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ABSTRACT 

Hebert, Courtney Robert, Factors affecting faculty participation in online development at 
a higher education institution. Doctor of Education (Instructional Systems Design and 
Technology), May, 2021, Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, Texas. 
 

Faculty development continues to be a significant component of higher education 

institutions.  The purpose of this phenomenological case study was to understand the 

faculty experience surrounding participation in online professional development, thereby 

discovering the complex structures that influence participation and impact completion of 

formal online offerings.  The research was supported through systems theory, and the 

iceberg model was used to conclude the findings.  Full-time instructional faculty at a tier-

one university in the southern United States who registered for a university-sponsored 

accessibility and universal design for learning training were recruited to participate in 

semi-structured interviews to discuss their online faculty development experiences.  The 

findings of the study indicate that the factors that influence faculty to participate in online 

faculty development, such as an institutional mandate, are often the same regardless if 

they complete the training or not.  Additionally, faculty who complete online faculty 

development may have similar but fewer barriers to completion than faculty who do not 

complete.  Systematic implications for lowering barriers and increasing support for 

faculty in online professional development are presented, and further research 

recommendations are discussed. 

KEY WORDS:  College faculty; Higher education; Online faculty professional 
development; Phenomenology; Systems thinking



 

v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Obtaining a doctoral degree has been a goal since my second semester of 

undergraduate.  Often throughout the past 13 years, that dream seemed unachievable.  I 

do not doubt that I am on the path that was meant for me—but this journey was not 

chartered alone.  I have been blessed with the absolute best support system to guide me 

along the way. 

Brenton, there will never be enough “thank yous” for your emotional, financial, 

and tangible support.  Thank you for being my partner in all things and for seeing me 

through the hard times.  Love you, always.  My sincere appreciation is extended to my 

parents and parents-in-law, siblings and siblings-in-law, nieces, and nephews for your 

never-ending patience and understanding as I achieved this dream of mine. 

I’m not sure why I have been fortunate enough to work with such an amazing 

group of women, but to all of my work crew, thank you for making my work interesting 

and worthwhile.  A special thank you to my mentors, Drs. Radhika Krishnadas and Hala 

Esmail—thank you for paving the way before me and showing me what is obtainable.  I 

am lucky to have both of you as an example of hard work, leadership, and friendship. 

One of my greatest joys over the last four and a half years has been my 

coursework in the Instructional Systems Design & Technology Program at Sam Houston 

State University.  I appreciate all the faculty and staff that I have connected with at Sam 

Houston, including members of the Graduate School who were so helpful in crafting this 

document.  I would specifically like to thank Drs. Marilyn Rice and Kimberly LaPrairie 

for their continued guidance and leadership throughout my coursework.  Your passion for 

your students is evident and so appreciated.  Team Doctor Bearkat, you guys made this 



 

vi 

experience so much fun! I am grateful to have made friends such as you, and I hope our 

friendships continue for a long time. 

Thank you to my incredibly talented and knowledgeable committee for your 

feedback, edits, suggestions for improvement, but most of all for your time.  I could not 

have asked for a better chair in Dr. Kimberly LaPrairie.  Dr. George Moore, you are so 

appreciated for setting us off on the right foot and especially for your humor.  Thank you, 

Dr. Chase Young, for helping us reach the end.  My sincere appreciation goes out to Drs. 

Angrove, Potter, and Monroe for assisting me throughout the process. 

 



 

vii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

DEDICATION ................................................................................................................... iii 

ABSTRACT ....................................................................................................................... iv 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................................ v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS .................................................................................................. vii 

CHAPTER I:   INTRODUCTION ................................................................................... 1 

Statement of the Problem ............................................................................................. 7 

Purpose of the Study .................................................................................................. 10 

Research Questions .................................................................................................... 11 

Significance of the Study ........................................................................................... 11 

Theoretical Framework .............................................................................................. 13 

Definition of Terms ................................................................................................... 14 

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations ........................................................... 17 

Organization of the Study .......................................................................................... 20 

CHAPTER II:   LITERATURE REVIEW ...................................................................... 22 

Adult Learning Theory .............................................................................................. 23 

Professional Development in Higher Education ........................................................ 46 

Faculty in Higher Education ...................................................................................... 66 

System Theory ........................................................................................................... 87 

Summary .................................................................................................................... 91 

CHAPTER III:   RESEARCH METHODS ...................................................................... 94 

Research Questions .................................................................................................... 94 



 

viii 

Research Design ........................................................................................................ 95 

Phenomenological Case Study .................................................................................. 96 

Setting ...................................................................................................................... 101 

Study Participants .................................................................................................... 105 

Ethics in Qualitative Research ................................................................................. 109 

Procedure ................................................................................................................. 110 

Data Collection ........................................................................................................ 114 

Trustworthiness Issues ............................................................................................. 117 

Data Analysis ........................................................................................................... 119 

Summary .................................................................................................................. 121 

CHAPTER IV:   FINDINGS ........................................................................................... 123 

Data Collection ........................................................................................................ 124 

Participants .............................................................................................................. 125 

Data Analysis ........................................................................................................... 130 

Super-ordinate Themes ............................................................................................ 132 

Response to the Research Questions ....................................................................... 164 

Summary .................................................................................................................. 169 

CHAPTER V:   CONCLUSION, INTERPRETATIONS, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS ................................................................................................ 170 

Discussion and Relationship to Literature ............................................................... 172 

Implications for Practice .......................................................................................... 184 

Limitations ............................................................................................................... 188 

Recommendations for Research .............................................................................. 190 



 

ix 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................... 190 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................... 192 

APPENDIX A ................................................................................................................. 246 

APPENDIX B ................................................................................................................. 248 

APPENDIX C ................................................................................................................. 251 

APPENDIX D ................................................................................................................. 255 

APPENDIX E ................................................................................................................. 257 

APPENDIX F.................................................................................................................. 259 

APPENDIX G ................................................................................................................. 267 

VITA ............................................................................................................................... 268 



1 

 

CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Faculty professional development is an important and necessary part of any 

successful educational institution.  Particularly at large research institutions, instructional 

faculty are often hired as subject matter experts expected to advance research in a 

particular field.  This standard practice in higher education creates an institutional 

environment where instructional faculty are commonly experts in their field and rarely 

experts in teaching (Gyurko, MacCormack, Bless, & Jodl, 2016; Henley & Magelssen, 

1990; Kane, Sandretto, & Heath, 2002; Weimer & Lenze, 1997).  An increase in the 

scope of faculty development literature over the last 50 years has drawn attention to the 

importance of developing faculty members (Beach, Sorcinelli, Austin, & Rivard, 2016; 

Lewis, 1996; Sorcinelli, Austin, Eddy, & Beach, 2006).  Pragmatic research-based 

principles provide faculty developers with the information needed to facilitate effective 

professional development.  Research is readily available regarding effective design and 

delivery methods, as well as the impact of development on faculty practice and attitudes.  

While the audience of most faculty development literature is faculty developers, the 

subjects of the research are primarily faculty members.  Teaching and learning centers 

have utilized this relationship to expand significantly over the last 40 years (Cook & 

Marincovich, 2010; Lewis, 1996), but some instructional faculty still never benefit from 

faculty development (Fink, 2013).  Personal and professional factors continue to be a 

leading contributor to the lack of attendance and participation in faculty development by 

instructional faculty in higher education (Gordan, 2018; Manduca, 2017; Powell, 2006; 

Sener & Hawkins, 2007; Sunal & Hodges, 1997; Wood, 2015).  Further, a lack of 
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progressive methods and contemporary topics in development centers may also 

contribute to this low attendance (Meyer, 2014; Powell, 2006; Sullivan et al., 2013).  

Higher education administrators, leaders, and faculty developers must cultivate the 

positive and address the negative factors impacting instruction and professional 

development in higher education. 

Faculty professional development has been defined many ways (Stes, Min-

Leliveld, Gijbels, & Van Petegem, 2010; Taylor & Colet, 2009).  Initially, a self-directed 

learning process, when organized faculty professional development started at institutions 

of higher education, it was limited to sabbatical leave, empirical research, or advanced 

degrees until the 1960s (Lewis, 1996; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Later, universities would 

open teaching and learning centers to offer more formalized modes of professional 

development (Lewis, 1996; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Teaching and learning centers have 

aimed to sustain and advance their initiatives as a product of faculty development in 

higher education—the same goals recorded more than 10 years ago (Beach et al., 2016; 

Sorcinelli et al., 2006). 

Modern teaching and learning centers are tasked with providing a wide range of 

development opportunities in ways that best meet the unique needs of all instructional 

faculty (Brookfield, 1985; Levinson-Rose & Menges, 1981; Wynants & Dennis, 2018).  

Instructional faculty are one of the most integral components to meeting the goals of an 

institution of higher education, and therefore their professional needs are important 

(Schuster, Wheeler, & Associates, 1990; Soomro & Ahmad, 2013).  Faculty members 

may serve in multiple roles, such as researcher, instructor, and advisor, at the same time 

or throughout their career (Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Thus, faculty needs vary depending on 
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their professional role(s) and career stage.  The more responsibilities a faculty member 

has, the less realistic it becomes to expect them to maintain proficiency in their field, as 

well as locate, interpret, and apply innovative teaching methods on their own (President’s 

Council of Advisors on Science and Technology [PCAST], 2012).  For this reason, the 

training and tools made available to faculty should meet their immediate needs and 

should be provided to them in the most convenient mode (PCAST, 2012; Rocca, 2010).  

Further, teaching and learning centers rarely offer activities that cover the scope of all 

faculty responsibilities.  Development opportunities have mainly focused on innovation 

in teaching and learning, which are especially critical for instructional faculty in higher 

education (Beach et al., 2016; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  The focus of development in 

teaching and learning is important for faculty.  However, personal and organizational 

development are also key components of development that are often sidelined (Schuster 

et al., 1990).  Yet, an emphasis on faculty development offerings to bring about 

organizational change has increased in recent years (Beach et al., 2016).  Institutions with 

the most effective faculty development programs utilize a coordinated, systematic 

approach to meet all needs of all faculty at all stages of their career (Schuster et al., 

1990). 

Overall, the methods and topics of faculty development at institutions of higher 

education have been consistent for the last 20 years.  Short workshops on issues such as 

technology integration, active teaching strategies, student assessment, and curricular 

reform are consistently the focus of America’s teaching and learning centers (Beach et 

al., 2016; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  In the future, institutions need to present development 

opportunities in alternative methods related to student assessment, online teaching, and 
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diversity in education (Beach et al., 2016).  Though popular, one-time workshops and 

seminars for professional development are generally not sufficient to promote changes in 

faculty attitude and practice (Henderson, Beach, & Finkelstein, 2011; Levinson-Rose & 

Menges, 1981; Rienties, Brouwer, & Lygo-Baker, 2013).  Short workshops as a method 

of delivery for faculty professional development are still prevalent even though the 

design is not logical when aiming to make a significant impact on faculty and their 

students (Beach et al., 2016).  Instead, change takes time and sustained effort, meaning 

the most effective professional development offerings last at least four weeks, with some 

lasting much longer (Henderson et al., 2011; Holland, Sherman, & Harris, 2018; 

Manduca, 2017). 

A wide range of alternative modalities for faculty development, including online 

offerings, have been vetted by researchers and include appropriate design principles 

(Hixon, Buckenmeyer, Barczyk, Feldman, & Zamojski, 2012; Karagiorgi, Kalogirou, 

Theodosiou, Theophanous, & Kendeou, 2008; McMurtry, 2013; Salmon, Gregory, Dona, 

& Ross, 2015; Wynants & Dennis, 2018).  Although online undergraduate and graduate 

opportunities are multiplying at institutions of higher education, asynchronous online 

programs is not a standard method of faculty development.  Online development 

opportunities are the least common type of professional development provided by 

institutions but are an offering that research universities wish to increase (Beach et al., 

2016).  As additional university-level courses are transferred to an online environment, 

online faculty development is a logical next step to provide online instructors with the 

experience of an online student (Herman, 2012).  Further, the nationwide increase in 
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adjunct faculty has created an obligation for institutions to provide adequate training and 

community over a distance (Gyurko et al., 2016; Shattuck, Dubins, & Zilberman, 2011). 

The educational reform movements at the beginning of the 21st century and the 

rapid increase of online education has highlighted a need for more relevant learning 

experiences and an increased use of adult learning theories (Aderinto, 2006).  Adults 

have replaced traditional-aged students as the majority in colleges and universities across 

the United States (Chen, 2014; Lumina Foundation, 2019), revealing a need for adult 

learning theories to be implemented in undergraduate and graduate education.  The 

inclusion of adult learning theory to facilitate the design of faculty development is one 

research-based model that is noticeably absent from the research (Meyer & Murrell, 

2014), indicating that adult educators, faculty members, and educational researchers are 

not adequately applying the theories in practice.  After more than 50 years of research 

into how adults learn, a single approach or model has not yet emerged, yet we know more 

about their methods, preferences, and motivations than ever before (Merriam, 2004).  

Adult learning theories facilitate the design of effective faculty development, and it is the 

responsibility of faculty developers to implement modern, well-researched practices. 

All faculty development offerings, regardless of modality, should be evaluated for 

effectiveness, which can be challenging to measure.  The belief that participation in 

faculty development results in teaching improvements is common (Kennedy, 2016), 

although the correlation between faculty professional development and student learning 

can be challenging to measure as researchers rarely trace the effects beyond the faculty 

(Manduca, 2017).  The degree of effectiveness of faculty training is typically evaluated in 

measures of changes to faculty knowledge and practice and increases in student learning 
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(Darling-Hammond, Hyler, & Gardner, 2017).  However, the changes to faculty practice, 

attitudes, and knowledge are often self-reported, generating concern for the correlations 

drawn between professional development, faculty practice, and student learning (Baldwin 

& Ford, 1988; D’Avanzo, 2014; Kennedy, 2016; Levinson-Rose & Menges, 1981).  As a 

result, sample sizes, artifact analysis, and research methods throughout the body of 

research have been called into question (Hill, Beisiegel, & Jacob, 2013; Kennedy, 2016).  

Researchers are now tasked with executing additional and vigorous investigation into the 

complex relationships and factors that affect professional development. 

Although the need for faculty professional development has been established 

(Post, 2011; Wynants & Dennis, 2018), several factors continue to contribute to the lack 

of attendance and completion of faculty development by instructional faculty in higher 

education.  Fink (2013) reported that only approximately 30-40% of two- and four-year 

institutions in the United States have an organized development center, and because 

faculty development is often voluntary, only about 25-30% of faculty members 

participate in university-sponsored faculty development each year.  A struggle for time 

and resources may cause conflict between faculty members and the institution, making it 

challenging to meet both personal and institutional goals (Adham, Kasimin, Isa, Othman, 

& Ahmad, 2015).  Faculty teaching load, lack of rewards, travel plans, inconvenient 

training locations, and limited training resources are common barriers to participation in 

professional development for faculty (Cook & Steinert, 2013; Manduca, 2017; PCAST, 

2012).  These barriers may have an even more significant impact on faculty growth and 

student learning, as research suggests that environmental factors inhibit instructional 

faculty from utilizing innovative instructional strategies in their classrooms (Henderson 
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& Dancy, 2007).  A plethora of factors impacts instruction and professional development 

in higher education, making it imperative for administrators and leaders to cultivate the 

positive and address the negative, thereby allowing the institution to plan for successful 

professional development (D’Avanzo, 2014; Wynants & Dennis, 2018). 

Statement of the Problem 
Faculty professional development in institutions of higher education has grown 

substantially since the unitary option of sabbatical leave in the 1800s (Beach et al., 2016; 

Lewis, 1996; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  However, the research (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; 

Hixon et al., 2012; Meyer, 2014) related to faculty professional development has not 

produced enough information to enable faculty developers to meet the needs of all faculty 

members consistently.  As evidence of this concern, Educause has recognized faculty 

development as a key issue in teaching and learning since 2014 (Brown, 2019).  

Educause’s key issues reveal significant and practical concerns within higher education 

as the issues are collected from the Educause community, made up of higher education 

and IT professionals (Brown, 2019).  Identifying faculty development in higher education 

as a critical issue prompted the organization to provide principles for personalized 

(Leafstedt, 2018) and online faculty development (Wright, 2016), among other 

recommendations. 

Many factors contribute to the issue of faculty development, including faculty 

developers, organizational leaders, and faculty members.  Each of these factors has the 

ability to contribute to the success or failure of faculty development initiatives.  

Institutional structures, such as a lack of topic diversity and relevancy, incentives, 

funding, and rewards for excellent teaching, can prevent faculty from participating in 
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faculty professional development (Manduca, 2017; PCAST, 2012; Sullivan et al., 2013).  

Institutional structures, such as faculty workload, scheduling, and travel, may even be 

harmful to faculty professional development (Cook & Steinert, 2013; Gordan, 2018; 

Powell, 2006).  Organizational leaders at institutions of higher education may also 

support or impede attendance of faculty professional development (Henderson, Mestre, & 

Slakey, 2015; Jones, 2013; Wood, 2015).  Even when faculty participate in development 

opportunities, changes to their attitudes, beliefs, and practices can be slow.  Research has 

indicated that resources, time, territorial conflicts, teaching space, teaching load, the slow 

dissemination of information from research to practice, and organizational structure are 

significant barriers to change in organizations (Henderson et al., 2015; Manduca, 2017; 

Sunal & Hodges, 1997). 

While a variety of specific participation and change barriers have been identified, 

the vast number of elements within a system of higher education makes it difficult to 

understand change, and organizations and faculty developers have not been able to 

leverage this information to respond to specific circumstances (Borrego & Henderson, 

2014).  Therefore, it is no surprise that faculty developers do not have a clear 

understanding of faculty barriers and needs.  As a result, individual faculty needs are not 

being met, and participation in faculty professional development is low (Levinson-Rose 

& Menges, 1981; MacKinnon, 2003; Meyer, 2014; Post, 2011; Sweet, Carpenter, & 

Blythe, 2017). 

As teaching and learning centers are the most common producer of faculty 

professional development on higher education campuses, faculty developers play an 

integral role in meeting faculty needs.  The topics of faculty professional development 



9 

 

activities offered by teaching and learning centers have remained stagnant for the last 20 

years (Beach et al., 2016).  As student populations and course modalities become more 

diverse, the faculty development that faculty receive also needs to change (Chen, 2014).  

Further, short workshops continue to be the most popular format of faculty development, 

despite research support that sustained interaction and alternative methods are more 

effective (Beach et al., 2016; Henderson et al., 2011; Levinson-Rose & Menges, 1981; 

Rienties et al., 2013).  Although interest in adult learning theories has returned in the 21st 

century, practitioners rarely use adult learning theory to guide their practice (Meyer & 

Murrell, 2014). 

Researchers have concluded that faculty development can have a positive impact 

on teaching and learning, highlighting it as a critical component for researchers and 

institutions to understand more completely (Kennedy, 2016).  Institutions of higher 

education are not able to adequately meet the needs of instructional faculty if they do not 

have a solid understanding of the supports and impediments that contribute to faculty 

participation in development opportunities (Elliott, Rhoades, Jackson, & Mandernach, 

2015).  Traditionally, research into the issues of faculty professional development has 

focused on the individual elements that encompass faculty development, such as design.  

However, practitioners need to combine studies of professional development with a more 

in-depth analysis of both the system interactions and participant characteristics to more 

clearly understand effective programming (Manduca, 2017; Rienties et al., 2013).  

Research of the individual elements affecting faculty professional development is 

essential, but the relationships between these elements are even more so.  The 

institutional environment affects participation in professional development and changes 
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to practice (Manduca, 2017; Wright, 2013).  Research has gone so far as to suggest that 

environmental factors can affect learning retention and transfer (Baldwin & Ford, 1988).  

As a result of the ever-growing emphasis on quality assurance and external reviews in 

higher education, “research on educational development in higher education and 

systematic evaluation of educational development initiatives should be high on the 

agenda” (Frenay & Saroyan, 2010, p. 159).  Therefore, the factors that affect participation 

in online professional development for higher education faculty need to be investigated 

and evaluated. 

Purpose of the Study 
Research regarding completion rates of faculty development is scarce (Baldwin & 

Ford, 1988; Steinert et al., 2010; Sweet et al., 2017).  The available research is generally 

a list of reasons why instructional faculty do or do not complete faculty development 

opportunities offered by their institution.  The depth of research is not sufficient to 

understand how numerous personal and environmental supports work together to provide 

valuable continuing education to all instructional faculty and how the constraints inhibit 

faculty from participation in faculty development (Austin, 2011; Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; 

Manduca, 2017).  The results of the research provide more insight into the systematic 

relationship between these factors and faculty participation in professional development 

(Meyer, 2014). 

The purpose of the research study was to understand the faculty experience 

surrounding participation in online professional development.  To help achieve this 

purpose, a phenomenological case study was conducted to discover the complex 



11 

 

structures that influence instructional faculty members’ participation in online 

professional development. 

Research Questions 
Through the research study, I aimed to ascertain the factors that impact 

instructional faculty members’ participation in online professional development.  Case 

studies are the preferred method of research when the researcher is (a) asking how or why 

questions, (b) when the researcher has little or no control over the events, or (c) when the 

researcher desires to understand a phenomenon in real-life (Yin, 1994).  Therefore, the 

primary research question that influenced this study is 

1. What factors affect higher education instructional faculty members’ participation 

in online professional development training? 

The following sub-questions were addressed in the study to obtain more specific 

information regarding the chosen case: 

a. What factors support higher education instructional faculty members to complete 

a university-sponsored online professional development training on accessibility 

and universal design for learning?  

b. What factors impede higher education instructional faculty members from 

completing a university-sponsored online professional development training on 

accessibility and universal design for learning? 

Significance of the Study 
Faculty professional development is an integral component of institutions of 

higher education (Kennedy, 2016; PCAST, 2012; Rocca, 2010).  Additionally, the vast 

number of elements within a system of higher education make it difficult to understand 
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the process of change, especially as it relates to faculty and student growth (Borrego & 

Henderson, 2014).  To meet the needs of faculty, which in turn allow faculty to meet the 

needs of students, faculty should be provided with relevant and accessible faculty 

development (Levinson-Rose & Menges, 1981; MacKinnon, 2003; Meyer, 2014; Post, 

2011;). 

Faculty developers, organizational leaders, faculty, and students all stand to 

benefit from the study.  Although institutional faculty development is often centralized to 

a particular niche, a systematic involvement of faculty, instructional, and organizational 

development allows faculty developers to accommodate a variety of faculty learning 

needs and styles while also directly impacting the institution at large (Grupp, 2014).  

Faculty developers can benefit from the knowledge of how particular supports and 

constraints affect instructional faculty to provide more accessible and meaningful 

continuing education to all instructional faculty.  In their capacity, faculty developers can 

function as change agents and bring about organizational change, but they cannot do this 

alone (Grupp, 2014). 

The primary responsibility of institutions of higher education is to ensure that 

students are gaining a proper education (Hibbert & Semler, 2016).  Cultivating a culture 

of teaching and learning is an important first step in achieving this mission.  

Administrative support is especially important to promote excellence in teaching and 

faculty motivation to engage in continuous education (Feldman & Paulsen, 1999).  

Therefore, organizational leaders are instrumental in driving programming and support 

for teaching and learning centers.  Organizational leaders can promote teaching and 
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learning centers by reducing barriers and increasing support to participate in faculty 

development. 

Finally, faculty members may generate a more precise understanding of their 

motivations and reservations for participating in faculty development.  Self-reflection is a 

powerful method for improvement.  Faculty engaging in self-evaluation or reflection are 

more likely to maintain motivation and improve their teaching (Feldman & Paulsen, 

1999).  A more precise understanding of their own developmental needs may increase 

overall participation in faculty development, which can lead to increased faculty vitality 

(Kumar, 2018). 

Theoretical Framework  

When an institutional system no longer serves the purpose for which it was 

designed, either something within the system or the entire system must change (Banathy, 

1992; Rose & Nyre, 1977).  Whether the system as the whole or only one component 

needs replacing, the change must be applied to the entire system.  Systemic changes are 

ideal as these changes are more effective than partial changes (Anderson, 1993; Banathy, 

1992; Reed, 2000; Wagner, 1993).  However, the abundance of variables in educational 

systems, such as higher education, makes it difficult to comprehend, view, and evaluate 

change on either systemic or partial levels (Adham et al., 2015; Borrego & Henderson, 

2014).  Although education has widely utilized systems theory to enact change within the 

system (Drack & Schwarz, 2010), stakeholders still need a better understanding of the 

complex environment of education (Ghaffarzadegan, Larson, & Hawley, 2017; Powell & 

Bodur, 2019).  In relation to the research study, the issue of faculty development is one 

intricate component of the educational, institutional, and departmental systems in which 
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faculty participate (Henderson et al., 2015).  The intent was not to prove or disprove 

system theory but to situate the case, data collection, and data analysis from within the 

systems perspective.  Faculty professional development is discussed as one element of an 

effective higher education system.  In Chapter II, various components that encompass, 

affect, and benefit from faculty development in the system of higher education 

institutions are discussed. 

Definition of Terms 
The following terms and definitions are intended to help the reader understand the 

context of the terms as used in this research study. 

Accessibility.  The ability for all humans, regardless of ability or disability, to 

properly utilize provided materials or have an equally effective experience through 

alternative means (https://www.w3.org/WAI/fundamentals/accessibility-intro/). 

Adult.  The stage in a person’s life where they are able to care for themselves, 

become responsible for their own lives, and are self-directing (Knowles, 1990b). 

Balancing Feedback Loops.  A cause and effect reaction where “the strengths of 

the feedbacks [are] relative to the impacts that they are trying to correct” (Meadows, 

2008, p. 153). 

Completion Status.  There are three completion statuses:  

Registered.  Registered for the training on the training website, but did not enroll 

in the LMS course. 

Enrolled.  Enrolled in the LMS course, but did not complete the training.  These 

faculty may have participated in some of the training, but completion of the training 

https://www.w3.org/WAI/fundamentals/accessibility-intro/
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would have required passing all quizzes with at least 70% accuracy and achieved at least 

40/50 points, or 80%, on the capstone assignment when graded using a rubric. 

Completed.  Passed all quizzes with at least 70% accuracy and achieved at least 

40/50 points, or 80%, on the capstone assignment when graded using a rubric to receive a 

certificate of completion for the training.  The capstone assignment is an accessibility 

action plan, which should include a goal statement, a list of identified accessibility 

barriers, solutions and resources required for eliminating each barrier, and start and end-

dates for applying the solution(s) for each barrier. 

Course.  The organization of instructional content, learning activities, and 

discussion boards built in the learning management system (LMS). 

Events.  “Things that happen that we can see or observe” (Monat & Gannon, 

2015, p. 20). 

Field notes.  Personalized summary of each participant interview used to ensure 

accuracy of collected data and the researcher’s actions (Given, 2008). 

Full-Time Instructional Faculty.  Full-time instructional faculty shall include 

employees designated with a title included under “full-time academic ranks” that carry 

faculty status and are the primary instructor for a credit course (or have been a primary 

instructor within the last two major semesters, i.e., spring or fall), including instructor; 

assistant professor; associate professor; professor; or designated professor.   

Mental Models.  “Paradigms or belief structures that attempt to interpret and/or 

simplify the universe in which we live.  Examples are “An MBA will make you rich,” 

“Incentive compensation increases productivity,” and “Girls like Corvettes.”  Mental 
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models often lead to systemic structures which are either intentional or emergent” (Monat 

& Gannon, 2015, p. 20). 

Online Education.  The sending and receiving of instructional materials and 

activities to learn via the Internet (Cook & Steinert, 2013). 

Participation.  The activities relative to the training that faculty engage in 

between the registration and completion (or the end) of a faculty development offering.  

In the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, participation could have 

occurred at various times over four weeks and in the LMS course. 

Patterns.  “Sets of consistent and recurring observable events. Patterns may be 

physical, behavioral, or mental. Patterns are usually caused by underlying systemic 

structures and forces” (Monat & Gannon, 2015, p. 20). 

Professional Development.  A holistic approach to career development, “which 

focuses on each faculty member as a person and is concerned with his or her 

development as a scholar” and may include “career planning and support for scholarly 

skills such as obtaining research grants, publishing, and supervising scientific 

activities…communication and managerial skills and time management… [and] 

organizational development” (Frenay & Saroyan, 2010, p.  143). 

Research Journal.  A method for identifying researcher bias before and during 

the data collection process, as well as organizing changing perspectives and 

interpretations (Cohen, Steeves, & Kahn, 2000; Laverty, 2003). 

Systemic Structure.  “The manner in which a system’s elements are organized or 

interrelated.  The structure of an organization, for example, could include not only the 

organizational chart but also information flows, interpersonal interactions and 
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relationships, rules and procedures, authorities and approval levels, process flows, routes, 

attitudes, reactions and the incentives and fears that cause them, corporate culture, and 

feedback loops” (Monat & Gannon, 2015, p. 20). 

System Theory.  A unified scientific model, which considers a system as a whole 

rather than as a set of individual parts (Bertalanffy, 1950, 1968; Laszlo & Krippner, 

1998). 

Tier-One University.  Commonly called tier-one, the actual designation from 

Carnegie Classifications is “doctoral universities - very high research activity” and is 

formerly known as “R1.”  Included in this designation are “institutions that awarded at 

least 20 research/scholarship doctoral degrees during the update year and also institutions 

with below 20 research/scholarship doctoral degrees that awarded at least 30 professional 

practice doctoral degrees in at least 2 programs” (http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/, 

para.  2). 

Training.  A development opportunity offered both online and blended on the 

topic of accessibility and universal design for learning; includes an online course. 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL).  A framework to aid educators in the 

development of content, activities, and assessments that are representative of, and 

engaging and relevant to the participants (http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-

udl.html#.XcNfczNKiUk). 

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 
Assumptions.  Assumptions of the ontological and epistemological views of 

qualitative research were considered for this study.  The participants’ experiences were 

assumed to be socially constructed and subjective (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  A related 

http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.XcNfczNKiUk
http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.XcNfczNKiUk
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assumption was that the participants answered the interview questions in a manner that 

most accurately represented their view of the world and the situation.  Participant 

confidentiality was one measure used to assist with this assumption (Bleich & Pekkanen, 

2015).  Transparency in research, including reporting the sampling frame, including the 

number of interviews sought, the number of interviews obtained, and the number of 

interviews denied, was also utilized to help readers make informed decisions regarding 

the validity of the study (Bleich & Pekkanen, 2015).  It was also assumed that the sample 

from which faculty were selected made a conscious, intentional decision to register for 

the training on accessibility and universal design for learning (UDL).  As the registration 

process required users to self-register and users can unregister from the training at any 

time, all users who remained registered despite their completion status were assumed to 

have intentionally registered for the training. 

Assumptions regarding the faculty and data were also considered.  One 

assumption was that faculty professional development is a crucial component of the 

research site.  Researchers have concluded that faculty development can have a positive 

impact on teaching and learning, highlighting it as a critical component for researchers 

and institutions to understand more completely (Kennedy, 2016; Post, 2011; Wynants & 

Dennis, 2018).  The last assumption was that there were systemic factors that both 

impeded and supported faculty participation in professional development in higher 

education.  Prior research has already identified specific factors that may affect 

participation in faculty development in similar populations (Austin, 2011; Caffarella & 

Zinn, 1999; Gordan, 2018; Henderson et al., 2015; Powell, 2006; Sener & Hawkins, 

2007; Sullivan et al., 2013; Wood, 2015; Zinn, 1997). 
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Limitations.  The purpose of the research study was to understand the factors that 

supported and impeded the participation of a group of faculty in online faculty 

development at a specific institution.  The sampling of faculty from a population of 

faculty who registered for the training may have indicated a higher level of internal or 

external motivation to complete professional development opportunities.  The data were 

further limited to one year, as the accessibility and UDL training did not exist before that 

time.  Therefore, the results of this study may not be representative of all faculty at the 

university.  As a case study from a specific group of faculty at one large southern 

university, the results of this study are not generalizable to other populations, as neither 

the population nor the sample may be representative of all full-time instructional faculty.  

No generalizations should be made to other faculty, universities, higher education 

institutions, or geographic locations. 

Researcher bias was considered a limitation to this research study.  I have worked 

in education for more than eight years, with more than half of that time focused on 

professional development.  I have also been employed at the study site for three years and 

continues to work in a capacity of faculty development.  The benefit of utilizing this 

particular study site was that I was present at the institution during a unique time where 

an increased focus on student accessibility and online education occurred.  Evaluating 

oneself as a researcher and oneself concerning the topic being studied was one way to 

combat researcher bias (Norris, 1997).  Although the method of bracketing is standard in 

phenomenological research to compartmentalize prior experiences or researcher bias 

(Bhattacharya, 2017), the interpretive phenomenology method suggests a continuous 

reflection process by which one becomes aware of particular biases and utilizes this 
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information throughout the interpretation process (Cohen et al., 2000; Laverty, 2003).  

Throughout the data collection and analysis process, a research journal was used to 

identify conscious and unconscious biases. 

Delimitations.  The research participants were delimited to full-time instructional 

faculty at a four-year research university in the southern United States that registered for 

an online faculty development training on the topic of accessibility in course design 

between November 2018 and November 2019.  The participants may not fully represent 

all faculty at the university or the larger population of faculty in the United States.  A 

larger, more diverse sample may provide additional insight into the factors that affect 

participation in online professional development.  The study was conducted to gather rich 

explanations of the factors affecting participation from this specific group of faculty, thus 

enabling their faculty developers to meet their needs better. 

Organization of the Study 

Chapter II, Literature Review, explores the complexity of adult learning in the 

context of higher education.  The literature is conceptualized in four main areas: adult 

learning theory, professional development in higher education, faculty as adult learners, 

and system theory.  These sections review faculty development from the macro to the 

micro-level—adult learning theory is the overarching theory that impacts faculty learning 

experiences in higher education professional development.  The literature review reveals 

the interrelations and complexities of faculty development programming.  In Chapter III, 

the phenomenological case study is presented as the research method for the study.  A 

description of the procedure and data collection used for this study is detailed, including 

information on the setting, sample, data collection, procedure, and analysis.  Chapter IV, 
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Findings, presents the participants’ profiles and super-ordinate themes that were 

developed using the interpretative phenomenological analysis method.  In conclusion, 

Chapter V, the findings are explained and discussed relative to prior research.  

Implications for practice and suggestions for future research are included. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Research on professional development in higher education reveals a stagnant 

trend of overly traditional development opportunities.  Faculty development is primarily 

short, pedagogically-driven workshop opportunities on outdated topics (Beach et al., 

2016; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  If faculty development is to bring about a change in faculty 

practice and attitudes, faculty need access to prolonged development designed to meet 

adult learning needs and preferences (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Henderson et al., 2011; 

Manduca, 2017; Rienties et al., 2013).  More modern professional development, such as 

sustained interaction in an online environment on topics specific and relevant to a variety 

of faculty, need to be offered.  The predominance of research regarding online 

professional development is niched in preparing faculty to teach online courses (Herman, 

2012).  While that information is helpful and necessary, faculty developers and 

institutions of higher education need pragmatic research in offering quality online 

professional development for all instructional faculty. 

The literature review was written to summarize approaches to adult learning, 

including faculty professional development, and discuss the role of instructional faculty 

and faculty development in institutions of higher education.  The goal was to 

contextualize the faculty development that instructional faculty receive while also 

contextualizing instructional faculty in their role at institutions of higher education.  The 

literature review is presented in three main sections: (a) adult learning theories, (b) 

faculty professional development, and (c) faculty in higher education.  While the majority 

of faculty professional development is still designed using pedagogical methods (Meyer 
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& Murrell, 2014), the three most formulated adult learning theories are presented to 

understand the differences in adult and child education, specifically to highlight the 

disparities in how and why adults learn.  Several topics relevant to faculty professional 

development, including design, topics, modes, and evaluation, are then presented.  

Faculty development is designed in a variety of modalities, theories, and topics.  

Although there has been a recent increase in online education (Allen & Seaman, 2007; 

National Center for Education Statistics, 2019), grounded, blended, and online modalities 

are discussed as all are frequently utilized for faculty development.  The last section of 

the literature review presents a profile of faculty in higher education, with an emphasis on 

higher education culture and instructional faculty characteristics.  As the profile of the 

faculty member changes, it is imperative that faculty development continuously evolves 

to meet their current needs.  Faculty as learners are examined as a specific demographic 

of instructional faculty in higher education.  Lastly, common barriers and catalysts of 

participation in faculty development are discussed.  Common barriers to participation in 

online faculty development, including institutional structures, relationships, and 

intellectual and personal characteristics, are examined. 

Adult Learning Theory 

The history of and research regarding adult learning theory is rich.  However, 

adult learning theories are widely underutilized by both educational practitioners and 

instructional faculty in continuing education and traditional degree programs (Meyer, 

2014).  Until the 21st century, our educational history has overwhelmingly supported a 

pedagogical, theoretical framework for all learners.  Recent educational reform 

movements have accelerated attempts to provide more relevant learning to learners 
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(Aderinto, 2006; Elliott et al., 2015; Herman, 2012; Merriam, 2001a; Steinert et al., 

2010).  For professional development, the use of adult learning principles is the 

appropriate response to this reform when developing opportunities for instructional 

faculty.  Also, as adults now constitute the majority of learners in colleges and 

universities across the United States (Chen, 2014; Lumina Foundation, 2019), a move 

beyond the traditionally applied theoretical framework in the college classroom is also 

warranted (Aderinto, 2006; Amstutz, 1999). 

Adult learning theory was developed through many perspectives of early 

educational researchers.  The earliest assumptions of adult learning can be traced back to 

Eduard C. Lindeman in the 1920s and 1930s.  Lindeman’s initial assumptions of adult 

learners were crucial to adult learning theories and specifically pivotal to the formulation 

of andragogy (Knowles, 1990b).  Around the same time as Lindeman, Edward Thorndike 

developed his thesis regarding adult learning, which suggested age was a less significant 

predictor of learning success than other factors, such as interest, capacity, and time.  

Thorndike (1935) disagreed with other researchers who believed that adults lost interest 

in learning and were less able to learn as they age.  Thorndike’s thesis was confirmed 

through studies that scientifically supported adult learning and a difference in interests 

and abilities between adults and children (Sorenson, 1930; Thorndike, 1935). 

One goal of adult education has never been solidified.  Some (Amstutz, 1999; 

Mezirow, 2003) have suggested that the overall goal is to help learners recognize their 

abilities by providing opportunities to think critically about their assimilated values, 

beliefs, and assumptions, while others (Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007) have 

argued that the goal is to prepare adults for the workforce.  Despite the disagreement on a 
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goal, three primary models of adult learning have emerged since research regarding adult 

learning theory began in the 1800s.  The emerging foundational theories of adult learning 

(American Institute for Research, 2011; Merriam, 2001b) include andragogy (Knowles, 

1990b), self-directed learning (Tough, 1978), and transformational learning (Mezirow, 

1997).  Together, these three adult learning theories provide a foundation of adult 

learning principles: a holistic understanding of the adult learner; learning is more than 

acquiring and storing information; and the context in which adults learn is essential 

(Merriam, 2001b; Merriam et al., 2007).  Although these characteristics are common 

among adult learning theories, advocates argued against the notion of one proper theory, 

as that was counter to the goal of customized learning (Chen, 2014; Snyman & van den 

Berg, 2018; Wilson & Kiely, 2002). 

Educational scholars and critics have identified numerous concerns with the 

concept of adult learning theory, as well as each of the dominant models (Merriam, 

2001a, 2018; Merriam et al., 2007).  Although adult learning theory has been extensively 

studied by both advocates and critics, the need for a theory unique to adult learners has 

been widely called into question (Amstutz, 1999; Coulter & Mandell, 2016).  

Reproductions of Thorndike (1935) and Sorenson’s (1930) studies to identify the 

presence of differences in interests and abilities between adults and children were 

primarily inconclusive (Beach et al., 2016; Courtney, Vasa, Luo, & Muggy, 1999; 

Karagiorgi et al., 2008; Kerka, 2002; Shaw, Conti, & Shaw, 2013).  Further, the empirical 

research that culminated in the principles and assumptions of adult learning theory was 

not inclusive, thus perpetuating a white, male, middle-class ideal of what teaching and 

learning should look like (Baumgartner, Lee, Birden, & Flowers, 2003; Courtney, 2018).  
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Adult learning theory also lacked support for how the social aspects of learning affect 

learner success (Baumgartner et al., 2003; Mezirow, 2018; Sandlin, Wright, & Clark, 

2013; Wright, 2013).  Brookfield (1985) further criticized adult education researchers for 

furthering research fitting with their preferred method, rather than addressing issues 

identified in previous studies.  Unable to resolve these concerns, empirical research into 

adult learning theory continued to be redundant and shallow for many years (Taylor & 

Cranton, 2013; Wilson & Kiely, 2002).  Although the individual is still seen as a critical 

element in adult learning, adult learning theorists have now begun to shift their research 

to context-based learning, which has grown in popularity in the form of communities of 

learning (Merriam, 2018).  The theories and practices of adult learning have been 

extensively applied to the field of human resource development (Ju, 2019; Knowles, 

Holton, & Swanson, 2005, 2015; Peltz, 2019; Swanson & Holton, 2009).  Theorists are 

also incorporating more non-Western views of thought by investigating a holistic model 

of learning that involves an adult’s emotions, body, and spirit (Merriam, 2018). 

Andragogy.  The term andragogy can be traced back to the 1800s, in Alexander 

Kapp’s description of Plato’s philosophical teachings (Knowles, 1990b).  After being 

dormant for nearly 100 years, the term resurfaced in Reosenstock’s 1921 article on 

philosophy and methods of adult education (Knowles, 1990a, 1990b).  The late 1920s and 

the early 1930s were essential to the development of adult learning and education as they 

generated the first significant writings on the topic.  These initial assumptions of adult 

learners suggested that maturity, not age, was the defining characteristic of the term 

“adult.”  Thorndike’s studies in adult education supported Lindeman’s views by revealing 

that age was a variable that had minimal effect on a person’s ability or desire to learn 



27 

 

(Thorndike, 1928, 1935).  It was also determined that teaching and learning resources 

should be dependent on learner interest and reflective of their life experiences 

(Lindeman, 1926).  Knowles would later refine these early developments to construct his 

theory of adult learning, using Kapp’s terminology, andragogy. 

Knowles defined andragogy as a process model for teaching adults, who were 

defined by their ability to self-direct and be responsible for their own life (Knowles, 

1990b, 1996; Knowles et al., 2005, 2015).  Lindeman’s writing influenced Knowles' 

original assumptions of andragogy that were developed in 1975 (Knowles, 1990b).  As he 

refined the theory, Knowles expanded the assumptions from the original four to the most 

recent six assumptions (Knowles et al., 2005, 2015).  The theory of andragogy is based 

on the following six assumptions of the adult as a learner: (a) adults need to understand 

the purpose of learning new information before they can learn it; (b) adults need to be 

treated as though they can self-direct their lives; (c) an adult’s experiences affect one’s 

learning process; (d) adults become ready to learn new information when they have the 

opportunity to apply the knowledge; (e) adults seek to gain information that is problem-

centered and authentic; and (f) internal motivation is more effective than external 

motivation (Knowles, 1990a, 1990b, 1996; Knowles et al., 2005, 2015). 

To transition andragogy from theory to practice, Knowles (1990b, 1996) outlined 

a facilitation process that, when used, effectively met the needs of adult learners by 

applying the six assumptions of adult learning.  Early learning facilitators considered the 

transmission of content to the learner to be an appropriate educational approach (King, 

1993; Lujan & DiCarlo, 2006).  Further, the learning environment and instructional 

content were static regardless of the learner’s experiences.  Knowles’ facilitation process 
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aimed to combat these outdated practices.  In opposition to the popular content 

transmission model, andragogy was situated as a process approach, emphasizing the 

learner's ability to develop new skills as the facilitator guided the learning process 

(Knowles, 1990b, 1996; Knowles et al., 2005, 2015).  The original process design 

included steps such as “(1) establishing a climate conducive to learning; (2) creating a 

mechanism of mutual planning; [and] (3) diagnosing the needs for learning” (Knowles, 

1990b, p. 120).  In 1995, Knowles’ understanding of adult learners expanded when he 

discovered that not all adults were entirely self-directed.  Therefore, the facilitation 

process was revised to include a new first step meant to prepare the learner to learn, 

which might include instruction on the difference between proactive and reactive 

learning, identification of resources and relationship building, and practice in proactive 

learning (Knowles et al., 2005, 2015). 

When used as a process model, andragogy has been successful in various adult 

learning environments, including faculty development and university graduate programs 

(Culkin, 2018; Forrest & Peterson, 2006; Henning, 2012; Johnson, Wisniewski, 

Kuhlemeyer, Isaacs, & Krzykowski, 2012; Meyer & Murrell, 2014).  Although the 

content transmission model has been prevalent among modern facilitators, faculty 

developers have recorded success in utilizing andragogy as a design method (Forrest & 

Peterson, 2006; Meyer & Murrell, 2014).  Faculty developers who followed Knowles’ 

andragogical principles created a more positive faculty development experience by 

providing more accessible and personalized training (Henning, 2012; Johnson et al., 

2012).  Likewise, practitioner-based and advanced professional graduate courses have 

benefited from the model, as instructors created an individualized approach for students 
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while teaching a standard curriculum (Carpenter-Aeby & Aeby, 2013; Leigh, Whitted, & 

Hamilton, 2015; Rapchak & Behary, 2013).  Various early studies by Knowles (1990b) 

also supported the use of the andragogical model for younger students, which have been 

further confirmed (Akin & Asir, 2013).  Research in cognition and neuroscience 

continues to validate the principles of andragogy (Hagen & Park, 2016; Knowles et al., 

2015; Tainsh, 2016). 

Though the success of andragogy has been reported in the literature, the majority 

of the research has either been anecdotal or qualitative.  The lack of a single instrument to 

accurately measure the principles of andragogy has caused debate among researchers and 

is detrimental to the progression of the theory.  Of the instruments that have been 

developed, the Andragogical Practices Inventory (Suanmali, 1981) was determined to be 

the most valid instrument by Holton, Wilson, and Bates (2009).  Suanmali’s inventory 

was developed based on previous work from Mezirow and measured a facilitator’s 

support of specific adult learning principles.  Henschke’s (1989) Instructional Perspective 

Inventory was not reviewed by Holton et al. (2009) but has been validated in other 

studies and was eventually modified by Stanton (2005) into the Modified Instructor 

Perspective Inventory.  Both the original and modified versions of the Instructor 

Perspective Inventory were designed to identify an instructor’s beliefs regarding 

andragogical principles.  Niksadat et al. (2019) developed and validated a 59 item 

Andragogy-based Patient Education Questionnaire for use in health sciences.  To date, 

the research community has not yet accepted one valid psychometric instrument that 

measures the six assumptions of andragogy (Holton et al., 2009; Niksadat et al., 2019). 
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Despite the theory’s success, the lack of a psychometric instrument to measure the 

principles of andragogy has limited its growth and has caused added criticism.  Criticism 

regarding the theory of andragogy has been prevalent since the early days of the theory 

(French, 2019; Peltz, 2019; Pratt, 1993).  Although andragogy was initially written as a 

model to replace the theory of pedagogy, Knowles’ updated writings illustrated an 

understanding that both models are conducive to learners, and the appropriate model 

should be selected based on the situation (Knowles, 1990a, 1990b, 1996).  Still, the 

theory has been criticized for being limited to the adult learner population (Merriam, 

2001a).  Pratt (1993) argued that andragogy expanded our understanding of adult 

education, yet he recognized that it had not always done so in an ethical manner.  A lack 

of diverse research participants and application to marginalized communities has been a 

long-standing concern (Baumgartner et al., 2003; Merriam et al., 2007).  Knowles et al. 

(2005, 2015) acknowledged the need for andragogy to meet the cognitive, personal, and 

experiential differences of all adults.  Grace (1996) attacked Knowles personally and 

professionally for using andragogy to further individual learner needs rather than the 

needs of the society.  Similar critiques regarding the social and cultural relevance of 

andragogy are still common (French, 2019; Peltz, 2019; Sandlin et al., 2013). 

Substantial support and criticism for the theory have caused the field of education 

to split between supporters researching the origins of andragogy, as well as its practice in 

organizations across the world (Charungkaittikul & Henschke, 2018; Merriam, 2001a), 

and critics, who argued that the theory needed to contextualize further the importance of 

the learning environment (Merriam, 2001a).  Further, the differences in andragogy among 

American and European cultures revealed additional divisions within the field.  The 
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individual versus society as the central impetus for implementing andragogy is one such 

example of this division (Loeng, 2018).  American andragogy struggled with the 

association between the learning process and the learner’s environment (Loeng, 2018).  

Human resource developers have applied the principles of andragogy to organizations in 

an effort to generate both system and individual growth (Ju, 2019).  Europe has embraced 

the views and practices of the theory much more quickly and completely.  In European 

countries, in which the field was widely accepted after World War II, andragogy was 

established as its science and academic discipline and used to refer to the professional 

field of adult education (Loeng, 2018; Merriam, 2001a).  In the years since Knowles’ 

initial writings, the original principles on andragogy have been expanded (Knowles et al., 

2005, 2015).  Appreciative andragogy is one instructional strategy developed by joining 

andragogy and appreciative inquiry for developing motivation, engagement, and 

performance of online learners in higher education (Johnson, 2014).  While andragogy is 

only one model of educating adults, additional research and commentary regarding the 

most criticized components of the adult learning theory will aid the entire field. 

Self-Directed Learning.  Knowles recognized that adults were self-directed 

learners: he used self-direction as a way of defining adulthood and initiating learning 

when applying the principles of andragogy (Knowles, 1975, 1990b; Knowles et al., 

2005).  Although self-directedness is part of Knowles’ andragogy, researchers have also 

developed a theory specifically to study self-directedness.  Houle’s typology of 

professionals and cycle of learning developed early in the study of adult education were 

foundational pedestals for the theory of self-directed learning.  Houle (1961) posited that 

individuals participating in continuing education would fit best into one of three 



32 

 

overlapping groups: goal-oriented, activity-oriented, or learning-oriented participants.  

Goal-oriented individuals would participate in continuing education when the need arose; 

their participation was more sporadic than the other groups.  A desire to be social or to 

engage in an activity characterized the participants in the activity-oriented group.  Their 

purposes for participation were primarily unrelated to the actual educational activities.  

Lastly, learning-oriented participants were the most different of the three groups.  

Learning-oriented individuals had been interested in learning from a young age and were 

consistently involved in educational experiences.  Houle’s research was partially 

confirmed in the 1980s when Boshier and Collins (1985) utilized over 13,000 learners 

from five countries in an attempt to corroborate the typologies.  Boshier and Collins 

determined that although Houle’s findings may have been overly simplified, his original 

typologies, among other more sophisticated typologies, were evident in the cluster 

analysis.  Later, through their study of a large sample of Chicago nurses, Cervero and 

Dimmock (1987) would find Houle’s typologies to be valid. 

The typology of professionals paralleled Houle’s cycle of lifelong learning that 

maps a person’s learning journey in stages from pre-natal to senescence (Houle, 1974).  

In Houle’s cycle, the onset of maturity began after adolescence, and several stages of 

adulthood follow (Houle, 1974).  Early middle age, typically from the ages of 35 to 45, is 

a particularly important time of education as changes in career paths or new interests 

often provided a need for further learning at this age (Houle, 1974).  Consequently, 

Houle’s original typologies were a suggestion that learners in the goal-oriented and 

activity-oriented groups typically did not participate in adult education until their middle-

twenties or even much later (Houle, 1961).  Learning-oriented individuals, however, did 
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not follow this pattern, as they were engaged in learning from a younger age (Houle, 

1961).  The correlation between age, changes, and education during an adults middle life 

indicated to Houle that three specific elements were important to facilitate adult 

participation in continuing education: “the recognition of a need or an interest, the will to 

do something about it, and the opportunity to do so” (Houle, 1961, p. 56-57).  By the time 

adults entered the later middle stage of their life, they had tended to lose interest in and 

the need for education (Houle, 1974).  Later, Rowland and Volet (1996) published that 

learners perceive self-directed learning differently in various stages of learning. 

Focused solely on self-direction in the adult learning process, Tough (1978) called 

for expanded research into self-directed learning as a theory within the field of adult 

education.  Tough’s research into self-directed learning indicated that adults spent a great 

deal of time actively learning, but not the way one might expect.  Surveys of adult 

populations in the 1970s revealed that, on average, adults took part in five learning efforts 

a year, which was representative of approximately 10 hours a week of learning (Tough, 

1978).  However, formal education was one of the least common ways that adult learners 

were engaged (Tough, 1978).  Eighty percent of the learning efforts identified were 

informal learning, defined as learning organized by the learner or a group of learners 

(Tough, 1978).  Adults appeared internally motivated to create or participate specifically 

in informal learning because the information was directly relevant to a skill or knowledge 

that they required (Tough, 1978).  Participants in several of these studies indicated a 

desire for the individualized approach that is possible through the informal model, such 

as working at their own pace, setting their schedule, and utilizing their preferred learning 

style (Tough, 1978).  Tough’s research mainly focused on the deciding and planning 
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elements of adult learning, but it helped pave the way for future researchers to expand the 

theory (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991). 

There are three main principles of self-directed learning.  First, learning goals will 

differ depending on the learner.  Second, transformational learning, reflection by the 

learner about learning, is critical and should be facilitated by educators.  Third, self-

directed learning should incorporate the social and environmental aspects of learning 

(Baumgartner, 2001; Merriam, 2001a; Merriam et al., 2007).  The principles of self-

directed learning were intended to promote widespread, systematic learning throughout 

adulthood, as opposed to learning isolated to an instructor or a classroom (Merriam, 

2001a).  In his systematic review, Owen (2002) summarized that many researchers agree 

that the purpose of self-directed learning included “(a) learning for adaptation to and the 

transmission of culture, (b) learning for the understanding and development of expertise 

or specialist knowledge, (c) learning for the vitalization of organizations and societies, 

and (d) learning for personal fulfillment” (p. 10). 

Achieving a single, unified definition of self-directed learning has been difficult 

as researchers within the field view the theory from different lenses.  Difficulty in 

developing a definition for the term self-directed learning originated from the semantics 

between learning and education.  One unifying characteristic was that self-directed 

learning is differentiated from traditional, formal education through the independence of 

the learner (American Institute for Research, 2011; Caffarella, 1993).  Knowles’ 

definitions of self-directed learning are most well-known, as he identified self-direction 

as a critical component of adult learning in his theory on andragogy.  However, he 

utilized the term to indicate both a learner characteristic and a process for learning.  In 
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Knowles’ andragogy, self-direction was listed within the fourth tenet (Knowles, 1990a, 

1990b, 1996; Knowles et al., 2005).  Later, when Knowles wrote exclusively on self-

directed learning, around the time of Tough’s empirical research, he defined it as a 

process whereby individuals take ownership of their learning by determining the need, 

identifying goals, locating resources, choosing and applying learning strategies, and 

evaluating the outcome (Knowles, 1975).  As Brookfield (1986) summarized, the term 

learning should have been reserved for the internal processes that occur as a result of 

external conditions.  Therefore, the method that Knowles defined should have been 

termed self-education (Brookfield, 1986).  Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) also 

recommended self-direction in learning.  As the field continued to grow and expand, 

researchers have continued to investigate self-directed learning as both a process and an 

adult characteristic (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Knowles, 1990b; Merriam et al., 2007; 

Owen, 2002). 

Linear and interactive process models of self-directed learning theory are typical 

in the theory’s history.  Tough and Knowles developed the first linear process models for 

self-directed learning theory in the early stages of the theory.  Tough’s (1967, 1971) 

model included twelve main tasks that focused on learner decisions regarding their 

process, themselves, and their barriers.  Knowles (1975) provided a strategy for learner 

success, starting with the climate and ending with evaluation.  It is not evident that 

Knowles viewed self-directed learning and andragogy as two separate theories, as the 

same process was also later published in updated writings on andragogy (Knowles, 

1990b; Knowles et al., 2005).  Other researchers disagreed with the linearity of Toughs’ 

and Knowles’ models, and therefore, developed more fluid examples of self-direction.  
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Brockett and Hiemstra’s (1991) Personal Responsibility Orientation (PRO) model 

solidified their use of the term self-direction in learning to refer to self-directed learning 

theory.  Unlike most other models, PRO combines instructional methods and learner 

characteristics to foster self-direction.  Stockdale and Brockett (2011) developed and 

validated the SDLS-PRO instrument to measure self-directedness in the PRO model, 

which has now been used to measure the self-directedness of undergraduates (Duarte, 

Leite, & Mouraz, 2016) and adult learners (Amos & Gwendoline, 2019) in higher 

education.  Similarly, Garrison’s (1997) model showed self-directed learning as a 

motivational approach emphasizing the relationships between self-motivation, 

monitoring, and management.  In Garrison’s view, self-directed learners self-manage and 

self-monitor to achieve meaningful learning outcomes, either independently or in 

collaborative learning environments (Garrison, 1997; Garrison & Akyol, 2015). 

Self-direction as a learner characteristic has mostly been written about and studied 

in terms of readiness, a psychological state in which self-directed learning can begin 

(Merriam et al., 2007).  The Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale (SDLRS) was the 

first instrument widely available to measure a learner’s readiness to engage in self-

directed learning activities (Guglielmino, Guglielmino, & Long, 1987).  Brockett (1985) 

and Brookfield (1985) both called into question the usability of the instrument itself, 

stating that many items were unclear or irrelevant to the samples being tested.  Brockett’s 

(1985) critique also questioned the results of the scale, arguing that the self-reported 

nature of the instrument measured perceived readiness to self-direct instead of actual self-

directed behaviors.  However, the instrument’s reliability and validity have been 

evaluated (Zhoc & Chen, 2016), and vast empirical research utilizing Guglielmino’s 
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instrument has determined positive correlations between self-directed learning readiness 

and other assessments, such as academic performance, future aspirations, creativity, 

curiosity, and life satisfaction (Edmondson, Boyer, & Artis, 2012; Hamilton, 2018; S. 

Wagner, 2018).  Self-efficacy and locus of control have also been correlated with self-

directedness in traditional and non-traditional online students (Plews, 2017) and 

academic professors (Ponton, 2018).  Another relevant instrument is the Oddi Continuing 

Learning Inventory (OCLI), primarily utilized to study continuing education (Merriam et 

al., 2007).  The Oddi Continuing Learning Inventory measures self-directedness as a 

personality trait (Oddi, 1986).  Owen’s (2002) systematic review identified empirical 

studies that correlated more than 25 variables with self-directedness through the OCLI, 

and Harvey, Rothman, and Frecker (2006) confirmed Oddi’s (1986) three-factor model. 

There is a general lack of empirical research on self-directed learning (Chen, 

2017).  For faculty developers, self-directed learning has been the second most frequently 

applied learning theory used to develop professional development for faculty in higher 

education, according to Meyer and Murrell (2014).  Phuong, Duong, and McLean (2015) 

reported that self-directed learning was the most frequently used faculty development in 

Asian higher education.  Faculty development designed using principles of self-directed 

learning has been shown to enhance faculty learning and the learning environment (Pololi 

et al., 2001; Samaras, Hjalmarson, Bland, Nelson, & Christopher, 2019).  However, adult 

learners have historically chosen informal learning over organized programming 

(Courtney, 2018; Tough, 1978), and researchers has indicated that faculty engaging in 

informal self-directed learning, such as self-study (Matsumoto, 2016) and conversations 

with peers (McCune, 2018; Thomson & Trigwell, 2018), benefit from this targeted 
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development.  The informal process of self-directed learning benefits from the help of 

educators and developers, as Tough (1978) discovered that adults were often unsure 

about how to begin their learning effort, set a schedule, and measure their learning.  Self-

directed learning has been illusioned as an isolated activity, but in fact, self-directed 

learning cannot possibly be isolated learning, as all learners engage with resources, 

individuals, or technologies developed for learning (Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; 

Brookfield, 1985; Chen, 2017).  However, all faculty may not be interested in developing 

identifiable goals related to teaching and learning (Gegenfurtner, 2019; Kreber, 

Castleden, Erfani, & Wright, 2005).  Instead, faculty may be more likely to develop goals 

related to their subject matter (Kreber et al., 2005) or promotion (Rogach, Frolova, & 

Ryabova, 2019). 

Knowles’ (1975) inclusion of self-directed learning as a leading principle in his 

theory of andragogy escalated self-directed learning to a pivotal place in the field of adult 

education (Amstutz, 1999).  As such, the major criticisms of the self-directed learning 

model echo those of adult learning in general.  Brookfield (1984) critiqued the many 

studies that followed and helped validate Tough’s research.  Specifically, Brookfield 

identified a lack of diverse research participants, the use of strict research measures, the 

ignorance of learning in social contexts, and a lack of action from society and politics.  

Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) disagreed that the research revealed a lack of diversity, 

citing over fifteen research studies that included black participants.  Other authors 

criticized empirical works for ignorance of the social and physical environments in which 

learning occurs (Rowland & Volet, 1996).  As with andragogy, Tough’s and Knowles’ 

self-directed learning models were criticized for being too linear (Merriam, 2001a).  
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Recent research into self-directed learning has focused on students in higher education 

(Amos & Gwendoline, 2019; Duarte et al., 2016) and the use of self-directed learning in 

collaborative learning environments (Garrison & Akyol, 2015).  Further research in self-

directed learning can impact our understanding of motivation and the learning process. 

Transformational Learning.  Transformational learning is arguably the most 

pivotal type of learning that an adult may undergo.  Transformational learning changes 

how adults know the information they encounter (Baumgartner, 2001).  The 

Transformative Learning Centre at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education 

developed an encompassing definition of transformational learning: 

Transformative learning involves experiencing a deep, structural shift in basic 

premises of thought, feelings, and actions.  It is a shift of consciousness that 

dramatically and permanently alters our way of being in the world…It also 

involves our understanding of power relations in interlocking structures of class, 

race and gender, our body awareness, our visions of alternative approaches to 

living, and our sense of possibilities for social justice, peace and personal joy.  In 

sum, transformative learning makes us understand the world in a different way, 

changing the way we experience it and the way we act in our day-to-day lives.  

Transformative learning has an individual and a collective dimension and includes 

both individual and social transformation. 

(https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/tlcca/About_The_TLC.html, para 3-5)  

The concept of transformation through learning became popular after Freire’s 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970).  Freire (1970) sought to unravel harsh political and 

social issues of his time by arguing that the oppressed needed to initiate education, action, 

https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/tlcca/About_The_TLC.html
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and reflection to bring about changes within themselves and the system.  Habermas’ 

(1984) research on the theory of communication was also critical to the development of 

the adult learning theory.  Habermas (1984) argued the background and context of 

speakers and hearers significantly affected how humans interpret communication.  

Humans make meaning of new experiences by associating the experience with specific 

images and symbols that are then given some level of value and feeling (Mezirow, 1995).  

People are able to understand conversations with one another through the application of a 

collective meaning to a symbol.  Communicative learning (as described by Habermas) is, 

therefore, the process of individuals gaining a mutual understanding of what is being 

communicated (Mezirow, 1996, 2018).  For a symbol to have meaning, humans must 

apply their “frame of reference, set of schemas, worldview, or personal paradigm” to it 

(Mezirow, 1995, p. 42).  The human frame of reference is the target for transformation 

during transformational learning, as it governs a person’s belief systems, understanding, 

and communication processes.  Further, the social aspect of communicative 

understanding is imperative to transformational learning theory as transformational 

learning is not an individualized activity, but a collaborative relationship between the 

learner and others often used to change group culture and practices (Baumgartner, 2001; 

Choy, 2009).  Deep reflection enables the process of assigning or reassigning meaning to 

words, thoughts, and actions already in a person’s vocabulary and is at the core of 

transformational learning theory (Mezirow, 2000).  Mezirow’s (1996) transformational 

learning model illustrates the intersection of Freire’s and Habermas’ ideas as he 

suggested that “through critical reflection, we become emancipated from communication 

that is distorted by cultural constraints” (p. 165). 
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Mezirow’s research into transformational theory began with a nation-wide study 

of women returning to community college after a significant period away (Mezirow, 

1991).  His study highlighted the complex processes that occurred when trying to create 

transformative behavior.  Mezirow’s theory centered on the belief that the learning 

process is managed by frames of reference.  As adults go through life, they gather 

experiences, which mold their thoughts, beliefs, and values (Knowles et al., 2005; 

Mezirow, 1997).  When entering new learning environments, these previous experiences 

and understandings are transferred and become an adult’s frame of reference (Mezirow, 

1997).  Humans develop frames of reference from their culture and environment, and the 

frames are used to structure how we understand our lives and the world around us 

(Mezirow, 1997, 2018).  These frames are further integrated into life through habits of 

mind that are difficult to change and points of view (Mezirow, 1997, 2018).  Habits tend 

to be social and cultural ideas that influence thinking, which eventually develop into 

points of view, the core beliefs, judgments, and feelings that we associate with particular 

meanings (Mezirow, 1997).   

Changes to frames of reference can occur through four different learning 

processes.  Learners may seek further evidence for their current point of view, establish a 

new point of view, transform a point of view, or change the habits of mind (Mezirow, 

1997).  Although points of view can change quite frequently, changes to the habits of the 

mind are unlikely to happen unless the learner is uncomfortable with the existing frame 

of reference (Mezirow, 1997).  For a learner to transfer new knowledge into a current 

frame of reference, the learner must critically reflect on the thoughts, beliefs, and 

assumptions that initially created the frame of reference (Mezirow, 1997, 2018; Rusch & 
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Brunner, 2013).  From his study, Mezirow (1991) identified a ten-step process by which 

adults transformed:  

1. A disorienting dilemma 

2. Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame 

3. A critical assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic assumptions 

4. Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared 

and that others have negotiated a similar change 

5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and action 

6. Planning a course of action 

7. Acquisition of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans 

8. Provisional trying of new roles 

9. Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships; and 

10. A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new 

perspective (pp. 168-169). 

During the process, the responsibility of learning was shifted from the educator to the 

learner to create a space in which learners began to act on their values, feelings, and 

meanings, rather than on the values of others (Mezirow, 2000).  Therefore, self-reflection 

was also critical to changing habits of mind and points of view (Merriam, 2001a; 

Mezirow, 1997, 2018).  Whether gradual or sudden, transformational learning was an 

effective process for the learner, as it changed how the learner viewed themselves and the 

world (Baumgartner, 2001; Choy, 2009; Lari, 2008). 

Like other theories of adult learning, transformational learning theory was 

initially visualized as a linear model with a single exegesis.  Updated versions of the adult 
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learning theory are more individualized and fluid, with some components indicated as 

more critical than others, such as the ability to work through feelings and a focus on 

society (Baumgartner, 2001; Taylor, 2008, 2011).  Tisdell’s (1998) psychological model 

of feminist pedagogy, for example, expanded Freire’s (1970) work by focusing 

specifically on the oppression and emancipation of women.  The field of adult education 

has always emphasized the importance of experiences in adult learning, but the emphasis 

on gender is specific to feminist pedagogy (Tisdell, 1998).  Tisdell’s (1998) theory is a 

natural accompaniment to the field of adult education and, more specifically, 

transformational learning, as it highlights the connections between a person’s identity and 

social structures while also analyzing the relationship between human emotions and their 

rational thoughts in the world.  O’Sullivan’s (2005) model viewed education as a spiritual 

journey and advocated for more strange attractors in school systems, such as art, drama, 

outdoor activity, hope, etc., as opposed to the common focus on high stakes testing and 

other components used for marketability.  His strange attractors were creative features 

meant to save the system from complete ruin (O’Sullivan, 2005).  Lastly, Dirkx’s (2000) 

model, which is similar to Mezirow’s, acknowledged that learning experiences provide 

opportunities for adults to correlate meaning to images and emotions.  Through these 

experiences, adults can become aware of the images and their meaning, creating a more 

cohesive learning environment (Dirkx, 2000).  Although more modern transformational 

learning models are available, Mezirow’s model has been consistently seen as the 

dominant transformational learning model throughout the literature (Taylor, 2008). 

Despite extensive research, discussions regarding the theory, and newly 

developed models, critics claimed the theory has not progressed as an adult learning 
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model (Newman, 2012; Taylor & Cranton, 2013).  Similar to other adult learning 

theories, Mezirow’s (1991) empirical research, which produced the theory of 

transformational learning, was criticized for lack of diversity, as it was developed from 

mostly female participants in the 1970s (American Institute for Research, 2011; 

Newman, 2012).  Therefore, the model is likely skewed to represent a single adult 

population.  To combat the lack of diversity, Nohl (2015) interviewed eighty men and 

women from a variety of social, educational, and age groups.  In contrast to Mezirow’s 

initial theory, Nohl (2015) argued against the need for a disorienting event, finding 

instead that the event that eventually leads to the transformation of the individual was 

normal and casual.  Nohl’s ideas mirror earlier criticism from Clark and Wilson (1991), 

who declared that although experiences are important to transformational learning, 

Mezirow did not effectively explain the connection between these experiences, their 

context, and subsequent interpretation by individuals.  Newman (2012) further argued 

against the need for the theory claiming that transformational learning is not a separate 

idea from exceptional learning because all learning includes some change.  Others 

(Hoggan, 2016; Lari, 2008; Sandlin et al., 2013) countered Newman’s thought by arguing 

that transformational learning was a more personal and significant learning experience.  

However, Sandlin et al. (2013) objected to Mezirow’s linear process, claiming that a 

linear process was not reasonable in practice, where adults moved more fluidly through a 

learning transformation.  In an update on the transformational learning theory, Mezirow 

(2018) identified several major issues with the theory, including a lack of emphasis on (a) 

the role of emotions in transformational learning; (b) social change; and (c) the learning 

context, including gender, race, and power.  
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The volume of research studies regarding transformational learning has increased 

the model’s popularity (Merriam, 2018; Taylor, 2008; Taylor & Cranton, 2013).  

However, transformational learning was one of the least used learning theories when 

designing professional development for faculty in higher education (Meyer & Murrell, 

2014).  Taylor’s (1997) review of empirical studies of Mezirow’s model revealed a lack 

of studies with higher education faculty as the primary population.  In 2007, Taylor 

updated his findings, which revealed that higher education was one of the most popular 

research sites for researchers investigating the fostering of transformational learning, but 

progress on the theory has since slowed (Taylor & Laros, 2014).   

Despite the increase in related studies, research in applying transformational 

learning to change faculty attitudes towards technology use and pedagogy has not been 

positive (Whitelaw, Sears, & Campbell, 2004).  Whitelaw et al.'s (2004) study indicated 

that although changes to the faculty members’ perspectives were possible, perspective 

changes did not correlate to changes to their practice in all cases.  However, McQuiggan 

(2012) implied that professional development for online teaching designed using 

transformational learning principles was able to change the beliefs, attitudes, and face-to-

face teaching practices of faculty members.  The time that faculty spent engaging with 

professional development appeared to be associated with how much of a change was 

made (McQuiggan, 2012).  Through her longitudinal study of HIV/AIDS patients, 

Baumgartner (2002) confirmed Mezirow’s (1991) research regarding the permanent 

nature of transformations, making transformational learning a powerful professional 

development method.  With a significant shift from grounded to online education, faculty 
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may need to transform their teaching practices to be comfortable with online teaching 

(Jacobs, 2013). 

Unlike other adult learning theories that are highly dependent on the learner, 

transformational learning can be facilitated in any environment, as the success of 

transformational learning is more dependent on the course design, facilitators, and the 

learners (Christie, Carey, Robertson, & Grainger, 2015; Hoskins, 2013).  Adult learners 

seek professional development to satisfy a short-term goal or immediate need (Mezirow, 

1997; Tough, 1978).  Adults are efficient about their education, utilizing their social 

contexts to aid in gaining prior experience for what is necessary and relevant to their lives 

(Snyman & van den Berg, 2018; Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2008).  Courses for adult 

learners that use adult learning principles as considerations for design, such as 

transformational learning, provide environments for adults to grow emotionally and 

cognitively (Chen, 2014). 

Professional Development in Higher Education 

Faculty professional development at institutions of higher education began as 

sabbatical leave at Harvard in 1810 (Lewis, 1996).  Until the 1960s, faculty professional 

development only included sabbatical leave, research, or gaining advanced degrees 

(Lewis, 1996; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  In the history of faculty development, this period 

was known as the Age of the Scholar because the focus of development was on the 

improvement of academic research rather than the growth of teaching and learning 

(Beach et al., 2016; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Institutions provided faculty with paid leave 

and travel, but there was an overall lack of organized development activities available to 

faculty from the institution itself (Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Student and parent protests 
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during the 1960s and 1970s targeting the course and teaching quality in higher education 

brought to light the fallacy that subject matter knowledge provided the skill necessary to 

teach effectively (Lewis, 1996).  The initial response from institutions was to lower the 

instructor/student ratio, recruit new faculty, and purchase the latest technologies 

(Bergquist & Phillips, 1975; Sorcinelli et al., 2006). 

A recession and a decline in postsecondary education in the 1970s made it 

difficult for faculty members to move between institutions (The Group for Human 

Development in Higher Education, 1974; Lewis, 1996), which contributed to faculty 

burnout and poor working conditions throughout institutions in the 1980s (Lewis, 1996).  

As a result of the student advocacy for quality education in the prior years, professional 

development initiatives responded to the need to increase quality education with the Age 

of the Teacher (Beach et al., 2016; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Faculty development during 

the time had an increased emphasis on training professors to teach their subject matter, a 

shift from the focus on research and content in the 1960s.  To support this new focus, 

teaching and learning centers began to open at universities, and grants and foundations 

were formed with a specific interest in faculty development for teaching and learning 

(Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  A review of teaching and learning center titles in the 1970s 

reveals “development” was the most frequently included word, followed by adjectives 

such as “educational,” “instructional,” and “faculty,” indicating that these departments 

provided resources focused on teaching and learning (Crow, Milton, Moomaw, & 

O’Connell, 1976).  The definition of faculty development also began to broaden during 

this time to include personal and career development (Crow et al., 1976; Lewis, 1996; 

Schuster et al., 1990).  Bergquist and Phillips’ (1975) seminal work on professional 
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development proposed the expansion of faculty development to include organizational, 

personal, and instructional development. 

The 1980s marked the Age of the Developer due to the increase of teaching and 

learning centers across higher education, which meant a rise in individuals needed to 

employ the centers, commonly known as faculty developers (Beach et al., 2016; 

Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  The University of Michigan and the University of Massachusetts 

helped spearhead the inclusion of faculty development by opening teaching and learning 

centers during the 1970s and 1980s (Centra, 1978; Lewis, 1996).  In approximately thirty 

years, faculty professional development went from relatively non-existent at United 

States colleges and universities to over one-half of institutions, including some form of 

faculty professional development on their campus (Lewis, 1996; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  

That number has steadily increased (Fink, 2013; Lewis, 1996).  The rise in faculty 

developers and teaching and learning centers allowed for faculty development to become 

a collaborative activity between developers and faculty, but also between faculty and 

their peers (Beach et al., 2016; Sorcinelli et al., 2006). 

The culture of teaching and learning began to shift around 1990.  The learner 

became the center of the learning experience, and consequently, this period was known as 

the Age of the Learner (Beach et al., 2016; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  The growth of 

educational technology provided learners with a new learning experience and also 

equipped faculty with new skills to master.  University professional development units 

grew exponentially to meet the demand for rewarding and promoting best practices in 

teaching and learning.  Additionally, developers realized the need to support faculty 
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members at the start of their careers, ushering in a trend of development specifically for 

young graduate assistants, Ph.D. students, and novice faculty (Sorcinelli et al., 2006).   

The belief that knowledge in the subject matter equated to a knowledge of 

teaching the subject matter dominated the early days of faculty development (Gyurko et 

al., 2016).  Throughout the last forty years, the focus of faculty development has 

continued to shift and morph.  Now, in the Age of the Network, institutions are required 

to work collaboratively to meet the demands of stakeholders, both internal and external 

(Beach et al., 2016; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Throughout the last decade, researchers have 

identified an increase in community learning, blended professional development, and the 

use of adult learning design principles as trends in professional development (deNoyelles, 

Cobb, & Lowe, 2012).  However, it is not clear if universities and colleges are 

responding to these trends, as professional development has remained overly traditional 

(Karagiorgi et al., 2008) and has not been an institutional priority (Gyurko et al., 2016).  

While an emphasis on professional development goals related to organizational change 

has increased, the main goals of faculty developers in higher education have been 

stagnant for over ten years (Beach et al., 2016).  Faculty developers in higher education 

have continued to focus on sustaining and advancing initiatives in teaching and learning 

or addressing individual faculty needs (Beach et al., 2016). 

The entire landscape of higher education institutions has changed drastically since 

the emphasis on online learning.  A large amount of tenured and tenure-track positions at 

institutions have given way to adjunct and contract professors (Gyurko et al., 2016; Kezar 

& Maxey, 2014; Shattuck et al., 2011).  The traditional out-of-high school students have 

been replaced by adults and non-traditional students (Chen, 2014; Lumina Foundation, 
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2019).  Further, enrollments in online education have increased for fourteen straight 

years, and the trend is expected to continue as more and more institutions join the online 

space (Seaman, Allen, & Seaman, 2018).  As a result of these changes in higher 

education, there has been a great need for accessible, evidence-based, teaching-centered 

faculty development in higher education (Wynants & Dennis, 2018).  The rise in adjunct 

faculty members revealed a need for specifically online professional development 

(Gyurko et al., 2016; Shattuck et al., 2011).  The topics and modalities of faculty 

development also need to reflect the concerns of faculty who are teaching non-traditional 

students in an online environment.  Faculty professional development can be presented in 

an abundance of traditional and innovative modes, including intensives, short courses, 

learning communities, seminars, MOOCs, or online courses.  Decades of research 

regarding the effectiveness of online education have resulted in the conclusion that no 

significant differences between grounded and online modalities exist for the learner 

(Cook & Steinert, 2013; Wright, 2014).  Likewise, a few studies (Fishman et al., 2013; 

Hathaway & Norton, 2012) have identified no significant difference in the learning 

outcomes of professional development in different modalities. 

Topics of Faculty Development.  The main goal of faculty development at 

research institutions is to sustain and advance initiatives in teaching and learning or 

address individual faculty needs (Beach et al., 2016; Meyer, 2014).  Bergquist and 

Phillips (1975) recommended that effective faculty development programs should include 

training in organizational development, instructional development, and personal 

development.  There is not a clear separation between these three categories, as each 

category has the potential to positively or negatively impact the others (Gillespie, 2010).  
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As shown in Figure 1, Grupp (2014) highlighted the complexity of faculty development 

in higher education by showing the connections between the three main initiatives of 

teaching and learning centers.  Schuster et al. (1990) argued that for faculty development 

to be effective, offerings needed to focus on all three categories.  Gaff’s (1975) model of 

effective faculty development programs differed slightly from Bergquist and Phillips’ 

(1975) in that faculty development was substituted for personal development.  Baran and 

Correia’s (2014) faculty development framework for online teaching also took a holistic 

approach, including organization, community, and teaching as three interconnected 

factors needed for successful development.  Sorcinelli et al. (2006) and Beach et al. 

(2016) confirmed that faculty development in the areas of organizational and 

instructional development is common among modern institutions.  However, a lack of 

diversity in the opportunities offered by institutions can make it difficult for some faculty 

to find opportunities that meet their needs (Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; Brownell & Tanner, 

2012; Dailey-Hebert, Mandernach, Donnelli-Sallee, & Norris, 2014; Gordan, 2018; Post, 

2011; Powell, 2006; Sullivan et al., 2013).  Centralized teaching and learning centers may 

expand the issue of development opportunities that do not meet individual faculty needs 

(Levinson-Rose & Menges, 1981; Meyer, 2014).  Personal development is mostly 

missing from the faculty development literature (Brinthaupt, Neal, & Otto, 2016).   



52 

 

 

Figure 1. Roles and responsibilities of faculty developers based on POD network model 
by Grupp. Adapted from “Faculty Developer as Change Agent: A Conceptual Model for 
Small Institutions and Beyond,” by L. L. Grupp, 2014, Journal on Centers for Teaching 
& Learning, 6, p. 47. Copyright 2014 by Journal on Centers for Teaching & Learning. 
Reprinted with permission (Appendix A). 
 

Organizational development includes topics that are specific to the success of the 

entire institution (Addleson, 2018; Baron, 2006; Gillespie, 2010).  In recent years, the 

emphasis on faculty development offerings to bring about organizational change has 

increased (Beach et al., 2016).  Organizational development is highly dependent on 
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relationships and learning contexts (Addleson, 2018; Gillespie, 2010).  There are several 

layers to relationships, including personal relationships between employees, as well as 

the relationship between cause and effect of policies or changes (Addleson, 2018; 

Gillespie, 2010).  The context is also vital in organizational development, as any 

decisions could have a substantial impact on the functionality of a multitude of other 

moving parts (Addleson, 2018; Gillespie, 2010).  Each interaction within an organization 

has a distinct effect on the functionality, stability, and accessibility of the organization 

and its stakeholders (Gillespie, 2010).  Therefore, it is important to clearly understand the 

environment in which we are working if institutions are to live out the mission of making 

a difference in the lives of faculty and students (Austin, 2010).  Training topics that may 

be included under the category of organizational development include management or 

leadership training, processes, organizational change, and governance (Gillespie, 2010).  

Information regarding the tenure and reappointment processes is a topic that is 

specifically important for new career faculty members (Austin, 2010).  Gillespie (2010) 

also suggested that stakeholders be informed about the data, trends, and policies that were 

affecting the institution, but also higher education as a whole.  Campus-wide initiatives 

such as accreditation (Zakrajsek, 2016), student retention, diversity, technology 

integration, and community engagement are some examples that would provide an 

opportunity for faculty to become more involved and knowledgeable about the institution 

and the system of higher education (Baron, 2006; Grupp, 2014).  Campuses should be 

offering opportunities related to assessing learning outcomes and course and curriculum 

reform (Beach et al., 2016; Phuong et al., 2015).  Previously, evaluating learning 

outcomes and student diversity were the most commonly offered organizational 
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development topics (Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Topics that would help promote diversity 

across campus include multicultural issues in specific academic contexts (Grupp, 2014), 

classroom differences (for example, aspects of student identity, preparation level, and 

styles of learning), the transformation of course content, and management of instructor 

identity and authority in the classroom (Cook & Marincovich, 2010).  Leadership 

training, such as chairperson training and administrative or management internships, are 

crucial to the overall organizational health and stability (Hubbard, Atkins, & Brinko, 

1998).  

Traditionally, faculty development opportunities have targeted specific faculty 

populations and teaching environments (Herman, 2012).  Instructional development was 

meant to provide faculty with strategies to impact student learning (Taylor & Colet, 

2009).  Institutions of higher education assumed that an expert in the discipline was 

equally an expert in teaching the subject (Gyurko et al., 2016; Henley & Magelssen, 

1990; Kane et al., 2002; Weimer & Lenze, 1997).  The research confirmed, however, that 

colleges and universities tended to hire faculty who have little to no experience or 

training in teaching (Elliott et al., 2015; Kane et al., 2002; Weimer & Lenze, 1997).  The 

skills and knowledge that faculty required to perform teaching, research, and service 

responsibilities were often not fully developed during graduate programs (Austin, 2010; 

Saroyan & Trigwell, 2015).  Accordingly, orientations, workshops, and learning 

communities focusing on teaching and learning and training in new skills were needed to 

meet faculty needs (Austin, 2010; Hubbard et al., 1998; Zakrajsek, 2016).  Tenure-track 

and non-tenure-track faculty members felt that topics relevant to them were not 

prioritized despite interest from instructors (Gyurko et al., 2016; Hott & Tietjen-Smith, 
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2018).  Further, supporting part-time and adjunct faculty, the changing roles of faculty, 

and balancing faculty positions were important professional development topics that were 

not widely addressed (Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Sorcinelli et al. (2006) review of topics 

perceived as essential by faculty developers and Steinert et al. (2016) review of the 

development offered to medical professionals from 2002-2012 found the offerings to be 

overwhelmingly situated in instructional development.  The most critical professional 

development for instructors is in the areas of technology, student learning, and teaching 

experience (Grupp, 2014; Phuong et al., 2015; Wallin, 2003).  Technology integration 

and active learning strategies were the most common topics related to teaching and 

learning provided by centers (Beach et al., 2016; Grupp, 2014).  These topics were 

similar to previous findings.  Sorcinelli et al. (2006) published that teaching and learning 

centers increased development opportunities near the turn of the century related to 

technology use and integration and active learning strategies.  However, it may have been 

more beneficial for teaching and learning centers to focus on teaching innovation rather 

than remediation of faculty instructional techniques (Cook & Marincovich, 2010).  

Programming should have included modern research-based practices rather than a focus 

on general teaching practices, which is not an effective use of programming (Cook & 

Marincovich, 2010; Saroyan & Trigwell, 2015).  Centers also had an opportunity to 

facilitate a union between faculty research and teaching (Cook & Marincovich, 2010; 

Saroyan & Trigwell, 2015). 

Instructional and organizational development were not enough to support faculty 

members in their careers (Hubbard et al., 1998).  New faculty orientation was the most 

common faculty work and career development topic offered by universities in the United 
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States (Beach et al., 2016).  Teaching and learning centers should investigate how to 

provide more holistic faculty development, including topics related to personal 

development (Beach et al., 2016; Brinthaupt et al., 2016).  Although this practice was 

common in corporate and medical school settings, research on the personal development 

services that were offered to faculty at institutions of higher education is limited 

(Brinthaupt et al., 2016).  One reason for the lack of research in this area maybe that 

mental and physical health services are often decentralized from each other, and even 

further removed from organizational or instructional development services, making it 

difficult to assess the need for overlap (Hubbard et al., 1998).  Hubbard et al. (1998) 

reported that faculty often attributed a lack of success in the classroom to personal 

concerns rather than lack of knowledge in teaching methods.  Their research indicated 

that faculty needed personal support and development to ensure faculty vitality.  

Suggested development opportunities to address faculty mental health included 

depression, adjustment problems for new faculty, divorce, and bereavement (Hubbard et 

al., 1998).  Physical health was also an important component and should have been 

addressed in the form of stress management, improving eating and exercise habits, and 

work-life balance (Brinthaupt et al., 2016; Hubbard et al., 1998). 

A logical connection between the programs provided at an institution created a 

network of resources and a learning pathway for the faculty that was essential to 

supporting lifelong learning (Manduca, 2017).  This logical connection should also 

include the institution's strategic plan (Zakrajsek, 2016).  Teaching and learning centers 

often have not offered topics related to the university’s strategic mission (Sorcinelli et al., 

2006), but this was an important part of addressing the needs of the faculty (Cook & 
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Marincovich, 2010).  As evidenced by the continuous increase in online education, 

institutions have reported that an online teaching and learning presence was key to the 

institution's strategic plan (Herman, 2012).  However, the institution’s teaching and 

learning centers have not provided the appropriate faculty development to align with this 

mission (Herman, 2012).  Community colleges reported providing support for online 

teaching more than any other institutional type (Beach et al., 2016).  Faculty were 

increasingly interested in support for online teaching and course development, and the 

lack of opportunities in online teaching and course development has been a primary 

barrier of online teaching (Herman, 2012; Porter & Graham, 2016).  In 2016, Beach et al. 

reported that research universities planned to see growth in support for teaching in online 

environments and the assessment of student learning outcomes around 2020. 

Design of Faculty Development.  Training design can impact the learning and 

retention of participants (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Gegenfurtner, Veermans, Festner, & 

Gruber, 2009).  Institutions of higher education can provide an environment in which 

faculty seek continuous improvement, but organizations cannot force improvement to 

occur (Wallin, 2003).  The responsibility of the organization is to create an environment 

where faculty are intrinsically motivated to participate in faculty development because it 

meets their personal or professional needs and provides opportunities for growth 

(Gegenfurtner et al., 2009; Wallin, 2003).  Effective professional development 

programming is essential to generate institutional change, and ought to focus on changing 

the faculty attitudes, instructional processes, and organizational structures within higher 

education (Bergquist & Phillips, 1975).  However, offering effective programming is 

difficult when not coupled with other personal matters, such as internal motivation (Pink, 
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2009; Schneckenberg, 2010).  Organizational support (Gegenfurtner et al., 2009; Jin & 

McDonald, 2017) and designing with motivation are especially critical components that 

can have a positive impact on the faculty development experience (Jones, 2013; Rizzuto, 

2017; Salmon et al., 2015). 

The first step in designing effective faculty development is to understand faculty 

needs, enabling the development of relevant and worthwhile programming (Elliott et al., 

2015; Herman, 2012; Merriam, 2001a; Steinert et al., 2010).  Faculty are more likely to 

attend programming that is of interest to them (Austin, 2011; Elliott et al., 2015; 

Knowles, 1990a, 1990b, 1996; Knowles et al., 2005, 2015; Steinert et al., 2010).  Faculty 

autonomy can be increased by allowing faculty to determine the specific goals and 

objectives for faculty development offerings (D’Avanzo, 2014; Knowles, 1990a, 1990b, 

1996; Knowles et al., 2005, 2015; Rienties et al., 2013; Wallin, 2003).  However, the 

inclusion of faculty in designing faculty development has not historically been the case at 

institutions of higher education (Meyer, 2014).  To meet consumer needs, learners should 

have a clear understanding of why professional development has value to them, as well as 

what they can expect throughout the training (Jones, 2013; Knowles, 1990a, 1990b, 1996; 

Knowles et al., 2005, 2015).  Needs assessments are one method of determining what 

programming should be offered to meet faculty needs (Ali et al., 2005; Elliott et al., 

2015).  Because development must be relevant to a faculty member’s current situation, 

faculty may be best served by dividing continuing education into tiered levels based on 

the needs of beginners, intermediates, and experts (Ali et al., 2005).  Organizing a 

community of learners can also ensure the development is relevant and may help ease the 
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isolation that is often felt by faculty within their department (Booth & Kellogg, 2015; 

Cook & Marincovich, 2010). 

After the topic has been determined, effective training design should also include 

determining the appropriate modality and activities to enhance learning.  When choosing 

the modality for faculty development programming, it is important to consider the 

learning goals and learning styles of participants (Bates, Phalen, & Moran, 2016).  Full-

time professors preferred one-on-one consultations or online resources for learning about 

technology and learning strategies (Grover, Walters, & Turner, 2016).  Informal training 

with peers and face-to-face workshops were also preferred methods of learning for 

mature, educated adults (Courtney, 2018) and full-time instructors (Grover et al., 2016; 

Lowenthal, Wray, Bates, Switzer, & Stevens, 2013).  Regardless of the modality of the 

development, a productive learning environment is crucial to learner success 

(Charungkaittikul & Henschke, 2018; Wallin, 2003).   

Recommendations for effective training design have been similar for alternative 

environments and face-to-face training.  Overall, faculty desire activities clearly designed 

and structured on adult learning principles (Cook & Steinert, 2013; Meyer & Murrell, 

2014; Rizzuto, 2017; Tainsh, 2016).  Opportunities for interaction and engagement, such 

as structured activities and collaboration with peers, help build trust and focused 

engagement, providing a more relevant professional development experience (Anderson 

& McCormick, 2006; Booth & Kellogg, 2015; Cook & Steinert, 2013; D’Avanzo, 2014; 

deNoyelles et al., 2012; Powell & Bodur, 2019; Salmon et al., 2015).  A variety of levels 

of interaction, including self-reflection, have aided adults in increasing their self-

directedness (Rizzuto, 2017; Wynants & Dennis, 2018).  Feedback from peers or faculty 
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in other departments not only provided a student perspective but also helped faculty 

transfer their new knowledge to their classrooms (Persellin & Goodrick, 2010; Rienties et 

al., 2013; Roumell, 2019).  However, group work or interaction may be displeasing to 

some adult learners who prefer individual activities (Janakiraman, Watson & Watson, 

2018).  The opportunity to apply new knowledge through the creation of tangible 

products allows participants to conceptualize their new information (Booth & Kellogg, 

2015; Ching & Hursh, 2014).   

Building upon the prior experience of faculty members is also imperative when 

designing effective faculty development (Ferreira & MacLean, 2018; Knowles, 1990a, 

1990b, 1996; Knowles et al., 2005, 2015; Wallin, 2003).  Faculty perceptions of their 

own needs should be taken into account when designing professional development (Ali et 

al., 2005).  Adults utilize their prior experiences in learning what is necessary and 

relevant to their lives (Snyman & van den Berg, 2018; Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2008).  

Previous experiences can impact a faculty member’s attitudes and beliefs towards 

teaching and learning (Bess, 1982; Checkoway, 2001; Eddy, Hao, Markiewicz, & 

Iverson, 2019; Mulnix, 2016).  These prior experiences may have a profound impact on 

learner attitude and faculty buy-in, necessary components for effective learning processes 

(Cook & Marincovich, 2010; Jones, 2013).   

Instructor facilitation is also critical to effective training design.  Observation of a 

well-facilitated training provided faculty members with practical strategies they were able 

to apply in their courses (Elliott et al., 2015; Shattuck et al., 2011).  To be most effective 

and bring about authentic and lasting change of faculty behavior, faculty development 

opportunities should focus on creating change in multiple ways, such as through faculty 
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attitudes, instructional processes, and organizational structures (Bergquist & Phillips, 

1975; Manduca, 2017).  Overall, sustained development programming (i.e., four weeks or 

more) was shown to be more effective than single offerings (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; 

Henderson et al., 2011; Manduca, 2017; Rienties et al., 2013).  Using blended or online 

options has helped reduce the seat time of sustained programming and was satisfactory to 

faculty members (deNoyelles et al., 2012). 

Ideally, the effectiveness of faculty professional development may be best 

determined by measuring both faculty and student outcomes (Condon, Iverson, Manduca, 

Rutz, & Willett, 2016; Emerson & Mosteller, 2000).  Self-reporting of faculty 

development outcomes, the most common type of evaluation, does not provide adequate 

data regarding effectiveness (D’Avanzo, 2014).  Rigorous quantitative evaluation of 

faculty development programming are few (Condon et al., 2016) and may be difficult to 

obtain due to low attendance, lack of ability to randomly assign participants to groups, 

and varying participant characteristics (Chen, Kelley, & Haggar, 2013).  However, 

teaching and learning centers can begin by establishing clear and measurable outcomes 

for their program offerings and measuring participants’ satisfaction with the 

programming through surveys (Chen et al., 2013; Zakrajsek, 2016).  Evaluating the 

effectiveness of faculty development through student outcomes is also challenging, as 

students may leave the university before longitudinal research can be conducted 

(Kennedy, 2016).  Participation in faculty development may not automatically result in 

changes to faculty attitudes or behaviors.  Instead, changes can be significantly delayed 

and, therefore, a direct impact on student learning may be challenging to determine 

(Rienties et al., 2013; Stes, De Maeyer, Gijbels, & Van Petegem, 2012). 
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Modes of Faculty Development.  Before teaching and learning centers were the 

norm across colleges and universities, informal development funded by a campus 

administrator was frequent (Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Centra (1978) was the first to 

categorize faculty development by modality, and he developed five main categories: 

workshops, seminars, or presentations; assessment procedures (i.e., student or supervisor 

evaluations); technology or course development activities; institutional practices (i.e., 

sabbatical leave or grant funding); and miscellaneous.  Building on Centra (1978), 

Levinson-Rose and Menges (1981) identified grants, workshops and seminars, student 

feedback, microteaching and minicourses, and concept training (i.e., videotapes) as the 

primary faculty development activities in over seventy studies evaluated from the 

research.  In 1997, Weimer and Lenze (1997) verified Centra (1978) and Levinson-Rose 

and Menges (1981) but also added a new category that had not been seen before: peer-to-

peer assistance.  Prebble et al.'s (2004) systematic review incorporated several new 

activities, as well updated terminology for faculty development activities, including short 

courses; in situ training; consulting, peer assessment, and mentoring; student assessment 

of teaching; and intensives.  From the first categorization to the most recent study of 

faculty development at colleges and universities in the United States, the workshop has 

continued to be the most offered and the most attended faculty development modality 

(Beach et al., 2016; Centra, 1978; Stes et al., 2010; Weimer & Lenze, 1997). 

When choosing the modality for faculty development programming, it is crucial 

to consider the learning goals and learning styles of participants (Bates et al., 2016).  

Face-to-face, blended, or online are the three primary modalities for offering faculty 

development training.  Workshops, programs, or seminars that are face-to-face and last 
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anywhere from one hour to a full-day, or even several related workshops spanning a 

much longer time, are known as synchronous faculty development (Cook & Steinert, 

2013; Weimer & Lenze, 1997).  These types of workshops have been, and remain, the 

dominant mode of faculty professional development (Beach et al., 2016; Karagiorgi et al., 

2008; Levinson-Rose & Menges, 1981; Weimer & Lenze, 1997).  Consultations were 

identified as the preferred mode of formal development for faculty (Grover et al., 2016).  

Although one-off workshops do not provide enough integration with the subject matter 

that is required for noticeable change to occur (Beach et al., 2016; Levinson-Rose & 

Menges, 1981), workshops are continuously popular because they are easily coordinated 

and sustainable (Stes et al., 2010).  One benefit of the synchronous workshop modality 

that likely impacted its popularity was that workshops met immediate faculty needs for 

understanding and applying new information (Beach et al., 2016; Karagiorgi et al., 2008).  

Adults tended to participate in these formal work-related opportunities to improve 

specific skills (DeBell & Mulligan, 2005).  However, traditional workshops can also be 

challenging for faculty members to attend due to teaching load and meeting schedules 

(Cook & Steinert, 2013; Elliott et al., 2015; Rizzuto, 2017).  Further, unlike in self-

directed learning models, participants were not able to manipulate synchronous 

workshops to fit their unique needs (Karagiorgi et al., 2008).  Therefore, direct training 

models, such as workshops, can lack relation to actual teaching and learning for the 

participants (Schneckenberg, 2010). 

Faculty developers overwhelmingly agreed that faculty development needs to 

move away from a reliance on face-to-face development and utilize more online 

development (Beach et al., 2016).  Teaching and learning centers can begin to explore 
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this modality through the use of blended offerings.  When face-to-face training is 

combined with an online component, it is known as blended (Herman, 2012; Porter & 

Graham, 2016).  Using a blended style of faculty development has decreased the seat 

time for faculty (deNoyelles et al., 2012), which can be beneficial for sustained faculty 

development programming.  There has been an increase in blended faculty development 

in the past few years.  However, the advantages and disadvantages of this training style 

on the effectiveness of faculty development is still limited (deNoyelles et al., 2012; Porter 

& Graham, 2016). 

Synchronous and asynchronous online development should be considered a viable 

option for institutions as they are likely less expensive over the long term (Bates et al., 

2016).  However, online courses do require more time and resources to develop initially 

than face-to-face courses (Cook & Steinert, 2013).  Synchronous online courses offered 

greater flexibility in teaching and learning and can lower costs for sponsoring 

organizations (Cook & Steinert, 2013; Jones, 2013; Wynants & Dennis, 2018).  

Asynchronous faculty development opportunities allowed participants to complete course 

activities and assignments at their own pace (Herman, 2012; Jones, 2013; Rizzuto, 2017).  

The ability to start and finish a course at an individualized pace can be helpful to faculty 

(Cook & Steinert, 2013; Rizzuto, 2017; Wynants & Dennis, 2018).  However, 

asynchronous online programs have been the least likely type of professional 

development provided in teaching and learning centers across the nation (Beach et al., 

2016; Rizzuto, 2017).  Online faculty development opportunities can reach a broader 

population of learners that is not possible with face-to-face workshops (Cook & Steinert, 

2013).  Online development also allowed greater flexibility for both developers and 
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faculty, and faculty may be more likely to choose these offerings due to scheduling 

constraints (Elliott et al., 2015).  Both synchronous and asynchronous online faculty 

development can be beneficial in providing faculty with an online student experience.  

Burton (2014) and Chen, Lowenthal, Bauer, Heaps, and Nielson (2017) echoed 

Henning’s (2012) support that faculty should participate in online professional 

development to experience online learning as a student, as it helped instructional faculty 

gain a better understanding of the online learner experience in a learning management 

system (McMurtry, 2013; Salmon et al., 2015). 

Although there are many benefits to the online modality, the literature has 

consistently cited concerns and issues related to the effectiveness of using online training 

as a professional development opportunity.  Online is often viewed as an invalid course 

delivery method, a plot to threaten grounded enrollment numbers, and a drastic shift from 

the traditional and time-honored processes of face-to-face classes (Shaver, 2017).  

Learner related factors, such as diversity and motivation of participants; technological 

issues, such as activities and assessments; and pedagogical issues, such as course design, 

are common criticisms of the modality (Koukis, & Jimoyiannis, 2017; Misra, 2018).  In 

addition to low completion rates among adults in asynchronous options (Cook & Steinert, 

2013; Jones, 2013; Parr, 2013), Mitchell (2014) revealed that only half of the enrolled 

participants were exposed to a small percentage of the material before they quit.  In 

contrast, Koutsodimou and Jimoyiannis (2015) and Koukis and Jimoyiannis (2017) 

reported high levels of course completion and participant satisfaction with course 

assignments, support, and interaction among K-12 teachers.  Larger enrollments in online 

offerings could cause a lack of social presence, intrinsic motivation, and accountability to 
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complete the course (Cook & Steinert, 2013; Salmon et al., 2015; Wynants & Dennis, 

2018).  While online professional development has the potential to help faculty overcome 

these barriers, the benefit will be negligible if faculty are not engaged in the opportunities 

(Cook & Steinert, 2013). 

Faculty in Higher Education 

Early higher education institutions functioned for religious, law, and medical 

education (Adham et al., 2015; Altbach, 2011).  As enrollment in higher education 

increased, the functionality and focus of the institutions expanded as well.  Increases in 

government funding and a need for a more diverse and skilled workforce substantially 

increased student enrollment for U.S. universities after World War II (Hansmann, 2012).  

The establishment of land-grant colleges in the United States provided colleges with 

government funding to expand their physical footprint and conduct research (Altbach, 

2011; Hansmann, 2012).  As a result, institutions expanded their focus to include research 

and modern teaching practices (Adham et al., 2015).  The shift away from religious 

teaching to the scientific inquiry also resulted in changes to the organizational structure 

of colleges and universities (Adham et al., 2015).  Teaching, research, and community 

service have been considered the central tenets of research universities (Soomro & 

Ahmad, 2013). 

Modern research universities are structured after 19th-century German 

universities that promoted freedom of teaching and learning (Adham et al., 2015; 

Altbach, 2011).  Research universities have several distinguishing characteristics, 

including access to government funding, a wide range of degree and research offerings, 

and a large number of students and faculty (Adham et al., 2015).  These campuses are 
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typically equipped with advanced research equipment and facilities, including expansive 

libraries for faculty and students (Adham et al., 2015).  Although degrees are offered and 

conferred at various levels, there seems to be a heavier emphasis on graduate and 

doctoral level education (Adham et al., 2015).  Education at these upper levels has 

allowed research universities to produce a mass amount of scholarly publications and 

train future scholars for teaching and research at other research universities (Altbach, 

2011; Checkoway, 2001). 

The culture of higher education can be understood by examining the individual 

stakeholders, the organizational hierarchy, and the relationships between the two.  In 

1992, Bergquist identified four related cultures at institutions of higher education that 

impacted how campus employees viewed both the current state of the institution and the 

potential for the institution to change over time.  Bergquist (1992) initially identified the 

collegial, managerial, developmental, and negotiating cultures of academic institutions.  

In 2007, Bergquist added the virtual and tangible cultures and renamed the negotiating 

culture to the advocacy culture.  The collegial culture is faculty participation in research, 

scholarship and governance to provide quality education to future societal leaders 

(Bergquist & Pawlak, 2007).  Individuals who participate in the managerial culture put 

importance on working towards specific goals with an emphasis on passing on specific 

knowledge, skills, and abilities to students (Bergquist & Pawlak, 2007).  The 

developmental culture emphasizes the growth of all members of the institutional 

community, while the advocacy culture believes in effectively utilizing institutional 

resources and actively approaching change (Bergquist & Pawlak, 2007).  The virtual and 

tangible cultures were more recently identified and are situated in the technological 
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advances and the physical communal location of the institution, respectively (Bergquist 

& Pawlak, 2007).  Others (Sattler & Sonntag, 2018) have continued the work of defining 

the culture of higher education institutions by creating mechanisms that allow institutions 

to assess the current state of the culture.  These cultures provide a systematic way of 

viewing and studying institutions and institutional stakeholders. 

The organizational structure of most institutions follows a similar hierarchy that is 

intended to help achieve the institution’s goals (Bess, 1982; Hammond, 2004; Manning, 

2013).  Although some research universities may have nuances, the majority of structures 

include one or more presidents, provosts, deans, and faculty (Hammond, 2004).  Changes 

to this structure are commonly a result of social, economic, or political circumstances or 

decisions made by stakeholders (Hammond, 2004).  Departments, which are the smallest 

units of higher education organizations, are usually organized by academic discipline or 

subject matter and made up of individual faculty members, charged by a department head 

(Hammond, 2004).  Several departments are grouped into larger colleges or schools, 

overseen by a dean (Hammond, 2004).  Deans report to a provost, and provosts report to 

the president (Hammond, 2004).  Within this complex organizational structure, faculty 

stand out as the most critical asset of a quality institution (Schuster et al., 1990; Soomro 

& Ahmad, 2013).  The organizational structure of an institution is significant because the 

structure has a direct impact on the interpretation of information and obstacles that occur 

at the bottom of the structure (Hammond, 2004).  

Characteristics of Faculty.  The primary source of instruction at colleges and 

universities were once tutors, meant to guide students through their entire educational 

career (Finkelstein, Conley, & Schuster, 2016).  By the 18th century, permanent faculty 
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members were employed by universities, and the employment rate rose considerably 

during this time as student enrollment increased (Finkelstein et al., 2016).  The profile of 

the permanent faculty was quite different from the tutors in that faculty were appointed to 

a specific subject area, rather than a class, they were often older and more experienced, 

and their employment was longer (Finkelstein et al., 2016).  The classification of the 

permanent and junior faculty roles as “professionals” during this time gave rise to faculty 

ranking systems (Finkelstein et al., 2016). 

Unprecedented growth in the number of institutions, student enrollment, and 

faculty employment, and diversity in higher education marked the 20th century 

(Finkelstein et al., 2016).  Faculty members were traditionally held in high regard among 

citizens, but faculty in higher education began to be portrayed negatively beginning in the 

1970s, with the blanket assumption that faculty were unconcerned about teaching instead 

of the more profitable business of research (Condon et al., 2016; Long, 1996; Sorcinelli 

et al., 2006).  Despite this controversial view of faculty, employees and community 

stakeholders continued to value the institution of higher education (Chiang, 1991).  Over 

1.5 million faculty are employed at higher education institutions across the United States, 

and the personal and professional profiles of the faculty continue to change rapidly 

(Luna, 2018). 

As faculty members typically have a higher level of education than other 

workforce laborers, it is common that their salary is higher (Lounsbury & Datubo-Brown, 

2019; Marks, 2003, 2011).  However, since the 1970s, wages of full-time faculty have 

not increased at the same rate as other skilled workers (Lounsbury & Datubo-Brown, 

2019; Marks, 2003, 2011; O'Meara, Terosky, & Neumann, 2008).  Overall, average 
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salaries at public four-year institutions in the United States revealed a 43% difference 

between full-time instructional faculty and professors (Lounsbury & Datubo-Brown, 

2019).  Women accounted for less than 35% of the full-time faculty at public four-year 

institutions at the turn of the century but now account for over 44% (Austin, 2010; 

Lounsbury & Datubo-Brown, 2019; Marks, 2003).  Female faculty members earn 

significantly less than their male counterparts and are also less likely to be tenured and 

retained (O’Meara, 2015; O'Meara et al., 2008).  Black and Hispanic faculty members 

have also continued to increase over the last ten years and accounted for 13% of full-time 

faculty at public four-year universities in the Southern United States (Lounsbury & 

Datubo-Brown, 2019; Marks, 2003). 

Additional research into the faculty profile has identified variances specific to a 

faculty’s career stage (O'Meara et al., 2008; Schuster et al., 1990).  The majority of 

research conducted on career stages has focused on the early stage (Zacher, Rudolph, 

Todorovic, & Ammann, 2019), which is typically the first seven years of a faculty 

member’s career (Austin, 2010).  During this seven-year probationary period, novice 

faculty and faculty without tenure are often referred to as junior faculty (Austin, 2010).  

If seeking tenure, the early stage of a faculty member’s career can be extremely robust, as 

faculty are participating in specific roles and responsibilities to include on their tenure 

application (Austin, 2010).  After this time, faculty enter into the mid-career stage.  The 

mid-career stage has not been well defined or well researched (Zacher et al., 2019), but it 

correlated to the time when faculty apply for tenure and may also mirror a faculty 

member’s middle-age years (Austin, 2010; Houle, 1974).  Midcareer faculty often take 

on additional leadership roles in addition to their already full teaching and research 
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schedules (Austin, 2010).  The final stage of a faculty’s career is the designation of senior 

faculty, which is the period within 10 to 12 years of retirement (Austin, 2010). 

The growing diversity of faculty in institutions of higher education indicated that 

many faculty might not follow the conventional career stages (Austin, 2010; Cherrstrom 

& Alfred, 2020).  Traditional tenure-track positions at institutions have given way to 

adjunct and contract professors (Gyurko et al., 2016; Manning, 2013; Shattuck et al., 

2011).  Recently, there has been a rise in non-tenure-track and part-time faculty, as 

tenure-track members have decreased by nearly half (Austin, 2010; Hansmann, 2012; 

Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  Between 1970 and 2000, there was a 24% decrease in the 

employment of full-time faculty members due to the hiring of additional part-time faculty 

(Marks, 2003).  The reduction in full-time employment leads to an increase in part-time 

faculty employment that grew to 54% of the instructional staff at public four-year 

universities in 2018 (Finkelstein et al., 2016; Kezar & Maxey, 2014; Lounsbury & 

Datubo-Brown, 2019; Marks, 2011).  The increase in part-time faculty has been 

attributed to providing a decrease in course load for full-time faculty to allow additional 

time for research (Gappa & Leslie, 1993) and a more sustainable business model for 

institutions (Brennan & Magness, 2018).  The number of full-time faculty hired for non-

tenure track positions has also increased, increasing the number of faculty in the early 

career stage (Austin, 2010).  Despite hiring trends, tenure-track faculty were still the 

majority of faculty members at research universities (Finkelstein et al., 2016). 

The three pillars of responsibility for faculty at institutions of higher education— 

teaching, research, and community service—force faculty members to divide their time 

and priorities (Bess, 1982; Cherrstrom & Alfred, 2020; Persellin & Goodrick, 2010; Post, 
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2011; Soomro & Ahmad, 2013).  Within the three pillars, faculty may perform over 300 

different tasks, such as teaching and advising students, researching, grant writing, 

providing outreach and public services, and completing administrative duties (Bess, 

1982; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  The expanding responsibilities of faculty raise questions 

regarding how they should prioritize multiple workloads (Austin, 2010; Cherrstrom & 

Alfred, 2020; Hott & Tietjen-Smith, 2018; McCune, 2018; Oduaran & Akanni, 2017; 

Schimanski & Alperin, 2018; Schuster et al., 1990).  Continued research of both faculty 

and stakeholders have reported that, regardless of position, teaching should be the 

primary responsibility of faculty (Atkins, Brinko, Butts, Claxton, & Hubbard, 2001; 

Chiang, 1991; Schimanski & Alperin, 2018).  Although many faculty were happy with 

their academic life, most also believed the workload was difficult, if not impossible, 

without making costly personal sacrifices (Atkins et al., 2001; Austin, 2010).  Gender and 

personality traits were thought to have a significant effect on the work-life balance of 

academics (Oduaran & Akanni, 2017), with female faculty members having to make 

more severe sacrifices than their counterparts (Austin, 2010).  Workload was reportedly a 

more significant source of dissatisfaction for non-tenured faculty, while tenured faculty 

were more likely to be dissatisfied with their salary and benefits (Ott & Cisneros, 2015). 

The organizational culture of higher education institutions may provide 

conflicting information for faculty members regarding the three pillars of responsibility.  

Tenure and promotion processes were developed in the early 1800s, but modern tenure 

practices were not developed until the early 20th century as a part of the American 

Association of University Professors (Hansmann, 2012; Schimanski & Alperin, 2018).  

The idea of tenure amplified when faculty positions were classified as a professional 
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career, and faculty were viewed as experts in their fields (Finkelstein et al., 2016).  

Although controversial, supporters argue that tenure allows instructors to address topics 

without fear of retribution and that it allows institutions to hire quality faculty 

(https://www.aaup.org/issues/tenure; Hansmann, 2012).  The tenure and promotion 

process is a rigorous evaluation process that emphasizes excellence in teaching and 

research, in which faculty are expected to submit evidence of their excellence, including 

teaching evaluations, scholarly publications, teaching portfolios, and peer evaluations 

(Schimanski & Alperin, 2018; Simmons & Sweeder, 2016).  Some researchers indicated 

that tenure and promotion processes might diminish teaching and service requirements in 

favor of a more substantial focus on research (Bess, 1982; Kasten, 1984; O'Meara et al., 

2008; Schimanski & Alperin, 2018; Serow, 2000) and instead, create awards for teaching 

to disguise a culture where research is the main objective of faculty responsibilities 

(Serow, 2000).  Recommendations on balancing the teaching, research, and service 

requirements for promotion and tenure have not yet been evaluated (Schimanski & 

Alperin, 2018). 

If tenure was a rigorous teaching and evaluation process, then it should not have 

been surprising that tenure-track participants assigned higher importance to teaching 

professional development goals (Chauvin, Bowdish, & Krane, 1997) and used more 

student-centered teaching approaches (Kezar & Maxey, 2014) than non-tenure-track 

participants.  However, Figlio, Schapiro, and Soter (2015) deduced that students learned 

better from long-term contract faculty than tenure-track faculty when comparing the first-

time freshman taking the same course, while Rogers (2015) found no statistically 

significant influence on student outcomes based on faculty status.  As the responsibilities 

https://www.aaup.org/issues/tenure
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of tenured and tenure-track faculty shift during the mid-career stage (Austin, 2010), 

faculty may find themselves building relationships with other faculty and students, as 

well as focusing on long-term projects (Grant-Vallone, & Ensher, 2017).  Professional 

development goals for teaching were essential to both tenure- and non-tenure-track 

faculty; however, when research productivity was necessary to meet organizational 

expectations and achieve professional rewards, non-tenure-track faculty members placed 

higher importance on professional development goals in research than in teaching 

(Chauvin et al., 1997).  A lower emphasis on professional development in research for 

tenure-track faculty may be because tenure-track faculty have already established 

themselves as skilled researchers and did not see a great need for development in the area 

of research (Chauvin et al., 1997). 

The cost of maintaining quality faculty members has been increasingly high, yet 

the cost of recruiting and hiring new faculty would be significantly more expensive than 

the retention of current faculty (Soomro & Ahmad, 2013).  This organizational cost has 

made faculty vitality an important concern for universities.  Vitality appeared to become 

a primary concern during a faculty’s midcareer stage (Austin, 2010).  Organizational 

factors—resources, communication, leadership, climate, etc.—were thought to have a 

more negative impact on faculty vitality than personal factors (Schuster et al., 1990).  The 

traditional hierarchy of faculty positions used in institutions of higher education may 

have increased the sense of isolation that faculty already felt (Atkins et al., 2001; Austin, 

2010; Post, 2011; Whitt, 1991).  New faculty were often left to their own devices to 

determine what needed to be accomplished and how that was to be accomplished (Whitt, 

1991).  Non-tenure-track faculty may have felt especially isolated, perhaps because they 
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were often not viewed as professionals (Ott & Cisneros, 2015).  Overall, faculty and 

graduate students emphasized the difficulty of having professional identities in both their 

scientific discipline and in teaching (Atkins et al., 2001; Austin, 2010; Cherrstrom & 

Alfred, 2020; Mathany, Clow, & Aspenlieder, 2017).  However, organizational factors 

can have a positive impact on faculty vitality.  For example, chairpersons can support 

faculty through resources and financial support, as well as encouraging professional 

growth (Austin, 2010; Cherrstrom & Alfred, 2020; Jin & McDonald, 2017).  Professional 

development has also positively impacted faculty’s quality of life that in turn impacted 

work satisfaction (Cherrstrom & Alfred, 2020; Lockhart, 2018; Rosser, 2004).  Using 

quality of life indicators located in the literature, Lockhart (2018) confirmed that 

professional development positively impacted faculty members’ career satisfaction, job 

confidence, and job motivation. 

Faculty as Adult Learners.  Although faculty may not always view themselves 

as learners, faculty developers perceive themselves as facilitators of the learning process 

(Mulnix, 2016).  The faculty learning experience is often parallel to that of the student 

learning experience (Mulnix, 2016; Weathersby & Tarule, 1980).  For example, faculty 

rely on their own learning experiences when they first explore the process of teaching, 

which is similar to how students utilize prior study methods when they transition to 

college (Mulnix, 2016).  As adult learners, however, faculty members should have 

control over their learning, including during faculty development programming (Knowles 

et al., 2015). 

There are three distinct ways that a person can learn to teach a subject: obtain a 

degree in teaching and learning from a recognized institution, attend workshops and 
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training to acquire or refine specific skills, or practice self-directed learning, in which the 

individual is responsible for planning, pacing, and assessing the learning tract (Post, 

2011).  Faculty are typically educated at institutions and experts in their field, but they 

may need a process for learning how to teach (Gyurko et al., 2016; Henley & Magelssen, 

1990; Kane et al., 2002; Weimer & Lenze, 1997).  Different processes outlining how 

faculty experience the process of learning how to teach have been identified, with one 

beginning before a faculty member is even employed (Post, 2011), and the other focusing 

on the faculty’s relationship to the subject matter and the student (Kugel, 1993).  Subject 

matter knowledge is, however, only one type of knowledge necessary for effective 

teaching (Murphy & Jensen, 2016; Persellin & Goodrick, 2010).  Knowles et al. (2015) 

argued that adults must be knowledgeable in the technical, social, and developmental 

domains of learning to be effective instructors.  Boyer’s (1990) four scholarships, 

discovery, integration, application, and teaching, suggested that acting as a professional 

scholar is a dynamic and continuous process of learning.  The Technological Pedagogical 

Content Knowledge framework (Koehler, Mishra, Kereluik, Shin, & Graham, 2014), 

which integrates four types of knowledge required for effective technology integration, is 

a modern illustration of Knowles’ concept.  Good teaching is not a static quality; it 

requires continued learning engagement (Boyer, 1990).  Therefore, faculty may often 

have cause to engage in these processes to learn the necessary material (Knowles et al., 

2015). 

In their integrative model of motivation to transfer training, Gegenfurtner et al. 

(2009) argued that individual, training, and organizational factors impact the transfer of 

training.  Prior knowledge, cognitive, and personality differences are three personal 
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characteristics that can have a significant impact on adult learning (Gegenfurtner et al., 

2009; Knowles et al., 2015).  Learners use their past experiences and prior knowledge to 

make sense of new information (Knowles et al., 2015).  During new learning, adults 

compare preexisting knowledge with knowledge that is already a part of their long-term 

memory.  The process of activating existing knowledge can either positively or 

negatively impact the learning process (Knowles et al., 2015; Sharit & Czaja, 2018).  

Learning new information can be difficult when the new information does not match the 

current frame of reference, habits, and points of view that have become integrated into 

our lives (Mezirow, 1997). 

Prior knowledge can also impact learning transfer.  When a learner’s new 

knowledge agreed with their current understanding of the world, positive transfer 

occurred.  In contrast, when a learner’s new knowledge does not coincide with their 

actual experiences or expectations, negative transfer occurred (Foley & Kaiser, 2013).  

Learning transfer is a critical component of adult learning theory (Foley & Kaiser, 2013), 

yet, it was one of the most common problems of learning (Hilgard & Bower, 1966).  

Although organizations invest increasing time and capital into training their employees, 

research indicated a lack of transfer of learning to the job environment (Baldwin & Ford, 

1988).  Positive transfer of training is the level to which employees can learn and retain 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes from training and apply them to another environment 

over a sustained period (Baldwin & Ford, 1988).  Although understanding new 

information is one component necessary to facilitate learning transfer (Hilgard & Bower, 

1966), faculty must also organize the new concepts into their existing knowledge and 

experiences to help facilitate transfer (Mulnix, 2016; Roumell, 2019).  Further, learning 
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and retention are affected by training design, learner characteristics, and environmental 

characteristics, despite what may have initially been learned (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; 

Santos, 2018).  Trainee characteristics, such as internal motivation, autonomy, and a need 

for achievement, can aid in learning and retention (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Ferreira & 

MacLean, 2018; Gegenfurtner et al., 2009).  Thorndike’s transfer theory posited that 

learners benefit from analogizing new learning experiences with old ones; however, 

assimilation was heavily dependent on the inclusion of identical elements in both 

environments (Hilgard & Bower, 1966).  It has been recommended, therefore, to utilize 

appropriate theory and principles, and stimuli and responses, that are the same or similar 

in the training and transfer environments to increase learning and retention to aid in 

learning transfer (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Santos, 2018). 

Cognitive differences can also impact the learning process for faculty members.  

Lindeman (1926), Thorndike (1935), and Sorenson (1930) were pioneers in 

understanding that continuous learning was possible even in adulthood.  The belief that 

aging adults were not able to learn new information has been discounted.  The research 

confirmed that humans continue to create neurons throughout their life (neurogenesis) 

and that aging adults continue to have the ability to change the shape of their brain 

through learning (neuroplasticity; Glick, 2011; Knowles et al., 2015; Organization for 

Economic Cooperation & Development [OECD], 2007; Sousa, 2012).  While memory 

recall may decline in mature age, barring any neurological abnormalities, adults 

continued to learn new information until a mature age (Sousa, 2012).  Educational level 

and continued participation in educational processes have been positively correlated with 

maintaining brain performance (Morais, Pera, Ladera, Oliveira, & García, 2018).  As 
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university faculty are typically higher educated than others (Lounsbury & Datubo-Brown, 

2019; Marks, 2003, 2011), they may be at an advantage. 

The brain begins the cognitive process by filtering the stimuli that were collected 

through the human senses.  The thalamus is in charge of filtering these stimuli, which is 

an involuntary process; however, more attention is given to stimuli that invoke fear or 

that we perceive as important.  After the stimuli have been filtered, the reticula sensory 

register takes over and begins to process the stimuli by assigning meaning to them.  At 

this stage, information enters into the brain’s short-term memory, which is comprised of 

both working memory and immediate memory.  Next, the brain begins processing 

information for long-term memory.  The process of converting short-term memory to 

long-term memory occurs in the neurons of the cerebrum.  Neurons have dendrites that 

send and receive information between neurons over the synapse, the space between 

dendrites.  The communication between dendrites occurs through neurotransmitters, such 

as dopamine and serotonin (Glick, 2011; Knowles et al., 2015; OECD, 2007; Sousa, 

2012).  Learning occurs when neurons change the way they communicate with one 

another (Knowles et al., 2015; Sousa, 2012).  However, the neurotransmitters can be 

affected by the learning environment or the teaching strategies (Knowles et al., 2015).  

For example, a positive environment could cause the release of dopamine, a positive 

neurotransmitter, which in turn increases a learner’s memory, focus, and motivation.  

Emotional responses can also shut down these systems, making it difficult or impossible 

to uptake new information in times of high stress (Knowles et al., 2015; Sousa, 2012).  

Consequently, positive emotions and moderate levels of stress enable individuals to recall 

learning at a deeper level (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2008).  Providing a physically and 
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mentally safe environment, therefore, is essential to cognitive processing (Knowles et al., 

2015; Sousa, 2012; Tainsh, 2016).  Long-term memory is enhanced through associated 

neurons that allow the learner to connect new information with old information (Glick, 

2011; Knowles et al., 2015; OECD, 2007; Sousa, 2012). 

Updated neuroscience research related to cognitive processing has provided 

support for adult learning principles (Knowles et al., 2015; Tainsh, 2016).  The frontal 

cortex in the human brain is not fully developed until at least the second decade of a 

person’s life, indicating that adults can engage in higher-order thinking skills and meta-

cognition at a higher level than younger learners (Glick, 2011; Knowles et al., 2015; 

OECD, 2007; Sousa, 2012). 

In addition to prior knowledge and cognition, personal characteristics can also 

impact the learning process.  Human personality is comprised of semi-permanent traits 

that explain human behavior.  Personality includes mental, emotional, physical, and 

social characteristics and has typically been measured using the Big Five model, which 

includes neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness (Pouratashi & Zamani, 2017).  Research has confirmed that 

extraversion and agreeableness were positively correlated to educational performance in 

faculty members, while neuroticism had a negative correlation with educational 

performance (Pouratashi & Zamani, 2017).  Adult learning was also heavily influenced 

by adult attitudes, which included attitudes towards the facilitator, the subject, personal 

self-efficacy, and learning goals (Gegenfurtner et al., 2009; Jones, 2013; Wlodkowski & 

Ginsberg, 2008).  A clear understanding of instructors’ professional identity may be 

helpful to developers, as faculty identity may impact their beliefs or approaches to 
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learning (Eddy et al., 2019; McCune, 2018; Roumell, 2019).  Adults may enter into 

learning experiences to support specific life cycle transitions, which are often related to 

major life changes or changes in internal motivation (Weathersby & Tarule, 1980).  A 

faculty member’s attitudes and beliefs towards teaching and learning can be affected by 

prior experiences, such as observations of other faculty and their graduate school 

experience (Bess, 1982; Checkoway, 2001; Eddy et al., 2019; Mulnix, 2016).  Faculty 

may also find it embarrassing to participate in particular types of activities to aid in their 

teaching, learning, or research for fear of being labeled as unskilled (Crow et al., 1976; 

Mathany et al., 2017).  Specifically, motivation to participate in training highly depended 

on the learner's attitudes towards the training, which is heavily influenced by outside 

factors, such as previous positive or negative experiences (Gegenfurtner et al., 2009; 

Jones, 2013; Post, 2011). 

Research on the impact of work conditions and resources on career development 

is lacking (Zacher et al., 2019), but organizations can aid in the learning and retention of 

their employees by providing a supportive work environment and reinforcement of 

attitudes learned in training (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Wallin, 2003).  Organizational 

support has been shown to have a profound impact on learner motivation and learning 

transfer (Gegenfurtner et al., 2009; Jin & McDonald, 2017; Jones, 2013).  An 

organization can assist adults by “(a) increasing organizational support and positive 

initial user expectations, (b) reducing factors that lead to learner mental overload, and (c) 

designing motivational strategies into the learning content” (Jones, 2013, p. 33).  

However, no professional development opportunities can be successful or bring about 

change without faculty ownership and buy-in (Cook & Marincovich, 2010; Wallin, 
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2003).  Internal motivation is vital in that it creates an opportunity for individuals to 

invest in themselves and the tasks (TEDx Talks, 2012).  Autonomy, mastery, and purpose 

can help foster authentic intrinsic motivation (Pink, 2009).  The research related to 

learning transfer is expected to shift away from a focus on predicting learning transfer 

from individual factors to explaining how developers can use the known factors to 

enhance transfer (Baldwin, Ford, & Blume, 2017). 

Participation in Faculty Development.  Research consistently concluded that 

workshops were the most commonly provided and attended faculty development method 

at institutions of higher education (Beach et al., 2016; Herman, 2012; Levinson-Rose & 

Menges, 1981; Stes et al., 2010; Weimer & Lenze, 1997), and that faculty were more 

likely to participate in development programming that they were interested in and that 

meet their schedules (Elliott et al., 2015; McCune, 2018).  Short workshops on topics 

such as technology integration, active teaching strategies, student assessment, and 

curricular reform were consistently the focus of America’s teaching and learning centers 

(Beach et al., 2016; Sorcinelli et al., 2006).  However, research has not been able to 

provide a comprehensive profile of the faculty who are attending these services (Sweet et 

al., 2017).  Some research indicated that full-time professors prefer one-on-one 

consultations or online resources for learning about technology and learning strategies 

(Grover et al., 2016).  Interest in development offerings was likely to vary depending on 

the faculty member’s career stage (Schuster et al., 1990; Post, 2011). 

The fact that faculty development, voluntary at most large, research institutions, is 

one reason why attendance may be so low (Fink, 2013).  Fink (2013) suggested that only 

25-30% of faculty at U.S. higher education institutions utilized the development services, 
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indicating that research on faculty preferences may not be able to be generalized to an 

entire institution.  Faculty developers in institutions of higher education have often 

voiced a desire to mandate training for appointment or promotion (Adkoli, Al-Umran, Al-

Sheikh, & Deepak, 2010; Adkoli & Sood, 2009; Farmer, 2004; Haras, Taylor, Sorcinelli, 

& von Hoene, 2017).  Faculty have also indicated that mandating professional 

development would increase attendance (Kreaden, 2002; Steinert et al., 2009).  Involving 

faculty in the process of creating a mandatory training policy has proven to be successful 

in some cases (Kreaden, 2002). 

From a systems perspective, organizational and personal components could be 

contributing to the low participation in faculty development (Austin, 2011).  Supports and 

barriers to teacher leadership were organized by Zinn (1997) into four categories: (a) 

people and interpersonal relationships, (b) institutional structures, (c) personal 

considerations and commitments, and (d) intellectual and psychosocial characteristics.  

Later, Caffarella and Zinn (1999) adapted the research to professional development and 

expanded the specific barriers and supports for each category throughout the then-current 

literature.  People and interpersonal relationships included relationships within and 

outside the institution (Caffarella & Zinn, 1999).  Positive working relationships and 

social networks provided strong support systems, while the reverse decreased 

productivity and created conflict in both personal and professional environments 

(Caffarella & Zinn, 1999).  Institutional structures generally indicated the amount of 

support provided by the organization and leaders within the organization (Caffarella & 

Zinn, 1999).  The personal considerations and commitments category was intentionally 

separated from relationships because the main focus was events that occur in the faculty’s 
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private life.  Finally, intellectual and personal characteristics encompassed the internal 

motivations of individuals (Caffarella & Zinn, 1999).  Researchers have continued to 

research the specific factors that influenced participation in faculty development (Austin, 

2011; Brownell & Tanner, 2012; Cook & Steinert, 2013; Elliott et al., 2015; Goodale, 

Carbonaro, & Snart, 2002; Gordan, 2018; Manduca, 2017; PCAST, 2012; Powell, 2006; 

Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014; Sener & Hawkins, 2007; Sorcinelli et al., 2006; Steinert et al., 

2009; Steinert et al., 2010; Sullivan et al., 2013; Sunal & Hodges, 1997; Thomas, Karr, 

Kelley, & McBane, 2012), and the majority of the findings are still applicable to 

Caffarella and Zinn’s (1999) conceptual framework. 

The majority of research findings related to enabling factors for participation in 

faculty development have been in the domains of institutional structures and intellectual 

and psychosocial characteristics.  A few researchers have identified enabling factors 

related to people and interpersonal relationships, such as feedback from leaders (Wood, 

2015) and recognition and encouragement from within their department (Caffarella & 

Zinn, 1999; Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014). 

Institutional structures, such as extrinsic rewards (Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; 

Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014; Wood, 2015), climates that foster collaboration (Caffarella & 

Zinn, 1999; Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014; Shagrir, 2017; Steinert et al., 2010), a variety of 

research-based training opportunities (Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; Sabagh & Saroyan, 

2014), and time-release to participate in programming (Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; Sabagh 

& Saroyan, 2014) supported faculty in their development journey.  Reward systems were 

not the only factor that affected participation in faculty development, but they were an 

important method of organizational support for participation in faculty development 
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(Chen & Chen, 2017; O'Meara et al., 2008).  Faculty preferred incentives or rewards that 

included release time and flexibility of workload, funds for research or bonuses, and 

further opportunities for development (Benito & Scott-Milligan, 2018).  Tenure and 

promotion was one long-standing reward system utilized at research universities 

(O'Meara et al., 2008).  However, not all faculty were motivated to participate in faculty 

development by rewards and recognition (Chen & Chen, 2017).  Chen and Chen (2017) 

identified several scenarios where rewards or recognition did not act as motivation for 

participation in faculty development, such as a decreased interest in achievements, an 

increased desire for independence and autonomy, and previous recognition for a lower 

standard of achievement. 

Despite the amount of research confirming the importance of external motivation 

for participating in faculty development, adult education theorists have insisted that 

internal motivation is the key to overall motivation for adult learning (Ferreira & 

MacLean, 2018; Knowles et al., 2015; Pink, 2009).  Motivators are the intrinsic 

perceptions that faculty believe in regard to their quality of work, performance rewards, 

and responsibilities (Rosser, 2004).  Motivation associated with reward and punishment 

was, generally, not enough to change individuals; therefore, internal motivation needed to 

be generated and supported (Crow et al., 1976).  Participation in faculty development was 

influenced by intrinsic motivation, such as the need for self-improvement and lifelong 

learning (Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014; Shagrir, 2017; Steinert et 

al., 2010; Wood, 2015) and an obligation to the student (Wood, 2015).  Modern views of 

motivation situated motivation as tied to an individual’s goals (Kanfer & Chen, 2016).  

However, people’s goals are not isolated from their environments; instead, goals are 
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present in a hierarchy of networks that change over time (Kanfer & Chen, 2016).  

Further, motivation was dependent on the individual and the situation and existed on a 

continuum from low high (Gladwell, 2004; Jones, 2013; Kanfer & Chen, 2016; 

Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2008).  Therefore, leaders and developers should be less 

concerned with one perfect method of motivation and more concerned with the method(s) 

that meet the needs of their employees (Gladwell, 2004).   

Likewise, barriers to participation in faculty development also seemed to be 

situated mainly in the domains of institutional structures and intellectual and 

psychosocial characteristics.  A lack of colleague support or interest was one finding that 

supported the domain of people and interpersonal relationships (Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; 

Thomas et al., 2012).  Personal scheduling was the only impeding factor in the domain of 

personal considerations and commitments (Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; Gordan, 2018; 

Powell, 2006; Shagrir, 2017). 

Barriers in the domain of the institutional structure included training location 

(Cook & Steinert, 2013; Gordan, 2018; Manduca, 2017; Steinert et al., 2009; Steinert et 

al., 2010), limited resources (Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; Manduca, 2017; PCAST, 2012; 

Powell, 2006; Sunal & Hodges, 1997; Thomas et al., 2012), a lack of relevant or 

interesting workshop offerings (Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; Brownell & Tanner, 2012; 

Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; Gordan, 2018; Powell, 2006; Sullivan et al., 2013) and a lack 

of organizational support (Sener & Hawkins, 2007; Steinert et al., 2009).  The greatest 

barrier of all appeared to be time (Brownell & Tanner, 2012; Cook & Steinert, 2013; 

Elliott et al., 2015; Goodale et al., 2002; Gordan, 2018; Manduca, 2017; PCAST, 2012; 

Powell, 2006; Sener & Hawkins, 2007; Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014; Sorcinelli et al., 2006; 
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Steinert et al., 2009; Steinert et al., 2010; Sunal & Hodges, 1997; Thomas et al., 2012).  

With increased workloads and responsibilities, teaching schedules, and travel plans, 

faculty are overwhelmed by their responsibilities and may have trouble finding time to 

attend faculty development programming. 

Faculty members rarely have incentives to participate in professional 

development opportunities, and a lack of incentives and rewards has been identified as 

another major barrier to participation in faculty development (Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; 

Brownell & Tanner, 2012; Crow et al., 1976; Gordan, 2018; Manduca, 2017; PCAST, 

2012; Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014; Schneckenberg, 2010; Steinert et al., 2009; Steinert et 

al., 2010), as well as a lack of intrinsic motivation (Shagrir, 2017). 

System Theory 

The idea of the system as a tangible entity began in developmental psychology.  

Early learning and psychological theories were categorized by their organismic and 

mechanistic backgrounds, each depicted as a group of component parts working together.  

Mechanistic psychology models were represented as a process machine that could be 

studied by its pieces.  In contrast, the organismic psychology models, depicted as a living 

organism, were studied as parts of a whole (Knowles, 1990b; Reese & Overton, 1970).  

Implementing the organismic model in his studies on metabolism, Biologist Ludwig von 

Bertalanffy began to develop his ideas of general system theory (Bertalanffy, 1968).  

Although he is often cited as the seminal author of system theory, Bertalanffy did not 

publish his theory until after World War II, at which time several other 20th-century 

researchers were developing similar ideas, allowing the work to became interdisciplinary 

as Bertalanffy and experts in other fields furthered the theory (Bertalanffy, 1968; 
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Hammond, 2013; Laszlo & Krippner, 1998; Pascoe, 2006; Pouvreau, 2013).  In the last 

60 years, system theory has continued to expand and diverge into several other areas such 

as cybernetics, social systems thinking, and organizational theory (Hammond, 2013; Kast 

& Rosenzweig, 1972; Lane & Jackson, 1995; Ramosaj, 2014).  Technological 

developments and emerging industries, such as manufacturing and transportation, 

required that science reform its age-old inquiry process to understand better the complex 

organizations of the 20th century (Bertalanffy, 1968; Hammond, 2013; Senge, 1990). 

Traditionally, the background, methods, and results of scientific inquiry within a 

discipline are separated from other disciplines, making it difficult to make connections 

and draw conclusions across fields (Banathy, 1992).  In contrast, system science 

accentuates the relationships between the interacting parts which compose a system, 

intending to understand the components’ interrelationships (Banathy, 1992; Senge, 1990).  

As the general systems theory aimed to unify science, the development of the theory 

itself has also led to the development of general system laws that apply to all types of 

systems (Banathy, 1992; Bertalanffy, 1950, 1968; Dubrovsky, 2004; Lane & Jackson, 

1995). 

The general definition of a system is a group of interrelated elements (Bertalanffy, 

1950, 1968; Bess & Dee, 2008; Laszlo & Krippner, 1998).  The interrelationships within 

and between systems are equally important as the individual components that make up 

the system itself (Kordova, Frank, & Miller, 2018).  Often colloquialized as “the whole is 

greater than the sum of its parts” (Bertalanffy, 1968, p. 55), emergence implied that a 

complex system (i.e., a set of interrelated elements) resulted in an entirely new element 

with its unique characteristics and qualities, and the individual elements cannot be 
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isolated from the system while maintaining the same characteristics and qualities 

(Banathy, 1992; Bertalanffy, 1968; Hammond, 2008).  According to Bertalanffy (1950, 

1968), systems have eight formal properties: (a) a change in one element will create a 

change in all other elements in the system; (b) a change in the element is only dependent 

on the element itself; (c) summativity, or changes in the system follow the same equation 

as changes of the elements; (d) progressive segregation, or the interactions between the 

elements and the system decrease over time; (e) principle of centralization, or an 

insignificant change in an element may cause a significant change in the system; (f) 

changes in elements create progressive mechanization, or independence of elements; (g) 

hierarchical order, or system components also comprise their systems at a lower level; 

and (h) the distinction between open and closed systems. 

The level or degree of interaction between the system and the environment is a 

critical distinction between systems (Banathy, 1992; Bertalanffy, 1968; Kast & 

Rosenzweig, 1972).  Systems that are more static and controlled are labeled closed, while 

more dynamic and purposeful systems are labeled open (Banathy, 1992; Bertalanffy, 

1968; Bess & Dee, 2008).  Unlike in closed systems, open systems can achieve an end 

goal if the initial conditions or the process is changed, a concept termed equifinality 

(Bertalanffy, 1968; Bess & Dee, 2008).  The complexity and moderate openness of public 

education categorizes it as a purposive system: the system has one primary purpose, but it 

also can choose its objectives and methods (Banathy, 1992).  The distinction between 

open and closed systems is an important categorization, but systems are also categorized 

in other valuable ways.  Two major types of systems are natural and designed systems 

(Banathy, 1992).  Human-made, or designed systems, include designed physical systems, 
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designed conceptual systems, and human activity systems.  Human activity systems are 

purposefully organized systems, such as educational institutions, that are often less 

tangible than natural systems and are operated by the activities of the individuals within 

the system itself.  Systems can also be healthy or unhealthy.  Healthy systems bring new 

information and strategies into the system and encourage the spread of information within 

and between systems (Manduca, 2017). 

Open systems process communications to aid in adaptation in two main ways: 

entropy and feedback.  The concept of entropy, taken from thermodynamics, states that 

heat cannot be converted into the equivalent amount of work without other changes 

occurring within the system (Miller, 1965).  Therefore, to balance itself, a system 

continuously responds to input and output to maintain its equilibrium (Bertalanffy, 1968).  

Systems also process negative and positive feedback.  Feedback acts as the origin of 

purposeful behaviors and is another way that systems can work toward achieving 

equilibrium (Bertalanffy, 1968).  Banathy’s (1992) educational activity systems model 

differentiated between positive and negative feedback to generate systems change.  

Negative feedback indicated that something within the system should change, while 

positive feedback suggests that the whole system should change (Banathy, 1992).  

Senge’s (1990) learning organization model suggested the use of reinforcing feedback to 

achieve organizational growth and balancing feedback when goal setting. 

The sharing of theory, models, and ideas across disciplines enabled researchers to 

identify and understand gaps in knowledge that otherwise may have been missed and 

reduces the need to duplicate efforts (Bertalanffy, 1950; Boulding, 1956).  In practice, the 

lens of system theory aided departments in analyzing environments with the flexibility 
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needed to identify and achieve departmental goals while still meeting the purposes of the 

supra-system.  Looking at individual pieces of a complex environment does not allow for 

an adequate understanding of the dynamics that occur between variables within a system 

(Banathy, 1992).  Organismic models of developmental psychology argued that, much 

like a living organism, it is not possible to reduce one whole into individual parts 

(Knowles, 1990b). 

Only a few studies have applied a systems perspective to the higher education 

setting (Adham et al., 2015).  To explain organizational phenomena, individual and 

environmental factors must be evaluated together (Bess & Dee, 2008).  Systems thinking 

provided a critical outlook for institutions enabling them to innovate in an ever-changing 

landscape of higher education (Adham et al., 2015).   

A systems perspective required that researchers look past the obvious and deeper 

into the underlying structures that influenced human behavior (Senge, 1990).  In any 

complex system, there are multiple levels of explanation that could occur (Borrego & 

Henderson, 2014; Senge, 1990).  Most often, organizational evaluations are conducted 

quantitatively, which fails to capture stakeholder views about underlying causes or ideas 

for improvement (Wagner, 1993).  In contrast, system theory supports a constructivist 

approach by obtaining information through structural explanations to understand the 

cause of the behaviors being evaluated (Hammond, 2008; Senge, 1990). 

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to present a literature review summarizing 

approaches to adult learning, including faculty professional development, and discuss the 

role of instructional faculty and faculty development in institutions of higher education.  
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The background, principles, and main models for the three most formulated adult 

learning theories were presented (Knowles, 1990b; Mezirow, 1997; Tough, 1978).  The 

critical similarity between adult learning theories is that adults are self-directed learners 

(Knowles, 1990a, 1990b, 1996; Knowles et al., 2005, 2015; Merriam, 2001a; Mezirow, 

1991).  History of faculty development in institutions of higher education was shared, 

along with modern design, topics, and modes of faculty development.  Although faculty 

development in higher education is overly traditional in mode and topic (Beach et al., 

2016; Sorcinelli et al., 2006), institutions are curious about alternative modalities in light 

of the changing demographics of higher education (Beach et al., 2016; Chen, 2014; 

Lumina Foundation, 2019).  The last section of the literature review presents a profile of 

faculty in higher education, with an emphasis on higher education culture and 

instructional faculty characteristics.  A comprehensive look at the enabling and impeding 

factors that influence participation in faculty development revealed that time (Brownell & 

Tanner, 2012; Elliott et al., 2015; Goodale et al., 2002; Gordan, 2018; Manduca, 2017; 

Powell, 2006; Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014; Sener & Hawkins, 2007; Sunal & Hodges, 1997; 

Thomas et al., 2012) and lack of offerings (Brownell & Tanner, 2012; Dailey-Hebert et 

al., 2014; Gordan, 2018; Powell, 2006; Sullivan et al., 2013) are the most common 

barriers, while intrinsic motivation (Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014; 

Shagrir, 2017; Wood, 2015) and extrinsic rewards (Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; Sabagh & 

Saroyan, 2014; Wood, 2015) are the most common supporting factors for participation. 

In Chapter III, the phenomenological case study is presented as the research 

methodology for the study.  A discussion of support for applying phenomenological case 

study to this particular study is provided, along with reasoning against alternatives.  A 
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description of the procedure and data collection used for this study is detailed, including 

information on the setting, sample, data collection, procedure, and analysis.  
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CHAPTER III 

Research Methods 

The study utilized a phenomenological case study research design to understand 

the internal and external factors that influence instructional faculty members’ 

participation in online professional development training.  After an integrative literature 

review, qualitative methods were deemed appropriate to complement the literature, 

providing additional detailed and meaningful results (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) of the 

faculty development experience, thereby allowing researchers to construct a complete 

understanding of institutions of higher education and how component parts fit together to 

form the whole (Garcia & Gluesing, 2013; Merriam, 1998).  A phenomenological case 

study approach enabled an investigation into the complex phenomena of faculty 

professional development while maintaining the intricacies of the specific training case in 

a holistic manner (Bhattacharya, 2017; Yazan, 2015; Yin, 1994). 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the methods of the phenomenological 

case study approach.  This chapter will explain the research questions, research approach, 

and details of the research process. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of the research study was to understand the faculty experience 

surrounding participation in online faculty development to more efficiently meet the 

needs of instructional faculty in higher education.  To help achieve this purpose, the goal 

of the study was to discern how instructional faculty members interpret the complex 

factors that influence their participation in online professional development.  Through 

rich experience involving faculty development in higher education and an integrative 
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research review, the following research questions were developed.  The primary research 

question influencing this study is 

1. What factors affect higher education instructional faculty members’ participation 

in online professional development training? 

The following sub-questions are addressed in the study to obtain more specific 

information regarding the chosen case: 

a. What factors support higher education instructional faculty members completing a 

university-sponsored online professional development training on accessibility 

and universal design for learning?  

b. What factors impede higher education instructional faculty members from 

completing a university-sponsored online professional development training on 

accessibility and universal design for learning? 

Research Design 

The currently available research related to participation in faculty development 

has produced a list of reasons why instructional faculty do or do not complete faculty 

development opportunities offered by their institution, creating a gap in the literature to 

sufficiently understand the faculty experience of participating in professional 

development (Austin, 2011; Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; Manduca, 2017).  As qualitative 

methods are used to discover the meanings of an experience (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 

2014), qualitative methods were appropriate to address this gap in research. 

The central tenet of qualitative research is that researchers are studying the 

meaning, interpretation, and creation of real experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Supporters of the constructivist paradigm of qualitative research argue that realities are 
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socially constructed through experiences, and, therefore, there is not one reality in which 

we live (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  In other words, a person’s reality is not provided to 

them but created by them through their experiences.  Further, the epistemological beliefs 

supporting qualitative research indicate that knowledge is both subjective and 

constructed, permitting opportunities for diversity in interpretation (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016).  Therefore, qualitative researchers aim to advance their disciplines by first 

analyzing the lived experiences of their participants.  As opposed to other paradigms, 

which begin by establishing ideas, qualitative research only establishes sound theoretical 

conclusions after exploring participant data. 

Phenomenological Case Study 

A phenomenological case study (Bhattacharya, 2017; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014) 

was an appropriate research design to understand the internal and external factors that 

affect instructional faculty members’ participation in an online professional development 

training, as phenomenology is a research method employed to understand a person’s 

lived experiences.  In a phenomenological study, researchers ask participants to reflect on 

a specific experience to make sense of their experiences within their lifeworld so that the 

researcher can more clearly understand how the person-in-context makes meaning 

regarding the experience (Larkin & Thompson, 2011), which is differentiated from the 

physical thing itself (Cohen et al.,2000).  Thus, the phenomenology study focused on the 

experience of faculty members’ participation in online faculty development training.  

Rather than presenting participants with predefined factors, each participant’s reflection 

was evaluated for meanings or experiences that faculty often find natural or 
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commonplace but enable the research to identify appropriate factors to answer the 

research questions (Cohen et al., 2000). 

Like phenomenology, case studies are a valuable method for gaining an in-depth 

understanding of a particular experience (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Although case 

studies typically do not focus on studying the experience of a group of individuals, the 

utilization of phenomenology and case study methods limited the study scope and defined 

a particular case of study (Bhattacharya, 2017; Merriam, 1998), a university-sponsored 

accessibility and UDL online professional development training offered to faculty, staff, 

and graduate teaching assistants.  Further, purposive sampling, a common sampling 

method used by both case study and phenomenological researchers, was utilized to 

ensure that participants were knowledgeable about the experience in question (Gentles, 

Charles, Ploeg, & McKibbon, 2015; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).  The aim of utilizing 

both research designs was an in-depth understanding of the individuals studied, and the 

information is not meant to be generalizable to other populations and environments 

(Bhattacharya, 2017; Gentles et al., 2015; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). 

Phenomenology.  Phenomenology began with Edmund Husserl, who desired a 

more thorough research method that accounted for the external stimuli and context, 

which affected human phenomena (Laverty, 2003).  Through an in-depth evaluation of 

faculty members’ experience in an online professional development training and the use 

of reflexivity (Cohen et al., 2000; Finlay, 2008; Laverty, 2003) the essence or core of the 

phenomenon can be discovered (van Manen, 2017).  The phenomenological method 
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provides researchers an opportunity to more holistically explore the phenomenon of 

faculty professional development. 

The research study utilized Smith’s (2004) interpretive phenomenological 

analysis (IPA).  According to IPA, everyday occurrences become experiences when an 

individual reflects, makes sense, and provides significance to the event in question 

(Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).  The goal of the method is to make sense of a 

participant making sense of an experience, and is, therefore, a double hermeneutic 

process (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014).  Emphasis on the meaning of an experience for a 

specific individual, or the person-in-context, differentiates IPA from other hermeneutic 

approaches (Finlay, 2011; Larkin & Thompson, 2011).  The researcher can only begin to 

understand and make sense of the individual’s meaning-making after the individual has 

expressed his or her meaning (Larkin & Thompson, 2011).  The interpretation process 

includes a person’s background and language, as these things cannot be separated out 

from one another and are critical to the overall understanding of the phenomena (Laverty, 

2003).  Further, consciousness and the individual cannot be separated, and therefore 

bracketing is impossible (Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 2017).  In lieu of bracketing, 

interpretive phenomenology suggests a continuous reflection process by which the 

researcher becomes aware of particular biases and utilizes this information throughout the 

interpretation process (Cohen et al., 2000; Laverty, 2003). 

As a method, IPA is defined by the following assumptions: 

• An understanding of the world requires an understanding of experience.  
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• IPA researchers elicit and engage with the personal accounts of other 

people who are ‘always-already’ immersed in a linguistic, relational, 

cultural and physical world.  

• We therefore need to take an idiographic approach to our work, in order to 

facilitate a detailed focus on the particular. 

• Researchers do not access experience directly from these accounts, but 

through a process of intersubjective meaning-making.  

• In order to engage with other people’s experience, researchers need to be 

able to identify and reflect upon their own experiences and assumptions.  

• We cannot escape interpretation at any stage, but we can reflect upon our 

role in producing these interpretations, and we can maintain a commitment 

to grounding them in our participants’ views (Larkin & Thompson, 2011, 

pp. 102-103, emphasis in original). 

The IPA method is idiographic, interpretive, and interrogative (Smith, 2004).  The 

idiographic nature of IPA requires that researchers conduct (a) a detailed and systematic 

study of the case and (b) a detailed study of a particular experience for a particular person 

(Smith et al., 2009).  The principle of idiography is demonstrated in the present study 

through the use of semi-structured interviews related to faculty professional development, 

with an emphasis on the specific case, a university-sponsored accessibility and UDL 

online professional development training offered to faculty, staff, and graduate teaching 

assistants.  The use of case study, and thus, acute focus on one particular training enables 

the development of particular facts through deep analysis, rather than producing general 

ideas (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Smith et al., 2009).  After exploring participant data 
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(i.e., inductive research), the goal of the research study was not to verify a hypothesis but 

to use data collection and analysis to generate an understanding of the phenomena from 

the relevant themes.  The IPA method is also interrogative, indicating that the data are 

contextualized within the existing field and literature (Smith, 2004).  The process of IPA 

will be detailed in the data analysis section. 

Case Study.  Case studies are the preferred method of research when (a) the 

researcher is asking how or why questions, (b) when the researcher has little or no control 

over the events, or (c) when the researcher desires to understand a phenomenon in real-

life (Yin, 1994).  The case study design accompanies the theoretical framework of the 

study, system theory, as both ideas consider how the complex variables affect the system 

as a whole, not just the part (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2015; Cousin, 2005; Merriam, 

1998).  The inductive research questions are written to facilitate the exploration of the 

factors that influence the completion of online faculty development and are intentionally 

limited, and focused research questions allowed the discovery of complex relationships 

and issues (Stake, 2000). 

In phenomenology research design, researchers often begin with a case, enabling 

the comparison and contrast of participants’ who have experienced the same phenomena 

(Pietkiewicz, & Smith, 2014).  The case study is also a practical application when 

studying real people in real situations, as readers can more easily understand the case, 

assumptions, and implications of the study (Cohen et al., 2015; Cousin, 2005).  The case 

was a university-sponsored accessibility and UDL online professional development 

training offered to faculty, staff, and graduate teaching assistants. 
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Cases are also distinguished by specific limits or parameters that occur either 

naturally (i.e., an online faculty development training) or as a result of sampling.  These 

limits or parameters, known as bounding the case, help researchers indicate a clear 

distinction between participants who are part of the case and those who are not.  

Purposive sampling is a common sampling method used in case studies to bound the case 

and in phenomenology research to ensure sufficient knowledge of the experience being 

studied (Gentles, Charles, Ploeg, & McKibbon, 2015).  The phenomenological case study 

was bounded by faculty who registered for the university-sponsored accessibility and 

UDL online professional development training between November 2018 and October 

2019. 

Setting 

The setting for this study was a public, four-year, R1 University 

(http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/) in the southern United States.  In the 2017 

academic year, the university’s student population was 30,861.  The same year, the 

university conferred more than 6,000 degrees from 12 colleges.  Also, in 2017, the full-

time instructional faculty employment count was 1,299, with approximately 37% of the 

full-time instructional faculty identifying as women and 19% of the full-time faculty 

identifying as a minority.  The average salary for all ranks of full-time instructional 

faculty in 2017 was $90,361. 

An institution of higher education was chosen as the research site because it 

naturally facilitated the intersection between faculty development and systems thinking.  

Institutions of higher education provide a conducive research environment due to the 

complexity of the organizational system (Adham et al., 2015).  Only a few studies have 
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applied a systems perspective to the higher education setting (Adham et al., 2015); fewer 

still apply systems thinking specifically to faculty development in higher education 

(Bond & Blevins, 2020).  Therefore, the study creates an opportunity to fill this gap in 

knowledge.  It is imperative to understand how all subsystems affect the overall goal at 

institutions of higher education; focusing on only one subsystem blinds stakeholders to 

the interrelated contributions that all subsystems generate toward the university’s mission 

(Adham et al., 2015). 

An understanding of the research questions at this particular institution was 

important because the university was recently informed by the Office for Civil Rights 

that their online presence was not in compliance with the Americans with Disabilities 

Act.  More than 50 higher education institutions were sued due to the accessibility of 

their public websites that same year (McKenzie, 2018).  An agreement between the 

university and the Office for Civil Rights was developed to have the university’s online 

presence comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act by August 2019.  To help 

execute the agreement at the university level, a committee of campus representatives was 

formed in December 2017 to evaluate the scope of noncompliance and generate 

actionable solutions for compliance.  One solution, a voluntary four-week, self-paced 

training focused on designing and teaching accessible courses, was developed as a result 

of the committee.  The training was made available to all faculty, staff, and graduate 

teaching assistants employed by the university with an active university account.  The 

phenomenological case study was bounded by this university-sponsored accessibility and 

UDL professional development training offered to faculty, staff, and graduate teaching 

assistants. 
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The university committee was made up of campus representatives, including staff 

from the campus departments such as libraries, Information Technology Services, 

Strategic Communications, Disability Services, Facility Services, Procurement, and 

faculty representatives from various colleges across campus.  The committee was headed 

by the Vice Provost for Academic Programs and Support Services.  A subset of the 

committee members formed a subcommittee that was charged with designing and 

creating a UDL and accessibility training in 2018.  The training was not designed or 

marketed as a university requirement, nor a certification or qualification in either UDL or 

accessibility.  The description available on the university’s training website described the 

offering as instruction on UDL and the laws and standards of accessibility in higher 

education, common barriers that students with disabilities may face in accessing course 

content, and basic guidelines and tools for making course content accessible and 

universal.  Faculty, staff, and graduate teaching assistants had the option to register for a 

blended or online version of the training.  The online version of the training was fully 

asynchronous and only included access to the course developed in the university’s LMS.  

The blended version of the training included the same 10-module online course, as well 

as an optional synchronous workshop at the end of the training.  Participants were given 

four weeks to complete the training, which required approximately 8-12 hours of work to 

complete.  Both the online and blended formats, as well as the workshop, were facilitated 

by instructional designers employed in the digital education department, who were 

available to field questions, provide summaries and overviews of the content, and remind 

participants of the deadlines for completion. 
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The asynchronous online course, designed in the university's LMS, was facilitated 

by instructional designers employed in the digital education department.  The course 

included 10 modules or units of learning.  The first module was the “Latest News and 

Questions” module with a discussion forum for participants to post questions to the 

facilitator and for the facilitator to send reminders and updates.  Module two included the 

facilitator information, the course syllabus, and an introduction forum.  Modules three 

through eight were the instructional modules.  Module nine included the capstone 

assignment, and module 10 included the participant certificate and a feedback survey. 

The six instructional modules (modules three through eight) included instructional 

materials in the form of text, video, weblinks, lesson activities to facilitate the learning 

process, auto-graded quizzes for assessment, and discussion forums for interaction with 

peers and the facilitator.  A suggested schedule of activity completion was provided by 

the facilitator.  To progress through the course, participants were required to complete 

each lesson activity and pass each quiz with at least 70% accuracy.  Once participants had 

progressed through all instructional modules, they were able to complete a capstone 

project.  The capstone project was to evaluate a course, document, website, or similar 

resource of the participant’s choosing and create an action plan for remediating the 

accessibility compliance issues that were identified.  To receive a certificate of 

completion for the course, participants were required to satisfactorily pass all quizzes, as 

well as the capstone project. 

Offerings of the accessibility and UDL training were included on a university-

wide training website where faculty, staff, and graduate teaching assistants could register 

to participate.  The training was also advertised through email blasts, listservs, and 



105 

 

department meetings.  Registration was required for participation in the training.  After 

registering for the training, registrants were sent an email with information on how to 

enroll in the course on the LMS.  In total, 279 faculty, staff, and graduate teaching 

assistants registered for the 11 training offerings that occurred between November 2018 

and October 2019.  Six of the eleven trainings were facilitated fully online, while the 

other five were blended. 

Study Participants 

The sample for this study was drawn from the registrant population of a 

university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training (N=279).  Registration for offerings 

of the training became available to faculty, staff, and graduate teaching assistants in 

November 2018.  Based on information obtained from the training website, of those who 

registered for the 11 trainings occurring between November 2018 and October 2019, 167 

registrants were faculty, 76 were staff, 35 were students (i.e., graduate teaching 

assistants), and 1 had an unknown status.  Sample participants were delimited to full-time 

instructional faculty at a public, four-year, R1 university in the southern United States 

who registered for a university-sponsored accessibility and UDL online professional 

development training between December 2018 and October 2019. 

Samples in phenomenological case studies are typically small and homogenous 

due to the in-depth interviewing and data analysis that accompanies the method (Gentles 

et al., 2015; Larkin & Thompson, 2011; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith, 2004; Smith 

et al., 2009).  A number of researchers suggest a sample size of between three and 10 

participants when using phenomenological methods, with some suggesting no more than 

six (Creswell, 2002; Morse, 1994; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith, 2004; Smith et al., 
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2009), while Creswell (2002) recommends between three and five participants for case 

studies.  These smaller sample sizes ensure the manageability of the in-depth interviews 

while still allowing for a careful review of the phenomena.  Although the main 

determination in the sample size of qualitative research is typically saturation (Gentles et 

al., 2015), the goals of phenomenological data collection do not include identifying 

patterns common among participants (van Manen, 2017), and therefore, the method of 

the intensity of contact was more appropriate for this study.  The intensity of contact 

varies from study to study and depends on the length of time the researcher spends with 

each participant, as well as the number of times the participant is contacted to gain a 

complete understanding of the experience (Cohen et al., 2000).  Therefore, based on the 

specific case in this study and suggestions from other qualitative researchers (Creswell, 

2002; Morse, 1994; Pietkiewicz, & Smith, 2014), the anticipated sample size for the 

study was nine participants. 

Participants were identified through multistage sampling.  Multistage sampling 

was appropriate because the population of the case (i.e., the accessibility and UDL online 

training) included participants who did not meet the scope of this study.  Participant 

homogeneity (Smith et al., 2009) was defined by three factors: (a) full-time instructional 

faculty, (b) registration for a university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, and (c) 

belief that specific factors either support or impede instructional faculty in completing 

online professional development.  Homogeneity of the sample was achieved by recruiting 

only the registrants of the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training offered 

between December 2018 and October 2019, with the designation of “faculty” on the 
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training website, and who selected “Strongly agree” or “Somewhat agree” to either 

question one or two, or both, on the orientation survey (Appendix B). 

To delimit the accessibility and UDL online training to only full-time faculty 

members, the first stage of sampling generated a list of all the offerings of the 

accessibility and UDL online training offerings between November 2018 and October 

2019.  A total of 11 offerings were identified from this time period, with a total of 279 

registrants.  Registrant’s name, email address, and employment status were collected 

from the training website.  Five of these offerings were blended offerings, and six were 

online offerings.  Three of the offerings were removed from the initial sample because 

the three offerings had been combined into one LMS course, and registrants were 

manually enrolled into the course.  The facilitation of these courses was different than the 

other eight offerings, which each had their own course in the LMS, and the majority of 

participants had self-enrolled into the course.  The exclusion of these offerings removed 

39 registrants from the initial sample, 25 of which were faculty.   

In the second stage of sampling, registrants not labeled with a faculty employee 

status (n=112) were removed from the potential participant list.  Faculty who registered 

for multiple offerings (n=14) were also removed from the participant list.  Then the 

registrants with a faculty employee status in an offering between December 2018 and 

October 2019 (n=119) were divided into three groups based on their completion status of 

the training.  The registered group (n=23) was composed of faculty members who 

registered for the online training but did not enroll in the LMS course.  The enrolled 

group (n=44) consisted of faculty who registered for the online training, enrolled in the 

LMS course but did not complete the training.  Finally, the completed group (n=52) were 
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those who registered for the online training, enrolled in the LMS course, and achieved at 

least 40/50 points, or 80%, on the capstone assignment to receive a certificate of 

completion for the training, when graded using a rubric.  The completion status of the 

faculty members was gathered from the LMS course.  The rubric used to define the 

completion status was an original part of the course design and was not developed or 

scored for the research study. 

The aim of sampling in phenomenology is to identify participants who have 

knowledge of the experience (Pietkiewicz, & Smith, 2014; Smith et al., 2009; van 

Manen, 2017), who wish to discuss the experience, and who have diverse perspectives 

regarding the experience (Laverty, 2003).  Therefore, the orientation survey was used to 

identify faculty members to participate in interviews.  As all individuals in the case 

registered for a university-sponsored accessibility and UDL online professional 

development training between December 2018 and October 2019, they have knowledge 

of the phenomena.  To indicate a willingness to discuss the phenomena, all faculty 

members generated from the second stage of sampling were contacted with an invitation 

to participate and complete a brief orientation survey through Qualtrics (Appendix B).  In 

an effort to ensure that the experience of participation in an online faculty development 

training was completely understood through multiple perspectives, it would have been 

ideal to have three participants from each completion status group (Englander, 2012; 

Smith et al., 2009).  Nineteen faculty members completed the orientation survey.  Ten of 

those faculty indicated an interest to participate in an interview.  Of the faculty members 

who indicated an interest in participating in an interview, six were in the completed 

group, four were in the enrolled group, and one was in the registered group. 
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Ethics in Qualitative Research 

The inclusion of informed consent, the opposition of deception, privacy and 

confidentiality, and accuracy (Christians, 2000; Stake, 2000) are central to conducted 

ethical research.  In keeping with these research ethics, informed consent and 

confidentiality of participants were upheld throughout the research process.  Accuracy 

has been maintained through the reporting of the findings. 

Informed consent is a process by which the researcher counteracts the act of 

deception by providing prospective participants with the purpose, process, and intent of 

the research study (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2017).  As required by the United States 

Department of Education Code of Federal Regulations Title 34-Protection of Human 

Subjects, participants were required to indicate consent before participating in the study 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2017).  The use of Signed Certificate of Informed 

Consent forms was waived in the Institutional Review Board (IRB) process in lieu of a 

Consent Script that was read to each participant before the start of the interview 

(Appendix C).  The Consent Script detailed the research purpose, design and procedures, 

and potential risks and benefits.  Consent language was also included in the orientation 

survey.   

Participant confidentiality helps ensure that information gained and published 

throughout the research process cannot be immediately correlated to a specific individual 

without additional information or access.  Although the overall risks of participation in 

the research study were low, the confidentiality of participants was maintained through 

the use of pseudonyms (Hadjistavropoulos & Smythe, 2001).  Participants were free to 

exit the study at any time at no risk.  
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Procedure 

An IRB application was completed and approved by both the research site and 

Sam Houston State University (Appendix D).  Approval to access registrant information 

from the research site’s training website and completion status from the site’s LMS was 

obtained from the vice president of the unit that created the training (Appendix E). 

Participants were identified through multistage sampling.  The population was 

delimited to full-time faculty members who registered for an online accessibility and 

UDL training between November 2018 and October 2019.  The first stage of sampling 

generated a list of all the offerings of the accessibility and UDL online training between 

November 2018 and October 2019 (see Table 1).  A total of 11 offerings were identified 

from this time period, with a total of 279 registrants from 95 university departments.  

Three of the offerings were removed from the initial sample because the three offerings 

had been combined into one LMS course, and registrants were manually enrolled into the 

course.  The facilitation of these courses was different than the other eight offerings, 

which each had their own course in the LMS, and the majority of participants had self-

enrolled into the course.  The exclusion of these offerings removed 39 registrants from 

the initial sample, 25 of which were faculty.  Therefore, eight offerings between 

December 2018 and November 2019 were included in the study. 
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Table 1 

Offerings and number of registrants in the first stage of sampling of the university-

sponsored accessibility and UDL training 

Offering No. Offering Dates No. of Registrants 

1 November 5, 2018 – November 25, 2018 7 

2 November 5, 2018 – November 25, 2018 15 

3 November 26, 2018 – December 2, 2018 17 

4* December 3, 2018 – December 16, 2018 66 

5* January 21, 2019 – February 18, 2019 32 

6* March 11, 2019 – April 8, 2019 15 

7* May 6, 2019 – June 3, 2019 15 

8* June 17, 2019 – July 15, 2019 16 

9* July 22, 2019 – August 19, 2019 29 

10* August 26, 2019 – September 23, 2019 20 

11* October 7, 2019 – November 4, 2019 47 

Note: The offerings with asterisks (*) were included in the study.  

The second stage of sampling removed registrants who were not labeled with a 

faculty employee status (n=112) from the participant list.  One-time registrants with a 

faculty employee status in the eight offerings that took place between December 2018 

and October 2019 (n=119) were divided into three groups based on their completion 

status of the training: registered (n=23), enrolled (n=44), or completed (n=52). 

All registrants with a faculty employee status in the eight offerings between 

December 2018 and October 2019 were contacted via Qualtrics’ mail distribution system 
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with an invitation to participate in the study and complete a brief orientation survey 

(Appendix B).  The orientation survey was open for 17 days.  A reminder email was sent 

to all unfinished respondents one week after the initial distribution (Appendix F).  An 

additional reminder email was sent to unfinished respondents in the registered group 12 

days after the initial distribution due to a low response rate in this group. 

Phenomenological research desires a homogenous sample (Gentles et al., 2015; 

Larkin & Thompson, 2011; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith, 2004); therefore, 

participant homogeneity in this study was defined by three factors: (a) full-time 

instructional faculty, (b) registration for a university-sponsored accessibility and UDL 

training, and (c) belief that specific factors either support or impede instructional faculty 

in completing online professional development.  Homogeneity of the sample was 

achieved by only including study participants who registered for the accessibility and 

UDL online professional development training between November 2018 and October 

2019, were full-time faculty members as defined by the study, and who selected 

“Strongly agree” or “Somewhat agree” to either or both of the following questions: 

1. To what extent do you agree with the following statement? There are specific 

factors (i.e., personal, organizational, environmental, etc.) which help support 

instructional faculty in completing online professional development. 

2. To what extent do you agree with the following statement? There are specific 

factors (i.e., personal, organizational, environmental, etc.) which impede 

instructional faculty from completing online professional development. 

The full orientation survey is included in Appendix B.  Ten of the survey respondents 

who met the study’s sample criteria indicated an interest to participate in a semi-
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structured interview.  Of the faculty members who indicated an interest in participating in 

an interview, five were in the completed group, four were in the enrolled group, and one 

was in the registered group. 

Ten faculty were invited to participate in a semi-structured Zoom interview.  The 

study participants were contacted via their university email address and asked to 

participate in the semi-structured interview(s) as part of the research study (Appendix F).  

Using email to contact participants may have decreased the number of responses received 

due to the number of daily emails received by the potential participants (Sappleton & 

Lourenço, 2016).  Each participant was contacted a total of three times.  If the sample 

participant did not respond after the third attempt to schedule the interview, no more 

emails were sent that to the faculty member.  Of the 10 faculty contacted, nine interviews 

were conducted: four from the completed group, four from the enrolled group, and one 

from the registered group. 

Once each interview was scheduled, the participants were assigned a pseudonym.  

The pseudonym was used to identify the transcript, field notes, research journal and data 

analysis for each participant.  All initial interviews were conducted between September 

and October 2020.  Consent to participate in the interview and to have the interview 

recorded was obtained from the participants before the beginning of each interview.  

Each interview was recorded and transcribed using Zoom.  Field notes were taken during 

and directly after each interview.  The transcript files were downloaded from Zoom and 

edited in Microsoft Word for accuracy.  All transcripts and recordings were downloaded 

from Zoom and stored on a password protected external hard drive and then deleted from 

the Zoom account.  Throughout the research process, a research journal was used during 
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the data collection process and to support data analysis by identifying researcher bias 

before and, as well as organizing changing perspectives and interpretations (Cohen et al., 

2000; Laverty, 2003). 

Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews, a common method of data collection in 

phenomenology (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008; Larkin & Thompson, 2011; 

Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith, 2004), with full-time faculty who registered for an 

accessibility and UDL online training between December 2018 and October 2019 was the 

main source of data collection in this research study.  Other sources of data include the 

orientation survey, field notes, and the research journal.  Field notes consisted of 

observations and notations recorded during and immediately following the live 

interviews.  The research journal was used continuously before, during, and after the 

research study to reflect on data, address researcher bias, and consider ideas and 

relationships.  The recognition of multiple perspectives and realities is central to 

qualitative research, and utilizing interviews as a data collection method provides detailed 

descriptions and interpretations from a variety of subjects (Stake, 1995). 

The orientation survey was primarily used as a recruitment tool, but it also 

collected data from faculty who registered for an accessibility and UDL online training 

between November 2018 and October 2019.  Nineteen surveys were completed and 

submitted, and two surveys were submitted blank.  On the orientation survey, ten faculty 

indicated a willingness to participate in an interview.  These ten faculty were contacted 

via their university email to schedule the interview.  Nine interviews were scheduled. 
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Prior to the data collection, an informal, semi-structured qualitative interview 

protocol, located in Appendix C, was developed to guide the interviews.  The interview 

protocol helped to promote a more natural interview between myself and research 

participants (Pietkiewicz, & Smith, 2014).  The questions asked were intentionally open 

in nature (Laverty, 2003) to aid in the exploration of a variety of meanings (Larkin & 

Thompson, 2011).  In drafting the interview protocol, an integrative literature review 

(Onwuegbuzie, Leech, & Collins, 2010) and question matrix (Appendix G) were 

performed to ensure deliberate alignment between the literature, the research questions, 

and interview questions. 

Virtual semi-structured interviews were scheduled with nine faculty between 

September and October 2020 based on the faculty’s availability.  The web conferencing 

tool Zoom was used to facilitate and record the audio and video for each interview.  

Although data on the use of technologies such as Zoom in qualitative data collection is 

limited (Archibald, Ambagtsheer, Casey, & Lawless, 2019), studies evaluating the 

method have shown many advantages for both researchers and participants, such as 

convenience and rapport (Archibald et al., 2019; Mirick & Wladkowski, 2019).  The use 

of Zoom to facilitate the interviews for this study was necessary for the health and safety 

of all individuals, as the interviews took place during the COVID-19 pandemic.  Calendar 

invitations that included the purpose of the interview and the Zoom meeting information 

were shared with each faculty member’s institutional email address.  Each initial 

interview lasted between 30 and 90 minutes.  A consent script was read to each 

participant, and participants were prompted to give verbal consent of the interview and its 

recording both before and during the interview. 
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At the end of the initial interview, each participant was informed that there might 

be an opportunity for a follow-up interview following initial data analysis.  As the sample 

size (n=nine) for the research study was on the larger end of sample sizes for 

phenomenological research, and we were discussing a past event (Cohen et al., 2000), it 

was not anticipated that multiple interviews with each participant would be necessary.  

However, based on initial data analysis, follow-up interviews with some participants 

were determined to be necessary to fully understand the participants’ perspective of the 

phenomena (Larkin & Thompson, 2011) or elicit further details regarding the content 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  After initial data analysis, four participants were invited to 

participate in follow-up interviews to clarify information collected in the initial interview 

or gather additional information related to the research questions.  All participants agreed 

and participated in the follow-up interviews, which took place between December 2020 

and January 2021 and lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. 

As accurate transcripts are a critical component of conducting a 

phenomenological study (Cohen et al., 2000; Larkin & Thompson, 2011; Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2014; Smith et al., 2009), mechanical transcript files of the digital audio 

recordings were rendered directly through Zoom and then edited for accuracy.  Each 

transcript file was then formatted to include a transcript summary, key words, and the 

interview transcript.  This document was sent to each participant via public key 

infrastructure encrypted email for informal member checking for the purpose of giving 

participants the opportunity to correct errors, provide additional information, and assess 

their intent in behavior and conversation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Each participant 
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received their interview transcript and had a one-week period to review the transcript to 

clarify any information or interpretations (Appendix F). 

Additional data sources can be useful during data analysis (Smith et al., 2009); 

therefore, data collected for this qualitative study also included field notes and a research 

journal.  Field notes were also written during and immediately after each interview, and 

included observations taken directly from each interview (Cohen et al., 2000).  Notes 

were recorded in a research journal at disparate points throughout the research study.  

The research journal notes consisted of follow-up questions to ask participants, common 

themes or ideas that were evident during the interview, and reflections on how the data 

answered the research questions (Cohen et al., 2000).  The research journal was also a 

useful method for identifying bias before and during the data collection process (Cohen et 

al., 2000; Laverty, 2003).  The field notes and research journal were then incorporated 

into the transcript summary and were used during the data analysis. 

Field notes, research journal, printed transcripts, and audio recordings will be 

stored on a password protected external hard drive in a personal file cabinet that is locked 

and not accessible by others for a period of three years after the commencement of the 

research study. 

Trustworthiness Issues 

The trustworthiness of qualitative research is dependent on the researcher, as the 

main instrument of data collection throughout the research study (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016; Patton, 1990).  The trustworthiness of the researcher is exhibited through her 

ability to conduct a research study in a credible manner (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Trustworthiness strategies specific to the research paradigm (Morrow, 2005) included a 
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clear understanding of the methodological tenets, a clear experience to study, application 

of phenomenological data analysis methods, description of the experience, and researcher 

reflection (Creswell, 2007). 

A researcher can present herself as credible throughout the research process by 

exhibiting ethical behavior.  Ethics includes informed consent, the opposition of 

deception, privacy and confidentiality, and data accuracy (Christians, 2000; Stake, 2000).  

Informed consent and confidentiality of participants were upheld throughout the research 

process.  The consent script included the purpose of the study, the estimated time to 

complete the interview, and details on how the information will be used in the study 

(Creswell, 2007). 

Throughout the research study’s data collection and analysis, considerations for 

fairness included limiting researcher bias and subjectivity.  Common methods of 

addressing or identifying researcher bias present in research, whether quantitative or 

qualitative, include bracketing and research journals (Morrow, 2005).  As bracketing is 

not appropriately aligned with hermeneutic phenomenology, a research journal was a 

more appropriate method of identifying bias for this study (Cohen et al., 2000; Laverty, 

2003; van Manen, 2017).  A common strategy for the concern of representation is 

member checks.  Asking participants for clarification during the interviews was another 

strategy that increased the fairness of the author, as it ensures that the research is 

representative of the participants. 

Measures of credibility determine if the findings of the research study are 

consistent with reality (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Therefore, member checks, a common 

qualitative strategy for ensuring internal validity, were utilized in this study (Creswell, 
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2007; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Informal member checks, in the form of providing the 

interview transcript to the participant, allowed the participant an opportunity to correct 

errors, provide additional information, and assess their intent in behavior and 

conversation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Participants received a copy of their interview 

transcript via public key infrastructure encrypted email and were given a seven-day 

period to review the interview transcript for accuracy and palatability and offer feedback, 

although it was not promised that their feedback would be incorporated (Stake, 1995).  

One participant responded to the member check to confirm that she accepted the 

information.  If no response was received after seven days, it was assumed that the 

participant had accepted the accuracy of the transcript. 

Data Analysis 

Data were collected from nine faculty members who participated in a university-

sponsored accessibility and UDL training.  The data of eight faculty, four from the 

completed group and four from the enrolled group were selected for analysis.  The data 

from the study participant in the registered group was not analyzed for this study, as the 

group had only one participant.  The data was analyzed using the IPA method of data 

analysis. 

Data analysis in hermeneutic phenomenology is deduced in part from the 

hermeneutic circle, which realizes that “to understand any given part, you look to the 

whole; to understand the whole, you look to the parts” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 28).  The 

interpretive nature of IPA requires a consideration of how bits of data build to create a 

more complex and complete experience (Cohen et al., 2000; Smith et al., 2009).  The 

steps of the data analysis as outlined by Smith et al. (2009) include 
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1. reading and re-reading 

2. initial noting 

3. developing emergent themes 

4. searching for connections across emergent themes 

5. moving to the next case 

6. looking for patterns across cases 

In the first four steps of the data analysis, the interview transcripts, research 

journal, and field notes were analyzed.  Each transcript was copied into a table with three 

columns: emergent themes, original transcript, and exploratory comments.  Each table 

was printed on legal paper, and color-coded pens were used to denote the different types 

of noting methods on the transcripts.  Initial noting, or the process of free writing in 

relation to themes or passages of interest, was used during this early stage to draft 

exploratory notes that were descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual.  Descriptive 

commentary included general commentary and described things of importance to the 

participant (i.e., objects or events).  Linguistic comments focused on the language the 

individual used to describe their experience.  Conceptual notes were an interrogative 

view of what things mean or what connections may exist (Smith et al., 2009). 

Once the data was expanded through initial notetaking, the third step in the data 

analysis process shifted to reducing the newly expanded data into emerging themes.  The 

assignment of themes included the process of interpreting the exploratory comments and 

the participants’ experience (Smith et al., 2009).  Both emic (i.e., the perspective of the 

actor) and etic (i.e., the perspective of the researcher) perspectives were used to develop 

these emerging themes (Pietkiewicz, & Smith, 2014).  The fourth step in the data analysis 
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was to discover the connections between the themes that emerged in step three.  The 

emergent themes were organized using a mind map to show the relation to one another.  

It was at this point that decisions regarding a follow-up interview were made.  

Participants were selected for a follow-up interview if there was information collected in 

the initial interview that needed to be clarified or if additional information needed to be 

gathered regarding their experiences in online professional development (Larkin & 

Thompson, 2011; Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  Four follow-up interviews were conducted and 

analyzed in the same way. 

Once a mind map was completed for one data set (i.e., an interview transcript, 

research journal, and field notes) step five began the process again (i.e., steps one through 

four) with a different case or interview. 

After all cases were analyzed via Smith et al. (2009) systematic data analysis 

method, master lists of all themes within a single case were created in order to look for 

patterns and connections across cases (Smith et al., 2009).  The product of the data 

analysis is a clearer understanding of how participants make sense of their experience, as 

well as my interpretation of the experience as the researcher (Miller, Chan, & Farmer, 

2018; Smith et al., 2009). 

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to introduce the methodology of the 

phenomenological case study approach and to explain the research questions, research 

approach, and details of the research process.  A phenomenological case study research 

design was determined to be an appropriate research method to address a gap in the 

literature to understand the faculty experience of participating in professional 
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development (Austin, 2011; Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; Manduca, 2017).  Considerations 

for ethics, reliability and validity, and trustworthiness in qualitative research were 

discussed, as well as specific issues and solutions related to the study.  The chapter closed 

with a discussion of the data analysis method, IPA.  The findings chapter includes an 

overview of the analysis process, participant profiles, a list and description of the super-

ordinate themes discovered from the research analysis, and excerpts from the interviews 

to illustrate the themes (Smith et al., 2009). 
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CHAPTER IV 

Findings 

The following chapter contains the findings of the phenomenological case study 

discovered using the IPA method's analysis and interpretation steps.  Five super-ordinate 

themes emerged from the data analysis process, which are presented here with their 

relevant codes.  A brief profile of each participant is offered followed by a discussion of 

the findings. 

The purpose of the research study was to understand the faculty experience 

surrounding participation in online professional development.  A phenomenological case 

study design was used to discover the complex structures that influence instructional 

faculty members’ participation in online professional development. 

The primary research question that influenced this study is 

1. What factors affect higher education instructional faculty members’ participation 

in an online professional development training? 

The following sub-questions were addressed in the study to obtain more specific 

information regarding the chosen case: 

a. What factors support higher education instructional faculty members to complete 

a university-sponsored online professional development training on accessibility 

and universal design for learning?  

b. What factors impede higher education instructional faculty members from 

completing a university-sponsored online professional development training on 

accessibility and universal design for learning? 
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Data Collection 

Purposive multistage sampling was used to identify participants.  The population 

was delimited to full-time faculty members who registered for a university-sponsored 

accessibility and UDL training between November 2018 and October 2019.  A list of all 

the accessibility and UDL training offerings between November 2018 and October 2019 

was generated during the first stage of sampling.  Three of the offerings were removed 

from the initial sample because the three offerings had been combined into one LMS 

course, and registrants were manually enrolled into the course—a process different than 

the other eight offerings.  During the second stage of sampling, I divided one-time 

registrants with a faculty employee status in the eight offerings that took place between 

December 2018 and October 2019 (n=119) into three groups based on their completion 

status of the training: registered (n=23), enrolled (n=44), or completed (n=52).  

Registrants were contacted via Qualtrics’ mail distribution system with an invitation to 

participate in the study and complete a brief orientation survey.  Nineteen faculty 

members completed the orientation survey.  On the orientation survey, 10 respondents 

indicated an interest in participating in an interview.  These 10 faculty included six from 

the completed group, four from the enrolled group, and one from the registered group.   

In addition to indicating an interest in participating in an interview on the 

orientation survey, faculty had to meet three criteria to participate in the study: (a) full-

time instructional faculty, (b) registration for a university-sponsored accessibility and 

UDL training, and (c) belief that specific factors either support or impede instructional 

faculty in completing online professional development as indicated on the orientation 

survey.  All 10 faculty who indicated an interest in participating in an interview on the 
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orientation survey met these criteria and were contacted to participate in an interview.  

Nine of the faculty responded to the email invitation to participate in an interview; one 

faculty from the completed group did not respond to the request for an interview.  

Therefore, nine interviews were scheduled: four from the completed group, four from the 

enrolled group, and one from the registered group.  All initial interviews were conducted 

between September and October 2020. 

Semi-structured interviews with nine full-time faculty who registered for an 

accessibility and UDL online training between December 2018 and October 2019 was the 

primary source of data collection in this research study.  Other sources of data included 

the research journal and field notes.  Data was analyzed according to the steps detailed in 

the data analysis section below. 

Participants 

Full-time instructional faculty at a single four-year research university in the 

southern United States who registered for an online faculty development training on 

accessibility in course design between December 2018 and November 2019 were 

recruited for this study.  During recruitment, faculty were divided into three groups based 

on their completion status of the training.  Pseudonyms were assigned to each faculty 

once they agreed to participate in the research study.  The data analyzed included 

transcripts from eight participating faculty members, four faculty from the enrolled group 

and four faculty from the completed group (Table 2).  Brief profiles of the participating 

faculty members follow. 
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Table 2 

Participants in the study, by group 

Name Group 
Joseph Enrolled 
Michael Enrolled 
Sora Enrolled 
Tara Enrolled 
Daniel Completed 
Matthew Completed 
Rey Completed 
Ruby Completed 

 

Enrolled group.  Members of the enrolled group consisted of faculty who 

registered for the online university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, enrolled in 

the LMS course but did not complete the training.  Completion of the training would have 

required passing all quizzes with at least 70% accuracy and achieved at least 40/50 

points, or 80%, on the capstone assignment when graded using a rubric. 

Joseph.  Joseph was a landscape architecture professor, and his main 

responsibilities included teaching, research, and service.  Teaching was Joseph’s primary 

responsibility, although he also served on several committees at the department, college, 

and university levels and completed research and publications.  When asked which of the 

duties was most important to him, Joseph remarked, “Well, I’m here because I want to 

teach.” 

Joseph defined professional development as more of a formal event—when 

someone developed a presentation on a particular topic of interest from which the 

audience can gain knowledge.  However, Joseph has struggled with finding value in those 

types of opportunities, and, therefore, he no longer chooses to seek out formal 

professional development.  Instead, Joseph found informal professional development, 
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including talking to colleagues, trial and error, or one-on-one consultations to be more 

beneficial. 

Michael.  Michael was a professor and associate dean at the university and, 

therefore, taught one course a year and handled student affairs, recruitment, and 

scholarships for the college.  Michael's most important responsibility was the student 

relations aspect of his job because he wanted to see students succeed and provide the 

same level of care and respect that people showed to him when he was a student. 

To Michael, professional development was “something that enhances your ability 

to either do your current job or your potential future jobs.”  Michael did not seek formal 

professional development because he felt well established in his current position, and he 

did not feel there were many opportunities relevant to his job responsibilities.  However, 

he would occasionally participate in training to help guide other faculty. 

Sora.  Sora was an instructor and taught mainly large survey writing courses, 

although she also taught several other courses, including technical writing and legal 

writing.  Her primary responsibilities at the university included teaching and service.  

Although research was not part of her job responsibilities, Sora tended to engage in 

research and publishing to develop her content knowledge and increase her credibility 

with her students and employer. 

Sora defined professional development as developing her skillsets and “figuring 

out how they might fit into teaching a particular class or making [her] more credible as an 

expert in that area.”  She participated mainly in informal professional development 

opportunities, preferring to interact with colleagues on social media, reflect on her trial 

and error, or participate in various service activities.  Sora stressed that it was essential to 
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include all of her development activities in her annual report because she refused to let 

her department and the university ignore her. 

Tara.  Tara was a library and information science professor, and her main 

responsibilities included teaching, research, and service.  Included in these 

responsibilities, Tara taught two courses in the fall and spring semesters, advised 

students, and served on various committees, including a university-wide technology 

committee.  Of those responsibilities, research was both the most prominent and most 

important to Tara.  When asked why research was her most important responsibility, she 

stated, “the research is what informs my teaching, and the research is what informs other 

people’s teachings.” 

Tara viewed professional development as developing skills, such as pedagogical 

skills.  The majority of the professional development that Tara engaged in was informal 

and consisted of reading, serving on organizational boards, and talking to colleagues. 

Completed Group.  Members of the completed group registered for the online 

university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, enrolled in the LMS course, and 

achieved at least 40/50 points, or 80%, on the capstone assignment when graded using a 

rubric. 

Daniel.  Daniel was an associate professor and head of one of the professional 

development organizations at the university.  Teaching was the most important of 

Daniel’s responsibilities, and when asked why, he quickly answered, “Oh, that’s easy. 

Because I enjoy it.”  Daniel’s main responsibilities included teaching high-enrollment 

introductory courses and research. 
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Daniel’s professional development experiences were unique because he was often 

the one organizing and hosting rather than registering and attending.  However, when 

asked about the impact of organizing professional development for others, Daniel said, 

“organizing and running [a training] is also professional development for me because 

there’s always something that I learn during that process about teaching.”  Daniel 

organized and participated in several formal professional development opportunities a 

year and engaged in informal professional development, including talking with 

colleagues and reading books and articles. 

Matthew.  Matthew was an instructor in agriculture, where he also advised 

undergraduate students and served as a student organization advisor.  Teaching was the 

most important responsibility to Matthew, and more specifically, he saw his most 

important responsibility as interacting with the students. 

Matthew participated in a balanced amount of formal and informal professional 

development opportunities, including workshops, talking with colleagues, and 

professional consulting. 

Rey.  Rey was an associate professor of sociology, and his primary responsibilities 

included teaching, research, and service.  Rey taught two classes a semester, advised 

students, and served on various department and college-level committees.  Teaching was 

the most important responsibility to Rey because he found it the most engaging of his 

responsibilities. 

Rey viewed professional development as refining skills to make it easier to do 

one’s job, especially presentation skills.  Rey participated in a proportional amount of 
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formal and informal professional development but found it difficult to balance 

professional development with the demands of his other duties. 

Ruby.  Before becoming an instructor, Ruby was a long-time public relations 

professional.  At the time of the interview, Ruby was an instructor and internship 

coordinator at the university.  Ruby’s main responsibilities included teaching and service.  

These responsibilities included teaching two courses in the fall and spring semesters, 

advising a student organization, and serving on several committees.  Ruby considered 

teaching to be her primary responsibility and her most important role at the university 

because “it’s my obligation to find new people to work in the profession since I’m not 

working in the profession anymore.” 

Ruby participated in a plethora of professional development, both pedagogical 

and professional.  Maintaining professional accreditation, organizational memberships, 

and professional contacts benefited her performance as an internship coordinator as she 

relied on that knowledge to assist students.  Further, she felt an obligation to seek 

pedagogical training since she did not identify as an academic.  Ruby participated in at 

least one formal professional development opportunity every semester but often attended 

more, including workshops, learning communities, professional conferences, and 

organizational board meetings and activities. 

Data Analysis  

The data of eight faculty, four from the completed group and four from the 

enrolled group were selected for analysis.  There was a low response rate from the 

registered group (n=2) to the orientation survey, and only one faculty agreed to an 

interview.  Phenomenology methods in human sciences recommends the use of at least 
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three participants to allow the researcher a more complete understanding of the 

experience (Englander, 2012; Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).  As three participants in 

the registered subgroup was not achieved, the registered group study participant's data 

were not analyzed for this study because there would have been a lack of representation 

in the analyzed data and findings from this group.  

Data were analyzed using the six-step IPA method (Smith et al., 2009).  

Interviews were recorded and transcribed using Zoom and edited in Microsoft Word for 

accuracy.  Preliminary data analysis occurred during transcription by recording thoughts 

and ideas in the research journal.  In the first four steps of the data analysis method, the 

interview transcripts, researcher journal, and field notes were analyzed.  IPA is a double 

hermeneutic method, and therefore, the initial steps were meant to explore not only the 

explicit meaning of the participant but also my interpretation as the researcher.  After the 

initial noting process, the data set included the original transcript and my initial notes, 

and this data set was used to develop emergent themes. 

Deductive and inductive coding were used to develop the emergent themes.  

Deductive codes were taken from Caffarella and Zinn's (1999) conceptual framework on 

factors that support and impede faculty professional development.  Emergent themes that 

could not be included or explained under Caffarella and Zinn’s definitions were given an 

inductive code relative to the core issue.  Over 50 unique emergent themes were recorded 

from the interview transcripts.  Once the emergent themes were recorded for an 

interview, it was determined if a follow-up interview was necessary to clarify information 

from the initial interview or gather additional information related to the research 

questions.  Michael (E), Joseph (E), Tara (E), and Daniel (C) were asked to participate in 
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a follow-up interview.  Four follow-up interviews were conducted, and the transcripts 

were analyzed using the same steps used for the initial interviews. 

The process of developing emergent themes and finalizing the super-ordinate 

themes was iterative.  Therefore, super-ordinate themes were developed through the 

processes of abstraction and subsumption, combining, renaming, and removing original 

emergent themes.  In these processes, similar codes were grouped and given a new super-

ordinate theme, and original codes (e.g., training and facilitation) were occasionally 

promoted to a super-ordinate theme to group several smaller codes.  Research findings 

from Caffarella and Zinn (1999) and Mezirow (1997) were applied in naming and 

defining the super-ordinate themes.  Continuous reading and re-reading of codes and 

transcript excerpts were used to ensure the validity of codes and themes. 

Super-Ordinate Themes 

The final super-ordinate themes and relevant codes (Table 3) are presented here in 

detail with excerpts from the participants.  Participant names are followed with a letter 

indicating their group.  For example, the notation Matthew (C) indicates that Matthew 

was in the completed group, while Joseph (E) indicates that Joseph was in the enrolled 

group. 
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Table 3  

Super-ordinate themes and associated codes 

Super-Ordinate Theme Definition Relevant Codes 

Institutional Structures “formal and informal 
structures within the 
educational context” 
(Zinn, 1997, p. 19) 

Mandate  
Support 
Incentives and rewards 
Available training 

Training & Facilitation the components and 
qualities of faculty 
professional 
development 

Training mode 
Training design 
Training content 
Training facilitation 
Training outcomes 

Professional Considerations 
& Commitments 

the circumstances and 
events that are 
associated with being 
hired as a faculty 
member in higher 
education 

Workload 
Increased work 
responsibilities 
Relevance and interest  
Credibility 

Personal Considerations & 
Commitments 

“the circumstances or 
events in our 
private lives which 
affect our ability to 
focus emotional or 
physical energies on 
our professional 
endeavors” (Caffarella 
& Zinn, 1999, p. 245) 

Increased home 
responsibilities 
Major life event 

Frames of Reference an adult’s thoughts, 
behaviors, and 
emotions developed 
from their habits of 
mind and points of 
view (Mezirow, 1997) 

Learning preferences 
Belief in continued 
development 
Perception that faculty can 
make a difference in the lives 
of students 
Perception that faculty can 
make a difference in the lives 
of other faculty 

 

Theme 1: Institutional Structures.  The categories of Caffarella and Zinn's 

(1999) conceptual framework on factors that support and impede faculty professional 

development were first defined in Zinn (1997).  Zinn (1997) defined institutional 
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structures as “formal and informal structures within the educational context” (p. 19).  For 

this study's purposes, only codes that were interpreted as being in direct control of the 

institution were included under the theme of institutional structures.  Participant excerpts 

grouped under the theme institutional structures were all recorded from the perspective of 

the institution.  For example, participants shared experiences regarding the incentives, 

support, and training that the university provided. 

The institutional mandate appeared to be the only incentive provided to faculty for 

participating in faculty professional development.  All eight participants, 100%, noted a 

lack of incentives for participation in professional development from the university.  

Michael (E) stated, “I’m not sure the university recognizes anything you do professional 

development wise.”  However, six participants, three from each group, also verified that 

they completed the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training or other training 

due to a university mandate. 

Additionally, three participants, 75%, from the enrolled group felt that the 

university did not provide professional development relevant to their needs.  Providing 

and mandating training is only half of the support that faculty require.  All faculty 

participants from the enrolled group also experienced a lack of institutional support to 

apply training principles effectively.  This lack of institutional support, especially related 

to the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, appeared to make faculty feel 

frustrated and isolated. 

Mandate.  Six of the eight participants, 75%, mentioned the institution’s mandate 

for accessible courses as a main factor in registering for a university-sponsored 

accessibility and UDL training.  Having been informed by the Office for Civil Rights that 



135 

 

the university’s online presence was not in compliance with the Americans with 

Disabilities Act, an institutional mandate was issued that the online presence, including 

online course materials, must comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act by August 

2019. 

Five participants, three in the enrolled group and two in the completed group, first 

discussed the commitment of accessible course materials from the university's 

perspective.  In other words, phrases such as the “[university] had made the commitment 

[to accessibility]” (Tara, E) and it “was the direction the university was trying to focus 

on” (Michael, E) were stated initially, with phrases such as “of course, I do want my 

courses accessible” (Tara, E) stated later in the interview.  Another participant, Rey (C), 

immediately referenced the benefits to his teaching and students when asked about the 

training.  At some point in their interviews, 100% of participants suggested that they 

understood and agreed with the institutional mandate on accessibility from a legal, 

financial, or ethical perspective. 

Another difference among participants that was discovered was the perception of 

what the university was mandating.  Ruby (C) associated the institutional mandate with 

the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training.  She stated that the institution 

required her to take an accessibility class, and “the fact that it was mandatory” was the 

main reason for completing the training.  The other five faculty associated the mandate 

with the accessibility of their university courses, and the training enabled them to fulfill 

that requirement.  Joseph (E) concluded 

My understanding, my recollection, and understanding at the time is that it was 

required. Well, the requirement was that I had to make my courses accessible, and 
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I didn't know what that meant and how to do it. So in a sense, I had to…at least 

take part of the class to know how to do it. The requirement of making your 

courses accessible was mandated by the university. The course enabled me to 

know how to fulfill that. 

Along with the accessibility mandate, Title IX and state ethics training were two other 

university-mandated trainings mentioned by participants.  In general, Michael (E) viewed 

institutional mandates as the reason why faculty completed professional development of 

any kind.  He stated, “I think [faculty] do professional development because we have to.”   

The institutional mandate of accessible courses was mentioned by six of the 

participants, 75%, as impacting their participation of the accessibility and UDL training.  

One participant associated the mandate with completing the university-sponsored 

training.  The other participants associated the mandate with the remediation of their 

course materials. 

Support.  Participants interpreted institutional support as assistance from the 

university to complete their job responsibilities effectively.  Joseph (E), Michael (E), 

Sora (E), and Tara (E), the enrolled group participants, discussed the institutional support 

provided to faculty for meeting the university’s accessibility standards.  Participants felt 

that if the university issued the mandate, the university should assist the faculty in 

meeting the policy. 

Although the university offered training related to accessibility and UDL, the 

faculty did not feel supported.  Tara (E) shared that one reason for not feeling supported 

was a lack of communication from administrators.  Secondly, Michael (E) remarked that 

the university claimed it would assist faculty with remediating course materials, but these 
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resources were never provided.  Sora (E) argued against the need for training if there was 

no support to apply the information shared with faculty.  Joseph (E) was not dissatisfied 

with the lack of institutional assistance but suggested that faculty should have been 

compensated for their time and effort in making course content accessible. 

The lack of institutional support was not only frustrating for faculty, but it also 

meant an increase in work responsibilities for some.  Sora (E) was angry because she felt 

that “the university is just shifting the responsibility of accessibility over to [the faculty]. 

And some of the things they want us to do, these things are time-consuming, and they're 

not giving us any help.”  Rather than using institutional support, Michael (E) made the 

decision to organize a faculty support group to assist faculty in his college.  As he 

explained, “the university was supposed to be providing [resources to remediate course 

materials], is what we were told.  We didn't wait on those, and it's a good thing we didn't 

because the university never did provide those resources.” 

The participants in the study perceived a lack of support by the institution in 

helping faculty with the accessibility of their course materials.  The work that the faculty 

was being asked to do was time-consuming for them and their colleagues.  Only members 

of the enrolled group spoke about this issue. 

Incentives and Rewards.  A third institutional structure that affected faculty was 

incentives and rewards.  An incentive is the promise or expectation of a reward to 

motivate or encourage, while a reward is the provision of the incentive (Harackiewicz & 

Sansone, 2000).  Participants in both the enrolled and the completed groups recognized a 

lack of incentives and rewards provided by the institution related to professional 

development.  The lack of incentives and rewards did not appear to be a significant 
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barrier to faculty participation.  Still, institutional incentives and rewards could have 

served as a support mechanism for participation in faculty development (Dailey-Hebert et 

al., 2014; Sabagh & Saroan, 2014; Wood, 2015).  As Daniel (C) stated, “Institutionally, 

there are not a lot of barriers, but also, I don't think there are many incentives.” 

One hundred percent of the participants mentioned a lack of incentives and 

rewards for the university's professional development activities.  The participants 

presented a resigned attitude regarding institutional incentives for professional 

development.  The culture of a lack of institutional incentives and a lack of emphasis on 

professional development seemed to be an accepted norm.  Ruby (C) was not even 

confident that anyone looked at her professional development activities, even though she 

was required to list them on her annual report.  For participants in the study, participation 

in faculty professional development was more about intrinsic rewards than extrinsic 

rewards, but that did not mean that extrinsic rewards would not be welcomed by the 

participants. 

The appropriate type of extrinsic rewards may be a differentiating factor between 

completion and non-completion of faculty development.  Sora (E) remarked that “If my 

pay increased as a result [of participating in professional development], I'd be looking for 

any kind of professional development things I could attend, whether or not they really 

interested me.”  Tara (E) and Matthew (C) shared that while rewards would be pleasant, 

they were not the main factor for participating.  Tara (E) asserted, “I just don't need the 

certificate. . . .Nobody asked me when I went up for promotion to full professor if I had 

completed that course,” and Mathew (C) agreed, saying, “[a reward] would be nice.  But 

that’s not the reason I do it.”  However, Tara (E) completed an online grants workshop 
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that she was given a stipend to attend, even though she mentioned the workshop included 

hours of content that was not relevant to her. 

Daniel (C) and Sora (E) provided insight into the types of tangible institutional 

incentives and rewards that faculty might find valuable.  Daniel (C) commented that 

faculty are “driven by those factors, which they feel are valued in terms of tenure and 

promotion. And they're driven by money.”  Sora (E) specified that the institution could 

incentivize instructors by trading a certain number of professional development 

opportunities for a course release every few years.  Rey (C) would have appreciated 

recognition for his efforts.   

Michael (E) and Daniel (C) both expanded the conversation about incentives to 

discuss the need for a professional development culture at the institution, where faculty 

viewed professional development as valuable and worthwhile.  For example, professional 

development could have more influence on faculty’s promotion and tenure evaluation; or 

as Michael (E) suggested, deans could create the expectation and the opportunity for 

faculty to participate in professional development. 

Faculty participants did not expect incentives or rewards for participating in 

faculty professional development, but that is not to say that they would not have 

appreciated it.  As Tara (E) highlighted, however, not all extrinsic rewards are attractive 

to faculty.  Five participants, two from the enrolled group and three from the completed 

group, shared the importance of financial rewards, making it the most commonly 

recorded incentive or reward suggested by faculty in this study. 

Available Training.  The institution's professional development was often most 

convenient to faculty because it was free, local, and customized to their policies or 
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technologies.  However, the enrolled group participants found that the institution had not 

provided them access to relevant offerings. 

Describing their experiences with institutional offerings, Joseph (E) and Tara (E) 

both indicated feelings of frustration that the professional development offerings they had 

attended were not relevant to their needs or position at the university.  Joseph (E), in 

particular, explained how a lack of appropriate offerings  

is a problem at the university in general. . . .a lot of these webinars are based on 

helping teachers that teach courses like history, sociology, anthropology, and I 

think they probably do a pretty good job helping them out, but they don't help me.  

They're not speaking to me. 

Tara (E) felt similarly regarding an assessment training that her department required she 

attend.  She was irritated because the training was not geared toward graduate studies, 

which she taught.  Further, because Tara (E) was a senior faculty member and has been 

teaching online for more than 10 years, she was not interested in introductory training.  

Instead, training on how to improve or upgrade her online courses would have been more 

relevant to her ability level.  Tara (E) did not think that the institution offered training on 

this topic at her level.  Michael (E) also noted that he did not see offerings geared towards 

his level. 

Participation in professional development offerings not relevant to the faculty’s 

job responsibilities made attending them feel like a waste of time, so much so that Joseph 

(E) stopped seeking out opportunities provided by the institution.  Participants in the 

completed group did not discuss a lack of relevant offerings as a barrier for them.  Only 

participants in the enrolled group had this concern.  
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Theme 2: Training & Facilitation.  The theme of training and facilitation is the 

largest and most complex of the super-ordinate themes with five relevant codes.  Training 

and facilitation was not included in Caffarella and Zinn's (1999) conceptual framework, 

but the number of codes related to this theme highlights its importance.  Participant 

excerpts grouped under the theme training and facilitation were all recorded from the 

perspective of the training.  The codes developed for this theme reveal the vast range of 

issues accompanying the development and facilitation of faculty professional 

development in higher education.  Professional development offerings have many 

moving parts that can affect faculty satisfaction.  Further, faculty needs and preferences 

vary, making it challenging to design one training that addresses multiple needs and 

preferences. 

Faculty in the enrolled group were more likely to share negative online 

professional development experiences than the completed group faculty.  Further, the 

completed group seemed to have a more positive experience with the university-

sponsored accessibility and UDL training than the enrolled group.  Many experiences 

were captured, revealing that faculty in the enrolled group found the training 

overwhelming, while faculty in the completed group found it exceptionally organized.  

The faculty members’ professional development experience also appeared to correlate 

with how much they got out of the training.  For example, the completed group gained 

more than the accessibility and UDL training outcomes advertised. 

Training Mode.  The participants described various professional development 

experiences, including a traditional face-to-face workshop and learning community, a 

synchronous online workshop, an asynchronous online short course, and just-in-time 
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assistance through online consultations and resources.  The variety of training modes 

offered both positive and negative experiences for participants.  Two additional factors, 

location and interaction, emerged as being inextricably tied to the training mode and, 

therefore, are discussed alongside the training mode. 

Sora (E), Tara (E), and Ruby (C) each presented a logistical decision matrix that 

influenced which training mode they might participate in.  As Ruby (C) mentioned, her 

campus was a rather sizable walking campus, so multiple factors impacted attendance at a 

face-to-face event, including the proximity of the training location to her office, if 

parking was available, and her availability for the time it would take to travel and attend.  

Sora (E) agreed that the building proximity and parking availability were two major 

factors, as was the weather because she often rode her bike to campus. 

Although Tara (E) and Ruby (C) both admitted that online training offered some 

level of convenience, they both preferred networking with peers in a face-to-face setting.  

Tara’s (E) decision matrix included networking and funding.  In situations where she may 

not be networking, and it would cost money and time related to travel, she would have 

chosen an online option.  However, if the training was relatively close or inexpensive and 

included the opportunity to interact with peers, she would prefer face-to-face modality. 

Ultimately, the interactions in an online environment were not equivalent to an in-

person event.  Participants from both groups, Tara (E), Michael (E), Ruby (C), and 

Daniel (C), shared insight on this limitation.  Ruby (C) declared that networking online is 

just not the same.  Daniel (C) and Tara (E) both noted missing the informal interactions 

during coffee breaks or meals at face-to-face events when training was online.  Daniel’s 

(C) comment regarding interaction in online training illustrated their experiences: “while 
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you have the potential for sharing a broader number of ideas, you probably really don't” 

due to lower levels of interaction between participants.  However, Daniel (C) also 

challenged this notion by adding that a unique benefit of online training was the chat 

feature, which often became an area for rich and immediate feedback that created a much 

more exciting and engaging environment. 

Generally, participants found online development opportunities to be convenient 

but also impersonal and distracting.  Rey (C) and Tara (E) found it challenging to focus 

in online environments due to the lack of social control and context.  Daniel (C) shared 

that synchronous online training are still somewhat restrictive due to the schedule.  Ruby 

(C) agreed that synchronous training was more difficult to fit into her schedule due to 

working around meetings, class schedules, and office hours.  When asked what kept her 

from participating in more synchronous online training, Tara (E) explained it’s a “waste 

of time [because] you have to sit through so much stuff that you already know to get that 

little bit that you didn't know. . . .it isn’t tailored and…you can’t tailor it.” 

While the asynchronous mode of the accessibility and UDL training offered more 

flexibility for some, others found it overwhelming and not useful for their needs.  Rey (C) 

enjoyed the flexibility of the course because it enabled him to balance the training with 

his other responsibilities.  However, Michael (E) and Sora (E) commented that the 

training content would have been more efficient in a different format.  Sora (E) would 

have preferred a handout or a detailed website; Michael (E) would have liked a more 

customizable training option.   
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Participant experiences revealed that the decision on training mode was more 

complex than preference or location alone.  Instead, multiple factors may have influenced 

a faculty member’s decision. 

Training Design.  Training design related explicitly to the methods used to display 

or present the training content to participants, influenced by the training mode.  

Participants shared their experience with training designed using voice-over-PowerPoint, 

a course package in an LMS, and live presentation tools (e.g., PowerPoint). 

Michael (E) and Rey (C) shared their experience in training that used voice-over-

PowerPoint as the main method of content delivery.  Michael (E) stated that the training 

was so poor that the only reason he completed it was because it was mandated by the 

university.  Rey (C) shared his experience with the same training, calling the training 

“cheesy.” 

Tara (E) noted the design of the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL 

training as a major barrier for not completing the training.  She recalled feeling like the 

assignment required to complete the training and the assignment submission process were 

a hassle.  Secondly, she disliked how the course had been developed in a separate LMS 

because she then had to “somehow take what you were doing [in your course] and submit 

through that system.”  Matthew (C) and Ruby (C) also shared that the accessibility and 

UDL training's length and effort were unusual for professional development offerings.  

Ruby (C) recalled having to put in extra time and effort for the training as if she were 

enrolled in a university course. 

Despite the concerns noted by members of the enrolled group, all of the 

completed participants related a positive experience with the accessibility and UDL 
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training course design, especially the course's layout.  Matthew (C) remarked on the 

usefulness of the presentation of the content, which allowed him to read ahead.  Rey (C) 

and Daniel (C) both discussed the organization and structure of the course.  Daniel (C) 

specifically stated that the organization contributed to his completion because he would 

have quit the course had it been difficult to navigate.  Ruby (C) also thought the course 

was straightforward, and the course structure “illustrated the information they were 

sharing” in the sense that the course itself was an example of the principles being 

covered. 

The completed group had more positive comments regarding the design of the 

university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training.  In Tara’s (E) case, the training 

design essentially kept her from completing the course.  Michael (E) and Rey (C) 

recounted their negative experience with the voice-over-PowerPoint design. 

Training Content.  Participants discussed the content of a few different trainings, 

including a synchronous online grant workshop, the university-sponsored accessibility 

and UDL training, and a synchronous online workshop about building an online course in 

the LMS.  Again, the enrolled participants shared more negative experiences related 

explicitly to the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training than the completed 

group. 

Sora (E) was happy to attend a workshop about building an online course in the 

LMS because she viewed it as “relevant to what I was doing and. . . .something I needed 

to know how to do better.”  However, she found the accessibility and UDL training to be 

a waste of time because the content did not apply to her because she already knew it.  

Tara (E) was frustrated after attending an online grant workshop because she was 
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required to sit through hours of content that was not directly relevant to her or her field.  

When discussing the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, Michael (E) 

and Tara (E) were already familiar with accessibility from their background and serving 

on a university technology committee.  Therefore, their negative experience was related 

to revisiting large amounts of content they felt they already understood.  Additionally, 

Michael (E) thought that he did not need to know all of the “intricate details” because 

administrators only need a “high-level overview of what needs to be done so they can 

assess whether faculty are doing the right things or not.”  In contrast, Joseph (E) found 

the content in the accessibility course to be helpful, noting, “it gave me what I need to do 

to make my courses accessible and to be, you know, in legal confirmation with the 

university and federal government.” 

The completed group found the accessibility and UDL training content to be 

worthwhile and informative.  Matthew (C) described the information as “thought-

provoking, insightful.”  Ruby (C) and Rey (C) both remarked that the content provided 

clear examples and expectations for remediating their content into an accessible format.  

Ruby (C) highlighted the use of video resources and examples that were particularly 

beneficial to her learning.  Rey (C) was impressed that he was able to apply specific tools 

to remediate his course materials. 

The enrolled group participants were less likely to feel like the content in the 

online accessibility training was relevant to their needs and responsibilities.  In contrast, 

the completed group found the information helpful and applicable. 
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Training Facilitation.  In describing their professional development experiences 

over the last two years, Joseph (E), Tara (E), Matthew (C), and Rey (C) spoke explicitly 

about how facilitators or training facilitation impacted the overall experience. 

Joseph (E) and Matthew (C) shared similar experiences, where training 

facilitators did not meet their specific needs.  Both had negative experiences during 

online synchronous training.  In Matthew’s (C) experience, the facilitator could not 

understand Matthew’s (C) questions, and therefore, could not offer appropriate support.  

Joseph (E) shared how in his experience, “oftentimes presenters assume a level of 

competency or understanding. . . .and they go too fast, and you know I'm not able to 

follow.”  Similarly, Matthew (C) described one-on-one consultations from a university 

support unit, which were unable to address his needs as they could not explain concepts 

with which he had no prior experience. 

The training facilitator's expertise was a vital factor in helping Tara (E) determine 

if she would register for training or not.  She desired “presenters who really are experts 

and do have the kind of knowledge that will be useful to me.”  Tara (E) shared several 

examples of negative experiences with facilitators, including facilitators who were not 

comfortable in front of the camera and a facilitator who repeatedly used icebreakers in a 

virtual environment, which Tara (E) mentioned were annoying and impractical. 

Lastly, Rey (C) shared how the facilitation of the asynchronous university-

sponsored accessibility and UDL training was a significant factor in his ability to 

complete the training.  Although the training was asynchronous, the faculty had four 

weeks to complete the course, and a facilitator was present to answer questions and guide 
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faculty along.  As Rey (C) described, the training included “a very clear schedule for due 

dates and different tasks. . . That’s something that’s always been important for me.” 

Three faculty participants, Tara (E), Matthew (E), and Rey (C), shared how poor 

facilitation affected their experience of faculty professional development.  Rey (C) also 

highlighted the facilitation of the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training as 

a key driver in his completing the training.  The other four participants in this study did 

not discuss training facilitation as having a positive or negative impact on their faculty 

development experiences. 

Training Outcomes.  Each participant was asked about the influence of the 

accessibility and UDL training on their primary role at the institution.  Of all of the 

participants, Sora (E) was the only participant who did not feel that the university-

sponsored training positively affected her position at the institution.  The remaining 

enrolled participants said that the training affected their role by enabling them to make 

their courses accessible (Joseph, E; Tara, E), making them more aware of the issues 

present (Tara, E), and providing the information necessary to assist other faculty in 

meeting accessibility standards (Michael, E). 

Participants in the completed group reported similar outcomes and tended to take 

away additional and unexpected benefits from the course.  Matthew (C), Ruby (C), and 

Rey (C) each mentioned that they acquired course design principles based on the course 

organization.  Matthew (C) thought the course made him more effective and opened his 

mind to new ideas: 

I think it made me more effective. I mean, sometimes you think you have a good 

idea about the best way to do something. And so that's the way you do it, right? 



149 

 

But when you consider other perspectives and other approaches that opens your 

mind to other methods, other techniques that might be more effective and worthy 

of adopting. 

Rey (C) and Ruby (C) each mentioned how their understanding and application of 

accessibility has expanded beyond their teaching to their service responsibilities.  Daniel 

(C) stated, “I know there were some things I was looking forward to get [sic] out of [the 

university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training], which I absolutely got, and then 

there were some other things that it made me think about that I hadn't anticipated.”  

Daniel (C) used the unexpected benefits as a springboard to consider other methods of 

addressing diversity and inclusion within his courses. 

Seven of eight participants, 88%, remarked that the university-sponsored 

accessibility and UDL training had an effect on their primary role at the institution.  The 

training had an effect on participants from both groups, but participants in the completed 

group seemed to achieve additional benefits beyond the training outcomes. 

Theme 3: Professional Considerations & Commitments.  Professional 

considerations and commitments are also not included in Caffarella and Zinn's (1999) 

conceptual framework, but it was necessary to include four relevant codes discovered 

through the data analysis.  The super-ordinate theme draws attention to the 

responsibilities and expectations associated with being hired as a faculty member in 

higher education.  In addition to the faculty’s already heavy workload, which typically 

revolved around teaching, research, and service, there were specific times and situations 

that caused an increased workload.  Overall, the number of professional responsibilities 

negatively affected participation in faculty development.  As Sora (E) remarked, “the 
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more work you have to do, the less time you have to spend on extras like this [university-

sponsored accessibility and UDL training].”  When faculty do have time to participate in 

professional development, they need development directly relevant to their job 

responsibilities and current activities. 

Workload.  The participants in the study showcased a variety of professional 

positions that are present in higher education.  The participants’ main workload centered 

on the three pillars of teaching, research, and service.  Sora (E), Matthew (C), and Ruby 

(C) all split their time between teaching and service.  Joseph (E), Tara (E), and Michael 

(E) are tenured professors, and Daniel (C) and Rey (C) are tenure-track professors.  

Daniel’s (C) appointment is only divided between research and teaching, whereas Rey’s 

(C) appointment includes teaching, research, and service.  Daniel (C), Ruby (C), and 

Michael (C) also serve in additional roles at the institution. 

For three participants, Sora (E), Matthew (C), and Daniel (C), who all teach high 

enrollment courses, teaching was the most important of their professional responsibilities.  

Mathew (C) and Sora (E) mentioned a high workload due to large classes.  Sora (E) also 

noted that because she taught writing, the grading load for these courses was very labor-

intensive.  Sora (E) acknowledged that she had noticed a general increase in work 

responsibilities over the last 20 years: “as my responsibilities increase and my 

compensation at least doesn't it just makes me burned out. It can make me feel very 

resentful…and it's also something that's made me…seek other kinds of outside work.”  

Even Ruby (C), Rey (C), and Joseph (E) reported that teaching was their most important 

responsibility, despite the differences in their professional responsibilities. 



151 

 

In discussing workload, participants also mentioned the balance among their 

professional responsibilities.  When asked to describe his primary role at the institution, 

Rey (C) admitted that 

in practice, it's more 75% emphasis on research, and then 25% is kind of divided 

among teaching and service. . . .I'm still trying to find the balance between the 

two to be honest, and so that I'm trying to devote as much time as I can to all three 

equally. 

Therefore, “it can be difficult to fit in other kinds of activities that aren't required.”  Tara 

(E) expressed a similar outlook on the workload balance of tenure-track faculty: “the 

university says it’s 40% teaching, 40% research, 20% service, but when you go up for 

promotion and tenure, it's 90% research.” 

Tara (E) was the only participant to record research as her most prominent and 

important responsibility.  Tara (E) estimated that she worked between 60 and 80 hours a 

week.  Within that, there was not enough time to participate in faculty development on 

top of the research, teaching, and service that she was expected to complete, with most of 

her time dedicated to research.  Similarly, Michael (E) shared that his administrative 

responsibilities hurt his ability to participate in faculty development because of the time 

commitment of his job responsibilities and the fact that “it’s not like my other duties go 

away when I’m doing [professional development].” 

Faculty experienced heavy workloads associated with their appointments in the 

areas of teaching, research, and service.  Three faculty, 38%, also found it difficult to 

balance their workload responsibilities.  Therefore, finding time to schedule additional 

activities, even those helpful or relevant to their job responsibilities, was challenging. 
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Increased Work Responsibilities.  In addition to their already heavy workload, the 

participants discussed specific times where an increase in work-related duties made it 

even more challenging to participate in or complete faculty development.  Two 

participants shared that December, which fused the end of the fall semester, graduation, 

and other unique job responsibilities, was a time of increased work responsibilities.  A 

second example of increased work responsibilities shared between two participants was 

the shift to remote learning in the spring 2020 semester due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Tara (E) and Joseph (E) also briefly noted the increased work responsibilities associated 

with the institutional mandate for accessible courses. 

Michael (E) and Ruby (C) agreed that December was a busy time of the academic 

year.  The end of the semester brought about additional grading, record keeping, filing, 

and reporting.  Michael (E) explained that during this time, his college also prepared 

reports for publication in national magazines.  Ruby (C) mentioned that she held more 

meetings with students at the end of a semester because there was typically an increase in 

student issues or grade questions.  Ruby (C) also served on thesis committees that often 

met at the end of a semester.  As an instructor in the Honors College, Ruby (C) attended 

an additional number of ceremonies, in addition to the regular college graduation 

ceremonies.  Both participants noted that when they registered for the university-

sponsored accessibility and UDL training, they chose the asynchronous online version 

because it fit better into their schedule during this time of increased work responsibilities. 

Sora (E) and Matthew (C) both commented on the additional planning and effort 

to shift their courses to an online environment during the COVID-19 pandemic.  Matthew 

(C) became overwhelmed with this unanticipated increase in work responsibilities and 
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had to drop out of a professional development offering in which he was participating.  

Sora (E) expounded on the sheer amount of work, planning, and effort that she had to put 

into her teaching due to the shift to online learning. 

Six of the faculty participants, 75%, shared information regarding an increase in 

their work responsibilities during the interviews.  Increases in work responsibilities were 

both expected and unexpected. 

Relevance and Interest.  Participants discussed the need for professional 

development that was directly related to their current job needs or responsibilities and 

interests.  The faculty’s interest in a professional development topic appeared as a strong 

motivator for three participants in the enrolled group. 

When asked about the factors influencing their participation in faculty 

development, Joseph (E), Michael (E), and Sora (E) stated interest in the topic as their 

first answer.  Sora (E) concluded that she participated in professional development 

mostly because she liked doing it.  Sora (E) defined interest as opportunities that she was 

able to take ownership of and were enjoyable to her.  Michael (E) recounted his 

experience in a year-long professional development opportunity that required him to 

complete his typical professional responsibilities on evenings and weekends.  Still, he did 

it because he was interested in the training. 

One hundred percent of the participants stated that a major reason for 

participating in faculty development was the need for information related to their job 

responsibilities, especially teaching.  As Joseph (E) and Daniel (C) explained, their 

interests were often related to a specific issue or concern within their teaching, research, 

or service.  However, Joseph (E) admitted that a primary barrier to his professional 
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development participation was a lack of offerings that were of interest to him.  As he 

explained, “the things that I want to do, they don't talk about…[and] the things that they 

want to teach me, I’m not that interested in. . . .it’s just annoying.”  Michael (E), Matthew 

(C), and Rey (C) recognized that they probably would not have participated in specific 

faculty development offerings had they not been directly related to their job 

responsibilities at the time.  As Matthew (C) mentioned, “if I wasn’t teaching, I wouldn’t 

participate in the [university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training]…because it 

wouldn’t be of any value to me.”  Michael (E) also stressed that faculty development 

should focus on what people need for their jobs.  Other participants mentioned 

participating in faculty development based on an issue or concern in their teaching 

(Daniel, C; Ruby, C), a knowledge gap (Sora, E), or learning new skills to apply to their 

teaching (Joseph, E; Matthew, C; Rey, C). 

Ruby (C) participated in a learning community near the shift to remote learning 

due to COVID-19 and found the opportunity to share ideas and brainstorm solutions with 

other faculty to be the most valuable part of this community.  Sora (E), Joseph (E), and 

Matthew (C) also recounted their experiences in attending professional development 

related directly to the shift to online learning in spring 2020.  Sora (E) hoped to find ways 

to do a better job with her course, and both Joseph (E) and Matthew (C) saw a need to 

learn more about how to teach in a virtual environment. 

Ruby (C), Sora (E), Joseph (E), and Matthew’s (C) experiences highlighted the 

benefit of having programming that feels highly relevant and interesting to faculty.  The 

ability to discuss and seek training on specific and timely issues was beneficial for these 

faculty. 
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Credibility.  Participation in faculty professional development was one way 

participants mentioned that they could gain credibility on three different levels.  

Credibility with students, credibility with colleagues, and credibility with supervisors 

were highlighted by four participants, two from each group, as reasons to participate in 

faculty professional development.  For example, Ruby (C) used professional development 

to maintain her public relations professional accreditation, therefore gaining credibility 

among her colleagues and students.  Rey (C) also sought professional development to 

maintain his credibility with his students, feeling like he must stay relevant and improve 

his skill. 

Sora (E) also participated in faculty development as a way to gain credibility with 

her students and her supervisors.  Specifically, Sora (E) shared that she felt obligated to 

be a practicing writer to share those experiences with her students and, thereby, be seen 

as credible by them.  Sora (E) also felt very strongly about proving her competence to her 

supervisors.  In an attempt to be seen and recognized for her efforts, Sora (E) shared that 

she added every activity to her annual report because “I’m not going to let them ignore 

me.”  Michael (E), who was an associate dean, participated in faculty development to 

gain credibility with his colleagues.  His perspective was that 

I kind of feel the need to stay up with what faculty are having to do so that when I 

face those questions from faculty about why we need to do this, well, here’s why 

we need to do it and I’ve been through it myself as well so.  I think that adds a lot 

of credibility and faculty don’t think you’re just the high person telling me to do 

things. 
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Faculty experienced scenarios where they felt it necessary or beneficial to share 

their expertise with stakeholders at their institution.  Rey (C) and Sora (E) both use 

faculty development as a method for gaining credibility with their students.  Sora (E), 

Michael (E), and Ruby (C) use faculty development as a method for gaining credibility 

with their colleagues. 

Theme 4: Personal Considerations & Commitments.  The theme of personal 

considerations and commitments was included in Caffarella and Zinn's (1999) conceptual 

framework and defined by Zinn (1997) to show that “personal issues play pivotal roles” 

in professionals’ lives (p. 20).  The codes associated with this theme were relevant to the 

participant’s personal identity, preferences, and commitments separate from their life as a 

professional.  Participant excerpts grouped under the theme of personal considerations 

and commitments were all recorded from the faculty’s personal life perspective.   

Although there are only two relevant codes, the responses related to personal 

considerations and commitments revealed that these significantly affected faculty, 

especially their participation in faculty professional development.  Faculty could not 

always separate their personal from their professional lives.  In some cases, faculty faced 

traumatic events that directly impaired their ability to perform their professional duties. 

Increased Home Responsibilities.  In addition to Michael (E) and Ruby (C) 

discussing their increased work responsibilities, specifically around December, both also 

mentioned an increase in home responsibilities when they were enrolled in the university-

sponsored accessibility and UDL training. 

As a mother of two sons, Ruby (C) noted that the last few weeks of December 

brought about increased home responsibilities due to the holiday season and her children 



157 

 

being home from school.  Further, Ruby (C) mentioned that “both of my kids are on the 

autism spectrum, so transition and change tends to be a stressful time at our house.”  

Michael’s (E) increased home responsibilities also had to do with his son while he was 

enrolled in the accessibility and UDL training.  Michael (E) explained how any extra time 

that he would have normally had during that period was “consumed up with my personal 

responsibilities that were going on at the time,” which were specific to caring for his son, 

who had been in an accident in October. 

Though centralized to two of the study’s participants, the increase in home 

responsibilities can significantly affect faculty’s ability to take on additional projects, as 

demonstrated by Ruby (C) and Michael (E). 

Major Life Event.  Four participants, three from the enrolled group and one from 

the completed group, shared the impact of a major life event on their personal and 

professional lives.  When discussing factors that impeded them from completing the 

university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, Michael (E) and Sora (E) shared 

traumatic personal events during their time enrolled in the course.  While enrolled in the 

training, Michael’s (E) son was in an accident that required numerous hospital stays and 

surgeries.  Sora’s (E) home flooded during her participation in the accessibility training, 

forcing her to relocate and complete repairs for almost a year.  Both participants 

recognized that these events made their life, in general, more complicated, causing a shift 

in priorities. 

Although none of the participants mentioned the COVID-19 pandemic directly 

affecting their physical health, the stress of a global pandemic and the effort to shift their 

work to an online environment significantly impacted some participants' mental health.  
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Matthew (C) shared that he was “overwhelmed by the amount of time required to put the 

face-to-face [course] online” because of the pandemic, forcing him to withdraw from a 

professional development offering in which he was participating.  Sora (E) and Tara (E) 

also remarked on the impacts that the COVID-19 pandemic had on them.  Tara (E) stated 

that her “brain has shut down” and Sora (E) “was really depressed after the [pandemic] 

lockdown,” and remembers feeling “tired in a way that we’d never been tired before.” 

Sora (E), Tara (E), Matthew (C), and Michael (E) shared how a major life event 

diminished their ability to participate and complete professional development training.  

Participants who were enrolled in any type of professional development training at the 

time of a major event were less likely to complete the training. 

Theme 5: Frames of Reference.  The final category in Caffarella and Zinn's 

(1999) conceptual framework is titled intellectual and psycho-social characteristics and 

represented the characteristics that influenced individuals' willingness to engage in 

professional development.  Frames of reference related to Mezirow’s (1997) theory on 

transformational learning, which defined frames as an adult’s thoughts, behaviors, and 

emotions from their habits of mind and points of view.  Although the underlying meaning 

of the two different titles, intellectual and psycho-social characteristics and frames of 

reference, were similar, Mezirow’s title was ultimately more appropriate.  The decision to 

use Mezirow’s (1997) title resulted from the desire to highlight the theme’s relevance to 

adult learning theories, and the five codes used to develop this theme centered on the 

participant’s values, beliefs, and attitudes. 

Frames of reference provided essential context to the behaviors in which humans 

engaged.  Learning preferences are included under the theme of frames of reference as 
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Mezirow (1997) considered learning preference an epistemic belief present in adults.  

Study participants often participated in informal professional development more regularly 

and found it met their needs better than formal development.  Further, participants shared 

several positive beliefs and attitudes related to the impact of professional development on 

their own and others' lives. 

Learning Preferences.  Informal methods of professional development were 

revealed to be the overwhelming preference of the participants.  Each participant was 

asked to describe the types of professional development they had participated in during 

the past two years.  Six of the eight participants, 75%, described more informal types of 

professional development than formal offerings.  Only Daniel (C) and Ruby (C) 

participated in more formal professional development than informal.  Examples of 

informal development gathered from the participants included chatting with colleagues 

on social media; talking with colleagues in their office building or over a meal; informal 

networking with peers at events or conferences; reading professional articles, books, or 

magazines; trial and error; and self-reflection.  Joseph (E) specifically spoke out against 

formal professional development as he could not follow the presentation order and absorb 

the information.  As a kinesthetic learner, Joseph (E) has found much more success 

through trial and error, or as he phrases it, “figuring it out myself,” and asking colleagues 

for assistance when needed. 

The benefit of informal development, as Tara (E) explained, was that it was 

timely and relevant.  When she needed to know more information about a topic, Tara’s 

(E) first inclination was to search for the information herself because she generally knew 

what she was looking for and felt confident in locating the information.  Depending on 
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the time she had available and the complexity of the issue, she may have also reached out 

to a colleague because “they’re doing pretty much the same stuff I'm doing.”  Ruby (C) 

agreed that attending formal offerings and consultations was often not realistic because “I 

didn't have time to go and find the training. . . .like this wasn't working this week; I 

needed to fix it by next week.” 

Participants shared more examples and more positive experiences regarding 

informal professional development than formal professional development.  Faculty were 

also more likely to begin their development in an informal manner, by asking colleagues 

or searching the internet. 

Belief in Continued Development.  The most prevalent code related to frames of 

reference was the participants’ belief in their continuous development.  Seven 

participants, 88%, discussed a desire to continually improve their professional skills as a 

main factor in participating in faculty development.  Intrinsic motivation to be good at 

their jobs, learn new skills, and adequately teach their students are some of the drivers 

described by participants.  Rey (C) described his motivation as a “general sense of just 

trying, wanting to do better, wanting to be better, wanting to improve what I'm doing and 

making sure that I'm being as effective as I can in my job.”  Matthew (C) and Daniel (C) 

shared the same attitude as Rey (C), remarking that they always aim to do a better job. 

Ruby (C) felt incredibly motivated and obligated to engage in professional 

development related to teaching because she did not identify as an academic.  Spending 

much of her career as a practicing public relations professional, she was “always working 

on [being a better teacher and instructor].  And the way I do that is like at least once a 

semester, find something that will help me in my classroom, in my teaching.”  Similarly, 
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Daniel (C) shared the belief that he could always do a better job, and therefore, he was 

always searching for new things to learn and ways to be more efficient in his processes. 

Seven participants shared a belief in continuous development.  Both groups of 

participants showed a relatively even level of underlying beliefs related to the importance 

of their continuing education.  Only Michael (E) did not share any experiences that 

reflected a desire to continue his professional development. 

Perception that Faculty can make a Difference in the Lives of Students.  When asked 

which of their responsibilities was most important to them, six participants, two from the 

enrolled group and four from the completed group, answered teaching.  Michael (E), an 

associate dean, also chose responsibilities that were student-facing as his most important 

responsibility.  Tara (E) was the only respondent who chose research as her most 

important responsibility.  Participants were also asked to explain why these 

responsibilities were the most important to them, and faculty shared various perspectives, 

including enjoyment, engagement, and simply the fact that there was a certain level of 

obligation as it was part of their job responsibilities.  Although Tara (E) chose research as 

her most important responsibility, she explained that research was important because it 

informed her teaching and other people’s teaching. 

Rey (C) and Sora (E) highlighted the impact that faculty can have on student lives 

through poignant experiences in their careers.  For them, these experiences cemented the 

need for adequately meeting the needs of their students.  Several years ago, a deaf student 

enrolled in Rey’s (C) course and required closed captioning for a video that Rey (C) 

shared in class.  Rey (C) was not able to rectify the student's situation before the end of 

the term, leaving him uncomfortable that he could not adequately provide materials for 
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his students.  Sora (E) encountered a student with chronic neck pain that prevented her 

from sitting and focusing on her schoolwork.  Sora (E) was able to make “things move 

through the right channels to get her an extend and complete.”  For Rey (C), the desire to 

avoid situations where he could not provide materials to students in an accessible format 

was a major motivating factor in his decision to participate in the university-sponsored 

accessibility and UDL training.  Sora (E) shared an alternative perspective about how the 

training might affect students.  She surmised that the institutional mandate for accessible 

course materials might have a negative impact on students because faculty would make 

fewer materials available to students due to the time and lack of support from the 

university for remediating course materials. 

Rey (C) and Joseph (E) both briefly discussed how their professional 

development activities could directly impact their students.  Joseph (E) declared, “I'm 

self-motivated to become a better teacher and, you know, to learn new skills, new 

techniques, to improve my teaching, and therefore the success of my students in 

learning.”  Rey (C) also explained that, even if the university culture did not understand 

or support this fact, he understood that quality instructors could help the university as a 

whole: 

you're trying to improve your teaching so that you've been engaging the students 

because when that works, when that's effective, the department benefits because 

then we're getting more majors and we're getting more students, and we're getting 

more students who doing [sic] better in our classes.  And I think that kind of it 

[sic] benefits the larger department. 
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The faculty participants understand and value their impact on the lives of their 

students.  Participants from both groups shared the perception that faculty can make a 

difference in students' lives. 

Perception that Faculty can make a Difference in the Lives of other Faculty.  Michael 

(E) and Tara (E) were the two participants who disclosed how their decision to participate 

in faculty development was often meant to influence other faculty members.  Joseph (E) 

and Ruby (C) also shared several examples of how faculty worked together to solve 

problems during the shift to online due to the COVID-19 pandemic in spring 2020.  

Daniel (C) organized a development variety of opportunities for his colleagues.  These 

examples illustrated the concept of faculty impacting their colleagues' lives by serving as 

model employees or sharing their expertise in a particular area. 

Michael (E) and Tara (E) indicated that one of the main reasons they registered 

for the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training was to serve as a model for 

their colleagues.  As an associate dean, Michael (E) often completed professional 

development to maintain credibility with his colleagues (discussed in Theme 3).  

However, specifically for this professional development training, Michael (E) was using 

the knowledge and information learned to support faculty in their own remediation 

processes and address concerns or complaints from faculty in his college.  As a senior 

faculty member, Tara (E) felt obligated to be a model to junior faculty members who did 

not wish to participate in the training.  By registering for the training, Tara (E) thought 

she acted as a model and set a positive example. 

Some of the most useful professional development that Joseph (E) and Ruby (C) 

participated in related to the shift to online learning in spring 2020 was an informal 
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discussion with other colleagues.  Joseph (E) recounted multiple instances where he 

asked for assistance from other faculty members, but the most impressive example he 

gave was of an impromptu training regarding Zoom’s breakout rooms feature.  During a 

formal professional development training, a peer in the session offered to meet with 

attendees to illustrate Zoom’s breakout rooms feature, a topic not discussed during the 

training.  Joseph (E) asserted that this was the most useful development training he had 

received.  Ruby (C) also found the casual conversations with colleagues in a learning 

community very influential in her teaching approach. 

Daniel (C) provided another example of how faculty influenced one another.  As 

head of a professional development organization on campus, Daniel (C) organized and 

presented formal and informal professional development offerings for new and veteran 

faculty members in his college and throughout the institution.  As a fellow faculty 

member, Daniel (C) was able to provide unique insight and perspective to his colleagues 

attending the training. 

The faculty participants also understand the impact they can have on the lives of 

their colleagues.  Five participants shared examples of how other faculty members’ 

participation in professional development has impacted them or how they have been able 

to impact their colleagues through professional development at their institution. 

Response to the Research Questions 

The sections below respond to each of the research questions using data gathered 

from participants in this study. 

Primary Research Question.  The study's primary research question was “What 

factors affect higher education instructional faculty members’ participation in online 
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professional development training?”  Data from the four participants in the enrolled 

group and the four participants in the completed group were used to answer this question. 

The study highlighted several different factors that affected a faculty member’s 

participation in online professional development.  Faculty showed the strength the 

institution (Theme 1) had on influencing their participation in online faculty 

development.  Although the institution's culture did not generally provide incentives or 

rewards for participating in faculty professional development, six participants, 75%, 

mentioned institutional mandates as a main factor for participating in training.  Five 

faculty, 63%, noted that the presentation of extrinsic rewards, precisely financial rewards, 

would increase their participation in faculty development.  Two faculty, one from each 

group, indicated that the certificate offered for completing the university-sponsored 

accessibility and UDL training (i.e., a certificate) was not an adequate motivator for 

them. 

Frequently, professional and personal responsibilities (Themes 3 and 4) were 

barriers to faculty participation in online faculty development.  While most agreed that 

online development was more convenient and easier to schedule, faculty workload along 

with an increase in personal and professional responsibilities at certain times made it 

difficult for faculty to participate.  Sometimes, as in Sora (E) and Michael’s (E) major life 

events, these responsibilities were unexpected and unavoidable.  However, perceptions 

that faculty can make a difference in the lives of students and other faculty (Theme 5) 

appeared to be a strong motivator for faculty to participate in faculty development. 

Formal professional development offerings were not the learning preference for 

88% of the participants (Theme 5).  Further, although online offerings offered a certain 
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level of convenience, participants found them impersonal, distracting, and of poor quality 

(Theme 2).  However, faculty spoke to the need to have training related to the 

professional responsibilities they were expected to perform.  All eight faculty 

participants, 100%, shared increased motivation to participate in training that they 

perceived as directly relevant to their job duties (Themes 1 and 3).  Training relevant to 

the participants’ job responsibilities and interests was identified as an institutional 

deficiency by three participants, 38%.  Faculty who no longer felt that the institution was 

serving their needs by providing appropriate training, for example, Michael (E) and 

Joseph (E), refrained from attending professional development opportunities. 

Faculty participants expressed that a desire to improve their professional 

responsibilities continually (Theme 5) was a main factor in participating in faculty 

development.  Seven of the eight faculty, 88%, described how their belief in continued 

development impacted their faculty professional development attendance.  Further, four 

participants, 50%, shared how they used faculty development to increase their credibility 

with their students and colleagues (Theme 3). 

Sub-Question A.  The first sub-question of the study was “What factors support 

higher education instructional faculty members to complete a university-sponsored online 

professional development training on accessibility and universal design for learning?”  

Only data from participants in the completed group were used to answer this question.  

Members of the completed group registered for the university-sponsored accessibility and 

UDL training, enrolled in the LMS course, and achieved at least 40/50 points, or 80%, on 

the capstone assignment when graded using a rubric. 
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The institutional mandate (Theme 1) was a key driver for faculty completing the 

university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training.  Throughout the interviews, Rey 

(C), Daniel (C), and Ruby (C) mentioned the institutional mandate and legal 

repercussions underpinning the mandate.  Although the mandate may have been the 

initial impetus for registering for the training, faculty in the completed group were also 

more likely to realize how providing accessible resources would help their students 

(Theme 5).  All of the participants in the completed group referenced the impact that the 

training had on their teaching and their students. 

The training and facilitation (Theme 2) appeared to be the most significant factor 

in supporting faculty members in completing the training.  Faculty were able to register 

for the time and modality that was most convenient and useful to them.  Faculty initially 

registered for the training because it was relevant to their job responsibilities, especially 

teaching.  Throughout the course, faculty found that the course design and course content 

supported their learning journey and enabled them to complete the course.  The course 

design was easy to navigate, organized, and well-facilitated.  In addition, the course 

content was directly relevant and easily applicable to their job responsibilities (Theme 3) 

so that faculty felt able to apply the information they learned in their courses 

immediately.  Further, faculty in the completed group recorded fewer personal (Theme 3) 

and professional (Theme 4) barriers than their enrolled group counterparts. 

Sub-Question B.  The second sub-question of the study was “What factors 

impede higher education instructional faculty members from completing a university-

sponsored online professional development training on accessibility and universal design 

for learning?”  Only data from participants in the enrolled group were used to answer this 
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question.  Members of the enrolled group consisted of faculty who registered for the 

university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, enrolled in the LMS course but did 

not complete the training. 

In contrast to their counterparts, the enrolled group found the design and content 

of the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training to be barriers to completion 

(Theme 2).  Michael (E) and Tara (E) found the course design to be overwhelming and 

including irrelevant information.  Joseph (E) did not find the training modality conducive 

to his needs.  Along with an already high workload, Sora (E) did not perceive the training 

as relevant to her job responsibilities (Theme 3).  Although Tara (E) completed the 

course content, she chose not to submit the final assignment because the time and effort 

required to submit the assignment were not worth the certificate's reward (Theme 1). 

Professional (Theme 3) and personal responsibilities (Theme 4) were principal 

contributing factors in Joseph (E), Michael (E), and Sora's (E) inability to complete the 

training.  Joseph (E) felt extremely overwhelmed at the task of remediating his course 

materials and frustrated at the increase in his workload in the time allotted by the 

institutional mandate.  Michael (E) and Sora (E) endured major life events during the 

time that they were registered for the training.  Michael (E) specifically noted that the 

increase in his personal responsibilities due to his son’s accident was a major factor in his 

inability to complete the course.  During this time, Michael (E) felt as if he was suddenly 

being pulled in different personal and professional directions, which meant that there was 

less time to focus on activities that might be seen as extraneous.   
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Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to detail the findings of the phenomenological 

case study.  Using Smith et al. (2009) IPA method of data analysis, eight semi-structured 

interviews, field notes, and a research journal were analyzed to answer the present study's 

research questions.  A summary of the data collection and analysis processes were 

restated to provide context to the findings.  Profiles for each participant were presented.  

From the initial notes and emergent themes, five super-ordinate themes and their relevant 

codes were organized and shared to understand the experience of faculty participation in 

online faculty development.  The chapter closed with a discussion of how the data 

findings answered the research questions.  The implications of these findings are 

discussed in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER V 

Conclusion, Interpretations, and Recommendations 

A phenomenological case study was conducted to discover the complex structures 

that influence instructional faculty members’ participation in online professional 

development.  In this chapter, the theoretical framework underpinning the conclusions is 

summarized.  Each super-ordinate theme is then discussed according to the findings in 

Chapter IV and related literature.  Implications for practice and recommendations for 

future research are also included. 

Faculty development is only one intricate component of the educational, 

institutional, and departmental systems in which faculty participate in higher education 

(Henderson et al., 2015).  Higher education institutions are complex, open systems 

making it difficult to comprehend, view, and evaluate systemic or partial change (Adham 

et al., 2015; Borrego & Henderson, 2014).  Previous research has not comprehensively 

explained how personal and environmental supports work together to provide valuable 

continuing education and how similar constraints inhibit instructional faculty’s 

participation in faculty development (Austin, 2011; Caffarella & Zinn, 1999; Manduca, 

2017).  Therefore, the use of systems theory to interpret the current research findings 

provides more insight into the systematic relationship between personal, professional, and 

organizational factors and faculty professional development (Meyer, 2014).  The present 

phenomenological case study aids in providing a deeper understanding of the online 

faculty development experience.  The use of systems thinking enables the findings to be 

discussed within the context of a system of higher education. 
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A system is a group of interrelated elements (Bertalanffy, 1950, 1968; Bess & 

Dee, 2008; Laszlo & Krippner, 1998), and system science accentuates the relationships 

between the interacting parts, seeking to understand the components’ interrelationships 

(Banathy, 1992; Senge, 1990).  There are many tools, techniques, and theories used by 

systems thinkers.  Double-loop learning is an example of a systems tool that teaches 

people to evaluate their assumptions and beliefs (Argyris, 2002).  Theory U is a more 

recent systems method that integrates thought, emotion, and will to stimulate new 

solutions to current problems (Scharmer, 2018).  The iceberg model provides a method of 

analyzing events to uncover the paradigms and structures that drive human behaviors and 

patterns (Kim, 1999; Monat & Gannon, 2015).  Double-loop learning and Theory U were 

to methods considered to interpret the findings of the present study, but are best applied 

as a procedural method within a research design.  Instead, the iceberg model can be used 

as an observational tool or to interpret previously collected data. 

The iceberg model, typically depicted as a hierarchical triangle, is a general 

method of systems thinking, which has been customized for various systems, including 

national cultures (Garrison, 2006), learning organizations (Senge, 1990), organizational 

culture and leadership (Schein, 2004), and project management culture (Rees, 2008).  A 

typical depiction of the iceberg model includes three layers for events, patterns, and 

systemic structures (see Figure 2; Karash, n.d.; Kim, 1999; Rees, 2008).  Another 

common depiction is the four-layer model, which separates mental models into its own 

tier at the bottom of the triangle (Monat & Gannon, 2015).  Due to the scope of the 

present study, the three-layer iceberg model was used to interpret each super-ordinate 

theme (see definition of terms for each layer's definition).  This study's conclusions are 
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based on the interpretation of participants’ experiences through the iceberg model and are 

supported by relevant literature. 

 

Figure 2. The three-layer iceberg model. Adapted from “How to see structure” by R. 
Karash, (n.d.). Retrieved from https://thesystemsthinker.com/how-to-see-structure/. CC 
BY SA-4.0. 
 
Discussion and Relationship to Literature 

The research findings are discussed through the lens of the iceberg model.  The 

three main events (i.e., the top of the iceberg) that occurred in relation to this study and 

were used to draw conclusions are: 

• All faculty participants registered for a university-sponsored online 

asynchronous self-paced, facilitator led training on accessibility and 

UDL.  Faculty had four weeks to complete the training. 

• The faculty participants in the completed group completed a university-

sponsored online professional development training on accessibility and 

UDL. 
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• The faculty participants in the enrolled group did not complete a 

university-sponsored online professional development training on 

accessibility and UDL. 

Data corresponding with each event was then interpreted to discover patterns and trends 

that may have influenced the events over time.  Conclusions developed from the event 

and pattern levels are organized by super-ordinate theme and discussed below. 

Theme 1: Institutional Structures.  This case study supports previous findings 

that institutional structures can have an impact on faculty’s participation and completion 

of online professional development (Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; Efu, 2020; Sabagh & 

Saroyan, 2014; Sener & Hawkins, 2007; Steinert et al., 2009).  The institutional 

structures that most significantly influenced the participants’ participation and 

completion status in the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training were the 

institutional mandate and a perceived lack of support from the university. 

The university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training was voluntary from the 

university perspective.  The institutional mandate on accessibility required that course 

materials meet web content accessibility guidelines.  However, three, 75%, enrolled 

group participants acknowledged that institutional mandates influenced their participation 

in faculty development.  This finding supports other studies (Kreaden, 2002; Steinert et 

al., 2009) that recommend the use of mandates to increase attendance in faculty 

professional development.  Nevertheless, the institutional mandate on accessibility was 

either not influential enough to impact the enrolled group’s completion status or the 

group’s barriers significantly impeded their completion.  Additionally, two, 50%, 

completed group faculty noted that the institutional mandate on accessibility significantly 
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influenced their completion status.  For example, Ruby (C) perceived that the university-

sponsored accessibility and UDL training was part of the institutional mandate and stated 

this was a primary reason for completing the training.  Institutions should consider the 

relationship between an institutional mandate and increased professional responsibilities 

when using mandates as an incentive to participation or completion. 

The perceived lack of institutional support had a significant influence on the 

enrolled group’s completion status.  One hundred percent of faculty in the enrolled group 

shared that a lack of institutional support for remediating their course materials left them 

feeling overwhelmed and abandoned, affecting their ability to complete the university-

sponsored accessibility and UDL training.  Other researchers (Efu, 2020; Sener & 

Hawkins, 2007; Steinert et al., 2009) have also identified a lack of institutional support as 

a barrier to professional development.  Conversely, an increase in organizational support 

has been found to positively impact motivation and learning transfer (Gegenfurtner et al., 

2009; Jin & McDonald, 2017).  The institutional mandate on accessibility further also 

increased their professional responsibilities as remediating course materials to comply 

with the mandate was time-consuming.  Three, 75%, enrolled group faculty indicated that 

a heavy workload is typical of their position at the institution.  The institutional mandate 

on accessibility further increased their professional responsibilities as remediating course 

materials to comply with the mandate was time-consuming.  Additionally, these faculty 

noted a lack of institutional support to assist them in remediating their course materials.  

For example, Joseph (E) stated “I was upset that it actually involved a heck of a lot of 

work [to make your course accessible].  And I felt that, number one, we needed more 

time to prepare.”  The four enrolled faculty would have preferred assistance in 
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remediating their course materials to registering for training on the topic.  The enrolled 

group faculty's perception of the lack of institutional support negatively reinforced the 

institutional mandate on accessibility, which led to feelings of frustration and a lack of 

trust towards the university. 

Three patterns are evident from these findings.  First, institutional mandates 

appear to increase registration for faculty professional development.  Second, mandating 

training can support completion rates.  However, it is not clear if completion rates 

increase for training that supports an institutional mandate.  Third, a lack of institutional 

support to comply with an institutional mandate led to increased work responsibilities and 

decreased time to complete professional development. 

Theme 2: Training & Facilitation.  The present study demonstrates that the 

training design and facilitation could influence the participation and completion of online 

faculty development (Steinert et al., 2009; Steinert et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2003).  The 

university-sponsored online and accessibility training's design and content had the most 

significant influence on the participants' completion status.  The same elements that were 

barriers to completion for one group (i.e., enrolled group) supported the other group's 

completion (i.e., completed group) and these elements could be related to learning 

preferences.  These findings suggest that registrants who had a positive learning 

experience were more likely to complete the training.  Registrants who had a negative 

learning experience were less likely to complete the training (Sener & Hawkins, 2007). 

Faculty attitudes and preferences toward the university-sponsored accessibility 

and UDL training design differed between the enrolled and completed groups.  Attitudes 

related to their learning experience in the online environment stemmed from multiple 
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factors, including the training design, content, and facilitation.  Completed group faculty 

were more likely to indicate a positive learning experience.  All participants in the 

completed group associated their positive learning experience with a well-organized and 

easy-to-navigate LMS course.  This group also thought the training content was more 

relevant to their job responsibilities, indicating that they may have been less familiar with 

the overall content and needed a more structured learning environment to learn the 

information.  Alternatively, the completed group might have found the content more 

relevant because their online courses contained more material in formats that required 

accessibility remediation.   

In contrast, the enrolled group faculty were more likely to indicate a negative 

learning experience due to course content that was not relevant to their job 

responsibilities and an overwhelming course design.  This group was also more likely to 

share other negative experiences with online professional development, which may have 

negatively affected their learner attitude and buy-in.  For example, Tara (E) and Michael 

(E), and Joseph (E) described other online trainings that they felt were also poorly 

designed or facilitated.  Previous negative training experiences is one situational factor 

that has been identified as having an impact on adult’s attitudes towards future training 

(Mathieu, Tannenbaum, & Salas, 1992). 

As a result of the two group’s differing experiences, similar positive and negative 

patterns are interpreted.  For instance, positive personal attitudes towards professional 

development design, content, and facilitation will positively impact the learner 

experience, which in turn can impact completion rates.  Additionally, negative personal 
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attitudes towards professional development design, content, and facilitation will 

negatively impact the learner experience and completion rates. 

Theme 3: Professional Considerations & Commitments.  There was not a 

significant variance in reported workload between the completed and enrolled groups 

during their participation in the university-sponsored training.  Faculty from both groups 

performed multiple responsibilities as part of their faculty appointment, mainly teaching, 

research, and service.  As discovered in other studies (Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; Efu, 

2020; Lowenthal et al., 2013; Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014; Sener & Hawkins, 2007; Shagrir, 

2017; Steinert et al., 2009; Steinert et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2003), workload and 

increased professional responsibilities influenced faculty participation and completion of 

online professional development.  Training relevance to job responsibilities and interest 

in training topics also had a significant influence on faculty participation and completion. 

While enrolled in the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, 

participants experienced an increase in professional responsibilities.  The increases in 

duties were both expected (e.g., Michael (E) and Ruby (C) noted a rise each December) 

and unexpected (e.g., Tara (E) and Joseph (E) remediating their course materials).  The 

barrier of faculty workload and responsibilities affected both groups' participation, which 

makes it challenging for faculty to prioritize their workload (Austin, 2010; Cherrstrom & 

Alfred, 2020; Hott & Tietjen-Smith, 2018; McCune, 2018).  However, workload and 

increased professional responsibilities only negatively influenced completion rates for the 

enrolled group faculty.  This finding suggests that other factors, such as the perception 

that the training was relevant to the completed group’s job responsibilities, supported 

them in completion. 
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Enrolled group faculty were also negatively influenced by the university-

sponsored accessibility and UDL training’s relevance to their job responsibilities.  

Although the enrolled group faculty voluntarily registered for the training, the group 

found the training irrelevant, potentially impacting their completion status.  Three, 75%, 

of the enrolled group faculty indicated that they were already familiar with accessibility 

principles, meaning that their existing knowledge of accessibility could have made the 

training feel irrelevant and repetitive.  Once faculty perceived the training to be irrelevant 

to their needs, faculty may have chosen to abandon or deprioritize the training.  If faculty 

perceive professional development as nonessential, faculty may be prone to focus instead 

on essential tasks or tasks that have a more immediate impact.  Alternatively, faculty may 

have also decided to deprioritize the training relative to their other tasks.  For example, 

Michael (E) shared that after his son’s accident, his personal responsibilities decreased 

his time available to complete the training.  Faculty may discontinue specific tasks simply 

because there is not enough time to complete them all (Rienties et al., 2013). 

One pattern was the use of supporting factors, such as their positive learning 

experience in the training and the impact of the institutional mandate on accessibility, to 

aid faculty in overcoming barriers to completion.  The completed group’s positive 

learning experience was primarily a result of the training design and the relevance of the 

training to their job duties.  In contrast, another pattern shows how numerous barriers to 

completion were compounded for the enrolled group, such as negative learning 

experience coupled with an increased workload during the time they were enrolled in the 

training (Sener & Hawkins, 2007).  Their increase in workload was partially caused by 

the lack of institutional support for accessibility remediation. 
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Theme 4: Personal Considerations & Commitments.  In addition to increased 

professional responsibilities, the findings suggest that increased personal responsibilities 

act as barriers to faculty participation and completion in online faculty development.  Efu 

(2020) and Caffarella and Zinn (1999) explained that personal commitments might be 

adverse to faculty development participation due to a lack of familial support, family 

schedules, and major life events.  Although most faculty participants did not share 

experiences relevant to personal considerations and commitments, the impact on the 

university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training's completion status was significant 

for some. 

During their participation in the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL 

training, personally traumatic events significantly impeded Michael (E) and Sora’s (E) 

ability to complete the training.  The time the participants might typically devote to 

additional activities, such as professional development, had to be used to address their 

personal and familial wellbeing.  Therefore, they were not able to overcome this barrier 

to completion.  Further, learning is greatly reduced when a learner is overly stressed 

(Sousa, 2012).  The stress of the personal events in their lives could have contributed to 

their negative learning experience in the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL 

training. 

Although Ruby (C) completed the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL 

training, she also noted how increased personal responsibilities limited her training 

participation.  Not only did she have a heavy workload and increased professional 

responsibilities, but she also had the increased personal responsibility of dealing with her 
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autistic children, who were out of school for the holiday season.  Therefore, she had to be 

better at time management during her participation to overcome this barrier. 

These findings reveal a pattern that faculty’s personal lives can affect their ability 

to participate in or complete online faculty development (Wang et al., 2003).  During 

times of personal crisis or increased personal responsibilities, extra activities such as 

professional development get deprioritized so that other significant matters can take 

precedence (Takiya, Archibold, & Berge, 2005). 

Theme 5: Frames of Reference.  The findings of the study support that frames of 

reference can affect faculty’s participation and completion of online professional 

development (Dailey-Hebert et al., 2014; Sabagh & Saroyan, 2014; Shagrir, 2017; 

Steinert et al., 2010).  Faculty from both groups shared similar frames of reference in 

their learning preferences, belief in continuous development, and a perception that faculty 

can make a difference in students' lives—all faculty participants held at least one of these 

frames of references, while many held multiple.  The completed and enrolled groups’ 

frames on continuous development likely influenced their decision to register for the 

university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, even though the training modality 

was outside their learning preferences.  The perception of improving student lives was an 

influential factor for the completed group faculty.  Rey (C) and Sora (E) both illustrated 

this pattern by recounting their experiences with students with disabilities. 

The amount of voluntary professional development that faculty participated in 

suggested that faculty had a positive frame of reference regarding their continued 

development.  Positive frames of reference related to their continued development and 

faculty impact on students initially influenced the faculty to register for and participate in 
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the training.  Both groups shared a preference for informal development, which is 

consistent with the literature (Courtney, 2018; Goodale et al., 2002; Grover et al., 2016).  

As mentioned, the institutional mandate on accessibility was related to course materials 

meeting web content accessibility guidelines, not the university-sponsored accessibility 

and UDL training.  Faculty could have learned the necessary information to comply with 

the mandate in various ways, both internal and external to the university.  Thus, it is 

interesting that participants in this study strayed from their learning preference when they 

registered for the online asynchronous accessibility and UDL training.  This choice may 

indicate a need for a more structured learning environment for some topics, such as the 

process-oriented nature of remediating various file types to meet accessibility guidelines.  

The enrolled group faculty's learning preferences may have been a barrier to their 

completion in the university-sponsored accessibility training as they shared more 

negative experiences in online faculty development than their counterparts. 

Seven of the study participants, 88%, suggested that they understood and believed 

in the accessibility of their course materials from a legal, financial, or ethical perspective.  

The idea that faculty in both groups shared this sentiment is essential.  The shared belief 

indicates that while the frames of reference related to student impact may have supported 

both groups to participate, it only supported the completed group to completion.  In other 

words, the perception that faculty can make a difference in students' lives may have 

supported the enrolled group’s participation, but not their completion of the training.  

Both groups had a clear understanding of the importance of the information presented in 

the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training, a main principle of andragogy 

(Knowles, 1990a, 1990b, 1996; Knowles et al., 2005, 2015).  However, this frame of 
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reference was not strong enough to overcome the enrolled group’s barriers and support 

their completion.  This pattern supports previous research findings that suggest 

participants have more positive training results when they have both motivation to 

participate and a positive experience in the training (Mathieu et al., 1992). 

Frames of reference related to a belief in continued development and a perception 

that faculty can make a difference in students' lives appear to increase faculty 

professional development registration.  However, it is not clear if these frames of 

reference support completion rates.  Additionally, as the six of the eight faculty, 75%, 

preferred informal learning development, faculty learning preferences alone may not 

have had a large influence on either participation or completion rates in online faculty 

development. 

Summary.  The following interrelated components that affected the eight faculty 

participants participation in online training were identified: (a) the institutional mandate; 

(b) training’s relevance to job responsibilities and interests; (c) a desire to improve their 

skillsets; and (d) professional responsibilities.  Faculty participants had a need for the 

training (Theme 1: Institutional structures), the training was perceived as relevant to their 

job responsibilities (Theme 1: Institutional structures and Theme 3: Professional 

considerations and commitments), and they had a desire to improve their skillset (Theme 

5: Frames of Reference).  However, professional responsibilities (Theme 3: Professional 

considerations and commitments) often made it difficult for faculty to participate in 

training. 

The following interrelated components that influenced the completed group’s 

training completion status of a university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training were 
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identified: (a) the institutional mandate; (b) the relevance of the training content to their 

job responsibilities; (c) the organization and design of the LMS course; and (d) the 

perception that the training could have a direct impact on their teaching and therefore 

their students.  Faculty participants in the completed group saw a need for the training 

(Theme 1: Institutional structures and Theme 5: Frames of reference), had an opportunity 

to take relevant training (Theme 1: Institutional structures and Theme 3: Professional 

considerations and commitments), had a positive experience during the training (Theme 

2: Training and facilitation), and aimed to help their students (Theme 5: Frames of 

reference). 

Conversely, the following components influenced the enrolled group’s training 

completion status of a university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training: (a) a heavy 

workload plus an increase in professional responsibilities; (b) a lack of meaningful 

support from the institution; (c) an increase in personal responsibilities; and (d) a 

negative experience during the training.  Faculty participants in the enrolled group were 

challenged with heavy workloads and increased professional responsibilities (Theme 3: 

Professional considerations and commitments), had no support from the university 

(Theme 1: Institutional structures), found the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL 

training to be irrelevant to their responsibilities (Theme 2: Training and facilitation and 

Theme 3: Professional considerations and commitments) and had personal issues to 

endure (Theme 4: Personal responsibilities and commitments). 

Based on findings from this study and past research, multiple interrelated 

components support and impede faculty participation and completion of online faculty 

development.  This study’s findings indicate that the factors influencing participation 
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were similar for both groups.  Positive factors influencing participation included the 

institutional mandate, the perception that faculty can make a difference in the lives of 

students, and a belief in continuous development.  Negative factors influencing 

participation included professional and personal responsibilities and poor training and 

facilitation.  Further, completers and non-completers had some of the same barriers to 

completion, such as increased workload.  However, non-completers faced more barriers 

to completion than their counterparts, such as increased personal responsibilities and 

negative training experience, indicating that multiple barriers correlate to a reduction in 

completion rates.  For completers, frames of reference and positive learning experience in 

the training, which could be linked to their learning preferences, supported their efforts in 

completing the training. 

Implications for Practice 

Using the events and patterns discovered from the data collected in this study, 

several relationships, or systemic structures, can be realized.  The structure of a system is 

where one looks for leverage points, or places within the system where changes can 

create lasting and significant improvements.  However, these leverage points are often 

difficult to identify and can be counterintuitive.  Further, leverage points are difficult to 

generalize to other systems, meaning a leverage point for the institution in this study may 

not be an effective leverage point in another institution, however similar they may be 

(Meadows, 2008).  Despite this, by applying systems thinking to current and related 

findings, researchers and practitioners can begin to craft the desired reality of faculty 

professional development programming in higher education (Meadows, 2008; Monat & 

Gannon, 2015).  This study serves as one attempt to begin the process of identifying 
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opportunities for change within the structure of higher education to reach that desired 

reality. 

There are many feedback loops and interrelated parts within a system that have 

specific goals that may serve as leverage points (e.g., offering more flexible professional 

development options).  However, it is most effective to apply the findings to the goal of 

the entire system as that is a higher leverage point.  If the institution's goals are clear, 

other leverage points will fall into place (Meadows, 2008).  Therefore, I first consider 

how a change to the system of higher education can potentially reduce barriers such as 

workload and irrelevant faculty development.  Although, Condon et al. (2016) 

vehemently disagreed with this notion, mental models that “institutions of higher learning 

appear to have lost sight of their primary obligation to educate undergraduates and put 

that obligation before all else” (Lucas, 1996, p. 173) linger.  Rather than continuing to let 

this perception infiltrate academia, politicians, administrators, researchers, and 

stakeholders are called to reevaluate the current models of higher education institutions 

(e.g., community colleges, research universities, women’s colleges) and the goals those 

institutions strive to achieve.  The principle is not to ask that all tier-one universities, for 

example, reprioritize their goals so that teaching and learning are always dominant.  The 

most powerful leverage point is realizing that there is no singular paradigm for every 

system (Meadows, 2008).  Instead, the idea is one clear direction for the institution, 

developed through feedback from all stakeholders (i.e., students, faculty, politicians, 

grant-making agencies), communicated throughout the entire organizational hierarchy, 

and aligned to job performance assessments.  This practice would also require a 
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realignment of workload distribution and tenure and promotion processes.  In practice, 

this recommendation may include some of the following actions, but likely many more: 

• Evaluate and (potentially) redevelop the institution’s mission based on 

feedback from all stakeholders. 

• Conduct an institutional-level systems analysis to determine leverage 

points. 

• Create information flows so that the entire institution benefits from and 

receives appropriate information. 

• Realign services and supports to be parallel with the institution’s goals, 

such as 

o client (i.e., student) expectations and measures, including course 

evaluations; 

o job performance expectations and measures, including incentive 

and reward systems such as tenure and promotion; and 

o training and development, including faculty professional 

development. 

The identification of balancing feedback loops in higher education institutions can 

initiate change by imparting a proactive versus reactive mechanism to the system 

(Meadows, 2008).  The present study revealed that barriers to online faculty development 

were compounded in a way that offsets supports.  Therefore, barriers should be lowered, 

but support mechanisms should also be strengthened.  Organizing developmental 

activities at the college or department levels that coincide with faculty meetings is one 

method to resolve faculty development scheduling barriers.  Institutionally, 
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administrators have the power to restructure faculty appointment terms and academic 

calendars to allow time for focused faculty development.  Additionally, university 

administrators should set well-defined expectations of the faculty members’ roles and 

responsibilities based on the university’s strategic mission.  These expectations should 

include tangible goals and clear priorities that are evaluated annually.  Further, doctoral 

candidates looking to enter into faculty positions should participate in faculty, 

instructional, and organizational development as part of their coursework.  Support 

systems for participation in faculty development should be created or strengthened.  

Proactive practices to strengthen support systems may include 

• consistently identifying and removing barriers for faculty participation in 

professional development 

• sabbatical leave, course release, or similar practices that allow time for 

participation in faculty development 

• hiring quality presenters and training developers that are of interest and 

relevant to faculty 

• institutional leadership that recognizes faculty who exceed their job 

performance goals 

Concern over the infinite details, parameters, and variables of faculty professional 

development is one of the lowest leverage points and likely makes more of a short-term 

impact than other recommendations (Meadows, 2008).  Practitioners could begin to 

reduce barriers to participation in faculty development by providing more flexible 

offerings.  Formal professional development is too rigid to meet the varying needs and 

learning preferences of many faculty.  However, if practitioners can introduce more 
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flexibility into professional development offerings, faculty may be better able to 

participate and complete additional offerings.  Flexibility can be achieved by applying the 

hyflex model's principles to the training design (Beatty, 2019), thereby increasing learner 

choice and access.  Training modalities should be highly customizable depending on the 

faculty members’ needs.  For example, practitioners should not regulate learners’ 

pathways in professional development offerings.  Faculty members should be treated as 

though they can appropriately identify information they have mastered versus areas that 

need additional development (Knowles, 1990a, 1990b, 1996; Knowles et al., 2005, 2015).  

Secondly, practitioners should write clear and explicit offering titles and descriptions so 

that faculty can gauge the relevance of the professional development to their needs 

(Hicks & Klimoski, 1987).  Creative descriptions and catchy titles written to peak faculty 

interest or enrollment may reduce the clarity of the training’s purpose.  Inclusion of the 

training's targeted skill level (i.e., beginner, intermediate, advanced) and necessary 

prerequisite knowledge in the description allows faculty to determine if the training meets 

their needs (Ali et al., 2005).  These recommendations for changes to training design and 

facilitation may have an impact for individual stakeholders within the system but are not 

likely to bring about profound changes to system as a whole (Meadows, 2008). 

Limitations 

The case study research design and the sample of faculty at a four-year research 

university in the southern United States means that this study's results are not 

generalizable to other faculty, universities, higher education institutions, or geographic 

locations.  Neither the population nor the sample may be representative of all full-time 

instructional faculty (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2010).  Further, the research participants were 
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delimited to full-time instructional faculty who registered for an online faculty 

development training on accessibility in course design between November 2018 and 

October 2019.  The sampling of faculty from a population of faculty who voluntarily 

registered for a professional development offering may have indicated a higher level of 

internal or external motivation to complete professional development opportunities.  

Experiences from participants in the registered group were not analyzed for this study 

(Creswell, 2002) and could have provided further context to barriers that affect 

participation in online professional development.  Faculty in the registered group may not 

have wanted to participate in the semi-structured interview related to this study because 

they did not actually participate in any part of the university-sponsored accessibility and 

UDL training. 

The study assumed that the participants answered the interview questions in a 

manner that most accurately represented their view of the world and the situation 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  However, at the time of initial interviews, conducted 

between September and October 2020, most participants had been removed from their 

experience in the university-sponsored accessibility and UDL training for at least a year.  

Three faculty had enrolled in the training almost two years before.  Therefore, the 

participant’s memory reliability is a limitation of the study and should be considered in 

relation to the findings (Montesperelli, 2020). 

Interviews for this study were conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic.  The 

pandemic, which caused all meetings and professional development to go virtual, could 

have negatively impacted faculty members' views of online professional development. 
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Recommendations for Research 

The present study's sample size was small and limited to faculty who voluntarily 

registered for a specific faculty development offering.  A larger, more diverse sample 

would provide additional insight into the factors that affect participation in online 

professional development.  Similar studies should also be replicated at various types of 

higher education institutions.  Further, the present study answered a call for additional 

research into the systematic relationships affecting professional development, but 

comprehensive participant characteristics were not collected as part of this study 

(Manduca, 2017; Rienties et al., 2013).  Therefore, the field could benefit from mixed 

methods studies that analyze faculty development registration trends against faculty 

characteristics and the systematic factors that influence their completion status.   

As researchers have now identified a variety of specific participation and change 

barriers for faculty professional development, researcher’s in the field should experiment 

with change models to address the identified barriers.  However, to more clearly 

understand this issue, researchers need the perspectives of a variety of stakeholders in 

higher education, not just faculty.  Thus, future studies should include the perspectives of 

other institutional stakeholders, including higher education administration, politicians and 

policymakers, students, and community members (Lohman, 2020).  Only then will a 

systems analysis of an institution truly be achieved. 

Conclusion 

The findings of the phenomenological case study supported the relationship 

between complex structures that influence instructional faculty members’ participation in 

online professional development.  Faculty development is only one piece of the 
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multifaceted system of higher education.  The complexity of adult learning in the context 

of higher education includes considerations of adult learning theory, professional 

development design, faculty needs and characteristics, and the system in which all of this 

functions.  From the macro to the micro-level, the interrelations and complexities of 

faculty development programming is recognized—a system’s inputs and outputs are the 

primary considerations affecting faculty learning experiences in higher education 

professional development.  
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APPENDIX B 

Your Experience in Online Professional Development – Orientation Survey 

Factors Affecting Faculty Participation in Online Development At A Higher Education 

Institution 

 The purpose of this study is to discover the complex factors that influence 

instructional faculty members' participation in online professional development.  This is a 

research project being conducted by Courtney R. Hebert at Sam Houston State 

University. Your email address was obtained from [University website] as a faculty 

member who registered for an online professional development offering at [University], 

[Course], between November 2019 and October 2019 and may be eligible to participate. 

Please note: this study is not part of [University department] and no data obtained therein 

will be shared with [University department]. 

 Your participation in this research study is voluntary. You may choose not to 

participate. If you decide to participate in this research survey, you may withdraw at any 

time. If you wish to participate, please begin by completing the following orientation 

survey.  The study is confidential; therefore, no names or other identifying information 

will be used when reporting data from the interview(s) and only aggregate data will be 

used when reporting data from the survey. By participating in this survey, you indicate 

that you have read and understood the above and acknowledge your consent to 

participate. 

 The person in charge of this study is Courtney R. Hebert of the Sam Houston 

State University Department of Library Science and Technology who is working under 

the supervision of Dr. Kimberly LaPrairie.  If you have questions, suggestions, or 
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concerns regarding this study or you want to withdraw from the study their contact 

information is: crh075@shsu.edu and knl007@shsu.edu. If you have any questions, 

suggestions, or concerns about your rights as a volunteer in this research, contact the 

[University office and contact information] or the Office of Research and Sponsored 

Programs – Sharla Miles at 936-294-4875 or e-mail ORSP at sharla_miles@shsu.edu. 

 This survey should take no more than five minutes to complete. 

To what extent do you agree with the following statement? 

There are specific factors (i.e., personal, organizational, environmental, etc.) 

which help support instructional faculty in completing online professional development. 

• Strongly agree 

• Somewhat agree 

• Neither agree nor disagree 

• Somewhat disagree 

• Strongly disagree 

To what extent do you agree with the following statement? 

There are specific factors (i.e., personal, organizational, environmental, etc.) 

which impede instructional faculty from completing online professional development. 

• Strongly agree 

• Somewhat agree 

• Neither agree nor disagree 

• Somewhat disagree 

• Strongly disagree 
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Do you meet the designation of full-time instructor as defined by the following 

definition: employees designated with a title included under “Full-time Academic Ranks” 

that carry faculty status and are currently the primary instructor for a credit course (or 

have been a primary instructor within the last two major semesters, i.e., Spring or Fall), 

including instructor; assistant professor; associate professor; professor; or designated 

professor. 

• Yes 

• No 

If you wish to be considered for an interview to discuss the phenomena of 

participation in online faculty development further, please include your [University] e-

mail address here. 

[enter email here] 

Click the submit button below to submit your responses. 
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APPENDIX C 

Consent Script and Interview Protocol 

Welcome! Thank you for your time. Before we begin, I would like to confirm your 

consent to participate in the study and have the interview recorded. [Yes=Continue; 

No=Terminate] I will ask you to confirm this again during the recording. [Start 

recording]. 

My name is Courtney Hebert, and I am a doctoral candidate of Instructional 

Systems Design & Technology at Sam Houston State University. You have been asked to 

participate in the research because you are a full-time faculty member who registered for 

an online faculty development training between November 2018 and October 2019. I 

hope that data from this research will provide insight into the systematic relationship 

between factors influencing faculty participation in online professional development. 

The research is relatively straightforward, and we do not expect the research to 

pose any risk to any of the volunteer participants. Any data obtained from you will only 

be used for the purpose of analyzing your experience in an online faculty development 

training. Under no circumstances will you or any other participants who participated in 

this research be identified. In addition, your data will remain confidential.  You will not 

be paid or otherwise compensated for your participation in this project.  

The audio and video recording will be available for your review for the duration 

of the research study.  Within seven days of your interview, you will receive an audio 

transcript and research field notes, and you will have one seven-day period to review the 

information and clarify any information or interpretations.  Audio and video recordings 
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and audio transcripts will be kept for three years after the research study is complete and 

then destroyed. 

Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to 

participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are entitled, and you 

may discontinue participation at any time. Do you have any questions? 

Do you consent to participate in the research study and the recording of this 

interview? [Yes=Continue; No=Terminate] 

1. Can you tell me about your primary role at this institution? 

a. Possible prompts: What are your primary responsibilities? 

I am going to ask about your participation in professional development between 

January 2019 and December 2019.  In this case, I am interested in any formal or informal 

event, training, or self-regulated learning that you took part in regarding personal, 

organizational, or instructional development. 

2. Can you please describe your experience with professional development training 

in the past twelve months? 

a. Possible prompts: How many? What types? What modalities? Does a 

specific positive or negative experience stand out? What was that like? 

3. What factors influence your decision to participate in professional development? 

a. Possible prompts: The modality? The topic? The institution? 

Relationships? Your personality? Other factors? Are those factors 

different in completing professional development? 

Now I am going to ask about your participation in a specific professional 

development training that took place between November 2018 and December 2019. 
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According to records obtained from [university website], you registered for an online 

professional development training offered by [university department], titled [Course] in 

[specify month and year]. 

4. Can you describe your experience in the [Course] training created and offered by 

the university department, [university department]? 

a. Possible prompts: What happened? What did you think about the training 

before/after you registered? What made you think that? How did 

registering for the course impact your primary role? 

5. Can you describe what your life was like during the time you were enrolled in the 

[Course] training created and offered by the university department, [university 

department]? 

a. Possible prompts: Increased/decreased work responsibilities? 

Increased/decreased home responsibilities? Increased/decreased personal 

or professional pressure? 

6. How did your primary role and responsibilities affect your participation in the 

[Course] training created and offered by the university department, [university 

department]? 

a. Possible prompts: the institution? Relationships? Your personality? Other 

factors? 

7. [Choose either a or b depending on the participants completion status of [Course]] 

a. Can you describe any specific elements that helped you to complete the 

[Course] training created and offered by the university department, 

[university department]? 
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1. Possible prompts: course design? Your personality? Relationships? 

The institution? Other factors? 

b. Can you describe any specific elements that impeded you from completing 

the [Course] training created and offered by the university department, 

[university department]? 

1. Possible prompts: course design? Your personality? Relationships? 

The institution? Other factors? 

8. Is there anything you would like to add about your experience in the [Course] 

training created and offered by the university department, [university 

department]? 

Thank you for your participation. 
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APPENDIX E 

Permission to Access Data 
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APPENDIX F 

Recruiting Instruments and Communication Protocol 

Participation Invitation Email 

Subject: Request to Participate in Doctoral Study: Your Experience in Online 

Professional Development. 

Dear [faculty member], 

My name is Courtney Hebert. I am a doctoral student in the Instructional Systems 

Design & Technology Program at Sam Houston State University. I am kindly requesting 

your participation in a doctoral research study that I am conducting titled: Factors 

Affecting Faculty Participation in Online Development At A Higher Education 

Institution. Please note: this study is not part of [University department] and no data 

obtained therein will be shared with [University department]. 

The purpose of the study is to discover the complex factors that might influence 

instructional faculty members’ participation in online professional development.  With a 

better understanding of the faculty experience in online professional development, the 

outcome of the study is to help institutions of higher education provide more accessible 

and purposeful professional development to all faculty. 

Your email address was obtained from [university website] as a faculty member 

who had registered for an online professional development offering at [University, 

[Course]. Your perspective would be an invaluable contribution to this study. 

As a potential participant, you are being asked to complete an orientation survey 

(included below), which is comprised of four questions, including an option to participate 

in an interview.  Participation in the study involves: 
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• Completion of the orientation survey 

• At least one 60-90 minute interview via Zoom 

Within two to three weeks of the initial interview, participants may be invited to 

participate in an additional follow-up interview to ensure complete understanding of your 

experience. Please see the attached document [Project Description] for more information 

about the study. 

Participation is completely voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at any 

time. The study is completely confidential; therefore, no names or other identifying 

information will be used when reporting data from the interview(s) and only aggregate 

data will be used when reporting data from the survey. 

If you would like to participate, please complete the orientation survey [link to 

orientation survey [link to orientation survey] by [date two weeks from initial email]. 

Thank you for your consideration! 

Best, 

Courtney R. Hebert 

Project Description (attachment) 

Project Title  

Factors Affecting Faculty Participation in Online Development At A Higher 

Education Institution 

Purpose 

The purpose of the study is to discover the complex factors that influence 

instructional faculty members’ participation in online professional development. Data 
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will be gathered by understanding the faculty experience of participating in online 

professional development at a tier one university in the southern United States.   

Procedures 

Participants will be asked to complete a web-based orientation survey, which 

involves two Likert scale questions to gather information on participant opinion. The 

participant will also be asked to verify if their employment status at the institution 

qualifies them for further participation in the study and indicate their desire to participate 

in an interview.  The survey should take less than 10 minutes.  Qualifying participants 

will be contacted to participate in a 60-90 minute interview to gather information on their 

experience participating in an online professional development training at the university. 

Participants may be asked to participate in a follow-up interview based on initial data 

analysis.  Each interview will be recorded and transcribed through Zoom. The recording 

will be deleted from Zoom after the transcription has been received. 

Risks 

The research does not pose any known risks other than those encountered in daily 

life to any of the volunteer participants. 

Benefits 

The benefit of participating in this study includes the ability to help institutions of 

higher education provide more accessible and meaningful professional development to all 

faculty by gaining a clearer understanding of the factors influencing participation in an 

online professional development.  These findings could have implications for faculty 

members, students, and practitioners. 

Confidentiality 
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Results of the study may be published, but no names or identifying information 

will be included in the publication. No names or other identifying information will be 

used when reporting interview data. Survey data will only be reported as an aggregate. 

The data will be securely stored in a university-approved virtual location that is 

compliant with institutional data privacy standards. Only the researchers will have access 

to the information that is stored electronically without any identifying information and it 

will be destroyed three years from completion of the study.  Printed transcripts and field 

notes (not to include identifying information) will be kept in a locked file cabinet that is 

only accessible by the researchers and all data will be destroyed three years from 

completion of the study. 

Investigators 

Courtney Hebert, PI and Doctoral Candidate (Sam Houston State University), 

crh075@shsu.edu 

Kimberly LaPrairie, Student Advisor, Associate Professor, Instructional Systems Design 

& Technology, Sam Houston State University, (936) 294-3224, knl007@shsu.edu 

Follow-Up Response Email to Schedule Session to Conduct Study 

Subject: Re: Request to Participate in Doctoral Study: Your Experience in Online 

Professional Development.  

Dear [faculty member], 

Thank you for completing the orientation survey for the doctoral study and 

agreeing to participate in an interview.   

To participate in the interview, we will need to schedule a 60-90 minute Zoom 

session. I am happy to meet during the evening or on weekends. Please let me know a 
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few days and times that work for you and I will send you a meeting request with the 

Zoom URL for joining the Zoom session. 

Thank you! 

Best, 

Courtney R. Hebert 

Meeting Request/Calendar Invitation for Participation in the Study 

Subject: Your Experience in Online Professional Development. Doctoral Study 

Interview Session 

Location: Zoom URL 

Hi [Faculty member name], 

The purpose of this meeting is to complete the initial interview for participation in 

the doctoral study. The session will take between 60 and 90 minutes to complete. If you 

need to select an alternate time, please let me know. 

You will need a webcam, computer, and microphone or cell phone to join the 

meeting with audio. The password to join the Zoom room is: [enter Zoom password]. 

Please plan to have this available for the session. You can find out more about the 

technical requirements for Zoom here [link to Zoom technical requirements]. 

[include Zoom meeting invitation] 

Thank you! 

Courtney R. Hebert 

Post-Interview Email to Request Member Checking 

Hi [Faculty member name], 
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Thank you for participating in the initial interview for the doctoral study.  

Attached to this email, you will find a full transcript of our initial interview. In some 

places, the transcript has been edited for grammar and to remove filler words and false 

starts. 

The purpose of the following exercise is to ensure accuracy in your expression 

and my understanding of your experience in online professional development. 

Review the transcript by [date one week from initial email] and reply to this email 

with any ancillary contributions, such as edits, clarifications, or elaborations, to the 

interview transcript.  Contributions should include the transcript line number and your 

commentary (for example, line 129: this line should say “not allowed”). If you would 

prefer to provide your contributions verbally, we can arrange to have a meeting at a 

mutually convenient time. Any narrative contributions provided will be added to the data 

analysis. 

If there is no response received by [date one week from initial email] I will 

assume that there are no ancillary contributions to be made and I will proceed with data 

analysis of the initial interview transcript. 

As a reminder, the purpose of the study is to discover the complex factors that 

might influence instructional faculty members’ participation in online professional 

development.  With a better understanding of the faculty experience in online 

professional development, the outcome of the study is to help institutions of higher 

education provide more accessible and purposeful professional development to all 

faculty. 

If you have any questions, please feel free to reach out (crh075@shsu.edu). 
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Best, 

Courtney R. Hebert 

Candidate, Ed.D in Instructional Systems Design & Technology 

Sam Houston State University 

Post-Interview Email to Schedule Follow-up Interview Session 

Subject: Re: Your Experience in Online Professional Development. Doctoral 

Study Follow-up Interview Request 

Hi [participant name], 

Thank you for participating in the initial interview for the doctoral study. There 

are a few follow-up questions that I would like to ask you. The interview will take 

between 30 and 60 minutes. If you are willing to participate in a follow-up interview, 

please let me know a few days and times that work for you and I will send a meeting 

request with the Zoom URL. 

Thank you! 

Courtney R. Hebert 

Candidate, Ed.D in Instructional Systems Design & Technology 

Sam Houston State University 

Meeting Request/Calendar Invitation for Participation in Follow-up Interview Session 

Subject: Your Experience in Online Professional Development. Doctoral Study 

Follow-up Interview 

Location: Zoom URL 

Dear [participant name], 
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The purpose of this meeting is to complete the follow-up (and final) interview for 

participation in the doctoral study. The session will take between 30 and 60 minutes to 

complete. If you need to select an alternate time, please let me know. 

You will need a web-cam, computer, and microphone or cell phone to join the 

meeting with audio. The password to join the Zoom room is: [enter Zoom password]. 

Please plan to have this available for the session. You can find out more about the 

technical requirements for Zoom here (link to Zoom technical requirements).  

[include Zoom meeting invitation] 

Thank you! 

Courtney R. Hebert  
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APPENDIX G 

Interview Protocol Matrix 

 
Background 
Information 

Research 
Question 1 

Research 
Question 1a 

Research 
Question 1b 

Interview Q1 X 
   

Interview Q2 
 

X 
  

Interview Q3 
 

X 
  

Interview Q4 
  

X X 

Interview Q5 
  

X X 

Interview Q6 
  

X X 

Interview Q7 
  

X X 

Interview Q8 X    
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