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Abstract

This article reports on the findings of the interview portion of a study exploring the barriers and incentives to faculty engagement in undergraduate educational reforms.  The authors identified behaviors and beliefs related to attitudes toward teaching correlated with participation in institutional efforts focused on improving undergraduate learning.  The article informs the subject university on attitudes of their faculty toward teaching and suggests key factors that seem to have a beneficial impact on teaching practices. This study is part of an on-going national research project identifying faculty attitudes toward teaching and impacts of faculty development activities on teaching behaviors.

Introduction
Higher education institutions across America are experiencing numerous external pressures demanding increased faculty attention to teaching and greater emphases on successful undergraduate learning (Ewell & Ries, 2000).  At the same time, student populations are becoming increasingly diverse and non-traditional as students seek new learning skills and knowledge that will help them in the job market in our contemporary economy (El-Khawas & Knopp, 1996; NCES 1996).  

"The key to overcoming the severity of these potential problems will be the creation of fundamental reforms in how colleges and universities educate students, especially undergraduates."  Guskin & Marcy (2002)

“A convergence of fast-changing demographics, extremely high public and political concern about education, and a new willingness among many public education’s leaders and supporters to consider bold alternatives, … regardless of whether you welcome or fear it, the moment is inescapably ours.”  
Katie Haycock, Education Trust, 2001



Evidence (Astin, 1997, Pascarelli & Terenzini, 1991) supports the view that faculty involvement with students and active, self-directed learning by students contribute more than anything else to measurable student success. Barr and Tagg (1995) also emphasize the need for faculty to be more student-centered.  They argue that the teaching paradigm itself needs to change.  In particular, in order for faculty to change their view of the way they interact with students, they must change the way they view their work.    (Brookfield, S. 1995)
Findings about student growth and development, about how students learn, and about the learning connections between a student's college life and the workplace are demanding that the academy reform curricular paradigms and pedagogical traditions, but new views of faculty work are sustainable only if effectively shared and supported.  This basic premise may point to why many well-thought out, well-funded and well-delivered reform efforts have not had long-term impact.

As Palmer suggests in his article supporting the shift to a learning-centered pedagogy, a faculty member who states that “our primary responsibility as mathematicians is not to students, but to mathematics to preserve, create, and enhance good mathematics and to protect the subject for future generations” will not be amenable to ideas of a more student-centered approach to teaching nor support of others with such ideas (1997).

Braxton, Eimers and Bayer point out in their study of 70 universities that the majority of surveyed faculty were not amenable to six identified recommendations to improve undergraduate teaching and learning (1996).  They identified those six recommendations through an in-depth analysis of the current research literature: 1) encouraging student-faculty contact; 2) systematic program of advisement; 3) feedback on student performance; 4) fostering egalitarianism and tolerance in the classroom; 5) learning about students; and 6) demonstration of concern for improving college teaching.  Braxton et al conclude that: 

"This finding, we believe, suggests that efforts to improve undergraduate teaching will require strategies that carefully consider (teaching) norms held by the faculty and the nature of the recommendation being implemented."

The traditional academic reward structure that keeps faculty focused primarily on disciplinary development is a major obstacle to greater interest in teaching quality and learning outcomes.  Revision of faculty roles and rewards is often suggested as a key to change. However, where reward structures have changed, the culture of the traditional reward structure is still available, allowing faculty to not change.  Also, articulated changes in reward policy often have not changed the actual outcomes of the reward structure, nor have changes in the articulated structures necessarily changed faculty beliefs about the institution’s reward structure, or what is valued in their discipline.  Despite this, faculty interviews conducted at Portland State University and Indiana University Purdue University at Indianapolis (unpublished) suggest that faculty involved in curricular reform efforts have moved toward a more learning-centered approach to teaching.  These interviews indicate that some faculty have changed despite what they believe about the reward structure.  What seemed to motivate these faculty were more intrinsic rewards such as career satisfaction, more collegial interactions with other faculty, and better relationships with students.  A common comment was, “This is what I had imagined academic life was like, but until now, it wasn’t.”  How can institutions of higher education better support these changes, and how can we support, sustain and expand these views for departmental and curricular  improvement?

Curricular reforms meant to shift faculty views of teaching and learning are often initiated and initially supported by a core group of faculty who think of themselves as “getting it”, but this “early adopter” group is not sufficient to sustain reform efforts.  Sustainability requires that additional faculty be prepared and motivated to adopt and participate in new curricular structures. 

In response to these pressures, institutions of higher education in the United States are engaged in extensive efforts of institutional reform that attempt to change faculty teaching cultures. The possible barriers to change have been widely discussed, but faculty attitudes and the impacts of these attitudes on institutional attempts to improve faculty focus on teaching have not been fully studied.   Institutional efforts to reform undergraduate learning challenge faculty cultural norms and as such, attempt to fundamentally change what faculty do.   To implement academic reforms that improve student-learning, faculty are challenged to change both their emphasis on and approaches to the role of scholarly teaching.  The institutionalization and dissemination of the new forms of undergraduate curricula and pedagogy have clearly depended on faculty adaptation to student-centered and learning-centered contexts, yet we know little about how faculty attitudes have been, or must be, changed by these curricular reforms.  We do know that traditional faculty workshops and seminars alone do not effectively support change efforts (Weimer & Lenze, 1989, Groccia & Miller, 1998). 

In particular, there is a critical need to study the effects of differing approaches to faculty development. We need to know how institutional change efforts interact with faculty culture and how they affect (both negatively and positively) faculty attitudes toward teaching and student learning.  

Analysis of data from this research informed the ongoing design of a national scale survey instrument on issues of faculty teaching culture, faculty development and faculty attitudes toward teaching. It also informs the particular institution involved in the project on how to make the best impacts on the attitudes of their faculty toward teaching. The national study, in its first phase, used open-ended interviews at universities in the various stages of reform to gather data on the following research questions:

1. What are current faculty attitudes toward teaching and how are these attitudes related to perceptions of their work and their institution’s mission?  

2. What barriers must be addressed in order to effect change in faculty attitudes toward teaching?

3. What changes have occurred in faculty attitudes toward teaching with reform efforts and faculty development activities?

4. What other tools could institutions use to effect change in attitudes toward teaching among their faculty?
Interview Study Design

The interview protocol was designed to explore elements affecting attitudes and behaviors toward teaching with a sample population. The interviews were organized around initial hypotheses on what might affect faculty attitudes and behaviors.   The exploratory elements will be tested further in a survey instrument given to the entire faculty, in the second phase of the project.  We found the results from phase one of this project sufficiently valuable to warrant publication as an exploratory study. 

Hypotheses to be Investigated:
I. Faculty whose intellectual community is external to the institution are less likely to participate in efforts that are focused on undergraduate learning.

II. Faculty who participate in efforts focused on undergraduate learning are more likely to discuss their teaching with their departmental and institutional colleagues.

III. Faculty who view their university as primarily a source of research are less likely to participate in efforts that are focused on undergraduate learning.

IV. Faculty who do not identify with their university teaching mission are less willing to participate in efforts that are focused on undergraduate learning.

V. Faculty who are strongly against specific institutional efforts focused on undergraduate learning are themselves less likely to value undergraduate education.

VI. Faculty who have not been part of the decision process in the development of a specific institutional effort are more likely to be against that effort.

VII. Explicit institutional barriers and incentives have less impact on faculty participation in efforts that are focused on undergraduate learning than implicit “cultural” barriers hypothesized above.

Using the above hypotheses, we developed a list of exploratory questions for interviews designed to invoke narrative reports from the interviewees.  The institution’s director of teaching and learning identified the subjects for the interviews according to our selection criteria. The sampling was intentional, including some involved and some not involved in a specific institutional change effort. The choice of interviewees was guided by the nature of the reforms the institution was implementing and the instructional goals and priorities of the campus. The specific discipline choices were guided by the discipline-specific norms studied in Faculty Misconduct in Collegiate Teaching, Braxton and Bayer (1999). The faculty represented a mix of hiring grades and categories (contract, adjunct, tenured, part-time, etc) in a proportion close to that of the whole faculty. Most of the subjects have been at the institution for at least five years to increase the odds of real awareness of campus culture and conditions.    Seventeen faculty were interviewed.   Eight of the seventeen subjects were involved in an institutional change initiative focused on teaching undergraduates.  The other the nine were chosen because of their non-involvement, their focus on issues other than undergraduate education, and a presumption of being in opposition to the specific change initiative. We wanted the extreme views.  The strategy was to get a clear differentiation between different communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

Interview Study Findings 

All of the statements below are approximate, taken from written notes of the interviews.

1st. All of the proponents of the institution’s particular reform effort were non-traditional faculty in some significant way. 

Some interview subjects who participated in the particular reform initiative were adjunct appointments, Lave & Wenger (1991) 
predicts that many of the participants in reform will be non-tenure track faculty as changes tend to occur at the “boundaries” as opposed to the core of the disciplines.  However, the tenure line faculty participants were also quite non-traditional in other ways.  They were frequently older, having joined the academy as a second career or they did not have a traditional intellectual home.  Their work was more multi-disciplinarily focused.
This finding might be a bias resulting from the subject selection procedure or may be reflection the character of the state institution.  A selection bias is unlikely, as we matched faculty involved with other faculty who were not involved in the same or similar discipline and at a similar tenure level and from employment categories that reflect the characteristics of the institution faculty mix. We intentionally chose faculty who were interested in talking about teaching, whether or not they were involved in or supportive of the reform.  The subjects were those faculty contacted who agreed to be interviewed about teaching.  Roughly half of the non-participants were non-traditional as well.  The non-participants that were non-traditional were more likely to have an interest in teaching than non-participants in traditional tenured positions and with traditional faculty backgrounds.  

2nd.  Most of the interview subjects were at this university for reasons of convenience, coincidence, or location rather than disciplinary intention. 

This speaks both of the non-traditional nature of the change effort participants, and the regional character of the institution.  Of the subjects providing data on their motivations for selecting this institution, 69% chose to be at the university because of its location, not who else was at the institution or the mission or reputation of the institution.    There is close connection between non-traditional faculty and reasons for being at the institution. For example, non-traditional faculty were more likely to be at the institution for personal or family reasons than traditional faculty.  Hence subjects who were chosen for their interest in talking about teaching may be more likely to be at the institution for primarily non-academic reasons. 

3rd. Faculty engaged in disciplinary research tended to interact mostly with colleagues from other institutions, while faculty who were interested more in teaching tended to create interdisciplinary groups of on-campus colleagues and interact with disciplines mostly for political, or departmental matters. 

This reinforces the sense that research focused faculty are less engaged in the institution than faculty who have an interest in teaching. 

4th. Many faculty believed innovative teaching hurt individuals’ tenure and promotion cases. 

Over half of the subjects reported this, without prompting.   They also cited lack of attention on teaching in hiring decisions.  We will assess to what extent this is a belief amongst faculty in larger survey of the general population. Administrators showed defensiveness on this issue and denied there were mixed messages regarding value placed on different kinds of academic work
.  Interviewees also commented that the time and effort involved in good teaching was not being rewarded and that there is great variation in the valuation of teaching across different departments.

“Teaching carries no weight so no one discusses it much.”

“There are lots of incentives for research, but none for teaching or faculty development.”

One subject reported that there was a very unusual case of a faculty member who was denied tenure because of poor teaching.

5th. There was broad agreement that the institutional mission was ambiguous, shifting or unshared. 

Over sixty percent of the subjects reported that they felt the mission of the institution was not clear or shared.  These attitudes were from both participants and non-participants, traditionally hired and non-traditionally hired faculty.

“The mission and institutional plans are incoherent”

“Mission is defined at the department level”

The mission is ambiguous”

None of the subjects articulated a mission that was recognizable as the mission statement on the university’s website. Most subjects gave specific examples of mixed or contradictory signals and verbiage from academic administrators regarding the role of teaching in the mission.  As a result, most interviewees cited their departmental or disciplinary mission as the one that most shaped their decisions regarding work priorities and time allocation.

6th. Despite (or maybe because of) the lack of a clear mission, participants saw this institution as flexible, allowing them to do what they felt was important, unlike a more traditional research university.

This attitude may be consistent with an unclear mission.  If the mission is not well understood or adhered to, then the faculty are free to define their own work focus. In addition, the sense of flexibility is also reinforced by departmental variations in mission. Interviewees gave specific examples of differences in departmental cultures where some were seen as more flexible than others. Interviewee comments were positive in tone, but seemed to indicate almost a state of inattention across the institution to mission or priorities.  In other words, the sense of individual flexibility may be the result of a lack of consistent attention to priorities as an expression of mission.

“(This university) has a history of innovation which attracted me.”

“There is always a push here for creativity….”

“(This) is a flexible situation for me.  I get to teach, work on curriculum, and work with (experts outside of the institution).”

7th. There was an emphasis on teaching across all levels among faculty who saw teaching as a priority, and some preference for teaching upper division majors and graduate students among those who did not.

Of nine non-participants, four expressed a preference for upper division and graduates. Only one of the participants indicated a preference for graduate level teaching, yet that one also mentioned freshman.

“Almost any faculty will probably prefer teaching at the graduate level and enjoy the challenges.  I also enjoy teaching freshman….”

Much of the attitude toward upper and lower division seems to relate to three factors: a perception of a lack of incentives, the existence of a graduate program in the department, and the size of freshman classes. The sample size does not allow a definitive answer, but does raise questions which can be tested in the survey.  Many of the participants were not connected to a specific disciplinary department.  They were only involved in the general education initiative.  As hypothesized, those participants with interdisciplinary interests expressed a preference for teaching at all levels and expressed more enthusiasm about underclassman education.

“I have gotten interested in teaching across all levels….”

“I like to teach at all levels….”

“The largest challenge for me is the freshman class and I enjoy it a great deal….”
By contrast, non-participants expressed a preference for upper division and graduate level.

“I prefer to teach the upper division graduate courses more than the entering undergraduates.”

“Graduate students are there by choice and therefore already interested in the subject.  I think I prefer working with the upper level than undergraduate, though I love both roles.”

“I really like working with graduate students because they’re smart, dedicated and I learn a lot from them.  The undergraduate courses have been very large lecture courses or relatively smaller junior level courses.  I’m tired of teaching large first year courses….”

Some non-participants also expressed an interest in teaching undergraduates, particularly freshmen.  It would be interesting to know what the size of their undergraduate classes were and in what format they are taught
.

“There is something to be said for plunging freshmen (into the discipline) who have never considered (issues in my discipline) and I find it exciting and challenging.”

“I prefer teaching undergraduate level courses and lean toward the lower division as far as actual practice, though I enjoy the occasional upper level classes.”

8th.  There is a clear pattern in viewing the particular change initiative as an innovative experiment that has had mixed support and mixed reviews from those not directly involved
.

Lack of clear mission likely contributes to this ambivalence of faculty not involved in the reform effort.  The initiative has not been institutionalized.  It is still considered an experiment and there is a sense of being “inside” or “outside” the project among interviewees that surfaces in their comments
.  Those who have not participated in the program expressed critical impressions, though they actually knew little about the details of the program.

“I have only anecdotal notes on (the change effort).  Some (students) like it very much, while others found little stimuli.”

“ Courses (in the change initiative) are not well delineated.  The students are not prepared for major courses they have to take later.  It seems too flexible, even disorganized.”

“(The change initiative) is a typical example of the differences between the new president and the old president, (who) set things up to shake up the faculty…. I don’t think (the change initiative faculty) have much influence outside of their own sphere.”

“I have mixed feelings (about the change initiative).  I think a lot of the faculty has not bought in to the concept.  I sort of think good teachers are born, not made.”

However, despite these negative attitudes, the critical faculty were not fully against the experiment. More often it seemed they resented the resources and attention the program was receiving, and felt left out or uninvited to be a participant. In fact, two subjects, after criticizing the program, expressed an interest in teaching in it.

“My understanding is that the university is not really pursuing alternative methods or models for undergraduate classrooms and that is what (the change initiative) is geared precisely towards.  I have mixed reports on their success.  Some students really loved the curriculum and the teaching methodology, while others seemed perplexed by it…. I myself would be interested in teaching within that program, but have not been asked.  I’d need to learn more about it.”

“The perception of a vast group of the academic faculty on campus is that it is a crayola college….I’d be interest in teaching there, but I have too much work to do now.”

Data related to the Hypotheses  

Hypothesis I.  Faculty whose intellectual community is external to the institution are less likely to participate in efforts that are focused on undergraduate learning.

Faculty who did not participate in the particular institutional change initiative were much more likely to have an external intellectual community.  Of the nine non-participants interviewed, seven had almost exclusively external research communities, while one had both and one had an exclusively internal research community.  Of the eight participants, all expressed that their intellectual and research communities were largely if not wholly internal.

Hypothesis II.   Faculty who participate in efforts that are focused on undergraduate learning are more likely to discuss their teaching with their departmental and institutional colleagues.

Participants 
are more likely to have conversations about teaching in any context. Those non-participants with external research communities tended not to mention discussions about teaching, even when asked.  Conversations about teaching tended to correlate with whether their intellectual community was mainly internal or not.

Hypothesis III.  Faculty who view their university as primarily a source of research are less likely to participate in efforts that are focused on undergraduate learning.

Both participants and non-participants mentioned the research role in the mission, as well as teaching, although participants tended to emphasize the teaching mission and view the research mission as secondary. Non-participants also talked about educating students, but more as delivery of information.  Participants tended to use the question of mission to express frustration with a lack of clear mission particularly toward teaching and service to students and the community.

Hypothesis IV. Faculty who do not identify with their university or its mission are less willing to participate efforts that are focused on undergraduate learning.


The participating faculty felt that the mission was poorly defined. Hence a clear correlation between mission and focus on teaching could not be assessed.  Several subjects described a mission consistent with their views or that is narrowly focused on interests and objectives of their department alone. None of the faculty were able to articulate the mission as it is presented at the university’s website.  Many subjects dwelled on the confusion about the role of teaching, mixed messages regarding the image of the institution as a research university or a regional university emphasizing student access. So long as the mission and messages about academic priorities and image were confusing, many interviewees signaled they would follow a traditional research route and their department’s more clearly stated priorities.

Hypothesis V. Faculty who are strongly against specific institutional efforts focused on undergraduate learning are themselves less likely to value undergraduate education
The non-participants talked less about teaching or student learning.  Teaching was not the focus for many of them.  As our interview was about teaching, the non-participant interviews tended to be shorter because interviewees had little to say on a subject that was not of much interest to them. Participants in the curricular reform initiative tended to use the entire interview time and more, if allowed and referred to other conversations they have had about teaching.  Non-participants who expressed an interest in teaching also gave longer responses than non-participants not interested in teaching.  Even faculty who articulated negative views of the specific curricular change initiative showed more mixed feelings about the initiative if they had some interest in undergraduate learning.

Hypothesis VI.  Faculty who have not been part of the decision process in the development of a specific institutional effort are more likely to be against that effort.

The participant subjects were for the most part involved in the planning or administration, of the initiative.  We did get a sense that there was an insider-outsider phenomena going on. “…. I myself would be interested in teaching within that program, but have not been asked ."  With effective incentives, more faculty would probably be involved in the particular initiative and focus more on teaching. In an environment where mission and academic priorities are confusing, faculty may be influenced by the opportunity to have some direct power or control of the design and operation of innovations and see a greater compatibility with their own priorities and interests (Levine, 1980).

Hypothesis VII.  Explicit institutional barriers and incentives have less impact on faculty participation in efforts that are focused on undergraduate learning than implicit “cultural” barriers hypothesized above.

When asked what barriers reduced interest in participating in institutional efforts to improve teaching, the “barriers” mentioned were: time (reforms are too labor intensive), inadequate instructional facilities, poor campus design, and the commuter campus atmosphere for students and faculty.  Consistent with what we have seen at other institutions, participants talked openly and strongly about the lack of explicit incentives to increase attention to teaching and the presence of explicit barriers to participation in efforts to improve teaching.  Clearly these barriers and lack of incentives did not dissuade those that chose to participate.  This seems to be explained by the more local intellectual orientation of participants, by their interdisciplinary inclinations, and by their willingness (or opportunity) to participate in program design and implementation.  Participants and non-participants alike identified time, facilities, and incentives as key barriers, although time may be a code for different personal priorities or attitude.  “Attitude” of faculty in relation to teaching was mentioned consistently by participants and some non-participants as a barrier.  The survey will help us clarify to extent that these barriers exist.

Discussion
The big issues overall were: Incoherent mission; inconsistent administrative signals regarding the valuation of teaching; individualistic interpretations of faculty roles; inadequate facilities and resources for any teaching reforms (such as media in the classroom); inconsistent organizational values across departments; and a blind eye on the part of most faculty and administration to the impact of an adult, commuting student population. Very few across the institution’s administration and faculty acknowledged the impact of working with a non-traditional, and largely first-generation student body. In addition, institutionalization of the specific curricular change initiative was dramatically undermined when the administration and the board changed and faculty opponents to the reform initiative used the transition to reintroduce fundamental questions about the viability of the curricular reform and the wisdom of its proponents. Given the transition in institutional leadership and the inconsistency of academic priorities across departments, the institution seems to rely completely on faculty with non-traditional backgrounds and faculty with strong personal motivations for teaching leadership, but at the same time is inconsistent in its support for faculty who show leadership on teaching issues.

Interference by the state board and mixed signals from top administration have created a culture where mission is chosen on a department-by-department level. Those interested in teaching see an access-oriented teaching mission.  Those who don't see teaching as core purpose seem fixated on historic low self-esteem of the university, which they believe can be overcome through greater emphasis on research. Several interviewees saw the incompatible views on mission as being reinforced by contradictory messages sent by campus design of facilities that do not promote student-to-student or student-faculty or faculty-faculty interaction or development of campus spirit.   Among those who support changes that would improve teaching, there is a frustration that good teaching is not consistently supported by the institution’s leadership, policies and environment.

In an environment of unclear priorities and insufficient resources, some interviewees who resist the change seek to contain the change initiative because they see it as a costly experiment.  

“(In the change initiative) each class is quite small and taught by two or more professors in an intense setting.  This can be great for those students involved, except most of the university’s undergraduate students are still in massive 300 people lecture courses.  Few of the teaching development initiatives address that.”

In the several years before the curricular change explored in this study was introduced, the subject campus made a major move to promote technology use in instruction.  Some faculty embraced this, but most found that the institution did not follow through on needed investments to sustain interest. Greater emphasis on teaching technology may have caused many faculty to see the more recent curricular change initiative as superfluous or temporary -- technology is as much curricular reform as many faculty think they can handle and/or they don’t trust the institution to follow through with appropriate support. 

It's not that administration has changed personalities; it apparently has always failed to support rhetoric about teaching with action. Faculty development has been supported more in technology than in other areas, but even that has been inconsistently promoted and participation is completely self-selected rather than strategic.

All faculty seem to care about student learning on some level.  That they frequently do not focus or reflect on it seems to be a function of explicit personal interest or implicit institutional rewards or messages.  The mixed messages sent by the administration and institutional structure are heard loud and clear by the faculty, even when the messages are contradictory in which case selective listening seems to be used To reinforce personal attitudes.  The behavior of the faculty reflects what they believe the university, or more often the department, requires of them. In general, the creation of knowledge is seen as valued most highly; the role of teaching regional students as a critically important public service is not acknowledge.  Teaching-focused faculty understood a more regional purpose for the institution; others did not.

There was general praise of the university’s center for teaching and learning.  Its director was appreciated as positive, albeit small investments of the institution in teaching.  There is concern that it will not have the desired impact because the lack of more significant support for teaching, as noted above. Interviewees signaled that most users of the center’s services were people already interested in improving teaching; it was not attracting those who had not signaled interest in teaching quality.

In Conclusion

The institution’s murky mission causes tremendous confusion and misdirection among the faculty.  Efforts to introduce new teaching innovations, curricular reforms, or programs of faculty development around teaching have so far only attracted faculty who are self-directed to improve their own teaching.  Most of these have some aspect of a non-traditional academic background either in their preparation or in the nature of their appointment.  Faculty who resist involvement in teaching initiatives or curricular reforms use this confusion to explain their non-participation, although there is evidence that their resistance is, in fact, a personal and intellectual preference for independent research, an external orientation, and a disinterest in non-traditional undergraduate students as learners.  If the university values student learning it needs to show clear, consistent and direct support for teaching and curricular initiatives and document their actual performance (for good and for bad) with investments in assessment of learning.  

Promotion and tenure guidelines vary widely across the institution, and this inconsistency will need to be addressed to ensure that the role of teaching is acknowledged and included to a level consistent with the institution’s role and constituency in its state and region.  Political changes in the board and leadership have made academic administrators loath to tackle promotion and tenure guidelines, mission, or curricular reforms.  So long as this state of affairs continues, faculty who are not interested in their teaching roles or in teaching undergraduates will use administrative inconsistencies and mission confusion as cover for their non-participation and criticism.

One issue the institution’s leaders should consider is the relationship between non-traditional status and a high interest in teaching that was found in this study.  Future hiring strategies should more intentionally reflect the institution’s interest in teaching quality and institutional reputation.  Given the apparent universal interest in building institutional prestige, a reliance on non-traditional faculty for excellence in teaching is not a winning strategy.

Universities have many constituencies.  Despite the national rhetoric favoring attention to student learning, Braxton and Bayer (1999) indicate that institutions are still largely focused on the production of research as the measure of success and prestige.  Students, especially undergraduates, too frequently get lost in the push for institutions trying to become or maintain Research I status.  However, public expectations for performance and accountability suggest that institutions must demonstrate serious and intentional efforts to improve teaching.  The subject institution is in a state with new and expanding reporting requirements regarding student retention, graduation, and learning outcomes.  Meeting those requirements will demand more consistent attention to improvement of teaching and learning environments, especially with a non-traditional student population. What these interviews reveal is that, at least at this university, the faculty themselves are not the primary barrier to the institution improving student learning outcomes.  Forward thinking, bold and courageous administrative leadership is required to make it feasible and profitable for faculty to focus on student learning.
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