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There is a plethora of research showing the effectiveness of active learning in a variety of 

academic disciplines; however, very few higher education faculty implement these techniques 

effectively into their classrooms. Departmental teaching culture influences the use of active 

learning as faculty’s teaching behaviors often reflect the shared beliefs and assumptions 

embedded in the department about teaching. Teaching culture is reflected in three interrelated 

areas including 1) faculty’s teaching perspectives, 2) the actual practice of teaching, and 3) 

departmental/institutional policies related to teaching. Attempts to promote pedagogical change 

must be context-specific and take into consideration departmental teaching culture. The purpose 

of this case study was to explore one department’s teaching culture and, using that information, 

highlight culturally relevant pathways through which active learning can be promoted. Focus 

groups, systematic observations, and document analysis were used and analyzed using the 

constant comparison method. Four themes were revealed under the category of perspectives: 

constructivist learning environment, social connection, autonomy and independence, and 

pedagogical solitude. The observed practices revealed that the courses, on average, used didactic 

styles of teaching; however, the narrative of the observation jottings revealed a variety of 

teaching strategies being used. Faculty showed an intrinsic motivation to learn about teaching 

and acknowledged that formal resources existed for professional development but barriers to 

pedagogical change were also identified. Policies revealed that teaching excellence is expected 

yet less emphasized for those with research obligations. Findings suggest that active learning in 

this department should focus on interactive lecturing while promoting social connection. 

Recommendations for action items include increasing educational development opportunities, 

increasing peer review, and creating a Teaching Advisory Committee. 
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CHAPTER I: PROJECT OVERVIEW 

There is a plethora of research showing the effectiveness of active learning in a variety of 

academic disciplines (Freeman et al., 2014; Hake, 2001). These techniques can improve student 

enjoyment, interest, and enthusiasm for the subject matter as well as enhance academic 

achievement (Barkley & Major, 2018; Hamilton, 2018; McCarthy & Anderson, 1999). Despite 

the substantial research documenting the benefits of active learning, very few higher education 

faculty actually implement these techniques, or implement them effectively, into their 

classrooms (Ebert-May et al., 2011; Knudson & Meaney, 2018). Departmental teaching culture 

has a strong influence on the use of active learning as faculty’s teaching behaviors often reflect 

the shared beliefs and assumptions embedded in the department about teaching (Cox et al., 

2011). Teaching culture is reflected in three interrelated areas including 1) faculty’s teaching 

perspectives, 2) the actual practice of teaching, and 3) departmental/institutional policies related 

to teaching (Cox et al., 2011). Attempts to promote pedagogical change should be context-

specific and take into consideration departmental teaching culture (Corbo et al., 2016).  

Background Literature 

Kinesiology is an academic discipline where active learning is a useful pedagogical 

approach (Bodary & Gross, 2018; DePauw, 2014; Gill, 2007; Hsieh & Knudson, 2018). Bodary 

and Gross (2018) argue that, in addition to core knowledge content, the 21st century kinesiology 

student must develop skills related to critical thinking, problem solving, interpersonal skills, 

teamwork, scientific communication, and quantitative literacy. These skills are best developed 

through active learning. Kinesiology faculty need opportunities to learn and practice these 

pedagogical skills. Most attempts to promote active learning focus on individual faculty practices 

and ignore the “deep-rooted institutional structures and cultural norms that complicate 
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educational transformation” (Corbo et al., 2016, p. 1). Any attempts to change teaching practices 

should consider the larger cultural system of the department (Corbo et al., 2016). 

Active Learning 

Active learning describes any approach to instruction where students have the 

opportunity to actively engage, process, and apply the information that they learn (Kim et al., 

2019; King, 1993). In an active learning classroom, the teacher is a facilitator, not an 

authoritarian ruler (C. Patton, 2015). Active learning is a learner-centered strategy—the focus is 

on the student’s needs and the goal is delivering course material in the manner that best 

facilitates student learning (Weimer, 2013).  Learner-centered classrooms encourage students to 

invest in their own learning, reflecting on what they are learning and how they are learning it, 

and find relevance in the course material (Sharkey & Weimer, 2003).  

Active learning emphasizes cooperative learning, hands-on activities, problem solving 

tasks, information gathering and synthesis, question generation, and reflection-based activities. It 

contrasts with the traditional didactic lecture model of teaching where the focus is on conveying 

content rather than student processing. Examples of active learning include group discussions, 

minute papers, think-pair-share, clicker questions, debates, games, or flipped classrooms (Patrick 

et al., 2016; C. Patton, 2015). The key to active learning is that students are dynamic participants 

in their own learning process and are required to integrate new information with their own 

individual knowledge and experience (Barkley & Major, 2018). This allows the student to 

connect new and old conceptual information and reconsider existing thoughts or opinions.   

Active learning is rooted in the Constructivist Theory of Learning proposed by Jean 

Piaget which states that new knowledge is constructed or built from prior knowledge (Piaget, 

1964). This theory calls for exercises that challenge previous conceptions and require students to 
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explain their thinking (Haak et al., 2011). Constructivism states that people only deeply 

understand what they have constructed. Consistent with Piaget’s theory, active learning 

pedagogy helps students construct personal understanding, reflect on new concepts, and 

ultimately allows students to integrate new knowledge with things previously learned (Kim et al., 

2019).  

Another constructivist thinker, Lev Vygotsky, highlighted the fundamental role of social 

interaction in the development of cognition and strongly believed that community plays a central 

role in “making meaning” of information (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978). Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

theory of development suggests that learning takes place when students solve problems beyond 

their current developmental level with the support of their instructor or their peers. Active 

learning strategies that rely on group work are rooted in this sociocultural branch of the 

constructivist learning theory and utilize peer to peer interaction to promote a student’s 

development of accurate mental models (Brame, 2016).   

Active learning techniques encourage participation, are highly motivational, and 

challenge students to move beyond a superficial fact-based approach to the material (Kim et al., 

2019). They can also improve student enjoyment, and pique student curiosity, interest, and 

enthusiasm for the subject matter (Barkley & Major, 2018). Students taught through active 

learning can learn two to three times more than those taught through traditional lecture (Hake, 

2001). While the research in kinesiology surrounding the effectiveness of active learning is 

limited, Killian and Woods (2018) argue that active learning opportunities may be particularly 

beneficial in this field as many of the courses focus on applied, procedural knowledge.  

Much of the current active learning literature is in science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics (STEM) disciplines. Since kinesiology is a multi-faceted academic discipline, with 
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strong scientific underpinnings, it is appropriate to draw from existing literature in these 

disciplines to determine best practices in kinesiology. A 2014 meta-analysis of 158 STEM active 

learning studies by Freeman and colleagues (2014) found active learning interventions led to 

significant increases in student learning gains compared to traditional lectures. Specifically, they 

found that the average examination score improved by about 6% in active learning courses and that 

students in passive lecture courses were 1.5 times more likely to fail compared to students in active 

learning environments.  

Despite an abundance of research documenting the benefits of active learning for 

postsecondary students, the predominant pedagogical style in higher education is the lecture style 

(Ebert-May et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2019; Knudson & Meaney, 2018; C. Patton, 2015). A 2014 

survey of US STEM faculty found that more than two thirds of respondents used “extensive 

lecturing” in “all or most of their courses” (Eagan, 2016). College faculty are often resistant to 

using active learning (Allendoerfer et al., 2012; Hamilton, 2018); barriers include lack of 

training, lack of time, lack of incentives for quality teaching, or perceived loss of control in the 

classroom (Jääskelä et al., 2017; Knudson & Meaney, 2018; Michael, 2007; Pelletreau et al., 

2018; White et al., 2016). Further, faculty may be concerned about student resistance to active 

learning techniques such as lack of participation, complaining about tasks, or giving lower 

course evaluations (Finelli et al., 2018; Seidel & Tanner, 2013). Promoting innovative pedagogy 

involves more than simply addressing these individual barriers, “it requires fundamental changes 

in the practices and cultures of universities” (Corbo et al., 2016, p. 1). 

Teaching Culture 

Culture can be defined as a constantly evolving system of shared behaviors, values, 

beliefs, and ideologies of members of an organization (Corbo et al., 2016; Kezar & Eckel, 2002). 



 5 

A popular yet simplistic definition for culture states that it is “just the way we do things around 

here” (Coman & Bonciu, 2016, p. 136). Specific to teaching, culture plays a major role in 

defining ways of perceiving, feeling, and thinking about the nature of education and is crucial in 

shaping the classroom experience for both the educator and the student (Kustra et al., 2015). 

Teaching culture is reflected in faculty’s perspectives on teaching, current teaching practices, and 

institutional/departmental policies related to teaching (Cox et al., 2011).   

Examining faculty perspectives on teaching is one key element to exploring departmental 

teaching culture. Shared ideologies regarding teaching often originate with how individual 

faculty members think about the teaching and learning process. These perspectives are often 

passed from generation to generation and eventually become embedded in the culture (Corbo et 

al., 2016). Determining faculty’s perspectives on teaching is essential yet complex as social and 

personal factors play a role (Hamilton, 2018; Jääskelä et al., 2017; Oleson & Hora, 2014).  

Perspectives might be shaped by things such as teaching context, educational history, mentors, 

family, knowledge of pedagogy and subject matter, and one’s practical knowledge (Oleson & 

Hora, 2014). 

Teaching practices, such as what pedagogical strategies are employed, are another factor 

to understanding departmental teaching culture. Faculty often mimic pedagogical practices that 

they experienced as learners. If faculty have not seen active learning techniques modeled, it may 

discourage them from trying it in their own classroom as this presents “contradictions between 

experiences of the past and new learning” (Hamilton, 2018, p. 153). Past experience also 

provides a sense of familiarity and comfort and often dissuades faculty from self-reflecting on 

their teaching approach (Hamilton, 2018). This presents a significant barrier to pedagogical 

change as deliberate reflection on one’s teaching is the most important source of personal 
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professional development and improvement (Mathew et al., 2017). If departmental teaching 

culture does not encourage or provide opportunities for reflective teaching, faculty may not feel 

motivated to attempt innovative pedagogy. 

Both perspectives about teaching and the actual practice of teaching reflect an 

individual’s pedagogical beliefs. Pedagogical beliefs can be divided into three types: traditional, 

constructivist, and blended (Sendurur, 2018). Traditional pedagogical beliefs value the final 

outcome rather than the process of learning and regard the transmission of knowledge to be of 

central importance (Edmondson & Novak, 1993). This often leads to a lecture based, teacher-

centered classroom. On the other hand, constructivist beliefs emphasize that the learner must 

construct new knowledge rather than simply memorize it, thus leading to an active learning 

classroom (Bates, 2015; Sing, 2010). Teachers with blended beliefs often fall in the middle--they 

may value being the authority in the class but also realize that students can benefit from things 

like active learning tasks (Sendurur, 2018). 

The literature suggests that pedagogical beliefs may not always translate into actual 

teaching practice. In explanation, faculty may intrinsically have constructivist or blended 

pedagogical beliefs but may feel unprepared or unmotivated to apply leaner-centered approaches 

in the classroom, causing misalignment between teaching perspectives and actual practice of 

teaching (Sendurur, 2018). Lack of professional development opportunities, administrative 

support, or even rewards for teaching may be partially responsible for the lack of congruence 

(Khader, 2012). This is a prime example of how culturally embedded institutional policies might 

subtly create a barrier to pedagogical change.   

Institutional or departmental policies can play a major role in shaping the culture of 

teaching as policies often reveal what a department values or emphasizes. This includes things 
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such as tenure and promotion processes, how teaching is evaluated and rewarded, mentorship 

opportunities, and even the importance of teaching ability or experience in the hiring process 

(Cox et al., 2011). In order to prioritize the use of evidence-based pedagogy, institutional policies 

need to incentivize, reward, and provide resources for effective pedagogical training at a similar 

level to that which is done for research (Stains, 2018). 

Specific to research-intensive institutions, faculty are commonly assessed and promoted 

mainly on the basis of research success (Dennin et al., 2017). This can pose a significant barrier 

to pedagogical change as embracing innovative pedagogy such as active learning can seem risky 

if a faculty member feels that it imposes on time or professional priorities (Brownell & Tanner, 

2012). This research first culture can lead to a lack of recognition or incentives for quality 

teaching making it a backburner issue (Jääskelä et al., 2017).  

Rationale 

Most efforts to promote active learning focus on individual practices and fail to take a 

holistic view of the culture (Corbo et al., 2016). However, effective promotion of innovative 

pedagogy must acknowledge and build upon the deep-rooted structures and cultural norms that 

shape the teaching experience. This cultural perspective of change states that attempts to promote 

change may actually be hindered by violating cultural norms or enhanced by using culturally 

sensitive strategies (Kezar & Eckel, 2002). Only by understanding the values that underlie 

teaching culture can messages about pedagogical change be aligned with existing values (Corbo 

et al., 2016).   

Purpose Statement and Specific Aims 

This exploratory case study sought to understand departmental teaching culture at a 

research-intensive university (Merriam, 1998). Teaching perspectives, practices, and policies 
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were explored. The outcome was the identification of pathways through which to promote active 

learning within the department. The specific aims were as follows: 

Aim 1: To explore the departmental culture of teaching based on current teaching 

perspectives, practices, and policies.   

Aim 2: To identify pathways for promoting active learning within the department. 

Methods 

Approval by the Institutional Review Board of the University of North Carolina at 

Greensboro was received before participant recruitment. Once recruited, all participants signed 

an informed consent. 

Researcher Positionality 

Establishing my positionality in this research was vital as my personal beliefs were 

inseparable from the research process. Ultimately the goal in writing this statement and any 

reflexivity attempts was not to control my personal values but to constantly acknowledge them 

and how they might impact the data collection and analysis.  

As the primary researcher, I am also an active faculty member in the department that was 

studied. This strengthened the case study as I was already immersed in the context. My 

positionality helped greatly with recruitment as my colleagues were receptive and cooperative to 

participate. Additionally, I had a shared experience with the participants which gave me a 

heightened sensitivity to important factors underlying culture. I was able to understand the 

subtleties and implied context of the focus groups. As an insider in this department for the last 15 

years I have developed trust and rapport with the participants. This allowed me to produce a 

more truthful, authentic, and rich description of the teaching culture.  
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However, due to personal experience and extensive review of the literature, certain biases 

were brought to the study. Transparency and clarity of my biases both increased the credibility of 

the findings and deepened my understanding of the case (Dodgson, 2019; Merriam, 1998). I am a 

strong believer in learner-centered active instruction and have it used it successfully in my own 

classroom. I have seen the benefits of student engagement including, but not limited to, deeper 

connection to the course subject and increased academic achievement. As a teaching professional 

without research obligations I have often experienced frustration when teaching becomes a 

“backburner” departmental issue. I have often wondered why we do not commonly discuss and 

collaborate in teaching as is often the norm for research. My preconceived idea of teaching 

culture was admittedly born out of these frustrations and prompted me to complete this study. 

My initial research question came out of my own personal interest (and biases towards active 

learning). However, as I started to dig into the literature, I became keenly aware of some gaps in 

the literature related to teaching culture and its relationship to active learning that ultimately 

shaped the study’s aims. This gave me confidence that the purpose of this study was not simply 

to satisfy my personal curiosity or to justify my own personal experience but that the findings 

could be of great value to the department.  While I acknowledge that it was not possible for me 

to stay completely objective in the research process, I actively worked to understand how my 

personal bias influenced both the data collection and data analysis. An expanded research 

positionality statement, including how I enhanced credibility of the study, is included in 

Appendix A. 

Theoretical Framework and Sensitizing Concepts 

Both active learning and culture change are built on the theory of constructivism. Most 

literature on constructivism centers around student’s learning but the theory also applies to 
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faculty’s learning and is imperative for reflexive teaching (Osterman, 1998). The process of 

knowledge construction, for both students and faculty, is influenced by context or culture. This 

necessitates that any research of teaching and learning must investigate practices within a 

specific cultural context, a process termed by WW Cobern as “contextual constructivism” 

(2012). 

Sensitizing concepts are “background ideas that inform the overall research problem” 

(Charmaz, 2003, p. 259) and often lay the foundation for the analysis of research data. The first 

sensitizing concept is that teaching culture is multifaceted and can present a barrier to seemingly 

“risky” pedagogy such as active learning techniques. The second concept underscores the theory 

of contextual constructivism—although teaching culture can present a barrier to change, it can 

also be acknowledged, built upon, and used as a foundation for educational reform (Oleson & 

Hora, 2014; Sing, 2010). 

Defining the Case 

This project was an exploratory single case study. It explored a kinesiology department at 

a private liberal arts university in the Southeastern United States. The university is categorized 

by the Carnegie classification system as having high research activity (R2). The department is 

recognized nationally and internationally for its rich history of securing external research 

funding. The course of study in the department is designed to prepare students for careers in 

medicine and allied health. The department employs 12 faculty who are currently in permanent, 

full-time teaching roles. Of those 12 faculty members, seven are tenured and one is on a tenure-

track with research obligations. The remaining four are teaching professionals who do not have 

research obligations in the department.  
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Participants 

The participants were the department’s faculty members. This sample provided unique 

and rich information because, despite working in the same department, the faculty cohort 

provided a variety of diverse backgrounds, both educationally and professionally. The 

participants were a mix of tenure-track faculty and teaching professionals to gain greater insight 

and to look for similarities and differences in pedagogical choices and focus group 

responses. The faculty observed were chosen using a purposive sample (M. Q. Patton, 2014).  I 

chose faculty of five varying ranks (Assistant Teaching Professor, Full Professor of the Practice, 

Assistant Professor, Associate Professor, and Full Professor) who taught in five different sub-

disciplines (Biomechanics, Statistics, Health Psychology, Nutrition, and Health Education). For 

the focus groups, the goal was full faculty participation excluding myself and the department 

chair (n=10). After recruitment, eight consented to participate in the focus groups. All five 

observed faculty participated as well as two additional Full Professors and an Associate 

Professor. Three of the faculty participants are female while five are male. 

Measures 

Triangulation of data is vital in a case study in order to make the findings robust and 

enhance trustworthiness (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Merriam, 2002). The data in this study was 

collected from systematic observations, focus groups, and document analysis. 

COPUS Systematic Observation 

The systematic observation platform used in this study was the Classroom Observation 

Protocol for Undergraduate STEM (COPUS). It is a tool to evaluate how class time is spent and 

how active-learning strategies are used (Liu et al., 2018). The COPUS was validated during its 

development process (Smith et al., 2013).  
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I observed each of the faculty members who consented to participate 3 times during a 

“typical” class period for a total of 15 observations. Nine of the observations were 50 minutes in 

length while the remaining six were 75 minutes for a total of 900 observation minutes. 

Systematic observation systems are vulnerable to imperfection of human perceptions; therefore, 

taking multiple measures increased the validity of the observations (Michaels, 1983).  

Data Collection. When using the COPUS, observational data was collected every two 

minutes during a class session. I used the General Observation and Reflection Platform (GORP), 

an online tool provided by UC Davis. The GORP was pre-loaded with the COPUS and 

automatically timed and saved each 2-minute observation interval. I put a check under all codes 

that happened anytime in each 2-minute time period, checking multiple codes when appropriate. 

There were 25 total codes from which to choose-- 12 related to the instructor (“what is the 

instructor doing”) and 13 related to students (“what are the students doing”) as listed in Table 1.  

Table 1: Observation Codes  

Student Codes Instructor Codes 

(L) Listening to instructor, taking notes, etc. 

(Ind) Individual thinking/problem solving 

(CG) Discuss clicker questions in groups of 2 

or more 

(WG) Working in groups on worksheet 

activity 

(OG) Other assigned group activity 

(AnQ) Student answers question posed by 

instructor 

(SQ) Student asks a question 

(WC) Engaged in whole class discussion 

(PrD) Making a prediction about the outcome 

of a demo or experiment 

(SP) Presentation by student(s) 

(TQ) Test or quiz 

(W) Waiting 

(O) Other 

(Lec) Lecturing 

(RtW) Real time writing on board, doc 

projector, etc. 

(FUp) Follow-up/feedback on clicker question 

or activity to entire class 

(PQ) Posing non-clicker question to students 

(CQ) Asking a clicker question 

(AnQ) Listening to and answering student 

questions with entire class listening 

(MG) Moving through class guiding ongoing 

student work during active learning task 

(1o1) One-on-one extended discussion with 

one of a few students 

(D/V) Showing or conducting a demo, 

experiment, video, etc. 

(Adm) Administration 

(W) Waiting 

(O) Other 
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As with any tool, the COPUS has limitations. First, the COPUS is limited to preset codes 

taken at two-minute intervals. Therefore, some observed behaviors may not have happened for 

the entire two minutes, thus limiting the sensitivity of the COPUS (Reisner et al., 2020). Further, 

behavior codes can be overrepresented or underrepresented because behaviors are frequently 

coded together (i.e., lecturing and real time writing) (Lund et al., 2015). Because the COPUS is 

only looking at frequency or abundance of codes, it does not capture the quality of these 

behaviors (Stains, 2018). Therefore, I also took detailed jottings on paper.   

Faculty Focus Groups 

Focus groups were particularly useful in this study as the “culture of teaching involves 

not just an individual’s perception but the shared faculty perception” (Cox et al., 2011, p. 817). 

Focus groups (n=2) were conducted in small groups of 4 faculty members. Smaller group sizes 

are often more comfortable for the participants and allowed for more in-depth insight from the 

participants (Krueger & Casey, 2014).  

Data Collection. The following format was used for the focus group: welcome, 

introduction of topic, guidelines, and questions (see Appendix B). Questions focused on faculty’s 

teaching practices and philosophies, personal and social influences on teaching, their perceived 

support and reward for teaching, and what they perceived as pedagogical needs in the 

department. Participants were encouraged to speak to each other and build off each other’s 

thoughts. The focus groups each lasted ~45 minutes each. 

I served as the moderator for the focus group which took place via Zoom. The session 

was recorded using the “Voice Recorder” iPhone app and recorded to the Zoom cloud. After 

each focus group I made additional notes of personal thoughts and reflections as a method of 
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reflexivity. Focus groups were transcribed and sent to the participants for member checking 

within 24 hours following the focus group.  

Departmental & University Document Analysis 

To develop an understanding of both the department and the university policies, 

document analysis was conducted. This provided background information and helped to 

contextualize the study. It also served to triangulate the data, enhance credibility, and reduce the 

impact of potential researcher bias by corroborating findings across data sets (Bowen, 2009).   

Document Collection. The documents collected were the university faculty handbook, 

departmental promotion and tenure process documents, syllabi for each course observed, and the 

Center for the Advancement of Teaching website.  

Data Analysis 

I used the constant comparative method of data analysis proposed by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967). This method, as the name implies, entailed constantly comparing data sets—both within 

and between data sources. These comparisons lead to initial categories that were then compared 

to even further data sets. Ultimately, the analysis of the systematic observations, focus groups, 

and documents worked together to create a picture of the culture surrounding teaching. 

COPUS Analysis 

Upon the completion of three observations per instructor, codes were analyzed for both 

relative abundance and relative frequency (Ndihokubwayo et al., 2021). Relative abundance 

refers to the percentage of each code relative to total codes. Relative frequency refers to the 

percentage of time intervals that each code occurred. Once relative abundance and relative 

frequency was calculated for each individual code, the codes were clustered and re-analyzed 

(Ndihokubwayo et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2014). Student code clusters were defined as receiving, 
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talking, working, and other. Instructor code clusters were presenting, guiding, administration, 

and other. Clustering was based on the work of Smith and colleagues (2014) and is outlined in 

Table 2. 

Table 2: COPUS Code Clusters  

Student Code Clusters Instructor Code Clusters 

Receiving: (L) 

Talking (AnQ, SQ, SP, WC) 

Working (Ind, CG, WG, PrD, TQ, OG) 

Other (W, O) 

Presenting: (Lec, RtW, D/V) 

Guiding (FUp, PQ, CQ, AnQ, MG, 1o1) 

Administration (Adm) 

Other (W,O) 

 

One advantage of systematic observation systems is that data can be analyzed and 

reported in both numerical and narrative form (Yin, 2012). Therefore, data from the COPUS 

observations was compressed and linked together in a narrative way that conveyed the meaning 

that I derived from the observation process. The numerical data, as well as the jottings taken 

during each observation, was used to describe, in a narrative way, the teaching practices of the 

department. 

Focus Group Analysis 

Upon transcription of each focus group I engaged in open coding of the data (Emerson et 

al., 2011). I looked for concepts and explanations that the participants emphasized as well as 

more subtle concepts and themes. This was an intuitive process but also systematic and informed 

by the study’s purpose (Merriam, 1998). The key to this process was looking for recurring 

regularities in the data. As I read the transcripts I jotted down notes, comments, and questions in 

the margins. After working through the entire transcript, I then grouped comments/notes together 

that had similarities. As I moved on to the next transcript, I kept in mind the groupings derived 
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from the first while also keeping a separate list of notes, comments, and questions. This allowed 

me, through the process of constant comparison, to construct themes that emerged from the data.   

Document Analysis 

The process of document analysis was more than simply “lifting words or passages from 

available documents” (Bowen, 2009, p. 33) but rather I sought to establish a meaning of the 

document and how each was relevant to the research problem. The goal was to identify what was 

pertinent information and what was not pertinent to the research questions. Documents were 

content-specific and only covered some aspects of the research question reiterating the 

importance of evaluating documents against other data sources. Focus groups and observations 

provided this additional data.   

Developing Theory 

The constant comparison method of data analysis is a means of developing grounded 

theory (Merriam, 1998). Throughout the analysis process, there was a “back-and-forth interplay 

with the data” (Bowen, 2009, p. 37) with constant comparison across sources of data. The 

findings that emerged from each source of data did not tell the whole story independently but 

rather needed to be linked together in a meaningful way. As categories from each of the data 

sources are identified, examination commenced to begin to find connections and meaning and 

generate theory (Merriam, 1998).  

Threats to Trustworthiness 

To enhance credibility and limit threats to trustworthiness, I used several tactics. The first 

was triangulation of data sources (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). I also used reflexivity to reduce 

researcher bias. Reflexivity is defined as “a researcher’s own conscious and deliberate effort to 

be attend to one’s own reactions to respondents and the way in which the research account is 



 17 

constructed” (Berger, 2015, p. 221). A description of my reflexivity efforts is described in 

Appendix A. Two additional tactics were used to ensure, as much as possible, honesty from the 

participants and reduce respondent bias. First, I made it very clear to the faculty that the project 

was voluntary, and that the data would be de-identified. During the focus groups, participants 

were encouraged to speak freely and ensured that there were no right or wrong answers. 

Additionally, at the completion of transcription, the full transcript was sent to the participants for 

member checking. Finally, my prolonged engagement in the setting enhanced trustworthiness by 

reducing reactivity. Being an active member of the department allowed me to have a deep 

understanding and appreciation of the context. The trust and rapport that has been previously 

built with the faculty members heightened my personal sensitivity to the important factors 

underlying teaching culture (Emerson et al., 2011). 

Results 

The first aim of this project was to explore departmental teaching culture based on 

practices, perspectives, and policies. Through the process of constant comparison of data 

sources, themes emerged under each of the three categories. The main themes for the 

perspectives category were constructivist learning environment, social connection, autonomy and 

independence, and pedagogical solitude. For practice, the themes were teaching practice and 

teaching change. Finally, for policy, the main theme was reward for teaching. A complete list of 

themes, definitions, and evidence provided is shown in Appendix C. Making connections 

between these themes helped to build a picture of culture, define active learning specific to this 

department, and highlight potential pathways to promote active learning in the department. 
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Perspectives 

Focus group responses revealed that faculty’s perspectives on teaching reflect a 

constructivist learning environment where social connectivity plays a central role in teaching. 

Another major theme in the focus groups was that teaching should be an autonomous and 

independent process. This often leads to teaching in “pedagogical solitude” (Shulman, 2004). 

Constructivist Learning Environment 

There was a consensus among faculty in the focus groups that their responsibility in the 

classroom is to be a facilitator of learning. This goal of teaching is not simply the acquisition of 

knowledge but rather the building of higher-order thinking skills such as self-discovery, critical 

thinking, practical application, and scientific literacy. One faculty stated that his goal was to “get 

them beyond the retention of knowledge.” Another faculty member stated:  

I’ve sort of pivoted a little bit to be more about projects that teach the acquisition of skills 

beyond the classroom, you know, like critical thinking skills. That, you know, just 

transcend the subject matter. Because I think that will be more valuable in the long run. 

 

 Faculty were also in agreement that students should take an active role in the class. One 

faculty stated that he uses classroom strategies to “force [students] to think critically, evaluate, 

and apply”. In line with constructivist pedagogical beliefs, faculty feel as though students should 

bring their own experiences to the class and seek to apply the information in a practical way. 

This is highlighted by the following focus group quote: 

I have very high expectations for class, student’s participation...I very much like to put a 

lot on the student, to be able to have that conversation and bring their own experiences, 

and other classes they’ve been in, to the conversation. 

Social Connectivity 

In the focus groups, the theme emerged that social connectivity is vital to teaching. This 

included both faculty to student connection and student to student connection. This is evidenced 

by the following: 



 19 

There’s a strong piece to our culture that giving students time really matters in our 

department. So spending time with our students, being very much of an open door 

department where students are welcome and encouraged to come and talk to us outside of 

class, being around for our students-- it's always been an expectation that I have felt. Part 

of what drew me here was that [implied cultural] expectation to really get to know your 

students. 

 

Another focus group participant stated that most faculty “work to develop sort of close 

connections with our students”. Yet another respondent stated: “Social connectivity is 

important...it’s not just about like the knowledge it’s about like the environment and the 

experience”. One faculty even called social connection in the classroom “the heart of what I do”. 

Social connectivity is consistent with constructivist pedagogical views, particularly the 

sociocultural branch of constructivism. 

Autonomy and Independence 

There was resounding agreement among the faculty in the focus groups that teaching 

culture should be characterized by autonomy and independence. Faculty voiced an appreciation 

for not being micromanaged in their teaching. There was recognition that “we have different 

approaches to teaching” and “the different teaching styles benefit [students] because they have 

different ways they're going to learn”. The most impactful quote supporting this theme came 

from a Full Tenured Professor who stated: 

What I like about the academic world and teaching is that everybody has their own 

independence and autonomy on what they want to do… I think we have that in our 

department, we know that there's some people are more willing to change and to 

accommodate and to advance their teaching and others who do not want to…that's the 

profession that we chose… I would like for that to continue. 

 

Pedagogical Solitude 

There was agreement among all faculty that autonomy and independence is a positive 

aspect of teaching culture. However, the focus group data inferred that this often leads to, in the 

words of Lee Shulman, “pedagogical solitude” (2004) in teaching. When asked how often they 
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have conversations with their colleagues about teaching, one faculty responded, “maybe once”.  

Another said “we talked about it a lot last year…it only took a pandemic”. Also referring to 

increased conversations during the pandemic, one faculty said “why would we do it just then? 

Why couldn’t we do what we’re doing right now even, you know, from time to time so we 

might, you know, learn from others?” 

There was agreement that departmental teaching conversations “happen a lot casually” 

rather than in any formal manner. While faculty valued this, there was also an expressed desire 

for more formal conversations about teaching strategy: 

In the hallway, in the door…that's how most of our communication among us works and 

I love it. I think we all love that but maybe a little bit more organized around a pedagogy 

topic…could be really useful. 

 

This highlights the desire for social connectivity to not only happen with students but also with 

their fellow faculty for the purposes of sharing ideas and learning from each other.  

Practices 

While focus groups revealed teaching perspectives consistent with constructivist 

pedagogical beliefs, the teaching practices observed through the COPUS were predominantly 

teacher-centered. However, the qualitative narrative created from my observation jottings 

revealed that a variety of teaching strategies were in fact used. In the focus groups faculty did 

express room for growth in their teaching; however, while there are opportunities to learn about 

teaching, there are many barriers to teaching change. 

Teaching Practices 

Observed Practices. The COPUS was first analyzed holistically for relative abundance 

and frequency of cluster codes. When all 15 observations were analyzed together, activities that 

focused on conveying knowledge (presenting/administration for instructors and receiving/other 
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for students) accounted for the majority (64%) of all activities. The remaining 36% of the 

COPUS activities (guiding/other for instructors and working/talking for students) represented the 

students being active in the classroom. Broken down a bit further, the single instructor code of 

“lecturing” was used in 88% of total time intervals and comprised 49.4% of all instructor 

codes. Additionally, the single student code of “listening” was used in 93.1% of total time 

intervals and comprised 63.0% of all student codes. In fact, three instructors had at least one 

class session where “presenting” happened in 100% of time intervals and four instructors had at 

least one class session where “receiving” happened in 100% of the time intervals. This 

quantitative data would imply that in the observed courses the teaching behaviors were 

somewhat misaligned with the constructivist teaching perspective that was noted in the focus 

groups. 

To create a more complete picture of teaching practices, I also took detailed jottings 

during each observation. The jottings were analyzed to form a narrative description of teaching 

practices. The pedagogical narrative for each observation can be found in Appendix D. While I 

do support the objective COPUS data that the didactic style of teaching was predominant, I also 

noted a wide range of learner-centered teaching strategies that the COPUS did not effectively 

capture. These strategies focused on engaging students in the learning process and included 

question-based review sessions, interactive lecturing, small group discussions, whole class 

discussions, class videos, problem modeling, and guided activities. In four of the five courses I 

jotted the word “rapport”—it was clear that faculty knew the students and that conversely the 

students were comfortable in the classroom. In all five courses I noted that the faculty used a 

plethora of “real-world” examples to reiterate course material. This noted rapport and 
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application-based teaching were both consistent with the constructivist pedagogical beliefs 

expressed through the focus groups. 

Course Syllabi. Course syllabi were collected for each course observed. The purpose of 

this was to analyze the learning objectives for each course. Learning objectives are defined as 

statements of what a learner knows, understands, and is able to do after completion of learning 

(Harris & Clayton, 2019). Analysis revealed that of the twenty-two stated learning objectives, 

sixteen reflected lower-order thinking skills as categorized by Bloom’s Taxonomy (McGuire, 

2015). The verb “understand” was used in eight of the twenty-two learning objectives. It can be 

concluded that the stated expectations for the students through learning objectives are misaligned 

with the faculty’s perspective on teaching which emphasizes the need to facilitate higher-order 

thinking skills. This suggests that perhaps faculty need more guidance on writing purposeful 

learning objectives.  

Teaching Change 

Focus groups and document analysis revealed two main avenues to learn about teaching-- 

intrinsic motivation prompting reflective teaching and formal campus resources. However, 

barriers to change are evident and include time, lack of self-efficacy in teaching, and too heavy 

of an emphasis on technology in professional development. 

Intrinsic Motivation. Focus groups responses revealed that many faculty do engage in 

reflective teaching and are intrinsically motivated to enhance teaching as evidenced by the 

following statements: “I want to change and learn new skills” and “I had never had formal 

pedagogical training. It was just sort of like do what you learned, or you observed, and you know 

I’ve really enjoyed learning how to teach better.” Several faculty noted a motivation to improve 
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teaching because they truly enjoy the process of teaching. One respondent stated that teaching 

was a “highlight of [his] day”.   

Formal Resources. Faculty noted many formal university resources to advance teaching 

including the Center for the Advancement of Teaching (CAT), sharing of teaching resources 

from the Department Chair, and the support of the departmental Instructional Technology 

Specialist. One faculty shared how she had been a part of a CAT sponsored book club and 

enjoyed the interdisciplinary collaboration with faculty across campus.  

Analysis of the university’s website showed that the following resources are available to 

all departments and faculty: teaching consultations and observations, various workshops, reading 

groups, and student feedback collection. The CAT website also provides a variety of video 

tutorials on teaching strategies and tools for developing a syllabus. Additionally, the university 

provides funding for departmental teaching initiatives (such as speakers or resources) and grant 

funding for research in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning. Despite these resources, most 

faculty reported very little regular interaction with the CAT. 

Barriers to Change. Despite the resources available to promote teaching change, faculty 

noted several barriers in the focus groups including time, lack of self-efficacy in teaching, and 

too much of a focus on technology in professional development. 

Time. There was a consensus among the faculty that time presented a major barrier to 

teaching change, particularly for attending formal professional development. One respondent 

stated, “time is absolutely the most valuable resource, so it’s hard” and another said, “I was 

going to say the same thing, time is my biggest issue”. The latter quote came from a teaching 

professional without research obligations making it clear that this is a barrier across all teaching 

ranks. 
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Lack of self-efficacy. The theme of lack of self-efficacy was most predominant in the 

focus groups when active learning was being discussed. Several faculty members noted that they 

saw the value in these strategies but were not comfortable implementing them. For example: 

[Active learning] is not a space I’m super comfortable with…I could stand to learn more 

about how to facilitate active learning better, largely because it does feel uncomfortable 

for me a little bit, like I’m not crazy about that space.  

Other references to this same issue were “I’m not great at drawing students out” and “I don’t feel 

like I have the best skills in leading discussion”.   

 This lack of self-efficacy can partly be attributed to a lack of training for faculty which 

many respondents alluded to. One said, “it is kind of funny that you are here teaching college 

and you really have never been trained to teach college, or to teach at all”. Several faculty 

referenced that they relied mostly on teaching methods through which they were taught: “My 

approach is more presenting material…that’s the way I learned so that’s the approach I take”.  

This supports the literature that past experience often provides a sense of familiarity and comfort 

and can dissuade faculty from altering their teaching approach (Hamilton, 2018)  

Focus on Technology. Although not addressed in the first focus group, there was an 

overwhelming consensus in the second focus group that professional development was often too 

technology focused. They felt this tech-focus limited the opportunity to learn about teaching 

strategies and pedagogy. When discussing the increase in professional development 

opportunities during COVID one faculty stated that it “seemed like a lot of tech for tech sake”.  

Others felt that they spent so much time trying to learn new technology that it took away from 

the content the students were learning. The suggestion was made by one faculty that 

opportunities should be less technology driven and more focused on the “science of pedagogy”. 
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Policies 

The document analysis and focus group responses gave insight into policies regarding 

teaching. The major theme that developed is that teaching excellence is central to the promotion 

process yet less emphasized in written policies for those with research obligations.  

Reward for Teaching 

Excellence in teaching is expected at the university across faculty ranks. This is 

consistent with previous literature which suggests that prestigious liberal arts institutions are 

most likely to nurture a culture where both teaching and research are valued (Austin, 1996). In 

the focus groups faculty acknowledge this by saying things such as “everybody recognizes the 

importance of teaching” and “excellence in teaching is a part of our culture”. The university 

faculty handbook sets the clear expectation that all faculty should pursue the “teacher-scholar” 

model by being “passionately committed to teaching and actively engaged in advancing their 

fields of specialty”. However, most policies governing faculty are department specific and “over 

time, a department develops its own values and norms regarding the relationship between 

teaching and research” (Austin, 1996, pp. 60–61). Departmental culture and policy often 

represent the intersection of discipline specific pressures and institutional expectations. 

In the written departmental policies, there is a subtle yet noticeable difference between 

what is expected for teaching professionals without research obligations and those faculty who 

are tenured/tenure-track with research obligations. In the departmental promotion guidelines for 

the former, the expectations for teaching include the words “excellent” (on numerous occasions), 

“outstanding”, and “exemplary”. The document also outlines what constitutes excellent teaching 

(instructor qualities, quality of course design, teaching effectiveness in and beyond the 

classroom). This outline is not found in the promotion documents for tenure-track/tenured 
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faculty. Additionally, the language in the tenure-track documents subtly downplays the 

expectations of teaching with the use of words such as “valued” and “competent” rather than 

“excellent”. There is a heavy research emphasis in the tenure-track promotion documents 

evidenced by the percentage of the document dedicated to defining successful scholarship as 

opposed to teaching. In the recommended dossier materials for tenure-track faculty there are five 

suggestions for teaching evidence (none which directly evaluate pedagogy) in contrast with the 

eleven sources of evidence suggested for research.   

Building upon this, the evaluation of research excellence for promotion purposes requires 

external input whereas teaching at all ranks relies heavily on student evaluations. There are clear 

disadvantages to using students as primary reviewers. Student evaluations may be a useful tool to 

help faculty adjust their teaching practices but the literature shows no consistent correlation 

between student evaluations and teaching quality (Flaherty, 2020). Student satisfaction ratings in 

particular are often influenced by many factors that are unrelated to teaching effectiveness such 

as course grade or even instructor “likeability” (Stroebe, 2020).   

Discussion and Recommendations 

The broader literature creates a diverse and wide-ranging picture of active learning. 

Active learning describes any approach to instruction where students have the opportunity to 

actively engage, process, and apply the information that they learn (Kim et al., 2019; King, 

1993). This learner-centered approach views students as active agents who bring their own 

knowledge, past experiences, education, and ideas to the classroom. This expansive view can be 

overwhelming for a faculty member who wants to implement effective strategies into their 

classroom. This is especially true at research-intense institutions as evidenced by a recent study 

that found faculty with very high research productivity reported using less active learning 
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techniques than other instructors (Apkarian et al., 2021). To encourage active learning, it is vital 

to narrow the scope of practice to not only discipline-specific strategies but also departmentally 

specific best practices. Therefore, using the results of this case study, we can create a more 

nuanced, culturally relevant picture of active learning for the department at hand.   

Active learning strategies exist on a continuum from simple to complex (see visual in 

Appendix E). Generally simple tasks are short and relatively unstructured, such as reflection 

pauses or minute papers, while complex tasks are longer and more carefully planned, such as 

flipped classrooms or role playing (Bonwell & Sutherland, 1996). Active learning tasks can also 

be individual, such as writing assignments, or collaborative, such as discussions or debates 

(Rolheiser, 2020). There is not one prescriptive approach to active learning as a variety of 

strategies can be equally effective and neither end of the active learning continuum is considered 

“better” (Bonwell & Sutherland, 1996). The key is that all active learning strategies should 

promote learner-centered instruction which “engages students in the hard, messy work of 

learning” (Weimer, 2013, p. 15).   

This case study revealed that faculty value their autonomy and independence and 

choosing active learning strategies should also be an individualized experience. It is essential for 

individual faculty to pinpoint and learn strategies that integrate with their personal teaching style 

while still engaging students in the process. Nonetheless, drawing from the data we can outline 

some recommendations that align with the larger cultural system of the department. 

An important point of emphasis when promoting active learning in this department, is 

that these strategies are not a replacement for the traditional lecture (Barkley & Major, 2018; 

Rolheiser, 2020). To suggest that lecture cannot be active would be departmentally 

countercultural as many of the observed practices were didactic in nature. Therefore, one 
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effective yet flexible strategy to promote is interactive lecturing. The interactive lecture model is 

defined as “the process of combining engaging presentations with carefully selected active 

learning methods to achieve intended learning goals…because combined they can work together 

to produce a powerful pedagogy greater than the sum of its parts” (Barkley & Major, 2018, p. 

16). As with all active learning strategies, interactive lectures exist on a continuum—they can be 

as simple as a punctuated lecture (stopping every 10-15 minutes to ask clarifying questions) or 

more complex such as an in-class practice quiz. This process gives faculty a lot of culturally 

valued autonomy to convey information through presentation while ensuring that students are 

still active participants by giving them an in-class task to increase engagement. Considering the 

“lecture” code comprised almost half of all instructor codes in the observations, this strategy is 

not too far outside the departmental comfort zone and can be integrated easily into a mostly 

lecture style classroom.  

Active learning in this department must promote social connection and rapport. 

Techniques that align with Vygotsky’s social constructivism, such as collaborative active 

learning, will be particularly culturally relevant. Vygotsky contends that intellectual growth is an 

output of social interaction and “that by taking part in group activities, the individual learner 

internalizes the goals and methods of more expert problem solvers” (Pardjono, 2002, p. 171). 

These techniques are promoted when learners work together in groups to share ideas, find 

answers to problems, or create something new to add to existing knowledge. Social constructivist 

teaching methods can be grouped into two major groups: discussion and activity/group work 

(Akpan et al., 2020). Discussions are useful as they facilitate the active processing of information 

and, consequently, can help students learn better, retain information longer than working alone, 

and enhance their achievements (Alt, 2016). However, the focus groups revealed that not all 
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faculty are comfortable leading class discussions so group work might be a more productive 

place to start. Examples of group work include think-pair-share, peer teaching, group quizzes, 

collaborative projects, or case studies. These activities do not need to be time intensive and can 

be easily woven into an interactive lecturing classroom. Faculty play more of a monitoring role 

rather than facilitating with many of these strategies which may be less daunting for faculty who 

are new to these techniques. 

Conclusion 

Even within the context of a single department, there is no standard definition of active 

learning as teaching is an individualized task that is influenced by experience, skill specific self-

efficacy, and self-reflection. However, any change efforts departmentally must be culturally 

sensitive and aligned with existing values. Drawing from the amalgam of the data in this case 

study on departmental culture any efforts to promote active learning must not devalue lecturing 

while simultaneously promoting social connection. Exposure to a variety of strategies is vital so 

faculty can utilize what best meets their personal needs based on course objectives and comfort 

level. 

Ultimately these findings highlight several potential pathways for promoting culturally 

relevant active learning including increasing educational development opportunities (both 

informal and formal), increasing the frequency of peer review, and the creation of a teaching 

advisory committee. These pathways, expanded on in Chapter 3, seek to provide accessible, 

socially oriented educational development opportunities that promote rather than stifle diversity 

and independence in teaching methods.  
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Future Research 

This case study was designed to add to the current rich literature on active learning and 

have immediate local impact. Although not generalizable, my hope is that other researchers find 

the detailed methods useful providing some degree of transferability. Future research might 

explore departmental culture from the student perspective and seek to understand how students 

learn best and what active learning strategies are most effective in the kinesiology context.   
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CHAPTER II: DISSEMINATION PLAN 

Because this case study was designed to have local impact, the immediate dissemination 

began with the university stakeholders—the department chair, the Center for the Advancement 

of Teaching staff, and the department faculty.  

I began by meeting with the department chair to debrief, share the results with him, 

receive his input and feedback, and discuss how he envisions implementing the action items 

outlined in Chapter 3. This meeting took place on January 5th, 2022. The proposed action items 

were met with excitement and eagerness to move forward. He was confident that with diligent 

planning we will be able to implement all action items in Fall 2022. 

Further, I consulted with a staff member at the Center for the Advancement of Teaching 

(CAT) on January 11th, 2022 to share findings and collaborate on how best to meet faculty’s 

pedagogical needs. I presented the findings of the study and the recommendations. She provided 

feedback and suggestions related to the action items. Also, we collaboratively brainstormed on 

how to provide accessible, culturally relevant opportunities to faculty. Once I meet with the full 

faculty to receive their feedback, we will reconvene to create a concrete plan for implementing 

some educational development programs in Fall 2022.   

Dissemination to the full department faculty (including those who were not active 

participants in the study) will take place at a monthly faculty meeting in the Spring of 2022. I 

will present the study rationale, themes, subthemes, discussion, and recommendations for action 

items. This will be an informal presentation where the faculty are encouraged to ask questions, 

give their input and feedback, and comment on the recommended action items. Additionally, at 

the suggestion of my CAT colleague, I will poll the faculty as to what areas of educational 

development in which they are most interested. It is vital that this is an open dialogue as the 
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action items will not be successful if my fellow faculty members do not feel engaged in the 

process.  

I have or will follow the script below for all presentations (tweaking it as necessarily) 

while still allowing for listener input and questions as they arise. The oral presentation was/will 

be supplemented with an outlined handout as shown in Appendix F. 

Presentation Script 

 “Good afternoon, I appreciate you giving me a bit of your time to present my dissertation 

findings. Please feel free to stop me with questions or comments as I really do want this to be an 

open dialogue. Above all, I hope you find this information useful as a catalyst to further 

conversations about teaching in our department.   

Let me start with the ‘why’ behind this study. As many of you know, active learning is 

currently a hot topic of discussion in higher education, and for good reason. Active learning 

refers to any approach to instruction where students can actively engage, process, and apply the 

information that they learn. There is a plethora of current research to show that these techniques 

are useful to increase student engagement, knowledge retention, enjoyment in the classroom, and 

even improve grades. The research also shows us that most faculty, especially in STEM fields, 

lean towards more passive teaching methods, such as the traditional lecture. Now, to be clear, 

active learning and lecture are not mutually exclusive, but we will re-visit that idea later. 

The other important concept behind my dissertation is teaching culture or our shared 

departmental behaviors, values, beliefs, and ideologies about teaching. Basically, how do we do 

things around here when it comes to teaching? Culture plays a major role in defining the ways 

we perceive, feel, and think about the teaching experience and is crucial in shaping the classroom 
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experience for both us and our students. Departmental teaching culture is often reflected in 

faculty’s perspectives on teaching, current teaching practices, and policies related to teaching. 

Through this departmental case study, I sought to answer two questions: what is our 

departmental culture of teaching based on currently teaching perspectives, practices, and 

policies? And what pathways can we use departmentally to promote active learning? 

My data was collected through classroom observations, focus groups, and document 

analysis. I used a constant comparison method of data analysis in hopes that the sources of data 

would ultimately work together to create a picture of departmental teaching culture. 

So, what did I find? Let’s start with the teaching perspectives piece. The focus groups 

provided the most evidence for how we as a department view teaching. Four major themes 

emerged. First, we desire a constructivist learning environment in our classrooms. In a nutshell 

that means there was a consensus among faculty in both focus groups that their responsibility in 

the classroom is to be a facilitator of learning and students are expected to take an active role.  

The goal of teaching is not simply the acquisition of knowledge but rather the building of higher-

order thinking skills such as self-discovery, critical thinking, practical application, and scientific 

literacy. The second theme that emerged is that social connection is front and center of our 

teaching.  This included student to student and faculty to student connection. One of you even 

stated that social connection in the classroom is “the heart of what [you] do”. The third theme 

that emerged was that of autonomy and independence. It’s clear that as a department we value 

not being micromanaged in our teaching and having the flexibility to teach in a way that plays to 

our strengths. However, this led to the fourth theme which was that of pedagogical solitude.  

This term, coined by Lee Shulman, means that we often teach in silos that lack collaboration. It 

should be noted that as a whole, while we lacked formal conversations about teaching, you all 
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clearly value “off the cuff”, “in the door of your office” casual conversations about teaching that 

often happen organically. 

So, what about our teaching practices? The focus groups, document analysis, and 

observations all gave evidence into our current teaching practices and how we learn about 

teaching. We will start with the observations. I used a systematic observation system called the 

Classroom Observation Protocol for Undergraduate STEM, or the COPUS. This system allowed 

me to code classroom behavior for both the faculty and the student every two minutes which, in 

theory, evaluated how class time was spent and how active learning strategies were used. Now, I 

will say up front that any systematic observation system is not without limitations, the COPUS 

being no exception. It is limited to preset codes and two-minute intervals, so it does not paint the 

entire picture. So, I also took extensive jottings and analyzed those in a narrative manner.  

The COPUS was analyzed for cluster code abundance and frequency. Relative abundance 

refers to the percentage of each code relative to total codes. Relative frequency refers to the 

percentage of time intervals that each code occurred. When all 15 observations were analyzed 

together, activities that focused on conveying content (presenting/administration for instructors 

and receiving/other for students) accounted for the majority (64%) of all activities. The 

remaining 36% of the activities (guiding/other for instructors and listening/talking for students) 

represented students being active in the classroom. Broken down a bit further, the single 

instructor code of “lecturing” was used in 88% of total time intervals and comprised 49.4% of all 

instructor codes. Additionally, the single student code of “listening” was used in 93.1% of total 

time intervals and comprised 63.0% of all student codes. This quantitative data would imply that 

in the observed courses the teaching behaviors were somewhat misaligned with the constructivist 

teaching perspective that was noted in the focus groups. 
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As I said, the quantitative analysis does not tell the whole story which is why I also took 

extensive notes. One word that I frequently noted during class observations was “rapport”—it 

was clear that the faculty knew the students and that conversely the students were comfortable in 

the classroom. Also, in all 5 courses I noted that faculty used a lot of “real world” examples to 

make practical applications. This noted rapport and application-based teaching were both 

consistent with the constructivist beliefs expressed in the focus groups. 

The other major theme under teaching practices was teaching change—specifically how 

we learn about teaching and what the barriers there are to change. Two main avenues to learn 

about teaching were revealed—intrinsic motivation prompting reflective teaching and formal 

campus resources. However, there were also barriers to change. The first major barrier was time; 

there was agreement in both focus groups that this was a major barrier, especially for attending 

formal professional development. Another barrier was self-efficacy, specifically towards active 

learning practices. Several faculty members noted that they saw value in these strategies but 

were not entirely comfortable implementing them. Often this was attributed to a lack of formal 

teacher training. The last barrier was that professional development is often too focused on 

technology. A few of the faculty felt that this tech focus actually limited opportunities to learn 

about teaching. One faculty member suggested that opportunities to learn about teaching should 

be more focused on the “science of pedagogy”. 

Finally, let’s talk about policy. The document analysis and focus groups both gave insight 

into this category. The major theme that developed was that teaching is held in high regard, is 

central to promotion, yet subtly less emphasized for those with research obligations. In the focus 

groups there was resounding agreement that excellent teaching is expected, and that expectation 

permeates our departmental culture. 
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In formal departmental policies, there is a subtle yet noticeable difference between what 

is expected for teaching professionals without research obligations and those faculty who are 

tenured/tenure-track with research obligations. In the departmental promotion guidelines for the 

former, the expectations for teaching include the words “excellent” (on numerous occasions), 

“outstanding”, and “exemplary”. The language in the tenure-track documents subtly downplays 

the expectations of teaching with the use of words such as “valued” and “competent” rather than 

“excellent”. There is a heavy research emphasis in the tenure-track promotion documents 

evidenced by the percentage of the document dedicated to defining successful scholarship as 

opposed to teaching. This in no way means that we do not value teaching but perhaps the 

“pressure” to be a good teacher isn’t emphasized as strongly for those in a tenure-track position. 

Building upon this, the evaluation of research excellence for promotion purposes requires 

external input whereas teaching at all ranks relies heavily on student evaluations. There are clear 

disadvantages to using “pedagogical non-experts” (aka students) as primary reviewers. Student 

evaluations may be a useful tool to help faculty adjust their teaching practices, but the literature 

shows no consistent correlation between student evaluations and teaching quality. 

So, now that we have a picture of the culture, what do we do with all this information?  

First, using the results of this case study, we can create a more nuanced, culturally relevant 

picture of active learning for the department. Active learning is such a board term and can be 

overwhelming for any faculty to try to wrap their heads around. But, before we do that, it must 

be emphasized that there is not one perspective approach to active learning. Each of us as faculty 

must use strategies that work for us, that play to our strengths, and help our students meet the 

course learning objectives. However, drawing from the data I do want to make some 
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recommendations of active learning strategies that align with the larger cultural values of our 

department. 

As I previously mentioned, active learning is not necessarily a replacement for a lecture. 

For me to say that, would be entirely counterculture in our department. So, one flexible approach 

to active learning is what we would term interactive lecture. In this strategy, engaging 

presentations (or lectures) are combined with carefully selected active learning tasks. Interactive 

lecturing exists on a continuum, from simple to complex. It can be simple as something we could 

call a punctuated lecture—simply stopping every 10-15 minutes to ask clarifying questions and 

give students time to ask questions. Or, it can be more complex as an in-class practice quiz or a 

guided problem set. This format gives us as faculty a lot of autonomy and flexibility which we 

clearly value while at the same time making class time engaging and productive for our students.  

Another suggestion I would make for active learning is that culturally relevant strategies 

in our department are going to promote social connection and rapport, what we call collaborative 

active learning. We should seek to find ways to have our students work together in groups to 

share ideas, find answers to problems, or create something new to add to their existing 

knowledge. Discussions are clearly an “easy” way to do this but some of you said that was out of 

your comfort zone. Other forms of group work that perhaps are a bit less intimidating are things 

like think-pair-share, group quizzes, peer teaching, or case studies. 

Ok, so I have given you the results and my active learning recommendations but where 

do we as a department go from here? I am going to recommend three pathways that we could 

begin to promote active learning within the department. I value your feedback here as it will take 

us all working together to make this successful. Please know that the implementation of any of 
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these action items will be slow and incremental as not to overwhelm any of our time or 

resources. 

So, the first pathway is to increase educational development opportunities within the 

department—both informal and formal. Informal conversations about teaching are clearly valued 

so building these into existing spaces, such as faculty meetings, might be useful. This would also 

eliminate the time barrier as we are already together in these meetings. In one of the focus groups 

the suggestion was made that perhaps we could have a monthly “teaching tip” either alongside 

the “tech tip” or in place of it every other month. I see this as a place where each of us could 

share things that have worked well in our classrooms and hopefully promote some self-reflection 

among our peers. Another informal way to promote the sharing of ideas would be through the 

creation of a shared Google Drive where we could save publications, instructional materials, etc. 

that we come across that we think might be useful for each other. The chair often sends things 

through email so this Google Drive could make sharing reciprocal and have all things saved in 

one place. We could each use these resources as needs arise and it would not impose on our 

personal time. 

How about more formal educational development? I believe our department could really 

benefit from the expertise of the CAT. Their staff is more than willing to come to our department 

and provide workshops, presentations, book clubs, etc. While these opportunities would be more 

of a time commitment, I foresee them being optional but hope that if they are brought “in-house” 

and are very specific to meet our needs, we might be intrinsically motivated to participate. 

Again, time is often a barrier but hopefully with some careful, proactive planning we could 

identify a time that fits most of our schedules.  
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The second thing that I see as being potentially useful is an increase in peer review. 

Currently, we rely heavily on student evaluations which again, is not necessarily bad as it 

provides us feedback. But peer review could provide useful feedback and sharing of ideas. I 

foresee this being not only classroom observations but also the review of course materials, 

design, and assignments. This would also symbolize an investment in each other’s success as 

teachers. This could successfully be done as a part of mentoring, something that the department 

is already working towards implementing. 

Finally, I would recommend the creation of a Teaching Advisory Committee, a 

suggestion that was made in one of the focus groups. This committee would help us, and I quote 

a focus group member, “keep our eye on the ball regarding department teaching…to help us stay 

on top of our teaching and promote new teaching styles”. This committee could meet regularly to 

discuss teaching and evaluation, share resources with the whole faculty, and (probably most 

importantly) collaborate with the CAT to plan educational development to meet our department’s 

needs. 

In conclusion, as an active faculty member in this department, I was highly encouraged 

by the departmental commitment to teaching. By slowly implementing some of the above 

changes I believe the department can only enhance current teaching methods and provide more 

opportunities for collaboration and discussion around the topic of teaching strategy, particularly 

active learning. We must strive to move away from being a culture of pedagogical solitude to 

one where conversations and the sharing of ideas about teaching are commonplace. 
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CHAPTER III: ACTION PLAN 

The second aim of this study was to identify pathways for promoting active learning 

within the department. While recommendations are briefly mentioned in Chapter I & II, this 

chapter gives more specifics about the implementation of these pathways. The pathways include 

increasing educational development opportunities (both informal and formal), increasing the 

frequency of peer review, and the creation of a departmental Teaching Advisory Committee. I 

will partner with the department chair and the CAT in the coming academic year to prioritize 

these recommendations and implement changes slowly and incrementally. Faculty input 

regarding recommendations should be sought during the process as well to create buy-in and 

collaboration. 

Educational Development Opportunities 

The faculty in this department want their teaching to promote higher order thinking skills. 

Active learning is arguably the best way to encourage these skills. However, as revealed in the 

focus groups, faculty often do not have the background or knowhow to make these important 

changes. Educational development is an important part of learning new pedagogical skills as 

exposure to active learning greatly increases the likelihood of using it (Apkarian et al., 2021). 

Time and conflicting priorities are major barriers. Therefore, opportunities must be varied and 

accessible. Opportunities most culturally relevant to this department will promote interactive 

lecturing, social connectedness, and diversity rather than a uniform approach to teaching.    

Informal Educational Development Opportunities 

One pathway for more targeted educational development will be to promote more 

informal yet intentional departmental conversations regarding pedagogy. Instead of teaching in 

pedagogical solitude, which is so often the case, Lee Shulman (2004) states that we need to 
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create a “culture of teaching, one in which the conversations, the priorities…of the department 

have teaching at their center” (para. 12). These conversations will happen most effectively if 

built into already existing spaces such as monthly faculty meetings. This would also eliminate 

the time barrier (as faculty are already present at meetings) and make collaboration more 

accessible. One focus group respondent even suggested the current “tech tip” at faculty meetings 

could be alternated with a “teaching tip” every other meeting. These “teaching tips” could be 

presented by various faculty with the goal of sharing strategies that have worked for them. A 

“one size fits all” notion of teaching does not exist (De Courcy, 2015); therefore, it is vital for 

faculty to share their ideas, strengths, and strategies with one another to promote reflection and 

change. This sharing of ideas “link[s] individuals together with others of like mind, creating 

networks that slowly can change…departmental cultures and their embedded values” (Austin, 

1996, p. 64). Previous literature supports that faculty highly value learning informally (yet 

strategically) with and from each other emphasizing the need for collaboration and networking in 

educational development (Armour & Yelling, 2007). 

Yet another solution to minimize the time barrier will be the sharing of 

publications/instructional materials regarding active learning pedagogy, particularly interactive 

lecturing and collaborative active-learning, through a shared departmental Google Drive. It was 

noted in the focus groups that the department chair often already shares articles and other 

resources via email so this shared drive will provide a way for the sharing of resources to be 

reciprocal and also saved all in one place. These resources could be used as faculty’s needs arise, 

at their own discretion, and do not pose any threat to time. 
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Formal Educational Development Opportunities  

While informal opportunities are culturally relevant, there should also be more formal 

avenues for educational development in the department such as optional workshops, lunch and 

learns, or book clubs led by the Center for the Advancement of Teaching. These more structured 

opportunities are a greater time commitment, but they all foster a sense of social connection and 

conversation which the department values. Previous research suggests that building a network 

for support in professional development builds self-efficacy and ownership towards pedagogical 

change (Hamilton, 2018; Rauch et al., 2014). Also, the intrinsic motivation of the faculty to learn 

about novel teaching strategies would most likely encourage participation, especially if they 

were “in-house” opportunities that were easily accessible. Again, as time is often a barrier, there 

should be proactive communication with the faculty and these should be arranged for times that 

fit most faculty’s schedule.  

The topics of the formal educational development should be deliberately chosen to appeal 

to the teaching needs of faculty. As previously mentioned, during my dissemination efforts, the 

faculty will be polled to get feedback about potential topics for educational development. It was 

a suggestion of the department chair that the workshops are sequenced to build upon each other 

to create a greater sense of commitment to attending these opportunities. The results of this case 

study revealed that faculty would benefit from re-evaluating their course learning objectives and 

aligning them with their constructivist teaching perspectives. Therefore, this may be a good 

starting point for the formal educational development provided by the CAT. 

Increase in Peer Review 

Currently, student evaluations are a major emphasis in the assessment of teaching 

effectiveness in the department; however, research shows that active learning happens more 
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often when student evaluations are not the primary method of assessment (Flaherty, 2021). 

Therefore, a second action item to promote active learning is to increase the frequency of peer 

review for both evaluative purposes (summative) but also to provide more regular feedback and 

sharing of ideas (formative). This would not take the place of student evaluations but provide a 

useful supplement (although not part of my action plan, my colleague at the CAT actually 

suggested the use of self-assessment as well to triangulate evaluation data).  

Peer review would be particularly effective if done as part of faculty mentorship (no 

formal mentorship system currently exists). Peer review should include not only classroom 

observation but review of course materials, design, and assignments (Flaherty, 2018). An 

increase in peer review would increase pedagogical conversations, social connectedness, and the 

sharing of ideas. Although the department values independence, this investment in peer review 

would symbolize an investment in each other’s success and growth. Peer review can be an 

intimidating process for both the teacher and the observer so providing guidance and structure 

for this process will be vital (Flaherty, 2018). A proposed template for the peer review process 

can be found in Appendix G. 

Creation of a Teaching Advisory Committee 

In the focus groups, one faculty suggested that the department needs a teaching advisory 

committee to keep “the eye on the ball regarding our department teaching…to help us stay on top 

of our teaching and promoting new teaching styles” (a research advisory committee already 

exists). As a part of this effort, the teaching advisory committee could regularly meet to discuss 

effective, discipline-specific teaching strategies and skills and appropriate methods for 

evaluating each (Anderson et al., 2011). The committee could share best practices and 

evidenced-based papers on a frequent basis (preferably in the aforementioned Google Drive). 
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Also, this committee could, in collaboration with the current Faculty Development and 

Evaluation Committee, revise the departmental promotion documents to reflect that excellence is 

expected in written policies across all ranks of teaching. Lastly, this committee could benefit 

from consulting with the CAT to assess the educational development needs and making those 

opportunities accessible to faculty. 

Conclusion 

As an active faculty member in the department at hand I was highly encouraged by the 

departmental commitment to teaching. By slowly implementing some of the above changes I 

believe the department can only enhance current teaching methods and provide more 

opportunities for collaboration and discussion around the topic of teaching strategy, particularly 

active learning. We must strive to move away from being a culture of pedagogical solitude to 

one where conversations and the sharing of ideas about teaching are commonplace.
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APPENDIX A: EXPANDED RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY STATEMENT 

As the primary instrument of data collection and analysis I realized that all data was 

filtered through my own lens—worldview, values, and perspectives. This underscored the need 

for reflexivity which allowed me to “monitor such effects and thus enhance the accuracy of the 

research” (Berger, 2015, p. 221). Before even starting data collection, I began to engage in 

reflexivity. I kept a reflexivity journal of my personal biases and seeking to understand what 

influence they have on the research process—both data collection and analysis. This included 

writing down the things I value in the teaching process and why I value them. I also journaled 

about how these biases changed based on conversations with the research participants. After each 

focus group I jotted down thoughts, feelings, and reactions. I was willing to challenge my own 

assumptions and hoped that by incorporating extensive reflexivity practices into a study, I could 

present the results with clarity and rigor. 

 I also brought others into the process for a more objective point of view through both 

member checking and peer debriefing. These strategies enhanced the internal validity, or 

credibility, of the study (Merriam, 1998). Peer debriefing happened throughout the course of the 

study—during the methods design and data collection and analysis. This process helped me 

challenge my assumptions, consider alternate interpretations of the data, and manage my own 

biases. Member checking was done by returning the focus groups transcripts to the participants 

within 24 hours of data collection to check for accuracy and resonance with their experiences.   
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APPENDIX B: FOCUS GROUP GUIDE 

Adapted from: https://www.eiu.edu/ihec/Krueger-FocusGroupInterviews.pdf 

Welcome: 

Hi everyone.  Thanks again for participating.  As you know, I am Abbie Wrights and I am 

conducting this focus group as part of a dissertation research project. The information will be de-

identified, and your name will not be recorded in my dissertation or in any dissemination efforts. 

Topic: 

Today I am interested in learning more about your perspectives on teaching and learning, 

particularly the how and why behind your teaching.  Hopefully, this will allow you to learn from 

each other as well.  You were selected because you all teach similar subject matter but bring 

different backgrounds and expertise to the department.  

Guidelines: 

There are no right or wrong answers today, only differing points of view potentially.  You 

certainly do not have to agree with each other but please do be respectful of each other and speak 

one at a time.  I am recording and this focus group will be transcribed.  However, if at any point 

you say something you do not want to it included in the transcription just let me know, I can 

certainly take it out.  In this discussion my role is simply as a moderator to guide the discussion 

but please talk to each other.   

Again, this is voluntary so at any point, if you need to stop, just let me know.  Do you 

have any questions before we continue? 

ICEBREAKER: 

• Let’s begin by having each of you would describe, in your own words, the culture of 

teaching in the HES Department. 

PERSPECTIVES: 

https://www.eiu.edu/ihec/Krueger-FocusGroupInterviews.pdf
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• Tell me a little bit about your teaching background. How would you describe how you 

learned to teach?   

 

• How would you describe your personal teaching philosophy?  

 

• How would you describe your main role in the classroom? Student’s role? 

 

• What strategies do you use to enhance the student’s learning experience? How do you 

decide what you will do in the classroom?  

o Probing question: Do you talk about these strategies with colleagues? 

 

ACTIVE LEARNING 

 

• I am particularly interested in knowing more about active learning, when you hear that 

phrase what does it mean to you as an educator? 

o Probing question: Describe ways you employ active learning in your classroom. 
 

POLICY 

 

• In what ways do you feel supported and/or rewarded for your teaching by the department 

or university? 

 

• What are some areas that you feel you could personally benefit from professional 

development when it comes to teaching?   

o Probing question: Describe your ideal professional development resource or tool. 
 

WRAP-UP 

  

• Is there anything else you would like to share to help me better understand your 

perspectives on teaching? 

 

*In addition to these questions, I will use probes as necessary, things like “could you tell 

me a little bit more about” or “could you give me an example?”  Nonverbal probes such as 

waiting a bit for the interviewee to continue are also effective. 

 

.  
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APPENDIX C: TABLE OF THEMES, SUBTHEMES, AND EVIDENCE 

Category Theme Subtheme/Definition Evidence 

Provided 

Perspectives 

(What 

faculty think 

about 

teaching) 

Constructivist 

learning 

environment 

The teacher is a facilitator in the learning 

process.  

The goal of learning is the acquisition of 

higher order thinking skills and real-world 

application 

Student’s role is as an active participant. 

Focus groups 

Social 

connection 

Faculty to student connection is important 

to teaching. 

Student to student connection is important 

to teaching. 

Focus Groups 

Autonomy and 

independence 

Faculty believe that teaching should be 

autonomous and independent and express 

appreciation for not being 

“micromanaged”. 

Focus Groups 

Pedagogical 

solitude 

Conversations about teaching are valued 

but limited. 

Faculty expressed a desire for more formal 

conversations. 

Focus Groups 

Practice 

(How faculty 

teach) 

Teaching 

practices 

COPUS observed data reveals most 

teaching practices are didactic but 

qualitative narrative reveals a variety of 

strategies used. 

Course syllabi reveal that the majority of 

course learning outcomes are lower order 

thinking skills (inconsistent with 

perspectives on teaching). 

COPUS 

Document 

analysis 

(course syllabi) 

Teaching 

change 

Faculty are intrinsically motivated to 

enhance teaching. 

Formal opportunities exist. 

Barriers to change include: time, lack of 

self-efficacy in new skills (lack of teacher 

training), PD is often focused on 

technology rather than pedagogy. 

Focus Groups 

Document 

Analysis (CAT 

website) 

Policy 

(External 

reward and 

expectation 

for teaching) 

Reward for 

teaching 

Teaching excellence is expected yet less 

emphasized for those with research 

obligations. 

Heavy reliance on student evaluations.  

Focus Groups 

Document 

Analysis 

(Promotion 

docs, faculty 

handbook, 

student 

evaluations) 
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APPENDIX D: PEDAGOGICAL NARRATIVE FOR EACH OBSERVATION 

 Pedagogical Narrative 

Course 1 Observation 1: short video, small group discussion, numerous questions 

asked of students 

Observation 2: video, small group discussion based on video, large group 

discussion, numerous questions asked of students 

Observation 3: small group discussion based on a previously due assignment, 

ungraded in class quiz, numerous questions asked of students 

Course 2 Observation 1: modeling a problem, students actively doing an SPSS task, 

real time writing on the board, asks for a lot of student input 

Observation 2: review of exam using green light/yellow light/red light 

concepts, real time writing on board, demonstrating a problem and inviting 

students to follow along on SPSS, end of class review 

Observation 3: starts class with review, mostly lecture, demonstrates a 

problem in Excel 

Course 3 Observation 1: asks a lot of questions to engage students, real time writing on 

the board, article discussion 

Observation 2: small group discussion (happens several times throughout 

class period), instructor led whole group discussion, real time writing on the 

board 

Observation 3: small group discussion (prompt given “I want to hear a lot of 

talking”), students writing on board, large group discussion predominantly 

build around student’s ideas, short video at the end 

Course 4 Observation 1: first ~10 minutes are review with a lot of student involvement, 

predominantly lecture but many students willing to ask questions, allows 

students to work on group project at the end 

Observation 2: first ~10 minutes are review with a lot of student involvement, 

predominantly lecture but many students willing to ask questions 

Observation 3: first ~10 minutes are review with a lot of student involvement, 

predominantly lecture but many students willing to ask questions 

Course 5 Observation 1: Predominantly lecture, a few questions asked of students, 

many practical and “real world” examples given 

Observation 2: Predominantly lecture, a few questions asked of students, 

many practical and “real world” examples given 

Observation 3: Predominantly lecture, a few questions asked of students, 

many practical and “real world” examples given 
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APPENDIX E: ACTIVE LEARNING CONTINUUM 

 

Prepared by Chris O’Neal and Tershia Pinder-Grover, Center for Research on Learning and 

Teaching, University of Michigan 

  

http://www.crlt.umich.edu/sites/default/files/Active_Learning_Continuum_CRLT.pdf
http://www.crlt.umich.edu/sites/default/files/Active_Learning_Continuum_CRLT.pdf
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APPENDIX F: DISSEMINATION HANDOUT 

1. Background & Rationale 

a. Active Learning 

i. Describes any approach to instruction where students can actively engage, 

process, and apply the information that they learn 

b. Teaching Culture 

i. Culture: constantly evolving system of shared behaviors, values, beliefs, 

and ideologies of members of an organization 

ii. Reflected in teaching perspectives, practice, & policy 

2. Project Aims 

a. What is our departmental culture of teaching based on perspectives, practice, & 

policy? 

b. Using that information, what pathways can we highlight in the department to 

promote active learning? 

3. Methods 

a. Focus groups  

i. Two groups, 4 participants in each group 

b. Classroom observations using the Classroom Observation Protocol for 

Undergraduate STEM  

i. 5 faculty observed 3 times each 

c. Document analysis  

i. Course syllabi, faculty handbook, promotion and tenure documents, CAT 

website 

4. Data Analysis 

a. Constant comparison method of analysis 

5. Results 

Category Theme Subtheme/Definition Evidence  

Perspectives 

(What 

faculty think 

about 

teaching) 

Constructivist 

learning 

environment 

The teacher is a facilitator in the learning process.  

The goal of learning is the acquisition of higher 

order thinking skills and real-world application 

Student’s role is as an active participant. 

Focus groups 

Social 

connection 

Faculty to student connection is important to 

teaching. 

Student to student connection is important to 

teaching. 

Focus Groups 

Autonomy 

and 

independence 

Faculty believe that teaching should be autonomous 

and independent and express appreciation for not 

being “micromanaged”. 

Focus Groups 

Pedagogical 

solitude 

Conversations about teaching are valued but limited. 

Faculty expressed a desire for more formal 

conversations. 

Focus Groups 

Practice Teaching 

practices 

COPUS observed data reveals most teaching 

practices are didactic but qualitative narrative 

reveals a variety of strategies used. 

COPUS 

Document 

analysis  
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(How 

faculty 

teach) 

Course syllabi reveal that the majority of course 

learning outcomes are lower order thinking skills.  

Teaching 

change 

Faculty are intrinsically motivated to enhance 

teaching. 

Formal opportunities exist. 

Barriers to change include: time, lack of self-

efficacy in new skills (lack of teacher training), PD 

is often focused on technology rather than 

pedagogy. 

Focus Groups 

Document 

Analysis 

Policy 

(External 

reward and 

expectation 

for 

teaching) 

Reward for 

teaching 

Teaching excellence is expected yet less emphasized 

for those with research obligations. 

Heavy reliance on student evaluations.  

Focus Groups 

Document 

Analysis 

 

6. Using these results, what could active learning look like in the context of this 

department? 

a. Key Point: there is no prescriptive approach to active learning (must be tailored to 

meet our needs/strengths as a teacher) 

b. However, a few recommendations that align with our teaching culture 

i. Interactive lecturing 

ii. Collaborative active learning (emphasizes social connection) 

7. So, what is next? 

a. Increase educational development opportunities within the department 

i. Informal (“teaching tips”, making room for conversation) 

ii. Formal (collaboration with the CAT) 

b. Increase peer review 

i. Most useful for formative feedback in a mentoring relationship 

c. Create a Teaching Advisory Committee 

i. “keep our eye on the ball regarding department teaching…to help us stay 

on top of our teaching and promote new teaching styles” 

 

Questions? Comments?  
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APPENDIX G: PEER REVIEW TEMPLATE 

Faculty Being Reviewed:  

Reviewer: 

Classroom Observation Date(s): 

De-brief Meeting Date:  

 

Classroom Observation 

• What went well? 

 

• What could be improved? 

 

• What pedagogical strategies did you observe? 

 

• What was the students’ engagement level? 

 

Instructional Design: 

• Is the syllabus comprehensive and student-friendly? 

 

• Are the learning objectives clearly specified and appropriate for the 

course? 

 

• Do class assignments and assessments match the course learning 

objectives? 

 

 

The above bullets should be used as an outline for peer review but since this is a feedback-driven 

process, the observer should use their discretion as to what is most pertinent/important to 

discuss during de-briefing. 

 


