioning from novices in the classroom environment,
to effective clinicians and, ultimately, expert
practitioners. This intervention has broader application
for developing reflective professionals in other
healthcare and higher education programs.
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Appendix
At the completion of the course, students anonymously completed an on-line, investigator-developed Reflective
Practice Questionnaire.
Please rate how much you agree with the following statements.
(Scale of 1-5: 1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neutral; 4 = Agree; 5 = Strongly Agree)
Assessing my performance in the video:
1. I have identified strengths in my nonverbal communication that I had not recognized previously.
2. I have identified areas for improvement in my nonverbal communication that I had not recognized
previously.
3. I have identified strengths in my verbal communication that I had not recognized previously.
4. I have identified areas for improvement in my verbal communication that I had not recognized previously.
5. I am more motivated to practice as a result of seeing myself perform on a video.
6. I am more aware of areas that I need to practice as a result of seeing myself perform on a video.
Working with a peer on this video-recording assignment:
1. I improved my ability to give honest, helpful feedback to a peer compared to working in a pair without a
video.
2. I improved my ability to receive feedback from a peer compared to working in a pair without a video.
3. The format of this assignment provided an opportunity to develop my ability to work with others.
4. The format of this assignment provided an opportunity for me to improve my psychomotor (hands-on)
skills.
Thinking back on your PT education:
1. I would have liked to have used video reflection earlier in the program.
2. Using videos to reflect on my performance would have helped my performance on prior competencies.
3. Using videos prior to competencies would have decreased my stress level during competencies.
Open-ended:
1. Provide at least one example of something you learned about yourself from this experience (positive or
negative) that will benefit you on your next competency, practical exam, and/or clinical internship.
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Research in the higher education literature argues that communities of practice (CoPs) can be effective
staff development by helping academics to share teaching experiences and innovations. One of the key
proposed benefits of CoPs involves the opportunity for early career practitioners to learn from more
experienced colleagues. This raises the question as to whether the benefits of a CoP differ across
academics according to their teaching experience, seniority, or other demographic features. After
establishing a CoP within a highly ranked UK business school, this paper provides a statistical analysis
of its ability to engage and influence different academics. As consistent with our hypothesis, the main
findings show that that: 1) junior staff were significantly more likely to participate in the CoP than
senior staff, and 2) conditional on participation, junior participants were also more likely to engage with
the CoP by transferring an idea they had learned into their teaching practice.

Enhancing teaching standards is becoming ever
more important in higher education. This is especially
relevant in the UK following several recent policy
changes that aim to encourage competition among degree
providers and raise teaching quality. Indeed, Botham
(2018) observes that higher education in the UK is
“increasingly focused on teaching and learning practice.”
This is in response to factors such as the government-led
audit of teaching quality under the Teaching Excellence
Framework (TEF) (BIS, 2016) and closer scrutiny of
formal teaching qualifications held by staff. At the same
time, pressure on academics is also increasing in other
areas such as research and funding, and so the time
available to develop and disseminate good teaching
practice is limited. Indeed, with their emphasis on
research and dissemination, academic workload models
often constrain the participation of academics in
professional development activities related to teaching
(Hemer, 2014; Soliman and Soliman, 1997), suggesting
that informally organized community-based initiatives
may have an important role in supporting academics in
their teaching practice.
In response, “Communities of Practice” (CoPs) are
becoming an increasingly popular framework to enable staff
development in higher education (Tight, 2015). More
widely, CoPs have been used in many organizational and
professional settings to enable learning through discussion
of common concerns and interests in fulfillment of both
individual and group goals (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger,
McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). In higher education in
particular, they provide informal opportunities and defined
spaces to allow academics to share experiences and
disseminate innovative teaching practices (Lindkvist, 2005;
Roberts, 2006). Accordingly, CoPs should not be conflated
with continued professional development (CPD) initiatives
whereby formal training is provided by the institution and
often aligned directly with the UK’s Professional Standards
Framework and staff gain a recognized teaching
qualification (Botham, 2018).

One of the key proposed benefits of CoPs is the
opportunity for early-career academics to learn from
more experienced colleagues through “legitimate
peripheral participation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991).
However, as junior staff often have a higher level of
teaching-related training, an opposite learning direction
could also be possible with more junior staff updating the
skills of more experienced senior staff. This raises the
question of how the benefits of a CoP differ across
academics according to their level of teaching experience
and seniority, or indeed any other demographic
characteristics. Evidence on this issue remains scarce.
This paper begins to address this gap by reporting
the findings from a study conducted within a leading
UK business school. Instead of the more common
approach of critiquing the literature from a particular
viewpoint, our paper aims to take a complementary
scientific approach by testing a hypothesis from the
literature using observed data. In particular, the paper
uses statistical methods to establish quantitative
evidence about the mechanisms under which
participation in a CoP and the impact of a CoP on
teaching practice vary with seniority and other
demographic characteristics of different academics. The
use of a quantitative analysis is unusual within the
literature. However, one should view it as a
complement to the more common descriptive, critical,
or qualitative approaches. Indeed, as detailed in the next
section, Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2015)
argue that CoPs can, and should, be measured
quantitatively to complement the extensive body of
qualitative work in this arena.
Theoretical Background and Hypotheses
Originally, the term “community of practice” was
coined by Lave and Wenger (1991) to describe
situations where learning is informal, fragmented,
serendipitous, and situated in a set of social

Wilson, Wilson, and Witthaus
relationships and shared activities, such as brief chats
around the photocopier. Members of CoPs participate
voluntarily, are not assessed on their learning, and may
alternate between playing the role of teacher and
learner. According to Wenger (1998, pp.72-73), a CoP
is characterized by three interrelated elements: 1) an
identity defined by a shared domain of interest; 2)
members engaging in joint activities or discussions; and
3) members developing a shared repertoire of practice
and artefacts to address recurring problems.
In Omidvar and Kislov (2014), Wenger-Trayner
explains that CoPs have evolved through three distinct
phases. In Phase 1, learning was seen as a social, rather
than individual, cognitive activity (Lave & Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger, 2000), and CoPs were
described as being formed spontaneously. In Phase 2,
scholars began to think of CoPs as communities of
potential instruments or tools for knowledge sharing
within organizations (Wenger, 2010; Wenger-Trayner
& Wenger-Trayner, 2015). A key shift in this phase
was the move towards deliberately setting up CoPs with
the aim of improving the management and sharing of
knowledge within organizations. This notion is not
uncontentious – Arthur (2016), for example, cautions
against what he calls “a certain commercial
instrumentalism” in Wenger et al.’s (2002) suggestion
that “CoPs could be managed and cultivated by
companies to achieve organisational goals.” Phase 3
explored the ways in which individuals participate in a
“landscape of practice” across multiple CoPs (WengerTrayner, Fenton-O’Creevy, Hutchinson, Kubiak, &
Wenger-Trayner, 2014). While these phases follow a
chronological progression, CoP initiatives continue to
be investigated within all three conceptual frameworks.
The key mechanism by which newcomers to a CoP
learn is via “legitimate peripheral participation” (Lave
& Wenger, 1991). This is a direct critique of traditional
learning theories whereby the learner is conceptualized
“as a receptacle of (taught) knowledge” and where
learning is a set of discrete cognitive processes
detached from the learner’s own “lived-in world”
(Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodkinson, & Unwin, 2005, p. 50).
By positioning learning as part of social practice (and
learning as generative of new social practices),
participation in communities of practice involves
learning (Fuller et al., 2005). Within higher education,
this would involve early-career academics learning
from their more experienced colleagues. Indeed:
Legitimate peripheral participation provides a way
to speak about the relations between newcomers
and old-timers, and about activities, identities,
artefacts, and communities of knowledge and
practice. It concerns the process by which
newcomers become part of a community of
practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29).
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Within higher education, Sánchez-Cardona, Sánchez Lugo, & Vélez-González (2012) consider CoPs to be an
alternative to traditional training or professional
development programs and suggest that they typically
fit within Phase 2 of the CoP taxonomy where CoPs can
be deliberately established and managed. Among other
benefits, CoPs in higher education are seen to stimulate
dialogue among faculty (e.g., Herbers, Antelo, Ettling,
& Buck, 2011; Lindkvist, 2005; MacKenzie et al.,
2010; Nixon & Brown, 2013; Roberts, 2006), to
promote self-knowledge and reflective practice
(Golden, 2016), to enhance disciplinary teaching
(Jones, 2010; Pharo, Davison, McGregor, Warr, &
Brown, 2014), to shape notions of participatory value
through collegiality (Ryan, 2015), and to provide a safe,
non-competitive, collaborative, and encouraging space
within which individuals can improve their teaching
practices (McDonald, Collins, Hingst, & Lynch, 2008;
Ward & Selvester, 2012). Ng and Pemberton (2013)
also argue that CoPs in higher education can work with
academic networks and cross-cut formal structures and
improve collegiality.
The learning mechanism of legitimate peripheral
participation would predict that less experienced
newcomers become part of a CoP through exposure to
activities, identities, artefacts, knowledge, and social
practice of more experienced old-timers (Lave &
Wenger, 1991). However, alternative mechanisms
could also be at play. First, as argued by Arthur
(2016), junior academics start their careers highly
qualified and knowledgeable, and so may have less to
learn from their more senior colleagues. Second,
early-career academics often have a higher level of
teaching-related training, and so the direction of
learning may be reversed, with more junior staff
updating the skills of more senior staff. Hence, to
further explore which mechanism is dominant, we
state the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: Relative to more senior academics,
more junior academics are more likely to a) participate
in a CoP, and b) adapt their teaching practice after
participating in a CoP.
The existing evidence on this issue is scant. While
the benefits of CoPs are widely documented, as noted
earlier, little is known about how the effects of CoPs
vary across different types of academics. Cox (2013)
reports on CoPs in the USA aimed specifically at earlycareer academics, which are referred to as Faculty
Learning Communities (FLCs). He finds that these are
particularly helpful to academics, while noting that
many of the FLCs involved a high degree of traditional
training or mentoring elements, where “old-timers”
were specifically enlisted to support “newcomers”.
However, unlike our paper, the results did not analyze
how participation and the effects of the community
varied between the old-timers and newcomers. Indeed,
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Arthur (2016) acknowledges the need for studies to
better capture individuals and their development as
opposed to focusing on the community as a whole or a
limited subsection of the community, such as earlycareer academics (Cox, 2013). To begin to address that
gap, the remainder of the paper provides a quantitative
analysis of how the benefits of a CoP vary across
different types of academics at a UK business school.

innovative teaching and learning methods, and
providing mutual support from colleagues in the school.
It was publicized to staff as run by colleagues and was
not a formal training event. Participation was entirely
voluntary and had no impetus from university or
department management.

Implementing the CoP

Surveys

The CoP was established in early 2015 within a
business school in the UK with over 140 academic staff
and 3,500 students and that offers a full service of
undergraduate, postgraduate and MBA programmes.
The business school is highly ranked for both teaching
and research and is triple-accredited by the three global
accreditation bodies.
The CoP aimed to provide an opportunity for
academics to share their experiences, challenges, and
innovative teaching practices so that staff could diffuse
best practice within the school and offer each other
mutual support. The CoP was called the “Teaching
Forum” and took the form of a series of lunchtime
workshops, to which all academic and academic-related
staff within the School were invited.
Each CoP event involved a buffet lunch followed
by a series of short presentations by selected staff
members about their experiences with different
teaching innovations. Such staff were selected based on
high teaching scores and/or their innovative practice.
After each presentation, participants were engaged in an
open discussion. Following each event, the associated
online resources were shared via a dedicated page on
the institutional Virtual Learning Environment. These
included video recordings, audio podcasts, and
presentation slides, as well as an online discussion
board to enable further interaction regarding the topic.
This format is consistent with the definition of Phase
2 in the evolution of CoPs (Omidvar and Kislov, 2014)
with a combination of structure and informal elements.
In terms of the threefold elements that define a CoP
(Wenger, 1998), staff who participated in the CoP 1)
had a common identity as academics, defined by their
shared domain of interest in the scholarship of learning
and teaching; 2) engaged in joint activities and
discussions via the workshops; and 3) built up a shared
repertoire of practice, which was embodied in the
resources (or “artifacts”) arising out of each workshop
that were shared via the Virtual Learning Environment.
Crucially, the CoP can be differentiated from
formalized continuous professional development events
(e.g., Botham, 2018) as it was initiated by three
members of the staff to meet the specific need for
sharing good teaching practices, which encompasses
showcasing new learning technologies as well as

Our study focuses on the first three CoP events. To
assess how the CoP affected different staff members,
the study conducted three different surveys:
1) Exit survey: After each CoP event, any new (offline
and/or online) participants were identified and surveyed to
find out about their experiences and views. This survey was
completed voluntarily by 89% of all participants.1
2) Impact survey: Two months after the third event,
all staff members who had participated (offline and/or
online) were surveyed for a second time. Using a series
of self-reported measures, this survey aimed to
ascertain a) the participants’ views on the relevance of
the CoP and b) how the CoP had impacted on their
teaching practice. This survey was completed
voluntarily by 51% of all participants. 2
3) Non-participant survey: All staff members who
had not participated either face-to-face or online in the
CoP were surveyed to assess their perceptions of the
initiative and to ascertain their reasons for nonparticipation. This survey was completed voluntarily by
19% of all non-participants.
The impact survey and the non-participant survey
were both conducted online with £50 voucher prize
draws as incentives.
To supplement the survey data, some nonconfidential, publicly accessible demographic information
about each of the 142 academic and teaching-related staff
members within the School was collated. The variables
and descriptive data are summarized in Table 1 (all tables
are presented in the appendix). In terms of rank, a total of
37% of staff are lecturers (equivalent to assistant
professors), 25% of staff are senior lecturers or readers
(equivalent to associate professors), 27% of staff are full
professors, and 11% of staff have some other rank. Eight
percent of staff (mostly lecturers) are on probation in the
sense of being non-tenured.

Methodology

1

Access data of the online resources was collected via
the online learning platform’s reporting facilities with
consent of the users.
2
Objective measures of the impact on teaching practice
were difficult to obtain for this initial quantitative
study. More expansive studies that are able to document
both self-reported and objective measures would be
very useful in future research.
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In what follows, we define “junior” staff as those
ranked as lecturers or senior lecturers, and “senior”
staff as readers or full professors. The determination of
rank within the university is based upon success in both
research (evaluated through publication in academic
journals and books) and teaching (indicated by student
module evaluations, peer- and formal-observation, staff
awards, and in some cases, a teaching portfolio).
Some further observations from Table 1 also
include the following. Sixty-two percent of staff are
male. Staff differ in their contracted duties: Eighty-four
percent have teaching and research contracts, 13% have
teaching-only contracts, and 3% have research-only
contracts. Eighty-four percent of staff work full-time,
and on average, each staff member has been working at
the School for over seven years. By using a public
website, one can ascertain that 39% of the staff
members were submitted to the UK’s most recent
Research Excellence Framework, indicating a greater
research focus for these individuals. Finally, each
academic staff member falls into one of seven
discipline groups spanning business and economics.
Analysis
This section contains our analysis of participation,
perceptions, and impact.
Participation. The study first analyzed the level of
participation, the way participation was spread across the
face-to-face and online formats of the CoP, and the variation
of participation across different types of academics. One
third of the School participated in the CoP by attending at
least one session and/or accessing the online resources.3
This seems a reasonable participation rate for a new
initiative, and this rate is expected to grow as the CoP
continues. Among those who participated, the face-to-face
workshops were substantially more popular than the online
resources. Sixty-eight percent of the CoP participants did
not utilize the online resources. Out of the 32% of
participants that did, 15% also participated in the face-toface workshops, while 17% used the online resources only.
The presentation slides and discussion boards were the most
used online resources, having been accessed by 49% and
37% of online users respectively. The video and audio
recordings were accessed by only 11% and 3% of online
users respectively. Most CoPs in the higher education
literature focus on using face-to-face gatherings. The few
examples that use online platforms reveal some benefits
such as flexibility and efficiency, e.g. Golden (2016), but
also significant challenges, as consistent with our results,
including difficulties with technology, high set up costs, user
confidentiality, and lack of time (e.g., Houghton, Ruutz,
Green, and Hibbins, 2014).
3

The statistics in this paragraph are not presented in
tabular form to save space; available on request.
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To address the question of how participation varied
across different types of academics, the paper first
provides a descriptive analysis before considering a
more formal multivariate investigation. Table 2 shows
how participation rates varied across the demographic
variables. After applying some relevant statistical tests
to compare the participation rates, one can find the
following descriptive results4. The first and most
striking result concerns the effect of rank - junior staff
(lecturers and senior lecturers) were far more likely to
participate than senior staff (readers and full
professors). As consistent with Hypothesis 1a, this
finding is highly statistically significant and very
robust: 47% of all lecturers and senior lecturers in the
School participated, while only 7% of all readers and
professors participated. Second, staff that were entered
into the last Research Excellence Framework were
significantly less likely to participate. This indicates
that staff who are more active and successful in
research are less likely to participate in a teachingfocused CoP. Third, a weaker effect suggests that parttime staff were also less likely to participate. Finally,
there were no significant differences in the participation
rates across the remaining demographic variables,
including gender, years completed within the School,
job duties, or by probationary status.
These findings are confirmed and extended using a
more sophisticated multivariate probit analysis in Table
3, which controls for the effects of all demographic
variables simultaneously.5 Again, as consistent with
Hypothesis 1a, an individual’s rank is confirmed to be
the most powerful determinant of participation with
more junior staff being far more likely to participate.
The results also confirm the effects of past Research
Excellence Framework entry and part-time staff.
However, compared to the less sophisticated descriptive
analysis, the new results now suggest that, separate
from the effects of rank, staff that have completed a
higher number of years’ employment within the School
are also slightly less likely to participate.
Perceptions. Overall, participants viewed the CoP
very positively. These views can be documented from
4

Table 3 reports the results of a batch of two-sided
non-parametric Fisher Exact tests that are valid for
small samples. One can provide very similar results
using some related z-tests under a parametric normal
assumption. See the technical notes alongside Table 3
for more details.
5
This methodology estimates the effect of each
demographic variable on the probability of an
individual participating. In contrast to the previous
descriptive tests, it provides a more rigorous analysis by
simultaneously controlling for the effects of all the
other demographic variables. See the technical notes
alongside Table 3 for more details.
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the responses to the exit survey (soon after initial
participation), and some parts of the impact survey
(two months after the third session). The relevant
results from the exit survey are summarized in Table 4.
For instance, 86% stated that they were “likely” or
“very likely” to participate again in the future, and 81%
stated that they would encourage another colleague to
attend. (The final row of Table 4 is discussed later in
the next section.)
One part of the impact survey asked participants
for their views on what was most relevant within the
CoP. The results are presented in Table 5. Respondents
thought that the CoP was most relevant for: 1)
providing them with a different learning opportunity
(75% stated that the CoP was “relevant” or “very
relevant” for this purpose), 2) encouraging them to try
new ideas (71%), 3) improving their confidence (71%),
3) providing them with motivation to enhance their
teaching (71%), and 5) helping them to balance
teaching with other commitments (67%). These reasons
are in keeping with the main findings from the
literature, as reports of such benefits are typical.
Impact. This section further analyzes the impact
survey to determine the extent to which the CoP
affected individuals’ teaching practice. To recall,
Hypothesis 1b suggests that junior academics are more
likely to adapt their teaching practice after participating
in a CoP. The paper now ascertains the level of impact,
the type of impact, and the reported impact variation
across different types of academics.
From the exit survey, the bottom row of Table 4
has already indicated that 66% of participants were
likely to use something they had learned from the CoP.
To follow this up two months after the third event, the
impact survey further asked participants about how
exactly the CoP had impacted upon their teaching
practice. At this point, 71% of respondents agreed that
the CoP had led to them to think differently about their
teaching practice. Moreover, 42% of respondents
confirmed that they had already used some material
and/or ideas from the CoP to support their teaching. For
the purpose of the paper, these latter cases, where
individuals have used something they have learned
from the CoP to support their teaching, are now defined
as a form of self-reported “impact.”
As summarized in Table 6, the most popular forms
of such impact included using something they have
learned from the CoP: to rethink teaching approaches
(29%), to update teaching skills (25%), and to help
design new material (25%). The most common reason
given for why individuals had not yet used something
they had learned from the CoP within their teaching
practice was the lack of time and opportunity. Once
again, this points to high academic workloads as being
the main barrier to participation and engagement in
teaching development.
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The study next analyzed how the reported levels of
impact vary across different types of academics. As the
impact survey provides us with a relatively small
sample, attention is focused on a descriptive analysis.
After applying some relevant statistical tests to compare
the reported rates of impact across different
demographic groups6, Table 7 presents the following
results. First, the results provide a further clear
indication of the role played by individuals’ rank. In
particular, as consistent with Hypothesis 1b, conditional
on participation, lecturers were significantly more
likely to report an impact than senior lecturers were.
Hence, when combined with our previous finding
on participation, these results are consistent with both
of our Hypotheses 1a and 1b. In line with “legitimate
peripheral participation,” 1) lecturers and senior
lecturers are more likely than senior staff to participate,
and conditional on participation, 2) lecturers are more
likely than senior lecturers to use something they had
learned from participating. However, as discussed in
the next section, the lack of senior staff participation is
of a concern for the full effectiveness of the CoP and
for the development of the junior staff.
In other results from Table 7, individuals were
also more likely to report an impact if they were on a
teaching and scholarship contract (as opposed to those
employed on a research and teaching contract) or if
they were not submitted as a researcher to the last
Research Excellence Framework. Intuitively, this is
consistent with the idea that staff with fewer research
obligations are more likely to try out teaching-related
ideas that they have learned from the CoP. Overall,
while one must be careful about generalization due to
the small sample size, these findings suggest that the
impact of a CoP on academics’ teaching practice may
vary strongly among different types of staff members.
Conclusion
This paper has provided an original investigation
into the benefits of a CoP within a highly ranked UK
business school. To complement existing descriptive
and critical approaches, the paper has taken a more
unusual scientific approach. In particular, by using
statistical methods, it has established quantitative
evidence about the mechanisms under which
participation in a CoP and the impact of a CoP on
teaching practice vary with faculty seniority and other
demographic characteristics.
At an aggregate level, the benefits of the CoP were
clear, and participants’ perceptions of the CoP were
6

As in the previous analysis, these involve two-sided
non-parametric Fisher Exact tests that are valid for
small samples.
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very positive. As consistent with the existing literature,
the participants generally thought that the CoP provided
them with a different learning opportunity, a source of
improved confidence and motivation, and an
opportunity to think differently about their teaching and
to apply new ideas to their practice (e.g., Herbers, et al.,
2011; Lindkvist, 2005; MacKenzie et al., 2010; Nixon
& Brown, 2013; Roberts, 2006).
More substantially, the main results showed how
these benefits differed across different types of
academics. First, the study found that participation in
the CoP varied widely across some academic
characteristics. Most notably, junior staff were far more
statistically likely to participate than senior staff.
Participation was also lower for staff with 1) a longer
employment history within the School, 2) greater
research obligations, and 3) part-time contracts.
Second, the results showed that, conditional on
participation, more junior academics and academics
with fewer research obligations were also more likely to
apply something they had learned to their teaching
practice. Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work has been
criticized for its attempt to explain all of workplace
learning through “legitimate peripheral participation”
by Fuller et al. (2005). However, from their own
research they observe that it explains situations with
new members joining a CoP, specifically junior
members and experienced workers changing jobs.
Hence, as consistent with the concept of “legitimate
peripheral participation,” staff of more junior rank were
more likely to both participate in the CoP and apply
what they had learned in the CoP. Other demographic
variables, such as gender and academic discipline area,
had no significant effect on the documented measures
of participation or engagement.
These findings generate a number of implications and
future research questions. The finding that senior academics
may be relatively far less likely to participate and engage in
CoPs suggests that CoPs in higher education may struggle
to fulfill their potential. This raises the question of why more
senior staff exhibited lower rates of participation and
engagement. Some possible explanations include the
possibilities that senior staff 1) have less to gain from
participating due to their higher levels of experience, or that
senior staff would gain from participating, but 2) have less
free time, and 3) underestimate the value of doing so.
However, our survey results from non-participants suggest
that the increased workload of senior academic staff serves
as the major barrier, as consistent with explanation 2.
Indeed, while some respondents commented that the CoP
did not look helpful for them (17%), most respondents said
they were too busy (56%) and/or had other commitments
(44%). This is in line with findings which show how
academic workload models allow insufficient time for
engagement in activities aimed at enhancing teaching
practice (e.g. Hemer, 2014; Soliman & Soliman, 1997).
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Hence, future research should be targeted to help understand
how to better attract a broader range of staff into CoPs,
including those of higher rank. This remains a key question
to improve the effectiveness of CoPs and teaching practice
in higher education.
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Appendix

Variable
Male
Lecturer
SL
Reader
Prof
ReadProf
OtherRank
R+T
T+S
R Only
Years
PT
Probation
REF
AFM
EC
IBSI
IM
HRMOB
MSOM
RM
OtherGroup

Table 1
Summary of Demographic Data (for all 142 Staff Members)
Description
Average
Staff member is male
0.62
Staff member is a lecturer
0.37
Staff member is a senior lecturer
0.20
Staff member is a reader
0.05
Staff member is a professor
0.27
Staff member is either a reader or professor
0.32
Staff member has another rank
0.11
Research and teaching contract
0.85
Teaching and scholarship contract
0.13
Research only contract
0.03
Number of completed years as staff at School
7.64
Staff member is part-time
0.14
Staff member is on probation
0.08
Staff member was entered in last REF
0.39
Member of Accounting + Financial Management
0.14
Member of Economics
0.18
Member of International Business, Strategy
0.13
Member of Information Management
0.15
Member of Human Resource Mgt and Organisational Behaviour
0.11
Member of Management Science and Operational Management
0.13
Member of Retail and Marketing
0.12
Member of another group
0.03

Number
88
53
29
7
38
45
15
120
18
4
20
11
56
20
25
19
22
16
19
17
4

Min
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Max
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
29
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Table 2
Participation Rates Across Demographic Variables
Total

% Participated

Total

% Participated

All

142

33.1

R+T

120

31.7

Male
Female

88
54

28.4
40.7

T+S
R Only

18
4

50.0
0.0

Lecturer
SL

53
29

47.2
44.8

PT
FT

20
122

15.0*
36.1

ReadProf
OtherRank
Years <5
Years 5-10

45
17
73
25

6.7****
35.3

Probation
Non-Prob

11
131

63.6
35.9

35.6
40.0

REF
Non-REF

56
86

21.4**
40.7

Years 10+
44
25.0
Notes: The tests refer to two-sided non-parametric Fisher Exact tests where the null hypothesis states that the
participation rates across demographic groups are equal. The stars refer to significance levels: 10% (*), 5% (**), 1%
(***), and 0.1% (****). The results in regard to rank indicate that the combined participation rate for readers and
professors is significantly lower than that of either lecturers or senior lecturers.
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Male
SL
ReadProf
OtherRank
R+T
Years
PT
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Table 3
Multivariate Probit Analysis of Participation Across Demographics
2
…cont'd

-0.04
(0.09)

-0.03
(0.09)

0.16
(0.13)
-0.27
(0.09)***
-0.18
(0.16)
-0.29
(0.31)
-0.01
(0.01)*

0.07
(0.12)
-0.30
(0.09)****
-0.18
(0.15)
-0.21
(0.26)
-0.01
0.01

-0.25
(0.11)**

-0.26
(0.09)***

Probation
REF
Group Effects
Obs
LogLik
LR
Pseudo R^2

1

2

0.17
(0.19)
-0.15
(0.09)*
Yes

0.15
(0.18)
-0.13
(0.09)
No

142
-69.26
41.79****
0.23

142
-73.09
34.13****
0.19

Notes: A multivariate probit analysis models the probability of an individual’s participation as a function of multiple
explanatory variables. In models 1 and 2 above, the explanatory variables include the demographic information, but
model 2 excludes the effects of an individual’s subject discipline group. For each variable, the table reports the
estimated marginal effect on the probability of participation, together with the relevant standard deviation in
brackets. The significance level of each variable is indicated with stars: 10% (*), 5% (**), 1% (***), and 0.1%
(****). LR refers to test of the overall significance of the model variables, and Pseudo R2 is a measure of goodness
of fit.

Table 4
Participants’ Views After Participation (Exit Survey)

Likelihood of Future Forum Participation
Likelihood of Encouraging a Colleague to Attend
Likelihood of Using Ideas

Very
unlikely
0%
0%
2%

Somewhat
likely
2%
2%
2%

Neutral
10%
17%
29%

Likely
50%
57%
52%

Very
likely
36%
24%
14%
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Table 5
Participants’ Views on Relevance of Cop (Impact Survey)
Of
limited
Views on the Benefits of the CoP
Not at all relevance Neutral
Providing you with a different learning opportunity
4%
4%
17%
Encouraging you to try novel things
0%
8%
21%
Improving your confidence as a teacher
4%
4%
21%
Providing you with motivation to enhance your
teaching
4%
4%
21%
Helping you to balance teaching with your other roles
8%
4%
21%
Encouraging you to talk about teaching with colleagues
8%
4%
33%
Providing you with novel ideas
4%
8%
38%
Encouraging you to seek support from colleagues
8%
8%
42%
Letting you express your views about teaching
25%
13%
38%

Relevant
54%
46%
63%

Very
relevant
21%
25%
8%

50%
54%
46%
33%
38%
25%

21%
13%
8%
17%
4%
0%
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Table 6
Participants’ Views on Type of Impact Experienced (Impact Survey)
Type of Impact (Multiple Responses)
% of Respondents
Rethink my teaching skills and my approach to teaching
29%
Update my teaching skills and my approach to teaching
25%
Design new teaching material
25%
Interact with colleagues
17%
Help with pedagogical research
4%
Develop curriculum
13%
Mentor others
4%
Other
4%
Table 7
Impact Across Demographic Variables

Total
All

142

Male

88

Female

54

Lecturer

53

SL

29

ReadProf

45

OtherRank
Years <5
Years 5-10
Years 10+

% Participated and
Reported Impact

Total

% Participated and
Reported Impact
8.3*

9.9
8.0
13.0

R+T

120

T+S

18

R Only

4

18.9
3.4*

PT

20

FT

122

Probation

11

17
73
25

0.0
0.0

Non-Prob

131

9.1
9.9

11.0
16.0

REF
Non-REF

56
86

3.6**
14.0

44

4.5

22.2
0.0
5.0
10.7

Notes: The tests refer to two-sided non-parametric Fisher Exact tests where the null hypothesis states5 that the
impact rates across demographic groups are equal with significance 10% (*), 5% (**), 1% (***), and 0.1% (****).
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To explore new opportunities to promote self-regulated learning (SRL) across a variety of contexts,
this study applies a novel assignment called Pink Time in seven different courses at two universities.
The assignment asks students to “skip class, do anything you want, and give yourself a grade.” In
each case, instructors adapted Pink Time to fit the needs of their course. Altogether, 165 students
completed 270 self-directed projects and self-assessments targeting five component behaviors of
SRL. Findings show that: (1) students were more likely to perceive success in certain behaviors of
SRL than in others; (2) students’ perceptions across courses were similar for some behaviors but not
others; and (3) subsequent iterations of the assignment supported higher perceived measures of some
SRL behaviors but not others. Together these findings illustrate the value and flexibility of this
progressive assignment as well as persistent challenges in supporting students’ SRL.

In the past few decades, self-regulated learning
(SRL) has become a key concern for scholars of teaching
and learning and education researchers (Dignath &
Büttner, 2008; Nilson, 2013; Winne, 2005). SRL, which
involves students’ abilities to define work for
themselves, make plans, and self-monitor and evaluate
(Azevedo, Moos, Johnson, & Chauncey, 2010), is
positively associated with academic achievement and
motivation (McCombs, 1989; Zimmerman, 1990).
Furthermore, the skills and processes that characterize
SRL are precisely what the modern economy rewards.
However, even as the benefits of SRL become clearer,
many college students have become conditioned to seek
out and follow instructions from an external authority
figure (Deresiewicz, 2014).
To respond to this entrenched and narrow vision of
credentialism, especially in the U.S., new disruptive
strategies are needed to encourage students to serve as
leaders of their own education. Recently, a novel strategy
to promote SRL and academic motivation was proposed
and tested in a single university classroom (Baird,
Kniola, Lewis, & Fowler, 2015). Pink Time (PT) is an
assignment, initially inspired by Daniel Pink’s book
Drive (2009), in which university students are instructed
to “skip class, do anything you want, and grade
yourself.” Students are then required to return to class,
share their activities publicly, and complete an instructorprovided self-assessment. The logic here is to broaden
students’ perceptions of what learning is and where it
happens, promote student autonomy, undermine extrinsic
motivations (like instructor-assigned grades), and
encourage metacognitive reflection.
This seemingly radical assignment raises two key
questions: Can the PT assignment be applied effectively
in diverse academic contexts? What aspects of SRL does
it address? To respond to these, we have applied the PT
assignment in seven different courses at two universities,
with two degree-types, across a range of disciplines. In

each case, the assignment was adapted to best suit the
instructor’s philosophy and course schedule. In this
paper, we seek to contribute to the scholarship on SRL in
university settings by comparing and contrasting
applications of the assignment and their attending
outcomes. In doing so, we move beyond a theoretical
understanding of SRL as a metacognitive process and
move towards a practical application designed to
facilitate a cognitive and affective learning experience.
Given the current level of interest surrounding SRL
generally and PT specifically, our study focused on two
central research questions: (RQ1) How do students’ selfassessments for different SRL behaviors compare across
courses and degree-types?, and (RQ2) How do students’
self-assessments of SRL behaviors change in subsequent
iterations of the assignment within a course?
Literature Review
Learning in Higher Education
To strengthen teaching and learning in higher
education, educators and scholars have examined topics
that range from the social dynamics involved in
learning to the learning functions of the brain. Despite
the inherent complexity of the learning process,
science-based understanding of how learning works has
progressed rapidly in recent decades. Spurred by
advances in medical and computer technologies, our
understanding of the brain and the cognitive processes
associated with learning have grown (Lee et al., 2016;
Zatorre, Fields, & Johansen-Berg, 2012). Advances in
the learning sciences have led to new theories of how
learning occurs and new practical applications for
teaching. Three broad learning theories – behaviorism,
cognitivism and constructivism – hold that learning
occurs within the individual. In addition, new theories,
like connectivism (Siemens, 2005), which highlight the
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influences of computer-based technologies and personal
networks, have advanced the idea that learning happens
outside the individual.
Studies of the brain have led to important new
insights for higher education. This work has expanded
our understanding of how students experience and
organize knowledge (Ertmer & Newby, 1993); the role
of student intellectual, social, and emotional
development (Chickering & Reisser, 1993); and the
impacts of learning environments and institutional
climate (Browman & Destin, 2016; Hall & Sandler,
1982; Strange & Banning, 2015), which can be unique
in university settings (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
Insights in these areas build upon a longstanding
appreciation of learning as a social and interactive
process (Dewey, 2007 [1938]; Vygotsky, 1978) where a
“total system” of links among students, teachers,
activities, and outcomes supports learning (Biggs,
1993). Taken together, these foci on the student and the
context have driven recent research on students’ diverse
motivations, interests and competencies (Biggs, 1987;
Jones, 2009; Schunk, Meece, & Pintrich, 2014) as well
as related student-centered approaches.
Principal among these are approaches that
encourage metacognition – or students’ capacities to
examine the broader contexts of their own learning.
Metacognition itself has been a theme in the scholarship
of teaching and learning for decades. Early researchers,
especially Flavell (1979), identified metacognition as
an acute awareness of knowledge as a cognitive
phenomenon, or cognitive monitoring. Later, Metcalfe
and Shimamura (1994) described it more simply as
“what we know about what we know” (p. xi). While
cognition is the process of thinking, metacognition is an
intentional “process of reflecting on and directing one’s
own learning” (Pellegrino, Chudowsky, & Glaser,
2001). Research shows that two components are central
to metacognition: (1) awareness of thoughts and (2)
control over the direction of the thought process
(Brown, Bransford, Ferrara, & Campione, 1983;
Hacker, Dunlosky, & Graesser, 2009; Paris &
Winograd, 1990; Pintrich, 2002).
Self-Regulated Learning
Researchers have extended the theory of
metacognition to formal learning environments and
academic learning. An approach, championed by
Pintrich (1991) and others, which focuses on
information processing, is now more commonly known
as SRL. Conceptually, SRL involves student regulation
of cognition, motivation, behavior, and context – each
requiring effort to control tasks and to act as an agent of
their own thinking (Kluwe, 1982; Zimmerman, 1989).
This approach maintains that students must cultivate
intentionality and self-awareness with their learning
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(Paris & Winograd, 1990; Pintrich, 2002) by
constructing thoughts, shifting behaviors, and
monitoring consequences (Hacker et al., 2009).
Students who cultivate an SRL approach to
learning more effectively learn on their own. They
define tasks, set goals, make plans, select strategies,
self-evaluate, and self-monitor (Azevedo et al., 2010).
They have developed personalized processes to acquire
and retain information and construct knowledge and to
reflect on what they know and do not know
(Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2005). The ways these
students perceive learning, use cognitive processes to
regulate learning behaviors, and manage motivation all
play a substantive role in their ability to achieve
academic success. As actively engaged participants in
their learning, students exhibit a sort of self-oriented
feedback loop (Carver & Scheier, 1981), persist in
learning activities (McCombs, 1989), and perceive
global and domain specific self-efficacy (Pajares,
1996). Simply stated, self-regulated learners create for
themselves a personal environment within which they
can efficiently and effectively learn.
Numerous studies have identified a broad range of
factors that support SRL, including students’
dispositional
characteristics
and
instructors’
pedagogical strategies. Students’ beliefs about their
ability to perform a task and the value they place on
the task (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), along with the
belief that learning and mastery are worthy goals,
promote SRL (Pintrich, 1999; Pintrich & de Groot,
1990). Emotion has been another focus of study
(Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002). Recently, Mega,
Ronconi, and De Beni (2014) found that
undergraduates’ positive emotions predicted several
aspects of SRL, including organization of study time
and materials, evaluation of learning, preparation for
exams, and metacognition. And Madjar, Kaplan, and
Weinstock (2011) found that positive affect in middle
and high school students was directly related to SRL
strategy use. Relatedly, negative affect and adverse
changes in middle school students’ academic emotions
have been linked to maladaptive SRL strategy use and
declines in SRL, respectively (Ahmed, van der Werf,
Kuyper, & Minnaert, 2013; Madjar et al., 2011;
Madjar, Weinstock, & Kaplan, 2017).
One area of scholarship has focused on instructorbased strategies to promote SRL. The relationship
between problem-based learning (PBL) and SRL has
been examined in many contexts with findings
generally supporting the hypothesis that students
engaged in PBL exhibit higher measures of SRL
compared to students in traditional lecture-based
curricula (Blumberg, 2000). In one carefully controlled
study, Sungur and Tekkaya (2006) found that PBL
students demonstrated higher values of several SRL
components including goal setting, task value, strategy
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Course Field
Education
Environmental
Studies
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Table 1
Study Course Characteristics and Pink Time Adaptations
Num. of
University
Num. of
Pink
Degree Level
(A or B)
Students
Times
Assignment structure (adaptations)
Grad
A
15
1
Do anything (related to course).
Grade yourself anonymously.
Grad
B
10
2
Do anything (related to course).
Grade yourself (publicly).

Environmental
Studies 1

Undergrad

B

26

2

Do anything (related to course).
Grade yourself (publicly).

Environmental
Studies 2

Undergrad

B

28

1

Do anything (related to course).
Grade yourself anonymously.

Management

Undergrad

A

22

2

Military
Leadership

Undergrad

A

38

1

Do anything (related to course).
Grade yourself anonymously.
Do anything (related to course).
No grades.

Sustainability

Undergrad

A

26

3

use, critical thinking, metacognition, and peer learning
compared to control-group students. Others have
described the relationship between PBL and SRL as
reciprocal with SRL serving as a critical skill for
success in PBL (English & Kitsantas, 2013). Now
scholars are distinguishing between types of nontraditional pedagogical approaches, finding in one
instance that a project-based learning strategy was
associated with higher measures of SRL than a PBL
strategy (Stefanou, Stolk, Prince, Chen, & Lord, 2013).
Other instructor-based strategies to promote SRL focus
on instructor feedback, especially formative assessment.
Formative assessment has been described as an approach
that includes assessment for learning with assessment as
learning (Clark, 2012). Assessment for learning involves
instructor feedback that describes how the learner can
improve rather than feedback that simply praises or
punishes (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Assessment as
learning involves collaborative and individual reflection on
evidence of learning (AAG, 2008). Others have pointed out
that instructors should work to identify, and build on,
students’ own perceptions and assessments of their work
(Nicol & Macfarlane‐Dick, 2006). Relatedly, interactions
between teacher autonomy support and structure can foster
SRL (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010; Sierens, Vansteenkiste,
Goossens, Soenens, & Dochy, 2009).
While these and other strategies exist to promote SRL,
including motivation and metacognitive strategies, Dignath
and Büttner (2008) have pointed out through their review of
studies on how to promote SRL: “[I]t becomes obvious that

Do anything. Grade yourself
anonymously.

there is still a gap in the research on how teachers can bring
SRL into the classroom. Most studies report attempts to
improve students’ academic self-regulation, but only little
information is available about supporting teachers in how to
do so” (p. 232). We use this as a point of departure for this
study with the purpose of investigating the viability of Pink
Time as a strategy for promoting SRL.
Study Setting
Following an introduction and examination of the
PT assignment by Baird et al. (2015), several
colleagues expressed interest in applying the
assignment in their own classes. This study has grown
from these inquiries. Together, six faculty members
from two universities adapted the assignment in seven
classes: five at the undergraduate level and two at the
graduate level. These courses are in the fields of
Education, Environmental Studies, Management,
Military Leadership, and Sustainability. In each case,
the faculty member adjusted the original assignment
(described in the introduction) as she/he deemed
appropriate for the course. These adjustments included
changes to: (1) the content of the assignment (i.e.,
having PT activities relate directly to the course (note:
the original assignment did not require this)); (2) the
number of iterations of the assignment (e.g., 1, 2, 3);
and/or (3) the use of self-grading (e.g., student’s grades
are private, shared publicly in class, or grades aren’t
included as part of the assignment). Table 1 lists the
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Characteristic
Institution
University A
University B
Academic Field of Course
Environmental Studies
Education
Management
Military Leadership
Sustainability
Degree Level
Undergraduate
Graduate
Iterations experienced by student
One
Two
Three

Self-Regulated Learning

Table 2
Characteristics of the Sample (N=165)
n

study courses and key modifications of the assignment.
For each of the courses, three attributes of the original
assignment remained unchanged: (1) students were
given a class period to work on their activities (i.e., skip
class); (2) the following class period was used to share
and discuss students experiences as a group; and (3)
students completed a SRL instrument following each
iteration of PT. IRB consent and data were collected by
the instructors, each of whom is an author of this paper.
While describing students’ specific PT activities is
not the focus on this paper, it may be useful to note that
students across the study courses engaged in a great
diversity of projects and activities, which is consistent
with earlier scholarship on PT (Baird et al., 2015).
Students engaged in passive learning activities like
reading, watching videos, or attending lectures on a
wide range of topics. They also engaged in active and
service-learning activities like designing and running
small research projects, learning new skills,
interviewing people, or volunteering. And other
students engaged in creative activities like various
writing projects (e.g., short stories, songs, poems), or
graphic, visual and media arts activities (e.g., painting,
illustration, video production). This paper focuses on
students’ perceptions of their own SRL as they relate to
these diverse activities.
Methods
Sample
To address each research question, we collected
and assessed student data from seven different courses
at two universities where the PT assignment was
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%N

101
64

61
39

64
15
22
38
26

39
9
13
23
16

114
51

69
31

81
58
26

49
35
16
applied during a single academic year. Universities
were selected based on interest from participating
faculty members. Courses were in the five previously
identified fields and included graduate- and
undergraduate- level courses. In each case, PT was
modified by the instructor to suit the needs of their
specific course (e.g., determining level or relatedness of
the project topic to course content, etc.) (see Table 1)
and was run between one and three times during the
semester. Prior to the initial PT activity, students in
each class were shown a Daniel Pink video that
describes his observations in Drive that extrinsic
motivations can crowd out intrinsic motivations.
Students were not introduced to the SRL concept
specifically, but they were informed that the point of
the PT assignment was to pursue their interests and take
charge of their own learning. Student participants were
routinely enrolled in each course and were not
randomly assigned. Altogether, 165 students completed
270 PT projects (since students in some courses were
asked to complete multiple PT projects). Table 2 shows
the characteristics of the study sample.
Instrument
For each project, students completed a selfassessment instrument designed to measure the
relationship between their own perceptions of their
work and a set of behaviors indicative of SRL
(Nilson, 2013;Schunk & Zimmerman, 2012;
Zimmerman, 1990). The rubric, which was originally
co-designed by researchers and students (Baird et al.,
2015), distinguished between multiple SRL
behaviors, including: Choice, Complexity, Effort,
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Persistence and Curiosity. Baird et al. (2015) defined
these categories thusly:
[W]e define Choice as a series of decisions about the
source of knowledge, connections to the course
material and individual interests. Complexity is
defined as a surface-level versus deep approach to
inquiry and learning. Effort is defined as the amount
of time spent on an activity and the intentionality
with which the activity is conducted. Persistence is
defined as the student’s ability to work through a
course of action despite difficulty. More broadly,
this is the ability to work through challenges and
roadblocks. And Curiosity is defined as inquisitive
thinking and discovery whereby the student grounds
her work in inspiration rather than simply
information collection (p. 149).
For each SRL behavior, the rubric distinguished between
developing, competent and exemplary levels of behavior.
Descriptions of these behaviors and levels, which are the
same as those used in Baird et al. (2015), are presented in
Table 3. For each behavior, students identified the most
appropriate level of behavior. For example, a student might
select “developing” if she passively acquired new
knowledge (Choice) or performed an activity for a limited
amount of time (Effort). In cases where the student selected
multiple levels, we retained the higher level in order to
highlights students’ own perceptions of their success.

Behaviors
Choice
Complexity

Effort
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Procedures
The study was designed to introduce a treatment
(PT) and measure student perceptions of SRL
following the assignment. To address each research
question, we conducted descriptive and inferential
statistical analyses of student-generated data acquired
through the instrument. Our assessment focused
initially on the percentage of students who reported
each behavior level for each SRL behavior. In each
course, the instructor assigned at least one iteration of
the assignment (n=7). We compared percentages of
students reporting Developing, Competent, and
Exemplary for each of the SRL behaviors (Choice,
Complexity, Effort, Persistence, Curiosity) across
each of the classes. This was done to highlight
differences across courses and degree types (RQ1).
For the courses where instructors assigned two or
more iterations of the assignment (n=4, three
undergraduate and one graduate), we compared
changes, across courses, in the percentages of students
reporting each SRL behavior level (RQ2). Only one
course completed three iterations of PT.
As with any cognitive process, SRL is problematic
to directly observe. Our goal was to identify a set of
observable behaviors easily recognizable by student
participants. Combined, these behaviors serve as a
proxy for the phenomenon of interest in this study. We
constructed a new dependent variable representing

Table 3
Self-regulated Learning Instrument (reproduced from Baird et al. 2015)
Levels of Behavior
Developing
Competent
Exemplary
I acquired new knowledge passively. I acquired new knowledge
I created new knowledge.
actively.
I thoughtfully and accurately
I thoughtfully and
I thoughtfully and accurately
engaged 1 learning tool for my
accurately engaged 2
engaged 3 or more learning
activity: reading/listening/watching; learning tools for my
tools for my activity:
socially interactive; creative/design; activity:
reading/listening/watching;
computational; etc.
reading/listening/watching;
socially interactive;
socially interactive;
creative/design; computational;
creative/design;
etc.
computational; etc.
I spent less than 3 hours on my
I spent between 3 and 5
I spent more than 5 hours on
activity.
hours on my activity.
my activity.

Persistence

My values, beliefs, and skills were
minimally challenged by my
activity.

My values, beliefs, and
skills were somewhat
challenged by my activity.

My values, beliefs, and skills
were significantly challenged
by my activity.

Curiosity

I explored my activity at a basic
level, resulting in little insight
beyond the basic facts and a low
level of interest in the subject.

I explored my activity with
some evidence of depth,
resulting in new insight and
mild interest in the subject.

I explored my activity in depth
resulting in interest in the
subject.
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propensity to engage in SRL behaviors by first weighting
and then summing behavior levels from the instrument.
Developing responses were weighted “1,” competent
responses were weighted “2,” and exemplary responses
were weighted “3”. For each student, weighted responses of
the five SRL behaviors, were summed to create a total SRL
score. The possible range of scores is 5 (five items each
weighted for developing) to 15 (five items weighted for
exemplary). In the few cases where a student did not answer
an item on the instrument, the total score may be less than 5.
The total score represents a student’s propensity to engage
in SRL behaviors.
It is important to note that the response options we
use to construct the SRL propensity score are
categorical. Arguably, converting categorical data to
continuous data is problematic in that it converts a
category used by participants to define themselves into
a numeric expression defined by the researchers.
However, continuous variables may be more useful in
quantitative comparisons of multiple groups of data. In
theory, continuous dimensions may ultimately
underline ordinal, categorical measures. Fundamentally,
the factors we identify represent dimensions of a
construct (now represented as a continuous variable)
that provides more robust information regarding any
differences among values of a categorical response
(Shoemaker, Tankard Jr, & Lasorsa, 2003).
Results
Table 4 presents, by course and degree-level,
students’ self-reported levels for each SRL behavior
during PT1 (RQ1). Generally, these results exhibit a
number of patterns. First, for the Choice and Persistence
behaviors, each of the course distributions of behavior
levels are peaked. This means that the competent level, for
each class, has the highest percentage with lower
percentages for the developing and exemplary levels.
Second, for six courses, the Curiosity behavior exhibits a
positively sloped distribution, with the developing having
the lowest percentage and exemplary having the highest.
One undergraduate course had a peaked distribution.
These three behaviors (Choice, Persistence, and Curiosity)
therefore exhibit notable consistency across courses. The
remaining two behaviors are more diverse. Third, for the
Complexity behavior, four courses have positive-sloped
distributions, two courses have peaked distributions, and
one has a U-shaped distribution wherein the Competent
level has the lowest percentage. Lastly, the Effort behavior
has four courses that have peaked distributions, two with
negative-sloped distributions, and one with a positivesloped distribution. For neither of these more “diverse”
behaviors is degree-level a relevant distinction.
Figures 1 through 5 present measures of change for
each of the four courses where two iterations of the
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assignment were conducted (RQ2). For each SRL
behavior, we plot the change in the percentage of
students reporting each behavior level for each class.
These changes are represented with stacked bar-graphs
with increases plotted above zero on the y-axis and
decreases plotted below zero. For example, if distribution
of students reporting competent, developing and
exemplary for an SRL behavior went from 40%, 40%,
20% respectively in PT1 to 30%, 30%, 40% in PT2, the
stacked bar would show an increase of 20% (represented
above 0) for exemplary, and a corresponding decrease of
10% for each of the other two levels (represented below
0). This approach shows the magnitude and direction of
change for each course and SRL behavior level. First, the
magnitude of change between PT1 and PT2 is generally
greater for Choice, Complexity and Effort than for
Persistence and Curiosity across courses. Second, the
direction of change is generally positive across courses.
The bars show that exemplary is generally above 0 while
developing is generally below. More specifically, of the
20 bars presented (one bar for each of four classes for
each of 5 SRL behaviors), 13 show the percentage of
students reporting higher behavior levels increasing and
lower behavior levels decreasing. Five bars show a
“split” where an increase or decrease in competent
corresponds to a decrease or increase, respectively, in
developing and exemplary. Two bars show increases in
lower-level behaviors at the expense of higher-level
behaviors (see Figs. 3 and 5).
Given that these analyses indicate some differences
across SRL behaviors, some similarities across courses, and
some growth across iterations of the assignment, we also
examined SRL propensity scores to investigate: (1) growth
across iterations, and (2) differences between undergraduate
and graduate students. We did not, however, examine
institutional differences or course-level differences.
Overall mean scores for each iteration of the
assignment are reported in Table 5. Mean scores for
pooled undergraduate and graduate students show a
change in propensity scores from PT1 to PT2. We ran
separate paired sample t tests between PT1 and PT2 and
then PT2 and PT3. There was a significant difference
between PT1 (M=10.35, SD=2.26) and PT2 (M=11.03,
SD=2.22), t(77)=2.17, p=.03. The difference between
PT2 and PT3 was not significant.
Lastly, we applied an independent sample t test and
found statistically significant differences by degree level.
With PT1, graduate students report higher propensity
scores (M=10.63, SD=2.34) than undergraduate students
(M=9.73, SD=2.37), t(159)=2.21, p=.03. In PT2, while the
mean scores for graduate students (M=11.47, SD=1.73)
were higher than the scores for undergraduates (M=10.79,
SD=2.45), the difference between these two groups was
not statistically significant. No graduate students
participated in PT3.
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Table 4
Percentages of Students, by Course, Reporting for Each SRL Behavior Level for PT1
Courses
Env.
Env.
Env.
Studies
Studies
Studies
Military
Education (Grad)
(Ugrad 1) (Ugrad 2) Leadership Management Sustainability

Behavior
Levels
Choice
Developing
7%
20%
17%
18%
19%
33%
36%
Competent
73%
70%
57%
64%
69%
52%
56%
Exemplary
20%
10%
26%
18%
11%
14%
8%
Total
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
n*
15
10
23
28
36
21
25
Complexity
Developing
8%
0%
22%
11%
24%
45%
12%
Competent
62%
50%
39%
59%
35%
14%
36%
Exemplary
31%
50%
39%
30%
41%
41%
52%
Total
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
n
13
10
23
27
37
22
25
Effort
Developing
15%
0%
5%
26%
63%
27%
42%
Competent
54%
30%
80%
52%
21%
73%
42%
Exemplary
31%
70%
15%
22%
16%
0%
15%
Total
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
n
13
10
20
27
38
22
26
Persistence
Developing
38%
22%
18%
26%
32%
5%
26%
Competent
46%
56%
59%
39%
50%
76%
48%
Exemplary
15%
22%
23%
35%
18%
19%
26%
Total
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
n
13
9
22
23
34
21
23
Curiosity
Developing
0%
0%
0%
4%
3%
5%
0%
Competent
36%
30%
41%
41%
59%
33%
44%
Exemplary
64%
70%
59%
56%
38%
62%
56%
Total
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
100%
n
14
10
22
27
38
21
25
* Student non-responses are excluded from the percentages, which correspondingly show percentages relative to
response rather than class size.
Table 5
Overall SRL Propensity Scores
n
Min.
Max.
161
3
15
82
5
15
26
4
15

PT 1
PT 2
PT 3
Discussion

These results describe how a range of students in
different types of courses responded to derivations of the PT
assignment. Specifically, the results illustrate how students’
self-assessments of multiple SRL behaviors varied (RQ1)

Mean SRL
9.99
11.07
11.08

Std. Dev.
2.39
2.19
2.48

and how subsequent iterations of the assignment were
associated with changes in these behaviors (RQ2). Taken
together these findings provide some support for the
adaptability of the PT assignment across a range of course
and student types and also highlight its strengths and
weaknesses in promoting SRL.
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Two main takeaways from students’ initial
experiences with PT are evident in Table 4. First,
students’ patterns of behavior levels are broadly
consistent for some SRL behaviors but not others. As
noted above, distributions of behavior levels were
uniformly peaked for Choice and Persistence. Similarly,
six of seven courses had positive-sloped distributions for
Curiosity. This suggests that students across courses and
degree levels are responding similarly to these SRL
behaviors. Second, students reported consistently higher
behavior levels for some SRL behaviors than others. A
comparatively higher percentage of students indicated
“exemplary” performance for the Complexity and
Curiosity components, while a lower percentage did for
Choice and Persistence. This is not necessarily
surprising. Lower measures of Choice and Persistence
may signal students’ familiarity with passive learning
experiences and general discomfort with activities that
challenge their values, beliefs or skills (Graham, Tripp,
Seawright, & Joeckel, 2007; Liu & Littlewood, 1997)
and general discomfort with activities that challenge their
values, beliefs or skills. Alternatively, higher measures of
Curiosity and Complexity may highlight students’ desire,
and perceived agency, to select activities that interest
them and explore them in diverse ways, respectively
(Stefanou, Perencevich, DiCintio, & Turner, 2004).
Stratifying pooled graduate and undergraduate
students and integrating SRL behaviors into a single SRL
propensity score (see Table 5) offered additional insights.
While graduate students reported significantly higher
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SRL scores than undergraduates for PT1, the difference
was not dramatically higher. This gives rise to a few
ideas. First, graduate students likely approach their
educations in more nuanced ways and actively seek deep
learning experiences. While many graduate students are
at the beginning stages of becoming independent
thinkers, others have already sorted out learning
behaviors indicative of SRL even without explicit
knowledge of SRL. In other words, graduate students are
generally highly successful students who are curious
about the world around them, are persistent, sustain
maximum effort, embrace complexity, and make choices
that challenge their world views (Artino & Stephens,
2009; Pintrich, 2003). One potential explanation for why
the difference between graduate students and
undergraduate student groups is not greater here is that
student responses to the instrument items were likely
influenced by prior education and life experiences.
Graduate students, for example, may have been more
self-aware, and more critical of their learning behaviors.
In other words, undergraduate students may have
overinflated their responses while graduate students may
have represented theirs more accurately.
For those courses that offered two iterations of PT,
Figures 1-5 highlight where measures of SRL components
changed. Generally, students progressed from lower
behavior levels to higher levels, with the largest increases in
Choice, Complexity, Effort and more modest increases in
Persistence and Curiosity (with exceptions). A closer look at
each SRL behavior is illustrative.

Figure 1
Change in percentage of student reporting developing, competent, exemplary for CHOICE between PT1 and PT2
Developing

Competent

Exemplary

0.40
0.30
0.20
0.10
0.00
-0.10
-0.20
-0.30
-0.40
Env Studies Grad

Env Studies Ugrad

Sustainability

Management

Baird, Kniola, Hartter, Carlson, Russell, Rogers, and Tice

Self-Regulated Learning

57

Figure 2
Change in percentages of students reporting developing, competent, and exemplary for COMPLEXITY between PT1
and PT2
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Figure 3
Changes in percentages of students reporting developing, competent, and exemplary for EFFORT between PT1 and
PT2.
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Figure 4.
Changes in percentages of student reporting developing, competent, and exemplary for PERSISTENCE between
PT1 and PT2
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Figure 5
Changes in percentages of students reporting developing, competent, and exemplary for CURIOSITY between PT1
and PT2. (The asymmetric bar results from student non-responses.)
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For PT1 the majority of students in each class rated
Choice as competent (Table 4). Again, this is
unsurprising given students’ traditional academic
experiences where they passively receive information
and have little freedom. Intermediate ratings reflect
students’ preconceived notions of what is okay for a
class project: of what will be viewed as valid by the
authority figure in the class. Students view valid
knowledge acquisition as passive (Lake, 2001;
Machemer & Crawford, 2007), and to begin the PT
assignment, they played it safe. But with the second
iteration, students took more chances and broadened
their learning activities (see Figure 1), especially when
grades where de-emphasized (i.e., anonymous).
Ratings of Complexity varied in PT1 (see Table 4)
with comparatively high percentages of exemplary and
mixed percentages of developing and competent. In
PT2 (see Fig. 2), three of four courses increased from
lower behavior levels to higher ones. The fourth course,
which offered students the most latitude to define their
activities (i.e., “do anything”), saw an increase in
competent with attending decreases in the lower level
developing and the higher level exemplary.
Ratings for Effort also varied in PT1 with graduate
students generally spending more time on their
activities (see Table 4), which is unsurprising. With
PT2, undergraduates tended to increase the amount of
time while graduate students decreased the amount (see
Figure 3), though still spent more time than
undergraduates. This convergence of Effort across
degree-levels may point to a type of perceived balance
between the PT assignment and the other demands of
student life and academics. Another potential
explanation is that the timing of the assignment in the
semester may affect time available to perform the
activity, with “high workload” times crowding out time
for the PT assignment (Kausar, 2010).
One of the more interesting findings here is that
ratings of Persistence were comparatively low in PT1
(see Table 4) and changed comparatively little in PT2
(see Fig. 4), though there was some growth from lower
behavior levels to higher levels. Graduate students
reported the most positive growth. Here, students
demonstrated a relative aversion to stepping outside their
boxes. According to our rubric, few students indicated
that their “values, beliefs, and skills were significantly
challenged” by their activities. This also is unsurprising
given the fear of failure that can be found in academic
settings (Bartels & Magun-Jackson, 2009; De Castella,
Byrne, & Covington, 2013). Student may have viewed
this as an opportunity to lean into their interests rather
than seek real challenges (Shim & Ryan, 2005). This
finding especially will change the way some of us run
this assignment in the future. If this is viewed as an
important outcome, other strategies will be needed.
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Lastly, ratings of Curiosity started comparatively
high in PT1 (see Table 4) and didn’t change much in
PT2 (see Fig. 5). This seems to suggest that the students
used the assignment, not unreasonably, to pursue
existing interests rather than explore potential new
ones. This finding has helped us to reflect on how we
present the assignment in class. Indeed, we tell students
that PT is an opportunity to pursue their interests. In the
future, however, it may be worth suggesting that this is
also an opportunity to pursue potential interests and
even perspectives that contradict their own.
An important note here is that changes in students’
self-assessments of SRL characteristics may reflect
actual changes, changes in their perceptions of the SRL
rubric (Table 2), or both. For example, with subsequent
iterations of the assignment, students may come to
interpret terms within the rubric, like “thoughtfully,”
“accurately,” or “in depth,” with greater fidelity. This
may drive them to rate themselves lower on the rubric
and/or work harder on their activities. In either case,
however, learning can occur. One very important
outcome of this assignment is to engage students in an
exploration of what learning is, how it occurs, and what
their responsibilities are. This has been a meaningful
outcome for many students we’ve spoken with.
Through PT, students have acquired new vocabulary
and awakened to the types of behaviors that comprise
SRL. Future research on this assignment should
examine how student perceptions of the rubric change
over time, as well as how students evolving
understandings of learning promote more critical
reflection on their own learning behaviors.
Faculty Experiences
One of the benefits of PT is the space it creates to
reflect on learning and the course environment for
both the students and the instructors. Our own
experiences with PT have been diverse. First, we each
came to the assignment for different reasons. Some
felt that the spirit of the assignment related directly to
the content of the course. Specifically, for courses that
address issues of organizational behavior, citizenship,
leadership, engagement, and motivation, the PT
assignment directly supported the existing content and
learning objectives. For other courses, the connection
was indirect. In these cases, PT served more as an
experiment than as an application. Some of us wanted
to break out of our routines of lecture and encourage
more student engagement. Others were just curious to
see what students would come up with, as well as
what new ideas may be generated for future classes. In
some cases, instructors chose to seize on the
opportunity to highlight “learning” itself as an object
of critical thinking.
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One thing we authors have shared is the anxiety
that comes from surrendering control in the classroom.
For most of us, using PT has meant cutting one to two
weeks of content from our courses and disrupting the
narrative arc of the class. Furthermore, there was no
guarantee how students would respond to the type of
freedom that PT provides. Students may not take the
assignment seriously. They may simply give
themselves high grades for poor work. Furthermore,
the assignment may undermine our creditability with
our colleagues. For each of us, the decision to go
ahead with PT felt like a leap of faith.
Following our experiences, other commonalities
emerged. One clear positive side of the assignment is
that it provided real opportunities for instructors to get
to know their students personally, as well as for the
students to learn about (and from) each other. This can
create more “buy-in” within the class and strengthen the
learning community. In many cases, students surprised
faculty members with their activities, which were
creative, personal, ambitious, and impressive. But not
all students respond this way. Some use PT as an
opportunity to get caught up on other work or to destress in various ways, which one author has framed as
self-care. It can be tempting for instructors to call out
poor effort, but this action risks undermining the trust
they are trying to build with students.
The value of this assignment for students,
especially in terms of metacognition and self-reflection,
can be challenging for instructors to observe directly.
The time in class reserved for sharing and reflecting on
students’ activities, discussing challenges and
opportunities with the assignment, and making plans for
iteration (in some cases) is critical to shaping students’
perceptions of PT as a valid pedagogical strategy, as
well as instructors’ perceptions of the outcomes
associated with the assignment. Along these lines,
instructors can bolster the assignment throughout the
semester by: (1) prompting students to reflect on their
own education and their agency to shape it; and (2)
helping students connect their interests (gleaned from
their PT activities) to the regular course content.
Conclusion
Many university students find it difficult to trust
themselves to direct their own learning and simply want
to be told what to do (Deresiewicz, 2014). To challenge
these entrenched behaviors and patterns, new ideas are
needed to “bring SRL into the classroom” (Dignath &
Büttner, 2008). Here, we have presented a simple,
instructor-based strategy that can be easily adapted to
suit diverse instructors, students, disciplinary contexts,
and pedagogical philosophies, and with notably similar
outcomes. With PT, students have the autonomy to set
goals, define tasks, make plans and self-evaluate
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(Azevedo et al., 2010). Furthermore, they can nurture
their own intrinsic motivations to acquire, retain and
integrate information and to construct knowledge for
themselves (Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2005).
Additionally, PT can help to identify patterns and
trends in various aspects of SRL. Following students’
PT activities, instructor-led summative reflections on
their SRL revealed that the assignment bolstered
students’ senses of agency surrounding learning and
their use of various approaches to learning and creating
(captured in Complexity), even while supporting their
interests. Still, challenges remain. New strategies may
be necessary to encourage students to challenge their
own values, beliefs, and skills.
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Persistence of Multitasking Distraction Following the
Use of Smartphone-based Clickers
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Clickers are used to improve student learning, motivation, and engagement. Smartphones can serve as clickers;
however, instructional use of smartphones may lead to students multitasking between instructional and
alternative media. This study investigates whether students are distracted after instructional use of smartphones
in a lecture-based classroom. Outcomes were assessed through both self-reported smartphone use and in-class
observations of actual smartphone use. Students were observed covertly for 5 minutes following instructional
use of smartphones to determine whether multi-tasking distraction occurred and/or persisted following the
instructional use of smartphones. Even though the self-reported data indicate that students disagreed to
somewhat disagreed that smartphone use was a distraction, our findings show that 42% of students began to
use their smartphones for non-instructional purposes immediately following the instructional episode, and 28%
of students persisted in this behavior five minutes after the instructional episode ended. The observations
contradicted the students’ self-reported survey responses, thus emphasizing the need to critically consider selfreported outcomes related to multi-tasking distraction in the classroom. Policies or practices to limit multitasking distraction due to non-instructional use of smartphones in the classroom should be considered in cases
where smartphones are being used for instructional purposes.

In pursuit of active learning strategies to deploy in
college classrooms, personal response systems, typically
called “clickers”, have increased in use over time (Hunsu,
Adesope, & Bayly, 2016; Sun, 2014). Traditional clickers
involve the use of a handheld infrared or radio-frequency
system that allows students to respond to instructor
questions, while smartphone-based clickers allow students
to use their personal phones to respond to instructor
questions via cloud or web-based computing. In either case,
student responses can be automatically summarized and
displayed (if desired) in a slide-based presentation, such as
PowerPoint (Banks, 2006). Clickers, traditional and
smartphone-based, are tools to create an active learning
environment within the classroom in the form of
engagement and active cognitive/social processing (Mayer
& Chandler, 2001) through question responding (Beatty,
Gerace, Leonard, & Dufresne, 2006), feedback use
(Mostyn, Meade, & Lymn, 2012), knowledge reactivation
(Shapiro & Gordon, 2012), social exchange (Filer, 2010),
just-in-time-teaching (Caldwell, 2007), and question-based
teaching (Anderson, Healy, Kole, & Bourne, 2013).
That said, as clicker use transitions, at least in part,
from using traditional clickers to smartphone-based
clickers, an issue arises: Does the use of smartphonebased clickers for instructional purposes lead to an
increase in student multitasking, with potential negative
impacts on academic performance? Existing research is
clear that the off-task multitasking use of laptops and
smartphones leads to decreases in academic
performance (Watson, Terry, & Doolittle, 2012). Does
the use of smartphones as clickers then exacerbate this?
Traditional Clickers for Instructional Purposes
In 2016, three meta-analyses were conducted to
examine the impact of traditional clicker use for non-

cognitive and cognitive purposes (Castillo-Manzano,
Castro-Nuño, López-Valpuesta, Sanz-Díaz, & Yñiguez,
2016; Chien, Chang, & Chang, 2016; Hunsu et al., 2016).
Each of the meta-analyses included only those traditional
clicker studies that compared non-clicker classes (i.e.,
traditional lectures) to clicker-based classes and examined
both non-cognitive and cognitive outcomes.
Examination of non-cognitive outcomes found
only a small effect on attendance, engagement,
interest, and perceptions of instructional quality, but a
large effect on self-efficacy, indicating that the use of
clickers only increased students’ attendance,
engagement, interest, and perceptions of quality by a
small degree, while the use of clickers increased
substantially students’ confidence in their ability to
successfully complete a relevant quiz.
Examination of cognitive outcomes found only a
small-to-medium effect of clicker use on learning
performance (i.e., knowledge retention, knowledge
transfer, course performance). Relative to instructional
impact, clickers are often used in conjunction with a
series of review questions to stimulate student thought
and obtain a sense of what students are learning. In
examining the effect of using this type of questioning
strategy, the meta-analyses were equivocal, with some
studies finding a small positive impact of using
clickers, but some not, and some studies finding a small
positive impact of using questions, but some not. In
addition to the questioning strategy, Chien et al. (2016)
also examined the impact of clicker use when the use
was and was not followed up by peer discussion and
found a large effect for clicker use followed by peer
discussion. Finally, when examining one-session and
multi-session use of the clickers, Chien et al. (2016)
found a small effect for one-session use and a large
effect for multi-session use.
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As demonstrated by these three meta-analyses, the
impact of clicker use on student cognition is still not clear.
Chien et al. (2016) found that clicker use resulted in mostly
medium and large effects on student learning, while Hunsu
el al. (2016) and Castillo-Manzano et al. (2016) found
mostly no and small effects. In addition, the results of the
question-based and peer-discussion-based pedagogy results
indicate that instructional approach may interact with clicker
use, possibly enhancing its impact.
Smartphone-based Clickers for Instructional
Purposes
Traditional clicker use has fairly recently evolved
into the use of smartphones as input devices. The use of
smartphones in classrooms has several advantages over
clickers: students already own smartphones and typically
bring them to class without prompting, thus do not need
to purchase, rent, or carry additional devices;
smartphones do not rely on separate infrared or radiofrequency technologies; smartphones allow for a greater
number of input question types compared to clickers; and
students generally prefer using smartphones to clickers.
While smartphone-based clickers are fairly new,
students bringing smartphones to class is not,
necessitating a differentiated examination of smartphone
use in classes for non-instructional versus instructional
purposes. From a non-instructional perspective, Tindell
and Bohlander (2012) found that 95% of students bring
their smartphones to class, 92% use their smartphones to
text message during class, and 10% have even texted
during an exam. In addition, a consistent finding is that
the more students use smartphones in classes for noninstructional uses, the poorer their class performance
(Felisoni & Godoi, 2018). Specifically, several studies
have shown a negative correlation between student inclass smartphone activity and grade point average
(Bjornsen & Archer, 2015; Duncan, Hoekstra, & Wilcox,
2012; Froese et al., 2012; Harman & Sato, 2011; Junco,
2012b; Lepp, Barkley, & Karpinski, 2015), while
Gingerich and Lineweaver (2014) found that students
performed significantly worse on content assessments
when they texted during a lecture. It should be noted that
the conclusion that smartphone use in the classroom for
non-instructional purposes leads to lower academic
performance is not unique as there is a corpus of research
clearly indicating that using laptops during class for noninstructional purposes also leads to lower academic
performance, distracting laptop users as well as their
peers (Junco, 2012a; Sana, Weston, & Cepeda, 2013).
While the use of smartphones for non-instructional
purposes has a generally negative impact on student
academic performance, the research on the impact of
smartphones for instructional purposes has yet to reach a
consensus. Smartphones in classes can serve as highpowered clickers, providing the ability to move beyond

multiple-choice questions to higher order questions
involving word or numeric responses, matching, sort and
rank responses, or clicking on a region of an image
responses. Thus, instructors are able to design questions
and activities that more actively retain student attention
(Beatty et al., 2006) and foster deeper cognition (Voelkel
& Bennett, 2014; Wong, 2016). That said, there have
been conflicting data regarding whether or not
smartphone-based clickers are more effective than
traditional clickers (Sun, 2014). Stowell (2015) found
little difference between students who used traditional
clickers versus smartphone-based clickers; specifically,
Stowell found in one class that students who used
traditional clickers versus smartphone clickers responded
correctly more often to ungraded, in-class, multiplechoice questions (63.9% vs 55.3%, respectively), while
in another class there were no such differences (54.7% vs
55.8%, respectively). Stowell also found no impact of
smartphone-based clicker use on students’ final grades.
Smartphone-based Clickers and Multitasking
Distraction
The reasoning for the negative impact of
smartphone use for non-instructional purposes on class
performance is often multitasking-based distraction, the
cognitive distraction that occurs when students attempt
to engage in two tasks simultaneously, such as texting
while listening to a lecture or searching the web while
watching an in-class video (Chen & Yan, 2016). The
negative impact of multitasking may be the result of
attempting to focus on more than one task at a time or
attempting to access long-term memory for more than
one response or solution at a time (Watson et al., 2012).
That said, the research addressing in-class, noninstructional multitasking is clear, it degrades students’
academic performances, specifically, instant messaging
in class (Junco, 2012b; Junco & Cotten, 2011),
Facebooking in class (Judd, 2014; Wood et al., 2012),
texting in class (Ellis, Daniels, & Jauregui, 2010),
emailing in class (Wood et al., 2012), and general
laptop use in class (Sana et al., 2013) have all led to
decreases in students’ academic performance. The
potential for smartphone-based multitasking, and its
concomitant degradation of performance, is clear when
one recognizes that all of these tasks—instant
messaging, Facebooking, texting, and emailing—may
be engaged in from one’s smartphone.
Yet, while the research is clear that technology-based
multitasking in class impedes learning, the use of
smartphone-based clickers as a form of additional classroom
technology, which may or may not create a multitasking
distraction environment, has not yet been clearly examined.
When a smartphone is used to answer course content
questions in class, no multitasking distraction occurs as the
smartphone is being used for instructional purposes;
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however, when a smartphone is used to scan Facebook or
Twitter while course content instruction is co-occurring, the
smartphone use creates a multitasking distraction situation.
This situation results in a basic question: What do students
do with their smartphones once an instructional application
that involves the use of their smartphones ends? Do students
put away their smartphones and concentrate on the course
content, or do students engage in instant messaging,
Facebooking, texting, or emailing, thus creating a
multitasking distraction situation? To date, there are no insitu observations of students’ smartphone use following an
instructional use of smartphones as clickers. In our study,
we investigate the potential for multitasking distraction and
persistence of multitasking distraction following an
instructional use of smartphones as clickers.
Research Questions
The use of smartphone-based clickers has the
potential to create detrimental in-class multitasking
distraction events if students continue to use their
smartphones for non-instructional uses beyond their
original instructional purpose as clickers. The current
research is designed to examine three questions: (1) Do
students who use smartphone-based clickers for
instructional purposes in class continue to use their
smartphones for non-instructional purposes after the
instructional episode ends? The hypothesis is that
students who use smartphone-based clickers for
instructional purposes will continue to use their
smartphones for non-instructional purposes after the
instructional episode ends; (2) To what extent, if any,
does this non-instructional use of smartphones persist?
The hypothesis is that the non-instructional use of
smartphones will persist over the observed period; (3)
Do students perceive the use of smartphone-based
clickers in class for instructional purposes as a
distraction? The hypothesis is that students will not
perceive the use of smartphone-based clickers for
instructional purposes as a distraction.
Methods
The impact of using smartphone-based clickers in
a lecture-based class was examined through two
methods: smartphone use in-class observations and a
smartphone use survey.
Participants
All participants were enrolled in an upper-level
undergraduate food science course at a large university in
the southeastern United States, and they received no
course credit for participation in this study. Smartphone
use in-class observations included 154 observations of
students enrolled in the same course with genders, ages,

and ethnicities indeterminate due to the nature of the
covert observations. In addition, no effort was made not to
observe the same individual on different days. For the
smartphone use survey data collection, all students in the
course (N = 51) were emailed a request to participate and
28 students completed the non-incentivized, anonymous,
and voluntary survey (54.9% response rate). Survey
participants included 22 females and 6 males, with a mean
age of 21.7 years (SD = 0.96) and reported ethnicities of
27 White/Caucasian and 1 Hispanic.
Procedure
Our study design was preliminarily reviewed by
the Virginia Tech Institutional
Review Board (IRB) and deemed exempt from
requiring official IRB review and approval.
Smartphone-based clicker. Students were
required to use the TopHatTM personal response system,
either on their smartphones or on their laptops, as part
of class participation. Use of TopHatTM was free for
students in this class with the subscription cost covered
by the university’s Center for Teaching and Learning.
TopHatTM allows the course instructor to query students
using different question formats, such as multiplechoice questions, word or numeric responses, matching,
sort and rank responses, or clicking on a region of an
image responses. Student responses could then be
stored and shared (or not) with students.
Class design. The use of the smartphone-based
clickers was built into the fabric of the T, Th 75-minutes
per class food science course during weeks 7-13 of the
15-week academic semester. The course is taught using a
mixed approach, with the first 40-45 minutes used for
lecture and the last 30-35 minutes used for experiential
learning through sensory evaluation of, and group
discussion of, foods and beverages relevant to the day’s
lecture material. Within each of these classes, the
smartphone-based clickers were used three times during
the lecture portion of the class: once at the beginning of
the class using two multiple-choice questions as a course
review, once in the middle of the class using two nonmultiple-choice questions to encourage deeper thinking,
and once at the end of the class using two multiplechoice questions as a daily review. Students answered
questions independently and received course credit for
participating with the smartphone-based clicker
questions: one point for simply answering a question and
one point for answering a question correctly. The course
instructor explained the correct response to each question
once the student-response time period had ended.
Smartphone use in class: observation and
distraction assessment. In order to observe students’ use
of their smartphones during class, up to four graduate
student observers entered the 120-seat lecture hall classroom
unannounced, along with the enrolled students, in order to
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remain covert during the eight separate observation days.
The covert observations were used to provide primary data
of students’ use of their smartphones rather than relying on
self-reported student data. Observers were graduate students
(four authors of this study) who were similar in age and
demographics to the students enrolled in the course, but not
familiar to the students. The students were not aware that
their smartphone use was being observed, although they had
been notified that an educational technology study was
being conducted in their classroom during that semester.
The observers distributed themselves throughout the class
(i.e., front, back, left, right) in positions that provided
acceptable sight lines to students with visible smartphones.
Each observer identified up to five students to observe
during the class who were close enough to the observer for
each student’s smartphone screen to be visible.
Each student was observed for the first five
minutes following the beginning-of-class and middleof-class smartphone-based clicker questions. Once the
instructor “closed” the second of the beginning-of-class
questions, the observer would take note of whether or
not each student used, or continued to use, their
smartphone for non-instructional purposes (e.g.,
texting, social media) within the first, second, third,
fourth, and fifth minutes on a datasheet. This
observational pattern was then repeated for the middleof-class questions, resulting in a total of ten separate
observation occasions per student per class. All
observers were trained to use the data collection
techniques by enacting the observation protocol during
two classes prior to the beginning of data collection.
Multitasking distraction was assessed using a binomial
test comparing the proportion of students persisting in using
their smartphones within the first, second, third, forth, and
fifth minutes beyond the conclusion of the instructional
episode to the baseline value. To obtain the baseline of
student smartphone use in class, a parallel class – same
course and same instructor – was used. Two observers
gathered data from 20 students across two class periods by
sitting in the class, observing students’ smartphone use, and
recording whether or not students were using their
smartphones for non-instructional purposes (e.g., texting,
making a call, surfing the web). Smartphone use was
checked every five minutes to see if the students were on
their phones at that instant of the class for the first 40
minutes, resulting in eight observations per class for
baseline determination.
Measures
The researcher-constructed smartphone use
survey was administered online during week 13 of the
15-week semester. The survey consisted of three 6point Likert-scaled questions (1 = Strongly Disagree,
2 = Disagree, 3 = Somewhat Disagree, 4 = Somewhat
Agree, 5 = Agree, 6 = Strongly Agree) focused on

perceptions of the smartphone-based clicker use and
distraction (i.e., Using TopHatTM distracted me from
class; Using TopHatTM decreased my focus on class;
Using TopHatTM diverted my attention from class).
Student demographics (i.e., age, gender identification,
ethnicity, and major) were also collected. A reliability
analysis within the current study yielded a Cronbach’s
alpha of .88.
Results
Pertaining to RQ1, “Do students who use smartphonebased clickers for instructional purposes in class continue to
use their smartphones for non-instructional purposes after
the instructional episode ends, resulting in multitasking
distraction?,” we assessed the proportion of students using
smartphones beyond the instructional episode. The student
baseline of non-instructional use of smartphones was 1.8%;
that is, students were observed engaging with their
smartphones for non-instructional purposes 1.8% of the
time during baseline conditions. A series of five binomial
tests indicated that the proportion of students using their
smartphones 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 minutes beyond the conclusion
of the instructional episode was higher than the baseline
criterion (p < .001 for all five tests; see Table 1). These
results indicate that a statistically significant proportion of
students continued use of their smartphones for noninstructional purposes beyond the instructional episode, thus
putting them into a multitasking distraction situation.
To address RQ2, “To what extent, if any, did this noninstructional use of smartphones persist?,” a Cochran’s Q
test was calculated in order to determine if there were any
differences between means across time. There was a
statistically significant difference in the proportion of
students using their smartphones across minutes 1, 2, 3, 4,
and 5, X2(4) = 28.408, Cohen’s w = 0.64, p < .01. Following
this significant result, a series of McNemar tests, with a
Bonferroni correction for four comparisons, were used post
hoc to locate the significant differences between pairwise
means. Only four comparisons were made in order to
determine if there was a general decline in the proportion of
students using their smartphone from minute 1 through
minute 5 (i.e., comparisons between minutes 1 and 2,
minutes 2 and 3, minutes 3 and 4, and minutes 4 and 5). The
results of these comparisons indicated that smartphone use
at minutes 1 and 2 were statistically similar, that smartphone
use declined statistically significantly between minutes 2
and 3, and that smartphone use remained statistically
unchanged from minutes 3 through 5 (see Table 2). In
addition, using Cohen’s w as a measure of effect size
indicates that even the significant decrease (effect) in the
proportion of students using their smartphones between
minutes 2 and 3 was small. These results indicate that
students’ use of smartphones for non-instructional purposes
persisted throughout the first five minutes following the
conclusion of the instructional use of the smartphones.
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Table 1
Comparison of Proportion of Students Engaging in Smartphone use Beyond the Instructional Episode to Baseline
Smartphone Use
‘Yes’
Baseline
Minute
N
No
Yes
Proportion1
Proportion1
p
1
154
89
65
.42
.018
< .001
2
154
95
59
.38
.018
< .001
3
154
110
44
.29
.018
< .001
4
154
118
36
.23
.018
< .001
5
154
111
43
.28
.018
< .001
1

The number of observations was n = 20 for baseline group, and n = 154 for the group who used TopHat

Table 2
McNemar Pairwise Comparison Tests of Proportions in Smartphone use Beyond the Instructional Episode
(w/Bonferroni correction)
Minutes
Proportionsa
Comparisons
Chi Square
Cohen’s wb
p
b
1
.42
2
.38b
Minutes 1 and 2
0.781
.10
.377*
c
3
.29
Minutes 2 and 3
6.754
.30
.009*
c
4
.23
Minutes 3 and 4
1.225
.13
.268*
c
5
.28
Minutes 4 and 5
1.161
.12
.281*
= statistically signification at a £ .0125
Means with similar superscripts are statistically similar, means with dissimilar superscripts are statistically different (p < .0125)
b
Cohen’s w effect size is defined as small = 0.2, medium = 0.5, and large = 0.8.
*
a

Figure 1
Survey of students’ perceptions of distraction due to the use of smartphone-based clickers in class for instructional
purposes.

Disagree → agree

6

4

1 Using TopHat distracted me from class
2 Using TopHat decreased my focus on class

2

3 Using TopHat diverted my attention from class
0

1

2

3

Survey questions

The survey consisted of three 6-point Likert-scaled questions (1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Somewhat
Disagree, 4 = Somewhat Agree, 5 = Agree, 6 = Strongly Agree).
Overall, these results indicate that when students
use smartphone-based clickers in class, the rate of
smartphone use for non-instructional purposes
(multitasking distraction) increases and persists beyond
the instructional use for at least 5 minutes.
Finally, for RQ3, “Do students perceive the use of
smartphone-based clickers in class for instructional purposes
as a distraction?,” a survey was conducted. Students
disagreed (2) to somewhat disagreed (3) that the use of the

smartphone-based clicker was distracting, decreased their
focus, or divided their attention (Figure 1). As a check, the
three questions were assessed to make sure they constituted
a single “multitasking distraction” factor. All criteria
validating the use of exploratory factor analysis were
satisfied: adequate sample size for a one-variable test (N =
28; see MacCallum, Widaman, Zhang, & Hong; 1999;
Preacher & MacCallum, 2002), Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
(KMO) sampling adequacy of .71, and Bartlett’s test of
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sphericity was significant, χ2 (3) = 47.43, p < .01; thus, an
exploratory factor analysis was conducted using the
Maximum Likelihood extraction method with the Promax
with Kaiser Normalization rotation method (κ = 4). The
number of factors was determined through a screen test,
resulting in one factor explaining 82.5% of the variance.
The standardized factor loadings for the three items were
.884, .900, and .940, respectively.
As a single factor, the three questions were
combined into a 6-point Likert-scaled composite score.
The composite “multitasking distraction” score, as a
mean across all three questions and 28 participants, was
2.76 (SD = 1.10), indicating that students disagree to
somewhat disagree that engagement in the smartphonebased clicker was a distraction.
Discussion
Clickers have been used extensively in classrooms
to foster student attendance, engagement, interaction, and
learning. Recently, however, the use of handheld clickers
has been joined by the use of smartphone-based clickers.
This use of smartphones in the classroom raises issues
regarding the potential for smartphones to foster
multitasking distraction, which has been demonstrated to
have a potentially negative impact on students’ learning
(see Sana et al., 2013) .The current research examined
students’ use of smartphones for non-instructional
purposes following their use for instructional purposes
and demonstrated that 42% of students begin to use their
smartphones for non-instructional purposes immediately
following the instructional episode and that 28% of
students persisted in using their smartphones for noninstructional purposes five minutes after the instructional
episode ended. This continued use of the smartphones for
non-instructional purposes created a multitasking
distraction situation as regular class instruction
recommenced immediately following the smartphonebased clicker activity.
This persistence of smartphone usage may be partially
the result of students not perceiving the use of their
smartphones as problematic. When surveyed as part of this
research, students disagreed to somewhat disagreed that
the use of the smartphone-based clickers was distracting,
decreased their focus, or divided their attention. This
perception aligns with findings from Sanbonmatsu,
Strayer, Medeiros-Ward, and Watson (2013), who
determined that within a sample of 277 undergraduate
students, 70% of the students overestimated their ability to
multitask. Similarly, Stowell (2015) found that in a sample
of 141 undergraduate students, 58.2% of students who
used a smartphone-based clicker in class indicated that
they “never” or “rarely” were “distracted by other things
on the device” (p. 332). These findings address students’
multitasking self-efficacy: their belief in their ability to
successfully multitask, in this case, during the use of

technology. Of importance is the finding that when
students believe they can accomplish a specific task (e.g.,
technology-based multitasking), they are more likely to
engage in that task (Bandura, 1997; Schunk, 1989). Thus,
it is likely that students who believe they can successfully
multitask with their smartphones during a lecture are going
to engage in using their smartphones more often in class
than students who do not. That said, Brooks (2015) and
Wu (2017) found that while students may have high
beliefs in their abilities to engage in technology-focused
multitasking, the level of their beliefs does not positively
impact their ability to actually multitask. Thus, there is
evidence of a discord between students’ perceptions of
their abilities to multitask (self-efficacy) and their actual
abilities to multitask (performance), which may lead
students to engage in multitasking, even when
inappropriate or detrimental.
Students’ perceptions that smartphone use in class
is not distracting may be impacted by their smartphone
“checking habits” (Oulasvirta, Rattenbury, Ma, &
Raita, 2012), the propensity to quickly scan the
smartphone’s home screen or a single application (e.g.,
texts, Facebook, email) for new dynamic content. This
checking typically only lasts for a few seconds,
although it may lead to engaging more fully in an
application. While the persistent use of smartphones
following their instructional use as clickers may be the
result of checking habits, it may also be indicative of
media multitasking, the simultaneous use of multiple
forms of media (e.g., cell phone applications,
PowerPoint slides, laptop applications). Continual use
of multiple forms of media, or heavy media
multitasking (HMM), as opposed to light media
multitasking (LMM), is related to higher levels of
distractibility, lower levels of attentional control, and
lower levels of executive control (Loh, Tan, & Lim,
2016; Ophir, Nass, & Wagner, 2009). In addition, these
findings have led to the conclusion that HMMs employ
breadth-biased attentional control, where HMMs spread
their attention across a series of information sources
(e.g., laptop Facebook, cell phone Twitter, laptop of
student in front row, teacher’s PowerPoint slide),
attending to each information source in only a shallow
or superficial manner (Lin, 2009; Loh et al., 2016). It
may be that HMM students continue to use their
smartphones following their instructional use due to
their attentional breadth bias and that they persist in
using their smartphones due to an inability to block out
the dynamic distractions from the smartphone (Loh et
al., 2016; Ophir et al., 2009; Sanbonmatsu et al., 2013).
The end result of this media multitasking is poorer
classroom learning (Jacobsen & Forste, 2011; Loh et
al., 2016; Wood et al., 2012; Wu, 2017).
Taken together, these results indicate that there is
potential for multi-tasking distraction following the
instructional use of smartphone-based clickers.
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Although smartphone-based clickers can facilitate
engaged and student-centered learning in lectures (Ma,
Steger, Doolittle, & Stewart, 2018), instructors making
use of this technology should be aware of the potential
for multitasking distraction and take measures to limit
this distraction, even if students self-report that the
instructional use of smartphones is not distracting.
These suggestions, however, should be balanced against
the study’s limitations, mainly the use of a single
context – class, instructor, institution type, instructional
approach – resulting in a small observation sample and
relatively small sample sizes. In addition, while
students’ persistence in using their smartphones was
observed, the negative impact of such multitasking on
their learning is currently theoretical. Follow-up studies
of smartphone use persistence are necessary to examine
the direct impact of such multitasking on learning.
The ease of use and positive effect of smartphones
as clickers is worthy, but it is in-class smartphone use,
in general, which is negatively correlated with
academic performance. However, the research on the
positive impact of smartphones as clickers for learning
is currently underdeveloped. The current research
provides a first glimpse at students’ use of smartphonebased clickers after their use for instructional purposes
ends. The observations indicated that students engage
in, and persist in, their use of the smartphones for noninstructional purposes, leading to the creation of
multitasking distraction situations. These types of
multitasking distractions have been demonstrated to
reduce learning, a finding that will need to be
confirmed in future research. These results indicate that
it may be beneficial for instructors choosing to use
smartphone-based clickers to design and implement
instruction with the foreknowledge that use of the
smartphones requires direct attention to avoid or reduce
the likelihood of creating multitasking environments.
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Higher education faculty use of current digital technologies based on their perception of importance,
competence, and motivation is examined in this study. Two hundred and forty-seven faculty in the
United States responded to an online survey on current digital technology use. Descriptive statistics
and categorical means for the digital technologies are provided. Faculty rated the use of learning
management system as the highest in terms of importance and competence. They rated social media
as the lowest in terms of importance and adaptive learning in terms of competence. For motivation
to integrate digital technology, faculty rated benefit to learning as the most influential factor and
reappointment, promotion, and tenure as the least influential factor. Faculty characteristics such as
gender, teaching level, primary teaching method, faculty rank, and teaching experience and its
association with faculty beliefs of importance, competence and motivation on using digital
technologies are also examined in this study.

As access to technology continues to increase in
post-secondary institutions, there is increased emphasis
that faculty not only use the technologies they have
access to, but that they use them in ways that enhance
teaching and learning (New Media Consortium [NMC],
2017). Faculty in post-secondary institutions are now
teaching students who are more well versed and adept
at using technology than before (Conole, de Laat,
Dillon, & Darby, 2008). Students expect their learning
to be enhanced by digital technologies, including the
use of learning management systems and contentspecific technologies (Conole et al., 2008; Young,
2012). Even when faculty are interested and willing to
integrate technology, they still must be critical
consumers of technology. Studies have found that
higher education faculty who attempted to integrate
digital technologies in their teaching did so with little
rationale, thought about learning theory, or awareness
of how technology can support teaching and learning of
their content (Price & Kirkwood, 2014).
Researchers have examined faculty adoption of
technology due to its perceived ease of use and
perceived usability (Ahmad, Madarsha, Zainuddin,
Ismail, & Nordin, 2010; Buchanan, Sainter & Saunders,
2013; Cheung & Vogel, 2013; Schoonenboom, 2014).
Researchers have also focused on adoption of specific
types of technologies over the last two decades. Birch
and Burnett (2009) examined adoption of elearning
environments. Ajjan and Hartshone (2008) investigated
faculty decisions to adopt Web 2.0 technologies. Martin
and Parker (2014) examined the adoption of
synchronous online technologies. Fathema, Shannon,
and Ross (2015) examined faculty use of a Learning
Management System. Use of mobile learning
technologies in higher education have been researched
extensively (Pimmer, Mateescu, & Gröhbiel, 2016).
Belikov and Bodily (2016) examined incentives and
barriers for open educational resources adoption.

Though studies have been conducted on specific
technologies, limited studies have examined adoption
comparing a variety of digital technologies by faculty in
higher education. Watty, McKay and Ngo (2016)
reviewed adoption of six new technologies (intelligent
tutoring system, social media technologies, click
technology, video learning resources, flipped classroom
technologies and instant web response tool). From their
interviews they found that faculty resistance was the
key barrier to technology adoption. It is essential to
examine faculty use of digital technologies periodically
to identify faculty perception on adoption and use of the
current digital technologies in higher education.
Framework for Adoption and Integration of
Current Digital Technologies
Building on the existing readiness framework
(Rollnick, Mason and Butler, 2010), the authors of this
article have adapted it to create a framework (see Figure
1) with three components—importance, competence and
motivation—that are considered essential in adopting and
integrating digital technologies.
It is essential to examine faculty attitudes regarding the
importance of various digital technologies in higher
education. Students are likely to experience more positive
learning outcomes when their faculty have positive attitudes
towards digital technologies and online course delivery
(Volery, 2001). Instructor ability is conceptualized as the
faculty’s beliefs or perceptions of their own competence at
teaching as related to use of instructional strategies and
teaching effectiveness (Lee & Tsai, 2010).
Post-secondary faculty largely use technology in
their teaching to solve existing problems or enhance
aspects of the teaching process, such as increasing
collaboration, student motivation, opportunities for
critical thinking, and access to resources (Stedman,
Roberts, Harder, Myers, & Thoron, 2011). A survey

Martin, Polly, Coles, and Wang

Faculty Use of Current Digital Technologies

74

Figure 1
Higher education faculty integration of digital technologies

study of faculty at multiple universities found that
digital technologies were used largely to communicate
with students and to support diverse ways of learning
(Smith, 2014). Few faculty in that study reported that a
benefit of using technology was to promote active
learning, provide feedback, or promote collaboration
between students. Fleagle (2012) found that postsecondary faculty could not discuss or justify their
reasons for using or not using technology without
discussing the pedagogical reasons for their decisions.
Participants in the study continuously referred to
examples where technology was either used or
explicitly not used for pedagogical reasons. Reid (2012,
2017) advised universities to step back and consider
theoretical approaches to adoption, such as Rogers’
(2003) diffusion of innovations model, as well as
research-based approaches to increasing the likelihood
that faculty will increase their use, and the effectiveness
of their use, of digital technologies. Brown (2016)
conducted a systematic review of the literature on
faculty members’ adoption and use of online tools for
face-to-face instruction and found six factors that
influenced faculty adoption of technology: the faculty
member's interactions with technology, academic
workload, institutional environment, interactions with
students, attitudes and beliefs about teaching, and
opportunities for professional development.
Current Digital Technologies Used in Higher
Education
In this section we synthesize the literature on
digital technologies that are frequently used in higher
education and were a focal part of this research study.

Learning management systems. Learning
management systems (LMSs) have become universal at
post-secondary institutions as tools to support the
dissemination of resources and materials, submission
and grading of assignments, and collaboration between
students (Dahlstrom, Brooks, & Bischel, 2014;
Vovides, Sanchez-Alonso, Mitropoulou, & Nickmans,
2007). Based on a large-scale 2014 Educause study,
99% of post-secondary institutions have an LMS in
place, and nearly 85% of faculty use it to some extent
(Dahlstrom et al., 2014). A recent study at a large
university found that over time and with varied modes
of support (face-to-face workshops, webinars, recorded
screen casts, and printed resources), use of the LMS
increased (Rhode, Richter, Gowen, Miller, & Wills,
2017). Research has also found that instructors struggle
with the initial adoption of an LMS based on how well
it aligns to previous tools that they used (West,
Waddoups, & Graham, 2007).
Collaboration tools. In
higher
education,
increased access to devices has led to increased use of
collaborative tools, such as Google programs (Docs,
Sheets, Drive, Classroom), wikis, discussion forums,
and other shared collaborative spaces. Stantchev,
Colomo-Palacios, Soto-Acosta, & Misra (2014) in
their study found that cloud computing tools, such as
Google Drive and Dropbox for sharing resources,
were rated with a higher ease of use than the LMS.
Though it has a higher perceived eased of use, it has a
higher security policy about storing sensitive
information. Biasutti (2017) found that wikis and
forums were both promising tools that supported
students’ learning in post-secondary courses, and that
while the two tools both provided collaboration, they
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each had their nuanced benefits, and both categories
of tools were useful in courses. Social media and
online meeting tools are also considered collaborative
tools. Manca and Ranieri (2016) examined potentials
and obstacles of using social media (e.g., Twitter,
Facebook,
LinkedIn,
ResearchGate,
and
Academia.edu) for teaching in higher education. They
found that social media use in higher education
teaching was still restricted due to cultural resistance,
pedagogical issues, or institutional constraints.
Veletsianos (2012) examined higher education
scholars’ participation on Twitter and found that they
used twitter to share information and resources related
to professional practice and their classrooms. Online
synchronous meeting tools such as Webex and Zoom
are used for synchronous collaboration. Martin and
Parker (2014) found institutional resource availability,
increased social presence, enhanced student learning,
and the availability of technology as the major reasons
faculty use synchronous tools in their teaching.
Audio/video tools. Tools to produce audio and
video recordings have become more common in postsecondary education courses. One type of video
creation that has become more popular is screencasting.
Screencasts are ways to play back digitally recorded
content that typically includes audio and video (Udell,
2005). Research on screencasts found that faculty who
taught online reported benefits in creating screencasts
to communicate content to students (Sugar, Brown, &
Luterbach, 2010). They found that screencasts tended to
have similar structures, such as audio narration of
content and visuals to enhance the screencast. A study
of faculty and students found that both groups preferred
to learn from video tutorials over text-based tutorials,
but when asked which ones they would teach with, they
had mixed opinions with both groups making an
argument for the benefit of text-only tutorials (Lantz,
Insua, Armstrong, Dror, & Wood, 2018). The finding
that individuals prefer to learn from video than text
aligns with prior work that found that post-secondary
instructors sought to integrate video into post-secondary
courses (Burke, Snyder, & Rager, 2009).
Technology trends.
Mobile learning. Fu and Hwang (2018) noted the
exponential growth in mobile learning (m-learning)
innovations and studies since 2007. Their synthesis of the
literature noted that most mobile learning studies found
association with collaborative and constructivist-oriented
technologies. Research found that the use of mobile
technologies greatly increased students’ access to
authentic learning opportunities and collaboration with
classmates (Ryu & Parsons, 2012). Still, a synthesis of
empirical studies on mobile learning found that many
post-secondary faculty tried to use mobile technologies

Faculty Use of Current Digital Technologies

75

in teacher-directed manners that inhibited discovery and
collaboration (Pimmer et al., 2016). One barrier
identified in the synthesis was a lack of professional
development and support related to how to teach with the
technology (Pimmer et al., 2016). Some research on
mobile learning suggested that if faculty are not adept at
using the technology themselves, then they are less likely
to teach with the technology (Fu & Wang, 2018).
Adaptive learning. Many post-secondary institutions
have started to purchase and incorporate adaptive learning
systems, which are digital programs that adapt learning
modules, instruction, and assessments based on learners’
performances. Research on effective strategies used in
tutoring and instruction were used to inform the design of
these adaptive learning programs (Lehman, D'Mello,
Cade, Person, 2012). Studies have found that adaptive
learning systems are as effective as or more effective than
face-to-face individual tutoring sessions (VanLehn, 2011).
With adaptive learning the generative approach of
programs to make data-based decisions on which
instructional segments and experiences to provide learners
has led to its rapid adoption and popularity in higher
education settings (New Media Consortium, 2017). From
a literature base stemming from data analytics, adaptive
learning continues to push boundaries in its use of data to
support learners’ experiences (Huda et al., 2019).
Gaming and simulations. Gamification—or turning
learning experiences into games—is starting to occur more
frequently in higher education. Those who advocate for the
gamificiation of content contend that games naturally
increase the motivation to learn content and to succeed
(Herro, King, Jacques, & Wersinger, 2016; Kapp, 2012). A
synthesis of studies on gamification in high school and postsecondary settings found that gamification increases student
motivation to learn new content (Lister, 2015). There is
mixed research at this point about how well gamification
impacts learning (Barata, Gama, Jorge, Gonçalves, 2013;
Lister, 2015). At the post-secondary level, faculty have
expressed concerns about integrating games into courses
due to the informal connotations of gamification (Alsawaier,
2018; Barata et al., 2013). Howard, Englert, Kameg and
Perozzi (2011) examined the integration of simulation in the
nursing undergraduate curriculum. Faculty found the use of
simulation to be beneficial though there were several
technology-based challenges. Simulation use is more
prevalent among nursing and medical education programs
(Ganley & Linnard-Palmer, 2012; Kirkman, 2013).
Purpose of the Study
While efforts to support faculty members’ adoption
of technology-rich pedagogies continue to be examined,
researchers have found promise that focused initiatives
can support faculty’s adoption of technology-rich
pedagogies (Englund, Oloffson & Price, 2017).
However, prior to identifying how to support faculty,

Martin, Polly, Coles, and Wang

Faculty Use of Current Digital Technologies

there is a need for institutions to examine the current
state of digital technologies used by faculty, as well as
their perceived importance and competence in teaching
with digital technologies. This data can then inform the
design and implementation of future work.
This study is framed around the following research
questions:
1.

2.
3.
4.

What digital technologies do faculty consider
important to their teaching?
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What digital technologies do faculty consider
to be competent in?
What motivational factors influence faculty
use of digital technologies?
How do the demographical factors (gender,
teaching level, primary teaching method,
faculty rank, and teaching experience)
associate with faculty belief of importance,
and
competence
on
using
digital
technologies?

Table 1
Faculty Demographic Characteristics (n = 247)
Variables
Age

Frequency
Mean= 48.31
SD= 12.24

Gender

Female
Male

147 (60.2%)
90 (36.9%)

Rank

Full Professor
Associate Professor
Assistant Professor
Full time Lecturer
Part time Lecturer

42 (17.4%)
45 (18.7%)
46 (19.1%)
69 (28.6%)
39 (16.2%)

Primary Teaching Method

Asynchronous
Synchronous
Hybrid/ Blended
Face-to-Face

111 (49.8%)
15 (6.7%)
41 (18.4%)
56 (25.1%)

Level

Undergraduate
Masters
Doctoral

136 (56.9%)
73 (30.5%)
30 (12.6%)

Years Teaching

0-5 Years
6-10 Years
11-15 Years
More than 15

42 (17.1%)
49 (20.0%)
45 (18.4%)
109 (44.5%)

Academic Discipline

Humanities
Social sciences
Computing and natural sciences
Health science

68 (29.4%)
119 (51.5%)
22 (9.5%)
22 (9.5%)

Taught Hybrid

Yes
No

157 (64.3%)
87 (35.2%)

Taught Online

Yes
No

157 (64.3%)
87 (35.2%)
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics on Importance and Competence of Using Digital Technologies
Importance
Competence
Digital Technologies
Example Technologies
M (SD)
M (SD)
Learning Management Tools
Canvas, Blackboard
3.71 (0.66)
3.60 (0.61)

Collaboration through Cloud
Computing

Dropbox, Google Drive

3.31 (0.91)

3.52 (0.75)

Social Media
Online Meeting Tools
Collaborative

LinkedIn, Facebook
Webex, Zoom

1.80 (0.99)
2.75 (1.18)
2.62 (0.77)

3.19 (0.96)
3.04 (1.03)
3.25 (0.75)

Video Creation
Supplemental Video
Podcasts
Audio Visual Tools

Camtasia, Kaltura
Youtube, Vimeo
Audacity

2.75 (1.11)
3.15 (0.91)
1.89 (0.93)
2.60 (0.76)

2.71 (1.09)
3.25 (0.91)
2.55 (1.07)
2.84 (0.85)

2.12 (1.06)
2.07 (1.07)
2.20 (1.07)
2.13 (0.90)

2.82 (1.03)
2.37 (1.06)
2.19 (1.08)
2.46 (0.88)

Mobile Applications
Games and Simulation
Adaptive Learning
Technology Trends

Methods
Participants
The survey was distributed through the
SurveyShare electronic survey tool to three
distribution lists in the United States: Association for
Educational Technology Communications (1984
members), AERA Online Teaching and Learning
Special Interest Group (250 members), and
southeastern public university faculty (529 members)
in the United States. A total of 247 faculty (9% of
those invited) responded to the survey. Table 1
presents a description of the participants, including
age, gender, rank, delivery method, level, years
teaching, and years teaching online.
Instrument
The digital technologies survey was created in
consultation with educational technology experts in
higher education. The Director of Distance Education,
the Director of the Center for Teaching and Learning,
and the Director of Audio Visual Integration and
Support for Learning consultants at this southeastern
university were consulted during the creation of the
survey. Content validity was checked with two external
experts in instructional technology.

In addition to demographic information, the
instrument consists of six constructs: importance,
competence, motivational factors, interest in
receiving information, interest in receiving training,
and type of professional development support. In
this article, results from only three of the constructs
(importance, competence, and motivational factors)
is described. The same list of digital technology
items were used for each construct, and the
respondents were asked to rate how important each
digital technology was for their teaching, as well as
how competent they are in using the digital
technologies. The digital technologies fall into four
categories: Learning Management System (1 item),
Collaborative Tools (3 items), Audio-Visual Tools
(3 items), and Technology Trends (3 items). In the
section for importance, respondents were asked to
rate the importance of the digital technologies on a
4-point Likert scale from 4=Very Important,
3=Moderately Important, 2=A Little Important, and
1=Not Important. In the section for competence,
respondents were asked to rate their competence to
use the digital technologies on a 4-point Likert
scale from 4=Very Competent, 3=Moderately
Competent, 2=A little Competent and 1=Not
Competent. In the section for motivational factors,
respondents were asked to rate the factors
influencing their use of digital technologies on a 4-
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Table 3
Descriptive Statistics on Motivational Factors
Influence
Motivational Factors
M (SD)
Benefit to Learning
3.72 (0.589)
Time to Design

3.53 (0.65)

Technology Skills

3.16 (0.92)

Support from Administration

2.51 (1.08)

Recognition

2.72 (1.15)

Workload Policy

2.58 (1.18)

Reappointment, Promotion and Tenure

2.36 (1.25)

point Likert scale from 4= Very Influential, 3=
Moderately Influential, 2= A little Influential, and
1= Not Influential.
Data Analytical Procedure
Descriptive statistics (Means and Standard
Deviations) are reported both at the item level, at
the subscale level and also by various demographic
factors. Cronbach’s alpha was used to check the
internal consistencies of the responses to the survey
items. T-tests were used to examine the differences
between gender, experience teaching hybrid, and
experience teaching online. Bonferroni adjustment
was used to set the p value to .004 due to 12 family
wise comparisons. Analysis of variance (ANOVA)
was employed to examine differences among
faculty responses based on primary online teaching
method, years of experience teaching, academic
discipline, academic rank, and teaching level. We
used effect sizes from ANOVA (small = .01;
moderate = .06; large = .14) to document the size of
obtained differences (Cohen, 1988).
Results
Faculty Beliefs on the Importance and Competence
of Using Digital Technologies
Descriptive Statistics (Means and Standard
Deviations) by item within each of the four subscales
(Learning Management System, Collaboration Tools,
Audio Visual Tools and Technology Trends) are
reported in Table 2.

Influence of Motivational Factors for Faculty Using
Digital Technologies
Descriptive Statistics (Means and Standard
Deviations) by item that influenced their use of digital
technologies are reported in Table 3. Descriptive
statistics on importance and competence scores by
demographic characteristics are reported in Table 4.
Demographic Factors and Faculty Perception of
Importance and Competence on Using Digital
Technologies
Comparison between gender and experience
teaching hybrid and online.
Gender. Three independent-samples t-tests were
conducted to compare faculty beliefs on the
importance of digital technologies and competence on
the use of digital technologies between male and
female faculty. There were no significant differences
in the scores between male and female faculty on the
importance of digital technologies or the competence
in using digital technologies.
Experience teaching hybrid. Three independentsamples t-tests were conducted to compare faculty
belief on importance of digital technologies,
competence on the use of digital technologies and
faculty motivation to use digital technologies between
faculty who have taught hybrid and those who have not.
There were significant differences between faculty
who had taught hybrid and not, on the importance of
collaboration tools, t(154.39) = 5.68, p < .001, d = 0.78
(large effect), importance of audio visual tools t(242) =
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Table 4
Descriptive Statistics of Importance and Competence Scores by Demographic Characteristics
Collaboration
Tools
M (SD)

Audio Visual
Tools
M (SD)

Technology
Trends
M (SD)

Learning
Management
System
M (SD)

Collaboration
Tools
M (SD)

Audio Visual
Tools
M (SD)

Technology
Trends
M (SD)

Competence

Learning
Management
System
M (SD)

Importance

Gender
Female

3.71 (0.67)

2.69 (0.77)

2.69 (0.75)

2.18 (0.90)

3.465 (0.60)

3.33 (0.70)

2.86 (0.78)

2.48 (0.84)

Male

3.68 (0.67)

2.54 (0.80)

2.47 (0.75)

2.10 (0.89)

3.49 (0.62)

3.13 (0.81)

2.82 (0.97)

2.46 (0.96)

Full Professor

3.55 (0.86)

2.52 (0.83)

2.52 (0.85)

2.00 (0.96)

3.36 (0.69)

2.97 (0.89)

2.42 (0.93)

2.20 (0.87)

Associate

3.67 (0.67)

2.70 (0.80)

2.58 (0.78)

2.10 (0.94)

3.67 (0.48)

3.35 (0.71)

2.83 (0.87)

2.47 (0.93)

Assistant

3.63 (0.80)

2.48 (0.75)

2.54 (0.80)

2.03 (0.79)

3.66 (0.71)

3.43 (0.70)

3.13 (0.85)

2.64 (0.87)

Full-time Lecturer

3.83 (0.45)

2.67 (0.73)

2.69 (0.73)

2.19 (0.87)

3.67 (0.56)

3.29 (0.62)

2.85 (0.73)

2.47 (0.84)

Part-time Lecturer

3.82 (0.45)

2.75 (0.78)

2.62 (0.62)

2.33 (0.90)

3.59 (0.59)

3.21 (0.84)

2.95 (0.83)

2.50 (0.87)

Rank

Primary Delivery
Method
Asynchronous

3.86 (0.42)

2.80 (0.69)

2.73 (0.74)

2.27 (0.87)

3.74 (0.52)

3.39 (0.63)

3.01 (0.81)

2.59 (0.84)

Synchronous

3.80 (0.56)

2.76 (0.46)

2.76 (0.78)

2.07 (0.91)

3.47 (0.52)

3.38 (0.62)

2.71 (0.86)

2.29 (0.87)

Hybrid

3.68 (0.61)

2.93 (0.70)

2.77 (0.69)

2.35 (1.01)

3.54 (0.63)

3.43 (0.58)

3.04 (0.72)

2.77 (0.86)

Face-to-Face

3.63 (0.75)

2.30 (0.80)

2.40 (0.75)

1.89 (0.84)

3.50 (0.66)

3.13 (0.84)

2.65 (0.88)

2.20 (0.89)

Undergraduate

3.77 (0.56)

2.49 (0.79)

2.49 (0.76)

2.08 (0.90)

3.60 (0.60)

3.13 (0.76)

2.76 (0.85)

2.41 (0.90)

Masters

3.66 (0.77)

2.90 (0.64)

2.84 (0.68)

2.24 (0.83)

3.59 (0.64)

3.42 (0.72)

3.00 (0.83)

2.53 (0.87)

Doctoral

3.50 (0.82)

2.60 (0.81)

2.50 (0.85)

2.00 (1.02)

3.50 (0.63)

3.37 (0.72)

2.66 (0.92)

2.34 (0.82)

0-5 years

3.83 (0.54)

2.68 (0.75)

2.67 (0.79)

2.25 (0.89)

3.55 (0.59)

3.34 (0.65)

3.00 (0.92)

2.58 (0.86)

6-10 years

3.86 (0.41)

2.63 (0.67)

2.59 (0.68)

2.07 (0.74)

3.82 (0.39)

3.39 (0.64)

2.90 (0.75)

2.48 (0.86)

11-15 years

3.89 (0.38)

2.58 (0.79)

2.61 (0.72)

2.07 (0.93)

3.71 (0.46)

3.32 (0.70)

2.98 (0.77)

2.47 (0.84)

More than 15 years

3.55 (0.80)

2.63 (0.83)

2.59 (0.80)

2.16 (0.95)

3.49 (0.70)

3.13 (0.84)

2.74 (0.90)

2.41 (0.92)

Humanities

3.72 (0.67)

2.35 (0.81)

2.41 (0.81)

1.86 (0.77)

3.60 (0.60)

3.18 (0.79)

2.67 (0.80)

2.25 (0.83)

Social sciences

3.66 (0.70)

2.87 (0.66)

2.76 (0.74)

2.35 (0.93)

3.64 (0.62)

3.44 (0.62)

3.09 (0.76)

2.69 (0.84)

Computing and
natural sciences
Health science

3.72 (0.63)

2.03 (0.86)

2.19 (0.63)

1.74 (0.91)

3.55 (0.60)

2.89 (0.97)

2.35 (1.09)

2.05 (0.97)

3.91 (0.43)

2.91 (0.45)

2.89 (0.56)

2.56 (0.66)

3.36 (0.66)

3.00 (0.73)

2.63 (0.91)

2.51 (0.83)

Yes

3.84 (0.47)

2.77 (0.69)

2.68 (0.74)

2.17 (0.85)

3.71 (0.51)

3.41 (0.63)

2.99 (0.80)

2.56 (0.85)

No

3.48 (0.85)

2.36 (0.85)

2.43 (0.76)

2.04 (0.98)

3.41 (0.69)

2.98 (0.85)

2.56 (0.87)

2.28 (0.92)

Yes

3.76 (.059)

2.83 (0.68)

2.74 (0.74)

2.33 (0.93)

3.68 (0.58)

3.42 (0.54)

3.02 (0.74)

2.65 (0.85)

No

3.61 (0.77)

2.25 (0.81)

2.34 (0.73)

1.78 (0.71)

3.45 (0.68)

2.95 (0.94)

2.49 (0.94)

2.10 (0.84)

Level

Years Teaching

Academic Discipline

Taught Online

Taught Hybrid

4.04, p < .001 , d = 0.54 (medium effect), and importance
of technology trends t(219.73) = 5.23, p =.001, d = 0.67
(medium effect). Faculty who had taught hybrid had
rated the subscales higher in all three cases.

There were also significant differences between
faculty who had taught hybrid and not on their competence
of collaboration tools t(118.24)=4.33, p < .001, d = 0.62
(medium effect), competence of audio visual tools
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t(146.47) = 4.59, p < .001, d = 0.63 (medium effect), and
competence of technology trends t(242) = 4.95, p = .001 ,
d = 0.66 (medium effect). Faculty who had taught hybrid
had rated the subscales higher in all three cases.
Experience teaching online. Three independentsample t-tests were conducted to compare faculty belief
on importance of digital technologies, competence on
the use of digital technologies, and faculty motivation
to use digital technologies between faculty who have
taught online and those who have not.
There were significant differences between faculty
who had taught online and those who have not on
importance of learning management systems t(116.46)
= 3.64, p < .001, d = 0.52 (medium effect) and on the
importance of collaboration tools t(149.96) = 3.83, p <
.001, d = 0.57 (medium effect). Faculty who had taught
online rated the subscales higher in both the subscales.
There were significant differences between faculty
who had taught online and those who have not on
competence of learning management systems t(138.13) =
3.55, p =.001, d = 0.52 (medium effect), on the
competence of collaboration tools t(138.49) = 4.16, p <
.00,1 and on the competence of audio visual tools t(242) =
3.82, p < .001, d = 0.57 (medium effect). Faculty who had
taught online rated the subscales higher in all three cases.
Comparison between academic rank, primary
teaching method, teaching level, and years of
teaching.
Academic rank. One-way ANOVA was used to
compare faculty perception on the importance of using
digital technologies and competence between
academic rank, which included full professor,
associate professor, assistant professor, full-time
lecturer, and part-time lecturer.
One way ANOVA revealed significant
differences between faculty of different academic rank
on competency with audio visual tools, F(4, 236) =
4.23, p = .003, η² = .067 (medium effect). Tukey posthoc tests revealed a significant difference between full
professors and assistant professors as well as between
full professors and part-time lecturers. Assistant
professors and part-time lecturers rated had higher
faculty belief in their competency with audio visual
tools compared to Full professors.
Primary teaching method. One-way ANOVA was
used to compare faculty perception on the importance of
using digital technologies and of having competence in
using those technologies as primary teaching tools in
courses that are face-to-face, hybrid/blended,
synchronous online, or asynchronous online.
One way ANOVA revealed significant differences
between faculty who teach via different teaching
methods on the importance of collaboration tools F(3,
219) = 8.25, p < .001, η² = .101 (medium effect). Tukey
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post-hoc tests revealed a significant difference between
faculty who teach asynchronous, hybrid/blended with
faculty who teach face to face. Faculty who teach
asynchronous, hybrid/blended significantly rated higher
on the importance of collaboration tools compared to
faculty who teach face to face.
Teaching level. One-way ANOVA was used to
compare faculty perception of the importance of using
digital technologies and of competence in using digital
technologies among faculty who teach at different
levels: undergraduate, masters, and doctoral.
One way ANOVA revealed significant differences
between faculty at different teaching levels on the
importance of collaboration tools F(2, 236) = 6.96, p <
.001, η² = .055 (medium effect). Tukey post-hoc tests
revealed faculty who teach undergraduate students were
significantly lower in their ratings on the importance of
collaboration tools as compared to the faculty who
teach at the Masters level.
Years of teaching. One-way ANOVA was used to
compare faculty perception on importance of using
digital technologies and competence of using digital
technologies between faculty with varied years of
teaching experience: 1-5 years, 6-10 years, 11-15 years,
and more than 15 years.
One way ANOVA revealed significant differences
between faculty with different years of teaching
experience on the importance of learning management
systems F(3, 241) = 4.96, p = .002, η² = .058 (medium
effect). Tukey post-hoc tests revealed faculty who
taught 6-10, or 11-15 years had significantly higher
belief than those who had taught more than 15 years.
Discussion
Highest Rated Technology
The faculty rated learning management system as
the highest in both terms of importance and competence
in using technology. The high rating of importance and
competence of LMS is not a new finding on its own due
to the prevalence of LMS use and integration as a
popular, or even necessary, tool (Vovides et al., 2007).
However, combined with the finding that faculty rated
benefit to learning as the most influential factor for
digital technology adoption, it has implications for the
design of university programs for professional
development. Jia, Bhatti, and Nahavandi (2014) found
that faculty’s belief of the value of LMS can be
influenced by providing faculty with customized
workshops linking specific LMS functions and features
to instructional goals. The LMS support is tied to
overall technology integration and previous conclusions
that tie competence to the belief that technology can
support learning (Koehler & Mishra, 2005; Mishra &
Koehler, 2006; Niess, 2005, 2011).
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Additional implications for these findings support
recommendations for universities to invest resources in
providing LMS support such as user-centered software
that can increase faculty competence and belief in their
abilities to apply LMS for their instructional needs,
online course templates for faculty (Zheng, Wang, Doll,
Deng, & Williams, 2018), and technical support that
helps faculty users overcome the learning curve and
solves technical issues on LMS usage (Yusof, Kuljis,
Papazafeiropoulou, & Stergioulas, 2008).
Lowest Rated Technology
Faculty rated social media as the lowest in terms of
importance and adaptive learning the lowest in terms of
competence. Faculty could have rated social media as
the least important technology due to the cultural
resistance, pedagogical issues, or institutional
constraints that results with social media use in higher
education (Manca & Ranieri, 2016). Moran, Seaman
and Tinti-Kane (2011) list privacy and integrity as the
two most important concerns of faculty use of social
media, which thus hinders faculty from using social
media with their students.
Reid’s (2017) work about the explanation of layers
of technology and adoption provides a plausible
explanation for the low ratings on competence in
adaptive technology, which is a new technology trend.
She cautions that an instructor who is adopting a new
pedagogy and instructional technology must have a
high comfort level in all the foundational skills that lead
or progress to the new skills. Adaptive learning may
score low on the diffusion of innovation scale due to the
novelty (Rogers, 2003).
Motivational Factors Influencing Technology
Adoption
Faculty rated benefit to learning as the most
influential factor for digital technology adoption.
Faculty rated reappointment, promotion, and tenure
as the least influential factor for digital technology
adoption. These findings are consistent with findings
in the literature of motivating faculty to use digital
technologies. In addition to the consideration of
theoretical approaches to adoption (Reid, 2012,
2017), institutions may be able to increase faculty
motivation to engage with digital technologies by
fostering a supportive environment and providing
release time (Bousbahi & Alrazgan, 2015; Polly,
Grant and Gikas, 2011).
Based on the fact that reappointment, promotion, and
tenure were not very influential for the adoption of digital
technology, administrators may look for other ways to
motivate and support faculty. For example, if
administrators value teaching with digital technology, they

Faculty Use of Current Digital Technologies

81

may consider rewarding faculty by providing time to
design and opportunities to learn the technology skills for
integrating technology or supporting others’ integration of
technology in their teaching (Zheng et al., 2018).
Teaching Experience and Technology
Faculty with hybrid teaching experience. Faculty
who taught in hybrid mode rated the importance and
competence of collaboration tools, audio visual tools, and
technology trends higher than those who did not have
hybrid teaching experience. A plausible explanation could
be the instructional beliefs of those teaching in a hybrid
format and the benefits they have found from integrating
technology in their hybrid classroom.
Faculty who teach asynchronous, hybrid/blended
courses rated higher on the importance of
collaboration tools compared to faculty who teach
face to face. As stated earlier, online instructors and
hybrid instructors value collaborative technological
tools that provide interaction between learners and
instructors (Martin & Bolliger, 2018).
Faculty with online teaching experience. As
expected, faculty who had taught online rated the
importance and competence of LMS and collaboration
tools higher than those who had not. They had also rated
the competence of audio visual tools higher than those
who had not. The LMS, collaboration tools, and audio
visual tools are necessary for successful online teaching
and therefore would provide relative advantage,
compatibility, and observability in the area of innovation
diffusion. Beyond necessity, however, the authors are
hopeful too that faculty teaching online are aware, from
either their own class assessments or from studies on
student engagement, that online learners most value
strategies, such as use of collaboration tools, that provide
interaction between learners and instructors (Martin &
Bolliger, 2018). In addition, effective online instructors
value collaborative learning experiences and using
technology in ways that support learning that align with
their beliefs (Bernard, Borokhovski, & Schmid, 2014).
A similar rationale can be applied to understanding
why competence in audio/visual tools is higher with
faculty who have taught online. Martin and Bolliger
(2018) found that when students wrote about course
materials, they reported positive reactions to video
lectures and preferred to have content presented in a
variety of formats (e.g., multimedia files).
Years of teaching experience. Faculty who had
taught 6-10, 11-15 years had higher perception on the
importance of Learning Management System (LMS)
compared to faculty who had taught more than 15
years. This finding makes sense based on the time
period in which LMS’ became more widely used at
universities, and the recent data on faculty use of LMS
(Dahlstrom et al., 2014).
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Faculty who teach Masters students. Faculty who
teach Masters students had higher ratings on their belief of
importance of collaboration tools compared to faculty who
teach undergraduate students. Undergraduate level courses
contain less experienced learners, instructors who rate
collaboration tools as less important saw less group work
among undergraduate students. However, graduate
students are more experienced, and it is thus not surprising
that the instructors who teach graduate students value
collaboration tools higher. Ioannou, Brown, and Artino
(2015) found that when researching on collaboration with
34 online graduate students, groups who used a wiki
groups tend to be more collaborative, whereas in a
threaded discussion, groups tend to be more cooperative.
Academic Rank
Assistant professors and part-time lecturers had
higher belief on their competency with audio/visual
tools compared to full professors. The literature is
scarce in tying faculty rank and competency with digital
technologies, especially with a specific set of tools like
audio visual tools. Work published nearly 10 years ago
proposed and provided evidence that part-time faculty
were more likely than full-time tenure track faculty to
integrate Web 2.0 technologies such as blogs and wikis
(Yu, Brewer, Pennell, & Digangi, (2009). The diffusion
of innovation theory (Rogers, 2003) may be applicable
to the adoption, but the authors Yu and colleagues
(2009) used Hall’s (1979) framework of the Concern
Based Adoption Model to support the assumption that
faculty members might feel that the use of Web 2.0
requires an undesired change in their current teaching
processes and thus is detrimental to their teaching
(Ajjan & Hartshorne, 2008). They concluded that fulltime faculty members may find it difficult to make time
to learn new instructional technologies and may focus
their attention instead on research and service while
part-time, non-tenure track faculty members are hired to
teach; therefore, they may be more eager to adopt new
technologies aimed at engaging students (Yu et al.,
2009). This shows the importance of institutions to
provide time and space for full-time faculty to make
digital technology integration a priority. The role of
faculty rank, the integration of digital technologies in
teaching, and recognition of digital technology
integration in the faculty tenure and promotion process
are potential areas for future research.
Limitations
There were some methodological limitations in this
study. Firstly, the sample does not represent the target
population as only 9% of participants responded.
Secondly, all data were self-reported due to the nature
of the study. Some faculty may not be familiar with all
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of the digital technologies and there might be a
response bias. Thirdly, this list of digital technologies is
not an exhaustive list of all digital technologies and
therefore only provides a snapshot. Readers should
interpret the results with caution due to these limitations
because results may have limited generalizability in
different settings and contexts.
Implications and Future Directions
Faculty perception on using digital technologies
plays a major role in how faculty approach teaching
goals, tasks, and challenges. Studies of higher education
faculty beliefs on digital technologies integration are
important as they provide information about how
faculty might be trained and supported by professional
development initiatives in higher education institutions.
The results of this study have broad implications for 1)
faculty who are interested in teaching online or hybrid
and interested in using digital technologies; 2)
instructional designers and other support staff who
assist faculty in their preparation to integrate digital
technology; 3) administrators who can provide support
for the faculty to integrate technology; and 4)
researchers who can build on this study to investigate
with specific technology and in specific contexts.
Learning Management Systems were rated the highest
for importance and competence and these findings have
implications for administrators to invest resources on
the LMS and various LMS functionalities. There are
also implications for offering professional development
support for faculty on using the LMS. While social
media is commonly for personal use, it was still rated
the lowest for importance with regard to teaching and
learning. This has implications for researchers to further
investigate how social media can be used in teaching
and learning. Benefit to learning was the biggest
motivation for faculty to use a particular technology.
This was encouraging and has implications for
administrators and teaching and learning support staff
to assist faculty in identifying and using technology due
to the various benefits it offers for teaching and
learning. This study also has implications for faculty
development for those who teach more than 15 years,
who teach undergraduate students and are at the rank of
full professor. Their technology use ratings were lower
in specific aspects compared to other faculty.
Administrators might consider offering specialized
training and support for this demographic faculty
audience on digital technology integration.
Future research studies should include a
combination of data sources including, but not limited
to, surveys, focus groups, interviews, and document
analysis in order to collect data from faculty members
at multiple institutions that vary in size and location.
These studies could provide a deeper understanding
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about faculty perception of technology integration and
possibly examine interventions and approaches to
addressing these perceptions. Another factor worthy of
further examination is faculty perception compared to
institution type using the classifications provided by the
Carnegie Foundation (Indiana University, 2018).
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Funded by a Scholarship of Teaching and Learning grant from a University in western Canada, this
paper reports on findings from an educational design research study (McKenney & Reeves, 2012)
investigating the ways, and the extent to which, particular technological supports and other
interventions impacted the acquisition of academic writing skills for Bachelor of Education students
working within a blended learning environment. Among the various findings, students emphasized
the importance of integrating writing interventions in coordination with one another, as well as
introducing a variety of effective pedagogical practices tailored to meet the needs of specific course
assignments. Instructors found that by incorporating student feedback into the design and then
redesigning the course, they were able to improve students’ academic writing abilities without
sacrificing course content.

Funded by a Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
(SoTL) grant from a university in western Canada, this
article reports on findings from a qualitative study
informed by educational design research [EDR]
(McKenney & Reeves, 2012) investigating the ways, and
the extent to which, particular technological supports and
pedagogical techniques impacted the acquisition of
academic writing skills for Bachelor of Education [B.Ed.]
students working within a blended learning environment.
Situated within the context of a large mandatory first-year
course for students enrolled in the university’s four-year
B.Ed. program for students wishing to become certified
teachers, the impetus to undertake this study was based on
the observation by the researchers, one of whom was the
instructor, that many of the over 180 students enrolled in
this class struggled with academic writing. This included
the ability to stay focused on a clear and answerable
research question, synthesizing insights from the research
literature using appropriate citations, and developing and
elaborating upon a few key ideas rather than introducing
many ideas in a superficial and cursory way. Notably,
however, there were no stand-alone academic writing
courses in the university’s B.Ed. program.1
The need to develop greater academic writing
competencies among undergraduate students, including
those in professional programs, is supported by research
that suggests students’ levels of academic writing
proficiency have a strong influence on academic
achievement levels, as well as success after graduation
(Defazio, Jones, Tennant & Hook, 2010; Holtzman,
Elliot, Biber, & Sanders, 2005; Saidy, 2015). As
Holtzman and colleagues (2005) asserted, “[T]he ability
to communicate effectively has been recognized as a
hallmark for membership in the learned professions” (p.
1

In contrast to the US context where many universities have a
first-year writing program or requirement, a lack of such
programtic requirements is not uncommon in Canadian
universities.

285). Given the importance of effective written
communication, research has found that academic
writing skills are an ongoing challenge for undergraduate
students (Bartllet, 2003; Fallahi, Wood, Austad &
Fallahi, 2006; Holtzman et al, 2005; Manzo, 2003).
While there is an established body of literature on
how to improve the acquisition of academic writing skills
for undergraduate students (e.g., Babcock & Thonus,
2012; Graham, Gillespie, & McKeown, 2012; Stein,
Dixon, & Isaacson, 1994), a number of studies have
concluded that university instructors in disciplines outside
of English have great difficulty helping their students
improve their academic writing abilities (Boice, 1990;
Fallahi et al., 2006; Goddard, 2002). According to Fallahi
and colleagues (2006), this situation can be attributed to
the reality that many instructors at the undergraduate level
“may tacitly accept poor writing because of the laborintensive nature of teaching basic writing skills,
insufficient training in writing instruction, and concerns
about the need to focus on content” (p. 171).
Given this reality, increasingly instructors at the
post-secondary level are seeking to overcome these
challenges by leveraging the affordances of blended
learning environments that allow for the integration of
technological supports to aid students in developing
writing skills. Research suggests, however, that it is
difficult to ascertain the effectiveness of one technology
over another in promoting the acquisition of academic
writing skills (Allen & Tay, 2012; Dishaw, Eierman,
Iversen, & Philip, 2011; Wheeler & Wheeler, 2009).
Based on a need for more empirical research
concerning how the affordances of blended learning
environments can be best leveraged to improve the
academic writing abilities of undergraduate students,
this two-year qualitative design-based study involved
creating, introducing, and iteratively assessing and
modifying a series of writing interventions specifically
tailored to the assignments and the unique writing needs
of B.Ed. students in this first-year mandatory course.
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Methodology and Data Sources
This study was informed by educational design
research [EDR] methodology (McKenney & Reeves,
2012), which “strives to positively impact practice,
bringing about transformation through design and use
of solutions to real problems” (p. 14). In striving to
solve authentic real-world problems, challenges, and
issues in education, EDR reflects characteristics of
participatory forms of research in that the research is
done with rather than on people and, moreover, it is
collaborative, responsive, and iterative in nature. EDR
requires that the development of solutions to complex
educational problems is done in “close coordination”
with the intended audience who provide ongoing cycles
of feedback about the viability of solutions created to
address the problem (Kophca et al. 2017, p. 32). In this
way EDR seeks to create innovations that are generated
within specific contexts in ways that are valued and
useful to the people the solutions seek to serve.
EDR additionally seeks to generate, and further
elaborate upon, theoretical understandings in the
field. According to McKenney and Reeves (2012),
this can involve contributing to theory within such
diverse domains as “learning in specific subject areas
(e.g., domain-specific instructional theories), classes
of learning problems (e.g., learning theories), and
principles for guiding other design efforts (e.g.,
innovation theory)” (p. 13). However, while EDR
requires iterative cycles of feedback from those the
proposed innovations are being designed for, unlike
many forms of participatory research, the researchers
take the initiative in leading the research, as well as
designing and refining the interventions to be studied
(Wang & Hannafin, 2005). Informed by these
insights, we adopted McKenney and Reeve’s (2012)
generic model of EDR involving three key stages: 1)
analysis and exploration, 2) design and construction,
and 3) evaluation and reflection. Noting the need
within DBR to ensure a “flexible, iterative process”
(McKenney & Reeve, 2012, p. 77), we worked
through these three phases two times over the course
of the study, which began in the fall of 2016 and
ended in December of 2017.
To evaluate the ways, and the extent to which,
these interventions impacted the acquisition of
academic writing skills for students, data was drawn
from several channels. Data sources in the first cycle of
the study included an anonymous digital survey
comprised of short answer questions focused on the
perceived effectiveness of the writing interventions that
had been introduced over the course of the term (Y1SP;
35 students). Qualitative data was additionally drawn
from two focus group interviews made up of four
(Y1FG1) and six students (Y1FG2), as well as a 60minute semi-structured interview with the instructor
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and teaching assistant [TA] (Y1IFG). Our aim in
conducting these interviews was to draw out and clarify
themes that emerged from the surveys to elicit richer
and more nuanced data.
In year two of the design cycle, data was drawn
from a similar data set as in year one, including the same
anonymous digital survey (Y2SP; 29 students), one focus
group interview involving seven students (Y2FG), and a
60-minute semi-structured interview with the instructor.
As with the first year, both interviews were conducted by
a research assistant and administered after all the student
grades had been submitted. The qualitative data sets for
year one and two were separately coded for common
categories involving phrasing and responses that
reflected similar and corresponding interpretations
related to the perceived effectiveness of the writing
interventions introduced in this course (Miles, Huberman
& Saldaña, 2014, p. 12).
Analysis and Exploration Cycle 1
In the initial analysis and exploration phase, the
research team, aided by a research assistant and
working with colleagues, undertook a systematic
review of the research literature, examining innovative
technologies and pedagogical approaches to instruction
that have been proven to enhance the acquisition of
academic writing skills for undergraduate students in
blended learning environments. After identifying 26
peer-reviewed articles providing empirically grounded
insights into this topic, an annotated bibliography was
created and published as a report (Scott, Ribeiro, Burns,
Danyluk, & Bodnaresko, 2017). Three key principles
emerged from this review of the literature, which
subsequently guided the creation of interventions that
were introduced in the course.
Design principle 1: The types of technology used
are less important than how they are used. One of
the key insights that emerged from this systematic
review of the research literature concerned the insight
that studies to this point have been inconclusive that
one technology was more effective than another in
improving academic writing abilities for undergraduate
students (Scott et al., 2017). This was the case for the
most prominent technological interventions in the
research literature including wikis (Allen & Tay, 2012;
Allwardt, 2011; Dishhaw et al., 2011; Stetson, 2016),
discussion forums (Birch, 2016; Wheeler & Wheeler,
2009; Wijeyewardene, Patterson, & Collins, 2013), and
instructional videos (Balzotti & McCool, 2016; Engin
& Donanci, 2016). Dishaw and colleagues (2011), for
example, compared survey responses from groups of
undergraduate students who used wikis and groups who
exchanged word processing documents through email.
The data revealed that the students rated the word
processor and email communications as both easier to
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use and more useful compared to the wikis, though the
data also revealed no difference between the two
approaches in terms of the development of student’s
writing abilities, despite the advanced technological
nature of the wiki platform.
Overall, the this review of the research literature
(Scott et al., 2017) determined that, contrary to popular
belief, contemporary students are not necessarily digital
natives. Instructors therefore need to outline the value
of the technology and, moreover, provide instruction
around best practices for using particular technological
tools in ways that can help them enhance their work
within course assignments (Birch, 2016; Chanock,
D’Cruz, & Bisset, 2009; Ellis, 2011; Yang &
Durrington, 2010). Without these elements in place,
insights from the review of the literature suggested that
the potential for the technology to assist students in the
writing process is often negated.
Design Principle 2: Writing is best understood
as a social and collaborative act. The review of the
research literature on academic writing in blended
learning environments found that composition studies
have important insights to offer (Babcock & Thonus,
2012; Graham et al., 2012; National Writing Project,
2010; Yancey, 1998). This body of literature asserts
that writing is a social act and that notions of the
solitary writer are misguided. Specifically, to help
students gain writing competencies and a greater sense
of self-efficacy, they need opportunities to learn
through trial and error, whereby, rather than offering
corrections, the instructor engages in a “collaborative
dialogue” involving a process of “asking questions and
making suggestions for discussion and consideration”
(Babcock & Thonus, 2012, p. 112). This point is
similarly echoed by those in the National Writing
Project (2010) who argued that proven practices for
teaching writing involve supporting students in
“working in a community of writers to explore content;
give, receive, and use feedback; and to reflect upon
their growth over time” (p. 41).
The need to create more socially connected and
collaborative learning environments is supported by the
literature examining the specific pedagogical
techniques that can best promote academic writing in
blended learning environments. Specifically, research
has found that blended learning environments are
effective for engaging students in academic writing in
that instructors are able to recreate the informal
elements of in-class discussion and interaction in an
online space (Tuomainen, 2016; Wijeyewardene et al.,
2013). However, this body of research has found that
face-to-face interactions (either in-person or via
distance) are needed from time to time to provide
reassurance. As a word of caution, although blended
learning environments offer students significant
affordances for group collaboration outside the formal
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classroom environment, a number of social factors can
impede effective group work related to academic
writing, including poor moderation of online social
interactions and interpersonal issues that can emerge
(Wijeyewardene et al., 2013).
Design Principle 3: Ongoing formative feedback
loops should be built into the writing process. Closely
related to the social and collaborative nature of writing,
as noted by the quote from the National Writing Project
(2010) above, this review of the research found that
formative feedback is central to improving academic
writing among undergraduate students (Birch, 2016;
Chanock et al., 2009; Engin & Donanci, 2016;
Wijeyewardene et al., 2013; Yancey,1998). In their
examination of embedded academic writing instruction,
Wingate, Andon, and Cogo (2011), for example, found
that formative assessment was perceived by both
students and teachers as the most important element to
improve academic writing. This was similarly evident in
a study by Yancey (1998), where one student noted the
need for “the teacher to see the individual student's
writing problem and to communicate that to the student,
and the willingness of the student…to hear and
understand the feedback, and … abstract essential
elements from that process” (p. 67).
Heritage’s (2010) review of the literature on
feedback asserted that feedback designed to improve
learning is most effective “when it is focused on the
task and provides the student with suggestions, hints, or
cues, rather than offered in the form of praise or
comments about performance” (p. 5). In this regard, it
is essential to provide students with clear assessment
criteria that both their instructors and they can use as
lens to provide and respond to feedback. Given the
tremendous benefits of formative feedback, the research
is clear that instructors identified this as the most laborintensive aspect of writing instruction (Gunn, Hearne,
& Sibthorpe, 2011). One solution to address this issue
is to encourage students to assist one another in online
discussion forums where the responsibility for feedback
is thus shared and the instructor workload can be
lessened (Wijeyewardene et al., 2013).
Design and Construction (Cycle 1)
Guided by these principles, the research team
developed four interventions aimed at improving
students’ academic writing abilities in this first year
B.Ed. course: 1) two interactive writing modules; 2)
two online discussion forums, 3) two out-of-class
writing tutorials, and 4) structured in and out-of-class
opportunities for students to receive verbal feedback.
These interventions were designed in relation to two
course assignments, including the first assignment
where students were asked to write a two-page
synthesis of a peer-reviewed research article.
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Interventions also sought to support the final
assignment involving a seven-page research paper in
which students had to take a position on a
contemporary issue in education involving, for
example, whether K-12 students with diverse learning
needs should be taught inclusively or separately from
mainstream students.
Interactive writing modules. Finding that no one
technology has proven superior in augmenting
undergraduate students’ writing abilities (Scott et al.,
2017), the researchers teamed up with the university’s
Writing Center to find a technological intervention that
could be imbedded in the course Learning Management
System [LMS] and that might offer affordances such as
feedback loops and interactivity. After some
investigating, the Writing Centre suggested using the
interactive platform of Articulate Storyline (2018),
which accommodates voice-overs, visual graphics, and
video, thus allowing students to unpack examples and
test their knowledge through embedded quizzes. Using
this platform, the Writing Centre created two interactive
writing modules for the course focused on 1) APA
citation style, and 2) thesis statements and
argumentation. The former guided students through
examples of APA citation style and quizzed them on
their ability to properly cite multiple academic sources
both in-text and in the reference list. The latter
prompted students to craft thesis statements alongside
information, tips, and techniques for developing a
strong scholarly argument. Students were asked to work
through the first module prior to beginning assignment
1 and the second module prior to starting assignment 3.
On-line discussion forums. Noting the need for
formative feedback loops, including the ways the time
intensive nature of feedback can be lessened by creating
opportunities for student-to-student interactions, the
second writing intervention involved facilitating two
on-line discussion forums, one for each assignment. In
these discussion forums housed within the course’s
LMS, students were invited to post works in progress to
garner formative feedback from the instructor and the
TA, as well as other students. For assignment 1,
students were asked to post their introduction. In the
second forum, students were invited to post their thesis
statement and three key arguments for their researchbased position paper. In both instances, if students
posted before a set time period, the instructor and TA
provided feedback. In all cases, students were asked to
provide feedback on their fellow students’ posts.
Writing tutorials. Seeking to respond to Design
Principle 2 in which writing is understood as a social
and collaborative act, the third intervention involved
two out-of-class writing tutorials, one for each of the
course’s major writing assignments. Within these
tutorials, either the instructor or TA broke down the
various elements of each assignment and additionally
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offered strategies and example sentence frameworks for
how students could structure their writing. For example,
in assignment one, students were introduced to the
State, Explain, and Support (SES) framework as a way
to introduce, develop and support, through at least one
example, one of the key findings from the article.
Students were asked to bring works in progress to these
tutorials which were structured in such a way that time
was allocated for the instructor and TA, as well as the
students, to show and receive feedback on their work.
Additional feedback opportunities. Seeking to
augment Design Principles 2 and 3, alongside these out
of class writing tutorials, in class instruction included
structured opportunities where students could receive
feedback on works in progress from the instructor and
TA. This included one-on-one sessions outside class
time where either the instructor or the TA was able to
respond to their questions and offer verbal feedback on
the writing of individual students.
Evaluation and Reflection on Cycle One
Interactive writing modules. Student response to
the online modules were mixed. When asked which of
the four interventions was most helpful in improving
their academic writing, none of the survey respondents
listed the interactive modules. In this regard many
students indicated that they either did not know the
modules were available, or found them, as one student
noted, “very long and not very interactive so it got
confusing at times” (Y1SP-21). Similar responses
revealed that some students were not clear on the
module’s applicability to course assignments. This
sentiment was reflected in the following statement:
“[[T]he modules are] not worth my time looking over
unless [they] are explaining it to me in more depth
because sometimes [they] just give this brief intro and
then [they] don’t explain it” (Y1FG1-1).
The instructor experience corroborated this latter
perspective, observing that the modules had limited impact
“because it was very passively done, I think, and there
were very little levels of interaction” (Y1IFG-1).
According to the instructor, this was partly due to the fact
that there was no real incentive to work through the
modules, as they were not built into an actual assessment
task. While both students and instructors agreed that the
APA interactive module was useful on a technical level, a
number of students felt that the thesis and argumentation
module wasn’t “made with the assignments in mind; they
were too disconnected” (Y1IFG-2).
Given this, some students forwarded positive
feedback. In this regard, a number of students saw the
modules as a helpful reference throughout all writing
stages—a process unfamiliar to most of the class. One
such student explained that “having a formula is helpful
when trying to get started, especially if you have never
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attempted something like it before” (Y1SP-6). Others
appreciated having a “visual representation of the
topics, as well as the slide presentation on citations. It
was very helpful” (Y1SP-5). Similarly, another student
commented, “It’s nice to have the combination of the
visuals and audio…I have problems with my vision”
(Y1FG2-1). While not every student viewed or found
the modules beneficial, there was praise for their
availability for those who wanted them. For example,
though one student sought other resources to help them
engage in the writing process, they appreciated “the
way the resources are there for people who need
them…[Students] can have the resources right on D2L.
That’s pretty beneficial” (Y1FG2-2).
Online discussion forums. Students had a
predominantly negative response to online discussion
forums, which were ranked as the least helpful of all the
interventions. Few students found the writing samples
their peers posted on D2L as helpful. This could be
attributed to that fact that many students reported
hesitancy and nervousness in sharing feedback with
each other. One student stated, “I felt like if I said
something it might crush their feelings because you
could tell they worked so hard on it” (Y1FG1-1). Those
who were not concerned with giving feedback were
often suspicious of the quality of the feedback they
received. Some referred to the discussion forums as a
“mixed bag” because “it depends on which peers you
interact with. Everyone’s coming from different
vantage points, in terms of experience” (Y1FG2-1).
Despite this feedback, the instructor and TA were
highly impressed with student contributions. The TA
stated, “…[T]here was extensive feedback left, and I
was surprised at the level of criticality used” (Y1IFG1). The instructor further articulated that peer feedback
afforded individuals who performed highly on
assignments the ability to support their struggling peers.
The instructor hoped part of the feedback process
would be to “charge” these more successful students
with the responsibility to communicate “and be able to
pull out that assignment and say, ‘[H]ey, this is how I
did well, and this is maybe where you can address some
of those things’” (Y1IFG-1).
Out-of-class writing tutorials: Student response to
the tutorials was overwhelmingly positive. Throughout
the survey and focus group interviews, students referred
to the tutorials as the most beneficial intervention for
developing in their writing. The reasons for this rested
on their flexibility and “because the prof made a variety
of time slots” (Y1SP-24). Flexibility in offerings made
the tutorials accessible to students with clustered,
complicated, and often different schedules and afforded
individuals with such disparaging circumstances the
ability to seek support outside of regular class time. A
number of students asserted, “[T]hey helped us refine
our ideas and thesis , as well as come up with ways to
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effectively incorporate evidence into our papers with
proper citation” (Y1SP-5). Yet another student cited the
communal nature of the tutorials as beneficial,
explaining, “I just went there and listened, and I read
other people’s papers, and that’s really helpful for me”
(Y1FG2-2). Overall the social nature of the tutorials
was a direct benefit to students which, in the case of
one student, gave them the opportunity to “read over
other people’s papers and then give me inspirations
from them, or you know, take out the good ideas or
interesting points, or the way they write and incorporate
into my own paper” (Y1FG2-2, p. 8). Even for students
who had not crafted drafts of their assignments to share
and workshop with their peers, attending tutorials eased
feelings of nervousness and uncertainty as “you get the
sense that people are having the same questions or
uncertainties” (Y1FG2-1).
However, the instructor and TA perceived the outof-class tutorials to be more helpful to already skilled
writers. The TA observed, “I think it maybe helps some
stronger writers already, but I think there’s like another
piece that has to be there for some of the weaker writers.
It’s not enough to have one tutorial” (Y1IFG-2). Both the
instructor and TA concurred that stronger writers
benefitted more by seeking technical information (e.g.
specific information about APA formatting) in the
tutorials. These students were already capable writers
concerned with technical proficiency and maximizing
grades, whereas struggling writers, as the TA noted,
“need more of an intervention” (Y1IFG-1).
Individual consultations with instructor and TA.
Students found in-person consultations extremely helpful
in developing their writing skills. In this regard, several
expressed gratitude towards the instructor and TA as “they
were both willing to look over your work and send you
feedback on what you should work on” (Y1SP-33).
Specifically, students commented on the instructor’s and
TA’s abilities to remain accessible throughout the
semester, deconstruct their marked assignments, and
provide more “valid” feedback on their writing than their
peers. Reflecting on the feedback they received in
individual consultations, one student explained, “I went to
the office hours and spoke to them … I clearly made a
connection with what I did wrong and how to improve for
the next time” (Y1FG1-1). Another student, speaking
more broadly about the support offered by the instructor
and TA, commented, “[C]ompared to other classes, the
amount of support provided in this class was heaps and
bounds more than what I had received” (Y1SP-6). The
instructor interview data further revealed that students
made great use of office hours. Both the instructor and TA
perceived this to be an effective strategy, illustrating how:
We instructed them to come see either of us, and
the bulk of my meetings, that was something that
they said, ‘You know what? Now I’m able to see
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where my argument fell off, or what could have
been better supported,’ so that proved to be far
more effective (Y1IFG-1).
Evaluation and Reflection on Cycle Two
Modification and improvement. In line with
EDR’s (McKenney & Reeves, 2012) emphasis on
“multiple iterations of investigation, development,
testing, and refinement” (p. 15), the research team
analyzed the data from year one of the study to identify
ways in which the various interventions could be
modified and improved for the following year. As part
of this process, the study team returned to their
systematic review of the literature (Scott et al., 2017) to
revisit key insights that could support their decisionmaking choices in relation to the refinements and
modifications that were needed in year two. Along with
making refinements and modifications to the various
interventions introduced in the first iterative cycle, in
the second year the study team also introduced three
instructional videos informed by the flipped classroom
model of instruction (Blair, Maharaj, & Primus, 2016).
Interactive modules. Although students had
mixed reactions to the interactive modules, the study
team decided to keep these in place. This decision was
supported by both the positive feedback from some
students and insights from the literature, including that
of Nallaya and Kehrwald (2013), who argued that
supporting writing in online spaces requires a level of
accessibility via a combination of interactivity, audio,
and discipline-specific material. However, it was clear
from the data that modifications were needed. Seeking
insight into what this should entail, the research team
noted the work of Harris and Greer (2016), who found
that without a student-centered approach involving a
greater focus on the individual users rather than the
system itself, online writing instruction often leads to
limited skill acquisition, especially when delivered
through an LMS.
The study team was unable, however, to modify
the content of the modules themselves as funding to
support the modification or creation of new modules
was not available. Given this, in year two of the study
the research team sought to better respond to the
literature, which suggested that when introducing
technological supports, there is a need for instructors to
communicate the value of the technology, as well as
how to best leverage the affordances a specific
technology offers (e.g., Birch, 2016; Chanock et al.,
2009). Based on insights from this same body of
literature, the instructor sought to better link the
modules to the two writing assignments by highlighting
their use and value within class.
On-line discussion forums. Although the study
team had great hopes for the discussion forums based
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on the idea that writing should be understood as a social
act (Babcock & Thonus, 2012; Graham et al., 2012),
the majority of student participants found peer feedback
questionable at best. Given this, the literature is clear
that such forums have significant affordances. Wheeler
and. Wheeler (2009) posit, for instance, that the public
nature of an LMS discussion forum increases
accountability and may be responsible for the high
volume and quality of postings. Birch (2016) likewise
highlights the importance of a communicative
environment that can be fostered in the discussion
forums for bolstering students’ confidence in their
academic writing and ability to incorporate feedback
into their work. Analysis of the qualitative data
revealed, however, that students required greater
assurances from instructors and peers that their
feedback was valued in the writing process.
Consequently, in the second year of the course,
redesign efforts focused on creating a class activity in
which the instructor modelled how to provide quality
feedback in class. Students were also given time in
class to post their work, as well as provide and respond
to feedback from their peers.
Out-of-class writing tutorials and individual
consultations with instructor and TA. Due to the very
positive response in the survey, focus group, and
instructor interview data, both the two out-of-class
writing tutorials, as well as structured in and out-ofclass opportunities for students to receive verbal
feedback, were retained. This decision was supported
by several studies that have documented the perceived
importance and impact that small group and face-toface interactions have on developing undergraduate
students’ writing skills (Allwardt, 2011; Engin &
Donanci, 2016; Gunn et al., 2011). However, some
modifications were made based on insights from the
literature. Following Babcock and Thonus’ (2012)
advice, struggling students were specifically sought out
for individual meetings to review their writing and
provide additional support.
Instructional videos. While the out of class
tutorials were retained, they were augmented by the
addition of three online instructional videos created by
the research team. The creation and deployment of
these videos was informed by the flipped classroom
model of instruction where the traditional classroom is
inverted, emphasizing “interactive group learning
activities inside the classroom and direct computerbased individual instruction outside the classroom”
(Bishop & Verleger, 2013, p. 5). In this way time spent
in the classroom can be dedicated to “tasks of a higher
cognitive complexity” (Talbert, 2014, p. 362) by
affording students time to engage in active, problembased learning facilitated by the instructor.
A review of the literature prior to creating the
videos suggested that both student and instructor
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responses to the flipped classroom model has been
generally positive (Cakiroglu & Ozturk, 2017; FindlayThompson & Mombourquette, 2014). The research
suggests that despite the positive response by
instructors and students, there is no conclusive
evidence, however, to indicate that the flipped
classroom model improves student performance (Blair
et al., 2016). The research also highlighted that the
flipped classroom requires significant time and material
cost to effectively create, record, and edit out-of-class
lecture material (Findlay-Thompson & Mombourquette,
2014). While there have been many studies
experimenting with the impact of the flipped classroom
in engineering (Velegol, Zappe, & Mahoney, 2015),
mathematics (Talbert, 2014), and the sciences (Baepler,
Walker, & Driessen, 2014), it is important to note that a
review of the literature indicates there have been
limited studies in applying this model to promote
academic writing. Althoguh there were few cases of
flipped classroom pedagogy used with academic
writing in mind, and none within a Bachelor of
Education program, the literature provided ample
context for its use in this study.
Informed by this body of research, the research
team saw the introduction of this intervention as a way
to decrease the amount of class time spent providing
writing instruction while also creating more time in
the tutorial for students to receive feedback and ask
follow-up questions around the specific struggles they
are having (Balzotti & McCool, 2016; Engin &
Donanci, 2016). Each instructional video was tailored
to a specific assignment in the course and outlined
strategies for students to improve their academic
writing. For example, the first video tutored students
on how to use university resources and Google
Scholar to find a peer-reviewed journal article for
Assignment 1. The second and third videos similarly
provided guidance on writing strong introduction,
body, and conclusion sections to an academic paper.
Though some video content was designed with this
class’ assignments in mind, the information presented
was intended to be useful for academic writing in any
course context. Students were directed to watch the
second and third videos prior to attending the two
writing tutorials so less time could be spent on
instruction and more on facilitating feedback from
both the instructor and peers. Videos created by the
researchers were posted online through YouTube,
following precedents set in the literature (e.g.,
Findlay-Thompson & Mombourquette, 2014).
Specifically, content around academic writing was
shifted to videos for students to watch outside the
classroom so that regular class time could be freed up
to engage in learning activities where they worked
with, and practiced, key insights presented in the
videos (i.e., fully developing and elaborating on a key
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idea from the research literature). These videos
afforded students the ability to watch, pause, and
revisit material in visual/audio formats at their
convenience throughout the year.
Findings and Analysis Cycle 2
Interactive writing modules. As with year one of the
study, reactions to the interactive modules were mixed.
Overall, as indicated in the following responses, students
identified the module focused on APA citations as the most
helpful: “The APA module was really great straightforward,
relevant, and overall very helpful” (Y2SP-9) and “[I]t gave
me multiple different examples of citations to base my own
off of (Y2SP-17). A number of students, however, once
again highlighted a disconnect between the second module
focused on thesis statements and argumentation and the
course assignments. As one student noted, I “especially
appreciated the citation help…, [but] you needed to weed
through the other one to get what you needed” (Y2SP-18).
Another student asserted the second module did not match
the rubric and felt they had marks deducted “even though I
followed what the modules says, when asked about it in
person prof was unable to answer [and] admitted it is
confusing” (Y2SP-16). Some students, as with year one,
had difficulty locating the modules: “Sometimes I found
them difficult to find, as (if I remember correctly) there were
some support materials within the weekly sections/lecture
slides” (Y2SP-13).
Online discussion forums. Despite researcher
efforts to redesign the discussion forums (e.g. modeling
proper feedback prior to directing students to provide
peer-to-peer feedback), students continued to view
discussion forums as not helpful and unimportant for
academic writing. Throughout the course students
posted when they were required to, and the forums were
otherwise ignored. When asked, one student confessed,
“I did it just only really because it was a requirement …
I didn’t put much thought into it” (Y2FG-8). Others
expressed surprise when prompted to reflect on the
discussion forums’ impact on their writing. One student
explained the following:
I didn’t realize that they were really supposed to—
that it was intended to develop academic writing. I
thought it was to get us talking about things … and
that was why I didn’t put much thought into the
academic writing part, I didn’t think that was the
point of the discussion posts (Y2FG-7).
While many students found the discussion posts
unimportant or did not see their contribution to
academic writing, others found a more casual use for
them in facilitating communication, sharing ideas, and
practicing discussion of course topics in a less formal
setting. As one student noted, “To be honest, I didn’t

Scott, Ulmer-Krol, and Ribeiro
realize the purpose of the discussion posts was to
improve academic writing skills—I thought it was to
communicate ideas with others” (Y2SP-8). A similar
sentiment was expressed by another student who noted
that discussion posts were helpful in teaching them
“how to discuss with somebody in like a constructive
manner when you don’t agree” (Y2FG-4).
Out-of-class writing tutorials and individual
consultations with instructor and TA. Students
continued to find the tutorials as central to their
development as writers. Echoing comments from Cycle
One, one student explained, “I am really glad I went in
because the things I needed to tweak were things I would
have been really mad if I lost marks on … [T]o get that
actual feedback about my thesis statement was really
helpful” (Y2FG-8). Many students emphasized the
positive benefits that can accrue from the communal
nature of the tutorials, which facilitated an environment
that relieved students who thought they were alone in
struggling to complete course writing assignments. One
student wrote, “I was able to talk to other students and
have their insights on what I had so far. They gave me
their opinions and offered a sense of support as they were
also in a similar dilemma, needing help” (Y2SP-15).
The social and more informal nature of the tutorials
helped reduce students’ sense of anxiety around the
writing process. As one student noted, the small group
nature of the tutorials helped them realize “that
professors aren’t there to get us, in reality they’re also
human beings that want all students to succeed” (Y2SP12). The same student who was at first nervous, even
frightened of approaching the instructor individually with
questions, further expounded upon this humanizing
element of the tutorials: “[E]ven going to the second
tutorial I felt way more comfortable going in once I got
over the whole intimidation thing” (Y2FG-4).
When asked how the tutorials could be improved,
one student commented, “The only thing I would
suggest would be to have more graduate students
available to help, or smaller workshop groups!” (Y2SP8). Others recommended making the tutorials longer to
allow more direct feedback or offering more tutorials
earlier in the semester before assignment deadlines
approached. Further feedback on how later iterations of
the course could be improved suggests that more work
needs to be done to accommodate students who are not
able to seek direct assistance outside of class time. For
future offerings of the course, students additionally
encouraged researchers to create more online content
for those unable to receive additional on-campus
support. In the case of one student, “The times of the
workshops were not available to everyone, and I think
additional resources such as websites or guides posted
on D2L would’ve been helpful” (Y2SP-10).
Out class face-to-face feedback sessions were met with
overwhelming approval from students. This nervousness
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was best articulated in the focus group data when one
student explained, “I didn’t know what to expect. And like,
we had never really talked to [the instructor in a] one-on-one
kind of thing … and then I went into his office and that was
even scarier” (Y2FG-4). However, the same student also
noted that going to the tutorials helped them overcome this
initial nervous disposition.
Instructional videos. Overall, students responded
very positively to the instructional videos. When asked
about their effectiveness, for instance, one student
noted how, after viewing the videos, they were “better
able to clearly state my thoughts in my writing to get to
the heart of what I wanted to say. The videos also gave
me confidence in knowing that I was going in the right
direction” (Y2SP-4). As reflected in the following
statement, students particularly emphasized the videos’
effectiveness in preparing them to attend the out-ofclass tutorials: “[The videos] had a list of things for
you to accomplish before you went to the tutorial so
you knew what [the instructors] were going to look at
for you and help you with” (Y2FG-4). Another student
similarly observed how the videos “had everything, you
know—an explanation [of] what we should come to the
tutorial with, prepared, and … that was a good start. So
you didn’t just go in there with nothing or with two
sentences” (Y2FG-5).
Students also noted the technological affordances
of the videos, as well as the ability to access them any
time they wanted. In this regard, one student stated, “I
am an audible learner who needs to hear the
instructions a few times before I grasp the concept” and
felt that they “could replay the videos as often as
required without feeling like I was bothering someone”
(Y2SP-24). In a similar vein, another student
commented, “I struggle writing introductions and
conclusions, so it was incredibly helpful to be able to
have a video with tips and tricks that I could pause and
play as I needed” (Y2SP-8).
Implications for Theory and Practice
Findings from this study point to a number of key
insights to guide the design of future interventions to
improve the academic writing abilities of students
working in blended learning environments. Building
on, but also extending, the original design principles
developed for this study, these insights involve the
interrelated relationship among technology, pedagogy,
and course design. Reinforcing the systematic review
of the literature conducted for this study (Author et al.,
2017), student perceptions suggest that the advantages
technologies offer in improving the acquisition of
academic writing skills do not reside solely within a
particular technology itself, but rather with how
students interact with the technology. In thinking
through how best to leverage a technology’s potential
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findings from this study point towards a number of
key considerations.
The first of these involves opportunities to develop
intentional and structured opportunities to improve
academic writing that places peer-to-peer formative
feedback and dialogue at the forefront of design
considerations. In both year one and year two, students
observed that talking with their peers improved their
writing. Specifically, the tutorials in particular offered a
low-pressure environment for students to share their
emergent writing and ideas in ways that helped them to
realize that they were not alone in their struggles.
Though students may have initially written alone,
attending tutorials afforded students the kind of
“collaborative dialogue” (Babcock & Thonus, 2012, p.
112) that allowed them to better develop their writing
competencies and attain a greater sense of self-efficacy
by learning through trial and error with their peers.
Student experiences of the interventions created for
this study also supported insights from the greater
research literature that highlights the need to weave
ongoing formative assessment loops into course design
(Birch, 2016; Chanock et al., 2009; Engin & Donanci,
2016; Wijeyewardene et al., 2013). To offset the timeintensive (and perhaps unrealistic) ideal of relying
primarily on the instructor to offer detailed descriptive
feedback to every student in a large lecture, students
should be trained and equipped to undertake this work.
While the data suggests that the social and communal
nature of discussion forums in this course afforded
students positive opportunities for idea sharing, in both
cycles students found them less than helpful in
promoting quality formative feedback. To make
discussion forums a more productive space to promote
formative feedback structures, findings from this study
suggest that design efforts should specifically focus on
greater scaffolding to model how to evaluate and
provide feedback on writing. This could include, for
example, showing examples of writing in class and then
modeling how to use assessment criteria as a lens to
identify ways the writing could be improved.
Possibilities also exist to build peer-to-peer formative
assessment into course assignments to ensure all
students undertake the process.
In adopting such design strategies, however, this study
suggests that writing interventions are most beneficial when
they are introduced and understood as existing within a
larger interconnected ecosystem designed to support not
only academic writing, but also greater engagement with
course content and ideas. Without this design mindset, in
seeking to promote the acquisition of academic writing skills
there is a danger of supplanting too much course time to the
technical aspects of writing and thus losing out on needed
time to engage course content. Thus, design considerations
for improving academic writing should be introduced in
ways that simultaneously improve overall academic literacy
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where students gain greater capacities for interpreting,
analyzing, and synthesizing the insights and ideas they are
encountering in the course. Further supporting design
principle one developed at the advent of this study, student
feedback on the interventions developed for this course
suggest that while the use of discussion forums or interactive
modules on their own do not generally lead to significant
gains, introducing a variety of interventions across a variety
of platforms can help leverage the affordances of both inperson and online resources.
Conclusion
While academic writing skills are key
competencies that undergraduate students need to
acquire during their degree studies—especially those
who are in professional programs—the research
literature is still at an emergent level of understanding
about how this can be best promoted in blended
learning environments. We hope that findings from this
study can help to build on the important work that has
been done in this area to inform instructors and course
designers as they continue to develop new approaches
for teaching academic writing for undergraduate
students within higher education contexts.
Taken as a whole, this study suggests the need to
shift attention away from a focus on the use of a single
technology or set of technologies toward the specific
pedagogical techniques and instructional design
measures that are likely to be effective in relation to the
material being studied. This includes the importance of
develeoping collobrative writing communities that
involve intentional and structured opportunities for
formative feedback, whether through peer-to-peer
intractions or by the instructor. This study also points to
a need to see the introduction of interventions to better
teach academic writing as part of a larger ecosystem
within the design of the course. In adopting a focus on
the overall learning ecosystem, qualitative data from
this study also indicates that academic writing can be
best promoted when a variety of interventions are
introduced in ways where they are used in conjunction
with one another rather than in isolation. Guided by
these insights, instructors and curriculum developers
are afforded significant opportunities to design their
courses around improving academic writing as an
essential proficiency for university students, not only
for their success in undergraduate and professional
programs, but also as a key competency needed to
thrive in a rapidly changing socio-economic landscape.
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Analyzing Factors Influencing the Paragraph Organization in English Language
Writing of Intermediate Students
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Sukkur IBA University
Writing in English holds great importance throughout the world, especially when it comes to
academic and professional excellence. Therefore, writing in English is given due status in Pakistan
too. However, despite learning English for years, Pakistani students face difficulty in writing like
other foreign language learners. One of the major issues in their writing is organization of ideas in a
paragraph to convey the desired sense. The present qualitative study was, thus, conducted to analyze
the factors that influence paragraph organization in the English language writing of students at the
intermediate level. In this regard, semi-structured interviews were conducted from six participants
belonging to different cities, and their writing samples were also collected and were later analyzed
using a thematic analysis technique. The findings reveal that rote learning, more focus on grammar,
and surface level feedback from teachers were the key factors at play. Hence, the students are unable
to produce a well-organized text.

English is a “lingua franca” of the present world
(Conrad & Mauranen, 2003). It is not only the language
of trade and commerce, but also of education, science
and technology, and many other fields of life. Especially
in the domain of education, it has become a medium of
instruction, language of research, and a means of
meaningful transfer of knowledge (Mahboob, 2014).
Keeping in view its huge importance across the globe, it
is highly encouraged in Pakistan also. English is not only
the official language of Pakistan, but also the medium of
instruction throughout the country (Coleman, 2010).
This rapid growth of English language use across the
globe has necessitated competence in all four areas of
language- reading, writing, listening, and speaking. But
studies suggest that L2 learners have to deal with countless
problems in learning this foreign language. A large
number of students face difficulties in writing because it
demands presentation of ideas in a well-planned and wellorganized way (Braine & Yorozu, 1998).
Since writing is a productive skill which demands
great effort, writing something in foreign language or
L2 becomes a much more demanding job. Learners,
especially those learning English as a second
language, face great trouble writing something worthy
of reading. Similarly, students of Pakistan experience
difficulties in learning the English language,
especially mastering writing skills. Research studies
suggest that students at various levels in Pakistan
make serious mistakes in spelling, sentence structure,
tense, punctuation and paragraph structure (Javed,
Juan, & Nazli, 2013). Though the other problems
learners face in learning English language have been
widely researched, little attention has been given to
the area of paragraph organization, especially at the
intermediate level. Students who join public sector
universities
come
from
different
academic
backgrounds. It has been observed that those who
come from government institutions—i.e., they have

done their Matriculation and Intermediate from a
government school or college—suffer more in writing
classes. Also, no research has been conducted to
figure out the reasons leading to this problem for
intermediate students.
Hence, the present paper is designed to analyze the
factors that influence paragraph organization in English
language writing of intermediate students in Sukkur,
Sindh, Pakistan.
Problem Statement
Writing is one of the key areas when it comes to
language proficiency. A language learner is supposed to
be good at written communication so that he can
express his thoughts, ideas and feelings through words
(Alfaki, 2015). However, in Pakistan, many students
face great trouble in writing even a proper paragraph
(Farooq, Uzair-Ul-Hassan, & Wahid, 2012), and the
students coming from government institutions
experience greater trouble. Their troubles increase
manifold as they enter universities where they are
supposed to write long essays and assignments
extensively in their four-year degree programs or, more
importantly, get a competitive job. The students
struggle with getting their ideas in paragraph form
when they are asked to write on any given topic. This
problem of students is of paramount importance given
the troubles they face later in their lives.
Since resolution of this problem for students is
imperative, this study aims to analyze the factors that
influence paragraph organization in the English language
writing of intermediate students in the district of Sukkur.
Research Question and Sub-questions
The major research question is, “What are the
factors that influence the paragraph organization in
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English language writing of intermediate students in
Sukkur?” The sub-questions are the following:

Bangladesh found that students have problems in writing
in terms of spelling, punctuation, vocabulary, grammar,
sentence structure, and organization of ideas (Afrin,
2016). A similar study conducted in Israel revealed that
sentence structure and paragraph organization were the
major problems of Arab students in writing (Rass, 2015).
In addition, one study published in Sudan showed that
students have various problems in organization such as
not differentiating between topic and closing sentences,
not developing a paragraph properly, or not focusing on
one idea in their paragraph.
Similarly, Pakistani students also face great trouble in
writing in English. In research conducted in Khyber
Pakhtukhuwa (a province of Pakistan), it was found that
even postgraduate students made mistakes in subject-verb
agreement, verb tense, inappropriate vocabulary, and
spelling (Jamil, Majoka, & Kamran, 2016). A study
conducted in Lahore on college-level students stated that
learners of a second language face difficulties in writing a
“well-organized” presentation of information (Farooq et al.,
2012). The same study highlighted spelling, punctuation,
capitalization, the task of thinking in Urdu (the national
language of Pakistan) and then translating the thought, and
technicalities of grammar as major challenges faced by
students in Pakistan. A similar research study done in
Karachi showed that undergraduate learners of English face
issues of vocabulary, syntax, content selection, topic
sentence, and organization (Fareed, Ashraf, & Bilal, 2016).
Factors that influence writing skill. A literature
review regarding factors influencing the writing skills
of ESL learners in Pakistan reveals that writing skill
of students is influenced by two key factors: teacher’s
pedagogy and teacher feedback. The teachers’ lack of
proper training, their traditional pedagogy, little or no
(constructive) feedback, and their inability to motivate
students for writing are a few factors related to
teachers (Fareed et al., 2016).

1.
2.

What pedagogical approaches teachers use to
teach paragraph in intermediate classes?
How do the teachers provide feedback to
students to improve their paragraph writing?

Literature Review
What is writing? Writing is one of the most
important skills of a language. Daniels and Bright (1996)
describe writing as a system of symbols which represent
an expression of the writer and it must be clear to the
reader without the writer’s intervention. However,
writing is not that much simple. According to Nunan
(2003), writing is a physical as well as a mental activity.
It is physical in that the writer uses some medium to
express his or her ideas or thoughts, and it is mental in
that it requires generation of ideas and thinking about
their expression and their organization into sentences and
paragraphs in a way that the reader can easily understand
the text. Hence, writing needs to be effective by having
accuracy of grammar and vocabulary, appropriateness of
sentence-structure and subject-matter, and development
and organization of ideas (Alfaki, 2015). Another
researcher states that writing skill demands that the
thoughts be presented in well-structured and wellorganized way (Javed et al., 2013).
What is a paragraph? When it comes to structure
and organization of a text, the paragraph is unarguably
the most important thing to be discussed. Words come
together to form sentences; sentences join together to
make a paragraph; and paragraphs combine together to
form letters, reports, essays, and other larger texts
(Sattayatham & Ratanapinyowong, 2008). Thus, the
importance of paragraph is pivotal in any text. A
paragraph consists of a topic sentence, supporting
sentences or details and a closing sentence (O'Donnell
& Paiva, 1993), and all these sentences must relate to
one idea only (Rajatanuml, 1988). A topic sentence can
be defined as a sentence that states the main idea of the
whole paragraph and usually taking the first place in a
paragraph. Then it is followed by supporting sentences
which provide details that support the main idea in an
appropriate way. The paragraph comes to a close with a
final sentence that can be a restatement of the topic
sentence or summary of the whole paragraph (Kemper,
Meyer, Van Rys, & Sebranek, 2018).
Problems students face in writing. Research
suggests that writing something worthy of reading is a
tough task for native and non-native learners alike
because one has to be careful about a number of things
ranging from spelling to organization of text (Rass,
2015). But these problems are severe for the non-native
speakers of the English language. A study conducted in
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Conceptualizing Pedagogy and Teacher Feedback
Pedagogy. Pedagogy is a broad term which covers the
“interactions between teachers, students, and the learning
environment and the learning tasks” (Thomas, 49). In
addition to the relation between teachers and students, it also
encompasses the instructional approaches teachers
implement in the classroom setting (Thomas, 2016).
Pedagogy can further be divided into three broad
categories such as teacher-centered, student-centered,
and learning-centered. In teacher-centered pedagogy, the
teacher is the center of the learning process, and all
methods such as “whole-class lecture, rote memorization,
and chorus answers (i.e., call-and-response)” revolve
around his or her presence and input (Mascolo, 2009).
The learners are on the receiving end because of the
assumption of them having no prior knowledge. Hence,
they play a passive role throughout the process.
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On the other hand, a learner-centered pedagogical
approach stresses learners’ active role in the learning
process. It states that learners have prior knowledge and
experiences on the basis of which they can create new
knowledge. That is why this method is also termed a
constructivist approach to teaching (Cakir, 2008).
Constructivism refers to the notion that learners
construct their own knowledge based on their
experiences and actions they perform in their
environment (Mascolo, 2009). Thus, the role of a
teacher in this approach is that of a facilitator who
creates an environment for learning to happen.
Presentations, small group discussions, role-plays, etc.,
are common practices in a student-centered classroom.
The third category of pedagogy is learning-centered
pedagogy which reconciles both teacher-centered and
learner-centered ideologies. Keeping learning at the focal
point, it states that both approaches can be effective for
the sake of learning. The activities are not designed to
keep students active. Rather, they are designed to support
the desired learning (Alenoush Saroyan, 2004).
Teacher feedback. Writing is not only about
putting the letters together to form words, then
combining them to make sentences and arranging them
to become paragraphs, but also about choosing
appropriate vocabulary, forming meaning, and
organizing ideas. Also, feedback helps learners learn
efficiently as it influences learning and subsequently
achievement (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).
Feedback is defined as “[the] post-response
information which informs the learners on their actual
states of learning and/or performance in order to help
them detect if their states correspond to the learning
aims in a given context” (Narciss, 2008). For a written
work, the feedback is given on the content or ideas,
grammatical structures, spelling, and organizational
aspects of the writing assignment (Lee, 2005), but the
views of researchers are divergent as to what aspect
should receive more focus.
Educators make use of feedback to communicate
the strengths and weaknesses of the writing of the
students (McGrath, Taylor, & Pychyl, 2011). Peer
feedback and teacher feedback are two types a student
receives on his or her written work. Peer feedback is
defined as comments on strengths and weaknesses
which students provide to one another on their work
(Kroll, 2001). Although both forms of feedback are
practiced in classrooms, studies reveal that teacher
feedback is preferred because students hold the
teachers’ ability higher in providing the most suitable
feedback (Hyland & Hyland, 2001). Studies also
suggest that teachers’ responses can be more accurate
and appropriate to improve the students’ language
expertise (Cresswell, 2000).
Teachers provide feedback to students in both oral
and written form. Each form of feedback has different

advantages. Researchers state that written feedback
from teachers allows students to make better
modifications in their writing because teachers writes
comments and explanations on students’ work (Susanti,
2013). However, oral feedback from teachers allows
students to have face-to-face interaction with them,
helps them get explanations, and allows them to ask the
teacher questions about certain confusions (Grabe &
Kaplan, 2014). But that is only possible when the
learner is active and not passive during the process of
feedback (Goldstein & Conrad, 1990).
Studies conducted in other contexts suggest that
teachers’ pedagogy and their feedback play vital roles
in the development of writing skills of students.
Ahmad, Khan, and Munir (2013) reported use of
traditional teaching methods by teachers to teach
writing at a secondary level in Khyber Pakhtunkhuwa,
Pakistan. Fareed et al. (2016) also highlighted a
pedagogic approach to writing and ineffective
feedback as two major factors influencing the writing
of students in Pakistan. However, there is no study
that looks at writing, especially paragraph
organization, in the writing of intermediate students in
the context of Sukkur, Pakistan.
To summarize, writing is one of the most important
skills and requires an individual to be good at
expressing his/her ideas, thoughts, and experiences in
an appropriate and effective way. However, students
across the world face problems in writing with regard to
accuracy of sentence structure, mechanics of language,
and organization of ideas. Similarly, learners of the
English language in Pakistan experience these
difficulties, and paragraph organization has been one of
the major issues. Studies revealed that teachers’
pedagogy and the feedback the teacher provides to the
learners are two of the many factors that affect the
writing skills of students at the undergraduate level.
Methodology
The present study uses a qualitative research
approach to obtain an in-depth understanding of the
factors influencing paragraph organization in the
English language writing of intermediate students in
Sukkur, Pakistan.
Context
The intermediate level was selected because this
level determines the academic and/or professional
careers of students. In the context of Sukkur IBA
University, six students in the Foundation semester and
coming from different cities of Sindh were selected for
this research, mainly for two reasons. First, the
researcher studies at the university, which makes it easy
for him to access participants and collect the data
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without any hindrance. Second, Sukkur IBA University
is considered to be the best university in the region and
provides free and quality education to all knowledgeseekers. Students from far-flung areas join this institute
for various degree programs.
Moreover, the choice of Foundation (also known as
zero) semester was made because of its generic,
multifaceted, and transitional nature. Students of this
semester come from pre-medical, pre-engineering, and
commerce backgrounds to get an education in English,
Math,
and
Information
and
Communication
Technologies (ICT) only. All of them, regardless of their
academic background, go through a common subjective
test of all three subjects to get a permanent seat in the
departments of their choice.
Thus, the sample was diverse in terms of gender,
age, religion, and academic backgrounds.

participant(s) to elicit information from them by asking
predetermined questions. It allows the participants to
highlight the issues that are of importance to them
(Longhurst, 2003). Therefore, this tool was used to get
a holistic view of the participants’ problems in
paragraph organization.
In order to conduct this interview, an interview
guide was prepared which contained questions on
students’ knowledge about paragraph organization, the
strategies teachers used to teach them to write a
paragraph, and the kinds of feedback they received
from teachers and in what ways (see Appendix for
interview guide).

Sampling
The technique of purposive sampling was
employed to select a sample of six students (both male
and female) from the Foundation semester students who
had recently passed their Intermediate and had also
done Matriculation from government institutes of Sindh
province. Purposive sampling allows the researcher to
choose participants on the basis of the qualities they
possess because such choice suits the purpose of the
study (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). Hence,
purposive sampling enabled the researcher to get a
sample that was relevant for this research in terms of
diversity in the gender, age, religion, academic
backgrounds and hometowns.
A questionnaire was administered to select a purposeful
sample for the study. Since all respondents see the questions
from the same angle, that uniformity makes a questionnaire
an effective tool to collect demographic information such as
facts about the participants. Although questionnaires have low
response rates, studies suggest that questionnaire is the best
way to collect such data (Fink, 2015).
Data Collection Tools
Writing sample. The first tools used for the
research purposes were the writing samples of
participants to see how they constructed topic sentences,
how they developed the samples with supporting details,
and how they concluded the samples. This documentary
review is a “systematic data collection” (Bretschneider,
Cirilli, Jones, Lynch, & Wilson, 2017) that enables the
researcher to see the areas very closely in which the
students frequently make mistakes.
Semi-structured interviews. The major tool was
a semi-structured interview to get the views of each
selected participant. A semi-structured interview is a
tool which allows the researcher to interview the
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Data Analysis
A thematic analysis technique was used to figure
out the themes that evolved from the interview
transcripts and samples. The method of thematic
analysis is used for identification, analysis, and
reporting of patterns emerging from the data (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). Studies define thematic analysis as the
process that enables the researcher to identify patterns
in the qualitative data and develop themes from it.
Thematic analysis is reliable in qualitative research
because it lets the researcher explore and analyze
individual experiences and perceptions and make
meaning of that data (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017).
Findings
Interviews
Interviews were conducted from six participants:
two females and four males. The interviews were
conducted and recorded after seeking the consent of the
participants. The thematic analysis of the interview data
uncovered the following themes.
Rote learning. The interviews with the research
participants revealed that students were asked to copy
the text written on the blackboard by the teachers
themselves. The students were just supposed to cram
[sic] the paragraphs or essays and reproduce the same
during tests. One of the participants, coded as 4MMLK
said, “Teacher would make us note down the paragraph
from the (black) board, then we were asked to learn the
paragraph by heart.” Another student (2FMSK)
commented, “At the time of tests or exams, we were
given topics of the essays which we had already done in
the class or remembered from notes, and we used to
write them to pass the (class) test.”
More focus on grammar. Another theme that
emerged out of the transcriptions was that the teachers put
more emphasis on grammatical corrections rather than
guiding students in development and organization of ideas.
Only one participant (1MMKH) said that he or she was
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given some liberty to write on their own and were
encouraged to produce something original. Upon further
probing, it was found out that their English teacher was
young and recently graduated which presumably made the
situation different from the rest. However, the student said
that the teacher would make their copies heavily corrected
because their texts were replete with (grammatical) errors. It
can be inferred from this that the teachers paid very little
attention to organization of their thoughts in paragraphs.
Little or no feedback. As the above findings
state, the teachers didn’t make the students write on
their own and instead made them copy texts from
boards. This rules out the element of real feedback on
writing. However, a few comments from the students
implied that even though the teachers at times were
ready to give feedback, it was very difficult for them to
reach out to all the students in class because of overcrowded classes. A student (1MMKH) said, “We used
to sit on the last seat, and by the time teacher could
reach us for checking, the bell would ring and he had to
leave for the other teacher to step in.” This shows that
students didn’t receive individual attention from
teachers regarding their work. Another participant
(6MHMK) said that if he or she would go to the
teacher’s office or staff room but could hardly get any
written feedback. The teacher would coldly check the
work and return it, saying he or she was busy.

Supporting details. Since the students didn’t have a
good opening to the paragraph, they struggled with having
clear and well-directed supporting details of the respective
topic sentences. They provided more and more content in
the paragraphs rather than establishing the alreadymentioned idea. This could be witnessed from the long
sentences and the over-use of “and,” “also,” “so,” and
“then.” Besides, little or no use of appropriate transitional
words reflect inadequacy of their skill to construct wellorganized and connected paragraphs. One of the samples
read, “I meet with a girl she’s name is sana and sana is also
my roommate and she is also in the class… Then we go to
visit seniors and then we got to cafetaria and drinks juice
and then we go to hostle.”
Concluding sentences. The majority of the
students’ written work had no appropriate concluding
statement. Concluding sentences were either more
general or deviated from the start of the paragraph or its
topic, or they ended abruptly on the last detail in the
list. And, once again, there were no transitional words
to signal the concluding sentences.
a.
b.
c.

Written Work of Students
d.
Although written work, especially writing
paragraphs, has been a part of the English course over
the years, students still make mistakes, especially in the
organization of their ideas in a paragraph. In order to
understand their errors on paragraph level, some thirty
students were made to write a paragraph on a narrative
topic “My first Day at University,” and their write-ups
were analyzed in the areas of topic sentence,
concluding sentence, and supporting details, which
constitute three elements of the paragraph.
Unclear topic sentences. The topic sentence is
usually the first sentence of the paragraph and it states
the main idea of the whole paragraph. The analysis of
the students’ writings revealed that students were
unaware of this fact. They were unable to start with a
statement that indicates the topic as well as the writer’s
opinion on that. A few examples of topic sentences
from students’ paragraphs are given below.
a.
b.
c.
d.

It was bad but not much.
I was surprised when I entered the university.
My background is of government school and
college.
When I passed my intermediate, I was thinking
about that how will be the environment of
university.
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“He motivates us for studying and learning.”
“I met with many peoples who were excited
and nervous like me and I got succeeded to
make very few friends.”
“After a few minutes a boy named Vikran
came towards and asked me about my name
and where I am from, I told him.”
“Different places tells about places.”
Discussion

The findings suggest that the teachers teaching at
the college level lack efficient training and skills to
teach a simple writing process. Moreover, the teachers
do not have relevant degrees in English Language
Teaching, especially writing skills. The same findings
were observed by Ahmed (2010) and Sajid and Siddiqui
(2015). That is why teachers are unable to impart
writing skills and strategies to learners (Nik, Sani,
Kamaruzaman, & Hasbollah, 2010). Thus, students are
used to copying and reproducing paragraphs, and this
tradition gets reinforcement because of the exam
practices prevailing in the country. This teachercentered approach doesn’t let the students think about
any topic on their own and write by themselves.
Moreover, teachers do not give time to students
outside the class because when they are at college, they
tend to be busy in social activities, or after college they
work in different tuition centers to earn more and cater
to their needs. Similar sorts of findings were reported
by Ahmed (2010) in his study. Even if the teachers
provide feedback, they do not consider the level or
needs of the learners (Fareed et al., 2016). The feedback
is so superficial that only language errors can be
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rectified, and not the ideas. Hence, this feedback
doesn’t fulfil the true purpose of teacher feedback.
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Conclusion
The research at hand was conducted with the aim
of analyzing the factors that influence the paragraph
organization in the English language writing of
intermediate students. Keeping in view the findings of
the research, it can be concluded that teachers’
pedagogy and teacher feedback have great influence on
the paragraph organization in the English language
writing of the intermediate students. The students are
unable to construct well-organized and original
paragraphs because the teachers are more teacher
centric in their pedagogical approach and provide
negligible feedback for the improvement of learners’
writing skill. Although the findings of the study can be
generalized for the students at the intermediate level,
the small sample stands as the limitation of the study.
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Appendix
ANALYZING FACTORS INFLUENCING THE PARAGRAPH ORGANIZATION IN ENGLISH
LANGUAGE WRITING OF INTERMEDIATE STUDENTS
INTERVIEW GUIDE
“Warm-Up” Question:
1. How are you?
2. How are you feeling to be a research participant?
Broad areas relevant to topic:
1. Paragraph Organization
a. How do you define a paragraph?
b. How is a paragraph organized? Or What are the elements of a paragraph?
c. What sort of problems do you face in writing a (well-organized) a paragraph?
2.

Strategies:
a. How were you taught paragraph writing at your school and college?
b. Did your teacher make you understand the organization of a paragraph? How?
c.

3.

Probing
Did the teacher engage you in certain group discussion sort of activities or he only delivered lecture?

Feedback
a. Did he/she tell you your strength and weakness in writing? What areas they identified?
b. How did the teacher provide you feedback on your work? Was it oral or written?
c. How the teacher’s feedback helped you to make a much better paragraph next time?
d. What changes you would make in your next draft after teacher’s feedback?
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Ready to Leave the Nest? Education Graduate Students’ Voices on Publishing
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Graduate programs typically expect students to publish their scholarly work; however, few
researchers have investigated their experiences in publishing. What literature does exist suggests that
mentorship through co-authorship is helpful in supporting the development of emerging scholars.
Importantly, there were no studies exploring the perspectives of education graduate students
regarding their publication experience. The researchers of this article were all affiliated with an
education journal run by and for graduate students who encountered student-authors who were not
well prepared to engage in the publication process. In order to understand these student-authors’
needs, the researchers conducted a needs assessment through the framework of Experiential
Learning Theory (Kolb, 2014). Specifically, this needs assessment provided voice to thirty education
graduate students regarding their career aspirations, previous publishing experience, helpful
influences, barriers, and needed supports to engage in the publication process. The findings
suggested that the students in this needs assessment lacked formal instruction on how to navigate the
publication process, and they perceived mentorship from supervisors, when it existed, as helpful.
Implications for graduate training based on the findings are also discussed.

Guiding and collaborating with students to conduct
research, or at least to be literate in research methods, is a
critical function of graduate training (Feldon, Shukla, &
Maher, 2016; Gardner & Barnes, 2007). In particular,
research-focused graduate programs often have a clear
expectation that their students demonstrate competency
in research literacy through peer-reviewed dissemination
of their scholarly work (Doran, Somerville, HarlemSiegel, & Steele, 2014). Despite this expectation, there is
no guarantee that graduate students will receive formal
training in publication in their program (Pfeifer & Ferree,
2006). Moreover, a lack of training in publishing could
discourage emerging scholars from engaging in
publication due to their perceptions that they are not
competent in the publication process (Huerta, Goodson,
Beigi & Chlup, 2017; Lambie & Vaccaro, 2011).
Learning to publish requires a unique skill set, one that
differs from the typical academic environment when the
student is in study (Garbati & Samuels, 2013; Hatch &
Skipper, 2016); for example, rather than set deadlines
like in a course, scholarly journals have extended times
from submission to publication (Syeda et al., 2017).
Without training, graduate students may not be aware of
these differences, which is key to being successful in the
peer review process.
The training that does exist depends on the program
and its requirements; for example, some supervisors may
informally guide students through the publication process
and even write with them, but this is not necessarily the
case for all students (Syeda et al., 2017). When there is
no formal mentorship for the publication process, it can
leave a gap in graduate students’ training and research
literacy. This gap can have implications for their ability
to participate in publication, prepare to be competent
academics, and advance as scholar-practitioners (Davies
& Felappi, 2017; Garbati & Samuels, 2013; Lambie &
Vaccaro, 2011; Ni Uigin, Higgins, & Mchale, 2015).

Although
researchers
have
put
forward
recommendations for graduate programs to implement
to improve student engagement in the publication
process (e.g., having graduate students as journal peerreviewers; Chittum & Bryant, 2014), limited research
has
examined
the
effectiveness
of
these
recommendations in graduate programs with respect to
student publications (Knutson et al., 2014). Importantly,
the voices and experiences of graduate students are not
represented in identifying relevant training and
experiential learning opportunities that they have, or
would find beneficial, to successfully engage in the
publication process.
Given that presently there is no empirical evidence
highlighting the barriers the students encounter or the
support that could enable them to overcome these
barriers, research investigating students’ experiences
with publication is imperative to creating relevant and
effective graduate training policies and programs.
Therefore, in order to start addressing this gap in the
literature, the current needs assessment sought to
understand graduate students’ experiences with
publishing. To this end, this article first includes a
description of the existing literature to situate the needs
assessment, then describes the current needs assessment
along with the findings. Finally, the article concludes
with implications for graduate student training,
limitations, and future research ideas.
Literature Review
Although the expectation of publishing in research
graduate programs is ubiquitous (Manov & Milenkova,
2017), there are only a handful of articles addressing this
topic. In a recent study by Robbins and LePeau (2018),
the authors used a case study to investigate pre-tenured
faculty members and their transition from doctoral
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students to independent researchers. A key finding from
this study was that completion of a dissertation study
alone did not necessarily equate to the development of
skills in converting the dissertation into a publishable
manuscript. This suggests that training in the publication
process is needed along with mentorship through the
dissertation process and beyond.
In another study, Pinheiro, Melkers, and Youtie
(2014) tracked the lifetime publication record of
scientists and engineers and found that there is an
increasing prevalence of articles in journals that are coauthored by students and their supervisors. Moreover,
those scientists and engineers that engaged in coauthorship during graduate training had greater
publication productivity in their career. This publication
productivity is particularly critical in academia, given
the philosophy of “publish or perish” in terms of faculty
members’ employment success (Davies & Felappi,
2017). These findings support the premise that
mentorship in research writing and publication plays an
important role in the development of emerging scholars.
In research by Feldon et al. (2016), the authors looked
at the quality of students’ research writing skills
depending on if they co-authored with a faculty
member or not. Their findings indicated that students
who co-authored with a faculty member demonstrated
higher quality writing than those who did not. This
finding provides evidence that when students engage in
the publication process with a mentor, they enhance
their research writing skills.
More specific to the education field, Garbati and
Samuels (2013) explored the prevalence of articles
published by education graduate students. Specifically,
they reviewed published research in the fields of
education and found that only 8.60% of all authors in
educational research were graduate students and that a
lesser percentage (n = 4) of the published papers were
sole-authored by graduate students. Importantly,
Lambie and Vaccaro (2011) noted that there were few
studies looking at the research interest and experiences
of education graduate students. The authors explained
that they found that students who had experienced
publishing were more likely to describe themselves as
competent and interested in research, while students
without publication experience described themselves as
lacking competence and interest to engage in
publication. These findings are noteworthy because of
the academic and personal benefits known to be
associated with publishing, such as graduate students’
preparations for academic jobs or engagement with
empirical research for evidence-based practice (Austin
& McDaniels, 2006).
In light of this research indicating low engagement
in the publication process among graduate students and
the potential benefits of mentorship in publishing, there
is a need for graduate programs to employ effective
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ways to train and engage students in publishing.
Addressing this need, however, is challenging as there
are currently few empirical studies looking at how to
engage graduate students in the publication process
(Gardner & Barnes, 2007).
Current Needs Assessment
The authors of this article were affiliated with an
education journal operated by and for graduate students.
A unique feature of this journal is that graduate students
receive individualized mentorship as they are engaging
in publication with the journal. After starting the
journal operations, the editorial board of this journal
noticed that the graduate students who submitted
manuscripts often lacked content knowledge (e.g., how
to find and select a relevant journal) for successfully
engaging in the publication process, as corroborated in
the literature described above (Syeda et al., 2017).
Moreover, the student-authors seemed to lack
confidence in their skill set and some of them described
being unsure about the steps to take in order to develop
that skill set, and cultivate the confidence to publish. As
such, the editorial board acknowledged the need for
additional insights into graduate students’ experiences
with publishing to identify barriers and helpful
influences (Syeda et al., 2017). This observation
informed the purpose of the current needs assessment,
which was to add to the understanding of the overall
publication experience of graduate students. The editors
applied for and received local university grant funding
to conduct a needs assessment. Specifically, the aim of
this needs assessment was to begin to identify what
helped and hindered graduate students to publish their
scholarly work. Furthermore, the needs assessment
aimed to identify supports that graduate students
perceived would or could be helpful to engage in the
publication process. Given that the journal is aimed at
education graduate students, this was the target
population for this needs assessment.
Theoretical Framework: Experiential Learning
Theory
As there are few studies available in this topic area,
the researchers used Experiential Learning Theory (ELT),
as described by Kolb (2014), to frame the needs
assessment. The researchers chose ELT as it focuses on
the experiences of learners, as well as how they make
sense of these experiences to inform future learning
opportunities, in a cyclical and continuous manner (Kolb,
2014). Specifically, Kolb noted one way of understanding
the learning process is through four stages: learners engage
in (a) concrete experience, (b) observations and reflection
about the concrete experience, (c) formation of abstract
concepts/generalizations, and (d) testing implications of
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concepts in new situations. Researchers have used ELT to
investigate and understand a range of areas such as
engineering, music, and agriculture, thus demonstrating its
cross-subject applicability (Morris, 2019). ELT, when
applied, can help learners to master a specific skill set
(Russell-Bowie, 2013), increase knowledge in a relevant
area (Bethell & Morgan, 2011), and develop self-efficacy
(Chan, 2012). According to Kolb (2014), applications and
efficacy of ELT across disciplines have also attracted its
implementation in higher education as well.
While Kolb’s model (2014) is regarded as one of
the most influential and cited models in the literature
for ELT, it had also faced criticisms in the past for its
lack of clarity to specify what constitutes “concrete
experience” to foster effective learning (Bergsteiner,
Avery, & Neumann, 2010). To address the criticism,
Morris (2019) conducted a systematic review of recent,
empirical studies employing experiential learning to
examine what constituted concrete experience in those
investigations. Morris’s (2019) findings highlighted that
in order to foster effective learning, the learners should
actively engage and participate in the learning process,
as well as be exposed to novel situations that may
involve risk-taking and real-world problem-solving.
Learning to publish in an academic journal could
mirror the cyclical stages of Kolb’s ELT (2014). In
particular, the graduate student (i.e., learner) may first
need a concrete experience with a journal and the
publication process in order to then observe the relevant
skills necessary for publishing (Kolb, 2014). From these
observations, the graduate student could form skill sets
for engaging in publishing across journals and test these
skills in further publication experiences. Furthermore,
aligned with the revisions made to explain the nature and
extent of what constitutes concrete experience in ELT to
facilitate learning (Morris, 2019), it could be implied that
in order for graduate students to effectively learn about
publishing, they should explicitly be exposed to
publishing (e.g., a novel), given a role of an active
participant in the publishing process, and be guided on
how to problem-solve when faced with barriers in the
publishing process. If graduate students are unable to, or
ineffectively, engage in the first stage of learning and
gain appropriate concrete experience on publishing, then
further development may be impeded. As such, the
researchers focused this needs assessment on the first and
second stages of ELT in order to inform training in the
publication process for graduate students.
Guiding questions. Informed by ELT, there were
two main foci for this needs assessment. The first area
of focus was to gain some contextual information about
education graduate students including their career
aspirations and their publication experience (i.e.,
motivation to publish and first stage concrete
experience). As such, the guiding questions for this area
were: (a) What are education graduate students career
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aspirations (i.e., practice, research, other)? and, (b)
What are the experiences of education graduate
students in publication process? The second area of
focus was on the perceived helpful influences, barriers,
and supports needed to publish (i.e., second stage
observation and reflection). The specific questions
guiding this area were (c) What have education
graduate students found helpful when engaging in the
publication process? (d) What barriers have education
graduate students encountered in trying to publish? (e)
What supports do education graduate students think are
needed to help them engage in the publication process?
Needs Assessment Design
After receiving ethics approval from the university
of affiliation, the researchers shared an invitation email
with the school of education at their university for
administrators to send to education graduate students.
The researchers also created recruitment posters and
hung them on different locations in order to increase
respondent numbers. As well, the researchers approached
the university’s graduate student association to post the
recruitment poster on the association’s Facebook page.
The email and the recruitment poster contained a link
through which interested students could access an online
questionnaire, which remained open for three months to
collect responses. Before answering the questionnaire, all
participants needed to provide informed consent and the
researchers indicated that participants could refuse to
answer any of the questions and could respond to them
with as much detail as they felt comfortable sharing.
The questionnaire contained four sections. The first
section aimed to capture participants’ demographic
information, including age, gender, degree, year of
study, area of specialization, research-stream or coursestream degree program, previous graduate degrees, and
their status as domestic or international students. The
second section focused on the career aspirations of the
participants, as well as the number of publications, such
as peer-reviewed articles, conference proceedings, book
chapters, and book reviews. The first two sections were
important to better understand the participants and
contextualize their responses. The next section explored
participants’ experiences on publishing, which included
practices that were helpful, as well as the barriers that
impeded their efforts to publish. The last section
inquired about suggestions for needed supports when
trying to publish (i.e., supports that were not available,
but if they had been, would have been helpful). In these
open-ended questions (e.g., publication experience,
helpful influences, etc.), students were not limited to a
singular choice and were encouraged to generate
responses based on their experiences. After the
questionnaire was filled out, all participants received a
$10 gift card as an honorarium.
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Table 1
Participants’ Preferred Career Focus
Code
Practice-Based
Post-Secondary
Research-Based
Unsure
Note. n indicates the frequency with which participants endorsed the code.
Participants. There was a total of 30 graduate
students who elected to participate in this survey, all
from the researchers’ university of affiliation in western
Canada. These participants were enrolled in education
graduate programs. Of the participants, 27 identified as
women, two as men, and one declined to indicate
gender. Participants’ ages ranged from 23 to 49 (M =
35, SD = 8.60). For level of education, 12 participants
indicated being enrolled in a doctoral program (i.e.,
Doctor of Philosophy or Doctor of Education), and 18
participants indicated being enrolled in a masters’
program, including Master of Education, Master of
Science, or Master of Arts. Regarding their student
status at the university, 25 students were domestic
students and five were international students.
Data analysis. Although the survey was openended, participants’ responses tended to be short (i.e., a
few words or two to three sentences). As such, the
researchers chose to use summative content analysis as
this approach allows researchers to sort broad and brief
responses in the raw data with other like responses to
form themes (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Lichtman,
2013). Specifically, the researchers looked for key
phrases within each participant’s responses to questions
and created preliminary codes based on their
understanding of these key phrases. The researchers
then compared these individual codes for similarities
and dissimilarities across participants’ responses to
each question. The researchers then created formal
codes based on these group comparisons and calculated
the frequency with which participants endorsed each
code (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). These frequencies do
not represent the importance of the code to the
participant and instead provide insight into how
common of an experience it was among participants in
this needs assessment.
After completing the data analysis, the researchers
invited an independent reviewer to evaluate the codes
based on Yardley’s (2000) criteria for qualitative
research. Specifically, the reviewer determined the
codes’ (a) sensitivity to context (i.e., is the method
appropriate to the type of data and material of the
data?), (b) commitment and rigor (i.e., do the findings
appropriately address the research questions?), (c)
transparency and coherence (i.e., is it clear how the

n
18
13
3
1

codes were formed?), and (d) impact and importance
(i.e., do the codes share critical insights?). Based on this
evaluation, the researchers further refined the codes.
Findings
The aim for this needs assessment was to investigate
education graduate students’ experience in publishing.
As such, this section starts with a review of participants’
contextual information regarding their career aspirations
and publication experience. There is then a discussion
around the specific influences relevant to their
experience in publishing, including influences that were
helpful or barriers to engaging in the publication process,
as well as supports that could be helpful.
Contextual Information
Within academia, there could be a perception that
education graduate students who are focused on
practice may not be interested or involved in publishing
their scholarly work (Lambie & Vaccaro, 2011; Ramli
& Muchsini, 2019). To explore whether or not that was
the case for our participants, we asked for their career
aspirations along with their experiences, or lack thereof,
with the publication process. By understanding their
career aspirations and their publication experience, we
aimed to understand if, for the participants in this needs
assessment, there is evidence for this perception. For
career aspirations see Table 1; specifically, in this needs
assessment, a majority of participants indicated being,
or wanting to be, involved in a practice-based setting
(e.g., teaching or counseling within schools). Almost
half of the participants reported being or wanting to be
in a post-secondary setting where they would have
shared focus on practice as well as research. Only three
participants shared a preference for a primarily
research-based focus for their career.
Turning to experience in the publication process,
participants indicated having diverse previous
publishing experience, as shown in Table 2. Almost
half of participants shared that they had prepared a
manuscript, and of those, almost all indicated that they
had submitted the manuscript to a peer-reviewed
journal for publication. Of those that submitted their
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Table 2
Students’ Previous Publishing Experience
Code
Manuscript Prepared
No Experience/Attempt
Manuscript Submitted
Manuscript Accepted
Conference Presentation
Thesis-Based
Research Assistant Project-Based
Acknowledgement
Poster Presentation
Note. n indicates the frequency with which participants endorsed the code.

n
14
13
12
8
5
4
2
1
1

Table 3
Influences Participants’ Found Helpful to Publishing
Code
No Responses/Not Applicable
Encouraging & Specific Feedback
Supervisor
Instructor
Journal Status
Personal Motivation
Research Team
Mentor
Course Structure
Familiarity with Publishing
Institutional Culture of Research
Workplace Expectation of Publishing
Note. n indicates the frequency with which participants endorsed the code.
manuscript for review, over half reported being
accepted for publication. This is a surprising result as
acceptance rates for peer-reviewed journals tend to be
low; however, participants did not indicate the relative
status of the journals into which they were accepted
(e.g., impact factor), nor did they indicate their position
in authorship (e.g., first author).
Some participants did indicate how they were
involved in the publication process, including through
content based on their thesis research or work as a
research assistant, or through an acknowledgement. As
well, for the participants that at least prepared a
manuscript for publication, four indicated having an
encouraging experience, and six shared having a
discouraging experience with publication. This suggests
that, although being accepted for publication is a
prestigious and valuable experience for any graduate
student, the process could be further enhanced to
constructively support graduate students’ development
as emerging scholars.
Although almost half of participants in this needs
assessment indicated that they had some experience

n
11
9
7
4
5
3
3
2
1
1
1
1

with at least preparing a manuscript, nearly all in the
other half reported that they had no experience or had
not attempted to engage in publication or present at
academic conferences. Only five participants endorsed
giving conference presentations, including poster
presentations, even though it was included as an
explicit example in the survey question, given that
conference presentations tend to be students’ first
steps into the peer-review process. Taken together
with their career aspirations, these findings suggest,
for the participants in this needs assessment, having
practice-focused career aspirations did not preclude
them from engaging, and having success in, the
publication process.
Helpful Influences
Shifting to what education graduate students found
helpful when engaging in the publication process,
participants identified a variety of influences, noted in
Table 3. About half of participants referred to a range
of individuals who were helpful to their publication
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success, either by offering guidance, information, or
encouragement. In particular, participants’ responses
suggested a hierarchy of individuals who were helpful.
Most frequent were supervisors, which is not surprising
given that supervisors would likely have the most
interaction with students and knowledge of their work
and skills. Next were course instructors, followed by
research teams, and finally mentors (i.e., peers or
faculty who were not supervisors or course instructors).
This hierarchy of individuals suggests that students
prefer and/or need direct support (i.e., mentorship)
when first engaging with the publication process.
Along with indicating a range of individuals, about
a third of participants shared that helpful influences to
engaging in the publication process were receiving
specific and positive feedback from journals (e.g., how
to improve the manuscript, as well as areas of strength).
This suggests that students benefitted from the
mentorship and scaffolding provided through
engagement with journals.
A few participants each mentioned that being
familiar with the publication process (e.g., working as
an admin support for a journal), having personal
motivation to publish (e.g., to see work disseminated),
and being in a course, work, or academic environment
that had the expectation or culture of publishing was a
helpful influence for engaging in the publication
process. These findings suggest that having knowledge
about the publication process, along with being part of
an environment where there is an expectation of
publication, could facilitate engagement with
publishing. Of note, when indicating what was helpful
in engaging in the publication process, over a third of
participants did not report any experience or person.
Barriers
The barriers encountered by participants in this
needs assessment mirrored the helpful influences, as
shown in Table 4. Specifically, almost two-thirds of
participants in this needs assessment indicated that they
had insufficient knowledge about the publication
process, which prevented them from engaging in it.
Specifically, many participants shared that they did not
understand the publication process (e.g., the steps to
publish a manuscript or which journals to target). This
finding suggests that these participants perceived that
they required this background knowledge before they
could engage in the publication process. Over half of
participants in this needs assessment indicated that a
lack of support from a mentor (e.g., either their
supervisor, course instructor, or a peer) prevented them
from engaging in the publication process. This finding
corresponds with the finding noted earlier in helpful
influences that participants perceive support from
others as important for engaging in the publication
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process. These findings also align closely with previous
research findings (e.g., Doran et al., 2014) that
highlighted a potential lack of formal teaching of
publication skills in graduate courses and curricula.
Additionally, a third of participants did not feel
confident or secure about their skills and the quality of
their work to write a publishable manuscript; their
responses reflected their uncertainty about the
publication process (e.g., not knowing where to begin),
as well as fear and worries of receiving harsh criticisms
from journals. Moreover, these participants reported
thinking that they did not have the ability or skills to
translate their academic work into publishable
manuscripts. These findings potentially highlight the
need for graduate programs to support students in
developing not only the skills for engaging in the
publication process, but also the confidence in those
skills and their scholarly work to do so.
Lastly, close to one third of participants also
reported not having enough time in their graduate
studies as a barrier to engaging in the publication
process. Three participants indicated a perceived lack of
opportunities to publish throughout their degree as a
barrier to engaging in the publication process. These
findings suggest that, even though there is often an
inherent expectation within graduate programs that
students engage in publishing, the participants in this
needs assessment lacked explicit requirements to
allocate their time in the program to publishing, as well
as lacked identification of publishing opportunities in
which they could engage.
Of note, there was only one participant who
indicated that they were not interested in publishing,
which suggests that lack of desire to publish was not a
frequent barrier to publishing. Unfortunately, given the
static nature of online surveys (Lefever, Dal, &
Matthiasdottir, 2007), additional contextual reasoning
for this participant’s lack of interest is not known.
Supports Needed
Participants identified various supports that they
perceived as potentially being helpful to engage in the
publication process, as detailed in Table 5. Over half of
participants indicated that both formal education in how
to publish and write for a journal, as well as writing
mentorship (i.e., supervisors, instructors, peers), would
be helpful to develop a publishable manuscript.
Participants elaborated that they needed structured
education regarding information about the general
publication process, as well as the practical skills and
steps to publish (e.g., transforming scholarly work into
a journal manuscript format). Moreover, participants
shared that they needed opportunities to receive
individualized and ongoing guidance and learning from
mentors throughout the manuscript development
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Table 4
Barriers Participants Encountered in Trying to Publish
Code
n
Lack of Knowledge
18
Lack of Support (i.e., mentor)
16
Lack of Confidence/Ability
10
Lack of Time
7
Lack of Opportunities
3
Lack of Interested
1
Note. n indicates the frequency with which participants endorsed the code.
Table 5
Supports Participants Described to be Needed to Help them Engage in the Publication Process
Code
n
Writing Mentorship
19
Publication and Writing Education
16
Supervisor
5
Program Structure/Time
7
Publication Opportunities
2
Confidence
1
Funding
1
Note. n indicates the frequency with which participants endorsed the code.
process. Participants indicated that their publication
mentors could be supervisors, another faculty member,
advisor, instructor, peers, or a research team. These
findings complement those in the helpful influences and
barriers sections. Specially, many participants in this
needs assessment indicated that explicit instruction and
mentorship were the keys to whether or not they
engaged in the publication process.
Additionally, almost one third of participants
reported that having more time in their program would
potentially enable them to engage in the publication
process. Two participants indicated that being explicitly
informed of opportunities would be helpful for them to
be involved in publishing. One participant noted that
improving personal confidence and funding could also
support them to take part in publication. These findings
imply that some of the participants in this needs
assessment would benefit from requirements to publish.
Discussion
Due to the gaps in the literature about graduate
students' experiences with publishing, the researchers
conducted a needs assessment using the ELT model,
developed by Kolb (2014) and then revised by Morris
(2019), to conduct an empirical inquiry on this topic.
Specifically, the needs assessment aimed to explore
how education graduate students were learning to
publish with respect to the first two stages of Kolb’s
ELT model (2014): concrete experiences with

publishing and students' observation and reflections on
their experiences with publishing, i.e., what helped or
hindered them from publishing and what supports were
needed to facilitate engagement with publishing. The
key findings from the current needs assessment suggest
that, for participants, in-person mentorship was the
most useful influence for them, as they reflected that it
was this concrete experience that helped them to
develop skills in publication. When participants did not
have this concrete experience, then they reflected that
they struggled to engage in the publication process.
These findings are consistent with Pinheiro et al.
(2014), who found that co-authorship with mentors or
supervisors resulted in greater publication productivity.
Implications
Training

for

Education

Graduate

Student

Based on the findings from this needs assessment,
there were three implications for education graduate
student training in the publication process. First, the
students in this needs assessment reported experience in
the publication process even though they also indicated
that their career aspirations were primarily practicefocused. This suggests that students did not need to be
interested in a research career to have engagement in
publication. From an ELT perspective (Kolb, 2014;
Morris, 2019), this is an important implication for
education graduate training programs to be mindful of
providing concrete publication training to students who
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are interested in acquiring this skill set, regardless of
their degree focus. A potential benefit of encouraging
future practitioners to participate in publication is that
there will be a greater influence of research in practice,
as well as practice informing research (Knutson et al.,
2014; Ramli, & Muchsini, 2019).
Second, from the majority of the responses in this
needs assessment, it was clear that support from
knowledgeable mentors, such as supervisors and
instructors, was critical to engaging in the publication
process. Conversely, most participants in this needs
assessment were clear that lack of content knowledge
related to the publication process (e.g., journal
selection) kept them from engaging. These two
findings were corroborated by participants’ responses
to supports that would be helpful to engage in the
publication process. These findings reflect the second
step of ELT in that the participants observed that
mentorship and content knowledge training was
integral to success in publishing. Without this
mentorship and learning, education graduate students
may lack the ability and self-efficacy to progress to
the third stage of ELT (i.e., generalize skills for future
publication opportunities).
Last, journals provide the learning space in which
graduate students develop as emerging scholars in the
publication process. As gatekeepers of scholarly works,
journals, through the review process, inherently provide
feedback which contributes to the scholarly
development of authors, including graduate students.
The participants in this needs assessment indicated that
encouraging and constructive feedback was helpful in
engaging in the publication process. An important
implication for journals is that some participants in this
needs assessment noted feeling insecure about their
skills or thinking that their work was not of good
enough quality for publication (i.e., low self-efficacy),
which may prevent students from engaging in the
publication process (Huerta et al., 2017). Moreover, the
findings suggest that students highly regarded journal
feedback as they indicated worrying about receiving
overly critical feedback. As this feedback is an
opportunity to learn and to be mentored by esteemed
scholars in the field, according to ELT (Morris, 2019),
students need feedback that provide them with specific
guidance to effectively problem-solve to advance into
developing independent application of publishing.
Limitations and Future Research
This needs assessment had limitations that are
important when considering the findings. In particular,
participants
who
identified
as
men
were
underrepresented, which means that their voices
regarding the publication experience are not
comprehensively represented in the findings. Moreover,
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as participants contributed responses through an online
questionnaire, the researchers were unable to include
follow up questions to gain further detail about specific
experiences and perceptions (Lefever et al., 2007).
Finally, although the findings in this needs assessment
are not generalizable to the general graduate student
population, the experiences shared in this needs
assessment may have aspects that are transferable to
other academic disciplines and provide a base upon
which to engage in future exploration on this topic.
Future research could address these limitations by
exploring the experiences of gender diverse graduate
students to represent their voices. Alternatively, future
research could use semi-structured interviews to follow
up on findings in this needs assessment and gain a more
nuanced understanding of graduate students’
experiences. Through these semi-structured interviews,
researchers could also expand upon the ELT framework
in order to understand how students move from these
concrete publication experiences and reflections to
formation of abstract concepts regarding publication
skills, then testing these concepts in different academic
situations (i.e., steps three and four of ELT). Finally, it
would also be helpful to understand the perspectives of
supervisors, instructors, and graduate programs
regarding how they support graduate students to
publish. From these multiple perspectives, researchers
could obtain a more comprehensive understanding of
education graduate students’ publication experiences.
Conclusion
The goal of this needs assessment was to explore
education graduate students’ voices on publishing.
Based on participants’ responses, almost half of the
participants shared that they had prepared a manuscript
and submitted it to a peer-reviewed journal for
publication. Most participants reported that they
received support at some point throughout the
publishing process. Particularly, supervisors played a
role in students’ engagement in publishing. Regarding
barriers, most students reported a lack of knowledge in
the publication process, as well as a lack of support
from a mentor. In terms of needed supports, most
participants indicated that they wanted structured
formal education and training, as well as writing
mentorship, on publishing. Overall, if the expectation
of education graduate students is that they engage in the
publication process (Lambie & Vaccaro, 2011; Ramli &
Muchsini, 2019), then based on the participants’
experiences in this needs assessment, graduate students
need formalized training, such as tiered mentorship and
concrete instruction regarding publication. This training
may help graduate students to feel more supported in
their publication experiences and encourage further
participation as they move beyond training.
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The aim of this article is to discuss a portfolio of interventions used to improve student outcomes in
an accredited southeastern university’s baccalaureate nursing program. Faculty identified three
specific student-focused issues challenging student learning: (a) a steady trend of increasing student
enrollment, (b) increased difficulty level of the national licensure exam, and (c) lack of a structured
remediation/mentoring process to improve student skills. Increasing student enrollment challenged
faculty to explore teaching strategies designed for larger class sizes, to maximize teaching
effectiveness, and to use standardized exam results to inform curricular changes. A Learning
Improvement Team (LIT) was strategically formed with university resources; The Biggio Center for
the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning (BC), the Office of Academic Assessment (OAA), and
the School of Nursing. Faculty, particularly junior-level, are taking the lead role in implementing
pivotal changes in courses. Strategies include student learning outcomes improvement efforts as a
departmental goal and expectation, dashboard communication for data-based curricular decisions,
faculty workshops spotlighting successful classroom strategies, and interdisciplinary university
partnerships. Lessons learned included recognition of the need for congruent faculty role expectations
and workload, as well as awareness of the critical role of institutional support and collaboration. This
successful partnership positively impacted nursing faculty, transformed departmental culture, and
improved student outcomes.

Students are continually challenged to perform
academically at a high level and make small behavioral
changes to yield big benefits in achieving success in a nursing
program. Popkess and Frey (2016) posit that nursing
students may underestimate, or lack comprehension of, the
numerous challenges found in the journey through nursing
school. Although numerous sources recommend integrating
student success programs into curricula and policies, there are
barriers to sustaining these efforts. Despite due diligence and
good intentions, faculty committed to improving teaching
skills face many barriers. These include heavy faculty
workload, faculty perception of lack of competency to
remediate, inexperienced faculty, and a generalized
perception of remediation being the responsibility of students
rather than faculty (Jeffreys, 2012; Mee & Schreiner, 2016).
Faculty need institutional and departmental support that can
adequately address needs and deficiencies and provide
resources to improve student learning. Nursing programs also
must have a process in place to define “at-risk” parameters
and identify students early to personalize a remediation plan
based on the student’s self-evaluation coupled with faculty
support (Elder, Jacobs & Fast, 2015). Given these
challenges, it is important that students have access to faculty
who can facilitate resolution of problems that could interfere
with student progression through undergraduate programs. In
addition, faculty must have relevant support (Elder, 2015;
Mills, Wilson & Bar, 2001).
Faculty members in one accredited baccalaureate
nursing school program in a large southeastern
university identified three specific student-focused
issues challenging student learning. These included: (a)
a steady trend of increasing student enrollment, (b) a

significant increased difficulty level of the National
Council Licensure Exam (NCLEX-RN®) exam in
Spring 2013, and (c) lack of a structured remediation/
mentoring process to improve student skills. The steady
trend of increasing annual student enrollment challenged
faculty to employ teaching strategies designed for larger
class sizes. Faculty members focused on systematic
efforts to increase the level of difficulty in exams in order
to align more closely with questions written at the
application level of Bloom’s taxonomy or above-- versus
the previous lower levels of knowledge and
comprehension. The purpose of this article is to discuss
a portfolio of interventions used to improve student
learning outcomes and remediation/ mentoring process
efforts in a baccalaureate nursing program. The
strategies described emerged from the formation of a
unique partnership focused on faculty development and
academic assessment and termed the Learning
Improvement Team (LIT). The project was reviewed by
the University IRB and determined Not Human Subjects
Research (NHSR).
Review of Literature
Montenegro and Jankowski (2017) discuss learning
outcomes as a process with statements that clearly address
what students should know and be able to demonstrate upon
completion of a course, academic program, and use of
student services. These learning outcomes statements must
align with the department’s goals and the mission of the
university. Additionally, through carefully constructed
learning outcomes statements, students must understand
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departmental expectations as a guide for future career growth,
thus necessitating the importance of using intentional
language (Adelman, 2015; National Institute for Learning
Outcomes Assessment, 2016).
Faculty must first understand major concepts of
how to ensure student learning and how to motivate
students to learn. Learning theories benefit faculty by
offering various dimensions and dynamics when
challenged with the concept of improving student
learning. Butts and Rich (2018) explain learning
theory’s foundations in psychology and ethics
regarding how learning occurs. Student learning is
complex and occurs in individual courses, general
education core courses, clinical experiences, and
student life. While there exists an abundance of
literature to support faculty employing multiple
teaching strategies to meet the needs of individual
student learning styles, students should be encouraged
to seek, develop, and practice alternate ways of learning
(Lown, & Hawkins, 2017; Revell & McCurry, 2010).
There are many tools and techniques used by
nursing faculty to identify gaps in student knowledge,
reinforce learning, and improve standardized
examination scores. There are many ways student
learning is assessed, and among these are adaptive
quizzing and computerized testing with remediation
which provide baseline data that help faculty gauge
student preparedness and readiness for additional
content. There is an ever-growing body of literature on
various strategies employed by faculty to increase the
likelihood that students will pass the NCLEX-RN, the
gateway to nursing practice, on the first attempt. In a
retrospective study of 761 nursing students from one
rural, public state university, Palmer, Shanty, Labant,
and Rossiter (2017) reported that a significantly high
number of students reached the established program
benchmark when the answers and rationale feature was
turned off in practice assessment exams within several
courses. However, students had the option to utilize the
review topic feature, which was found to be more
beneficial to student success. Faculty can readily
translate this strategy to structured NCLEX-RN
preparation activities which would most likely be of
benefit to students as they prepare for the exam.
Additionally, establishing solid baseline data enables
programs to chart how well students learn over time and
informs curricular changes, which contribute to learning
improvement for students in the program, as well as for
the program itself (Maki, 2002).
Blozen (2017) incorporated semi-structured
interviews in a qualitative study to identify factors that
facilitate and inhibit student success in an accelerated
nursing program and the pathway to NCLEX-RN
success. Strategies employed included practicing
NCLEX-RN style questions, clinical experiences,
faculty support, and a review course. Student
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participants reported that the most helpful strategy
leading to success was answering NCLEX-RN style
questions. To a lesser extent, clinical experiences and
family, faculty, and peer support contributed to passing
the exam. The relationship between critical thinking
skills as a predictor of NCLEX-RN success has been
explored a limited number of times (Facione & Facione,
1997; Giddens & Gloeckner, 2005; Romeo, 2010;
Shirrell, 2008). Kaddoura, Van Dyke and Yang (2017)
gathered data from one accelerated nursing program for
a retrospective, ex post facto descriptive study. Entry and
exit Health Education Systems Incorporated (HESI)
critical thinking test (CT) scores of 110 accelerated
students were analyzed. Findings indicated that entry
and exit critical thinking skills scores were significant
predictors of first-time successful pass rates.
Whereas the role of faculty members is crucial in
course design, writing learning objectives, and
considering proper assessment of student learning, there
must be accountability from both faculty and higher
education leadership to sustain efforts (Liu, Bridgeman
& Adler, 2012). Specific principles for effective
assessment include embedding assessment into
institutional processes, securing support from
administrative leadership, making resources available
for faculty while supporting the professional
development of faculty and staff members, providing a
vision for assessment, encouraging space for discussion
and collaboration, engaging ownership of assessment,
and sharing information widely regarding assessment.
(Baker, Jankowski, Provezis & Kinzie, 2012). The role
of administrative support to student success is critical,
especially in the addressing of motivational problems of
faculty, ensuring of adequate resources affecting faculty
workload, and “buy-in” of faculty to student learning
assessment strategies. In higher education there must be
clear goals and continual work toward improving results.
Factors affecting faculty members’ motivation include
increasing confidence in teaching ability and assessment
practices; removing unnecessary policies, procedures, or
barriers; and supporting the development of faculty’s
strong interest value (Liu et al., 2012; Sujitparapitaya,
2014). Hutchings (2010) addresses challenges in
achieving faculty involvement. To promote faculty
involvement, institutional leadership must provide
numerous ways to align assessment with the scholarly
work of faculty, incorporate assessment into the regular
work of teaching and learning, create a safe and
sustained place for faculty development, and create
spaces and occasions for constructive assessment
conversation and action.
The Learning Improvement Team
Maki (2002) addresses the importance of assessment
becoming a collective means whereby colleagues discover
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the fit between institutional or programmatic expectations for
student achievement.
Fortunately, the Learning
Improvement Team was strategically in place at the
institutional level and included The Biggio Center for the
Enhancement of Teaching and Learning (BC) and the Office
of Academic Assessment (OAA). The combined efforts and
synergy provided collaborative resources to the Nursing
School to offer targeted teaching and learning support via the
LIT initiative. Additionally, the School of Nursing is among
six other university departments/schools that are currently
participating in a targeted process aimed at improving student
learning unique to departmental goals. The LIT initiative
leveraged a collaborative Learning Improvement Model
(Fulcher, Good, Coleman, & Smith, 2014) to focus faculty,
educational developers, and assessment professionals on
student learning improvement. Over a six-month period, the
collaboration team focused on impacting one programmatic
student learning outcome. To help facilitate choosing the
learning outcome, faculty development and academic
assessment professionals held three meetings for a total of
approximately six hours of interaction, with the School of
Nursing’s leadership team to investigate existing learning
outcome data, discuss aspirational goals for student learning,
and plan interactions with larger groups of nursing faculty.
An overview of the specific elements of these interactions
included a kick-off brainstorming celebration in which the
School of Nursing leadership team focused in on the NCLEX
competency/student learning outcome targeted for
improvement, a follow-up meeting with leadership which
included inspirational literature (e.g., Kotter’s model of
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change), and an empathetic approach to enlisting the entire
nursing faculty’s buy-in to the project. A set of reflective
prompts were used to further sharpen and focus specific
student learning outcomes. The ensuing departmental
workshop was structured on identifying a learning
intervention in which faculty teams were sorted by primary
teaching year in the program. Faculty identified teaching
strategies already employed in classes to support student
learning related to infection control. BC and OA
professionals led the group in a gallery walk distillation
exercise, in which the unfolding case study approach was
unanimously chosen as the intervention of choice.
Nursing programs commonly utilize standardized
HESI testing throughout pre-determined courses to
evaluate mastery of course concepts and content. The
Exit HESI exam is an all-inclusive exam used to validate
knowledge learned throughout the entire nursing
program (Schooley & Kuhn, 2013). Langford and
Young (2013) reported an increasing number of nursing
programs throughout the United States administer the
Exit HESI standardized examination as a 96% - 99%
precise indicator of successful passage for first-time test
takers of NCLEX-RN exam. Exit HESI scores were
compared to NCLEX pass rates for three cohorts of
graduates from the School of Nursing. Figure 1
illustrates a positive correlation of this indicator.
Although the correlation was slight, faculty found this
information helpful as it validated Langford and
Young’s (2013) report that the Exit HESI is an indicator
of first time NCLEX-RN success.

Figure 1
Exist HESI Compared to 1st Time NCLEX Success
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Table 1
NCLEX Test Plan Reports Comparison of Client Needs Categories to National Population
2015
2016
2017
Management of Care
64
68
52
Safety & Infection Control
49
55
44
Health Promotion Maintenance
56
62
51
Psychosocial Integrity
47
66
52
Basic Care & Comfort
51
55
43
Pharmacology
54
46
52
Reduction of Risk Potential
56
59
50
Physiological Adaptation
55
62
58
The National Council of State Boards of Nursing
(NCSBN) Program Reports provide nursing programs
throughout the nation with specific data related to
student performance on the NCLEX. The NCLEX-RN
Program Report provides information in four primary
sections: 1) the Summary Overview, 2) the NCLEX-RN
Test Plan Report, 3) the Content Dimension Reports, and
4) the Test Duration/Test Plan Performance Report.
Additionally, the Program Report compares graduate’s
performance on a regional and national level. Faculty
intently examined two sections of the Program Report—
the NCLEX-RN Test Plan Report and Content
Dimension Report—for three cohorts of graduates from
the School of Nursing. The Client Needs category is the
majority of the Test Plan Report and based on the
NCLEX-RN test plan. The test plan is divided into four
major categories with two of these categories further
organized into six subcategories: 1. Safe and Effective
Care Environment, including the subcategories of
Management of Care and Safety and Infection Control;
2. Health Promotion and Maintenance; 3. Psychosocial
Integrity; and 4. Physiological Integrity, including the
subcategories of Basic Care and Comfort,
Pharmacological and Parenteral Therapies, Reduction of
Risk Potential, and Physiological Adaptation. Table 1
illustrates programmatic percentile rankings in each
content area based on the median performance of
graduates. Utilizing 50% as a benchmark, Safety and
Infection Control rankings dropped from 49% to 44% in
two of the three cohorts, whereas Psychosocial Integrity,
Basic Care and Comfort, and Pharmacology failed to
meet benchmark in only one out of three cohorts during
the three years.
The Content Dimension report provides information
related to graduates’ knowledge within six frameworks that
include Nursing Process; Human Functioning; Health
Alterations; Wellness/Illness Continuum; Stages of
Maturity; and Stress, Adaptation, and Coping. Table 2
demonstrates percentile rankings based on median graduate
performance in each of these content areas for the three
cohorts examined. Although there were areas below
benchmark in all six frameworks, ranging from 32% to
49%, the most significant student learning deficits were

identified within Human Functioning, which ranged from
36% to 49% as compared to national percentiles.
Faculty discussions related to findings within the
HESI/NCLEX blueprint data led to identification of focus
areas to improve programmatic student learning outcomes.
Because of mid-low range performance in the Client Needs
categories, there was deliberation about whether to focus on
one distinct area related to the NCLEX-RN test plan,
specifically within the Safety and Infection Control portion,
or to address all categories that fell below benchmark.
Faculty determined the most effective course of action would
be to focus on Safety and Infection Control in the Client
Needs area due to the lower percentiles within the past three
years and the fact that this category is the basis of the test plan.
Some of the Human Functioning aspects, such as Comfort,
Rest, Activity, Mobility and Nutrition, may be included as
focus areas in the future. Though departmental NCLEX pass
rate and HESI scores were acceptable and the majority met
benchmarks, faculty expressed a desire to work
collaboratively in addressing key curricular and outcomesbased issues in monthly faculty meetings.
The team determined that a comprehensive approach
incorporating theoretical and clinical nursing components
across the curriculum would result in improved student
learning outcomes. The BC and OAA guided faculty
development efforts through facilitation of reflection and
visualization techniques based on adult learning theory. The
session began with faculty identifying the ways students learn
to apply safety and infection control concepts in coursework.
In this 2-hour “intervention brainstorm session” held in an
active learning classroom, BC and OA professionals led
faculty in a series or reflective prompts to identify and refine
the specific learning intervention that would have the most
positive impact on students’ infection control performance.
Working as teams, colleagues specifically identified where
the content was taught throughout the curriculum, as well as
how the concepts were applied in clinical experiences.
Assignments and activities currently used to introduce,
reinforce, and master the safety and infection control
knowledge and skills were written on the glass boards and
displayed as a gallery throughout the active learning
classroom. Faculty participated in a “gallery walk” to process
this information relative to individual course content and
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Table 2
NCSBN Content Dimension Reports Comparison to National Population
2015
2016
Assessment
54
57
Analysis
58
55
Planning
61
68
Implementation
54
55
Evaluation
55
46
Nursing Process
Protective Functions
59
55
Sensory-Perceptual
53
57
Com, Rest, Act, Mob
48
54
Nutrition
49
57
Growth & Develop
53
61
Fluid-Gas
62
58
Psychosocial Cultural
51
57
Elimination
48
50
Health Functioning
Health Alterations
CV
55
54
Endocrine
61
59
GI
57
60
Reproductive
51
60
Integ/MS
49
56
Immune
53
51
Neuro
54
64
Psychosocial
52
56
GU
52
57
Respiratory
53
61
Health Promotion
46
58
Health Maintenance
54
49
Health Restoration-Acute/Simple
58
58
Health Restoration-Acute/Complex
48
66
Wellness/Illness Continuum
Stages of Maturity
Natal
62
55
Childhood
51
55
Adolescence
54
70
Adulthood
55
61
Older Adulthood
60
57
Lifespan
47
52
Stress, Adaptation & Coping
Physiologic needs
61
59
Self-concept
48
60
Role function
53
32
Interdependence
57
64
understand better where and how the concepts are introduced
or reinforced in other courses in the curriculum. Once the
safety and infection control content was viewed from a
holistic perspective, faculty identified and discussed
strategies that could be implemented across the entire
curriculum. Suggested strategies included both abstract and
concrete exercises such as unfolding case scenarios based on
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2017
58
50
52
49
46
49
49
36
48
50
55
52
47
48
60
52
56
48
47
51
51
48
53
53
49
51
51
49
46
59
50
57
50
49
55
57
63

clinical problems and laboratory/simulation activities
discussed as patient scenarios versus an isolated psychomotor
skill performance. For example, while students practice
insertion of indwelling catheters, faculty would discuss
consequences of improper technique and potential
complications encountered during the procedure. Faculty
then divided into small working groups to identify a plan of
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action for incorporating safety and infection control concepts
into individual courses and discussed criteria and evaluation
tools that would best assess students’ performance relative to
infection control. A timeline for implementation was
constructed, and a follow-up meeting was scheduled.
Results
The results of this analysis led to selection of teaching
strategies to promote higher order thinking related to safety
and infection control content in all courses throughout the
curriculum. Evaluation of student learning outcomes in
safety and infection control concepts is tracked each
semester. The HESI data for the first cohort of students who
benefitted from the newly-implemented teaching strategies
revealed an aggregate score of 956, which exceeded the 850
benchmark and previous cohort scores. While improvement
in student learning is expected, the process has been
transformational for faculty and departmental culture as well.
Faculty, particularly junior-level colleagues, are taking the
lead role in implementing small, yet pivotal changes in
courses. Included in the efforts are designing interactive and
engaging classroom activities, creating simulation vignettes,
leading “brown-bag” sessions for faculty, discussing
effective strategies, pursuing data-driven publications in peer
reviewed journals, and pursuing professional presentation
opportunities related to learning improvements.
Through this collaborative partnership, additional
support has been provided to newly on-board faculty
and junior faculty (less than 1 year experience teaching)
who need more dedicated/structured support for
professional growth in scholarly/research-related skills
and mentoring. For instance, the BC facilitates a yearlong program of professional development for new
faculty in the first two years at the university. The New
Faculty Scholars (NFS) program combines face time
with upper-level administrators, interdisciplinary
mentoring groups, and development workshops to aid
new faculty in career planning, navigating academic
cultures, and connecting to resources related to
teaching, research, and outreach activities. In the last
two years, 88% of new faculty in the School of Nursing
have participated in the NFS program.
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Lessons Learned
There were many lessons learned from this
collaborative effort implemented to improve student
outcomes. These lessons included:
•

Make student improvement a strategic goal from
administration to the faculty level. This includes
increasing visibility of faculty scholarship/research
in the areas of teaching and learning, as well as
community outreach and scholarship.

•

•
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Establish faculty commitment and ownership in
the process of improving student learning
outcomes, thus ensuring teaching excellence is
not only valued, but rewarded in faculty
promotion portfolios.
Strengthen infrastructure to facilitate a faculty
team-based model that combines senior and
junior-level faculty teams focused on, and
committed to, developing teaching strategies
that promote student learning of concrete and
abstract concepts, publishing findings, and
disseminating findings to local, national, and
international audiences.
Encourage these
faculty members to publish their strategies in
scholarly journals or web-based resources, such
as Quality and Safety Education in Nursing
(QSEN) teaching strategies.
Analyze and disseminate data-driven findings
to faculty and stakeholders/administration.
Data visualization/dashboard communication is
a priority for basing curricular decisions.
Additionally, formulation of action plans at the
course level should extend beyond student
support services.
Conduct faculty-led workshops for other
faculty that spotlight successful strategies or
models used in class. Schedule these sessions
over the lunch hour as a brown-bag format.
Participate in interdisciplinary partnerships to
incorporate teaching strategies beyond the
nursing discipline, and communicate findings
and student learning in diverse ways.
Promote honest dialogue with faculty about
personal and professional viewpoints of
remediation and mentoring as a skill base.
Teamwork is crucial to improving outcomes, but
there has to be a shared philosophy of methods of
this remediation and student success strategies
involving faculty. One of the most transparent
conversations we experienced was the perception
and concern of moving into a “hand-holding”
model of teaching that would not be ultimately
beneficial to maturing students and promoting
student success. This exchange exposed a need for
more congruency of expectations, workload, and
role refinement of faculty members and those
working in the student success program.
Construct, promote, and communicate high
expectations for both learners and faculty, thus
capitalizing on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation to
succeed and excel.
Incorporate innovative technology strategies
into
future
collaborative
partnerships:
incorporate partnerships with instructional
designers and distance learning experts.
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Through anthropological analysis, two professors—one Mestiza (Apache and Spanish American), one
Northern-Western European American (Danish, Swedish, German, French, English, and Irish), and six
Native American educational leadership doctoral students offer storied sketches of three college
professors on intersections of culture and college teaching. Professors took part in a year-long culture
and teaching faculty development project and engaged in cultural introspection to understand how their
values, identities, and cultural origins influence their teaching and interpretations of students.
Researchers used open thematic and metaphorical analysis of published cultural autobiographies,
teaching observation notes, and interview transcripts for each professor to develop storied sketches of
their meaning making of culture and teaching. Professors’ cultural self-reflections yielded original
insights about teaching across cultures. Authors share paths forward for culture and teaching
introspection and for developing teaching across cultural strengths and ways of being.

It is helpful to look at where you come from to better
understand the current perspectives you have, but also
to help shape new ideas for the future. – Catherine N.
Montoya, 2018
To facilitate complex learning among students,
teaching benefits from the strengths and wisdom of
many cultures (Chávez & Longerbeam, 2016). When
faculty explore cultural selves in relation to teaching,
student learning improves, and faculty gain insight
into our cultural influences on teaching and
interpreting students, as well as how our teaching is
experienced and interpreted by students (see 25
culture and teaching autobiographies in Longerbeam
& Chávez, 2016). This anthropological study provides
insights from and about three professors who
participated in a yearlong faculty development project
on intersections of culture, teaching, and learning.
Culture, a term from the field of anthropology, is a
foundation of individual and collective assumptions,
values, beliefs, priorities, and behaviors developed by
a population over time, shared by a group of people,
and passed from generation to generation through
teachings by family, culture, Tribe, and community
(Deal & Peterson, 2009; Kuh, 1993; Mead, 1971).

academic and teaching cultural characteristics
originate primarily from German conceptions of
knowledge and research (the scientific method) and
Oxford, English conceptions of teaching (lecture,
recitation, exam, and writing). Yet even Northern
European cultures vary across a wide range of
academic and personal cultural practices.
“The twenty-first century is a turning point in the
country’s history in which opportunities exist to
change the cultural paradigm of education and society
as a whole.” – Patrick C. Lewis-Jose, 2018
With this article, we explore cultural identities,
meaning making, and teaching practices to explore
the richness of culture faculty bring to their
teaching, while identifying cultural assumptions
made, values enacted, and possibilities discovered
through development of teaching across cultural
strengths. These professors engaged great courage
to delve deeply into their own sense of self, culture,
teaching, and interpretations of students. Each faced
discomfort as they, explored, and sometimes
questioned their own cultural assumptions, engaged
with students, crafted new pedagogies across a
balance of cultural norms, and made profound
changes in their own teaching across cultural
strengths.

Frameworks of Culture
Peoples around the world and within the United
States live within distinctive frameworks of culture.
Peoples of Color often have distinct cultures that
differ in sometimes profound ways from the
competitive, linear, component based, individualistic
norms often underlying U.S. higher education, where

Culture, Self-Reflection, and Teaching: A Review of
Literature
Deep writing and reflection develop understanding
of our identities (Garrod, Kilkenny, & Gomez, 2007),
open us to greater learning in our teaching (Cajete,
1994), and challenge us to think in new ways.

Chávez et al.
Reflection upon ourselves transforms our teaching
through the introspective process (Shim, 2018).
The ability to self-reflect, to grow as a person is an
important skill we can all utilize. Working within
our Indigenous communities we are constantly
reflecting on our ability to serve our students and
communities more effectively. What worked in our
communities might not work in our current
community, so it is imperative that we always take
the time to reflect on our practice to better
ourselves and the opportunities or experiences we
provide others. – Zane J. Rosette (2018)
Reflecting upon our early cultural learning and how
we were taught to learn provides insight into
assumptions we make and implicit biases we hold
about student learners and their learning
(Longerbeam & Chávez, 2016). Uncovering our
early and sometimes implicit messages about
learning yields a trove of insight into our teaching,
into the reasons why we teach the way we do, and
into what lies underneath our interpretations of
students. Teaching is profoundly influenced by our
own cultures of origin and yet for most takes deep
introspection to understand (Chávez & Longerbeam,
2016). Reflection is a powerful tool for uncovering
cultural influences in ourselves and within academic
systems and practices, as well as for naming
experiences with oppression and access to power
(Grande, 2004; Ibarra, 2001; Longerbeam, 2016;
Mihesuah & Wilson, 2004; Toyosaki, 2014). Also,
reflection
is
useful
for
recognizing
and
acknowledging privileges, especially when access to
privilege is difficult to name (Garrod et al., 2007;
Longerbeam, 2016). Reflection on social identities
such as culture—especially those related to power,
privilege, and oppression— positions us for a deeper
understanding of students (Toyosaki, 2014).
Reflection yields insight into how students
experience us as teachers and increases our ability to
understand students’ lived experiences (Flores
Carmona & Luschen, 2014) as learners:
In moments of grace I sometimes step outside
myself and watch my cultural performance from
afar. How do students experience me?—especially
those from cultures other than my own? Is my
teaching meeting their learning? I am embarrassed
to not-know. Few critical mirrors are offered, only
normalized ones. My culture is dominant in the
academy. Words, gestures, pedagogies—I am
amazed to not-know how I am perceived culturally
-- how I move into the world, speak, act out
culture. Occasionally the not-know is eased—I am
offered the gift of cultural knowing; so I seek it
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out, because the not-knowing diminishes learning.
And student learning is my heart. – Susan D.
Longerbeam
Many faculty ask students to reflect as a part of
course requirements, advising sessions, and class
sessions. Yet exceptional teachers ask of students only
what we are willing to ask of ourselves (Rendón, 2009;
Tisdell, 2003). When we commit to both reflexive
practice and engagement with students, we may find
courage to reflect deeply upon ourselves (Shim, 2018).
I met myself in a wood -- startled by who I really was,
greeting myself with all my bumps and bruises, all my
idiosyncrasies, all my strengths, all my fears. I found
joy and discomfort, sometimes simultaneously, as I
journeyed into knowing and becoming my authentic
self as a teacher. I looked into the mirror of my cultural
self and there found marvelous possibility in the
cultural selves of students. – Alicia Fedelina Chávez
There is little to be found in existing literature on how
culture influences teaching or ways that teachers’ cultures of
origin influence their teaching overall, choices and use of
pedagogies, or interpretations about students. Most existing
identity and college teaching literature is focused on race,
oppressive teaching behaviors toward specific populations
such as microaggressions, methods to develop identity
tolerance among students, and retention of ethnic
populations of students in college classrooms. There is
sparse existing literature specifically on how culture
influences college teaching (Longerbeam & Chávez, 2016).
However, some extant research focuses on college student
learning (Chávez, Ke, and Hererra, 2012; Chávez &
Longerbeam, 2016; Rendón, 2009), communication across
cultures in the classroom (Toyosaki, 2013), silence in the
classroom across cultures (Covarrubias & Windchief,
2009), and more generally on adult learning (Tisdell, 2003),
higher education (Ibarra, 2001), and scholarly reflexivity
across cultures (Tomaselli, Dyll, & Francis, 2008). One
promising trend is a new area of study, focused on higher
education within the Society for Applied Anthropology,
which has been developing over the last few years.
However, most of the focus is on areas other than college
teaching such as cultural aspects of policy and structural
systems. This study is meant to contribute a deep glimpse
into meaning made by three professors about intersections
of their own cultures of origin with their teaching.
The Culture and Teaching Faculty Development
Project
Thirty-seven faculty—19 from Northern Arizona
University with an enrollment at that time of over 30%
students of color, and 18 from the University of New
Mexico with an enrollment of over 62% students of
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color—participated in a yearlong project to develop
their teaching across cultures. These faculty engaged in
cultural introspection to understand how their cultural
values, assumptions, behaviors, and beliefs influence
teaching practice and interpretations of students.
Culture and teaching activities with participating
faculty included a two-day retreat, readings, regular
meetings, a culture and teaching autobiography,
consultations, and teaching observations (followed by
feedback and suggestions). Project leaders observed,
consulted with, and encouraged faculty to apply and
share how they developed their teaching practices
across cultures over time. At a final gathering of faculty
from both campuses, participants shared innovative
teaching practices, insights, and self-knowledge
developed about culture and college teaching.

To make meaning of our analysis of culture and
teaching for each of the three professors, we developed
our own concept of “storied sketches” to interweave
deep cultural analysis, meaning making, and discussion
by blending the tradition of a teaching story—an
ancient and continuing form of facilitating learning
(Cajete, 1994) and conducting every day research
(Wilson, 2008) common within Indigenous cultures—
merged with components of case findings. To make
meaning of each professor’s teaching, we offer “storied
sketches”: “storied” to share stories of their teaching
and making meaning through deep cultural narratives
underlying each individual’s way of being as teachers
and human beings and “sketches” to acknowledge that
even through thick description (Creswell & Miller,
2003), it is possible for us to offer only a glimpse of
who they are and the exploratory introspections they
engaged in during a year of delving into self, culture,
teaching, and learning. A key aspect of these storied
sketches is weaving a “mix of voices”: a singular
written voice of professors from their published culture
and teaching autobiographies; a conversational voice
between researchers and professors in semi-structured
interviews; and researcher voice describing teaching
practices from observing professors during their
teaching as well as adding interpretation about
intersections of culture and teaching. Crafting deeper,
lengthier storied sketches of each professor allowed us
to bring their teaching alive for readers through a mix
of voices and storied illustrations about teaching, to
offer complex interpretations, and to make meaning of
findings about intersections of culture and teaching.
We would like to thank Professors Kashanipour,
Oakes, and Montoya for their generosity and courage in
the use of their names so that we could analyze and
quote from both their published autobiographies and
their interviews, as well as describe their teaching
through our observations.

The Study: Journey of Inquiry
This study was designed as qualitative and
anthropological to explore deeply the underlying
cultural values, assumptions, behaviors, and beliefs
influencing participant identity, teaching philosophy,
interpretations of students, and pedagogical practices.
Data collection methods included reflective faculty
writing, interviews, and teaching observations. Faculty
participants wrote and submitted a culture and teaching
autobiography to identify and make meaning of
underlying cultural values and assumptions influencing
their teaching (see Longerbeam and Chávez, 2016 for
the instructions on writing a culture and teaching
autobiography). Faculty authors carried out teaching
observations and conducted 90-minute interviews. For
this study, three faculty, two from NAU and 1 from
UNM, were selected for deep cultural case analysis.
The three faculty were selected from the 37 participants
to provide a diversity of perspectives and background in
ethnicity/cultures of origin, academic subject area,
institution, and class type/size (see additional
participant information in the results section).
Participant data sets for each professor included
an interview transcript, published culture and teaching
autobiography, and teaching observation notes. Each
data set was analyzed by the authors applying open
thematic (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006) and autoreflexive ethnographic analysis (Tomaselli et al.,
2008) to consider concepts of self and other, as well as
metaphorical/symbolic (Wilson, 2008) analysis.
Special attention was given to analysis of cultural
norms including values, assumptions, and beliefs,
along with how professors made meaning of them in
relation to their lives, teaching, and students.
Thematic data analysis across the full 37 faculty
participants was published earlier with a Model of
Cultural Frameworks in Teaching and Learning (see
Chávez & Longerbeam, 2016).

127

Results & Discussion: Storied Sketches of Culture,
Teaching, and Learning
To enhance deeper understandings, we chose to
weave interpretations, meaning making, and discussion
through individual storied sketches of three faculty,
each highlighted in its own subsection. Each begins
with a quote by the professor that we hope captures the
spirit of their teaching, then describes, illustrates, and
makes meaning of key aspects of cultural origins and
their influences on teaching.
We would like to note and emphasize that the focus
of this study and project was to have professors explore
their own cultural origins and the ways in which these
origins influence their teaching practices and
interpretations of students. This means that culture as
academic course content was not the focus. Of the three
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professors storied here, only Professor Montoya, who
teaches in Ethnic Studies, included cultural academic
content and pedagogical activities designed to have
students explore culture. We experience in our research,
and in our work with faculty development, that higher
education discourse often confounds and prioritizes
course content on culture or a pedagogical focus on
student cultures with instructor cultural influences on
our own teaching practices and interpretations of
students. We find that faculty are often more
comfortable avoiding reflection about culture within
themselves, as well as denying any relationship
between culture and their academic subject, teaching
practices and philosophy, or student learning. We urge
the criticality of faculty introspection about how our
individual cultural values, assumptions, and beliefs
influence our teaching, as well as our interpretations of
students. For some, culture is unconscious and was not
spoken of overtly within their upbringing, and yet there
are ways to learn about our cultural origins through
anthropological analysis and reflection (see Chávez &
Longerbeam, 2016 for reflective exercises).

civilization: “To be Persian was to be tied to ancient
traditions that valued family, convention, and
conservatism” (Kashanipour, 2016, p.147). Yet with
this is a confluence of American life:

Rippling into the world: R.A. Kashanipour
“I believe it to be vital for students to reflect on
the particulars of their own conditions to identify
relations of authority and power that shape their world.
For instance, in many of my courses, I require students
to collect and reflect on the presence of issues raised in
the class as they appear in the world around them and
shape their perceptions” (Kashanipour, 2016, p. 147)
Professor Kashanipour, a teacher of history at
Northern
Arizona
University,
creates
deep
intersectional meaning from his cultural upbringing
with who he is, how he teaches, and the depth of
reflection and learning he wishes for students. In his
culture and teaching autobiography (Kashanipour,
2016), he provides insight into experiences as an
immigrant child growing up on the outskirts of Houston,
Texas and how those experiences influence his teaching
philosophy and practice. Central to his identity are
ethnicity, culture, and history, which he writes were
“constantly reinforced within my family household as
well as a feeling of being a conspicuous outsider”
(Kashanipour, 2016, p. 146). He explains, “I was five
years old in 1979 when I learned that my family was
marked as distinct, foreign” (Kashanipour, 2016, p.
143). Yet he also writes, “Unlike in the outside world, I
found few such sharp edges within my household”
(Kashanipour, 2016, p. 145). Persian and Jewish
heritage were sources of pride. His background is
important in both its contrasting nature as well as in
equal levels of importance each identity had in his life.
Kashanipour’s family on his father’s side identified as
Persian, which connected them to ancestors and ancient
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My parents taught myself and two siblings patriotic
songs and told stories of founding fathers. We
celebrated summers at the community pool and
made periodic voyages to the American Jerusalem
of Las Vegas and Disneyworld. We played
weekend softball. My Mother hosted weekly Bible
studies while my Father was a regular at the Indian
casinos. All this was the norm of life in suburban
America (Kashanipour, 2016, p. 145).
In addition, Kashanipour’s father was a practicing Shi’a
Muslim and his Mother a “German Jewish devout
evangelical Christian” (Kashanipour, 2016, p.145)
closely tied to the history of Jewish people in Germany.
Being Jewish and German necessitated the inclusion of
history within his family, particularly, that which
pertained to experiences during World War II. Though
his Mother practiced Christianity, she identified with her
Jewish background in terms of family experience with
the Holocaust. As Kashanipour notes, “Conversations of
my maternal family rarely extended beyond the
savageness of the twentieth century” (Kashanipour,
2016, p.147). Judaism is an important part of the family’s
historical narrative and Kashanipour’s own identity and
worldview. He writes, “The importance of ethnicity,
culture, and history were constantly reinforced within my
family household” (Kashanipour, 2016, p.146). Such
practice shows the value placed by family on ensuring all
three remained a significant part of the family’s
experience in the United States. While various aspects of
culture and history were reinforced within the family, the
differences within the family facilitated a culture of
acceptance and identity that transcended Muslim and
Christian Jew. Backgrounds were celebrated, while five
languages—Farsi, Arabic, German, Yiddish, and
English—were spoken in their household. The dynamics
and diversity of the family facilitated acceptance.
Perhaps the most profound results of the
diversity within Kashanipour’s family are not the
distinctions themselves, but rather the acceptance,
celebration, and embrace of differences. Viewed
from historical and contemporary perspectives,
Muslims and Jews are not expected to coexist, yet
Kashanipour’s family defies such perceived logic.
This resistance, in turn, created a new identity
dynamic for Kashanipour as he writes the following:
“In the day-to-day relations of my family, I witnessed
that individuals forge relationships regardless of
supposed boundaries. I learned of the malleability of
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culture and that distinction was always. In this vein, I
always experienced identity as fluid and subject to
change” (Kashanipour, 2016, p.147).
Kashanipour learned the value of individual negotiations
of culture, while continually recreating culture through
contributions to it. He facilitates learning among
students through this complex lens.
Interrogating history. Kashanipour’s pedagogical
practices and larger goals for student learning are
influenced by his upbringing, education, and cultural
identity and yet transcend them as well. He shares in his
autobiography, “I stress that history is a product of the
intersection of power, perception, and experience, which
are central to Paolo Freire’s theory of critical pedagogy”
(Kashanipour, 2016, p. 147). Considering Kashanipour’s
experiences as a cultural outsider during his formative
years, it is perhaps not surprising that he would subscribe
to a theory of critical pedagogy in which the established
order is questioned. Kashanipour describes three aims in
his teaching. The first is the desire to “push students to
confront stereotypes, inequities, and obfuscations in the
contemporary world by exploring their historical roots”
(Kashanipour, 2016, p. 147). Individuals and families
often relate to history as part of personal history, such as
Kashanipour’s maternal family remembering their
history with the Holocaust. He points out that stereotypes
have their own historical roots and are often normalized
in contemporary society. His second aim is to “get
students to move beyond their everyday world to
critically examine the past” (Kashanipour, 2016, p. 147)
and to “challenge common perceptions and popular
approaches” (Kashanipour, 2016, p.148). Oftentimes the
past is a difficult and messy thing to address, but it can
also be a foundation for resolution or new and deeper
understanding: “As individuals wrestle with beliefs and
practices they borrow widely from their unique and
distinctive backgrounds” (Kashanipour, 2016, p. 148).
Kashanipour’s third aim in teaching history reflects his
experience growing up as a perceived outsider by
teaching “the methodology of history as a method of
skeptical analysis” (Kashanipour, 2016, p.148). His
family, targeted on the basis of geopolitics, is a part of
his story; student learning benefits from his challenging
and fruitful approach of grappling with the complexities
of ethnicity and nationalism throughout geopolitical as
well as personal history.
In his interview, Kashanipour described how he
provides “students methods and models of how people
have dealt with these things,” referring often to
intersecting geopolitical stories students bring to the
classroom. He takes students further by providing tools
that go beyond the classroom and allowing them to
contend with historical as well as current challenges in a
meaningful way. For him it is equally important to
engage all students, especially when it comes to
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confronting stereotypes and difficult historical legacies.
Kashanipour considers it shortsighted to think that
history does not play a role in contemporary society, yet
he finds history often left out of discussions that involve
challenging topics such as race, ethnicity, prejudice, and
discrimination. Intersections of these topics are
purposeful and evident in his teaching practices. The
challenge he poses to students is to introspect, seek
outcomes that enhance students’ understanding,
facilitate wisdom, and improve human conditions. In his
interview, Kashanipour further explained his values,
expectations, and wishes for the students he teaches:
At a basic level, my fundamental objective is for
students to be a little uncomfortable in the sense of
seeing the world from a different perspective. This
could be historical, to look at things through
different lenses that they have experience with and
know a little bit about, but the ability to look at
problems from different perspectives. This could
be cultural, or historical, individual, or personal
and that sort of thing. That’s my overall objective,
and I have content objectives too. More
specifically that objective is that they are aware of
the contradictions of the world we live in, and as
contradictions evolve things come out of that like
social justice and human rights.
Kashanipour sees the importance of helping students
contextualize their perspectives through studying
history. He is purposeful in facilitating students’
questioning and interpreting history, as well as in
developing greater understanding in part through their
own sense of culture and identity. Kashanipour reflects
in his autobiographical writing on his youth:
…[[E]xperiences] taught me to value the individual
distinctions of everyone, to recognize that divisions
are often products of broader social and political
forces and celebrate those that stand in opposition to
injustice of the dominant norm, which is what I try to
impart to my students (Kashanipour, 2016, p. 148).
Kashanipour teaches students to use the lens of
historical and cultural analysis within their own lives, as
well as within a larger societal context, to develop
knowledge and encourage their development. His culture
and life experiences led him to effect change and he wants
to have an impact on students and empower them to effect
change in their own ways. He challenges students to
explore their own histories and to approach history
through skeptical analysis. For students of color, analysis
is an opportunity to explore position and power in relation
to dominant society. For students from dominant cultures,
analysis is an opportunity to explore privilege and
challenge biases. Kashanipour believes that while it is
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important for People of Color to reconcile their histories
and place in society, it is equally important for members of
the majority in society to reconcile historical legacies and
confront their impact on contemporary society. As a
professor, Kashanipour provides opportunities for students
to reconcile history through critical pedagogy and
encourages them to reflect inwardly and outwardly,
individually as well as collectively.

anti-war activists, “My parents, who do not believe in God,
have joined the Unitarian Church…so that my Sisters and I
will meet other non-believers…we sing anti-war songs and
songs of the civil rights movement” (Oakes, 2016, p. 86).
These actions displayed by her parents do not fit into the
social expectations of a White, middle-class family. She
goes on to mention a debate about the church becoming a
sanctuary and having heated discussions about the war with
her Father. “I have become a rebel child, although I still like
to look through the Sears Catalog” (Oakes, 2016, p. 86).
Oakes describes an individualistic culture in her
writing and interview, and she uses phrases such as “I”,
“my sister,” “my parents,” “others,” implying an
independent view of life which separates herself from
others. She defines herself based on personal traits that
are distinct (not part of a group). Her descriptions of
family life are also individualistic: “We have no close
extended family and are expected to leave home when
we go to college, never to return” (Oakes, 2016, p. 85),
and, “We were a solitary family and we spent long
hours in our separate rooms reading or working”
(Oakes, 2016, p. 86). It is these first-hand experiences
that become engrained in Oakes and later shape her
relationships and subsequently her ways of teaching,
relating to, and interpreting, students. Yet these are also
values for which she sometimes feels contradiction and
conflict in her teaching.
Oakes’ parents served as her first teachers. She
witnessed contradiction in her parents’ actions creating
in her what she describes in her autobiography as a
“divided heart.” Neither of her parents grew up middle
class.
Oakes focuses in her autobiography on
contradictory actions and beliefs within her family,
sharing that her father went to Harvard and “became an
outspoken supporter of civil rights in all its forms”
(Oakes, 2016, p. 86), yet, “his family continued to refer
to a part of Tulsa as ‘N(word)town’ decades later”
(Oakes, 2016, p. 86). She shares that her mother, who
also attended Harvard, “was born…in a household that
did not express emotions, didn’t show weakness, and
was extremely solitary” (Oakes, 2016, p. 86). Her
Mother could sing and tell jokes only in Spanish, giving
an impression that these activities were not present in
her own Swedish culture of origin. Her sisters and she
were encouraged to read from the family’s extensive
library that included Das Capital and Mein Kompf, yet
her Mother threw out all books of fairytales, which she
writes in explanation,“…because she didn’t think it was
good for girls to read about mythical princes riding to
the rescue” (Oakes, 2016, p. 86).
Oakes muses in her autobiography, “I am the conflicted
child of conflicted people” (Oakes, 2016, p. 87). Her parents
struggled with the Vietnam War, the Civil Rights
Movement, and their belief in God. She writes that her
father’s actions throughout his life were confusing to her:
“Though he remained a registered Republican, after college

A Divided Heart: Leslie S. Oakes
“I work to make my classes colorful, noisy at times,
physically active, and fun. We draw accounting concepts.
Sometimes we chant (students have to remember certain
accounting rules). Sometimes we act things out; we pound
on our desks whenever we talk about annuities due. We boo
liabilities and cheer assets” (Oakes, 2016, p. 88).
Professor Oakes is an accounting professor at the
University of New Mexico who teaches large entry-level
courses with uniquely engaging and relational practices and
a determination to understand students and facilitate their
learning and success. In many ways her culture, as well as
gender and upbringing, profoundly influence her teaching.
At age eight, she lived in Boise, Idaho with her father,
mother, and sisters. In her autobiography she describes her
mother as Swedish, yet born and raised in Mexico, and she
writes that her father “was born to a poor family in the
Ozarks, but his family became middle-class by bottling
Coca Cola” (Oakes, 2016, p. 86). She shares early scenarios
from her life depicting origins of her values of individualism
and hard work while navigating contradictions between her
own beliefs and gendered, heterosexual, middle class
societal expectations. She describes sitting on the floor with
her sister looking over the Sears and Roebuck Catalog—
picking out wedding dresses, furniture for her first home,
and baby things—where all the models were White. She
explains, “This scenario captures much of my deepest
identity or what Bourdieu would call the habitus, which is
White, middle-class, heterosexual, and gendered” (Oakes,
2016, p. 85). She describes her family expectation to get an
education and career and that they worked hard, did not
complain or ask for help, and overcame emotions. Oakes
expands in her autobiography on her upbringing in relation
to race, language, family, and culture:
…[W]e speak English, …[W]e watch White people
speak English on TV, …[O]ur teachers are White
Americans, … [W]e have no close extended family,
…in Boise girls get married and have families, …[W]e
are taught that we are individuals and responsible for
our own lives and actions (Oakes, 2016, p. 85).
These identities, relationships, and experiences serve as the
foundation for her core values, as well as some her family
and she consciously chose to leave behind. Oakes writes of
sitting with her Sister at the local YWCA with a group of
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never voted Republican again” (Oakes, 2016, p. 86). Her
mother was no different, writing that when she asked about
the meaning of life, her mother told her, “There was no
meaning of life” (Oakes, 2016, p. 86), yet pointed out that
her mother crossed the border for nearly 30 years of her life
to serve others. These contradictions impacted her and
influence her teaching. Her conflicted heart appears
throughout Oakes’ autobiography, interview, and teaching
observation, influencing her teaching in areas of diversity,
relationships, and her own growth and learning.
Diversity. Oakes values diversity instilled by her
parents. In her interview she reflects on her conscious
attempts to diversify her teaching: “I’m trying to find
other ways to allow people of all different cultures to
participate in a way that is comfortable for them.” She
creates opportunities for many processes of learning and
relating. During our teaching observation, Oakes made
personal connections with students in a variety of ways,
such as using student table tent name tags and moving
around the room encouraging individual students and
groups of students, often through humor. She seems to
understand that a one-size-fits-all education model does
not work in the ever-changing world her classroom
represents. Oakes makes a conscious effort to use a wide
diversity of pedagogies to engage students with the
subject, as well as with her and with each other. She
acknowledges struggles with elements of her upbringing
as she works to ensure that she is using a more balanced
cultural approach to teaching and learning.
Relationships. Oakes narrates conflicted memories
about childhood relationships through her writing. In
her interview, she communicated her attempts to build
strong relationships in her life and classroom and
described her own education: “I love to take classes as a
social act, sort of.” Researchers remarked during her
interview, “You really use humor a great deal and
interact constantly with students during your class.”
Creating a constant positive narrative is important,
especially in diverse classrooms where many students
are likely to originate in highly relational communities
(Cartledge & Kourea, 2008). In her autobiography she
explains, “I have encouraged them to work together and
have set up workshops on the weekend and Monday
night where they can meet and where I can help them
complete the assignments” (Oakes, 2016, p. 87). When
writing about a quiet student who rarely talks and is
helping another student, she notes, “Good. Now he’ll
have a friend” (p. 87). Oakes characterizes her teaching
role as facilitator, and she believes learning is a
collective, relational process.
Growth through students. Oakes strives to work
through her conflicted feelings and values through
interaction with students. In her autobiography she
describes how her long-held values of timeliness and
personal responsibility conflict with the very real lives
students have to negotiate, and in some ways she

navigates this because of her dedication to their
learning and success:
I am about to start class. Most of the students have
turned in their assignments. When the clock in the
room clicks to 9:30, I pick up the assignments, put
them away in a bag. Out of sight. Unreachable.
Several students come dashing into the room late.
Their assignments are not stapled. Three have not
brought a folder as instructed. I am annoyed. I will
not accept their smaller, weekly homework
assignments late. “No way,” a student protests
when I refuse to take her assignment. “Yes way,”
the class responds. They already know the rules
about late work, but they can drop almost half of
these small assignments, so the penalty is small.
I am torn.
I do not like students being late. I find it personally
insulting on some deep level. Work is work, and
play is play. Individuals are responsible for their
own destiny and must follow the rules. Also, I know
from experience that most of the students who are
late will not have completed their assignments
anyway. Most but not all and I really want students
to succeed. I want them to feel good about
themselves. Our lives are not fair. Some of these
students have family obligations, commute from
other places, are struggling with PTSD, and have
other barriers to education that I never faced. “OK,”
I concede. Just this one time (Oakes, 2016, p. 87).
Through her interactions with students and
attendance to reflection and empathy Oakes develops
understandings outside her own life. Oakes shares in her
interview, “I don’t like competitions unless they are
fun and no one really cares who wins,” and, “I just can’t
stand to have students be humiliated in my class or feel
frustrated...” She expresses the importance of making
students feel included because feelings of humiliation,
embarrassment, and failure interfere with student
learning. She feels internal struggle and shares in her
autobiography, “Maybe somewhere in my subconscious
I am still trying to overcome the feeling that as a
woman I don’t really know what I am doing, that, after
all, I am still a silly girl” (Oakes, 2016, p. 89). As a
child, she felt doubt and conflict; yet as an adult, her
relationships with a diversity of students encourage her
to respond in new ways.
Teaching as looking in a mirror.
Oakes
regularly looks through a mirror into her self-described
divided heart and conflicted cultural sense of self. She
is at times unsure, yet through reflection and through her
students she gains evolving perspectives. In her
interview Oakes discusses how she “struggled
internally with allowing students even a little bit of
leverage on due dates, classroom groupings, and
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grading… [yet learning how] profound this flexibility is
on learning, student feelings of safety in learning, and
on their trust of me as a professor.” The strategies she
uses in her classroom are not strategies she experienced
as a student, yet through her own self-reflective process,
she realizes the real needs of learners in her classroom.
Increasingly she strives toward a diversity of cultural
strengths, sometimes against her own comfort.
In her autobiography Oakes describes her values as
both individualistic and collaborative, considering her
work with students through a rear-view mirror of her
life. In her autobiography, Oakes clearly shows and
expresses individualistic values as though writing
headlines from her childhood, “education is work, and
work is serious, solitary, and silent, done in black ink on
white paper” (Oakes, 2016, p.88), and “some people
(people with formal education in recognized colleges)
are smarter and better than others” (Oakes, 2016, p. 88).
Yet she deeply wants all students to succeed—including
those raised with values very different from her own.
Oakes demonstrates much more than the individualistic
values common to her childhood—perhaps showing the
rebel evident in her upbringing. Oakes now uses many
techniques that move outside of more individual ways
of learning by engaging her students through mind,
body, emotions, and spirit, thus overcoming cultural
assumptions of her youth and the pressures to conform
within academe. She writes in her autobiography,

Professor Montoya teaches in Ethnic Studies at
Northern Arizona University and understands that his
cultural, ethnic, and racial identities are indelible parts,
including how students might interpret him as in a
particular identity “box”. He shares that as a teacher he
doesn’t ask students to think outside the box but asks
instead who created the box and what the box is for,
and then encourages them to challenge its very
existence. He writes in his autobiography about his
ethnic and cultural identity, “…I variously identify as
Latino, Chicano, Hispano, Mestizo, and as a
borderlander native and college professor of Ethnic
Studies” (Montoya, 2016, p. 164). He describes himself
as a “deliberate daydreamer,” writing about an
elementary teacher comment, “Mark’s work is
improving, but he still needs to work at a faster pace.
He daydreams quite a lot” (Montoya, 2016, p. 165).
Montoya sees his work as deliberate and slow paced—
and explains that daydreaming allows him to see things.
In his interview he shares that he pays attention as a
teacher and human being, even noticing when someone
is wearing fun socks, explaining that this seeing allows
him to create learning environments that encourage
intimacy and provide comfort for sharing. He learns
best through his own experiences, writing, “I am not a
narcissist, but I play one in the classroom” (Montoya,
2016, p. 163). He wants students to experience their
own deliberate daydreams and see themselves and the
world more deeply.
Montoya values language, the use and power of it. He
interprets storytelling as a use of language and upholds the
power of personal narrative. He writes in his autobiography,
“In the classroom, I am a storyteller. I did not always think
of storytelling as a pedagogical tool; I just know that I
usually remembered the stories my college professors
shared” (Montoya, 2016, p. 164). He believes students are
more apt to share their stories and become more capable of
seeing their own learning through the cultural processes
within which they were raised; as a result, he strives to
include many kinds of pedagogy in his teaching. Montoya
sees diverse learning as a path in life, not only his but his
students: that like him, they are able to process and
understand broad topics. He narrates being a “narcissist” in
his classroom, and at first glance the title to his
autobiography, Rage, Courage, Encourage: Citizenship in
the College Classroom, might lead some to think about
anger rather than how he defines himself. He shares that
rage, courage, and encourage are not neutral concepts.
Instead, he interprets, “…they involve respect, well-being,
dignity, empowerment, democracy, justice, and particularly
belonging” (Montoya, 2016, p. 164). He explains that we
must be just a bit narcissistic to learn from ourselves, our
own experiences, our own interpretations.
Rage. From Montoya’s perspective, rage is about
passion that leads to courage and creates a personal desire to
learn. In his autobiography, he writes the following:

I pair up students in class. I call pairs to the board to
demonstrate solutions to problems. I encourage
students to work together on everything except two
in-class exams. I have those exams in part because
of the pressure of colleagues who only have in-class
individual exams and in part because I am
conflicted (Oakes, 2016, p. 88).
Oakes’ experiences are filled with continuous social
interactions she characterizes as White middle-class, yet
she also experiences social justice and diversity events,
and diverse social interactions, allowing her to consider
life through differing lenses. Through stages of her life
and through many kinds of relationships, she
continuously evolves. Oakes muses in her
autobiography, “I now understand that students have
divided hearts, because I have a divided heart” (Oakes,
2016, p. 89). This internal conflict, with reflection,
allows and assists her to grow and develop as a teacher.
Teaching with No Box: T. Mark Montoya
“So, how do I reach those students who have put me in
a box? I reach them with humor, active learning, sharing my
teaching thoughts out loud, and continual support for them
as learners. Due to these ‘box’ restrictions, I emphasize the
need to ‘unlearn’” (Montoya, 2016, p. 168).

132

Chávez et al.
I first had to make clear that its meaning was not solely
based on anger or violence. It is not. Rage is also about
passion. My idea is that rage will lead to courage, and
having courage allows me to encourage; thus, I create
some sort of messy teaching and learning sequence.
(Montoya, 2016, p. 163-64)
He compares his educational experiences to his
Grandfather’s—how they differed and were similar in
experiencing vast challenges in educational pathways.
Both experienced rage at lost opportunities and barriers;
both crafted bridges to their futures. Montoya shares
that rage allows students to become passionate so they
too can create their own bridges through challenges and
hardship along their paths. He writes that in his classes
he asks students “Who are you? How do you identify?
Where do you come from? Where do you want to go?
Take some time to deliberate. Daydream!” (Montoya,
2016, p. 165). He explains, “This is how I encourage
my classes” (Montoya, 2016, p. 165). In his interview
he shared that once he is able to establish a passionate
environment within his classes, students are more apt to
share their stories and begin to recount their personal
narratives through an academic lens of Ethnic Studies.
Montoya facilitates students exploring their own
passion: passion to continue toward their degree, to
choose a profession, to craft a life. He understands that
for students to share their stories, he first has to create
an encouraging learning environment where students
feel safe, a critical aspect of teaching in a multicultural
context (Chávez, 2011). He wants students to
experience their own and others’ feelings, thoughts, and
perspectives so they learn ways that ethnicity, culture,
race, and other identities influence individual lives and
larger societies. At times Montoya does want students
to feel rage as anger—rage at inequities and injustices
in both individual lives and larger societies.
Courage. For Montoya, courage is about discovery
and being the change as a teacher as well as in
facilitating courage within students so they too will go
out to influence the world. He uses a variety of
pedagogical techniques to facilitate understanding, selfexploration, and courage to act in students. During his
observed class session, he showed a brief film clip to
introduce a concept about societal inequities, followed
by a facilitated conversation with the class, drawing out
student insights, feelings, and impressions. He wrote
terms on the chalkboard in four columns for visual and
organizational effect – historical, institutional,
ideological, and personal, referring to examples from
social media platforms in everyday use by students
(including Facebook and Twitter), to situate learning in
student lives (Baxter-Magolda, 2001). Not only did
Montoya use tools, he also used a variety of
pedagogical discussion skills that encouraged students
to stay with difficult material. Montoya deftly
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facilitated student discussion, applying multiple
modalities to involve and include all students: drawing
out the quieter ones and asking the more vocal ones to
hold onto their thoughts so that all could contribute. He
deftly moved about the room, leaning forward towards
students who spoke. Montoya used silence as well,
pausing after asking a complex question to elicit critical
thinking. The silence served to deepen student answers;
at times discomforting for some students, yet the
complexity of their answers affirmed its value.
Encourage. “There is no box” (Montoya, 2016, p.
163). Montoya writes in his autobiography that
problems exist because particular meanings or values
are placed on people, identity, and cultures. He uses
discussions and examples of racism to deconstruct the
structure of problems, asking students to discern the
patterns. In his autobiography he shares a racial/ethnic
contrast to illustrate,
Several years ago, an influential mentor, who was
known for his work on critical race theory (see
Olson, 2004), told me that he as a White man, had
it easier in Ethnic Studies classes because no
matter how much he talked about racism, about
privilege, and about systems of oppression, he
would always be taken as neutral and objective. I
on the other hand would be another ‘minority’
complaining. (Montoya, 2016, p. 168)
When Montoya teaches and advises without the box,
students are able to draw on their strengths and their
hardships, realizing that experiences allow them
citizenship in the classroom and elsewhere. Their lives
and identities exist and matter. Montoya writes in his
autobiography about his Father’s frequent refrain, “I
come home with a hurt back, so you can come home
with a hurt brain” (Montoya, 2016, p. 167). To further
explain his father’s meaning, sacrifices were made, and
the road was paved for him to obtain an education, so
coming home exhausted and tired from educational
work is nothing to complain about.
Montoya urges that we too can look at our ancestral
history and what it means for our teaching, learning, work
with students, and academic subjects. In his autobiography
he discusses the role of culture in his own identity,
In this critical inventory of self and of community,
I was to talk about how my culture influences my
teaching and vice versa, but my culture is always
there. My culture cannot be taken as a variable that
makes me who I am. It is who I am. I belong to the
borderlands—the vague and undefined zones in all
of our lives. The borderlands are where cultural
formations are variable, continual, and ever
changing. Who am I? I am a citizen, and I play one
in the classroom. (Montoya, 2016, p. 169)
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In his interview, Montoya discusses a doctoral student.
He richly describes the student, “as the long bearded, long
haired student who rides his motorcycle and is cool.” He
refers to him as “…family, where like a real family each
member is a different person, and different personality.”
Time has allowed him to experience the process of
relationship, to be respectful of the student who calls him
mentor. His role as his teacher creates space and confidence
for the student to create a bridge to his own scholarship.
A wide range of classroom activities assist students to
recognize the essential humanity and value of individuals
and Peoples. Because his academic area is Ethnic Studies,
Montoya not only introspects about his personal cultural
influences on his teaching pedagogies as Kashanipour and
Oakes do, but also focuses on culture as academic content.
Though culture as academic content is beyond the scope of
this study and project, there are many ways faculty can
facilitate learning among students about links between
academic subjects/knowledge building and personal/
population identities (see Ke, Chávez, Causarano, &
Causarano, 2011). Montoya used a variety of pedagogies in
the observed class session, including creating opportunities
for students to share stories of their home life, thus sharing
windows into many identities and traditions. Using an
exercise called “Stereotypes", Montoya showed people in
everyday photographs of varying ethnicities, shapes, sizes,
and dress, having students call out their impressions and
then facilitating what was helpful and problematic in various
characterizations and terms. This activity encouraged
students to question their own stereotypes and humanize
individuals and groups in the images. In addition to tailoring
classroom activities and lessons toward expanding students’
worlds, Montoya facilitates unpacking assumptions.
Being a deliberate daydreamer allows Montoya
to reach many students through teaching across
cultural strengths. His deliberatively multifaceted
pedagogical approach creates an environment where
students can experience rage, courage, and
encouragement, thus facilitating their citizenship in
the college classroom and the world.

culture(s) and their teaching. This was the case even for
those who study culture (e.g., anthropology, Ethnic Studies).
Developing understandings of how our culture(s)s influence
our teaching assists us to understand and reach students
through our teaching. The alienating impact on students
when faculty are unaware of their underlying cultural
influences represents a profound insight from this study.
Opportunities to connect and to facilitate learning expand
greatly when we recognize how we are interpreting
students, as well as how students experience us.
We begin going inward by reflecting upon and
analyzing our own values, assumptions, and beliefs and
where they originate in teachings from families,
cultures, and places, as well as religions, spiritualties,
and philosophies. We can consider how each manifest
in our teaching behaviors, course design, and perhaps
most importantly how they manifest in our
interpretations and judgements about students based on
our own cultural mores. We can engage with students to
get to know them and ask about their most natural ways
of learning, communicating, and being in learning
relationships. Finally, we can gradually integrate some
of what we are learning from students and from
contemplation of ourselves to balance cultural ways of
being and doing in our teaching.

Our Path Forward: Key Practices to Introspect
Culturally and Teach Across Cultures
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Learn from and with Students
Students are powerful resources for faculty. A helpful
question we can ask students is, “When you really need to
learn something, what do you do?” It can be startling to
discover the many and varied ways students learn. Asking
students to identify techniques used by other professors in
ways helpful to their learning is also useful. Designing
discussions to gather ideas about teaching can also be
invaluable. Regardless of the path, facilitating the why and
asking students to share what learning processes are helpful
to their learning will deepen our insight. Asking can be
uncomfortable since we are often expected and expect
ourselves to be the authority, yet partnering with and
learning from students is a powerful way to develop
teaching to enhance student learning.
Develop a Practice of Engaged Pedagogy

There are many ways we can teach more
purposefully to understand our own cultural influences
and develop teaching across cultural strengths. You
might consider integrating the following three practices
into your teaching life: go inward, learn from and with
students, and develop a practice of engaged pedagogy.
Go inward
At some point during this year of faculty development,
all 37 faculty shared that until they did so in this project,
they hadn’t reflected upon connections between their own

As we worked closely with faculty, we noticed
most used a static teaching plan for class sessions and
did not deviate even when students were obviously
disengaged. Student learning benefits, especially across
cultures, when we adapt our teaching on the spot when
learning or engagement is not happening. We observed
many ways to increase engagement: asking students to
show or share their insights with the class as they work
individually or together, noticing when students are
disengaged and then adding humor or a different
activity, and even gently teasing to pull students back
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into engaged learning. To engage students and their
learning, we must observe, then diverge from our plan
to “shake things up” and draw students once again into
curiosity, involvement, learning, and relationship with
the subject, with each other, and with us.
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Transformed Teaching Starts with Us
Kashanipour’s outsider skepticism and rippling
out; Oakes’ compassion, fun, relationality, and
divided heart; and Montoya’s passion, rage, and
courage are important aspects of their cultural origins:
reflection upon them improved and informed their
teaching across cultures. Cultural self-reflection, selfanalysis, and self-observation lead to greater
effectiveness as teachers across cultures. Knowing and
innovating through our own cultural strengths as well
as the strengths of students, enable effective
pedagogy. What worked for learning in our personal
upbringing, education, and communities might not
work in our current learning community or in
facilitating learning of specific students, so making
time to observe and to reflect on our teaching
practices, assumptions, values, and beliefs improves
learning possibilities. We urge you to introspect
culturally, engage with students, question assumptions
and judgments about students, and develop cultural
balance across teaching.
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Using a Student-Staff Partnership to Map, Understand, and
Develop the Digital Curriculum
Tom Clark and Clarissa Simpson
University of Sheffield
Digital literacy is increasingly central to the experience of learning and teaching in higher education.
This paper details the design, implementation, and results of a student-staff partnership project that
utilized a mixed method research strategy to “map” the digital curriculum within a sociology program,
measure the digital capacity of students across the degree (n=104), and explore their experience of that
curriculum (n=12). The findings reveal that digital capabilities of undergraduates did develop over the
course of their degree. However, not only is the development of digital curricula often without
signposts, the results suggest that we should not assume that all students are “digital natives.” Indeed,
many struggle to adapt to the technological demands upon entering higher education while others fail to
connect educational uses of digital technology to their everyday lives. In detailing the tools that were
developed as part of the project, the paper goes on to outline the value of student partnerships in the
context of information and digital literacy, as well as higher education more generally.

Using a Student-Staff Partnership to Map,
Understand, and Develop the Digital Curriculum
The purpose of this paper is threefold. Firstly, it
builds on the work of Joint Information Systems, or
JISC (2014); Killen and Chatterton (2015); and
Simpson and Clark (2018), to provide a concrete
account of how student partnerships can be used to
assess and develop the “digital curriculum” within
degree level programs, in this case in the Department of
Sociological Studies (SCS) at the University of
Sheffield (TUoS).
In using the term “digital
curriculum” we are referring to those interrelated
aspects of a degree program that are directed toward
introducing, developing, and enhancing skills
associated with information and digital literacy.
Secondly, in taking a research-led approach, it
demonstrates some of the nuances associated with
embedding the skills associated with information and
digital literacy within higher education programs.
Finally, the paper also offers some reflection on the
value of student partnerships in developing digital
literacy. The paper will be of use to those looking to
mobilize conceptual frameworks of digital literacy into
the practice of learning and teaching at modular and
program levels, as well as those looking to gain an
insight into how digital literacy is experienced by
undergraduate students.
Digital Literacy, Employability, and Student-Staff
Partnerships
While the term remains contested, “digital literacy”
broadly refers to the ability to understand and use
digitized information, as well as the various tools and
platforms associated with it (Gilster, 1997). However,
more specific definitions, as well as what it might mean
in practice, have proved difficult to maintain given the

continued developments in technological capability
(Belshaw, 2012). Moving on from initial concerns with
both access and ICT skills, information and digital
literacies are now considered to encompass a wide
range of abilities, skills, and competencies (Ng, 2012).
JISC (2014), sponsors of the UK Developing Digital
Literacies Programme, for example identify seven key
elements of digital literacy: digital scholarship,
information literacy, media literacy, communications
and collaboration, career and identity management, ICT
literacy, and learning skills.
Many commentators have also made the distinction
between more concrete skills associated with
technological skill and the ideas, capacities, and
audiences that construct digital environments
(Lankshear & Knobel, 2008). Rather than focusing on a
substantive typology, Sharpe and Beetham (2010) also
provide a hierarchical framework of digital literacy that
imagines learners as progressing through the arenas of
access, skills, practices, and, at the very top of the
framework, attributes. This is where learners fully
realize their digital capacity by being able to make
informed choices about how to use technologies.
Students at this level are engaged, connected, confident,
adaptable, intentional, and self-aware, and they can
respond to the technological needs of their
environments and their own potential (see also SeftonGreen, Nixon, & Erstad, 2009).
The importance of developing digital literacy is
also increasingly being recognized in government
policy. According to a recent estimate by the UK
Government, there are now over 1.4 million jobs in the
digital sector, a figure which is predicted to rise by
another one million by 2023 (DCMS, 2016). Another
recent report produced by the House of Commons,
entitled, “The Digital Skills Crisis,” also highlighted
that 90% of new jobs will require digital skills and that
72% of employers would be unwilling to even
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interview candidates who did not have basic digital
capability (HoC, 2016).
To this end, the UK Government has long
recognized the need to address digital skills in the early
stages of education (HoC/STC, 2016). Information,
communication, and technology (ICT) has actually
been a compulsory requirement for all pupils aged
between 5 and 16 since the Education Reform Act of
1988. However, implementation proved problematic
across the sector, and it was often poorly received and
not universally applied to the same standard
(Buckingham, 2013). After further consultation in
2013, the UK’s Department of Education launched a
new “computing curriculum” (DoE, 2013). Alongside
Mathematics, Science, English, and Physical Education,
this is now a requirement at all four “Key Stages” of the
national curriculum.
However, the higher education sector has been
somewhat slower to respond to both of the needs of the
increasingly digitized workplace (Flavin, 2017).
Drawing on survey data taken from over 8,000 HE
students, a recent report by Newman and Beetham
(2017) variously highlights that while students are
broadly receptive to using digital technology in their
studies, only 50% agreed that their course prepares
them for the digital workplace. Similarly, a House of
Lords committee report, entitled “Make or Break: The
UK's Digital Future,” also recently highlighted that the
sector ‘had not responded to the urgent need for
reskilling’ and re-emphasized the need for higher
education institutions (HEIs) to provide programs that
develop digital capabilities (HoL, 2015).
The reasons why digital development has been
slow are inevitably complex (see Flavin, 2017).
However, a number of commentators have highlighted
how teaching practitioners play a key role in delivering
programs that embed practices associated with digital
literacy (CLEX, 2009; Friesen, Gourlay, & Oliver,
2014; Goodfellow & Lea, 2013). Evidently, the
capacity of any practitioner to build responsive digital
curricula is also constrained by the capabilities of the
HEI in question (Flavin & Quintero, 2018; Lea &
Jones, 2011). Regardless, there is a growing interest in
the role of student-staff partnerships in developing
digital literacy (Kileen & Chatterton, 2015). While
instrumental, and uncritical, uses of the term “student
partnership” conceive students as little more than
administratively
expedient
consultants,
more
considered approaches to partnership emphasize
consultation,
involvement,
and
participation
(HEA/NUS, 2011). According to one influential
review, student-staff partnerships variously emphasize
authenticity, inclusivity, reciprocity, empowerment,
trust, challenge, community, and responsibility (Healey,
Flint, & Harrington, 2014). This means that partnership
working between staff and students is about the nature

Student-Staff Partnership

139

of relationships and engagements, just as much as they
are an outcome or product of the process. It is “an ethos
rather than an activity” (NUS, 2012, p 8).
There are some very specific reasons why student
partnerships are useful in the context of digital literacy,
particularly where change is a desired outcome (Flint,
2015). Indeed, it is exactly for this reason that Killen and
Chatterton (2015) argue that student-staff partnerships are
particularly effective in developing digital literacy within
degree-level programs. While the idea of a divide between
digital migrants and “digital natives” is overdrawn—there is
diversity both within and between each group (Bennet,
Maton, & Kervin, 2008; Henderson, Selwyn, & Aston
2015; Jones & Binhui, 2011)—the distinction does
emphasize that there are key differences between staff and
students with respect to the design, delivery, and experience
of HE-level programs. For example, while teaching
practitioners can operate the levers of change within a
program, as outsiders they are unable to routinely access the
insider knowledge and experiences of the student body. This
includes how students make use of rapidly evolving digital
technology for the purposes of learning, but also what they
would like to see developed or constrained. Similarly,
students and staff have different networks, and they have
different digital competencies, too. Partnership working
allows at least some of this diverse expertise to be a part of
the process of learning and teaching.
With these issues of digital literacy, employability,
and the benefits of student-staff partnership in mind,
this paper details the implementation of a mixedmethod research strategy that used a model of studentstaff partnership to accomplish the following: map the
digital curriculum within an undergraduate sociology
degree program, in this case, based within the
Department of Sociological Studies (SCS) at the
University of Sheffield (TUoS); measure the perceived
digital capacity of students with respect to program
development; and explore their experiences and
expectations of digital literacy as they move through
their program. More specifically, the project aimed to
accomplish the following:
1. Map the digital curriculum within a sociology
program using JISC’s model of digital literacy
(2014): digital scholarship, information literacy,
media literacy, communications and collaboration,
career and identity management, ICT literacy, and
learning skills
2. Design and deliver a “self-efficacy”
questionnaire based on the JISC model
assessing perceived digital capacity amongst
current students at the end of each year of
study (n=112)
3. Conduct focus groups/interviews with students
to explore expectations and experiences of
digital literacy within SCS with each cohort.
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In detailing both the process and results of each stage, the
paper provides a means to map, assess, and explore
aspects of the digital curriculum. Following a description
of both the nature of the partnership and the program
structure, each element of the project will be presented in
turn. We would expect that each component of the study
can be adapted for replication at other institutions and
programs other than sociology. Similarly, while we direct
our attention to undergraduate programs, the tools we have
developed can be applied to graduate level courses.
Background Context
This project was funded by the University of
Sheffield’s “Inside Knowledge” scheme. The broad
purpose of the initiative was to create student-staff
partnerships that could affect significant change in a
specific aspect of learning provision within the
institution. In doing so, it would aim to ‘foster the
academic community in departments, with the purpose of
making the experience of education better for staff and
students alike’ (McKay & Bailey, 2017). During the
second semester of the 2016-2017 session, the scheme
provided modest funding for three partnerships that were
designed to effect significant change, and one of these
was this project. The funding was directed toward the
costs incurred by the department for both staff and
student time. Once funding was secured through a
competitive tendering process in December 2016, the
student partnership position was advertised in January
and appointed according to university employment
guidance. Bringing a nominated member of the staff and
a student together as co-researchers and advocates, the
partnership specifically aimed to provide evidenceinformed change with respect to digital curricula (see
Simpson and Clark, 2018, for further discussion).
The project was completed within the Department
of Sociological Studies (SCS) and directed toward the
digital curriculum embedded within its undergraduate
provision. SCS currently offers two core undergraduate
programs: BA (Honors) in Sociology and BA (Honors)
in Social Policy and Sociology. These programs
typically have around 80 to 100 students per year. The
courses are designed to explore the key issues and
debates within sociology and social policy, and they are
aimed toward the application of sociological insight to
social problems and policy solutions. Learning and
teaching within SCS is both research-led and inquirybased in nature, and there is also an increasing
emphasis on both employability and personal and
professional development.
The degrees are earned over a period of three years,
with each year requiring the completion of 120 credits.
These come in the form of a number of core and optional
modules that are worth 10 or 20 credits. During year one
there are 100 credits of core material, and only 20 credits
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are optional. There is a further 60 core credits and 60
optional credits during year two, with the 40 credit
“dissertation module” being the core requirement of year
three. During the 2016-2017 session a total of thirteen
10-credit modules were offered during year one, twelve
20-credit modules in year two, and twenty 20-credit
modules during year three.
Modules are typically delivered through a mix of
lecture and seminars and/or workshops. These are
variously supported by a Blackboard-style virtual
learning environment (VLE). While coursework
essays are common in optional modules, research
reports, research posters, websites, reflective tasks,
research reports, and policy briefings all feature
within the core assessment portfolio. Electronic
submissions are expected with electronic marking and
associated plagiarism checking software also the
default requirement across the programs. As part of
their registration agreement, all students have access
to a range of software. This includes Google Apps for
Education and various Microsoft Windows packages,
including Office.
Design, Implementation, and Results
Curriculum Mapping
A number of HEIs have sought to establish
institution-wide frameworks of digital literacy (see
Halfpenny & Brown, 2016; Evangelinous, Holley, &
Kerrigan, 2016; and, Killen, Beetham, and Knight,
2017). However, there remains a paucity of
pedagogical tools explicitly devoted to mapping the
sequence and content of digital curricula within HE
level programs. As a result, we chose to both take
inspiration from the “Building Digital Capability”
checklist and adapt Jisc’s (2014) seven area
framework of digital literacy to create a tool that could
be used to map digital curricula. More specifically,
this meant assessing modules with respect to digital
scholarship, information literacy, media literacy,
collaborations and communications, career and
identity management, ICT literacy, and learning skills.
Indeed, given that many programs are entirely
constituted by modular content, we chose to assess
these areas at modular level with the idea that this
would then enable us to identify those points that
introduce, develop, and enhance digital literacy across
the entire program. With this in mind, we took a
holistic approach to the mapping exercise in terms of
examining module content, associated tasks, and
assessment. This enabled us to consider not only the
formal requirements of the module in terms of aims,
learning objectives, and assessments, but also the
often diverse range of tasks and activities that can
contribute
toward
these
requirements.
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Table 1
Module Mapping Tool Used to Assess Digital Literacy Within Modules
Red
Yellow

141

Green

Digital Scholarship: To participate in
emerging academic, professional and
research practices that depend on
digital systems

No material relating to the
study of ‘the digital society’

Some indirect material
relating to aspects of ‘the
digital society’

Module is explicitly
concerned with ‘the
digital society’

Information literacy: To find,
interpret, evaluate, manage and share
information

Skills associated with
information literacy not
required by the module

Module tacitly requires
information literacy but is not
specifically reflected upon

The module has elements
that are explicitly
associated with
information literacy

Media literacy: Critically read and
creatively produce academic and
professional communications in a
range of media

No requirement to engage
with forms of media beyond
baseline expectations
necessary to answer
exams/produce essays

Requirement to critically
engage with different forms of
media as part of the module

Module explicitly
requires media/digital
production activity

Communications and collaborations:
To participate in digital networks for
learning and teaching

Collaboration not required as
a part of the module

Group work features within
the module, but not explicitly
associated with digital
networks (although these
might be used)

Group work via digital
networks required by the
learning outcomes

Career and identity management: To
manage digital reputation and online
identity

No material relating to
digital identities and
reputation

Module covers material
relating to digital identities
and reputation

Explicit instruction about
the production and
management digital
identities and reputation

IIC literacy: Adopt, adapt and use
digital devices, applications and
services

No engagement with digital
platforms are required by the
module

Module requires engagement
with digital platforms

Learning outcomes are
explicitly directed to
digital platforms

Learning skills: Study and learn
effectively in technology-rich
environments, formal and informal

No engagement with
technology-rich
environments for the
purposes of learning

Informal engagement required
with technology-rich
environments

Immersive technological
environments required to
achieve learning
outcomes

To assess a module, we deployed a nominal level of
measurement that was analogous to a “traffic light”
system. This allowed us to chart the curriculum against a
pre-specified criterion that broadly alluded to “not present”
(red), “implicitly present” (yellow), and “explicitly
present” (green). For example, in terms of ‘collaboration
and communications’, there is difference between having
to do group work that engages with digital systems as a
formal part requirement of the module (green), groupfacilitated individual work that might involve digital
systems (yellow), and much more effervescent group work
that occurs within a particular learning context, such as a
seminar (red). To this end, we specifically codified the
mapping tool to provide some internal reliability to the
process. This is presented in Table 1.
Given the nature of the partnership and our relative
expertise and experiences of the program, we initially
assessed all the modules within the program

independently using both module material and our
respective knowledge/experience of the program. We
then compared and contrasted our findings. The
purpose of this dialogue was not an exercise in interrater reliability, although we were pleasantly surprised
about how much agreement it produced. Instead, it was
a collaborative exercise to use our relative positions to
identify points of discussion that would then enable us
to clarify what we understood by both the measurement
and our interpretation of it. In some cases, points of
discussion emerged due to one of us missing something
in the module documents and in others because we
were not aware of some module activity.
While these discussions are too lengthy to rehearse
here, to provide an illustrative example we will again
take the example of collaboration and communication.
There is a difference between collaborative work that is
specifically and directly facilitated by digital platforms
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Domain
Digital
Scholarship
Information
Literacy
Media Literacy
Communication
and
Collaboration
Career & Identity
Management
ICT
Learning Skills

Red
5

Table 2
Results of Module Mapping Exercise
Year One
Year Two
Yellow
Green
Red
Yellow
Green
8
0
6
4
2

Red
13
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Year Three
Yellow
Green
4
3

0

7

8

0

6

6

0

5

15

11
12

2
1

0
0

6
8

4
3

2
1

4
10

13
9

3
1

10

3

0

8

2

2

15

3

2

0
0

9
12

4
1

0
0

8
11

4
1

0
0

17
18

3
2

and those where the nature of the group work is more
serendipitous. Google platforms, for example, have
extensive collaborative functions, but these are unlikely
to be utilized in ‘within seminar’ tasks (red). However,
upon discussing the issue, we quickly realized that group
work “between seminars” could result in collaboration
that was digitally facilitated (yellow), and all formally
assessed group work necessarily utilized communicative
digital tools as a requirement of the submission process.
A presentation with accompanying slides, for example,
requires students to engage with digital platforms,
whereas other tasks, such as completing an online ethics
form for a research project, similarly require
collaborative processes of communication.
Recording the results on a color-coded
spreadsheet, we completed this process for all
modules on the UG program in 2016-2017: 13 in year
one, 12 in year two, and 20 in year three. Table 2.
provides a summary of our findings.
A number of key points can be made from the
results of the module mapping exercise. Firstly, and
perhaps most importantly, there is clearly something of
a digital curriculum in place, and the level of content
appears progressive as students move through the
degree program. All modules had at least two elements
of digital literacy embedded within them. Further, while
students will not take all modules that are offered,
opportunities to engage with aspects of information and
digital literacy do increase across the program. There is
a clear increase in complexity, for example, in the areas
of information literacy and media literacy that would be
difficult to “miss” regardless of module choice. The
requirement to demonstrate ICT literacy is also high
and remains consistent throughout the program. On the
other hand, while engagement with communications
and collaborations looks to be low across the first two
years, tasks around “group working” are actually

embedded across a series of four core modules so that
by year three group working is normalized and
implicitly embedded within a much larger range of
modules. Elsewhere, while engagement with digital
scholarship does decrease between year one and two,
opportunities to explicitly engage with the topic also
increases. That said, engagement with issues around
career and identity management are much more limited
within the program. While there is some increase in
complexity at year three, an inspection of the modules
also revealed that these do not take place in the core
curriculum and would easily be missed. It is also quite
apparent that the enhanced use of technology to enable
students to “study and learn effectively in technologyrich environments, formal and informal” was limited.
While there were examples of good practice in this
respect, these came from just two members of staff. The
relatively high number of modules judged to be yellow
was simply a result of university-level provision.
Indeed, the exercise revealed that much more could be
done to enrich the virtual learning environments
associated with the program.
Measuring Digital Capacity
Having identified that there was a digital
curriculum to speak of, we then attempted to measure
perceived digital capacity amongst students. That is, we
made some assessment of how the curriculum impacts
student development. At which point it is worth making
conceptual distinction between ability and capacity.
Whereas digital ability is a series of specific
technological skills, digital capacity is concerned with
perceived confidence to adapt to change, and in this
particular context, changes in technology are inevitable.
Calvani, Cartelli, Fini, and Ranieri (2008), for example,
argue that digital competence is not just the result of
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mastering a particular technological tool or the
application of instrumental knowledge. Instead,
building digital capacity involves adapting pre-existing
knowledge to unknown technologies. Therefore, it
seemed more desirable to make an assessment of
perceived confidence in adapting present skills to future
demands rather than measuring specific abilities now.
Indeed, the mapping exercise had already provided a
concrete description of the skills and abilities associated
with digital literacy across the programs. The aim of the
survey, therefore, was to assess students’ confidence in
their ability to adapt these skills in novel contexts.
To accomplish this, we developed a survey of digital
capacity in relation to the key arenas of the JISC model
that was informed by Bandura’s self-efficacy
questionnaires (Bandura, 1997). This approach aims to
measure perceived confidence in a given area and
attempts to capture someone’s general belief in their
capabilities to produce given attainments. According to
Bandura (2006), perceived efficacy not only affects
behavior directly, but also has impact on goals and
aspirations, affective dispositions, and the perception of
barriers and opportunities in the social environment.
Conceptually and empirically distinguishable from
intention, self-esteem, locus of control, and outcome
expectancy, self-efficacy constructs emphasize “can do”
rather than “will do.” The purpose of an efficacy scale is
not to assess a global trait and is instead to examine a
differentiated set of self-beliefs that are linked to distinct
realms of functioning. While these sub-domains may covary, multiple measures are employed to reveal the
extent of someone’s perceived capacity to function
within those realms (Bandura, 2006).
To this end, self-efficacy scales were designed to
measure perceived capabilities in the seven sub-domains
within the JISC (2014) model. Each sub-domain was
considered to be multidimensional in nature. That is to
say that there are distinct capacities that constitute
capability within each of the JISC domains. For example,
information literacy variously requires the capacity to
locate, evaluate, and reference research. Although interrelated, these are three distinct activities. In the interests
of usability, each sub-domain was constituted by three
items on the questionnaire. Participants were asked to
rate the perceived strength of their capacity achieve a
stated task ‘on a regular basis’ using a scale ranging from
“cannot do at all” (0) through “moderately can do” (50)
to “highly certain can do” (100).
Digital scholarship was measured by three scales
that included being able to: understand emerging
discussions relating to “the digital society,” apply
scholarly insight to everyday digital practice, and
appraise emerging literature relating to developments in
digital technology. ICT was measured through the
perceived capacity to adopt new devices, updates, and
applications; use digital skills to help solve problems or
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make decisions; and manage data responsibility. Media
literacy was assessed through the capacity to creatively
produce academic communications, use different media
to present ideas, and design digital media for
accessibility
and
usability.
Measures
for
“communications and collaborations” included being
able to participate in digital networks for learning, use
digital platforms for effective for team working, and use
digital applications to communicate. Measures for
“career and identity management” included the capacity
to manage privacy settings in social media, keep personal
and professional identities separate, and update online
profiles. Learning skills included being able to listen to
podcasts or watch online videos relating to areas of
interest, engage with different software to enhance
learning experiences, and access material relating to
learning interests. Finally, the measures for “information
literacy” included having the capacity to run advanced
searches using a range of tools (e.g. using filters,
advanced search tools etc.), having a range of strategies
for judging the credibility of digital sources, and
respecting copyright by referencing sources correctly.
Students were opportunity sampled within the
context of core lectures, seminars, and workshops
during the latter half of semester two (ntotal=104). While
this strategy proved relatively successful for years two
and three (n2=42, and n3=45), attendance in year one
core lectures was poor (n1=17), hence, the relatively
low number of respondents, representing approximately
one fifth of the first-year cohort. Scores for each item
were combined to produce an index score for each
subdomain. The summary statistics for each of the subdomains are presented in Table 3.
Reflecting the general findings of the mapping
exercise, descriptive analysis of Table 3 demonstrates a
growth in perceived capacity of each sub-domain
between year one and year three. That is to say, those
students who were approaching the end of their degree
program had a greater confidence in their digital
capacity than those at the end of their first year. At the
end of year one, levels of literacy are highest for
information literacy, career and identity management,
and learning skills, with scores being comparatively
lower for digital scholarship and media literacy.
The steepest learning curve, so to speak, can be
seen between year one and year two students, with
confidence rising in all areas. However, while this
growth continues into year three in the subdomains of
ICT literacy, communications and collaborations,
information literacy and learning skills, there are slight
reductions in digital scholarship, and career and
information management between year two and year
three. There is also a large, and negative, difference in
capacity in media literacy. Indeed, media literacy
records the lowest level of perceived capacity in each
year across the sub-domains.
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Domain
Digital Scholarship
Information Literacy
Media Literacy
Communication and Collaboration
Career & Identity Management
ICT
Learning Skills
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Table 3
Summary Statistics by Domain
Year
Mean
Y1
54.2
Y2
65.8
Y3
65.1
Y1
68.2
Y2
72.1
Y3
74.3
Y1
54
Y2
65.2
Y3
58.9
Y1
61.6
Y2
72.4
Y3
77
Y1
68.9
Y2
75.5
Y3
74.4
Y1
58.7
Y2
66.6
Y3
70.1
Y1
68.2
Y2
72.1
Y3
74.3

The rise and fall in perceived levels of media
literacy is likely to be due to core activity within level
two research methods modules that focus heavily, and
explicitly, on introducing aspects of media production
within assessments. While the module mapping
exercise revealed there are a number of opportunities
to engage with media literacy at level three, these are
often only tacitly present within modules, usually in
the form of enhanced coursework assessments such as
reports, presentations, policy briefings etc., and it may
be the case that these are not being clearly labelled as
media literacy activity. It is also worth highlighting
that there is a comparatively large amount of variation
in the perceived capacity of media literacy at year
three. Given the group-based nature of media literacy
activity in year two, it may be that while some
students are developing capacity, others are able
“avoid” this by relying on more enthusiastic members
of the group to which they have been assigned. The
negative difference between year two and three with
respect to career and identity management may also be
accounted for by an increasing awareness of the
rapidly approaching need for employment.
The largest positive difference in capacity occurs
between year one and year three in the area of
communications and collaborations. That is to say that
third year SCS students are more confident in using
digital platforms for communications and team-working
than their counterparts in years one and two. This

Median
53.3
70
66.7
63.3
73.3
76.7
53.3
66.7
60
63.3
73.3
80
70
73.3
76.7
56.7
66.7
73.3
63.3
73.3
80
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SD
14.7
15.7
17.7
11
11.9
16
17.6
16.3
22.2
12.9
12.9
15.7
14.6
13.3
15.8
13.4
13.9
16.8
18
14.4
16.5

would appear to reflect that the core activity is
dedicated to developing group working skills described
within module mapping exercise. Elsewhere, there are
also gains at each stage in the sub-domain of learning
skills. However, the increase in capacity that might be
inferred here was not present within the mapping
exercise. Given that very few modules provided an
immersive learning experience, these results would
suggest that students are not developing their learning
skills as a result of the virtual learning environments
associated with the program.
Expectations and Experiences of the Digital
Curriculum
Finally, we sought to explore how students
experienced the digital curriculum, and their digital
histories more generally, by conducting two focus
groups with year one and year two students and a series
of interviews with year three students. The interview
schedule focused on five discrete areas of interest:
awareness of digital literacy; importance of digital
literacy; educational experiences of digital literacy
before entering the university; experiences of digital
literacy on entering the university, as well as their
progression through it; barriers to digital participation;
and expectations of the future with respect to digital
literacy. Thematic analysis of the data (see Braun &
Clarke, 2006) revealed three key themes in the
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experiences and expectations of the students. These
were the diversity in their respective digital histories,
their experience of digital transitions into higher
education, and their growing confidence in digital
capability. Each is dealt with in turn.
Firstly, the analysis of the data revealed that there was
much diversity in their previous experience of “the digital”
in respect to education, as well as their use of digital
technology in everyday contexts. Indeed, unlike early
generational characterizations that homogenized students as
“digital natives," interviewees in this sample not only had
diverse orientations towards technology generally, but also,
they tended to make tacit distinctions between personal and
educational engagements with digital platforms. So while
there was a fairly constant, but individually very diverse,
background use of digital technology in their personal lives,
their specific digital engagements in the context of
education were much more sporadic. Interviewees
demonstrated a marked tendency to implicitly construct a
disassociation between their personal uses of digital
technology and more educational ones, with one being
largely separate from the other (Hinrichsen & Coombs,
2014). For example, even though one interviewee was
clearly well-versed with many social media platforms and
software packages, the person went on to suggest, “I just
went to school, used books, came home. I never really used
digital literacy.” This has not gone unnoticed elsewhere, and
there is an emerging body of work that has recognized that
the transfer of digital skill sets from personal contexts to
educational ones, and vice versa, is problematic and cannot
be assured, particularly in the arenas of information
management and identity awareness (Judd & Kennedy,
2011; Littlejohn, Beetham, & McGill, 2012).
There was, however, variation in their engagement
with digital technology as they moved through the
education system more generally. So, while there
appeared to be some interesting uses of technology in
primary education that did promote digital literacy—
there were fond memories of “Easy Keyzy”, “Microsoft
Magic,” and “Frog”— direct educational experiences of
digital technology tended to dissipate during secondary
school. By the time our interviewees reached further
education, engagement with digital literacy was, for
many, non-existent unless they specifically sought it
out. So, whereas one interviewee remembered that he or
she had just “three computers in the sixth form block,”
another recalled the following:
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experiences of technology to augment their learning,
particularly as a source of clarification. YouTube, for
example, was highlighted as a particularly useful tool
during revision: “When I was doing my A-levels
YouTube was a massive part of my revision - like going
on YouTube and looking on there.”
This was all in contrast to their point of arrival at
TUoS where they described their transition into higher
education as “a big step up” to the point of “information
overload,” which was very “daunting.” Digital literacy
was a central point of delivery in terms of information
(email), course content (the VLE), and activities
associated with being an undergraduate student
(accessing resources). One student suggested, “It felt
like it was a step up, it was definitely a step up. Going
on the reading list and finding a book, I guess it’s more
the atmosphere of using it.”
Another offered the following:
It was a bit daunting going on to [the library
website] and [the VLE] for the first time. I
remember going on and seeing that I had 50
notifications and messages in the top corner, and I
remember thinking, “I’m going to fail my degree
because I’ve not read these messages!
The overarching feeling was that it was “too much, too
soon” and that things “could’ve been a lot simpler.”
Some second years reflected that, due to the information
overload, key messages were not getting through:
There’s so many things out there that can be used, but I
feel like they’re not that well-advertised to us. Like, I
have had them, I’ve heard them mentioned and stuff and you can go on the university website and it says a
list of all the different databases and digital tools you
can use - but I wouldn’t say I was fully aware of them
and I certainly don’t use them all…
There was also some concern, particularly in the level
three interviews, that the skills they had learned would not
directly benefit them going forward into the workplace:

‘I did A-level ICT anyway, so obviously I did it
then. But apart from that, for all my other A-level
subjects I didn’t use it...God knows why I went on
to do [ICT] at A level because it was the dullest
subject in the world.’

But there’s things like SPSS that I’ve used at the
time, and I’ve never used again. I didn’t understand
it at the time, and I’m not sure I’ll ever get my head
around it...[S]ome things are very university
specific, like [the library system], and I’ll probably
never use it again....I think if I did a masters I’d be
well equipped. I’d say I am quite computer savvy,
but that’s from my own experience more than what
the department has provided me. Most of what I’ve
done has been self-taught.

However, in spite of the formal reliance on “A level
textbooks,” some students did use their personal

A key method of negotiating transition was to
simply draw on their previous experiences and
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experiment with the technology to see what worked: “‘I
think for the majority of us, we just crack on and get on
with it. We know the basics and stuff so when it comes
to Uni you just click around and see what works.”
Many interviewees also recognized that as they
progressed through their degree, their confidence did
appear to grow. These second years, for example,
suggested: “‘I don’t know [what more could be done],
because I can’t imagine I’d need much more. I’ve been
introduced to many different adaptations over the past
year. I think I’ve got a pretty advanced level of digital
literacy.” Another noted, ‘Yeah, I can’t imagine the
department putting in anything different in third year
that we’re going to be like ‘Oh God, I’ve not had to
deal with this before.’”
Indeed, some of the more reflective students
commentated on the changes that they had
experienced across the program, and they appeared to
recognize the need to adapt to the changing demands
of technological development: “Digital literacy is
something that develops and changes over time, it’s
not just something that you have or don’t
have….We’ve got to adapt, like digital chameleons.”
So, while the indirect benefits of engaging with digital
platforms could be better narrated within the program
to better explain the purpose of developing the skills
and capacities associated with digital literacy, the
results of the qualitative findings generally support the
upward trajectories outlined in the quantitative results.
Discussion
This paper builds on the work of JISC (2014),
Killen and Chatterton (2015) and, Simpson and Clark
(2018), to explore how a model of student partnership
can be used to assess the “digital curriculum” within
undergraduate programs. In doing so, it provides a
means to map and explore aspects of the digital
curriculum, measure digital capacity, and explore
digital histories and experiences. In respect to the
findings specifically, we are able to make five key
points. Firstly, the mapping exercise reveals that there
was a digital curriculum within SCS programs.
However, and secondly, this was not always well
articulated at the modular or program level. Thirdly,
this can have the consequence of students feeling
overwhelmed at the beginning of their program where
the learning curve is at its steepest. Fourthly, in this
particular case there is a general increase in capacity
across all areas over the course of the program.
Finally, while this trajectory does flatten out towards
the end of the degree, it does appear that these
particular students are moving out of higher education
with some increased “digital confidence.”
However, beyond the confines of this case study, it
is possible to make a number of broader points about
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the nature of “the digital curriculum” and the
importance of student-staff partnerships in relation to it.
In the first instance, while statistical generalizations
cannot be made from the results presented above, the
results remain instructive. The technology that is
utilized by many higher education institutions both
within the UK and elsewhere means that the general
experiences of undergraduates are likely to be similar
across institutions. The emphasis placed on email
communication and social media, the breadth – but
perhaps not always depth – of VLEs, the expansion of
library provision and associated services, the growth of
online administrative requirements, and the gradual
development and diversification of assessment and
feedback all necessarily require increasing levels of
digital competence. Alongside the general emphasis on
independent learning, many of the skills and capacities
necessary to navigate this terrain will often be tacitly
assumed rather than explicitly taught. For those
entering higher education, this will often be in direct
contrast to their experiences of further education, which
is likely to be typified by classroom-led, and textbookbased, approaches that are scaffolded to exhaustion.
Similarly, echoing the point of Jones, Johnson, &
Gruszczynska (2012) that “students will only acquire
digital maturity if we take the time to consider what
they need from us,” the modular nature of disciplinary
degree programs means that many are unlikely to
specifically draw out, connect, and narrate those
implicit and explicit elements of digital literacy that
exist across the entire bandwidth of a particular degree.
All of this plays out against the increasingly diverse
array of digital and technological histories and practices
that students possess and utilize in their everyday lives.
In part, this is why student-staff partnerships are
important in developing both the means to map,
understand, and develop “the digital curriculum.” While
staff have the technical means to develop modules and
programs, students themselves possess the working
knowledge of what skills and capacities are necessary
to navigate those courses. Not only can they identify
points of transition and resistance in terms of their
progression, they can also help formulate the questions
that are often necessary to further investigate and
develop those emergent points of interest. In doing so,
partnership working in the arena of the digital
curriculum also has the ability to go beyond
homogenized stereotypes of the “digital native.” As
previously highlighted, generational attitudes and
dispositions toward digital technology – and their
position within learning and teaching in higher
education specifically – are marked by diversity rather
than homogeneity. The divergent nature of partnership
working has the potential to recognize, understand, and
respond to this variety of experiences.
This is
especially important given the continuing evolution of
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applications, software, and platforms that are associated
with digital technology. Moreover, in a rapidly
developing technological world where enthusiasm can
often overtake utility, student-staff partnerships can
also reveal where innovations might not be as helpful as
initially might be imagined.
But beyond such practical and perhaps
instrumental utility, partnership work can also enable
more inclusive relationships between students and
staff, especially where these relations are
characterized by, and through, an open dialogue. In
turn, this can help build an environment whereby
students feel more able to take ownership of their
learning so they can shape their university experience
towards their own needs and interests. This is not to
say that partnership working is entirely unproblematic
(see Simpson & Clark, 2018). However, to return to
Healey, Flint, & Harrington (2014), partnership work
is concerned with the process of working, just as much
as it is the outcome of it. It also offers ways of
thinking about “the digital curriculum” that resonates
strongly with the collaborative ideals that continue to
inform much digital enterprise, and in this particular
case, it enabled us to introduce, and demonstrate the
value of collaboration, interaction, and partnership
within the context of both the department and the
wider university.
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“In learning you will teach, and in teaching you will learn.” ~
Phil Collins – Musician/Composer
This paper develops the concept of mentoring through co-teaching as a framework for faculty
development in higher education. Mentoring relationships provide an excellent method of improving
growth and development of workers within virtually every profession. As a structure for professional
development, a mentoring model centered on the concept of co-teaching can maximize instructional
competency and scholarship for both faculty and graduate students in the higher education setting.
Implementation of successful co-teaching strategies into the higher education mentoring
environment requires consideration of several factors, including an understanding of the model,
creation of a joint teaching plan, and ongoing development of a collaborative relationship. Creating
learning through co-teaching experiences may enhance mentoring relationships, produce better
faculty, enrich experiences for students, and empower all to become more effective and self-directed
learners in the 21st century.

Mentoring as Teaching Scholarship
There are many challenges in the world of the
academia. One of the most critical issues for higher
education today is the need to produce 21st century
learners with critical thinking and problem-solving
skills (OECD, 2018). In order to meet this challenge,
faculty have recognized the need to move from a
traditional teacher-directed approach to a more learnercentered approach, thus shifting toward an andragogical
framework for learning (Knowles, 1980). This change
in paradigm has a direct implication on the Scholarship
of Teaching and Learning (SoTL), as at the core of the
SoTL paradigm is the concept of shared knowledge and
mutual learning (Cassard & Sloboda, 2014; Potter &
Kustra, 2011). Indeed, sharing of acquired knowledge is
one hallmark of a true scholar. We, as have others
(Kreber, 2007; Trask, Marotz-Baden, Settles, Gentry, &
Berke, 2009), argue that teaching scholarship includes
mentoring and falls within the SoTL domain. As such,
it should allow for the development of a collaborative,
mutually respectful relationship based on andragogical
principles (Knowles, 1980; Merriam & Caffarella,
1991). Therefore, while mentoring in academia has
been traditionally viewed as a method to increase the
scholarship of mentees, we view the mentoring process
itself as being teaching scholarship. Mentoring is
critical to authentic, evidenced-based methods of
professionalizing the teaching practice, as good
teachers require nurture and guidance on best practices.
Mentoring as a form of faculty development can
function as an invaluable tool for increasing
instructional skills which, in turn, improve the higher
education learning environment (Friend, Cook, HurleyChamberlain, & Shamberger, 2010). In virtually every

profession, mentoring relationships are considered
excellent routes for growth and development of workers
within that profession (Ramaswami & Dreher, 2011). In
higher education, mentoring can be employed as a
valuable approach to aid the development of faculty
(Boyle & Boice, 1998a; Hénard & Roseveare, 2012;
Johnson et al., 2016). Yet, for its importance, there is
no standardized mentoring model in academia (Nick et
al., 2012; Ortiz-Walters & Gilson, 2005).
Mentoring in academia takes a variety of forms,
partially because of the independent nature of academicians,
but also as a response to the individual differences among
participants. Gender, race, ethnicity, culture, disability, and
generation are all elements that must be factored into a
successful mentoring strategy (Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Dhed &
Mollica, 2013). Today, the diverse, talented, and wellqualified group of those seeking faculty positions in higher
education includes increasing numbers of candidates from
varied backgrounds and abilities. Diversity in all forms adds
positive value to the intellectual and cultural array on a
college or university campus. Moreover, a diverse faculty
provides valuable role models for college students while
also enhancing learning outcomes (Badiali & Titus, 2010;
Gillespie & Israetel, 2008). Whatever their background,
history has shown that new faculty and graduate students
require mentoring in order to become successful in
academia (Boyle & Boice, 1998b; Johnson, 2015; Zellers,
Howard, & Barcic, 2008). We suggest that co-teaching is a
valuable way of mentoring the diverse groups in academia,
thus ensuring success in the higher education environment
for faculty, graduate students, and 21st century learners from
all backgrounds.
This paper will focus on the concept of mentoring
and the practical instructional strategies to increase the
development of faculty and graduate students of diverse
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backgrounds within higher education. Our intent is to
present the basics of a mentoring model based on the
concept of co-teaching, and to use co-teaching as a
platform for an instructional protocol that maximizes
the success of faculty, graduate students, and instructors
in academia. We start from the premise that mentoring
may be the most important variable related to academic
and career success for graduate students (Boyle &
Boice, 1998a), early career development of faculty
(Duda, 2004; Morin & Ashton, 2004; Malaney, 1988),
and retention of diverse faculty in higher education
(Beretz, 2003; Hénard & Roseveare, 2012; Piercy et al.,
2005). Mentoring through co-teaching may create a
better learning environment for both faculty and
students by supporting a strong, diverse faculty with a
common set of instructional practices. In building our
model, we start by providing our definition of
mentoring, then develop our concept of co-teaching,
and finally describe the key components for a
successful Co-Teaching as Mentoring (CTM) strategy
and best practices for mentoring in higher education.
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and scholars, higher education needs to ensure mentoring
opportunities for graduate students so they can develop
into successful, productive faculty members (Clark,
Harden, & Johnson, 2000; Johnson, 2002).
In addition to aiding new tenure-track faculty
and doctoral students, mentorship programs are also
essential for success of adjunct professors,
instructors, and other graduate students in the higher
education environment (Walters & Misra, 2013).
Sparkman, Maulding, and Roberts (2012) found that
success in college, as defined by student retention
and academic performance, may be related to other
variables or combinations of variables connected to
mentoring, including development of emotional
intelligence, and the variety of interactions with
faculty, including cooperative learning experiences.
Given this correlation, we propose that a welldesigned CTM model can provide many of the key
components for a successful mentoring program in
higher education, for faculty and graduate students
alike, by developing instructional best practices
within a collaborative relationship.

Higher Education Mentoring
Co-Teaching in Higher Education
Since it has been utilized in a variety of workspaces
for multiple centuries, many definitions for mentoring
can be found in the literature. Broadly defined,
mentoring includes techniques as contrasting as the
practices of apprenticeship as used in various
permutations throughout human history that involve
some form of tutoring (D’Abate, Eddy, & Tannebaum,
2003). A definition that is useful for higher educational
mentoring involves the process of one individual
supporting, teaching, leading, and serving as the role
model for another individual (Buell, 2004). This
definition describes well the role of the traditional
mentor, who serves as an experienced advisor in the
teaching setting in higher education (Brown, 1999;
Johnson, 2015). We propose expansion of this mentoring
concept to incorporate joint participation of both the
mentor/mentee by using reciprocal communication and
collaboration within a co-teaching environment, in
essence, CTM. We will argue that the CTM approach
represents a successful strategy for mentoring academic
professionals in the higher education learning
environment (Johnson, 2015; Orlander, Gupta, Finke,
Manning, & Hershmann, 2000).
While a long-held practice in many K-12
institutions, awareness of mentoring as co-teaching needs
to be promoted in higher education for the development
of new faculty, those in graduate teaching programs, or
doctoral students who plan on going into academia
(Boyle & Boice, 1998a; Harris & Harvey, 2000;
Henderson, Beach, & Famiano, 2007; Johnson, 2015;
Lester & Evan, 2009). As doctoral programs remain the
premier training ground for the world’s future scientists

The higher education environment includes a need
to focus on many different issues, such as diversity,
inclusion, problem-solving, and other issues (Kuh,
2007). Co-teaching and collaboration can assist faculty
in the higher education environment to manage these
diverse issues. In higher education and professional
schools, co-teaching often equates to having multiple
instructors present material independently as a series of
related lectures (Bacharach, Heck, & Dahlberg, 2011).
We are interested in an alternative model, whereby
instructors interact more directly with one another, are
often present in the same class sessions, and prepare for
the entire curricula as a unit. This forms the basis of the
proposed CTM model in this paper.
Co-Teaching as Mentoring (CTM)
The specific form of mentoring in higher
education highlighted in this concept paper is coteaching with either a graduate student or an
instructional colleague. Both formal and informal
methods of mentoring are included in the CTM
model. Bacharach and colleagues (2011) define coteaching as two instructors working together
directly for student teaching; sharing responsibility
for the planning, organization, delivery, and
assessment of instruction; and sharing the physical
space in which learning occurs. The senior (i.e., in
terms of experience, not age) instructor or teacher
serves as the formal mentor, with the colleague
(i.e., graduate student or junior faculty member)
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being the mentored protégé. The actual roles and
responsibilities in CTM for the mentor / mentee are
discussed later in this paper.
Model of Co-Teaching as Mentoring (CTM)
The purpose for co-teaching in higher education is
for new and future faculty to develop in all areas of the
teaching discipline and become highly skilled facilitators
of learning. Sharing of the curriculum, classroom, and
students during co-teaching allows for both the mentor
and mentee to benefit from the experience. CTM is an
excellent model for mentoring in higher education as it
allows for negotiation and collaboration of teaching
roles, takes advantage of the expertise that each person
brings to the partnership / teaching experience, and helps
to set aside assumptions about traditional roles, thereby
forging new ways of thinking, teaching, and learning
(Brookfield, 2017; Harris & Harvey, 2000). The mentee,
be it graduate student or new faculty member, is allowed
to be fully engaged in teaching, while experiencing
active mentoring.
Different from traditional student teaching models
where the mentor separates from classroom instruction
as time progresses, CTM retains the expertise and
added value of the faculty mentor as an active
collaborator throughout the entire teaching and learning
experience (Mastriopieri et al., 2005). CTM as coteaching allows for professional growth during the
mentoring process based on reflective dialogue that
occurs before, during, and after the experience
(Brookfield, 2017; Lester & Evans, 2009). Both selfreflection and collaborative reflection are essential
components in CTM, and they develop based on the
teaching and mentoring experiences that occur during
the co-teaching process.
Co-teaching can be synchronous or asynchronous.
The asynchronous model is common in professional
schools and generally involves individuals providing a
discrete lecture set during a course, often completely
independent of other instructors. In contrast, the CTM
model focuses on the synchronous approach. Synchronous
co-teaching occurs when both instructors present material
together (Beninghof, 2012; Cook & Friend, 1995).
Teachers participate equally by creating discussion and
building on concepts the other teacher has presented in the
same lesson, usually in the same learning space.
Synchronous co-teaching requires both cooperation
and a commitment of time from each instructor
(Beninghof, 2012). Time is needed for role
development, course planning, and coordination of
teaching styles. It may also demand a higher level of
trust to allow one teacher to empower another teacher
in his/her classroom and to share course materials and
responsibilities. When synchronous co-teaching works,
innovative approaches and spontaneity are usually the
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result (Gillespie & Israetel, 2008). This form of coteaching is the essence of CTM in that it involves
mentoring through development and nurturing of the
mentor/mentee relationship. Results from this form of
mentoring can lead to highly collaborative and
authentic outcomes, with the added element that it
provides opportunities for both the mentor and mentee
in terms of shared experiences (Beard & Wilson, 2002;
Kreber, 2007). The results of CTM are authentic and
form the basis for future successful experiences and
scholarship of teaching as individuals advance in
academia (Kreber, 2007).
Strategies for Success in Mentoring
through Co-Teaching
Over the past decade, versions of co-teaching
strategies have been successfully adapted for practicing
faculty use when mentoring pre-service faculty during
student teaching (Bacharach et al., 2011). Following
these examples, we argue that co-teaching strategies
can be adapted to provide a mentoring framework in
higher education. The approach allows all participants
to be actively engaged in the shared work of planning,
organizing, and delivering, as well as assessing
instruction and outcomes. Implementation of successful
co-teaching strategies in the higher education mentoring
environment requires consideration of several factors,
including an understanding of the learner (both mentor /
mentee), regular planning, and ongoing development of
a collaborative relationship.
Adult Learning Principles
Research suggests that mentors and mentees in a
CTM experience should be aware of their differences
and their values in order to perform effectively
(Conderman, Bresnahan, & Pedersen, 2009; Lester &
Evans, 2009). This means that the mentor/mentee must
develop an appreciation for the other’s preferences,
attributes, and stages of development (Crow & Smith,
2005; Di Prospero & Bhimji-Hewitt, 2011). The
psychosocial development of both the mentor and
mentee may include generational attitudes toward work
and other characteristics that are important for both to
understand (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991; Mastropieri et
al., 2005; Nelsey & Brownie, 2012). For instance, a
faculty member born in the 1950’s (Baby Boomer
generation) may initially have difficulty mentoring a
new faculty member born in the 1980’s (Millennial)
due to their different developmental experiences and
values (D’Abate et al., 2003; Johnson, 2002; Nelsey &
Brownie, 2012). However, the existence of differing
life experiences among mentors/mentees may be a
highly valuable reciprocal learning opportunity when
approached properly by both parties.
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Thus, a key consideration of the CTM model is
that the both the mentor and mentee are adult learners.
Both of the learners have significant past experiences
that can serve as resources for learning, tend to be
self-directed, and are generally intrinsically motivated
(Knowles, 1980). Therefore, in developing a CTM
mentoring relationship, both parties need to have an
understanding of the interplay between psychosocial
experiences and thinking of adult learners (Merriam &
Caffarella, 1991). Building awareness of how adults
learn also develops insight into the different types of
learning strategies that may be used by the mentor and
mentee in the classroom, as both will have individual
preferences and values in terms of learning. To ensure
a positive outcome from the CTM experience, the
mentor and mentee need to use this knowledge to
create a balanced use of teaching approaches
(Merriam & Caffarella, 1991).
One of the most difficult issues for the mentor/adult
learner (vs. the mentee/adult learner) in the academic
environment is to understand how to share creative
instructional products yet retain academic freedom and a
position of expert learner (Gappa & Austin, 2010). In
developing a lesson or any curricula, the mentor and
mentee need to understand the process of compromise.
Often, the mentor, who rightfully has a sense of
ownership and pride about their scholarly products, may
have developed the original course and instructional
materials that will be used in the CTM experience
individually. This may make it difficult for them to take
input from the mentee during the curriculum
development and co-teaching process. It will be
especially important for the mentor to provide an
atmosphere that encourages collaboration when actually
teaching the course with a mentee. Mentors need to have
the capability to plan, observe, and facilitate discussions
effectively with their mentees regarding curriculum and
other issues (Duda, 2004; Harris & Harvey, 2000).
Collaboration and communication strategies are
discussed in the following sections.
Planning for CTM
The first step in CTM is creation of a planning
process which begins well in advance of when instruction
occurs. The definition of co-teaching and the roles in a coteaching model need to be detailed and understood by both
the mentor and mentee. During the planning process, the
mentor and mentee team also need to discuss the
philosophy of learning and the expectations for the roles of
instructor and student. It is crucial that each person
understands the viewpoint of the other and that they
articulate a common view for the course objectives in
order to avoid conflict and confusion for students
(Bacharach et al., 2011; Johnson, 2015). For instance, it
would be important if a mentor was a Traditionalist
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(teacher as expert) and the mentee was a Radicalist
(teacher as provocateur) to discuss their philosophies on
the learning environment (Zinn, 2004). Describing and
negotiating their differences in teaching and learning
philosophies would be a valuable first session.
Thus, the first goal of an effective CTM
relationship is to develop parity during the initial
planning process, no matter what the philosophical
differences. Parity (i.e., equality) ensures that the
mentor’s and mentee’s instructional contributions are
equally valued and implies shared power and decision
making for the instructional process (Conderman et al.,
2009; Lester & Evans, 2009). In effect, co-teachers
collaborate to divide responsibilities and share
accountability for student learning. This is different
from more traditional models of instruction or
mentoring in higher education, in which the mentor
directs the experience with minimal input from the
mentee (Johnson, 2015).
Parity can be a difficult concept to implement, but
it lays the foundation for the CTM relationship.
According to Bacharach et al. (2011), the following
factors are most important to parity in co-teaching:
•
•
•
•
•

Equivalent instructional time;
Equal classroom management and discipline
responsibilities;
Use of language like “we,” “us,” or “our” to
the students when describing the course and
philosophies;
Similar work/contact with ALL students;
Use of both names on syllabus and other
course materials.

These parity factors may be necessary from the onset of
CTM and continue to develop over time through the
mentoring experience. For instance, the use of both
names on the syllabus and other course materials may
be essential at the beginning to establish the
significance of the relationship. Actual equivalent
instructional time may happen only over time as the
relationship matures and trust is developed during the
mentoring and planning process.
Mutual respect and equivalent goals are also
needed for building a successful foundation in the coteaching mentoring experience (Cook & Friend, 1995).
In the literature, the need for co-teachers to develop a
strong professional partnership is highlighted. KohlerEvans (2006) described co-teaching as being a strong
collaboration similar to that of a marriage. The higher
education literature discusses CTM experiences more as
a business partnership in which the focus is on the
mentor/mentee relationship and student-learning
outcomes, not necessarily on the specific relationship
attributes of the co-teachers (Crow & Smith, 2005;
Lester & Evans, 2009). Both practices are important in
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terms of understanding viewpoints, yet maintaining a
professional relationship. In addition, most partnerships
are time-limited and /or may not endure due to
“irreconcilable differences,” changes in agreements, or
dissolution of the relationship.
Roles and Responsibilities in CTM
Although academics are usually expected to know
how to collaborate and communicate in higher
education, these skills are seldom identified and / or
taught in higher education (Johnson, 2002; Johnson,
2015; Mastropieri et al., 2005). For instance, graduate
students spend a significant amount of time in isolation
while conducting research and writing dissertations. As
these graduate students become higher education
faculty members, they are typically encouraged to
develop a research agenda that highlights their
individual contributions. As such, collaborative efforts
are rarely rewarded in the tenure-track process (Kezar,
2006). Therefore, faculty are not inclined to work with
others and do not seek out experience or the skills to
work collaboratively.
Each member of a CTM relationship has a
particular role that provides the foundation for a
successful teaching experience. Because mentors and
mentees work together during a CTM teaching
experience, it is essential that each individual fully
understands their responsibilities and expectations. This
knowledge will help ensure a constructive experience,
not only for the students in the classroom in terms of
the teaching experience, but also for the mentor and
mentee’s overall working experience making
(Conderman et al., 2009; Lester & Evans, 2009). Again,
multiple planning sessions should be held throughout
the entire co-teaching experience to ensure dialogue
and feedback about the process. It is helpful to
formalize the agenda of such meetings to allow
adequate opportunity and time to discuss goals and to
set mutually agreeable expectations (Conderman et al.,
2009; Lester & Evans, 2009). Regularly scheduled
meetings with an agenda allow for areas of
disagreement to be shared, discussed, and resolved
through dialogue.
At the initial CTM meeting the mentor and mentee
should have discussed overall mentoring goals and
objectives for the CTM experience. Along with the
planning process, the ‘rules of engagement’ and
expectations for the experience should be discussed and
detailed (Conderman et al., 2009; Lester & Evans,
2009). This planning process takes the form of a
learning contract and establishes guidelines for the rest
of the sessions (Zinn, 2004). As time evolves, future
planning sessions may be structured more equally
between the mentor and mentee in terms of
responsibilities. As the semester progresses and
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mentees gain experience, they should be expected to
take more responsibility for planning, as the
relationship has gained trust and respect.
Communication strategies. As noted earlier, clear
communication is crucial for establishing and maintaining
parity, and thus it is key to the formation of an effective
CTM relationship. In general, co-teaching involves
discussion on a wide array of communication topics,
including classroom rules, instructional procedures,
handling of problems in the classroom, and grading (Crow
& Smith, 2005). As the CTM relationship develops and
deeper communication arises, more difficult discussions
and differences in philosophies arise. For instance, the
process of grading may lead to disagreements as the
course progresses (Johnson, 2002). It is important for
mentors to anticipate and recognize areas where issues
may potentially occur, prepare a strategy to address the
issues ahead of time, and plan for discussions that will lead
to appropriate and agreeable outcomes (Johnson, 2015).
This preparation by the mentor helps mentees develop
insight into understanding colleague’s expectations, ways
to handle conflict issues in the workplace, and proper
organizational and management skills in higher education
(Johnson, 2002; Johnson, 2015).
Cooperation strategies. CTM requires effective
communication skills for cooperation and collaboration.
As the leader in the mentoring process, it is extremely
important for the mentor to consider and evaluate their
leadership role in the collaboration process (Buell, 2004;
Johnson, 2015). The mentor must understand that there is
a distinct difference between simple cooperation and
collaboration. Cooperation relates to the concept of a
shared agreement to proceed toward a common outcome,
while collaboration extends this idea to include a fully
synergistic relationship among the participants (Buell,
2004). One way to understand the distinction is for
mentors and mentees to take a self-assessment and to
understand their respective strengths and weaknesses in
the instructional environment (Sambunjak, Straus, &
Marusic, 2010). This assessment may also help in
understanding differences between teaching and learning
philosophies. Once the mentor and mentee find out their
respective styles, along with their strengths and
weaknesses, they can better understand themselves and
then how to work more effectively with differing styles
(Merriam & Caffarella, 1991).
Enhancement of compromise and negotiation skills
is another important element within the CTM model.
The mentor and mentee need to effectively
communicate any questions or issues about the lesson
and decide on instructional strategies together to meet
the needs of the students. In addition, evaluation of coteaching sessions should be completed immediately
after the lesson or during the next pre-planning session.
This allows for relevant discussion on the successes and
failures during the class, reflection on the learning
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experiences, and examination of any specific areas of
concern in order to improve the next session (Beard &
Wilson, 2002). Self-assessment and improvement are
among the most valuable parts of the CTM process, as
they provide reflective learning for both the mentor and
mentee (Brookfield, 2017).
Interestingly, the root of many communication and
collaboration problems associated with academic
settings are generational differences (Mastropieri et al.,
2005). Often mentors and mentees are from different
generations. These generational differences can have a
significant impact on communication and expectations
in the mentoring relationship. Mentoring research
characterized mentors as typically 8 to 15 years older
than their mentees, with this gap larger in higher
education (Stewart, 2006). Diverse generations portray
distinct worldviews and attitudes in the workplace.
Researchers believe that behaviors are driven by
individual values and that these diverse values can
collide when members of different generations work
and learn together (Nelsey & Brownie, 2012). As with
the adult learner strategies discussed earlier, it is
important for both the mentor and mentee to be aware
of individual differences and to develop an appreciation
of the strengths and differences in the relationship.
Using the CTM process will help in navigating the
areas of concern.
Mentoring and Co-Teaching with Technology
One area of importance in CTM, and in faculty
development in general, is the growing use of
instructional technologies in teaching. The idea of
teaching and learning with technology may have
various meanings to both the mentor and mentee (Zhu
& Kaplan, 2013). Educational technology, digital
learning, technology-enhanced learning, instructional
technology, and other phrases are often used
interchangeably, especially in higher education settings
(Kirkwood & Price, 2014). Developing online modules
in a learning management system, taking classroom
attendance with clickers, or using video are just some
examples of how technology can be used to facilitate
teaching and learning in higher education. Yet,
technology is only a tool for delivering instruction
within the teaching and learning environment; the
facilitator or instructor is key to choosing how to best
design and develop the instruction and utilize the
technologies available for successful student learning
(Kirkwood & Price, 2014).
Educational technology can be used more
appropriately and effectively if it is carefully integrated
into the instructional process. Using CTM allows for both
mentors and mentees to take into account the various
factors involved in teaching and learning, including ways
to best utilize technology, along with delivery methods
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(Kukulska-Hulme, 2012; Morra & Reynolds, 2010).
Effective integration of technology means devoting time
during the mentoring process to curriculum development
as well as integrating universal design principles to
facilitate student learning throughout the co-teaching
experience (Izzo, Murray, & Novak, 2008).
CTM and the co-teaching process lends itself well
to effective integration of technology in the classroom
because two individuals are present to handle the
added complexity. Teaching with technology typically
involves four major components: the course content,
the instructor, the students, and the technology tools
(Morra & Reynolds, 2010; Zhu & Kaplan, 2013). The
mentor and mentee must consider each of these
components in planning a lesson and in curriculum
development (Kirkwood & Price, 2014). Using a
framework that incorporates each of these elements
during CTM planning sessions can maximize
instructional success with technology.
How Technology Changes the Mentoring Roles
Technology platforms and their use vary widely
across academic settings. During a CTM experience,
the best way is to start with adding instructional
technology components slowly. Even if both
mentor/mentee are technologically savvy, the
relationship between the mentor and mentee needs to
develop around the facilitation of teaching and learning
process, not the type of technology (Zhu & Kaplan,
2013). For those mentees with lower technology
literacy levels, providing small steps and building
experiences may be essential. The more complex the
educational technology, the more time that may be
needed for course planning, development of materials,
and the overall mentoring process (Kirkwood & Price,
2014; Stansberry, 2003; Zhu & Kaplan, 2013).
Therefore, time for managing activities throughout a
term would be greater than expected for both the
mentor and mentee when using any types of educational
technologies in CTM. Both mentors and mentees need
to be aware of this time commitment when integrating
technology tools, to discuss the issues in the planning
session(s), and to be flexible throughout the entire
learning experience, as new or unexpected situations
arise (Henderson et al., 2007).
One final issue to consider is how the mentor views
their role during the teaching process and how technology
integration could support or conflict with that view (Zhu &
Kaplan, 2013). If a mentor sees their primary role in
teaching as that of an expert, an authority in a given field
whose main task is to deliver information, it may be
disconcerting to be placed in a situation where the
incorporation of technology limits options for their scholarly
input or control of the curriculum. There may be a role
reversal with the mentee as the expert in the educational
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technologies rather than the mentor (Jethro, Grace, &
Thomas, 2012; Stansberry, 2003; Zhu & Kaplan, 2013).
Moreover, compared to the mentor or mentee, students in
today’s higher education environment may know more
about, and are more comfortable with, technology in some
cases (Zhu & Kaplan, 2013). Again, if the co-teaching
planning process is done well, the discussion on
philosophies of teaching and learning will help guide the
level of technology integration into the course and develop a
more organized and beneficial mentoring process
(Henderson et al., 2007).
Successful Mentoring Scholarship through CoTeaching
A recent report (Hanover Research, 2014, p. 3)
stated, “Although the particular format of successful
mentoring models sometimes varies, successful
programs all share certain characteristics that support
the personal and professional development of faculty as
they transition into new roles or seek to advance their
careers.” Following this argument, we suggest that
CTM can be used as an established model for
mentoring in a variety of disciplines and institutions of
higher education. The key parts of mentoring through
co-teaching discussed as the CTM model includes
understanding the adult learner, building relationships,
collaborating and communicating, identifying the
various roles of the co-teaching members, and utilizing
universal design for learning principles during the coteaching process. If these ideas are utilized, we believe
CTM will provide more successful faculty development
experiences in the higher education environment.
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environment. The co-teaching strategies in the CTM
model we propose provides a mentoring framework for
how faculty members in higher education can engage in
the shared work of planning, organizing, delivering, and
assessing instruction. Each of these CTM components
is a standard element within the SoTL, which increases
the success and scholarship of both the mentor and
mentee. CTM is an effective model for mentoring in
higher education as it allows for negotiation of roles in
teaching, takes advantage of the expertise that each
person brings to the partnership, and helps to set aside
assumptions about traditional roles, thereby forging
new ways of thinking, teaching, and learning (Harris &
Harvey, 2000). As doctoral programs remain the
premier training ground for our future scientists and
scholars, higher education needs to ensure mentoring
opportunities for graduate students so they can progress
to be successful faculty members (Clark et al., 2000;
Johnson, 2002; Johnson, 2015). Most importantly,
CTM represents a powerful model of mentoring that
allows for carefully chosen developmental experiences
that are supported by reflection, critical analysis, and
construction of meaning (Beard & Wilson, 2002;
Brookfield, 2017).
The results of CTM are authentic and form the
basis for future successful experiences as individual
faculty members in higher education. Creating learning
experiences through co-teaching may develop and
enhance mentoring relationships, help create better
professors and learning experiences for students, and
empower all to become more effective and self-directed
learners. We believe that CTM provides an evidencebased mentoring framework for faculty development
for the higher education environment.
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Using Lifemaps to Build Capacity for Educational Leadership
Heather P. Williams and Esther A. Enright
Boise State University
This study examines the impact of a pedagogical strategy using individual life mapping as a
foundational piece of a graduate educational leadership program. We argue that active learning
opportunities, like life mapping, allow educational leadership students to explore more fully their
sense-making processes about systems leadership, which is foundational to their developing
mindsets and leadership skills. Jäppinen (2014) suggests that educational leadership programs should
aim to allow students to make sense of the complexity around them and study the viewpoint of
collaborative non-linear human interactions in their journey to leadership. Data and artifacts were
collected from 41 graduate students; their ages ranged from 29 to 65 with the median age being 46.
All the participants were enrolled in the closed-cohort, executive educational leadership program
working toward an Educational Specialist degree and superintendent certification. The final
condensing of the initial categories into macro-level themes illustrated that students perceived the
life mapping activity as a catalyst for learning about themselves and others, building a successful
cohort, and affirming their decisions to become systems leaders.

Most traditional leadership models focus on topdown, bureaucratic structures which no longer work in
complex contexts and research suggests the need for a
system-level or systems view of leadership that focuses
on the dynamic and complex nature of the environment
leaders are asked to serve (Apenko & Chernobacya,
2016; Hannah, Campbell & Mathews, 2010; Uhl-Bien,
Marion & McKelvey, 2007). This study is grounded in
the assumption that graduate programs are intended to
prepare future school system leaders with the
knowledge and capacity to navigate complex
educational issues and systems. Heylighen (2008)
describes this system-level complexity as consisting of
many interacting components that undergo constant
change both in an autonomous way and in interaction
with one another and their social environment. We
argue that active learning opportunities like a lifemapping session allow educational leadership students
to more fully explore their sense-making processes
about systems leadership, which is foundational to their
developing mindsets and leadership skills.
This study examines the impact of a pedagogical
strategy using individual life mapping as a foundational
piece of a graduate educational leadership program.
The program prepares superintendents and system-level
leaders to lead innovation processes in the increasingly
complex landscape of public education. The program
also utilizes a closed cohort structure, and the lifemapping activity that is the focus of this study takes
place in the first semester of the program. We use lifemaps as a catalyst for identity development of both the
cohort as a collaborative group and each individual as a
system leader. The purpose of this study is to examine
the students’ perceived impact of the life-mapping
activity on their leadership, cohort membership, and
identity as system-level leaders. To advance our
understanding of how the life-mapping activity served
to enhance our pedagogical goals, we posed the

following research question: What impact does lifemapping as an active learning activity have on graduate
students enrolled in an educational leadership program
focused on developing systems leaders? In particular,
we focused on the activity’s implications for program
completion, students’ learning, cohort membership, and
identity development as systems leaders.
Theoretical Framework
We sought to understand the relationship between
various teaching practices and how they come together
in the life-mapping activity to help students make sense
of their learning journeys and begin to develop
identities as systems leaders. Students physically make
maps of their inner cognitive landscapes and share
those with others in the cohort within a “circle of trust.”
The activity relies on pedagogy of vulnerability to
create a connection for students to engage in the
development of complex adaptive leadership and sense
making related to their leadership journey, as well as
constructivist narratives and cartographies to position
themselves in their leadership development and
cultivate a sense of belongingness in a graduate cohort.
Prior to the activity, students read “A Sense of Place”
written by William R. Ferris in an effort to get students to
think about their “little postage stamp of native soil” and
their historical sense of place as it defines them as leaders
and members of the cohort. Ferris original wrote the piece
for a speech made to the Commonwealth Club of San
Francisco (1996) and later adapted it to an article (1998).
In the article, Ferris states (p. 3):
For we Americans are taught to devalue the places
we come from. We are taught to abandon old
worlds. We are taught that to achieve success and
make a mark on society, we must separate
ourselves from our roots…but these places,
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memories, and values are essential to life and
should not be abandoned in the name of progress.
This reading is coupled with the article “Sacred
Cartography” (DeBlieu, 2000) where the author poses
the question:
With astronauts creating a precise 3-D map of the
Earth and biologists mapping the human genome,
technology is introducing new ways to chart human
territory. But what about our personal territories,
the ones we carry in our memories and curiosity?
We map, each of us, mentally and physically every
day of our lives. We map to keep ourselves
oriented and to keep ourselves sane. Making an
actual physical map of something you feel in your
heart can be powerful…seeking to keep your
bearings in a shifting world.
The intent of engaging students in these readings prior
to the active learning of creating their life map is to
help soften their armor, as well as to begin to open
their thinking about who they are as leaders and where
they came from. As students examine their selfidentity and landscape as leaders, we hope they
become open to deeper examination of self, others,
and their practice as educational leaders, thus allowing
space for the learning within the program and cohort
to become more relevant.
Pedagogy of vulnerability builds a climate of trust and
a practice of critical self-reflection in the process of colearning (Brantmeier, 2013). In addition, Brantmeier
(2013) defines pedagogy of vulnerability as an approach to
education that invites vulnerability and deepens learning
through a process of self and mutual disclosure on the part
of co-learners in the classroom. In the life-mapping
activity, students are asked to create a visual map of the
places, people, and events that got them to this point – the
beginning of their journey as graduate students working to
become systems leaders in education.
As part of the life-mapping activity, the graduate
students share their map with the cohort within a “circle
of trust” where confidentiality is observed. Circle of
trust is a term drawn from Parker Palmer’s (2004) book,
A Hidden Wholeness, in which he describes the unique
qualities of this practice:
A circle of trust is a group of people who know
how to sit quietly “in the woods” with each other
and wait for the shy soul to show up. The
relationships in such a group are not pushy but
patient, they are not confrontational but
compassionate; they are filled not with
expectations and demands but an abiding faith in
the reality of the inner teacher and in each person’s
capacity to learn from it . . . The people who help
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us grow toward true self offer unconditional love,
neither judging us to be deficient nor trying to
force us to change but accepting us exactly as we
are. And yet this unconditional love does not lead
us to rest on our laurels. Instead, it surrounds us
with a charged force field that makes us want to
grow from the inside out—a force field that is safe
enough to take the risks and endure the failures that
growth requires (pp. 59–60).
Love (2012) describes Palmer’s “circles of trust”
as having hallmarks to gently welcome into the circle
compassion, a sense of invitation to participate,
unconditional love, and faith in each participant’s
“inner teacher”—all qualities that nurture the “shy
soul” to emerge. Simultaneously, these guiding
tenets prohibit behaviors that stunt the growth of
soul: communicating expectations or judgment,
confrontation, or the “fixing” of others. In these
ways, every circle of trust launches an educational
journey toward the discovery of each participant’s
authentic self. The goal is to bring out that which is
found within the learner. While much of education is
focused on transmitting knowledge and acquiring
understanding, the intersection of that knowledge
with the human heart—with one’s values and life
experience—is what makes learning come alive.
We rely on others to help us to define who we are
and how to be in the world, to help us figure out what
should be important, and to learn how we might be
most productive as leaders. Palmer (1998) suggests, “A
learning space must have features that help students
deal with the dangers of an educational expedition:
places to rest, places to find nourishment, even places
to seek shelter when one feels overexposed” (p. 75). A
cohort structure can create that learning space for
students. Students within a cohort exist in a
collaborative journey, enjoying their particular grasp on
the world as unique human beings, each embarking on
their own specific journey, as well as the collective
group embarking on a “course of study with its
challenges, time sequences, situations” (Barnett, 2007,
p. 27). Together they are forming their “identity” as
educational leaders, as defined by Palmer (2004) as the
“whole” identity, grounded in integrity and complexity:
“an integrity that comes with being what you are” (p. 3)
and a “complex integration that spans the contradictions
between inner and outer reality that supports both
personal integrity and the common good” (p. 21).
Nevertheless, as Palmer notes, we need to continue to
find ways of learning with our whole selves—and in
community with others—if we want to move beyond
surface learning that is short lived. Chadsey (2012)
makes the case that we need to engage learning and
learners in ways that make it possible to deepen and
transform minds and hearts by quoting Parker Palmer:
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In every discipline, knowledge is generated
through a communal process. This requires habits
of mind and heart that allow us to interact openly
and honestly with other knowers and with the
subject to be known—such habits as a capacity to
care about the process, the willingness to get
involved, the humility to listen, the strength to
speak our truth, the willingness to change our
minds. The more closely a pedagogy can emulate
this communal process, cultivating these habits of
mind and heart as it goes along, the deeper the
learning will go. (p. 3)
Bennis (2009) makes a case for the importance of selfknowledge as leaders, claiming self-knowledge and
self-invention are lifetime processes: “You make your
life your own by understanding it” (p. 64). How do we
make sense of ourselves as leaders and map our course
for leadership that thrives in complex environments?
The life-mapping activity creates an opportunity for
sense-making by students to position themselves in
their pursuit of an advanced degree and knowledge of
systems leadership. Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld
(2005) argue that sense-making deals with the interplay
between action and the interpretation of that action.
Further, research confirms that sense-making is a key
leadership capability for understanding the complex
world and the missing link between leadership theory
and the actual everyday change of improving leaders’
practice (Ancona, 2012; Thomson & Hall, 2011).
Further, Jäppinen (2014) suggests that educational
leadership programs should aim to allow students to
make sense of the complexity around them and to study
the viewpoint of collaborative non-linear human
interactions in their journey to leadership.
Data Collection Methods and Analysis
This article presents an analysis of data gathered
from multiple cohorts in an executive leadership
program at a large, public doctoral granting university
in the western United States. This study draws from
data across multiple sources: students’ life maps,
student surveys, end of semester course evaluations,
and unprompted student emails.
The program in this study uses a cohort structure to
facilitate the development of leadership skills and
dispositions, as well as to foster a sense of belonging.
The program being studied is in its fifth year and has a
one hundred percent retention rate of students. In
graduate programs in education, cohorts are defined as
“a group of about 10-25 students who begin a program
of study together, proceed together through a series of
developmental experiences in the context of that
program of study, and end the program at
approximately the same time” (Lei, Gorelick, Short,
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Smallwood, & Wright-Porter, 2011, pp. 497-498). The
cohort-based model fosters the dynamics of group
cohesion. Students in the program develop their
leadership mindsets, toolsets, and skillsets while
trekking alongside other students on a collective
educational expedition; therefore, it is important that
they have some understanding of not only their own
inner landscapes but also their co-learners.
In this study, 41 graduate students participated;
their ages ranged from 29 to 65 with the median age
being 46. All the participants were enrolled in the
closed-cohort, executive educational leadership
program working towards an Educational Specialist
degree and superintendent certification. Of the
participants, 76 percent identified as men and 24
percent as women. All the participants previously
completed one or more graduate degrees, and 60
percent were currently serving as full-time
administrators (e.g., building principals, curriculum
directors, other building or central office
administrators) while 40 percent were currently serving
as full-time teachers, counselors, or instructional
coaches. One researcher was also one of the instructors
who facilitated the life-mapping activity.
Her
positionality was ever present in the research process;
therefore, the other author actually did the coding and
data analysis alone to determine themes and trends.
Data was collected during the fall semesters from
2014-2017 with a total of 41 students across three
cohorts participating in the study. Data collection
included pictures of the actual life maps, end of course
evaluations, course completion rates, program
completion rates, and unsolicited emails sent to the
instructor regarding life maps. Life mapping was used to
capture students’ professional and personal journeys that
brought them to the program and to the cohort. In the
activity, students are asked to consider what or where are
the jungles, mountains, and rivers in their lives as
leaders? Some people map their life events—births,
deaths, marriages, geographic moves—but students are
also asked to think beyond just the facts and allow the
other cohort members to see their authentic mental maps.
We each have experienced multiple deaths when our
hopes and dreams get cut off and then take a new
direction. Students are asked to consider what forks
were in the road that led them to become students in this
program and members of this cohort?
The actual maps were used as data, as well as
student reflections on the activity. A/r/tography defines
itself as a form of living inquiry, which involves
working from a “continuous reflective and reflexive
stance to engagement, analysis, and learning” (Irwin &
Springgay, 2008, p. xxix).
In addition, one cohort of students (n=16) provided
survey data from a photo-elicitation activity. Photoelicitation is a method of interview in visual sociology
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that uses visual images to elicit comments (Epstein,
Stevens, McKeever & Baruchel, 2006; Ortega-Alcázar
& Dyck, 2011). During their fourth semester together,
students were shown photographs of their life maps
(created during the first semester together) through a
PowerPoint slideshow that was projected for the class
to see. They were then asked to individually respond in
writing to the following three questions:
What impact did the life mapping have on you as a
leader?
How does seeing the image of your life map impact
you as a student in this program?
What does the image of your life map tell us about
you as a system leader?
Describing a journey is different from describing a
single moment in time; therefore, the prompts were
written in an effort to explore shifts over time and space
in how participants described the impact of the activity.
According to Kobayashi, Fisher, and Grapp (2008),
photographs are an important means of collecting and
analyzing qualitative data. They help in the retrospection
of lived experiences of participants and combining
photographs with other forms of data collection ensures
contextual validity through triangulation.
Mapping conveys spatial relationships, thus our
purpose is to help students understand their own
complex context—highlighting significant features of
their leadership journey, proposing limits and
establishing direction, and in many cases revealing the
emotive nature of “places” on their map. The
instructors make a wide array of media readily available
to the students to aid them in the creation of their life
maps (Horovitz- Darby 1994). Drawing instruments
include drawing pencils and erasers, colored drawing
pencils, fine and broad-tipped colored markers, and
large and small crayons. We also provide a choice of
white paper (sizes 8.5" x 11" to 24" X 36") or colored
construction paper (sizes 8.5" X 11" and 12" x 18").
Students also have available scissors, glue sticks, and
rulers, as well as a variety of magazines and
newspapers. Students often clip items from the latter
media and paste them onto the life map to illustrate
events or meaningful places. There is abundant data
that ends up on the large maps representing each
student’s journey to systems leadership and specifically
to our program. We take care in stressing the central
function of the life map is to express and communicate
a personal reality rather than to assess someone's
artistic talent (Kahn, 1999).
Students complete this activity together in a casual,
community environment in the evening; there is food
present, and the course instructors are absent. Students
are working in close proximity yet have room to spread
out their work areas. It is also important to note that the
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creation of the life maps occurs in the evening
following team building activities earlier in the day, and
students actually present their maps and narrative the
following morning in a circle of trust with the cohort
members and course instructors.
Data Analysis
All the surveys, emails, and course evaluation
comments were recorded on an Excel spreadsheet,
separated by type of data. The researchers engaged in a
three-stage coding process – beginning with In Vivo
coding, then the categorization of those initial codes,
and finally descriptive code mapping. The
instructor/researcher (IR) did not participate in the precoding, first round, or second round of coding since she
was already familiar with the data and had access to
other sources of data on the students. The Critical
Friend/Researcher (CFR) coded the data by utilizing an
iterative thematic approach (Saldaña, 2016). During the
pre-coding preparation, the CFR read and reread the
data, familiarizing herself with the content and
developing an awareness of connections across the data
(DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011). In the first round of coding,
the CFR built on that pre-coding work utilizing an In
Vivo coding process, employing the direct language of
the graduate students to ground the data analysis
process in the participants’ voices, perspectives, and
micro-cultures (Manning, 2017; Saldaña, 2005). The
CFR drew out In Vivo codes for every line of text.
During the second round of coding the CFR examined
the initial codes to look for commonalities and
differences. This examination allowed the CFR to
group like thematic codes into categories. The CFR
wrote memos to clarify her thinking regarding the
groupings. In the final round of coding, the CFR and IR
separately examined the categories and compared their
descriptions of the central themes across the categories.
They did not find any differences in the final groupings.
Findings
In Vivo coding yielded 256 participant phrases. The
initial categorization of the In Vivo codes into clusters
of descriptive codes were organized into 11 different
categories. Finally, the initial categories were
condensed into macro-level themes (Tables 1-3).
Discussion
The final condensing of the initial categories into
macro-level themes illustrated that students perceived
the life-mapping activity as a catalyst for learning about
themselves and others, successful cohort building, and
affirmation of their decision to become systems leaders.
The sharing of the outer maps – the ones students are
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Table 1
Phases II and II – Descriptive Code Mapping: Theme A, Making Personal Reflection Public Through Life-Mapping
Category
Sample of Related Codes

Category 1. Reported Foci
of Life Mapping

“Reflect on who I was”
“Reflect on why I am going in the direction I am”
“Reflect on where I want to be”
“Reflect on my journey as an educational leader”
“Reflect on people”
“In depth reflection of one’s own leadership”
“Life mapping helped me reflect on the journey.”

Category 2. Perceived
Outcomes of Life
Mapping

“map it [reflection] out” led to remember more often”
“very therapeutic”
“Leveraged reflection on core values to make decisions”
“Brought us together as a cohort”
“knowing oneself better”
“the real impact came from the bonding we developed from our strong emotional reaction to our
posters and to our member's life maps.”
“The emotion, authenticity, and willingness to be vulnerable helped me gain the trust of our
cohort.”
“It was therapeutic in my leadership and helped me gain perspective and vision.”
“having empathy for others and their journeys”
“the activity helped me to form a bond with those who would have an immense impact on the next
year of my education and ultimately my life with regards to friendship and networking partners.”
“It makes me feel as though I have place in this program, my job, state & world. People care about
my story & where I came from.”

Category 3. Reported
Understandings of Self
from Life Mapping

“core values”
“opened my eyes to what kind of system and eco system might be best for my skills and
philosophy on leadership.”
“true beliefs”
“Remind me of all the times I persevered with conflict”
“life mapping made me realize that I am a product of many of the places and experiences I have
lived.”
“Reminded me about my strengths as person and leader”
“it was valuable for me to reflect and look back what events and aspects of my life had the most
impact on who I am as a person.”

Category 4. Reported
Understandings of Others
from Life Mapping

“Understanding others in cohort on a personal level”
“Understanding others’ perspectives in cohort”
“People as positive or negative influencers”
“It helped me see that others have life stories and maps that influence them in their decision
making.”
“Education is social and people all come with a different frame of reference from life experiences
that influence the journey.”

Category 5. Reported
Understandings of the
Process of Life Mapping

“Willing to be vulnerable” catalyst for building trust”
“reinforced the idea of connection and the importance of networking”
“the art of academic inquiry”
“authentic connections”
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Table 2
Phases II and II – Descriptive Code Mapping: Theme B Centering Pre-service
Systems Leaders as Students through Life-Mapping
Sample of Related Codes

Category 6. Shift in
Agency, Belonging, and
Other Affective
Domains

“It makes me feel as though I have place in this program, my job, state & world.”
“Stronger!”
“I have been amazed how I have grown in my leadership skills and who I am as a person.”
“Identifying areas that I need to grow on I can call on others to give valuable advice.”
“It evokes feelings and emotion on where I was then and where I am now. I'm proud of my growth and I
would not have experienced this without the cohort.”
“Seeing my life map, brings back an emotional sense of uneasiness in bringing back the anxiety and
emotions that I experienced that day having to peel back the layers to share the true base of who I am as a
person and the experiences that I have gone through to create the person that I am today.”

Category 7. Emerging
Beliefs

“People care about my story & where I came from.”
“our uniqueness makes us funny, engaging, effective, etc.”
“We all come from different backgrounds and each of us offer different skills we bring to the table.”
“To be a good, effective leader you have to be able to build relationships and trust to move forward and
guide change.”
“In order to build those types of relationships, you also have to know yourself and your strengths.”

Category 8.
Appreciation of the
Pedagogy of Life
Mapping in a Cohort

“It was great to start at with who I am as a leader”
“I actually enjoyed seeing all of our life maps as a cohort”
“[I actually enjoyed] reflect[ing] on how much this team has meant to me over the past two years.”
“I didn't think I would enjoy the project, but learned so much about myself through the process and how
past traumas have affected me as a leader.”
“Seeing my map…I appreciate my cohort members. Our relationships have developed much farther than I
ever would have thought possible. The networking with our real world work is phenomenal.”
This program has taught me how to self-reflect and to make a change in my practice, as well as to help
lead change. This project was the first part of that process of self-reflection.

willing share with their cohort – helped them discover
unknown places within themselves as leaders, gain
consciousness about their interior landscapes, and
visualize their strengths and funds of knowledge that
will help them be successful in the graduate program, as
well in their leadership roles. Interestingly, the students
did not reflect on any one of the specific pre-readings
but reflected more on perceived traits of leaders and the
value of the learning activity. Many of the theoretical
frameworks and concepts from the course emerged in
their reflections on the life-mapping activity through
responses to survey questions and course evaluations.
Today, educational organizations and leaders at all
levels of education systems have to adapt to ambiguity
arising from their internal processes, relations with others,
and the complexity in their political, social, and economic
surroundings (Beabout, 2012). This study illustrates how
developing our graduate students’ understanding of their
interactional sense-making process, in a cohort structure
through the use of a life map pedagogy, builds their capacity
as future system leaders. We contend that this active, sensemaking process is foundational to their developing complex,
adaptive leadership skills.
The findings support that the life map activity also
creates an opportunity for students to develop a sense of

belonging within the cohort. A sense of belonging, a
feeling of connectedness, and a belief that one is
important and matters to others in an organization rank
third on most people’s hierarchy of needs after
physiological and safety needs (Maslow, 1954).
Research has found that a sense of belonging influences
graduate student retention and success (Lovitts, 2001;
Strayhorn, 2012), and it has been tied to key
educational outcomes such as academic self-concept,
self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, academic success,
and persistence in higher education settings (Lovitts,
2001; Ostrove, Stewart, & Curtin, 2011; Strayhorn,
2012). Further, researchers O’Meara, Griffin, Kuvaeva,
Nyunt, and Robinson (2017) argue that graduate
programs must be designed to enhance a sense of
belonging in ways appropriate to the distinct culture
and nature of graduate education, noting that it is often
more difficult for graduate students to find a sense of
belonging than undergraduates because of their age,
career, and family obligations.
Although we did not study the transfer of the
learning that the life mapping activity from an academic
to a professional context, we see potential for the
participants to draw from their experiences with cohort
building in their professional roles. More specifically,
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Table 3
Phases II and II – Descriptive Code Mapping: Theme C, Using the Life-Map to Develop a Sense of Self as System-Leader
Category
Sample of Related Codes
Category 8.
Expressed Philosophy
of Leadership

“I don't think that my life map tells much about me as a systems leader. When I created it, I made it more
to tell about my past life experiences. While I believe those experiences affect who I am as a leader, I
don't think my life map necessarily depicts who I am as a leader.”
“Systems are affected by all the pieces and parts of the whole. For example, the human body is a
complex system that depends of the health of multiple independent systems to work together.”

Category 9. Professed
Professional
Aspirations

“I want to see change in the world. I want to BE that change through positive interactions & an attitude.”
“I wonder if part of me as a leader is to help people on their own journeys and help them realize their
potential or paths that they could take. Or help them feel safe to take on new challenges or risks. I love
growing professionals. :)”
“…allowed us to envision an "[State Name] of Educational Excellence" and realize that [our] Cohort is
full of promise and energy.”
“I strive to put people first and understand that a "system" must be relative to the environment.”

Category 10.
Practicing
Professional SelfTalk:

“I can overcome any obstacles that come my way. No matter what people say or do I can accomplish my
dreams”
“I will never stray from my core values. My faith and my family will never be compromised!”
“…even though I will have many mountains to climb, I will not give up and keep me positive energy and
relationship building mentality throughout my leadership journey.”
“I will think through decisions and how those might affect the people around me and the students those
people impact. Each situation has a positive effect and often an unintended consequence.”
“With the knowledge and pulse of the people embedded in the system, you will be successful.”

Category 11.
Assessment of Self

“My core is still the same and I still hold the same values.”
“My life map was about my journey, and what I think about when I reflect is how many forks in the road
took me places I had no idea I was going to go. I NEVER thought I would be a principal, definitely
NEVER thought I'd be at the district office. And honestly, I never really knew I would be a teacher until I
was 23 or 24 years old. I am led or called to things by what feels like kismet/serendipity…”
“I cherish my sacred places in my life, and that the lifestyle within my sacred land has a unique cultural
aspect which directly impacts my professional mindset. Living in the mountains all my life makes me a
different leader than if I had grown up in an urban setting. Ono-traditional education is a focal point for
my craft.”
“I feel that in having to map out myself as a person, it has demonstrated the level of strength and selfdetermination that I possess as a person and my ability to press through difficult situations to achieve my
goals.”

Category 12. Posing
Questions

“Can an outdoor experience over a weekend have more positive impact on a student's life than all their
seat time in Science class?”

we view students’ development of their interactional sensemaking process as a way to build capacity in their
professional roles after completing their graduate program,
and to support their continued connectedness with other
systems leaders from their cohort as well as building
relationships outside of their cohort. This capacity to connect
can be a powerful professional skill, helping the graduates to
foster feelings of belonging in their wider professional
network and to protect themselves against feelings of isolation
and burnout in their systems leader roles.
Implications of the Study
The study’s findings illuminate the use of visual
narratives as a pedagogical strategy for fostering selfbelonging, cohort development, and self-identity as
systems leaders. The findings also suggest that this

instructional activity may play a role in student
retention and program completion. These findings have
implications for not only the classroom level, but also
program and institution levels. For example, faculty
could strategically integrate cohort building
experiences, such as life-mapping, into graduate
programs in which cohort models are already utilized to
organize applications, admissions, and course
registrations. This intentional community building
within a cohort model might be particularly beneficial
in professional education programs where students will
enter a network of professionals. Teaching students to
connect with one another through activities such as life
mapping, especially across differences in experience,
worldview, and identity, might better equip them to
continue this practice of connecting with other
professionals outside of their cohort.
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This article reviews How did you get here? Students with disabilities and their journeys to Harvard,
written by Thomas Herir and Laura A. Schifter. The authors explain the collegiate success stories of
several students with varied disabilities and extrapolate themes from interviews with the students
and people close to each of them. The book includes many detailed examples and thoughtful
questions lead the analysis throughout. Overall, I highly recommend this book as the stories can be
an inspiration to any student. Additionally, this book would be a fantastic addition to a course for
new professionals in schools or for parents of a child with a disability. Publisher: Harvard Education
Press (Boston. MA, 2015). ISBN: 9781612507811. List price: $35.00 (U.S.). 252 pages.

How did you get here? Students with disabilities
and their journeys to Harvard by Thomas Herir and
Laura A. Schifter details the stories of sixteen students
with disabilities who have attended Harvard. Three
students are deaf, three students are blind, one student
is both deaf and blind, two students have cerebral palsy,
one student has muscular dystrophy, five students have
dyslexia, and one student has anxiety and learning
disabilities. The chapters are broken into themes the
authors discovered through the interview process with
each student.
As both an educator and an advocate for children, I
was drawn to this book because I am always interested
in factors that instill resilience in children. Specifically,
what was it about the students in this book that allowed
them to beat the odds and continue to prevail when
barriers came their way? Previous research has shown
various dimensions of resilience, including hope and
perseverance (Watson & Vogel, 2017), as well as selfbelief in achievement, social skills, and a sense of
belonging at school (Yilmaz Findik, 2016). I was very
interested to see if these researchers found similar
themes emerge or if additional information became
evident that could positively impact the trajectory of
more students in the future.
The theme of chapter one is the positive influence
of parents who advocated for several of the students.
One mother challenged the outcomes of her child’s
disability and the goals the district wanted her child to
pursue. Additionally, parents taught their children to
advocate for themselves and allowed their
independence when appropriate. “Jennifer’s parents
fought for her when she needed it and gave her the
skills to fight for herself” (p. 20). Authors detailed how
parents taught children not to be ashamed of their
disabilities by teaching them to speak up for what they
need. “They (parents) always made sure I was in a
situation where people appreciated both my strengths
and weaknesses and where I was never made to feel
stupid” (p.22). Additionally, many parents went above

and beyond to advocate for cultural understanding
around their child’s disability. For example, “All three
deaf students reported close and sustaining relationships
with the deaf community” (p. 26). The authors report
that many of the students “credit their parents with
advocating for them and giving them a positive identity
as a person with a disability” (p. 28).
Chapter two highlights the people who have paved
the way for each student’s success. Supporters included
teachers, speech therapists, early interventionists,
physical therapists, and caseworkers. The authors found
many students mentioned the teaching styles of the
teachers being a key factor in their success, using words
such as “fun and exciting” (p. 66) and “clear and
explicit” (p.66). The authors make a wonderful
statement that “any teacher can make the choice to
believe in his or her students and let them know it” (p.
69). This support was clearly a theme across the stories
presented by this group of students.
Chapter three demonstrates that the students in
this group were intellectually driven. They asked to be
challenged. They didn’t allow people to set low
expectations for them. Some of the students seemed to
be inherently motivated and driven toward academic
success, and others seemed to be inspired by the
aforementioned groups (parents, teachers, etc.) who
modeled this drive. A very critical question is asked
by the authors: “How many students with disabilities
have gone through school with their intellectual gifts
ignored” (p. 87)? Additionally, in the chapter the
authors initiate the discussion related to inclusion and
what settings allow students to be most successful.
This conversation is discussed further in the
subsequent chapters.
Extracurricular activities are the topic of chapter four.
The stories of the successful students included
participation in multiple extracurricular activities including
various sports and music. These activities allowed the
students to develop friendships and become part of the
community when fostered by various professionals.
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Chapter five highlights the ways students
advocated for their needs and developed strategies to
maximize their strengths and minimize any barriers
brought their way by their disabilities. Chapter six
demonstrates the significant role technology has played
in the success of this group of students.
Chapter seven is a detailed account of the
experiences of one of the authors, Laura Schifter. The
other author, Tomas Hehir, then accounts the changes he
has made to his teaching as a result of what he learned
through the process of interviewing each of these
students. He states that “at various times in their
educational careers, the students had to bear the ‘burden’
of disability more heavily than the schools” (p.181).
Additionally, he discusses changes to his thoughts on
universal design for learning, inclusion, ableism, and
special education. He also emphasizes the importance of
early intervention in paving the way toward academic
success. Finally, Tomas Hehir explained some of the
issues related to policy. “Hehir was responsible for
federal leadership in implementing the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and played a leading
role in developing the Clinton administration’s proposal
for the 1997 reauthorization of IDEA” (p. 237). He
mentions the importance of civil rights protection for
students with disabilities on their road to success and the
need to increase attention toward laws regarding
technology and accommodations, along with other policy
issues and recommendations.
Finally, the last chapter is a conclusion written by
Wendy S. Harbour, the Lawrence B. Taishoff Professor
of Inclusive Education at Syracuse University. She
describes her story and discusses the programming she
provides for students. In this chapter, she delves into
the topic of transition planning and addresses some of
the questions brought forth from parents of students
with disabilities preparing for college, specifically,
“Can students with any disability go to college” (p.
214)? In this chapter, some strategies are discussed for
allowing access to higher education for students with
intellectual disabilities. One solution mentioned is
expanding and changing our views on intellectualism.
In the final chapter, Wendy Harbour states, “Many
of these students struggled with whether or not to ‘stay
in the closet’” (p. 223) regarding disclosing their
disability and the needs associated with it. This was a
statement brought to light in many of the chapters in the
book. It is unfortunate that this is still a common
concern for students with disabilities. On that note, one
thing I would have liked to see is broader range of
disabilities represented. In the beginning of chapter
four, the authors describe a recollection of one of the
students saying, “Since he could not succeed at
anything in school, he decided he would succeed at
being a “badass”” (p.91). I worked with many students
who displayed emotional disabilities, autism spectrum
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disorders, traumatic brain injuries, and various
behavioral difficulties as a part of their disability, as
part of a mental health issue, or as a means to avoid
tasks that were difficult as a product of their disability.
There were few references to behavioral or emotional
struggles in the book. The issues related to the success
of these populations may be quite different from the
majority of the students represented in the book. In my
experience, this is a group of students who still feel
quite stigmatized and often choose not to receive the
support they may need to be successful rather than
declaring that they have an emotional need.
That being said, I did appreciate the portion of the
Conclusion that addresses transition. While the stories
were not directly compared to see if the outcomes for
students with more “visible” disabilities, such as
blindness, differed from students with less “visible”
disabilities, such as dyslexia, in this chapter the authors
do advocate for better outreach to the general student
population. Specifically, students should be asked the
following questions during college orientations
according to the authors: What are disability, medical,
and counseling resources, and who can use them? Can
disability services help people who don’t think of
themselves as disabled? Are people with disabilities
welcome as part of the campus diversity? Are there
courses about disability, student groups, or other ways
to connect to disabled students and allies on campus?
What does the campus mean by the term “disability,”
and could my “difference” actually be a “disability”?
If I have a disability, isn’t that a bad thing? (p.219)
This would allow the discussion to be open, and
students with less visible disabilities may be able to
better advocate for their own needs.
As a professional working with students with a
whole variety of disabilities and needs, I always
considered my most important role as being the advocate
for the needs of each student and their welfare, including
everything from basic safety to attaining their individual
potential. Thus, I was quite eager to read this book. I was
not disappointed. Since I worked for several years as a
school psychologist, the information presented was not
new to me, but it is a wonderful depiction of success that
would be a fantastic addition to a course for new
professionals in schools of any level, for parents of
students with or without disabilities, and for students
with or without disabilities. In fact, as I was reading, I
kept thinking how these guidelines for success extend
beyond students with disabilities attending Harvard.
Having a strong support system, learning strategies for
one’s own success and advocating for oneself, and not
allowing others to minimize one’s dreams or to lower
their expectations are just some of the themes that would
help any person be successful.
The authors do express that this is an account of a
small group of students, and I don’t believe they tried to
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overgeneralize toward a larger population. Still, more
students and more stories may bring to light further
themes to help others hoping to be successful in higher
education. While the sample size in the book was rather
small, many of the themes were consistent with the
many students I worked with over the years. For
example, while reading the chapter on extracurricular
activities, I recall our team taking one seventh-grade
boy who was consistently driving his teachers crazy by
tapping on his desk in class and placing him in the band
on the drums. His math teacher who had him the class
after band came to me one day and said, “I never have
any problems with him in class.” I also remembered
several students with autism benefiting from being
included in gym class and playing basketball,
swimming, and socializing with the other students
through sports, which leveled the playing field in cases
where students had limited abilities to verbally
communicate with peers. The authors of the book
discussed how school personnel are often quick to take
away extracurricular activities, which I also saw far too
regularly. I always tried to advocate for other solutions,
and I hope more people in schools are doing the same.
Since the students were included because of
being in special education, I was surprised that the
authors used medical diagnoses rather than
educational disability labels to describe the students.
One example is dyslexia, which is a medical
umbrella term and encompasses a variety of issues
and needs, instead of the area of need under the
category of a specific learning disability. According
to the International Dyslexia Association (2002),
dyslexia is “characterized by difficulties with
accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by poor
spelling and decoding abilities.” Thus, in Colorado,
the education disability label would most likely be
either a Specific Learning Disability (SLD) basic
reading skill or SLD reading fluency or both, and
possibly other areas as a result, such as written
expression or math application.
Finally, one additional theme that was evident
through reading the stories of these students, and in
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combination with the numerous students with whom I
worked, is that we need to keep our focus on the “I” in
IEP. The Individualized Education Program should be
made to support each student to their own potential. In
the book, the authors discuss inclusive education and
how some students really benefitted from separate
programs or even separate schools, while at other times
students benefitted from opportunities in mainstream
education (some even eliminating their special education
status). In the schools, sometimes students have to
choose between having certain accommodations and
participating in other programs which may be just as
influential in their success. These are the kinds of
problems that cause barriers to some school systems. We,
as professionals in the schools, need to find more ways to
be flexible to enhance success for more students.
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