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 The literature indicates faculty members' beliefs and attitudes toward 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Confronting the continued demands for accountability from the public, higher education institutions 
must assure they can maintain the quality of education when serving diverse student populations on reduced 
budgets. Assessment is used widely as a mechanism for responding to these demands and is also believed to 
improve student learning. Nonetheless, the way that assessment has been implemented is unsatisfactory. 
Based on the analysis of survey data collected from 2,089 American college and university administrators, 
the National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment 2009 report [1] indicates that faculty engagement is 
the primary challenge for the task of assessment at higher education institutions. The purpose of this single-
level, mixed methods case study is to identify and examine empirically the factors that influence faculty 
members' engagement in learning outcomes based assessment. More specifically, it is intended to explore 
individual internal factors (e.g., beliefs, perceptions, attitudes and knowledge) and external factors (e.g., 
institutional culture, policies and resources) on their willingness and actual participation in assessment. As 
researchers state that “little is known about faculty and students’ attitudes regarding different aspects of 
assessment that have wide-ranging implications for policy and practice in tertiary institutions” [2], the 
findings from this study will provide much needed empirical evidence about faculty's engagement in 
assessment to inform policy and professional development initiatives, and to develop a means for measuring 
the culture of assessment among faculty members. 

A review of the literature [2 - 7] reveals examinations of factors that impact faculty members' 
engagement in assessment activities, such as: (a) time requirement; (b) workload; (c) lack of assessment 
knowledge and resources; (d) doubt about the necessity of assessment; (e) fear of linking assessment results 
with faculty evaluation; (f) concern of assessment interceding academic freedom, and etc. However, few 
discussions rest solely on empirical examination.  
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More importantly, the literature reveals successful academic programs are the result of engaging 
faculty as an integral component of the “continuum of learning” [6] through assessment cycles that involve 
students, faculty members, administrators and others. Further, Maki points to the existence of “campus-wide” 
and “program- or departmental-level assessment committees” to gain “consensus for expectations about 
student learning” [6]. The literature indicates also that assessment of student learning outcomes at higher 
education institutions is an integrated part of teaching and an important way to improve student learning, and 
thus governments and professional associations endorse and call for assessment in higher education 
institutions [2, 3, 5 - 7].  

 Meanwhile, student learning outcomes assessment is also an important criterion for accreditation. 
As indicated by others [1, 3, 5 – 7, 9 - 11], Andrade [12] points out succinctly, “accountability is an 
expectation for instititions of higher education” and “requirements related to accreditation are designed to 
create a culture of assessment within colleges and universities” [p 231]. However, a culture of assessment (as 
an integrated part of teaching and learning, as well as institutional planning and operations) at many 
American higher education institutions is far from being fully established. In addition, faculty engagement in 
assessment has been identified as the primary challenge for the task [1]. Empirical studies that examine how 
factors influence faculty engagement on assessment are very limited [2] and literature that addresses the use 
of an online modality to help achieve this goal is nonexistent. Conversely, many researchers also highlight 
the opportunities for scholarship and faculty development in the assessment arena to make positive changes 
in the areas of teaching, learning, and curriculum [1, 3, 4, 6 - 10, 12 - 15].  

 Therefore, this research study will contribute to the advancement of knowledge in identifying 
factors that influence faculty engagement in assessment at higher education institutions. This research study 
has implications for practice—it will inform policy to better engage faculty in assessment activities, and it 
will be helpful for improving assessment practice and scholarship. In short, this study adapts the theoretical 
framework that combined Fishbein and Ajzen's [16] reasoned action theory and Bandura's [17] social 
cognitive theory. Reasoned action theory establishes the relations of internal factors on individual behavior. It 
posits the intention to perform the behavior as being the best predictor of behavior.  

In addition, the intent is thought to be caused by an individual's subjective norms and his/her attitude 
toward performing the behavior. These attitudes are thought to be a function of the individual's beliefs about 
the behavior. Social cognitive theory proposes that people are driven not only by inner forces, but also by 
external factors [4, 13, 18]. This model suggests that human functioning can be explained by a triadic 
interaction of behavior, personal and environmental factors. Environmental factors represent situational 
influences and environment, in which behavior is preformed while personal factors include instincts, drives, 
and other individual motivational forces.  

 
 

2. RESEARCH METHOD 
This single-level, sequential mixed methods case study was conducted at a small public teaching 

intensive university in the Southwest region of the U.S. An online survey was administered in April 2014 and 
one focus group of asynchronous discussions was conducted in the March 2015. This study extended the use 
of an existing survey to examine the impact of faculty members’ attitudes towards assessment on their actual 
engagement. It added items to measure the influence of institutional factors, such as institutional policy, 
resource availability, training opportunities, and the perceived climate of assessment on faculty members’ 
attitude and engagement in assessment activities.  

The first step was to administer an online survey to faculty members as a convenience sample to 
complete a 108-item survey in March 2014, leading to a purposeful sample of faculty members to participate 
in an online focus group to discuss six open-ended items. The methods and results are presented as separate 
quantitative and qualitative inquiries, which are then merged into a more holistic interpretation, as explained 
by Creswell & Plano Clark [19]. This explanatory sequential design flow is displayed in Figure 1. 

Three criteria were used for selecting the case study institution: (a) the culture of innovation and 
improvement at the institution, (b) the history of the institution’s involvement with academic assessment, (c) 
the proximity to the researcher’s location, and (d) ease of access. The research focused on the possible factors 
involved in faculty engagement in the assessment of student learning. More specifically, it examined the 
results of a quantitative survey related to the perceptions of faculty member participants to inform the focus 
of the topics discussed in the campus-wide focus group. Institutional Review Board approval and informed 
consent of each survey and focus group participant were obtained. 
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Figure 1. Explanatory Sequential Design: Follow-up Explanations Model (QUAN emphasized) [19: p. 73].  
 
 
2.1. Quantitative Method  

The survey was administered to identify the factors that influence faculty members’ engagement in 
assessment. This survey was hosted on the case institution’s basic subscription SurveyMonkey and consists 
of 108 items that examine the faculty members’ perceptions of the value and use of assessment, their 
perceived barriers and challenges, and their concerns related to engaging in assessment activities. This survey 
was designed to take no more than 15 minutes to complete. Results from this survey were analyzed for the 
purposes of aggregating them for use in the focus group, which engaged in discourse about how to foster a 
culture of assessment and to inform policy related to assessment at the case institution.  

Making use of 45 items from an existing survey about faculty members’ attitude towards assessment 
[15], a 108-item survey instrument was developed to examine faculty perceptions of their value of 
assessment, their perceived barriers and challenges, their concerns related to engaging in assessment 
activities, their knowledge and experience in assessment, as well as the availability of necessary resources. 
All opinion items used a four-point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree,” or 
from “not apply at all” to “apply to great extent.” The survey was administered in April 2014. All 146 faculty 
members were invited via email to participate in the online survey for a two-week period of the 146 invited 
faculty members, 36 had participated and 33 had completed all survey items with valid responses.  

Because the sample size was inadequate for conducting a multivariate analysis as was planned 
originally, multiple regression was used to determine the relationships among the two criterion variables of 
willingness to engage in assessment and engagement in assessment, along with the eight predictor variables 
of: (a) lack of knowledge; (b) lack of support and resources; (c) concern of assessment as a threatening to 
faculty’s autonomy; (d) assessment as a time consuming activity; (e) assessment is useful for the improvement 
of teaching; (f) assessment for faculty evaluation; (g) assessment as scholarly work; and (h) the culture of 
assessment at the institution.  

 
2.2. Qualitative Method  

A qualitative design enables researchers to obtain data directly from each participant that has 
knowledge and experience with the research topic [14]. In this study, we collected responses from focus 
group participants who had initial thoughts about the word, assessment, have been involved with assessment, 
have used assessment data to improve the courses they teach, have had conversations with others about 
assessment, and have some familiarity with the institutional policies and procedures related to assessment.  

Informed by the findings from the survey results, a focus group was formed in March 2015. The 
focus group consisted of 10 faculty members and both researchers. The focus group participants were self-
selected through their response to an e-mail invitation requesting their participation. To provide a 
representative sample of the faculty population, selection for the focus group was based on the following 
factors: (a) gender; (b) race and ethnicity; (c) teaching discipline; (d) current status at the university (tenured, 
tenure-track, or adjunct/resource); (e) administrative role at the university and (f) years of college  
teaching experience. 

 
 

3. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 
The case study institution had 156 full-time and 205 part-time faculty members. The number of 

faculty members and demographic breakdown are shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1. Faculty Sample Population Demographics  
Category Number of Participants (n) Percentage of Campus Population 

Male 6 50.6 
Female 4 49.6 
Asian 1 3.2 

Caucasian 6 59.6 
Other 3 9.0 

Tenure Track/Tenured 10 75.6 
Total Sample 10 6.4 percent of total population 

Note: There were no full-time faculty members that identified the races not shown in this table.  
Quantitative Findings: Survey Responses. 

 
 
There were 37 faculty members who responded the online survey, with 33 valid responses. The 

valid response rate was 22.6%. Prior to running statistical analyses, the reliability and validity of the survey 
instrument were tested. Factor analysis was conducted and some items were dropped to increase consistency 
among items for one factor. Factor analysis was conducted again with the revised survey instrument. Table 2 
contains the summary of the results of factor analysis after dropping inconsistent items. All values of 
Cronbach’s Alpha were above 0.7, which can be considered good for internal consistency reliability. Using 
the cleaned data, a descriptive data analysis was conducted and the results are summarized in Table 3.  
 
 

Table 2. Reliability Analysis of the Survey Response Data 
Variables Items Cronbach’s Alpha 

Participation in Assessment 6 0.887 
Willingness 4 0.874 

Lack of Knowledge 3 0.906 
Lack of Support 4 0.807 

Concern of Threatening 3 0.791 
Time Consuming 3 0.936 

Assessment for Improvement 6 0.874 
Assessment as Faculty Evaluation 3 0.914 

As Scholarly Work 4 0.750 
Institutional Culture of Assessment 4 0.871 

 
 

Table 3. Descriptive Analysis of Variable Data 
Variables Mean Standard Deviation  

Willingness 1.9597 .9176  
Participation 2.1613 .7811  

Scholarly Work 2.5417 .4157  
Time on Assessment 1.5054 .8383  
Improve Teaching 2.5538 .4180  

As Evaluation 1.6774 .8839 
Lack of Knowledge 1.1613 .9808  

Lack of Support 1.2473 .9025  
Culture of Assessment 2.0323 .7739 

 
 
To find out which factor influences willingness and actual participation in assessment, linear 

regression analyses were conducted. The results indicating participants’ belief that assessment can improve 
quality of teaching is the single significant factor to predict a faculty member’s willingness to engage in 
assessment. There was no single factor to predict significantly the actual participation in assessment 
activities, as shown in Table 4.  

 
 

Table 4. Analysis of Faculty Members’ Willingness to Engage in Assessment Variables 
Variables B SE Beta 

Scholarly Work 1.441 .296 .065 
Time on Assessment -.200 .159 -.186 
Improve Teaching 1.500 .287 .685*** 

As Evaluation -.039 .128 -.037 
Lack of Knowledge .173 .113 .184 

Lack of Support .140 .156 .140 
Culture of Assessment .286 .167 .243 

***p<.001  
Note: Pearson correlation analysis revealed a significant correlation between Willingness and Participation (r=.461, p<.01).  
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We also conducted a t-test to find out if there was a difference by gender, age, or years of teaching 
among the following variables: willingness, actual participation, and eight opinion variables. The t-test 
results indicate men are more likely to engage in assessment activities than are women (t=-2.158, p<.05), but 
there was no difference in actual participation in assessment by gender nor were there any differences across 
all opinion variables. The results also suggest that neither age nor years of teaching was a factor to 
significantly influence willingness, actual participation, and all opinion variables.  

The preliminary analysis of the survey data suggests a higher level of willingness and a higher level 
of actual participation in assessment activities. Individual faculty members’ beliefs, attitudes towards 
assessment, and their assessment practices vary significantly (as shown by the large standard deviation of 
each variable) which suggest consensus had not been formed and assessment had not become a standardized 
practice at the institution. However, the results of the multiple regression analysis of all participants’ 
responses suggest the belief in assessment as a way of improving teaching and learning as being the single 
most significant factor that affects faculty members' willingness and participation in assessment activities. 
This is supported by the conventional wisdom that faculty members' motives for action were driven by this 
core value of higher learning. Even though they perceived assessment as a time consuming activity, faculty 
members conducted assessment as though they believed it could improve teaching and learning. The findings 
also indicate the means of improving faculty members' efficacy and policies for promoting their engagement 
in assessment.  

Some expected findings were not evident from the analysis of the survey data, such as faculty 
members’ belief that assessment is scholarly work which promotes engagement in assessment. The small 
sample size (n) may have been the reason and thus, a larger sample size is needed for producing robust, 
generalizable results. Moreover, the findings from the quantitative analysis indicated the use of an 
explanatory sequential mixed method design would be more fitting to reveal more specifically and 
holistically the interactions between the independent and dependent variables being examined.  

 
 

3.1. Qualitative Findings: Online Focus Group Dialogues  
As a means for validating and expounding on the quantitative findings from the survey, open-ended 

survey item #21 and the focus group discussion forums were included in the analysis. Analysis of the 
responses revealed five qualitative themes (in the horizontal axis) and sub-themes identified and summarized 
in Table 5. All 295 valid responses were reviewed, coded, and counted after removing those that were not 
meaningful to the study. Also included were those responses to survey item 21 as a means of qualitatively 
informing the focus group responses making “the task of determining the themes and sub-themes less 
problematic. For example, item 21 pertained to reaction to assessment and familiarization with assessment 
policies and procedures; two of the identified themes shown in Table 6.  

 
 

Table 5. Qualitative Themes and Sub-Themes from Focus Group Forums 
Qualitative Themes 

Sub-
Themes 

N Reaction to (%) 
Assessment 

Involvement in 
(%) Assessment 

Use of Data for 
(%) Improvement 

Dialogues about 
(%)Assessment 

Familiarization with (%) 
Policies & Procedures 

Importance (21) 4.7 
“The first thing 
that comes to 
mind when I 
think about 
assessment is [it 
is] necessary.” 
to improve the 

.3 
“I quite like the 
subject and have 
learned about 
myself and my 
students: how they 
learn...” the 
assessment 

.7 
“The critical part 
of the assessment 
is how to generate 
the meaningful ...” 
data and use the 
results 
performance…” 

1.4 
“…conversations 
that look across 
the board at COB 
and MBA 
assessments as 
part of the 
assessment 
committee 
process…” 

- 

Engaging   (94) 6.1 
“I have been 
very 
comfortable 
with assessing 
all of my 
courses this 
past two years.” 

16.3 
“I am continually 
reviewing the 
methods and 
instruments used 
in my classes to 
try and help 
students improve 
their 
performance.” 

3.4  
“We've talked 

about whether or 
not our 

assessments are 
measuring what 
we are trying to 

measure…” 

5.4   
“Those 
conversations 
tend to be the 
most productive 
and 
informative.” 

.7 
Now that I'm on the 
[college] assessment 
committee, I’m learning 
more about [policies & 
proc]” 

Planning (36) 4.7 
“I have come to 
appreciate the 

process of 

5.8 
“Coordinating 

assessment 
activities can 

.3 
“Without careful 

planning, 
assessment can 

1.0   
“All of us have 
met as a college 
to discuss our 

.3 
“I also understand that 
committees are being 
reformed.” 
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Table 5. Qualitative Themes and Sub-Themes from Focus Group Forums 
Qualitative Themes 

Sub-
Themes 

N Reaction to (%) 
Assessment 

Involvement in 
(%) Assessment 

Use of Data for 
(%) Improvement 

Dialogues about 
(%)Assessment 

Familiarization with (%) 
Policies & Procedures 

thinking 
through the 
alignment 

process with 
course learning 
objectives and 

specific 
assignments.” 

sometimes be a 
challenge.” 

generate so much 
data that it 

becomes difficult 
or impossible to 
learn anything 

from.” 

assessment 
plans.” 

Challenge (89) 19.3 
“The challenge 

is to have 
effective 

instruments that 
relate to the 
goals of the 

assessment in 
the first place.” 

3.7 
“…the main 
challenge is 

always making 
sure that the 

assessment plan 
works well for the 

college…” 

1.4 
“Where there is 

uniform difficulty 
(or success) across 

sections and 
semesters of a 

course, I use that 
information to 

guide what gets 
retained and what 
gets modified for 

a particular 
course.” 

.3 
“In conversation 
with one higher 
administrator, I 
mentioned that I 
felt the biggest 
challenge for the 
University was 
re-engaging 
those senior 
faculty who were 
feeling 
disconnected…” 

5.4 
“I'm actually not very 
familiar with the 
University-wide policies” 

Meaningful (105
) 

19.0 
“If effort is put 
into it, It can be 
useful but if no 
one has time for 
it, it becomes a 

burden.” 

4.4 
“The critical part 
of the assessment 
is how to generate 

the meaningful 
data…” 

7.1 
“I have seen how 
assessment data 

can be informative 
and change 

provoking but it 
needs to be the 

right data 
collected and 
utilized with 
purpose in 
meaningful 

ways.” 

5.1     
“I've certainly 
not gotten much 
in the way of 
feedback once I 
submit my 
report.” 

- 

Different 
Levels 

(14) 1.0 
“I believe that 
assessment at 

different levels 
(course, 
program, 

department, 
college, and 
institution) is 

essential.” 

1.0 
“I participate in 
four levels of 
conversations 

about the different 
assessments.” 

.3 
“Each faculty 
member will 
likely take 
something 

different from the 
process and report 

of data, as each 
are 

involved…differe
ntly.” 

2.4 
“In the COB I 
participate in 
four levels of 
conversations 
about the 
different 
assessments.” 

- 

Improveme
nt 

(68) 2.4 
“We will of 
course be 
looking to 

future 
assessments to 
see if there is 

improvement in 
these areas.” 

8.1  
“If nothing is done 

after the 
assessment 
process to 

improve the 
course, then it 

seems like a waste 
of time.” 

9.8 
“I use a rubric for 

each student’s 
lesson to track 
their growth, 

determine areas of 
improvement, and 

keep grades.” 

2.0   
“We quite often 
talk about how to 
improve the 
process and 
obtain more 
usable data.” 

.7 
“The consistency in the 
past couple of years is 
much appreciated.” 

Accountabi
lity 

(25) 5.1 
“I do think 

faculty need to 
own this stuff. 
And take more 
responsibility.” 

meeting QM 
standards in my 

courses.” 

2.7 
“I especially 

gained a better 
appreciation 
through the 
process of 

.3 
“In our college, 

we use 
assessments 

mostly to report to 
ACBSP.” 

 .3 
“I've always left those 
details to whoever is our 
college representative on 
the [University] 
assessment committee.” 

Note: Adapted from “Linking Faculty Development to Community College Achievement: A Mixed Methods Approach” [20].  
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Table 6. Matrix of Themes and Sub-Themes from Qualitative and Quantitative Components 
Overarching Themes Certain factors 

influence faculty 
members’ 

perceptions, 
attitudes, and 
engagement in 

assessment activities 

Various factors 
affect faculty 

members’ 
perceptions, 

attitudes, and 
engagement in 
different ways 

Knowledge of the 
factors and how 
they influence 

faculty members’ 
can be used to help 
define the culture 

of assessment. 
Themes and Sub-Themes from Faculty Survey Responses (Quantitative)      
1. Willingness to engage in assessment  • • • 
2. Participation in assessment  • • • 
3. Knowledge about assessment     
4. Support for assessment     
5. Concern of threatening environment        
6. Time consuming        
7. Assessment for improvement        
8. Assessment as faculty evaluation        
9. Assessment as scholarly work        
10. Culture of assessment        
Themes and Sub-Themes from Faculty Focus  
Group and Constructed Survey Item #21 Responses (Qualitative)  

 
  

 

1. Faculty members expressed mixed reactions about  
“assessment,” but most perceived it as being essential  

• • • 

a. Necessity of some aspects varied   X X  
    b. Viewed as resource intensive  X X  
    c. Need for clear understanding of purpose evident  X X  
2. Faculty members perceived their involvement with assessment was tied to 
their role and opportunity  

• • • 

    a. Increases in appreciation through engagement   X  
b. Serving on committees increased appreciation   X  
    c. Viewed as a continuous learning process   X  
3. Faculty members valued the use of assessment data to improve student 
learning, but perceived analyzing the data as being the most challenging and 
time consuming  

• • • 

    a. Requires scarce resources and shifting priorities  X X  
    b. Requires balance of quantity vs. quality of data  X   
    c. Making sense of the data for improvement  X X  
4. Faculty members have mixed experiences with dialogues about 
assessment  

•  •  •  

a.  Some find much value while others are turned off by assessment   X  
b. Shared discoveries through conversations  X X  
    c. Topics of conversation included various aspects     
5.  Faculty members indicated their familiarization with assessment policies 
and procedures was dependent on their role and need  

•  •  •  

    a. Mixed levels of familiarization depending on their time as a faculty 
member and at the institution, as well as their experience with assessment  

 X  

    b. Dependent on the extent of their involvement   X  
c. Serving on committees at various levels increases their familiarization   X  
6. Faculty members indicated their attitude toward the focus group design 
was positive  

•  •  •  

    a. The 10-day period was optimal   X  
    b. Viewed the experience as beneficial   X  
 c. No “best” time to run the focus group but being early in the semester 
seemed to work out the best.  

 X  

Note: Adapted from “Linking Faculty Development to Community College Achievement: A  
Mixed Methods Approach” [20]. 
The “•” indicates a theme, and the “X” a sub-theme that intersects with each overarching theme.  

 
 
3.2. Integrating the Themes  

Based on the “prototypical follow-up explanations variant” mixed methods design that Creswell and 
Plano Clark [19: para 1] describe, qualitative and quantitative methods were used to examine possible factors 
that can be used to define the culture of assessment among faculty members at the case institution.  The 
mixed methods findings are then mixed together during analysis of both sets of data into one overall 
interpretation [19] by using the Matrix of Themes and Subthemes from Qualitative and Quantitative 
Components shown in Tables 5 & 6.    

The literature indicates assessment of student learning outcomes at higher education institutions is 
an integrated part of teaching and an important way to improve student learning, and thus professional 
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associations endorse and call for assessment in higher education institutions.  Meanwhile, student learning 
outcomes assessment is also an important criterion for accreditation.   

The findings from this study support the use of the Explanatory Sequential Design Model for 
analysis of the survey and interview data to reveal factors of faculty engagement in the assessment of student 
learning at the case institution.  Furthermore, they reinforce Fishbein and Ajzen’s [16] reasoned action and 
Bandura’s [17] social cognitive theory as predictors of behavior among faculty members when it comes to 
assessment activities.  The data analysis indicates factors that can be used as a possible means of defining the 
culture of assessment at the case institution.  Table 6 shows the intersections of themes and subthemes found 
during the analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data sets; Table 5 facilitated the identification of these 
intersections. The overarching themes (in the horizontal axis) emerged from the synthesis of the results.  In 
addition, the use of the Blackboard Learning Management System as a platform to conduct the focus group 
discussions was especially useful as it allowed faculty participants to express their thoughts and perceptions 
asynchronously at a time that was most convenient for them.  Just as has been found with students engaged in 
online courses, faculty members expressed their satisfaction with having the freedom to express their 
thoughts about the focus group topics when they were ready and willing to do so within the two-week period.        
 
3.3. Other Considerations  

Limitations of the study included the lack of generalizability inherent in qualitative research, 
coupled with the low number of survey participants.  For the quantitative portion of the study, limitations 
included the final sample population of faculty members (n = 33) not being randomly selected sample and the 
population (N = 146) being relatively small.  Voluntary completion of all, some, or none of survey items 
presents another limitation, as participants are given a choice of responding/not responding.    

Of particular importance with regard to the low sample size, even if all faculty members had 
participated, the sample size is less than optimal to produce results that are very robust for making 
generalizations to other populations.  For this reason, use of the mixed methods approach is worthwhile in the 
qualitative findings being used to explain the results of the quantitative analysis, as shown in Table 4.    

 
 
4. CONCLUSION 

A culture of assessment at many American higher education institutions is far from being fully 
established, and faculty engagement in assessment has been identified as the primary challenge for the task.  
Moreover, empirical studies that examine the factors that influence faculty engagement in assessment are 
few.  This mixed methods study will contribute to the understanding of those factors and how they influence 
faculty members' willingness and engagement in assessment.  This study also has implications for 
policymaking and professional development initiatives for promoting faculty members' engagement and 
fostering a culture of assessment in higher education institutions. 
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