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BACKGROUND

My dissertation research

Session objectives

2



DEFINITIONS

Front-line faculty: Faculty members who work at 
the learner-teacher interface in higher education

Quality management (QM):

Activities within higher education institutions 
designed to ensure, assess, evaluate, and/or 
improve all aspects of the higher education 
enterprise related to quality 
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WHAT DOES THE LITERATURE SAY?

Primary driver of QM is accountability

QM has two major purposes:

Meeting standards

 Improving performance

Tensions between these two purposes are well 
documented
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WHAT DOES THE LITERATURE SAY? 
(CONT.)

In practice, meeting standards has been 
emphasized over continuous improvement

Faculty are more supportive of QM that focuses 
on improvement
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WHAT DOES THE LITERATURE SAY? 
(CONT.)

Gap between the “rhetoric of quality” and the 
“reality of quality”

Gap between how faculty and administrators 
view QM processes
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WHAT DOES THE LITERATURE SAY? 
(CONT.)

Overall, QM activities have had limited impact on 
educational outcomes
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WHAT DOES THE LITERATURE SAY? 
(CONT.)

In general, the literature suggests that many QM 
activities have been missed opportunities

WHY?
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WHAT DOES THE LITERATURE SAY? 
(CONT.)

Faculty members have not been actively engaged in 
QM processes

Knowing more about how faculty perceive QM 
processes could help to bridge the gap between what 
QM hopes to achieve and what it actually achieves

Quality improvement will not happen without the 
support of front-line faculty

 Learning more about what faculty value in terms of 
quality may result in more active engagement of 
front-line faculty
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WHAT DOES THE LITERATURE SAY? 
(CONT.)

In order to facilitate improvement, faculty must 
support how quality is defined and measured by 
QM activities

There are disconnects between what faculty think 
about quality and how QM activities are currently 
structured

10



MY DISSERTATION RESEARCH

Research Purpose: To explore perceptions of 
front-line faculty members in the United States 
related to quality and quality management in 
higher education.
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MY DISSERTATION RESEARCH (CONT.)

Research Question 1: How do front-line faculty members 
in the United States define quality in higher education?

Research Question 2: How do front-line faculty members 
in the United States describe how quality in higher 
education should be measured?

Research Question 3: Assuming that quality management 
activities will continue to be mandated, what do front-line 
faculty members in the United States believe could be 
done to make quality management activities more 
meaningful to front-line faculty members? 

12



PARTICIPANTS

20 front-line faculty: 51% of invited faculty 
members participated in the study

Public, research-extensive university: 8 
participants

Public, comprehensive university: 6 participants

Private, liberal arts college: 6 participants

12 Non-STEM; 8 STEM

12 Associate Professors; 8 Professors

10 Females; 10 Males
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RESEARCH QUESTION 1

How do front-line faculty members in the United 
States define quality in higher education?
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FINDINGS: RESEARCH QUESTION 1

Theme 1: Quality was defined in terms of student 
outcomes

Student learning outcomes

Vocational outcomes

Contribution to society outcomes

Theme 2: Quality was defined in terms other than
student outcomes
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FINDINGS: RESEARCH QUESTION 1 
(CONT.)

Overall, participants’ definitions of quality in higher 
education were similar to the AAC&U’s definition of a 21st

century liberal education.

“Liberal Education is an approach to learning that empowers 
individuals and prepares them to deal with complexity, 
diversity, and change.  It provides students with broad 
knowledge of the wider world (e.g. science, culture, and 
society) as well as in-depth study in a specific area of 
interest.  A liberal education helps students develop a sense 
of social responsibility, as well as strong and transferable 
intellectual and practical skills such as communication, 
analytical and problem-solving skills, and a demonstrated 
ability to apply knowledge and skills in real-world settings.”
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RESEARCH QUESTION 2

Research Question 2: How do front-line faculty 
members in the United States describe how 
quality in higher education should be measured?
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FINDINGS: RESEARCH QUESTION 2

Theme 1: Student growth should be a primary 
indicator of quality

Students need to be assessed longitudinally

Theme 2: Measuring quality is difficult

Recognition of specific measurement issues
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FINDINGS: RESEARCH QUESTION 2 
(CONT.)

Theme 3: Dissatisfaction with current measures of 
quality

Current measures of quality place too much 
emphasis on numbers

Theme 4: Measuring quality is necessary or 
important
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RESEARCH QUESTION 3

Research Question 3: Assuming that quality 
management activities will continue to be 
mandated, what do front-line faculty members in 
the United States believe could be done to make 
quality management activities more meaningful to 
front-line faculty members? 
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FINDINGS: RESEARCH QUESTION 3

Theme 1: Barriers that prevent quality 
management activities from being meaningful to 
front-line faculty

 Issues with QM measures

 Issues related to the process or implementation 
of QM

Front-line faculty members’ perceptions of QM

Divide between front-line faculty members and 
administrators
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FINDINGS: RESEARCH QUESTION 3 
(CONT.)

Theme 2: Suggestions for how quality 
management activities could be more meaningful 
to front-line faculty

Use outcomes and measures that are meaningful

 Improve communications

Provide incentives, compensation

Provide more assistance

 Increase front-line faculty involvement

Decrease the fear factor

22



CONCLUSIONS

Conclusion 1: Participants were interested in 
discussing quality in higher education

Use quality as a conversation starter for quality 
management work

Conclusion 2: A subset of participants could 
benefit from more information about the purpose 
of quality management activities and why they 
are needed

Build upon current efforts to educate front-line 
faculty about quality management
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CONCLUSIONS (CONT.)

Conclusion 3: Processes focused on accountability 
did not resonate with study participants

Emphasize improvement over meeting standards 
in order to increase faculty engagement

Conclusion 4: In order for the faculty members I 
interviewed to be more actively involved in 
quality management, processes should be more 
faculty-centered
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CONCLUSIONS (CONT.)

Conclusion 5: Study participants believed that 
front-line faculty should be rewarded for active 
participation in quality management activities

Options include providing time (e.g., course 
releases), money (e.g., summer stipends), or 
recognition

Conclusion 6: Multiple participants found that if 
the indicators used to measure quality were not 
meaningful, the quality management process as a 
whole was not helpful
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BARRIERS AND SUGGESTED STRATEGIES

Discussion based on Table 3 and Table 4

What stands out most to you?

What do you think are the key barriers?

Most promising strategies?

How we can take our work to the next level?
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QUESTIONS & DISCUSSION
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