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Colleagues and Friends of the Academy:

Welcome to Volume 10, Issue 1 of CQIE and our appreciation for joining us in our celebration
the publication of this issue marks the beginning of our ten-year anniversary! The Academy and 

. On 
that note

Steve Jones just this week mailed out the schedule for our 19th Academy meeting: the Critical 
Questions Conference in beautiful Savannah, Georgia. The topic this time around ponders the im-
plications for teaching and learning of increasingly acute generational differences. Keep in mind 
as well that we have launched a new book series. Information on this exciting opportunity can be 
found on our website: academyforeducationalstudies.org. Upcoming symposia and conferences 
include Seattle, WA in October and Chicago, IL next spring.

We think you will find the manuscripts in Volume 10, Issue 1 of CQIE are a bit more quantitively 
oriented than has historically been the case. Corrie R. Block opens the issue with an examination 
of teacher reaction to the idea of including more LGBTQ+ focused curriculum in the social studies 

wed by a 
study conducted by a team of researchers from Missouri State University on professor attitudes 
toward accreditation and the accrediting process. As universities come under increasingly tough 
funding shortfalls, the question of spending time and money on accreditation is an important one
and this project reports some very interesting findings.

discussion and argumentation in Turkish science classes. Much as it is in the US, Bati finds the 
current situation a mixed bag with some positive signs and not so positive signs that true discussion 
is or can be incorporated into schools and their classrooms. In the fourth manuscript, Dory Quinn 
and her co-authors present their findings on the impact of a Trio Support Services Program meant 
to engage the growing number of first-generation college students such that they succeed. This
issue of CQIE closes with Angela Ford s analysis of the impact of school environments on students 
via the Self-determination theory developed by Ryan and Deci.

Happy rea And, Happy ten-year birthday to us.

PAX,

                                   
Eric C. Sheffield, Managing Editor Jessica A. Heybach, Associate Editor
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_____________________________________________________________________________

Educator Affect: LGBTQ in Social Studies Curriculum

_____________________________________________________________________________

Corrie R. Block, Bellarmine University

Abstract

Space has been opened to question heteronormativity and to address the assumption that 
each student in k-12 schools identifies as heterosexual. Is anything happening in this 
space? What affective behaviors, attitudes and beliefs do teachers who teach LGBTQ+ 
topics demonstrate? Conversely, what affective behaviors, attitudes and beliefs prevent 
teachers from teaching LGBTQ+ topics? These questions guided this qualitative research 
study. Data were collected with document analysis, interviews and measures of affect. This 
study measures affect by exploring the attitudes of teachers who include or do not include 
LGBTQ+ within social studies courses. Particular focus was given to teachers who imple-
ment course content that relates to LGBTQ+ civil rights within socio-historic contexts. For 
this study, educator affect means the emotions that influence whether to or not to include 
LGBTQ+ in middle and secondary school social studies curriculum. 

Keywords: LGBTQ+; heteronormativity; social studies curriculum; affective measurement

iddle and high schools within the United States are largely heteronormative in nature privi-
leging heterosexual practices and assuming students identify as heterosexual (Cohen, 2005).
School heteronormativity is maintained by excluding anything outside of heterosexuality. Heter-
onormativity goes beyond dislikes or prejudices against those who identify as lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, transgender, queer and/or questioning, by thoroughly permeating the school culture (Berlant 
& Warner, 2000). Sexuality tends not to be acknowledged as an area of diversity within schools. 
Even though the National Council for the Social Studies
core values, J. B. Mayo, Jr. asserts that only certain privileged forms of diversity are regularly 
recognized within the field: sexuality has not (2012, p.243). LGBTQ+ 
is often deemed as controversial and forbidden in the curriculum because heterosexuality is the 
implicit norm. 

Schools and society are reflective of each other; within our schools we have opportunities 
to create a more inclusive society (Hess, 2009; Hess & McAlvoy, 2016; Mayo, 2012; Richardson, 
2017; Noddings & Brooks, 2016). Almost anything related to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer and/or questioning (LGBTQ+) is vacant from social studies curriculum. Thus, preserving 
heteronormativity in schools and social environments (Parkhouse & Massaro, 2018; Mayo, 2012).
According to current political rhetoric, science posits two distinct unchangeable genders, male and 
female (Green, Benner & Pear, 2018). It is not clear what science is being used to back up this 
binary gender assertion. Science shows us that each human being is not born with exclusive female 
or male genes, urinary system, endocrine glands and hormones (Ettner, Monstrey & Coleman, 
2016; Reiner & Gearhart, 2004). Current political sentiment is in direct contrast to LGBTQ+ civil 
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rights changes that were made just a few years ago. Support for same-sex marriages was realized 
with the Obergefell v. Hodges decision by the United States Supreme Court, in 2015. Inclusivity 
and unprejudiced school environments for transgender students were addressed with the Dear Col-
league Letter: Transgender Students, from the U.S. Department of Education and U.S. Department 
of Justice, in 2016. We seemed to be reconciling heteronormativity with additional forms of gender 
and sexuality. Current events give the impression that any gains made for LGBTQ+ civil rights 
are being withdrawn. A concern is that the current climate could silence anything outside of the 
expected heteronormativity. 

Sexuality and gender have been taboo subjects in our schools. The Dear Colleague Letter:
Transgender Students, established equal access for each student in our schools regardless of the 

ter and the legal status of same-sex marriages opens space to question heteronormativity and space 
to address the assumption that each student identifies as heterosexual. Is anything happening in 
this space?

What affective behaviors, attitudes and beliefs do teachers who teach LGBTQ+ topics 
demonstrate? Conversely, what affective behaviors, attitudes and beliefs prevent teachers from 
teaching LGBTQ+ topics? These questions guided this qualitative research study. Data were col-
lected with document analysis, interviews and measures of affect. This study measures affect by 
exploring the attitudes of teachers who include or do not include LGBTQ+ within social studies 
courses. Particular focus was given to teachers who implement course content that relates to 
LGBTQ+ civil rights within socio-historic contexts. For this study, educator affect means the emo-
tions that influence whether to or not to include LGBTQ+ in middle and secondary school social 
studies curriculum.

Literature Review

In schools etero) sexuality is the (Mayo, 2012, p. 245), as a 
result LGBTQ+ topics are often deemed controversial and forbidden in the curriculum. Some 
teachers find ways to move beyond the heterosexual culture by implementing LGBTQ+ topics into 
the curriculum despite the controversial and forbidden nature of these topics. The literature review 
addresses the following areas that are relevant to the inclusion of LGBTQ+ topics into the social 
studies curriculum. The literature review begins with a discussion of heteronormative classrooms, 
school environments and curriculum, then moves into critical pedagogy to face fear, then defines 
affect and concludes with matters related to measurements of affect. 

Heteronormative Curriculum, Classrooms, School Environments 

A binary gender norm, male and female heterosexuality, is perpetuated within our schools
in the curriculum, instructional practices and overall heteronormative culture (Mayo, 2016; Mayo, 
2012; Martino, 2009). Classrooms are sociocultural spaces where students, teachers and curricu-
lum interact. Explicit rules and implicit sanctions of the classroom, as well as the school environ-
ment, are continually reproduced through the interactions of students, teachers and curriculum
(Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). The existing binary assumes that students identify as heterosexual 
and embody gender binary behaviors. Mollie V. Blackburn and Jill M. Smith suggest that heter-
onormativity is dependent upon the acceptance that heterosexuality is the norm (2010). Thus po-
sitioning human beings who identify as LGBTQ+ as abnormal and having less value than human
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beings who identify as heterosexual. Abnormality devaluing takes place through intentional and 
unintentional action towards human beings who are outside of the gender binary. 

The heteronormative school environment is sustained by the curriculum that is taught. Ap-
propriate curricular changes to embed LGBTQ+ into the social studies curriculum have been sug-
gested by scholars through the years. Heterosexuality is not normal for each human being, for that 
reason, social studies curriculum should change to reflect reality (Chandler, 2015). It is appropriate 
to include LGBTQ+ in social studies courses that teach the following; the three branches of our 
government, the way checks and balances function and Supreme Court decisions (Hess, 2009; 
Hess & McAvoy, 2016, Mayo, 2016; North, 2015; Sleeter & Grant, 1999; Wayne, 2016). Accord-
ing to Diana Hess, it is appropriate to teach same-sex marriages as a constitutional and policy issue 
(2009).  Supreme Court decisions are appropriate for classroom curriculum. The 2015, Obergefell 
v. Hodges Supreme Court decision supports same-sex marriages and as a result significantly im-
pacts LGBTQ+ civil rights (Obergefell v. Hodges). Deplorably, recent United States History sug-
gests that 
ple, the struggle for racial civil rights was not realized directly after the Supreme Court made the 
decision in the case, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka Kansas (Halberstam, 1998). Diversity 
and civil rights become a part of schools as a result of the Brown vs Board of Education of Topeka 
Kansas decision (Sleeter & Carmona, 2016). Teachers control the curriculum at the classroom 
level; when teachers include LGBTQ+ topics they communicate justification for LGBTQ+; which
is significant because schools are reflective of society (Hess, 2009; Hess & McAvoy, 2016). Plac-
ing LGBTQ+ into the social studies curriculum is applicable when teaching about the constitution 
and the ways that our government functions. 

The curriculum that is taught in schools tends to be found in textbooks that leave out any-
thing related to LGBTQ+. Most textbooks inaccurately depict LGBTQ+ people and/or show them 
in perverted ways (Macgillivray & Jennings, 2008; Sleeter, 2011). Textbooks indoctrinate percep-
tions about who we are as Americans, the path to become America, and help plot the future of our 
country (Sleeter & Carmona, 2016). The call has been out for forty years or more to include mar-
ginalized groups such as LGBTQ+ in textbook content and into curriculum (Sleeter, 2011). Thank-
fully, there is a growing body of literature that addresses the mistaken notion that human beings 
are all heterosexual males and females (Colley, 2017; Maguth & Taylor, 2014; Mayo, 2015, 2013, 
2012; Hess, 2011, 2009; Mayo, 2016; Parkhouse & Massaro, 2018; Sleeter & Carmona, 2016;
Wayne, 2016). According to Diana Hess, it is time to listen to experts in the field and implement 
a more inclusive curriculum (2018).   

Critical Pedagogy to Face Fear

Paulo Friere challenged us to stop oppressing marginalized human beings (1970). Accord-
ing to Friere, students are not empty vessels to fill, but rather students bring their own experiences 
and knowledge to the learning. Teachers empower students by welcoming in diverse experiences 
and knowledge. Friere suggests teachers see themselves alongside of their students rather than 
seeing teaching as a top down activity. Being alongside students and co-creating the curriculum 
and the school environment with students helps stop oppression (1970). According to Prentice 
Chandler, paying to replace 

Teachers who pay attention 
to intersecting positionalities and replace current curricular and pedagogical habits are transforma-
tional teachers who prepare students to create a world that ought to be (Stanley, 2010). Inhibiting 



4 Block Educator Affect

transformation are those who prepare students for the world as it is (Stanley, 2010). Teachers who 
perpetuate oppression by silencing and demoralizing human beings who are outside of 

the expected social norms (Chandler, 2015; Friere, 1970; Stanley, 2010). Even though teachers 
may want to act upon the injustices that students experience, fear of consequences and repercus-
sions perpetuates inaction (Chandler, 2009; Passe, 2010). Friere seems to suggest that teachers 
face the fear with a critical perspective. Taking on the fear with a critical perspective means that 
teachers disarm subversive power, challenge an antiqua
tity and be motivated by an ethos of justic Amthor & Heilman, 2010, p. 145). Some teachers 

identity and sexuality intersecting positionalities and do not define 
the value or character of the person as a whole. 

Defining Affect

Affective characteristics are attitudes, appreciations, emotional sets or biases, character, 
interests, values, fears, threats, inclinations, self-esteem, opinions and morals. Affective character-
istics are aspects personality (Thurstone, 1928; Miller, Linn & Gronlund, 2013; 
Gronlund & Brookhart, 2009; Guskey, 2015; Fiske, 1971; Kifer, 1977; Krathwohl, Bloom, & 
Masia, 1964; Anderson & Bourke, 2000). Affect is complex and multifaceted (Fiske, 1971; Kifer, 
1977; Thurstone, 1928). 

p. 1). Val-
ues and beliefs impact the process of learning and teaching. Teacher affect impacts student perfor-
mance (Miller, Linn & Gronlund, 2013; Gronlund & Brookhart, 2009; Guskey, 2015; Thurstone, 
1928; Tyler, 1973). Affect s a feeling tone, an emotion, or a degree of acceptance or 
re (Krathwohl, Bloom & Masia, 1964, p. 7). Affect includes he extent to which a teacher 
accepts or rejects an issue. A tea
As stated earlier, fear, which is a feeling within the Affective Domain, impacts whether a teacher 
chooses to teach LGBTQ+ topics or not. This study collects 
beliefs, fears, hesitations and perceptions about implementing LGBTQ+ into their social studies 
curriculum.

Measuring Affect

Affective measurements tend to be considered personality measurements and include 
measurements of feelings, sentiments and attitudes (Thurstone, 1928; Fiske, 1971). According to 
Donald W. Fiske (1971), when we measure affect we make inferences about affect based on ob-
servable behaviors. Quality affective measurements discern the degree of acceptance, indifference, 
or rejection of a well-defined construct (Fiske, 1971; Thurstone, 1928). Fiske teaches us to define 
the affective construct that is being measured before attempting to make any measurements (1971). 
Affective measurements are harder to make if the construct is not well-defined (Thurstone, 1928; 
Fiske, 1971; Guskey, 2015; Kifer, 1977). Measuring affect is a complex task which cannot be 
determined solely by any single numerical index . Teachers tend to 
shy away from measuring affect because of the complex nature of affect (Anderson & Bourke, 
2000; Guskey, 2015). Affective measurements make distinctions among behaviors such as aware-
ness of a belief versus acting on that belief (Krathwohl, Bloom & Masia, 1964). Affective meas-
urements are intended to measure observable behavior.
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Concluding Literature Review

ns and positionality (race, 
class, gender, sexual orientation, ableness) and these affect perc
Heilman, 2010, p.145). Teacher beliefs about including LGBTQ+ issues into social studies curric-
ulum is an affective attribute examined in this study. Fear is an emotion that permeates this re-
search study. This research builds upon studies that examine incorporating LGBTQ+ topics into 
social studies classroom curriculum and addresses the following research questions:

1. What affective behaviors, attitudes and beliefs do teachers who teach LGBTQ+ topics 
demonstrate? 

2. Conversely, what affective behaviors, attitudes and beliefs prevent teachers from teach-
ing LBGTQ topics? 

Methodology

This qualitative study is grounded in phenomenological design. Phenomenology is a 
a phenomenon is contextualized to repre-

sent the universal experience (Van Manen, 2006). Experiences collected from each individual par-
ticipant are then examined and the description details the, what and how of the experience (Mousta-
kas, 1994). This study seeks to examine the affective perceptions of social studies teachers in mid-
dle and secondary education in regards to how they incorporate or do not include LGBTQ+ topics 
in their social studies curriculum. There are usually between three to fifteen participants in phe-
nomenological research (Moustakas, 1994). In this study we used criterion sampling (Miles, Hu-
berman, Saldana, 2014). An email was sent out to Kentucky Social Studies Educators inviting 
participation in this study. Participants had to meet the following criteria: 1) currently be teaching 
in a school; 2) teach social studies courses; 3) teach in a middle school or secondary school. Eight 
participants were selected to conduct interviews with from the twenty completed surveys. These 
eight participants teach in different private or public schools and represent different genders. Table 
1 displays demographics about teacher participants. Participants ranged in years of teaching from 
one year to fifteen years. Additionally, each school presented its own challenges as well as 
strengths for the teachers to teach LGBTQ+ issues. Examples of these challenges include low 
student performance, students struggling with access to resources and political limitations. 

Table 1: Participant Overview

Alias Grades Taught Courses Taught Description of School
Jackson High School

11th and 12th
World History
Sociology 

Catholic High School 

Rustin High School
9th, 10th, 11th, 12th

US History
Civics to Humanities to 
Western Civilization

Alternative School, described as 
a last chance school
Inner City School

David High School
9th, 10th

Civics Title 1 school
70% students of color
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Jessie High School
11th

US History Diverse
ELL
Homeless students

Elizabeth High School
9th, 10th, 11th

AP European History
AP Human Geography 
Us History

Very diverse 
Rural School

Jennifer High School
9th, 11th, 12th

AP Human Geography
IB Histories of America
IB 20th Century topics

Most diverse school in district

Erica High School
11th and 12th

US History
AP Government
AP History
Psychology

Free and reduced lunch
40% African American

Morgan Middle School
7th

Ancient History
Current-Events

Few underrepresented groups

Data Collection and Analysis

Data were collected with document analysis, teacher interviews and a questionnaire to ad-
dress single method biases (Maxwell, 2013). Using document analysis along with interviews and 
the questionnaire blended and triangulated data collection methods (Patton, 2001). The data were 
collected in a cooperative effect by the researchers conducting the study.
ies Curricular Documents, Content for Assessment 4.1 for middle and secondary social studies as 
well as the Kentucky Academic Standards for Social Studies for the Next Generation, which are 
currently being developed, were the documents that were analyzed. These Kentucky curricular 
documents were searched for key words; sexuality, gender, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and 
queer. Additional terms; culture, diversity and multicultural, were added to the second level of 
document analysis. 

Participants initially completed an electronic questionnaire. The questionnaire asked for 
demographic information and about the following; inclusion of LGBTQ+ topics in curriculum, 
teacher comfort in teaching LGBTQ+ topics, perceived appropriate grade level for including 
LGBTQ+ topics as well as the presence of LGBTQ+ students in the classroom. The electronic 
questionnaire is Appendix A.

At the end of the questionnaire participants were asked whether or not they would like to 
participate in a semi-structured interview. Each of the eight participants participated in and ap-
proximately one-hour semi-structured interview. The semi-structured interviews were conducted 
to examine how affect impacts or prevents inclusion of LGBTQ+ topics in social studies curricu-
lum. Teachers were asked about experiences in their classrooms involving incorporating LGBTQ+
topics into the range of classes they teach. Additionally, they were asked to share perspectives on 
barriers and comfort to include LGBTQ+ topics. Each interview was audio recorded and 
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transcribed verbatim. It was specifically asked if LGBTQ+
Social Studies curriculum. This question was asked to triangulate data themes. In the interviews 
we also asked probing questions about topics or units when LGBTQ+ issues could be taught. 

We used Nvivo software to analyze the data in a multi-stage approach across type and 
source. The data were coded and used deductive categories developed by both researchers through 
in-depth conversations. Eventually, analysis shifted to an inductive process, comparing and reduc-
ing codes until we reached consensus. Throughout the analysis process both researchers explored 
their own bias and experiences as they related to including LGBTQ+ topics in the curriculum. 
These discussions included questioning our own positions as a cisgender straight woman and a
cisgender gay man. The researcher s philosophical beliefs were examined to critical determine if
these beliefs manifested within data collection and analysis. Early stage coding identified catego-

LGBTQ+ topics in social studies courses, how students, 
parents and administration supported or limited inclusion of LGBTQ+ topics and the impacts of 
teacher training. These categories were examined to identify patterns of affect impacting teacher 
engagement with LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom. Late stage analysis involved further condens-
ing these patterns to reveal implications for how LGBTQ+ topics may be further incorporated into 
social studies curriculum despite affect. Analytic memos were used throughout analysis to exam-
ine teacher affect and context, identify phenomenon and themes as they emerged and to test evi-
dentiary warrants (Maxwell, 2013).

Limitations

The absence of teacher observations is a noticeable deficit within this study. Observations 
would have allowed for the researchers to witness the actual teaching of LGBTQ+ civil rights and 
relationship issues as well as affect that limits or promotes inclusion of LGBTQ+ topics. 

A second limitation of this study was Maxwell, 2013, p.124), which acknowl-
edges the effect of researcher presence on participants. The researchers sought to remain neutral 
during the interviews to ensure participants felt comfortable to answer questions openly and hon-
estly. Because questions asked about the participants comfort level and the appropriateness of in-
cluding LGBTQ+ topics, the researchers did not want participants to feel pressure to answer based 
on the researcher s bias. This study was focused on Kentucky social studies curriculum and 
broadly examines experiences and perspectives from teachers. Examining educators across the 
nation would be an important next step to understand how cultural context of location impacts 
affect and inclusion of LGBTQ+ topics in social studies curriculum.  

Findings

Teachers who participated in this study reaffirm the heteronormative nature of schools.
stated same sex couples are not able to attend dances together. They de-

(Morgan, Personal Commu-
nication, March 26, 2015). School policies that do
school activities position students who identify as LGBTQ+ as abnormal and less than heterosex-
ual students (Blackburn & Smith, 2010).

Social Studies teachers hesitate to include LGBTQ+ issues in the curriculum due to the 
heteronormative nature of schools and because LGBTQ+ topics, such as civil rights, are not in 

ttribute discussed 
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by participating teachers. Findings are organized into three sections; document analysis and two 
sections about the affective themes that emerged from the interviews. The two affective themes
that emerged are: 1) Teachers are fearful. The fearful section is organized into two components; 
a) fear of how administrators and parents will react, and b) fear about ways to incorporate 
LGBTQ+ into social studies; 2) Same gender female relationships seem to be more publically 
demonstrated in the schools where these teachers taught contrasted to same gender male relation-
ships. 

Document Analysis

, for middle 
and secondary social studies as well as the Kentucky Academic Standards for Social Studies for 
the Next Generation, under development, were analyzed for the document analysis. These Ken-
tucky curricular documents were searched for key words; sexuality, gender, lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender and queer. These terms are not in these documents. Culture, diversity and multicultural 
were then added to the document analysis word search.  2, from sixth grade Social Studies, presents 
the only references to gender and culture in s curricular frameworks.

Table 2: Kentucky Social Studies Standards

SS-6-CS-U-5
Students will understand that 
an appreciation of the diverse 
complexity of cultures is es-
sential in our global society.

SS-6-CS-S-5
Students will compare exam-
ples of cultural elements (e.g., 
language, the arts, cus-
toms/traditions, beliefs, skills 
and literature) of diverse 
groups in the present day, in-
cluding non-western cultures 
within the United States, in 
current events/news using in-
formation from a variety of 
print and non-print sources 
(e.g., media, literature, inter-
views, observations, docu-
mentaries, artifacts)

SS-06-2.1.1
Students will explain how el-
ements of culture (e.g., lan-
guage, the arts, customs, be-
liefs, literature) define spe-
cific groups in the global 
world of the present day and 
may result in unique perspec-
tives.

The only standard relevant to gender ial Studies high school curricular frame-
work is,

SSHHPS1 Students will demonstrate an understanding of the interpretative nature of his-
tory using a variety of tools (e.g., primary and secondary sources, Internet, timelines, maps, 
data): investigate and analyze perceptions and perspectives (e.g., gender, race, region, eth-
nic group, nationality, age, economic status, religion, politics, geographic factors) of peo-
ple and historical events in the modern world (world civilizations, U.S. history). (Com-
bined Curricular Document SSHHPS1) 
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Analysis of these documents suggests that LGBTQ+ issues are not presently included in 

locating the few curricular mentions quoted above. To triangulate the document analysis, partici-
pants were asked in the int
curriculum. The unanimous response was, no. 

Teachers are Fearful of Administrator and Parent Reactions

(Jackson, Personal Communication, March 13, 2015)

Fear is a pervasive emotion that the eight teachers shared. Teachers fear that their admin-
istrators or parents would react negatively to inclusion of LGBTQ+ topics in social studies courses. 
Elizabeth, high school teacher, explained
to support a cause (Personal Communication, March 18, 2015). Morgan, seventh grade teacher,

support of administration, conservative community mem-
bers or stake holders who are not open to discussing (Personal 
Communication, March 26, 2015). I am open to teaching LGBTQ+ issues 
and willing to do it, but I would be one of the few and standing alone. That is scary. Supporting 

(Personal Communication, March 26, 2015). Jackson made a similar assertion, 
(Personal Communication, March 13, 

2015). These teachers are afraid to incorporate LGBTQ+ issues because these issues are contro-
versial and challenge the heteronormative sexual nature of schools.

confronted by school administration if they engaged 
with LGBTQ+ in any way. Rustin, who identifies as a gay male, has experienced ridicule, discom-
fort and shared that his job could be in jeopardy if he is open about his sexuality in the school. He 
discussed how important it is for him to make the classroom comfortable for all students, and
particularly for students who identify themselves as LGBTQ+. 
have had a couple of openly gay students. They were relentlessly picked on from individuals within 
the school framework mmunication, March 13, 2015). Jennifer, high school 
teacher, articulated her concern about how the administration would react to teaching anything 
controversial by explaining that she gains approval from her principal before engaging in anything 
controversial. She also sends letters home to parents explaining the ways the controversial topics 
relate to course curriculum before she engages students (Personal Communication, March 22, 
2015). Elizabeth added to the administrator issue by sta are not included where 
I am at, The administration is very religious and conservative
(Personal Communication, March 18, 2015). If confronted by administration about incorporating 
LGBTQ+ into civil rights, Erica shared that she would use he

Pulling in examples in a holistic manner to show different groups 
that (Erica, Personal Communication, March 26, 2015). Teachers 
fear consequences by their administration if they incorporate LGBTQ+ into their social studies 
curriculum. When teaching LGBTQ+, or other controversial issues, these teachers have strategies 
to ensure administrative support. 

Rustin, Jennifer, and Erica each faced their fears and included LGBTQ+ topics in their 
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Communication, March 18, 2015). 

2015).

Fear About How to Incorporate LGBTQ+ into Social Studies

Participants provided content specific examples about the ways they include LGBTQ+ 
issues. Table 3 summarizes the ways that the teacher participants do incorporate LGBTQ+ topics 
into their social studies classes. Teachers discussed challenges of being afraid of how to incorpo-
rate LGBTQ+ issues.

Table 3: LGBTQ+ Inclusion in Social Studies

Course/Topic Description of Content
Ancient History *Pharaohs disguised gender 
Civics *Personal Identity

*Gender Identity
*Federalism, state vs national rights      

Same-Sex Marriage currently is a state
right

Current Events *Supreme Court Decision Same-Sex Marriages

European History *Single Party Rulers genocide of LGBTQ+ humans
*rulers with LGBTQ+ relationships

Geography cities that are perceived to be young and hip and 
places to be where the night life is great, restaurants are cutting edge but 
if you do a mash up which is a process of overlaying data on top of data 

s more prevalent 
the gay and lesbian community is the higher the coolness factor is
(Personal Communication, March ##, 2015)

*culture
*conflict resolution
*compromise
*cooperation

Government * Supreme Court Decision Same-Sex Marriages
U.S. History *Civil Rights Movement

*Stonewall Supreme Court Decision
*Black Feminist Thought

Jackson , LGBTQ+ issues.
It is not something you are prepared to teach, but instead it is something you are taught how not to
discriminate against or how to handle if bullying happens (Personal Communication, March 13, 
2015). eachers. The teachers discussed 
feeling uncomfortable with questions or comments that students could bring up in class that may 
be unanswerable. Most of the teachers except Rustin, who identifies as gay, expressed concerns 
about being able to mediate the conversations.
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Another teacher, David, who had entered the classroom in the past two years, discussed 
how quickly controversial issues can go awry an
was teaching about Ferguson and before I knew it my students were yelling at me. I would worry 

Personal Communication, March 13, 2015).  
Several teachers discussed strategies to establish safe dialogue when engaging students in 

LGBTQ+ issues. 
(LGBTQ+ topics). You have to have it really structured. I am also not one to just jump in and force 
it.
nication, March 18, 2015).  This statement was indicative of the need to control classroom content 
tightly for fear that parents would hear something that happened in class out of context and think 
the teacher was trying to influence students. 

It seems that facing the challenges and facing the fear (Chandler, 2009; Passe, 2010), are 
worth it because overall the teachers believe students are interested in these issues. LGBTQ+ is-
sues relate to accepting diversity and being inclusive which moves us away from the heterosexual 
norm.

Same Gender Female Relationships Contrasted to Same Gender Male Relationships

Participating teachers seem to share the perception that same gender female relationships 
are more publically expressed in the schools contrasted to same gender male relationships. Each 
teacher shared examples of interactions with females in same gender relationships but shared 
hardly any or no interactions with same gender male relationships. Many discussed female couples 
holding hands and kissing in these schools. Male couples are not seen in these schools as much as 

In the environment like these students are more comfortable coming out as les-
bian versus gay.  Perceived masculinity may be a result of this. (Rustin, Personal Communication, 
March 13, 2015). have ever seen or it is extremely rare, for

mmunication, March 24, 2015). According to Mor-

out of fear the boys are probable not willing to come out because they are afraid people will pick 
(Personal Communication, March 26, 2015). Female same gender relationships seem to 

be more publically demonstrated than same male gender relationships. 

Discussion

Within the heteronormative culture LGBTQ+ is different and it is time to include sexuality 
within diversity (Mayo, 2012) to change this erroneous norm our society has been perpetuating. 
Several teachers, Jessie, Jackson, Morgan, David, Elizabeth and Jennifer articulated LGBTQ+ top-
ics as different. They referred to LGBTQ+ students dressing differently and express themselves 
differently. These words clearly demonstrate that even the teachers, who are in support of 

ir sexuality, feel that anything other than heter-
onormativity is abnormal. The students these teachers teach are biologically growing and devel-
oping while in these middle school and high school classrooms. They are becoming aware of their 
authentic sexual identities during this time of their lives (Mayo, 2012). Heteronormativity stifles 

(Morgan, Personal Communication, March 26, 2015). My 
impression with the school is that stude I always felt that the kids 
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felt co
March 24, 2015).  

LGBTQ+ civil rights issues immerse students and teachers to shift heteronormativity to 
include LGBTQ+ gender expression. 
curriculum, they send a message that legitimizes the topic Teachers are
finding ways to face the fear and lack of social studies curriculum to include LGBTQ+ civil rights. 

There is a huge disconnect with curriculum and with public awareness and with teachers
with these students with these identities and with these concerns.
that the

now straight people fear that and we have found out through the decades there is no reason 

I think that these LGBTQ+ issues are the next civil 
rights issues that are facing America. (Jennifer, Personal Communication, March 22, 2015)  

is the next movement, we have taught tolerance for ethnicities, race and now it is time 
(Morgan, Personal Communication, March 26, 2015). Schools send a 

clear message of empowerment and care when they include controversial topics in the curriculum 
(Hess, 2009). The Obergefell v Hodges, Supreme Court decision to uphold same-sex marriages
will nationally impact LGBTQ+ civil rights issues. It is time to empower. Despite the fears there 
are brave teachers who find ways to include LGBTQ+ issues into their Social Studies course con-
tent.

Conclusion

LGBTQ+ civil rights issues and expressions of LGBTQ+ relationships shift the heteronor-
mative nature of schools to include LGBTQ+ expressions of sexuality. Confidence to teach LGBTQ+ 
emerges through support from administrators and parents. Teachers who feel supported by the school en-
vironment may be more likely to incorporate LGBTQ+ topics into the classroom content. Dialogue and 
awareness of bias would improve support. Jackson, the teacher who taught at a Catholic school stated, e
are educators, which means we should be open to life- March 13, 
2015). Challenging established beliefs in order to open spaces for new perspectives is an essential aspect 
of life-long learning.

Lastly, affect cannot be an excuse for not teaching LGBTQ+ topics in social studies curriculum. 
While affect varied across the teachers we interviewed. Teacher participants consistently placed a high 
v presented within the class-
room and society at large. LGBTQ+ topics can no longer be viewed as an ad hoc topic or so controversial 
that teachers cannot teach them in their social studies classrooms. This means that we face down the fear 
and engage in controversial topics in our social studies classrooms. We ask school administrators and par-
ents to be supportive of teaching about gender identity and sexuality. We embrace difference and explore
LGBTQ+ issues in current and historical contexts so that civil rights are realized for each human being in 
each classroom.
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Appendix A
Electronic Questionnaire:

Age_____

Courses you are currently teach-
ing______________________________________________________________
Do you currently teach controversial topics in your social studies curriculum?
Yes____    No_____

If yes, what topics do you cover? 
________________________________________________________________

Please respond to the following questions using the likert scale below:
5 4 3 2 1
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly Disagree

1. LGBTQ+ topics should be included in social studies curriculum at the middle school grade 
levels.

2. LGBTQ+ topics should be included in social studies curriculum at the high school grade 
levels.

3. I feel supported by school leadership to teach LGBTQ+ topics in social studies curriculum
4. I feel comfortable teaching LGBTQ+ topics in the classroom.
5. LGBTQ+ students are present in my classroom

Would you be willing to participate in an in-person interview to discuss your experiences as a 
social studies educator and LGBTQ+ topics within the classroom? If so, please provide the best 
way to contact you.  This contact information will not be associated with information provided 
within this survey.  



_____________________________________________________________________________

Examination of Faculty Perceptions
_____________________________________________________________________________

Cindy Hail, Beth Hurst, Ching-Wen Chang, 
& William Cooper, Missouri State University

Abstract

Accreditation serves many constituents and for a variety of reasons. It attempts to attest to 
the quality of a particular program that in most cases prepares people to enter a specific 
job or profession. The study examined faculty perceptions of the CAEP process in accred-
iting their teacher education programs and the impact on resources including human re-
sources and morale. Through a researcher-constructed survey and then focused inter-
views, educators at this university indicated they believed the process of national accredi-
tation was important for enhanced status and prestige, but questioned whether it helped 
with needed systemic changes. They also noted that faculty workload was a drawback un-
less faculty were recognized for their work. Conclusions to the study offered three recom-
mendations: (1) faculty along with other key stakeholders should have a strong voice in 
the decision to pursue accreditation; (2) personnel need to be appreciated for their inten-
sive work; and (3) institutions need to allocate adequate and realistic resources for the 
entire process. Additionally, universities need to use the lessons learned and outcomes of 
the process to strengthen and change programs and policies when necessary for continu-
ous improvement. 

Keywords: Accreditation; CAEP; national accreditation; faculty perceptions; continuous im-
provement; quality assurance

Introduction

ccreditation serves many constituents and for a variety of reasons. It attempts to attest to the 
quality of a university or particular program that in most cases prepares people to obtain a degree 
or enter a specific job or profession. The broadest level of accreditation begins with organizations 
like the Higher Learning Commission (HLC), which evaluates institutions of higher education. 
These reviews are rigorous, time-consuming, and labor intensive as universities as a whole self-
examine and then present findings in a written report with supporting documentation. 

National accreditation opportunities are available for various disciplines. For educators, 
the Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP) has become one of the foremost 
leaders in advancing excellence in teacher preparation through evidence-based outcomes (CAEP, 

improvement to strengthen P- believes, for teacher
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(p. 321) representing teacher preparation providers. For most, an Educator Preparation Provider 
unit (EPP) can choose to be CAEP accredited, but it is not required. 

Within the university, programs may also separately apply for and obtain national content-
specific recognition. Some specialized (programmatic) content areas, such as the International Lit-
eracy Association (ILA) or National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM), have over-
arching professional organizations that advocate for specialized standards to be met for national 
recognition through accreditation. Universities may choose to use these standards as a baseline to 
include in their program reviews.

Additionally, some national accreditation organizations will accept formal content reviews 
for accreditation, such as CAEP recognizes CACREP (for counseling programs), as the overarch-
ing benchmark. Programs may or may not elect to apply for these, often depending on the beliefs 
held by the university, administration, faculty, and even public. Typically, only a portion of the 
programs within a specific EPP unit apply for national Specialized Professional Association (SPA) 
accreditation. However, universities with teacher education programs are required to comply with 
their respective state standards for teacher certification and undergo rigorous accreditation reviews 
on a scheduled basis. 

For some, national recognition acts as both the state and national level review to ensure 
quality, but in some it does not. The ultimate goal of every program is to pass an accreditation 
review at the state level to be able to offer state-sanctioned certification. While the focus for any 
accreditation application is to provide appropriate documentation for outside evaluation, a suc-
cessful visit with accreditation awarded will only be achieved when faculty, staff, administrators, 
and students work collaboratively to support and collect the evidence needed (Head & Johnson, 
2011). Accreditation can be the driving force behind a push to demonstrate institutional effective-
ness (Head & Johnson, 2011).  

Background

Accrediting organizations develop standards as a framework for quality expectations 
(Eaton, 2012). Periodic review of how an institution is meeting the standards forms the basis for 
achieving a much-desired excellence rating along with continued accreditation. This has become 
a touted rationale for preserving national recognition for quality programs. The trend for modern 
accrediting bodies seems to be systematic continuous improvement through data-driven evidence 
(CAEP, 2015; Head & Johnson, 2011). 

Institutions are compelled to self-critique and self-regulate in their efforts to improve their 
programs, and then capture in a summative report and site visit their academic quality. The goal is 
to take a closer look at student outcomes and the best practices used to reach those outcomes. There 
are common threads of impact that must be woven throughout the programs and highlighted in the 

tell their story in the accreditation report. Both technology and diversity ev-
idence must be woven throughout the standards documentation presented by the institution apply-
ing for accreditation. According to Eat

nstitu-

Eaton (2012) posited that accreditation has been defined by two relationships since its be-
ginnings in the early 19th century. The first being that the basic overarching authority belongs to 
the members of the accrediting bodies who, as members, determine the standards and the review 
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process. The second, more political relationship is an agreement between the federal government 
and accrediting organizations for oversight to remain under nongovernmental organizations. The 

However, within the last 50 years, the long arm of the federal government has sought to regulate 
accrediting organizations through requirements, laws, and guidance monitored by the U.S.  De-
partment of Education, bringing into question, the future of accreditation. Educator preparation 

ion 
of the traditional role of institutions, not government, in providing academic leadership and judg-
ments
2012, p. 13). 

Accreditation for an institution is a valued approach for public recognition. According to 
CAEP (2015), accreditation is important to P-12 learners and families, educators at all levels, state 
agencies, educational professionals, and the general public. Knowing the importance of accredita-
tion and the willingness to do the work involved are two hurdles institutions must overcome in 
their efforts to reach a high rating. 

The university investigated in this study, hereafter referred to by the pseudonym Midwest 
nd strives to maintain a rigorous approach toward educa-

tion and remaining mindful of the preparation of future teachers who attend the university. The 
university has participated in national accreditation since 1965 and values the public recognition. 
Since knowing the importance of accreditation and a willingness to do the work are key factors, it 
seemed important to ask the faculty involved in the Education Preparation Provider unit at this 
university about their perceptions of CAEP accreditation and their continuing accreditation plans. 

The purpose of this study was to determine faculty perceptions of their un
ipation in the national accreditation process related to the following issues: benefits and drawbacks 
to national accreditation, how outcomes of the national accreditation process are used or not used 
by the institution, the investment required to move toward national accreditation and who is in-
volved in the decision to pursue accreditation, and the barriers in proceeding with national accred-
itation.

Methods

At the time of this study, Midwest University was gearing up for an accreditation visit 
within the next three years. They were in the process of changing to a more systematic and pur-
poseful way of collecting data from which to base their continuous improvement report.  However, 
as in most cases of change, questions and concerns were raised by the faculty about the impact of 
national accreditation on their programs and faculty and the issues related to the accreditation pro-
cess. For this study, faculty were invited to voluntarily complete a survey designed to identify their 
perceptions.

For the purpose of this study, faculty consisted of professors at all ranks (assistant, associ-
ate, full), lecturers (full time, non-tenure track faculty), and administrators (deans and department 
heads from every college/department on campus with a teacher education degree program). Fac-
ulty (n = 111) were sent an email in late May during finals week for the spring semester and asked 
to voluntarily answer a questionnaire via a SurveyMonkey.com link. The questionnaire was mod-
ified from Shim (2012) and was revised with the help of the Associate Dean for Accreditation, the 
Dean of the College of Education, and the Head of the EPP unit/Deputy Provost. The questionnaire 
remained open for three weeks to allow for the time between the end of one semester and the 
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beginning of the summer term. Data were analyzed for frequencies, percentages, and means.  
Post hoc, the researchers used qualitative in-depth interviews to confirm and disconfirm 

findings obtained through the questionnaire. A purposive selection of four faculty members and 
two administrators from Midwest University were identified and invited to participate in the semi-
structured interviews. The overarching questions used to lead the interviews were: What are your 
perceptions of a national accreditation process? What are the benefits and drawbacks to national 
accreditation? How are the outcomes of the national accreditation process used or not used by your 
institution? What investment is required to move forward toward national accreditation and who 
is involved in that decision? and What are the barriers your institution faces in proceeding with 
national accreditation? 

Findings of the Study

A survey to determine faculty perceptions regarding accreditation was sent to 111 members 
of the Educator Preparation Provider unit. The return rate on the questionnaire was 54% (n = 60). 
This was lower than anticipated but this might be because faculty were asked to participate at the 
end of the spring semester and beginning of the summer session. Summer session teaching was 
not required, so faculty may not have been active on their campus email to receive the invitation. 
However, 60 respondents did represent more than half of the active faculty in the EPP unit. Table 
1 provides demographic information.

Table 1.  Demographics for the Study

Rank Question Frequencies

Professor 22
Associate Professor 9
Assistant Professor 7
Clinical Faculty (all ranks) 3
Instructor (all ranks) 17
Administrator 2

Primary Program Level for Faculty Respondent 
Initial program with DESE certification 37
Initial program without DESE certification 4
Advanced program with DESE certification 21
Advanced program without DESE certification 9

It was interesting to note that 52% of the respondents were senior faculty members (full 
and associate professors holding tenure). Generally, most program coordinators at this institution 
are senior faculty who also have the major responsibilities for writing their respective professional 
organization accreditation folios. The main programs/majors in the EPP were accredited education 
programs (e.g. teacher education, administration, counselor) through the state department. How-

fairs) received accreditation through other national organizations but were housed in the College 
of Education and were considered in the EPP.
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Faculty Perceptions of Participation in Accreditation

The purpose o
ipation in the national accreditation process related to the following issues: benefits and drawbacks 
to national accreditation, how outcomes of the national accreditation process are used or not used 
by the institution, the investment required to move toward national accreditation and who is in-
volved in the decision to pursue accreditation, and the barriers in proceeding with national accred-
itation.

Benefits

Table 2 illustrates
requirements are an absolute for the institution to maintain for students to obtain state licensure, 
as an educational unit and university, they also desired to maintain their national accreditation 
through the newly organized Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP). Con-
sequently, faculty were instructed to answer the questionnaire based on their experiences or per-
ceptions of the accreditation through CAEP. The scale used was SD = strongly disagree (1), D = 
Disagree (2), A = agree (3), and SA = strongly agree (4).

Table 2.  Frequencies for Faculty Beliefs about National Accreditation

Question SD D A SA M

National accreditation enhances Univers 6 7 22 21 3.34
and prestige.

7 7 22 20 2.98
status and prestige.

National accreditation is important to attract quality 9 11 18 18 2.80
faculty.

National accreditation is important to attract quality 9 14 20 13 2.66
students.

National accreditation increases opportunities for 5 10 26 14 2.89
federal funding or grants.  

National accreditation assures program to be more 12 11 22 11 2.57
rigorous in meeting their professional standards.  

National accreditation supports an environment of 8 18 24 6 2.50
collaboration across the unit.

The accrediting organization (e.g. CAEP) is a valid 5 15 27 7 2.67
institution for evaluating teacher education.  

DESE (state accreditation) alone is sufficient for ensuring 8 25 10 12 2.47
quality programs.  

____________________________________________________________________________

In reviewing the responses for perceived benefits of national accreditation, the strongest 
responses were enhanced status and prestige for the university (77%) and enhanced status and 
prestige for individual programs (75%), followed by 73% who believe national accreditation 
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increases the opportunity to obtain funding. Well over half of the faculty believe it entices a higher 
quality of faculty (64%) and students (59%), assures rigor in programs through shared standards 
(59%), and that CAEP is a valid accreditor for evaluating education programs (63%). Also, 60% 
indicated that seeking only state (DESE) accreditation was not sufficient for ensuring quality pro-
grams, and faculty were fairly split in their opinions about how accreditation supports an environ-
ment of collaboration (54%).

Qualitative comments made in the open-ended comments at the end of the questionnaire 
e

tional and state standards [are const
trators and staff [to work] constantly in reactive mode to change components of the program to try 
to meet multiple (and often conflicting) requirements especially when DESE and national stand-
ar

Table 3 presents the faculty perceptions of the cost/benefit for faculty and administrative 
staff in applying for national accreditation. The scale used was SD = strongly disagree (1), D = 
Disagree (2), A = agree (3), and SA = strongly agree (4). 

Table 3.  Faculty Perceptions of Cost/Benefit from National Accreditation

Question SD D A SA M

The benefits of national accreditation for faculty 13 12 19 10 2.48
outweigh the costs of the accreditation process.  

The benefits of national accreditation for administrative 15 12 20 6 2.32
staff outweigh the costs of the accreditation process. 

Faculty were fairly evenly split about whether the benefits of national accreditation out-
weigh the costs for faculty and administrative staff. Comments from faculty revealed more nega-

gy of the accreditation process 

pensatio

Drawbacks

While faculty opinions were fairly evenly split concerning most national accreditation issues, a 
strong majority perceive a big drawback to national accreditation is the toll it takes on the faculty 
in terms of their time and stress levels. Table 4 presents the summary data related to faculty per-
ceptions of the investment in national accreditation. The scale used was VL = very low (1), L = 
low (2), M = moderate (3), and H = high (4). 
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Table 4.  Faculty Perceptions of Investment in National Accreditation  

Question VL L M H Mean

The monetary costs of national accreditation are 0 1 24 29 3.52
The time investment in national accreditation by faculty 1 1 13 41 3.68
The time investment in national accreditation by 1 2 19 32 3.52

administrators 
The resources (e.g.  technology, staff) needed for national 0 0 21 34 3.62

accreditation
The impact on faculty stress level 1 0 16 39 3.67
My level of responsibility in the national accreditation 4 6 25 21 3.13

process 
My level of involvement in the national accreditation 4 8 27 16 3.00

process 

According to the faculty responses, 98% of the faculty believe the monetary costs for na-
tional accreditation were moderate (44%) to high (55%). The highest costs seemed to be in terms 
of faculty time (73% reported high impact) and amount of stress (70% reported high impact), 
which would indicate that the institution needs to be cognizant of the efficiency of systems in place 
to support accreditation. This seemed to be echoed in the comment section of the survey. Written 
statements can be very useful if conducted 

tation process has not been closely tied to the DESE accreditation process or the SPA [Specialty 
Professional Association] recognition process. This results in program faculty, administrators, and 
staff constantly working in reactive mode to change components of the program to try to meet 
mul

O I understand the need to 
ensure that universities are accredited, but it also seems to be a series of unnecessary hoops that 
consume faculty time, which could be spent on other, more productive activities, like teaching and 

itation work takes time away from what faculty were hired to do 
was illustrated by this comment: 

The drawback is that people who are involved in the process are so overworked that little 
else can be accomplished. For example, sometimes the efforts distract from research agen-
das and faculty have trouble getting tenure or promotion, and the extensive writing for 
accreditation is not always valued in promotion criteria. Further, many of my colleagues 
are so burned out by the extensive commitment of time for meetings and writing teams that 
it makes faculty want to just quit
of the workload). I think that 80% of what gets discussed in committee meetings is in-
volved in accreditation discussion. I cannot be as good of a teacher as I know how to be 
because my time is dominated by accreditation stuff (so I am not preparing future teachers 
as well because of a process that is intended to enhance the preparation of teachers.)
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This theme is clear throughout the faculty survey and interviews. Faculty workload is a major 
drawback to national accreditation, yet that does not seem to be realized by the administration 
making the decision to apply for accreditation.

How Outcomes are Used or Not Used 

Of the six faculty who were interviewed, only one seemed to have a positive response about 

the university, colleg e others were not so posi-

been involved 
in accreditation, I have primarily seen all the hard work dropped and ignored after the accreditation 

grams may use what they have learned more th s

institution does try to make adjustments. But many times, those adjustments are superficial (only 
having an appearance of addressing improvement), and many times 
until the next accrediting visit is just around the corner. Personally and collectively, my faculty 
colleagues focus on the issues that an accreditation process addresses (we would do it anyway), 
but now we are distracted with the game of documenting and verifying and that is very burden-

Investment Required and who is Involved in the Decision

Faculty seemed to be aware of the investment that is required of the university. One faculty 
member stated in the interview th

national organization, travel expenses, conference attendance, digital tool to manage data, person-
nel to collect and manage data (additional expense for students). Beyond cost is the time factor in 
serving on committees, writing reports, changing course requirements stress basically time that 
is not fun

While faculty members who were interviewed did not seem to be certain who made the 
decision whether to apply for national accreditation, they had an idea. One faculty member said, 

s decisions are made at the president and 
provost

(and ultimately b for certain, as one member 

think the faculty have been asked if it is something we should consider doing.
think that the upper administration or governors are aware of the workload or morale impacts: 
LOTS of time, intellectual energy, money, resources, workload, faculty discouragement, faculty 
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Barriers in proceeding

One faculty member interviewed seemed to sum up the barriers for applying for national 

the state level, at this time, the greatest barrier appears to be financial.  However, because so much 
faculty time is consumed as well, another barrier is the amount of man power it takes to get through 

iewpoint of accrediting agencies that one size fits all and all universities 

take this view as well: 

It seems to have become so complicated with cumbersome (and expensive) data collection 
software, that it is difficult to keep up with what should even be happening with the pro-
cess. I think people become frustrated because of the confusion involved in the process. I
wish the process was more like the SPA that is used for our field (the requirements are 
pretty straightforward). I also wish that we could just use the state review process. It is 
extensive enough to accomplish the intent of accreditation.
matters to students, personally or professionally, if there is CAEP accreditation associated 
with their university teacher education program. If I was making the decision, I would not 
seek it, so I suppose faculty buy-in is a barrier (but we are generally cooperative and work 
on it anyway when we are told we are going to do it).

supported

Conclusions and Recommendations

Overall, the faculty participants viewed national accreditation as a benefit in terms of en-
hanced status and prestige for both the university and individual programs and increased opportu-
nities to entice a higher quality of students, faculty, and funding. However, the faculty raised more 
questions and concerns regarding accreditation. Among the most critical issues were the role na-
tional accreditation plays in sustaining rigor in programs and the degree accreditation supports an 
environment of collaboration. Finally, the greatest worry was costs financial, time, and re-
sources. Consistently, faculty voiced concern about the time and stress a national accreditation 
review costs faculty. Not only did they feel they had little voice in the decision to pursue national 
accreditation, but their participation was grossly unvalued.

Accreditation has become a culture of continuous improvement through standards-based, 
data-driven decisions (CAEP, 2015; Head & Johnson, 2011), which takes an enormous effort on 
the part of faculty. This translates into aligning curriculum and instruction with the shared stand-
ards, data collection, and analyses of programmatic as well as unit-wide data. It is also important 
to understand that, for some programs, the alignm
and accreditation demands and those of the national and/or state accrediting bodies do not closely 
match. This adds an intense amount of work to faculty loads, and many have to write two accred-
itation reports. This work is in addition to their required teaching, research, and other service loads. 

Lessons learned through this study led the team to identify four recommendations to 
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Midwest University and others. These may seem obvious, but they are often overlooked or under-
estimated. Institutions must recognize the impact these recommendations can have on the overall 
accreditation success and plan for them in advance. 

First, the decision to pursue a national accreditation should include faculty and other key 
stakeholders. National accreditation is typically an optional process; consequently, those involved 
must buy in to the commitment or resistance can occur. According to Bucalos (2014), faculty mo-
rale may also improve as t
Faculty may fail to attend meetings, essential data may be entered slowly, or writing may be de-
layed are examples of actions that can be problematic for the accreditation process. Conversely, 
support can be stronger if faculty know the facts and have answers to their questions before begin-
ning the journey. Bucalos contends faculty support can ultimately make or break the process.

Secondly, personnel need to be appreciated for their intensive work. For example, we found 
at Midwest University, faculty stated that some departments did not consider accreditation work 
as scholarly. The reality is that developing high quality assessment tools, collecting valid data, 
analyzing outcomes and using it to make systemic program changes is research work at its core. 
Dismissing or under valuing the work required for accreditation undermines faculty willingness to 
participate. Faculty confided that institutions can demonstrate appreciation by allowing faculty to 
do the following: 1) include accreditation work as part of their scholarship or tenure/promotion 
materials with appropriate credit, 2) receive varying teaching loads commensurate with their as-
signed accreditation work, or 3) receive incentive pay for work beyond the scope of their regular 
work loads.  

Third, institutions need to allocate adequate resources for the accreditation process. While 
this seems common sense, the allocated monetary, time, and human resources can be underesti-
mated. Financial support extends beyond the systems, annual dues, and accreditation team visits 
(e.g. Midwest University estimated annual dues are $5000, according to the CAEP website). If 
faculty are expected to complete extra assignments while maintaining high quality work in their 
regular workload, remuneration is recommended, or additional computers/software/supplies may 
be required to complete the work. Time is a resource repeatedly referenced in our study. CAEP 
(2015) states accreditation reviews are conducted every 7-10 years, and culminating in 3 cycles of 
data required in the formal review process. A university team can spend more than 3 years prepar-
ing, collecting, and reporting the required data and analyses for its individual self-review report. 
Given the extensive length of time involved for th

spend hours preparing for accreditation time beyond normal expectations. Another critical re-
source is personnel. Institutions may need to hire additional faculty to offset the additional load of 
key professors with accreditation responsibilities. New staff positions may be needed as well. For 
example, at Midwest University, computer technicians were hired to help with the data storage 
and retrieval. Providing adequate resources for an accreditation review can help relieve the added 
stress and work, so it is essential for success. 

Lastly and ultimately, accreditation is designed as a form of self-review with peer judge-
ment leading to continuous improvement of programs (Welsh & Metcalf, 2003). Ideally, as faculty 
evaluate the how and why in their educator preparation, they make changes and improvements that 
should lead to better-prepared teachers. The review process assists faculty in collaborating with 
their colleagues in making these systemic changes resulting in stronger outcomes. Theoretically, 
the process is cyclical and on-going. In reality, institutions often work in over-drive for two-three 
years getting the report completed, and then are so exhausted, they are satisfied with resting on 
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those unique changes until the next review process. Recommendations for institutional changes or 
transformations often fall by the wayside after accreditation is awarded. This approach to accred-
itation can result in negative attitudes. Faculty can become disenfranchised with a lengthy process. 
It is incumbent for the University to value the lessons learned through the review process and use 
those as a foundation for continued planning and lasting results. 

Deciding to pursue a national accreditation is an important decision for a university to 
make. Understanding faculty perceptions of the accreditation process and the impact on their in-
stitution and programs is essential in moving to a successful review. The findings of this study 
suggest Midwest University is on the right path pursuing CAEP accreditation, but it would benefit 
them to consider the recommendations discussed. Clarification of faculty support in the decision, 
the addition of last minute resources to relieve stress, a commitment to moving forward with 
changes identified in the review process, and a healthy respect for the work accomplished can lead 
to a positive outcome for this University. 
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Are We Ready for Argumentation in Science Classrooms? 
An Investigation into the Scientific Discussion Climate 

in a Turkish Elementary School
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Abstract

In recent years, the trend in science education is toward scientific processes rather than 
scientific knowledge. An effective science education not only requires the active involve-
ment of students in scientific investigations, but also the development of engagement in 

mentation abilities, we can integrate these approaches to our science lessons, but what are 
ese approaches? This 

study was undertaken to determine (a) the views of science teachers toward usefulness and 
effectiveness of scientific discussions, (b) how students participate in scientific classroom 
discussions, and (c) the roles of teachers and students in the discussion process. This study 
used qualitative design, and content analysis was carried out for both the interviews and 
observation data. Data was obtained from teachers and students at a private elementary 
school located in Ankara, Turkey. The results showed that scientific discussion processes 
are generally dominated by science teachers and student engagement in discussions is at 
a very low level.  

Keywords: science education; classroom climate; scientific discussion

Introduction

ver the past decade, trend in science education is on the road to scientific processes rather than 
scientific knowledge. Most researchers (Bell & Lederman, 2003; Settlage & Southerland, 1998;
Martin, 1997) argue that learning scientific processes and undertaking science are more important 
than learning scientific content. According to this view, providing students with skills, abilities 
and attitudes about science is more effective than scientific content itself. To achieve this, science 
education programs have been reorganized or changed to be more appropriate with scientific lit-

2005; NRC, 2012; NGSS, 2013). Increasing scientific literacy can help students to develop a better 
understanding of science subject matters related with the physical and life sciences. Also, it helps 
students to understand how this knowledge is generated, justified and evaluated by scientists and 
how to use such knowledge to engage in inquiry in a manner reflecting the practices of the scien-
tific community (Sampson & Clark, 2008). Erduran, Ardac and Yakmaci-Guzel (2006) emphasize 
that science education should foc
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of explanations that is, on the arguments that form the links between data and the theories that 
science has constructed; and (2) the development of an understanding of the criteria used in science 

Scientific discussion or argumentation is
not only an important tool in learning but also a constituent element of scientific basis; it contrib-
utes to the growth of scientific knowledge, as well as being an important component of scientific 
discourse (Erduran, Simon, & Osborn, 2004). Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (2004) defined ar-
gumentation as a verbal, social and rational activity aiming to support a reasonable criticism or to 
refute a proposal to reveal a solid basis for the acceptability of propositions. In argumentation, 
participants are given explicit instructions to argue for different positions using an in-depth critical 
discussion, to provide justifications, and to persuade each other why one position may be better 
than another (Simon & Richardson, 2009). 

Although undertaking science activities such as inquiry-based, discovery learning or pro-
cess skills instructions can encourage students to engage in scientific processes, they may not pro-
vide the students with efficient abilities to evaluate and advocate for scientific theories or findings 
(Sadler, 2006; Driver et al, 2000). However, Sampson and Clark (2008) stated that fostering sci-

inability to propose, support, critique and 
refine ideas, but these problems can be solved through collaborative groups (Sampson & Clark,

pment, inadequate, practice opportunity, insufficient time, uninteresting 
topics, over population in classroom, some problems in the organ
indifference to the science course, no application opportunity like practice garden, and low success 

. Furthermore, there is another problem in terms of the beliefs of 
elementary science teachers and their attitudes toward scientific discussions.

Though classroom discussions may involve a variety of interactive practices, usually the 
teacher starts the discussion by presenting the idea to be discussed it tends to progress in the 
students' responses and the teacher's assessment cycle (Tharp & Gallimore, 1991) and this ap-
proach is conceptualized as recitation (Alvermann, Dillon, & O'Brien, 1987) or triadic dialogue
(Lemke, 1990). Lemke (1990) argued that in the triadic dialogue the teacher preferred to identify 
the subject, start the discussion, and control the direction in which the discussion developed. In 
this approach, students are not very effective in guiding the discussion or challenging the views of 
the teacher. In the form of this classroom communication, teachers inform students about the topics 
and there is little opportunity for student contributions (Wells & Mejia-Arauz, 2006); For this 
reason, the discussion model can be accepted as a monologue approach, despite the possibility of 
many people talking (Scott, Mortimer & Aguiar, 2006). In this respect, it does not support students' 
conceptual development and structuring of knowledge (Wells & Mejia-Arauz, 2006). Students 
need to understand the perspectives of all participants in discussions for meaningful learning. In 
dialogue-based interactions, teachers encourage students to express their ideas and to explore and 
discuss different perspectives. In addition, in this approach, students' expressions and answers are 
often based on original and sincere questions and are spontaneous (Chin, 2007). The effective 
scientific discussions in science classrooms allow rising new questions to be explored to further
investigate related topics. On the other hand, some students do not see science classrooms as ap-
propriate for discussions and they are reluctant to participate in discussions on a scientific topic. 
As students develop their scientific discussion skills, they pass from an inactive position to an 
active position and become active members of the scientific discussion community (Polman, 
2004).  In safe classroom settings, students' participation in discussion becomes routine and will 
lead to more interaction between students and teachers. Students are often curious and ask 
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surprisingly insightful questions, but students should be asked to ask questions about different 
perspectives to other students also (Grover, 2007). Newton et al. (1999) stated that the answers 
to ce in posing 
and answering scientific questions, students become active participants in the community of sci-

(p. 556). 
Elements of effective scientific discussions include relationships, attitudes and engage-

ment; therefore, in science education classrooms, activity and relationships between students and 
the teacher are very important. To increase the quality of scientific discussion in science class-

entific discussions is needed. For 

d effectiveness, (b) how do teachers manage scientific classroom dis-
cussions? and (c) the roles of teachers and students in this process.  

Methodology

classrooms, we primarily have to understand relationships between teachers and students and make 
sense of the scientific discussion context. To achieve this, one of the private schools (K-8) in An-
kara, Turkey, was determined as the case to be studied. Case study a detailed examination 
of one setting, or a single subject, a single depository of documents
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p.59). In case studies, different data collection sources, such as document 
analysis, interviewing, and some forms of observation are used to capture the big picture and gain 
a deeper understanding (Marshall & Rossman, , 2005). To collect the 
data, I observed science classes in different grades and interviewed all science teachers in the 
school.

Participants and Case Context

This study was conducted in the first semester of the 2014 2015 academic year in a private 
school with 30 teachers and nearly 400 students, located in Ankara (Turkey). When I discussed 

with school administrators, I learned that, in particular, their gen-
eral aim was to prepare students for the national placement test, which is used for student selection 

success in 
this exam, and they preferred to concentrate on problem solving with multiple choice questions in
science and mathematics as well as other courses. 

There were five female science teachers in the school, who had teaching experience in the 
range of two to 10 years. Teacher 1 was also as an educational coordinator. All the teachers had 
graduated from educational faculties from different public universities. In parallel with the school 

ional exams was very important. 
Despite the fact that they had a grasp of scientific literature, their beliefs about student success 
were based on the idea that -solver, make in-
quiry, and transfer the knowledg .

In the school, there were five grades (4-8) of science classes and all grades had two sections 
(labeled A and B). The class size ranged from 23 to 27 students and with a similar number of 

being ordered and the teachers generally being located in the front of classroom.  
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Data Collection

I used interview and observations for the data collection process. The aim of the observa-
tions was to describe the patterns in the classroom discussions concerning science and to define 
the relationships between students and teachers as well as between the students themselves. These 

across the fourth to eighth grades. Each observation took one class hour (40 minutes) and I was 
not involved in the classroom discussions; my position was a non-participant observer (Marshall 
& Rossman, 2006) at the back of the classroom. I did not use a checklist or instrument in these 
observations and I preferred taking free notes about the patterns and used the following research 
questions I had prepared to guide the observation process:

1. How do students participate in scientific classroom discussions? (personal/group, 
interest, curiosity)

2. What kinds of reasoning do the students use in the discussions? (Personal experi-

3. What are the roles of teachers and students in this process?

The interviews were designed as semi-structured, and I used 10 open-ended questions (a 
total of 20 questions including the sub-
concerning the efficiency and usefulness of the classroom discussions (see the Appendix). I inter-
viewed all five science teachers in the school. Interviews took 35 45 minutes and were audio-
recorded. 

Before the data collection process, from the argumentation and scientific discussion liter-
ature (Driver, Newton, & Osborne, 2000; NRC, 2012; Osborne, Erduran, & Simon, 2004), I de-
termined the codes and categories shown in Table 1 related to the purpose of the research. 

Table 1: Pre-coding List

Guiding
Questioning
Feedback
Reinforcement
Classroom controlling

Relationships

activities
Participation
Argumentation abilities

Claim 
Evidence 
Justification
Qualifier
Backing 
Rebuttal

The data collection process took nearly two weeks. Although the interviews and observa-
tions were done concurrently, I chose to observe and interview the same teacher in one day to 
avoid any possible effect on them. During the data collection, I also took field notes and observed 
the school climate, an example of which is given in the extract below:

teachers 
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lessons, I explicitly felt their timid manners. In one of the interviews, teacher told 
ll classrooms have different climates, so discussions in these classrooms are 

.

Data Analysis and Limitations

In this study, I applied content analysis both the interview 
and observation data. The basic aim of this method is to make sense of the data by finding hidden 
codes and themes. In the coding process, the observation and interview data were analyzed con-
currently, and I worked on the analysis with a colleague who has qualitative research experience. 
After the coding process, we shared the outcome with another colleague in order to discuss the 
meaningfulness and importance of the codes. Then, we reviewed the data again. Some of the cod-
ing examples are shown in Table 2.

Table 2: Coding Examples

Well, after a while, managing the classroom is difficult be-
cause children tend to start an emotional debate, and it is obviously 
the time to intervene.

can undertake new data mining by adding their 
own ideas and comments, if coherent. So, I think that you do not have
to rely on a source.

Well, what would happen if you press this key? The open cir-
cuit would be closed, right? (this statement belongs to one the teach-
ers)

... another student showing one of the biggest of the two small
water bottles on the table asked, "Did you say the larger one was a 
molecule?" In the meantime, another student asked, "where is the
sulfur?". Teacher became angry with this irrelevant question.

ringing. It may not be completed, or at the end of the day, there may 

for a debate, this does not matter. 
Everyone's idea may be true.

Teacher: "So, my tea is cold. Has it lost its temperature? No.
Because the temperature cannot be lost; heat is lost . The second
question was read. A student answered the question correctly. The 
response to the teacher was noted. (Observer Comment: I cannot say
that all of the class listened to .)

Process controlling & 
Respect for different 
views

Discussion Based on 

Respond to own ques-
tion (ROQ)

Curiosity &
Classroom Controlling

Ending Discussions

ROQ & Guiding
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ciency. The codes and themes are given in Table 3. These themes gave us the big picture of the 
discussion climate in science classes, but to ensure internal validity, the codes were confirmed 
after asking the teachers their views of these. 

Table 3: Coding List

Student Acts
Student Readiness
Student Pre-knowledge
Student Interest
Gender Differences
Participation
Student Questioning
Curiosity
Respect for Other Views

Teacher Acts
Guiding
Feedback
Reinforcement
Classroom Controlling
Partiality
Process Controlling

Ending Discussion Guiding
Discussion Process

Finding Topics
Connection with Program
Connection with Outside 

Sources of Knowledge
Connection with Student Life 

Experiences

Discussion Arguments
Discussion Based on References
Discussion Based on Examples

Idea
Respond to Question with Ques-

tion (RQQ)
Unanswered Questions (UAQ)
Respond to Own Question (ROQ)
Disallowed from Asking Ques-

tion (DAQ)
Frequency

Process Difficulties
Respect for Different Views
Age Group Differences
Administrative Mentality

Contribution of Students
Cooperative Learning
Motivate Each Other
Recension Mislearnings
Memorability
Ability to Express

Program Efficiency     

In this study, the data was collected only from the science teachers due to time limitations 

relationships, and I interviewed the teachers to determine their beliefs and ascertain their points of 

sions are the weak side of the study. Another weakness of the study was the number of data col-
lectors. Although I worked with my colleagues in the coding process and I returned to the field to 
ensure teacher reliability of these codes, there was only one observer and interviewer in the study. 
My involvement as a data collector in research as both a researcher and a teacher experienced may 
have caused some limitations in the research because of my perspective. For example, in the fol-
lowing observation note, it is likely that notes about my own experience have affected the view-
point at the time of observation:

... teacher looked at the solutions. At this time, students were very quiet. (O.C: When I 
was a teacher, I also checked what all the students did) The teacher gave only feedback to 
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O.C: I think is a positive situation for 
slow-learner students.) [O.C: observer comment]

Findings

The analyses revealed that the pre-knowledge and readiness of the students were the most 
important issues for the science teachers. Most of the time, the teachers preferred to give home-
work for students to prepare for discussions because they believed that for effective scientific dis-
cussions, students should have pre-knowledge. For example:
be enough. In the classroom discussion environment, the students must be ready to discuss about 
sc .

Pre-knowledge and readiness were also related with the age of the students. For example, 
in scientific discussions, I observed that the eighth-grade students were able to engage more effec-
tively than the sixth-grade students because of the former having cumulative knowledge about 
science issues. But science teachers dissented from my opinion:

I had prejudices, what experiments I could do with fourth and five grades, what thoughts 
I could discuss, but I also saw very nice ideas open up in small classes. I mean, in the first 
year of my profession, I was very prejudiced first, the minors do not know what science 
is, they do not know the lives of scientists. But now the older ages are becoming more 
closed to me, more precisely. I see that the little ones look more creative from a wider 
perspective. (Teacher 1)

able to draw their attention, the level of student response remains low level. This is a reason why 
teachers argue that except for student clubs, effective scientific discussions do not always succeed 
in all classes. Particularly in science clubs or environmental education clubs, in which the students 
contribute of own accord, the students mostly have a high level of interest in scientific discussions. 
My conversation with Teacher 3 supports this:

Researcher: What are you expecting from your students in scientific discussions?
Teacher 3: First, they should get serious (laughs). because when they be serious nice ideas 
emerge.  we generally catch this atmosphere in the clubs. 
Researcher: Clubs?
Teacher 3: Science club, for example. these are elective courses which done twice a week 
and consists of students from fifth to eight grade students. They are so serious and willing 
in this clubs, and there are very good results, of course, I anticipate from the children that 
they will not lost this emotionally. 
Researcher: Are students come to these clubs voluntarily?
Teacher 3: Of course, students are given the preferences form, and they choose clubs such 
as librarianship, science, space, echo schools. students must choose three of them. Accord-
ing to this choices, clubs is set up usually paying attention to the fact that each group is 
consist of students from all grades.
Researcher: 
Teacher 3: Discussions are more efficient, yes.
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The teachers in the current study commented that elementary students were generally in-
terested in space and wondered about how the universe was created. When the discussions centered 

However, if a student likes science, they will be interested in all science topic
social environment, particularly their parents, has an effective role in developing a liking for sci-

school science,

l geography channel, if they watch some broadcasts 
about space and animals, the they cannot to be unconcerned. They tell me what they hear 
from their family, or watch in discovery or in national geography channels. They ask me 

world, I listen to him. (Teacher 4)

In the cl
question is off topic; then, the question may go unanswered. In this study, the teachers sometimes 
unintentionally did not hear the students and did not respond. Rarely, these questions were an-
swered by other students, and sometimes these responses were wrong; so, some erroneous learning 
occurred. The field note below exemplifies this situation:

compound is the 
can explain this drawing. A student 

got up and explained (O.C: I think it was very good). A student asked the question, "if the 
molecule consists of atom, then how is the smallest particle is molecule?" The teacher tried 
to explain, but I think the student was completely uninterested and he wanted to ask some-
thing again. Another student wanted to respond him and repeated the teacher's explanation 
again. Then teacher continued to study (O.C: but the problem did not find a solution, the 
students did not solve the atom and molecule relationship)

In addition to this situation, when the teachers wanted to finish the discussion or lesson, 
I observed that they did not return to the 

did not participate to reveal their opinions but preferred to ascertain most of th
the classroom. The teachers directed the discussion, and at the end, they explained conclusions. 
They usually described their roles as being a guide, not sharing their opinions but they had the 

when they ended the discussion:

Researcher: How do you define your own role during scientific debates?
Teacher 3:

Researcher: 
Teacher 3: Well, lastly, at the end of the discussion, I summarize the discussion topic, so 
that to hinder wrong learning. I prefer to say final word.
After the final word was spoken, the teachers did not allow the discussion to continue. In 
some cases, the students were not convinced and tried to sustain the discussion but the 
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teachers prevented this because they wished to use the time effectively. Sometimes, if there 
was doubt, even though the teacher ended the discussion, the students continued to discuss 
the issue together and this continued throughout the lesson break or other lessons.

Teachers usually responded to the student questions with questions. Their purpose was to 
encourage the students to find the correct answer. When these questions were not understood by 
the students, the teachers responded with t
swers or they did not explain the questions again. According to the science teachers, all scientific 
discussions should have one correct answer and they should end on time. The teachers did not 
choose to engage in open-ended discussions and this view was passed to the students; so, if the 
discussion was open-

In discussions, students who propounded opinions closer to the correct answer (according 
to teacher) were reinforced by the teachers, and thus the teachers did not give feedback to students 
who were far from the correct solution. I observed that some students gave up asking questions 
and proffere ents tended to be-

helps ex-
plain this:

ed by raising his voice 
tone, (O.C: but the other students did not understand the question nor the answer). A stu-

break for five minutes to discuss. continued to argue. The teacher also 
returned to the discussion and 
tion again. Then she allowed to speak some students who have the same idea, so other 
students raised their voice and the teacher completely end discussion.

Although most of the students were enthusiastic to participate in scientific discussions and 
they wanted to share their opinions and ask questions, sometimes they abstained from responding 
to the teachers. This is probably because the teachers were disposed to focus on the statements that 
were close to their own opinions, and they did not pay attention to any other response. 

Teachers generally used the national elementary science education program as a source of 
discussion topics such as determining the factors of buoyancy of water. They argued that the pro-

or 
their developmental level. Other sources of discussion topics were television programs, news and 

and Discovery Channels, were watched mostly by the students and this pleased the teachers be-
cause the students were showing their interest in science. In the discussions, the teachers expected 
students to propound arguments by references. These references were sometimes based on refer-
ence examples from life or stu , academic references 
were more valuable:

Teacher 4: If they know it in advance, they should express what they know and suggest it 
as a genuine knowledge. That is, knowledge must be based on the source. He/she may add 
his own opinion, but he should say as "this is my opinion." But it is necessary to base it on 
a source.
Researcher: Need to show a source first?
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Teacher 4: .
do not want their own opinion directly; I want more students to say that they have which 
resources. I want them to base their opinions on facts.
Although the teachers in the current study believed in the efficiency of scientific discus-
sions, they did not use them often. Generally, there were one or two discussions in one 
week (or four science lessons), which each took a maximum of 15 or 20 minutes. 
Researcher: How often do you include scientific discussions in your lessons? 
Teacher 5: It depends on the structure of the subject. If I only solve the problems, well, I 
try to go through with the problem solving. (O.C: this attitude is based on school vision) I 
have a five-hour lesson per week, discussions occur in one or two of them.

The science teachers used these discussions to begin the course and draw attention to the 
topics in the course. Dis

It is remarkable that although there was agreement
about discussions increasing learning and understanding, for various difficulties, the frequency of 
the discussions was very low. According to some science teachers, there were some of the diffi-
culties involved in using scientific discussions, such as
ing the ages of the elementary students, the teachers believed that the ability to participate in sci-

from the fourth to eighth grade. For example, Teacher 2 claimed,

I can defend the idea that it is not very effective for the fourth-grade level, but there are so 
many creativities in five grade that I think that imagination is very strong and therefore 
effective. But I cannot say the same thing for fourth graders, they are in transition stage, 
they are new students who come from third grade, and first two units are abstract, students 
are having difficulties.

However, in student clubs attended by the students who had a high interest in science, these 
age differences were invisible. According to science teachers another difficulty in using scientific 
discussions was that elementary students did not have respect for different views; so, the teachers 
were generally obliged to end any discussion. This problem was so prominent that one of the first 
comments that the teachers mentioned was that students should respect the views of others. But in 
classroom observations, I saw that teachers had no intention to continue the discussion with op-
posing views, such as,

Teacher, "ok, while the tea was cold, gave the temperature, or the heat?" asked. A student 
replied, "the temperature is not shared, the heat is shared." There were some buzzers in the 
classroom; a few students said similar answers. The teacher picked up the answer. (O.C: I 
cannot say that she listened to the other views in the class.)

Even if there are some difficulties, scientific discussions have many benefits for children. 
According to some science teachers in this study, when students participate in discussions, learning 
can be more permanent ncrease the permanence, well, I think that if the students 
have the wrong ideas, they have the chance to change it, because they are participating in an indi-
vidual debate, because they defend their own thought
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Discussion

Undertaking science is one of the most important ways for children to gain an understand-
ing about science (Martin, 1997; NRC, 2012; Bell & Lederman, 2003; Settlage & Southerland, 
1998). This engagement consists of inquiry processes, such as discussion and experimentation. 
Most research in the literature (Driver, Newton & Osborn, 2000; Sadler, 2006; Sampson and Clark, 
2008) argues that scientific discussions allow students to undertake scientific reasoning and help 
them to understand the nature of scientific knowledge. It is stressed in the NGSS (2013) that stu-
dents are expected to use argumentation to listen, to compare, and evaluate opposing views and 
methods.

In this study, I aimed to describe the patterns of scientific classroom discussions in science 
courses, and I investigated the f
to first research question of the study, it can be said that all the teachers who participated in the 
research had opinions about scientific discussions that would make positive contributions to stu-
dents' meaningful learning and persistence of knowledge. They believe that students' active par-
ticipation in discussions will help them gain different skills. According to Jimenez-Aleixandre, 
Rodriguez and Duschl (2000) students use various communication activities, such as argumenta-
tive and epistemic, when they are giving the opportunity to discussions; thus, develops additional 
skills of communication and discussion. But, given the second problem of the research, it can be 

positions were the dominant authority in the science classrooms. We can 
describe this approach as triadic dialogue (Lemke, 1990) which teacher preferred to identify the 
subject, start the discussion, and control the direction in which the discussion developed. Similarly, 
Duschl and Osborn (2002) found that classroom discourse was largely dominated by didactic mon-
ologues presented by the teacher, with little opportunity for students to engage in dialogical argu-
mentation. Additionally, science teachers mostly want to say the final word in discussions and this 
attitude prevents active participation of some students in the discussions. Additionally, some teach-
ers claimed that effective discussions could not be made at lower levels, while others claimed that 
younger children had more creative ideas and that more effective discussions could be made. Ob-
servations showed that students were willing to participate in the discussion at all class levels. This 
situation can be interpreted as the inability of the teachers to direct the discussions, so teacher 
training plays a critical role in ensuring students' active participation in class discussions (Caravita 
& Hallden, 1994).

One of the interesting findings of the research is that students participate more in scientific
discussions in club work. The main reasons for this situation are the participation of those who are 
interested in science subjects and not worrying about course grade. Additionally, based on the 
observations, it is possible to say that the teachers gave more time to the discussions in their club 
works. According to Grover (2007), in safe classroom settings, students' participation in discussion 
enhance and will lead to more interaction between students and teachers. In the interviews, some 
teachers stated that some students did not prefer to participate in classroom discussions. It may be 
stated that the reason of some students' reluctant to participating discussions is that they are not 
feel themselves in safe.

As researchers and science educators, one o
interest in science. They should understand how evidence is used in science for the construction 
of explanations which are the links between data and the theories that science has constructed, and 
the development of an understanding of the criteria used in science to evaluate evidence and con-
struct explanations. In this study, it is claimed that science education perspectives emphasize that 
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science education is not only the accumulation of knowledge about how the world is, but also 
scientific thinking skills needed for scientists engaging in science. Although the science teachers 
who construct the sample of the study expressed their awareness of the importance of the discus-
sions, they were disturbed by the prolonged classroom discussions and discussions longer than 
planned, and they chose to end the discussions in such cases. To maintain effective science educa-
tion, we need to understand what is important and lasting for students, as well as why. We need to 
also consider how students can better engage in discussions, which discussions processes are ef-
fective or motivating, and which topics in the science education program are appropriate for stu-
dents. But the findings of this study show that the orientation of teachers and the curriculum leads 
to the interests and curiosity of the students.
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Appendix

Interview Form
I want to interview you to determine your beliefs and attitudes about the effectiveness and significance of using 

scientific discussions in elementary science classrooms. The data obtained from this interview will never be used to 
judge your efficiency; it will be analyzed for general trends about discussions in science classrooms. Thank you in 
advance for your contributions.

Date:_______________ Hour: _______________ Location:    ________________

Questions:
1. How often do you use scientific discussions in your classes?

a. Do these discussions constitute an obstacle to following the curriculum?
2. Have you ever observed a remarkable effect of scientific discussions on your students? 

a.
ing?

3. What are your expectations from your students in scientific discussions?
a. Which sources, such as books, journals or personal experience do you prefer that your 

students to use when giving examples? Please explain your preference(s)?
b. What is your opinion about using arguments or reasoning?

4. How do you describe your position or role in scientific discussions?
a. Do you prefer to participate in the discussion directly or

5. Which learning area(s) do you think as being more suitable to apply during a scientific debate?
(Organisms and Life, Physical Events, Matter and Change, the Earth and the Universe)

6. What do you think about using scientific discussions in different age groups? For which age group
do you think scientific debate is more productive?

a. Do you think there is a relationship between the stages of the students' cognitive develop-
ment and when to conduct scientific discussions?

7. What is your students' interest in scientific discussions and approaches?
a. Does this vary according to the subjects of interest?
b. Have you observed any relationship between gender and interest?

8. The types of discussion do you prefer? (group / class) What are the reasons for your preference?
9. How do you conclude a scientific debate?

a. By providing an argument to connect it to a conclusion?
b. By determining the most powerful debate?

10. How much time you spend on scientific debate in each class?
                 Duration: _____________
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Abstract

First-generation college students have received considerable attention in education re-
search, yet there is still much that is unknown about their unique college experiences. This 
mixed-methods study provides a unique perspective on first-generation college students

-generation students in a 
TRIO Student Support Services program. McClusky identified life factors that influence 

by power plus load, 

ose of this study is 
threefold.  First, the study tested the ability of various life factors to predict margin in life 
scores for first-generation students. Second, the study sought to understand the nature of 
margin in life by exploring common load and power variables and the ways in which they 
affect first-generation students. Finally, the researchers examined how participation in 
TRIO SSS contributes to margin in life for first-generation students. Our findings support 

life factors is crucial in understanding margin, as the 
quantitative results revealed that life factors alone do not predict margin in life. The qual-
itative exploration revealed salient life factors that contribute to load and power for par-
ticipants, including TRIO Student Support Services. Furthermore, the study highlights the 
limitations of quantitative data to predict student experience and reveals subtleties best 
understood through in-depth qualitative consideration. Discussion of potential future re-
search and practice implications are included.    

Keywords: TRIO; Margin in life theory; first-generation college students; college student reten-
tion

n the United States, a push for increased access to postsecondary education has been ongoing for 
decades. Cursory examination of the college access movement indicates success in 2012 the un-
dergraduate population was 139% larger than it was in 1970 (Kena et al., 2014). Experts expect 
the trend in postsecondary enrollment to continue, with 20.2 million undergraduates projected to 
enter colleges and universities in 2023 (Kena et al., 2014). First-generation students represented 
34% of the undergraduate population in 2012 (Postsecondary National Policy Institute [PNPI], 
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2016). Unfortunately, opportunity does not beget equity and despite strong representation in col-
lege, first-generation students frequently depart from higher education without a degree.  

-genera-
tion student: 

(a) an individual both of whose parents did not complete a baccalaureate degree; or (b) in 
the case of any individual who regularly resided with and received support from only one 
parent, an individual whose only such parent did not complete a baccalaureate degree.  
(Higher Education Act of 1965, 2008, p. 9)

Defining first-generation college students is only the starting point for a complex topic.  
The factors that influence first-generation students are complex and often interwoven. The chal-
lenges begin during the secondary school years, follow first-generation students as they transition 
to college, and persist throughout their college experience. The experiences of first-generation 
students are expansive and varied and deserve consideration.

Literature Review

For first-generation students, the desire for a college degree stems from aspirations of a 
brighter future.  Unfortunately, only about half of first-
degree (Redford & Hoyer, 2017). Academic difficulties, social challenges, and family factors often 
plague promising first-generation college students and end their higher education careers prema-
turely. 

Academically, first-generation students often start college at a disadvantage. While they 
believe that a college education is within their reach (Dyce, Albold, & Long, 2013) and understand 
that college is more rigorous than high school (Terenzini et al., 1994), they are also likely to be 
underprepared and have a high level of academic need.  High school counselors often fail to discuss 
college with potential first-generation students, steer them away from a rigorous high school cur-
riculum, or even discourage them from pursing college (Hudley et al., 2009; Rendon, 1993; Saenz, 
Hurtado, Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007). Many first-generation students (54%) must take reme-
dial courses due to low or missing ACT or SAT scores or low high school grades (Chen & Simone, 
2016; Saenz et al., 2007).  

When first-generation students matriculate to higher education, they expect to have to study 
hard, and that academics will be the most integral and challenging aspect of college (Byrd & Mac-
Donald, 2005). However, they also report difficulty with academic adjustment and lack of prepar-
edness for the shift from high school to more rigorous college expectations (Gibbons, Rhinehart, 
& Hardin, 2016). Low grade point averages and slow progress in college coursework also often 
beleaguer first-generation students (Pike & Kuh, 2005; Warburton, Bugarin, & Nunez, 2001).

Though crucial to college success, academics alone do not facilitate a successful transition 
to college (Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, & Leonard, 2007). In addition to academic challenges, first-gen-
eration students express apprehension about the transition from high school to college and expect
to encounter barriers in adjusting to the new atmosphere (Longwell-Grice, Adsitt, Mullins, & Ser-
rata, 2016). Tinto (1993) hypothesized that lack of both academic and social integration contrib-
utes to the early departure of first-generation students. First-generation students often lack an un-
derstanding of the importance of social engagement and integration on campus, knowledge of how 
to become engaged on campus, and the social self-confidence to pursue social integration (Dumais, 
2002; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Saenz et al., 2007). Although they identify themselves as college 
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students, they often come to college with a single-minded focus on their career aspirations (Byrd 
& MacDonald, 2005; Neumeister & Rinker, 2006). Collectively, these factors contribute to lower
social self-confidence and alienation of first-generation students (Davis, 2010; Jehangir, Williams 
& Jeske, 2012; Saenz et al., 2007).  

Many first-generation students find adaptation to college difficult because of familial re-
sistance (Coffman, 2011; Jehangir, et al., 2012; Orbe, 2004). Some first-generation students expe-
rience pressure to maintain their familial identity, while others report that their families respond 
and interact with them differently after they begin college (Coffman, 2011; Lowery-Hart & 
Pachecho, 2011).  Research indicates that families of first-generation students are often unsupport-

Orbe, 2004; Rendon, 1993). First-generation students often feel as though they must choose be-

they vacillate between their familial and collegiate cultures (Rendon, 1993; Rodriguez, 1974).
Conversely, some first-generation students experience unreasonable expectations placed 

on them by family because of their decision to pursue higher education (Orbe, 2004; Orbe 2008).  
While such expectations serve as motivation for many students, they simultaneously create pres-
sure to perform well (Orbe, 2004; Orbe, 2008). The excessive expectations placed on some first-
generation students by family members create intense anxiety surrounding their academic perfor-
mance (Orbe, 2004; Orbe, 2008).  

The US recognizes the value of higher education for all as well as the tremendous potential 
among first-generation students (Dyce et al., 2013). Increased access to higher education led to 
more first-generation students enrolling in college.  As a result, numerous support programs sprang 
up among college campuses to sustain first-generation students. Among those are the federal TRIO 
programs, enacted through The Educational Opportunity Act (EOA) of 1964, now the Higher Ed-
ucation Act (Chaney, 2010; Council for Opportunity in Education, n.d.). During their formative 
years, the EOA and HEA formed TRIO Student Support Services (SSS), which serves traditionally 
disadvantaged students in higher education, including first-generation college students (COE, n.d.; 
U.S. Department of Education, 2011). TRIO SSS programs serve nearly a quarter of a million 
students in the United States each year and work to increase college retention and graduation rates 
of first-generation students (COE, n.d.; U.S. Department of Education, 2016).

Theoretical Framework

mingling elements referred to as power and load.  McClusky (1971) defined power as the abilities, 
relationships, and other resources a person can employ to reach their goals.  Power can derive from 
resources such as physical health, social contacts, economic wealth, and life experiences (Main, 
1979).  Load is the personal and social demands on a person. Load can stem from typical require-
ments of daily living such as family, work, civic responsibilities, expectations, goals, values, and 
ideals (Main, 1979; McClusky, 1971). Margin in life occurs when an individual has a surplus of 
power above load (McClusky, 1963).  

McClusky (1963, 1971) proposed a formula to express a load-power ratio representing an 
According to McClusky, a load-power ratio of .50 to .80 provides 

substantial margin to meet the challenges of life (Main, 1979; McClusky, 1963). McClusky (1970) 

sion will not tell us that 
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both the presence and characteristics of load and power variables provides the key to understanding 
adult learning (McClusky, 1971).  

McClusky (1971) identified specific aspects of life that contribute to the load or power of 
adults; he termed these .
graphic variables for the study, which are the predictor variables in the quantitative analysis model.  
The co le names in 
parenthetical notation afterward) level of academic ability (GPA), income or financial resources 
(income), position (employment status), influential affiliations (TRIO participation level), and re-
lations within the immediate and extended family (companionship status, parental status, sex). In 

in the lifespan, the study also co
Stevenson (1981, 1994) conducted a methodological study in order to develop an instru-

ment to measure margin in life. The Margin in Life Scale (MILS) is a 58-item questionnaire that 
includes five subscales: health, self-confidence, parenting satisfaction, religiosity/spirituality, and 
interdependence. The subscales Stevenson, 1981, p. 
223).  The health subscale considers components of physical and mental health. The self-confi-
dence subscale explores relationships with others, cooperation, problem solving, and attitude.  Par-
enting satisfaction focuses on the relationship with and well-

eligious or spiritual beliefs, activities, and membership in religious 
or spiritual groups. Interdependence addresses
as self-direction, goal setting, decision-making, and self-control.  

on that margin can be measured quantitatively, as well as his call for 
exploration beyond the presence of margin into the nature of load and power variables, provides a 
unique opportunity to utilize theoretical concepts both quantitatively and qualitatively; this in-
formed the mixed-methods research design of the study. Following 
quantitative portion of the study explored the impact of demographic variables that align with 

The qualitative portion utilized 

(health, self-confidence, parenting satisfaction, religiosity/spirituality, and interdependence) to ex-
plore in greater depth the margin in life of first-generation college students.  

Because of the emphasis on goal pursuit and growth, the theory of margin lends itself well
to educational interpretation. McClusky (1971) postulated that margin is a key factor in adult learn-
ing and educational researchers have utilized the theory in a variety of studies (Hanpachern, Mor-
gan & Griego, 1998; Main, 1979; Merriam & Bierama, 2014). 
needs align with common areas of disadvantage of first-generation students identified in the liter-
ature, including income level, age, family status, employment status, and academics (Choy, 2001; 
Mehta , 2011).  

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to explore the totality of the first-generation student experi-
ence through The quantitative portion of the study ex-
plored the relationship between first- e scores and aspects of life 
in which adults need coping ability identified by McClusky (1971).  One research question guided 
the quantitative analysis:
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1. To what extent are first-
predicted by t
companionship status, grade point average, parental status, income level, and TRIO 
SSS participation level?
Furthermore, the study sought to understand the nature of load and power variables 
experienced by first-generation students as well as the impact of TRIO SSS participa-

experience.  Three research questions guided the qualitative analysis:
2. How do load variables influence the college experience of first-generation students?
3. How do power variables influence the college experience of first-generation students?  
4. How does participation in a TRIO Student Support Services influence margin for first-

generation students?

Methodology

The study utilized a mixed-methods research design.  Integration of quantitative and qual-
itative data fostered a complete understanding of the research problem. A convergent parallel de-
sign (Creswell, 2014) provided a comprehensive view of the research problem with quantitative
and qualitative data gathered and interpreted simultaneously.  Both the quantitative and qualitative 
data collected focused on information relevant to the theory of margin, with the quantitative por-
tion providing margin in life scores and demographic variables; and the qualitative portion provid-
ing descriptive details about the nature of load and power variables experienced by students as 
well as details regarding the impact of TRIO SSS on student experience.

Setting

The research study took place at a public, four-year liberal arts university located in the 
Midwest.  At the time of the study, the relatively small, moderately selective institution had en-
rollment of approximately 5,600 students.  Approximately 39% of the student body was first-gen-
eration college students.  Researchers conducted the study within the TRIO SSS program on cam-
pus.  While TRIO SSS programs serve first-generation, low-income, and disabled students, the 
scope of the project is limited to first-generation students. 

Participants

The sample consisted of first-generation college students enrolled in the federal TRIO SSS
program at the institution. Current participants (148) received invitations to participate in the 
study. A total of 99 (66.9%) of invited students responded to the survey; of those, 17 students 
began the survey but did not complete the survey adequately to include their results; 11 students 
were not first-generation college students and were ineligible to participate; and one student opted 
out after reviewing the study description. Sixty-six (44.6%) of the invited students completed the 
survey adequately enough to include the results in the study.  According to VanVoorhis and Mor-
gan (2007), a sample size of approximately 50 is an acceptable rule of thumb when using multiple 
regression. However, a more specific recommendation from Green (1991) indicates that to test the 
model overall, the suggested minimum sample size is 50 + 8k, where k is the number of predictors.  
With nine predictors, an adequate sample size would be 122. The sample size does not meet 

requirements,
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All current TRIO SSS participants also received an invitation to participate in the qualita-
tive portion of the study; of those, eight agreed to participate.  While the qualitative portion of the 
study included a relatively small number of participants based on convenience sampling, the re-
searchers determined the number to be adequate as redundancy in information indicated saturation.  
Interview participants had been active in the program for a minimum of two full semesters.  Six 
of the participants were female and two were male; four students were traditional students (under 
the age of 25) and four were nontraditional (over the age of 25). The use of pseudonyms in report-
ing qualitative data protected participant privacy.  Interview participants included Kaleb (tradi-
tional/male), Riley (traditional/female), Hannah (traditional/female), Abbie (traditional/female), 
Karen (nontraditional/female), Julie (nontraditional/female), Rhonda (nontraditional/female), and 
James (nontraditional/male).  

Data Collection Methods

e. The Ohio State University 
College of Nursing provided a copy of the scale and permission to use the scale.  Participants also 
completed a demographic questionnaire that included information regarding traditional/nontradi-
tional status, sex, age, employment, companionship status, grade point average, parental status, 
and their participation in the TRIO SSS program.  

Stevenson developed the scale in 1981 and refined it utilizing factor analysis to ensure 
validity and test-retest reliability analysis (Stevenson, 1981). Factor loadings for each item were 
typically greater than 0.50, though 16 of the 58 were slightly under that, and loaded onto five 

-retest 
reliabilities are found in parentheses after each area in the following list: health (.90, .67), religi-
osity/spirituality (.86, .90), self-confidence (.81, .69), interdependence (.80, .58), and parenting 
satisfaction (.92, .98) (Stevenson, 1994). For each of the 58 items on the scale, respondents rate 
the importance of the item on a scale of 1-10 as well as the load and power of the item on a scale 
of 1-5 (examples shown in Table 1). In order to address outdated wording on the instrument, the 
researchers slightly altered 12 of 58 scale items. For example, the term spouse/partner or signifi-
cant other replaced spouse; marriage or committed relationship replaced marriage; and religion or 
spirituality replaced religion. 

Table 1: Example of MILS Questions and Rating Scale

Individual interviews provided the qualitative data, which explored power and load varia-
bles, how they affected students, and how participation in the TRIO SSS program influenced stu-

. The interviews were semi-structured and conducted with the use of an 

Subscale Sample Question Importance of Item Load Power NA
Health My mental health is 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Self- Confidence Getting along with people 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Parenting Satis-
faction

My childre
ward me

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Religiosity-Spirit-
uality

A religious or spiritual 
way of life

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Interdependence Having goals in life 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5
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interview guide, but with flexible use of questions. Interview questions included introductory, 
transition, key, and ending questions as recommended by Krueger and Casey (2009).  

Data Analysis Methods

Researchers computed margin in life scale composite and subscale scores for each participant 
For each individual subscale item, the load 

rating is divided by the ratings for power plus load; the result is then weighted based on the re-
sp
the result is subtracted from 1 for the subscale score. Each subscale score is then multiplied by the 
weighted importance average for the subscale; the results are added together and divided by the 
sum of all weighted importance averages for the subscale.  This number is subtracted from 1 to get 
the overall margin in life score.  

Researchers used multiple linear regression analyses to develop a model to explore the rela-
S scores and their traditional/nontraditional status, sex, employ-

ment status, companionship status, grade point average, parental status, income level, and their 
TRIO SSS participation level. The majority of predictors were categorical with only two levels; 
however, TRIO SSS participation level contained three levels (very active, somewhat active, and 
slightly active) and required the creation of two dummy variables for analysis (see Table 2).  As a 
result, the model contained 9 variables.  

Table 2: Participant Demographics

Variable Frequency Percentage

Traditional/Nontraditional Status
Traditional 34 51.5%

Nontraditional 32 48.5%

Sex
Male 17 25.8%

Female 49 74.2%
Employment Status

Employed full-time 45 68.2%
Not employed 21 31.8%

Companionship Status
Married/Partnered 27 40.9%

Not in a Relationship 39 59.1%
Parental Status

Children 20 30.3%
No children 46 69.7%

Income Level
Low 45 68.2%
Not low 21 31.8%

TRIO SSS Participation Level
Very active 11 16.7%
Somewhat active 35 53.0%
Slightly active 20 30.3%
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The entry method for the multiple regression was block-wise selection. The researchers used 
hierarchical multiple regression. In this case, the predictors were grouped into blocks based on 
theoretical reasons. The first block included demographic variables associated with first-
generation students. The second block included an academic variable.  Finally, the third block 
included TRIO SSS participation level. The researchers retained variables even when they were 
not significant to preserve the original variables in the model. The three blocks were as follows, 
Block 1:  income level, traditional/nontraditional status, sex, employment status, companionship 
status, and parental status; Block 2: grade point average, and Block 3: TRIO SSS participation 
level.

The researchers used pure verbatim protocol for interview transcription and content anal-
ysis for exploration of the transcripts (Mayring, 20

the qualitative data.  Researchers placed variables identified by participants in one of three cate-
gories accordi load, power, or both. Researchers then categorized the 

representing health, 
religiosity/spirituality, self-confidence, interdependence, and parenting satisfaction, or a combina-

subscale categories for the category system; second coding incorporated an additional category
that emerged during initial analysis grit -
(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007, p. 1087).

Results

Margin in Life Scale Scores

Over 90% of the study participants (60 out of 66) had a composite MILS score in the range 
McClusky identified as substantial for the possession of margin.  Researchers used multiple linear 

score as an outcome and their 
traditional/nontraditional status, sex, employment status, companionship status, grade point aver-
age, parental status, income level, and TRIO SSS participation level as the independent variables. 
Assumptions of a linear relationship, multivariate normality, multicollinearity, and homoscedas-
ticity were checked; no violations were found. Distributional statistics (means, standard devia-
tions) are presented in Table 3 (next page) for the predictors and criterion, as well as their correla-
tions.  The bivariate associations revealed strong relationships between the traditional status, em-
ployment status, having a partner, and being a parent. In contrast
tions were small and insignificant with the exception of more activity in SSS generally being as-
sociated with more margin in life.

Table 3: Means, Standard Dev
Predictor Variables (n = 66)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

MILS Score 0.7 0.1 .01 .12 .12 .15 -.02 -.16 .09 .23* -.28*

Predictor variable

1. Income 0.7 0.5 -- 0.0 0.1 -0.1 0.1 0.0 -0.3* 0.2* 0.0

2. Traditional 0.5 .05 -- 0.0 0.5*** 0.5*** 0.6*** 0.2 0.1 0.0
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3. Sex 1.7
.0.
4

-- 0.1 -0.2* -0.2 0.1 0.2* -0.2*

4. Employment 1.5 0.5 -- 0.3** 0.2* 0.2
0.3*

*
-0.2*

5. Partner 1.6 0.5 -- 0.5 -0.1 0.0 0.1

6. Parent 1.7 0.4 -- 0.0 -0.1 0.2*

7. GPA 3.2 0.5 -- -0.1 -0.2

8. Somewhat Act 0.5 0.5 --
-

0.7***
9. Slightly Act 0.3 0.4 --

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p <.001. 

Table 4 displays regression coefficients.  The results for the three models one model per 
added block, were as follows, R= .394, R2= .155 for model 1; R= .394, R2= .156, and Change in 
R2= .001 for model 2; and R= .421, R2= .178, and Change in R2= .022 for model 3.  Variable 
contribution from model 3 for the overall MILS score is summarized in Table 3.  The overall 
association was not statistically significant, F(9,54) = 1.296, p > .05, R2 = .022.

Table 4: Regression Analysis Summary for Students Variables Predicting MILS Scores (n = 
30)

Variable B SEB

1. Income 0.00 0.03 -0.01

2. Traditional 0.07 0.04 0.31

3. Sex 0.01 0.04 0.03

4. Employment 0.00 0.04 0.02

5. Companionship 0.00 0.04 -0.01

6. Parent -0.07 0.04 -0.30

7. GPA 0.00 0.03 0.00

8. Somewhat Act 0.01 0.04 0.05

9. Slightly Act -0.04 0.05 -0.18

Note. R2 = .022 (N = 66, p = ns).
None of the s are significant.

ditional/nontraditional status, sex, employment status, companionship status, grade point average, 
parental status, income level, and TRIO SSS participation level. Researchers did not create a model 

were parents. Basic 
descriptive statistics and correlations are not shown here. Table 5 (next page) displays the summary 
of regression coefficients for the subscale scores. None of the predictors had significant partial 
effects on the full model for the following subscales: health, interdependence, and 
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religion/spirituality. In the case of the self-confidence subscale, the predictor model accounted for 
23% of the variance in the subscale score, F(9,54) = 1.83, p > .05, R2 = .23. The model had one 
significant predictor, parenting. However, the full model was not significant in predicting the sub-
scale score.

Table 5: Regression Analysis Summary for each Sub-Scale (n = 66)

Subscale n F p R2 Significant predictor variables

Health 66 1.397 .213 .189 -

Self Confidence 66 1.831 .084 .234 Parental status

Interdependence 65 1.271 .274 .175 -

Religion/ Spirituality 65 0.709 .698 .107 -

The Impact of Load and Power Variables

Participant interviews complemented the quantitative analysis and provided a deeper, 
broader understanding of the phenomenon.  The results of the quantitative analysis indicated that 
margin in life cannot be predicted by the eight demographic variables included in the model, sug-
gesting that other factors have greater imp
or diminishment of margin, and to discover the nature of variables that contribute to margin, the 
qualitative portion explored aspects of life that first-generation students identify as power and load
variables and their impact.

Study participants described the elements of life that they experience as load and power 
variables; in addition, participants identified life elements that operate simultaneously as load and 
power variables.  Furthermore, participants discussed how elements of life contribute to load and 
power.  A number of recurrent elements emerged from the analysis and merit discussion.  Perhaps 
most notable is the consistent identification of family as both a power and load variable.  Table 6
displays all life elements identified by interview participants.  

Table 6: Power and Load Variables for First-Generation Students

Power Variables Load Variables Both Power and Load
Grit (5)
TRIO SSS participation (4)
Friends (3)
University faculty/staff
Motherly figures

Finances (4)
Balance
Grades/Academics
General education requirements
First-generation status
Nontraditional status
Work
Self-esteem/social engagement
Depression/anxiety
Cognitive issues
Work
Small university

Family (6)
Financial aid

Note: Parenthetical notations indicate the number of students who identified a variable; variables 
identified by a single participant do not have parenthetical notation.
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Power Variables

Two primary life elements emerged as power variables for participants grit and partici-
pation in the TRIO SSS program. Several students also identified friends as power variables, 
though the impact of friendship on margin appeared less influential than that of grit and TRIO SSS 
participation.   

Grit.  Study participants derived power from grit, which played a meaningful role in their 
decision to pursue a college education and to persevere when they encounter difficulty. While each 
student described grit in slightly different ways, it was evident that this characteristic provided 
power to the students. Duckworth, et al. (2007)
long-

had consid-
erable imp .

For Karen, overcoming failure and low expectations of others motivated her. Karen strug-
gled to overcome the low expectations of teachers and family during high school. Her family ex-
pected her to attend college but expressed doubt that she would finish.  For Karen, these low ex-
pectations were a self-fulfilling prophecy during early adulthood and she had difficulty attempting 
and finishing challenging experiences including military service and an early attempt at college.  
As she moved through adulthood, she persevered despite adversity and failure.  Karen explained:

going to do it for myself.  

Karen also described her perseverance and continued interest despite failures. Her unremitting 
motivation allowed her to overcome the various challenges including financial strain, depression 
and anxiety, and family challenges that she encountered in college. 

Similarly, James stated that his internal drive for a better life was one of the strongest fac-
tors in his decision to enroll and persist in college. As a recovering addict who spent years living 

lied on that motivation to attempt college and to overcome 
the many challenges he faced during his college experience to achieve what he had always con-
sidered valuable a college degree.  

Rhonda shared that she had a very strong ability to motivate herself in working toward her 
degree.  Because of a cognitive disability, Rhonda had to maintain a high level of determination 
in order to overcome academic challenges.  When asked what kept her going when faced with such 

o [keep going]. I have been pursuing this since 2009, going 

c
cognitive challenges confirmed her belief in her own personal strength, which she attributed to her 
unyielding determination to leave college with something positive.  

TRIO SSS participation. Students spoke of the consistent support that they received from
the TRIO SSS program as another salient source of power. This power derived from both the 
formal program services offered (specifically priority enrollment and tutoring) as well as the per-
sonalized support from TRIO SSS staff members. Priority enrollment, which allows students to 
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enroll for upcoming semesters earlier than most students on campus, helped students to manage 
school, work, family, household, and other responsibilities. Tutoring also greatly contributed to 
the power of program participants. Whether they took advantage of tutoring in one subject area, 
multiple subject areas, or simply found reassurance in the knowledge that tutoring was available, 
the study revealed a definitive connection between the service and the power it provided for stu-
dents.

Participants also indicated that the personal support, encouragement and guidance from the 
TRIO SSS staff, as well as the ease with which they were able to access staff members was a power 
variable. For some students, this support helped them to navigate college for the first time.  Julie 

into an office a
of access to staff members who helped her connect with resources, which was often difficult for 

she found that her advisor in TRIO SSS helped her traverse the parts of the college experience that 
were unfamiliar to her.    

In addition to helping orient students to college life, TRIO SSS staff offered students the 
personal encouragement they often needed.  Karen shared:

have to quit college and either 
[staff member] or [staff member] has been like, No, just talk about it. How many times 

me,

Karen expressed gratitude for the staff of TRIO SSS, who often reached out to her when they 
suspected that she was struggling. In TRIO SSS, she knew that there was a support system wait-
ing to help her, that initiated that help when she had difficulty asking for assistance.  

at she often turned to the TRIO SSS 
staff for encouragement when circumstances discouraged her. Describing an experience from the 
previous year, Hannah shared how the program gave her power:

There was like a week straight I came in there bawling my eyes out every single day. Just 
not wanting to be here at all, just wanting to pack up all my stuff and leave right then.  And 
they were there for me.  And they convinced me to stay.  

For James, the program increased his power by helping him make decisions about how to proceed 
when he encountered academic difficulty. According to James, 

ecide because for the 
longest time I had trouble making decisions for myself.  So having them lay it out there for 
me like that, helps me to make the decisions. 

Kaleb also shared that TRIO SSS increased his power through offering support and advice. He felt 
that the friendliness of the staff members and the various resources provided by the program all 
comb
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Load Variables

load revealed a broader and more varied experience of load 
variables than power variables. However, finances emerged as a common load variable for partic-
ipants.  When asked to discuss load variables, Karen and James reported financial burden as their 
most pressing concern.  Both students reported that being able to work enough hours to meet fi-
nancial obligations while maintaining full-time class schedules was a significant challenge.  Karen 
reported that on several occasions she felt as though she needed to stop or drop out of school in 
order to work more hours.  She also reported that at times she had to work multiple jobs while 
maintaining her full-time school schedule.  

Similarly, James reported that financial responsibility was the biggest load variable that he 
carried.  James reported working one full-time job in addition to a part-time job in order to survive 
financially.  The financial aspect of his college experience often led to stress, lack of sleep, and 
even depression.  According to James, who also relied on friends and public transportation because 
he could not afford a vehicle, financial burden was a daily struggle.  

Julie and Rhonda also expressed financial burden as a common source of stress.  For Julie, 
who worked sporadically for herself in a seasonal business, the pressure from her spouse to gen-
erate more income affected her college experience.  For Rhonda, the financial burden came in the 
form of difficulty with the appropriate application of benefits from Vocational Rehabilitation.  As 
a result, Rhonda often spent unnecessary time and effort contacting Vocational Rehabilitation su-
pervisors and on several occasions had to shoulder the financial responsibility for her tuition, re-
sulting in financial strain.  

Variables Operating as both Power and Load

The study also explored variables that operate as both power and load.  Analysis revealed 

tions of the family impact on their education included describing 

kept them going.  Participants consistently revealed that family simultaneously operated as both 
power and load variables.  

Family as a power variable. Family exemplified support for participants in various ways.  
For Kaleb, Riley, and Hannah, family power evidenced itself in specific family members. While 
the ways in which family members served as power variables differed among participants, students 
consistently described family members who encouraged them to pursue college, and provided on-
going support for their academic endeavors. Participants rarely articulated behaviorally specific 
ways in which family members contributed to their power; rather, they generalized family mem-
bers as vital sources of support and encouragement.  

Familial pride was the singular area that emerged consistently as an element of family sup-
port for the first-generation participants.  Though family pride came from a variety of family mem-
bers (parents, extended family, siblings, and children), participants described familial pride as req-
uisite to their success, and therefore a power variable. pride in 

Family as a load variable.  Participants also frequently identified specific family members 
who contributed to their load.  Karen, Riley, and Kaleb identified specific family members who 
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contributed to their load through various circumstances, while Julie and Hannah described family 
members who lacked understanding of the demands of pursuing a college degree. In most in-
stances, the lack of understanding stemmed from a family member who was not college-educated.  
For Julie and Karen, an unsupportive significant other proved a difficult barrier. 
not understand the amount of time that she dedicated to schoolwork, especially because it affected 
the amount of time that she was able to work and, therefore, provide income for the family. Simi-
larly, Karen expressed a lack of understanding on the part of her significant other, stating 

future so that kind of stresses me out. And brings me down.

Role expectations within the family also surfaced as a common familial difficulty. For Julie, 
the role of mom meant that she carried the majority of the responsibility for the household.  She 
sta

parental role detracted from her ability to concentrate on school.  Julie also reported that her hus-
band was unwilling to take on additional responsibilities within the household because he was the 
primary income-earner.  

Karen also identified her role as a mother as a load variable, although her experience of 
motherhood and
difficulty stemmed from missing time that she would otherwise spend with her children if she were 
not pursuing a degree. According to Karen,

As far as the kids tivation but then sometimes it becomes a load variable 

I feel like Am I doing the right thing by being away from them so much?

Karen often struggled because of missing family time for school responsibilities, and worried that 
her decision to attend college may negatively affect her children.  

Discussion

The qualitative analysis demonstrated connections between the extant literature and power 
and load variables for first-generation students. The varied familial experiences of first-generation 
college students are well-documented in the literature and mirrored in the experiences of partici-
pants who overwhelmingly described family as both load and power variables.  For first-generation 
students, family members are often resistant to their college aspirations (Coffman, 2011; Jehangir 
et al., 2012) while for others familial support is
of financial burdens also mirrored the literature, which illustrates the financial difficulties that are 
often reality for first-generation students (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Mehta et al., 2011). While litera-
ture specific to the impact of TRIO SSS on first-generation student experience is limited, a number 
of studies connect TRIO programs and other similar types of support as exigent to first-generation 
student success (Banks-Santilli, 2014; Chaney, Muraskin, Cahalan, & Goodwin, 1998; Mahoney, 
1998; Petty, 2014).  

Conversely, grit, which emerged as a prominent power variable for student participants has 
little representation within first-generation student research. However, there is ample literature 
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regarding grit to make the argument that it is an important facet of success for long-term goals 
(Abuhassan & Bates, 2015; Bowman, Hill, Denson, & Bronkema, 2015; Duckworth & Gross, 
2014).  Given the long-term nature of a college education and the emergence of grit as a power 
variable in this study, it seems reasonable to consider the possession of grit as a variable that im-
pacts first-generation student success.  

Existing research suggests that many of the demographic variables considered in this study 
specifically income, age, family, employment, and academics influence the experience and 

success of first-generation students (Choy, 2001; Mehta et al., 2011). However, the model con-
taining these variables accounted for a relatively small percentage of the variance in MILS scores 
among participants, which invokes consideration of the model itself and its lack of predictive 
power. Fortunately, qualitative findings suggest some rationale for the inability of the model to 
predict student MILS scores and can supplement our understanding of power, load, and margin for 
first-generation students.

Limitations of Demographics in Understanding Student Experience

The quantitative nature of demographic variables is a limitation to understanding the nature 
of human experience oes not 
consider the context within which those factors exist or the meaning behind those factors for first-
generation students (Merriam, 2009).  While the MILS prompts subjective consideration of margin 
in life by asking individuals to evaluate the level of importance, level of power, and level of load 
for specific life areas, the reporting of demographic variables is strictly objective in nature.  

When describing their personal load and power variables, none of the respondents indicated 
that simply the presence, level, or categorization of a variable accounted for the impact of that 
variable on their experience; rather, it was the nature of those variables and not simply the presence
of them that affected margin.  Family emerged most prominently in this observation. There were 

(married/partnered, single, divorced, widowed, or separated) and the second asked if the partici-
pant has children under 18 living in the household. While participants often discussed 
spouses/partners and children, they discussed siblings, parents, and extended family as well.  Fur-
thermore, even when discussing children and/or spouses or partners, participants indicated that the 
nature of those relationships concerning their college experience (the expectations, support or lack 
of support, and level of understanding of family members) was most salient to their margin in life.  

When considering the impact of finances and participation in the TRIO SSS program, the 
same observation persists.  While the predictor model considered income level, this was a subjec-
tive rating by the participants, who classified their household as low-income or not low-income.  
However, when discussing the impact of finances on their college experience, participants de-
scribed the burden of working part-time, full-time, or multiple jobs while attending school, pres-
sure from a spouse to contribute income, and dependence on friends and financial aid sources.  
While t
the complexity of finances as an aspect of first-generation student experience.  

Similarly, students classified their level of participation in TRIO SSS by rating themselves 
as slightly active, somewhat active, or very active. Yet when asked to share how TRIO SSS im-
pacted margin, none of the participants suggested that it was simply the amount of exposure to the 
program that had an impact on them; rather, they discussed the nature of their interactions with the 
TRIO SSS staff and the specific ways in which they received support from the program. More 
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involvement certainly increases the likelihood of supportive interactions; but alone it does not 
account for the impact of TRIO SSS participation. 

Al-
though none of the participants used the term grit, many of them discussed their goals, overcoming 
difficulties, and maintaining focus and dedication to their education. Unlike the other prevalent 
areas of student experience that emerged in the qualitative data, the predictive model did not in-
clude a variable that related to or represented grit.  

Alignment of Student Experience with Subscale Categories

Stevenson developed the MILS to represent the aspects of life that contribute to margin, 

1981, p. 223).  Each subscale contains evaluative sta
scribing their load and power variables, participants frequently used language that paralleled the 
self-confidence subscale. Self-confidence explores relationships with others, cooperation, prob-
lem solving, and attitude. Participants also frequently used language that paralleled the interde-

-direction, goal set-
ting, decision-making, and self-control. The analysis indicated that the lived experience of first-
generation students aligned most consistently with the self-confidence and interdependence sub-
scales categories, while students rarely described aspects of the health, parenting satisfaction, and 
religiosity/spirituality categories as impactful. 

Study Limitations

The participants in the study came from one institution a relatively small, 4-year univer-
sity located in the rural Midwest.  Therefore, the students in this study may not be representative 
of the larger population of first-generation students in the United States.  Results may also differ 
from those found among other institutions that vary in size, type, and location.  These factors may 
make generalization of the results to other groups difficult.  

Sample size is also a limitation.  The small sample size resulted from several factors.  First, 
the pool of participants was relatively small, as the TRIO SSS program had 148 students in the 
program at the time of the study.  In addition, the completion rate for the survey instrument was 
only 44.6%.  The low completion rate was in part due to screening out students who were not first-
generation.  Also problematic was the number of surveys that were attempted but not completed.  
Seventeen students began the study but did not finish. Unfortunately, demographic data, which 
placed students in various groups for statistical testing, was at the end of the survey, making im-
putation for missing data impossible.  

Finally, a limitation of the study was that it only included students currently participating 
in a TRIO SSS program. As a result, it is unknown whether participants came to college with 
adequate margin to successfully pursue higher education, or whether participants garnered ade-
quate margin through their participation in TRIO SSS. Including first-generation students who 
were not participating in a TRIO SSS program would have expanded the scope of the study and 
allowed the researchers to evaluate more adequately the effects of the TRIO SSS program on mar-
gin in life.  

Several opportunities for future research exist in this area. First, constructing a model to 
examine the influence of additional factors, such as student motivation and grit, could more fully 
explain those factors that contribute to margin in life for first-generation students. Second, 
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expanding the size of the study to include multiple TRIO SSS programs would provide results that 
are more representative of first-generation students and TRIO SSS participants as a whole. This 
would also address the small sample size of this study. Additionally, future research should exam-
ine the differences in margin in life between participants in a TRIO SSS program and first-gener-
ation students who are not active members of a support program, in order to more sufficiently 
understand the relationship between participation in TRIO SSS and margin in life of first-genera-
tion students. Finally, given that the results of the quantitative analysis indicate that the demo-
graphic variables included in the model cannot predict margin in life, it is possible that the quali-
tative lens used in this study is more adequate in exploring the issues than the use of quantitative 
methods.

Implications

The alignment of student experience with the interdependence and self-confidence sub-
scales suggests the salience of these areas to student success. Simultaneously, the lack of alignment 
between student experience and health, religiosity/spirituality, and parenting satisfaction indicate 

icipants to articulate 
the impact of three of the five constructs of the MILS scale may indicate that as it relates to the 
experience of first-generation students, the MILS scale has limited application.  Furthermore, study 
findings suggest that the formulation of margin is more complex than can be understood from 
demographic variables in isolation. Because of the limited alignment of student experience with 
three of the subscales and the limited ability to predict MILS scores using demographic variables, 
practitioners should consider using qualitative methods to explore margin or consider measuring 
grit.

While there are no other tools designed to measure margin in life as McClusky postured 
it, measuring grit may be a useful alternative. Students frequently referenced the concept of grit as 
they described their experiences, and there are close associations between the items on the inter-
dependence and self-confidence subscales and both the description of grit and the items on Duck-

rmore, the Grit Scale is simply constructed and easy to administer, while 
the MILS scale is lengthy and cumbersome.  

Qualitative results point to the bidirectional influence of family in the lives of first-gener-
ation students.  TRIO SSS practitioners are in a unique position to mitigate the load and enhance 
the power of first-generation students, especially concerning the disparate impact of families.  
First, to address both the lack of support and understanding on the part of family members and the 
challenge for students of balancing school and family, practitioners can develop activities that 
include family participation.  Inclusive activities can educate family members on the importance 
of providing support and how best to provide such support. They can also provide students with 
methods of balancing the responsibilities of school and family while giving both students and 

Second, TRIO SSS practitioners can capitalize on the close personal nature of their rela-
tionships with participants.  While TRIO SSS professionals are not exclusively responsible for the 
power of first-generation students, this study confirms that the program is relevant to student suc-
cess.  Practitioners should maintain a focus on the development of the relationship between them-
selves and individual students.  Research from Davis (2010) indicates the necessity of the devel-
opment and maintenance of relationships for first-generation students with both faculty and non-
faculty staff members.  TRIO SSS program structure and activities should maximize the interaction 
between student and staff through frequent contact, open-door policies, and the use of intrusive 
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advising models. In addition, staff members can seek professional development activities that in-
crease their ability to interact positively with first-generation college students, especially for those 
staff members who were not themselves first-generation college students.  Increased understanding 
of the first-generation student experience will positively contribute to the development of a sup-
portive relationship between student and staff. 

While this study took place within the confines of a TRIO SSS program, the principles and 
suggestions reflected here are applicable to any individual professional or other support program 
working with first-generation college students.  

References

Abuhassan, A. & Bates, T. C. (2015). Distinguishing effortful persistence from conscientiousness. 
Journal of Individual Differences, 36(4), 205-214.

Banks-Santilli, L. (2014). First-generation college students and their pursuit of the American 
dream. Journal of Case Studies in Education, 5, 1-32.

stay the 
course? Exploring grit dimensions as differential predictors of educational achievement, 
satisfaction, and intentions. Social Psychological and Personality Science, 6(6), 639-645.

Byrd, K. L., & MacDonald, G. (2005). Defining college readiness from the inside out: First-gen-
eration college student perspectives. Community College Review, 33(1), 22-37.

Chaney, B., Muraskin, L.D., Cahalan, M.W., & Goodwin, D. (1998). Helping the progress of dis-
advantaged students in higher education: The federal Student Support Services program. 
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 20(3), 197-215.

Chaney, B. W. (2010). National evaluation of student support services: Evaluation of student out-
comes after six years. (Report No. Ed-03-PO-2561). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Education: Office of Planning, Evaluation, and Policy Development.

Chen, X. & Simone, S. (2016). Remedial coursetaking at U.S. public 2- and 4-year institutions: 
Scope, experiences, and outcomes. (NCES 2016-405). Washington, DC: U.S. Department 
of Education: National Center for Education Statistics.

Choy, S. (2001). Students whose parents did not go to college: Postsecondary access, persistence 
and attainment (NCES 2001-126). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education.

Coffman, S. (2011). A social constructionist view of issues confronting first-generation college 
students. New Directions for Teaching and Learning, 127, 81-90. doi 10.1002/tl

Cohen, J. (1992). A power primer. Psychological bulletin, 112(1), 155.
Council for Opportunity in Education (n.d.). TRIO programs at a glance. Retrieved from 

http://www.coenet.us/coe_prod_imis/COE/TRIO/TRIO_Programs/Pro-
grams_at_a_Glance/COE/NAV_TRIO/TRIO_Pro-
grams_at_a_Glance.aspx?hkey=76fb02cd-137d-4552-b745-c0cda2e641e3

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods ap-
proaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage

Davis, J. (2010). The first-generation student experience: Implications for campus practice, and 
strategies for improving persistence and success. Sterling, VA: Stylus.

Duckworth, A. L., Peterson, C., Matthews, M. D., & Kelly, D. R. (2007). Grit: Perseverance and 
passion for long-term goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92(6), 1087-
1101. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.92.6.1087

Duckworth, A. L., & Gross, J. J. (2014). Self-control and grit: Related but separable determinants 
of success. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 23(5), 319-325.



62                        Quinn, Cornelius-White, MacGregor & Uribe-Zarain The Success of First Generation

Dumais, S. A. (2002). Cultural capital, gender, and school success: The role of habitus. Sociology 
of Education, 75(1), 44-68.

Dyce, C. M., Albold, C., & Long, D. (2013). Moving from college aspiration to attainment: Learn-
ing from one college access program. The High School Journal, 96(2), 152-165. doi: 
10.1353/hsj.2013.0004

Engle, J., & Tinto, V. (2008). Moving beyond access: College success for low-income, first-gen-
eration students. Washington, DC: The Pell Institute.  

Gibbons, M.M, Rhinehart, A., & Hardin, E. (2016). How first-generation college students adjust 
to college. Journal of College Student Retention, 0(0), 1-23.

Green, S. B. (1991). How many subjects does it take to do a regression analysis. Multivariate 
Behavioral Research, 26(3), 499-510.

Hanpachern, C., Morgan, G. A., & Griego, O. V. (1998). An extension of the theory of margin: A 
framework for assessing readiness for change. Human Resource Development Quarterly, 
9(4), 339-350.

Higher Education Act of 1965, 4 U.S.C.A § 402-405 (2008).
Hudley, C., Moschetti, R., Gonzalez, A., Cho, S. J., Barry, L., & Kelly, M. (2009). College fresh-

men's perceptions of their high school experiences. Journal of Advanced Academics, 20(3), 
438-471.

Inkelas, K., Daver, Z., Vogt, K., & Leonard, J. (2007). Living-learning programs and first-gener-
Research in Higher Edu-

cation, 48(4), 403-434.
Jehangir, R., Williams, R., & Jeske, J. (2012). The influence of multicultural learning communities 

on the intrapersonal development of first-generation college students. Journal of College 
Student Development, 53(2), 267-284. doi: 10.1353/csd.2012.0035

Kena, G., Aud, S., Johnson, F., Wang, X., Zhang, & Kristapovich, P. (2014). 
The Condition of Education 2014. (NCES 2014-083). Washington, DC: U.S. Department 
of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. 

Krueger, R. A., & Casey, M. A. (2009). Focus groups: A practical guide for applied research (4th 
ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Longwell-Grice, R., Adsitt, N.Z., Mullins, K., & Serrata, W. (2016). The first ones: Three studies 
on first-generation college students. NACADA Journal, 36(2), 34-46.

Lowery-Hart, R., & Pacheco, G. R. (2011). Understanding the first-generation student experience 
in higher education through a relational dialectic perspective. New Directions for Teaching 
and Learning, 127, 55-68.

Ma port services pro-
gram achieved success. The Journal of Negro Education, 67(4), 381-388.

Main, K. (1979). The power-load-margin formula of Howard Y. McClusky as the basis for a model 
of teaching. Adult Education, 30(1), 19-33.

Mayring, P. (2000). Qualitative content analysis. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 1(2).  Doi: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.17169/fqs-1.2.1089

McClusky, H.Y. (1963). Course of the adult life span. In W.C. Hallenbeck (Ed.), Psychology of 
adults (pp. 10-19). Washington, D.C.: Adult Education Association of the U.S.A.

McClusky, H.Y. (1970). A dynamic approach to participation in community development. Journal 
of Community Development, 1(1), 25-32.

McClusky, H. Y. (1971). Education: Background issues (5247-0012). Washington, DC: White 
House Conference on Aging.



Critical Questions in Education 10:1 Winter 2019                                                                          63

Mehta, S. -generation students fail? 
College Student Journal, 45(1), 20-35.

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. San Fran-
ncisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Merriam, S. B., & Bierema, L. L. (2014). Adult learning: Linking theory and practice. San Fran-
cisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Neumeister, K. L. S., & Rinker, J. (2006). An emerging professional identity: Influences on the 
achievement of high-ability first-generation college females. Journal for the Education of 
the Gifted, 29(3), 305-338.

Orbe, M. P. (2004). Negotiating multiple identities within multiple frames: An analysis of first-
generation college students. Communication Education, 53(2), 131-149. doi: 
10.10/03634520410001682401

Orbe, M. P. (2008). Theorizing multidimensional identity negotiation: Reflections on the lived 
experiences of first-generation college students. New Directions for Child and Adolescent 
Development, 120, 81-95.

Petty, T. (2014). Motivating first-generation students to academic success and college completion. 
College Student Journal, 48(2), 257-266.

Pike, G. R., & Kuh, G. D. (2005). First- and second-generation college students: A comparison of 
their engagement and intellectual development. The Journal of Higher Education, 76(3), 
276-300.

Postsecondary National Policy Institute (2016). First-Generation students. Washington, DC. Re-
trieved from https://pnpi.org/factsheets/first-generation-students/. 

Redford, J., & Hoyer, K.M. (2017). First-generation and continuing-generation college students: 
A comparison of high school and postsecondary experiences. (NCES 2018009). Washing-
ton, DC: National Center for Educational Statistics. 

Rendon, L. I. (1993). Validating culturally diverse students: Toward a new model of learning and 
student development. Innovative Higher Education, 19(1), 33-51.

Rodriguez, R. (1974). Going home again: The new American scholarship boy. The American 
Scholar, 44(1), 15-28.

Saenz, V. B., Hurtado, S., Barrera, D., Wolf, D., & Yeung, F. (2007). First in my family: A profile 
of first-generation college students at four-year institutions since 1971. Los Angeles, CA: 
Higher Education Research Institute.

Stevenson, J. S. (1981).  Construction of a scale to measure load, power, and margin in life. Nurs-
ing Research, 31(4), 222-225.

Stevenson, J. S. (1994).  Update of methodological studies of psychometric properties. Un-
published manuscript. Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University.

Terenzini, P. T., Rendon, L. I., Upcraft, M. L., Millar, S. B., Allison, K. W., Gregg, P. L., & 
Jalomo, R. (1994). The transition to college: Diverse students, diverse stories. Research in 
Higher Education, 35(1), 57-73.

Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition. Chicago, 
IL: University of Chicago Press.

U.S. Department of Education (2011). Programs: Student Support Services frequently asked ques-
tions. Retrieved from http://www2.ed.gov/programs/triostudsupp/faq.html

U.S. Department of Education (2016). Fast facts report for the Student Support Services program. 
Washington, DC: Office of Postsecondary Education. Retrieved from 
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/triostudsupp/resources.html



64                        Quinn, Cornelius-White, MacGregor & Uribe-Zarain The Success of First Generation

VanVoorhis, C. W., & Morgan, B. L. (2007). Understanding power and rules of thumb for deter-
mining sample sizes. Tutorials in Quantitative Methods for Psychology, 3(2), 43-50.

Warburton, E. C., Bugarin, R., & Nunez, A. M. (2001). Bridging the gap: Academic preparation 
and postsecondary success of first-generation students (NCES 2001-153). Washington, 
DC: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement.

Dory Quinn is an Assistant Professor of social work at Pittsburg State University.  Her teaching 
emphasis is human behavior and professional skills development.  She holds a doctorate degree in 
educational leadership and policy analysis from the University of Missou
social work from Missouri State Universit
State University. Her current research focus includes first-generation college students and after-
school programs for low-income youth and families. 

Jeffrey Cornelius-White is Professor of Counseling at Missouri State University and doctoral 
faculty in educational leadership and policy analysis at University of Missouri-Columbia. He has 
published over 100 works related to learner-centered and multicultural issues in K-20 education 
and psychology. His works include Person-Centered Approaches for Counselors (Sage, 2016) and 
the Interdisciplinary Handbook of the Person-Centered Approach (Springer, 2013). Jef is currently 
co-editor of Person-Centered and Experiential Psychotherapies. He enjoys his family, volleyball 
and cycling.

Cynthia J. MacGregor, EdD, professor of educational leadership, is site coordinator for the Mis-
souri State University region of the University of Missouri statewide EdD program. Her Bachelor 

y are from Central Missouri State University; her 
doctorate in educational leadership is from the University of Missouri. She has three decades of 
experience in a variety of faculty and university leadership roles and extensive research in organ-
izational and leadership analysis.

Ximena Uribe-Zarain is an assistant professor in the College of Education at Missouri State Uni-
versity where she has been a faculty member since 2015. She completed her Ph.D. at the University 

a specialization in measurement, statistics, and evaluation. 
She is a generalist. Her work focuses specifically on research methodology and program evalua-
tion. Ximena has been teaching college and graduate courses since 2004.



_____________________________________________________________________________

Examining and Improving Classroom Environments Through
the Lens of Self-Determination Theory

_____________________________________________________________________________

Angela Ford, George Washington University

Abstract

Phy ations, and 
general well-being. The state of classrooms is no exception. Classroom conditions have 
direct effects on teachers and students and ultimately on academic outcomes. In addition 
to the physical condition of classrooms, the atmosphere of the environment, which is es-
tablished mostly by the choices and attitudes of educators, has a profound influence on 
students. Classrooms differ vastly in both physical conditions and social atmospheres. The 
remedy for the physical differences has been discussed and debated for years, and can be 
summarized predominantly through equalizing funding. The purpose of this paper is to 
offer another angle of investigation on identifying and closing the environmental gap by 
focusing on the whole environment, not just the brick and mortar portion. The angle being
proposed is that of using Self-determination theory (SDT)1 to equalize the environmental 
experiences of students. SDT is a macro theory of human motivation, development, and 
wellness.2 SDT studies social conditions, such as those created in classrooms, by examin-
ing how environments are either supporting or thwarting basic psychological needs. SDT 
defines the basic psychological needs as autonomy, competence, and relatedness. I propose 
that using the lens of SDT to study and categorize the most detrimental classroom environ-
mental disparities will spark ideas to establish an effective plan to remediate those dispar-
ities. 

Keywords: learning environments; classroom atmosphere; self-determination theory; equality;
equity

Introduction

ducators, researchers, and policy makers are continually examining methods to close the
achievement gap and help more students succeed. I agree this is a noble goal and propose one 
effective avenue would be to identify methods and establish policies and procedures that work to 
reduce classroom environment disparities between and within schools. Classroom environments 
will always vary; however, the quality should not be so drastically different that an observer can 
immediately identify one environment as high quality and another environment as low. The inten-
tion behind this essay is to show through research that classroom environment conditions both
                                                

1. Richard M. Ryan and Edward L. Deci, Self-Determination Theory: Basic Psychological Needs in Moti-
vation, Development, and Wellness (New York: Guilford Publications), 2017, 3.

2. Ibid.
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physical and those created by the school and classroom culture are contributing to the achievement 
gap and that even if the physical environment cannot be rebuilt, restructured, or repaired, educators 
can be made aware of the effects and receive professional development on how to use the methods 
of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) to improve the environments in which they are working and 
teaching.

Many teachers and students find themselves in safe, clean, well maintained, and even at-
tractive schools while many others are denied the same opportunity. The physical and climate 
related factors of classrooms, which are linked to student outcomes and which are known to be 
disparate, will be explored through the perspective of meeting the basic physical needs of safety
and comfort, and the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness as iden-
tified through SDT.3 For the purposes of this paper the definition of classroom environments will 
be the shared perceptions of the students and teachers.4

Studies abound about the different conditions and achievement levels of schools.  Carter 
and Welner argue the achievement gap is linked to the opportunity gap, which includes the oppor-
tunity to learn in a clean safe school with adequate resources and opportunities for advancement.5

School funding disparities are at the center of unequal school facilities as well as the unequal
quality of teachers who establish the social environments. Carter and Welner state, 
school finance disparities continue to seriously undermine the mission of 
schools. Eliminating these disparities must be a priority if our goal is to successfully educate this 

6 What is most devastating 
is schools with children from low-income communities consistently have less capital funds for 
school facilities7 and are often unable to recruit or retain highly qualified teachers.8 Evidence sug-
gests teachers do not want to begin or remain teaching in education facilities in poor condition.9

Educational inequality and inequity have emerged and 
reemerged in various forms throughout U.S. history as overt acts of prohibition of some groups to 
be educated to more subtle manifestations like inadequate instructional facilities or scant course 

curriculum with people of color more likely to be subjected to these condi-
tions. 10 Public education funding in urban and rural areas is often worse than in suburban areas
as distribution is not based on need but rather funding formulas and local revenue. Wright reports, 

learning environments, to their counterparts. 11 More money is spent on school construction for 
new or growing communities than on schools in older communities, both urban and rural, where a 
larger population of low-income students attend.12

                                                
3. Ibid.
4. Barry J. Fraser, Classroom Environment. Vol. 234. (New York: Routledge, 2012), 1.
5 . Prudence L. Carter and Kevin G. Welner, eds., Closing the Opportunity Gap: What America Must do to 

Give Every Child an Even Chance. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 1-10.
6. Ibid.
7. Mary W. Filardo, Jeffrey M. Vincent, Ping Sung, and Travis Stein. "Growth and Disparity: A Decade of 

US Public School Construction." 21st Century School Fund (2006): 20-21.
8. Eileen Lai Horng,

student demographics." American Educational Research Journal 46, no. 3 (2009): 690-717.
9. Jack Buckley, Mark Schneider, and Yi Shang, "Fix it and they might stay: School facility quality and 

teacher retention in Washington, DC." Teachers College Record 107, no. 5 (2005): 1107-1123.
10. Parsons and Turner,
11. Wright. "The Disparities B 1616. 
12. Filardo et al., "Growth and Disparity 15.
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Stated another way, the students coming from the poorest households often attend schools 
with the poorest education facilities conditions and the least quality teachers. A cycle is often cre-
ated that contributes to the widening achievement gap because schools with higher achievement 
often get more finances from the federal government.13 Carter and Welner emphasize how these 
unequal conditions are affecting student achievement as students in satisfactory conditions achieve 
higher than students in fair or poor conditions.14 Public education could be improved by establish-
ing true equality, which would mean all students would have access to the same quality of educa-
tion, and by striving for equity, which would mean resources, including classroom environments 
and high quality teachers, would be utilized to equalize and create equality.15 I propose a plan to 
consider the use of professional development in SDT to help educators, especially those in the 
most high needs schools, to establish an environment to increase the well-being of their students 
even if funding is limited to improve the physical features of the school.  I am not discarding the 
evidence that solving the funding disparities and improving school facilities should be abandoned, 
I am however, suggesting while those battles continue to be fought, there are other options that 
can be considered to improve the classrooms that students are required to attend. 

This paper will cover a brief explanation of SDT and why it is an appropriate theoretical 
lens to examine and adjust for disparities; the current state of school facilities across the United 
States; of instruction and motiva-
tion. After this brief review of research, the questions addressed in the paper will include, (1) What 
are the effects of poor school building conditions, specifically classroom conditions? (2) What are 
the effects of the classroom environment established by 
vations on basic psychological needs? (3) What can be done to remedy the current situation and 
equalize the learning environments and therefore improve student outcomes?

Self-Determination Theory

Self-determination theory (SDT) is a theory of motivation, human development, and well-
being.16 SDT establishes types and quality of motivation rather than strictly quantity. The types of 
motivation are broadly described as either intrinsic or extrinsic. Intrinsic motivation by the nature 
of it coming from within individuals is autonomous and generally promotes well-being, whereas 
extrinsic motivation generally comes from outside of the individual and varies in contribution to 
well-being.

According to Ryan and Deci, intrinsic motivation derives from personal interest in and 
enjoyment of an activity and extrinsic motivation derives from external circumstances such as 
consequences, rewards, approval, etc.17 Whereas intrinsic motivation is a high-quality motivation 
often leading to higher levels of well-being, extrinsic motivation varies in quality with the level of 
internalization and integration that has taken place within each individual. More internalized and 
integrated types of extrinsic motivation are naturally more autonomous and thus healthier for the 
person. If a person feels controlled by external forces, even benevolent ones, the situation can lead 

                                                
13. Wright, Whitney, "The Disparities Between Urban and Suburban American Education Systems: A Com-

parative Analysis Using Social Closure Theory." 2012 NCUR (2013). 
14. Carter and Welner, eds., Closing the Opportunity Gap, 1-10.
15. Eileen Carlton Parsons and Kea Turner, "The Importance of History in the Racial Inequality and Racial 

Inequity in Education: New Orleans as a Case Example." Negro Educational Review 65, no. 1-4 (2014), 99-113.
16. Ryan and Deci, Self Determination Theory.
17. Ibid.
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to detrimental effects on motivation and well-being.18 What is important to understand for the dis-
cussion of this paper is extrinsic motivation can be based on external controls individuals feel 
autonomy to choose between or external controls individuals feel obligated to choose between.
The former is healthier and promotes better quality behaviors whereas the latter can produce less 
healthy behaviors or even lack of motivation.19

In addition to identifying the different types of motivation, SDT defines three basic needs
that must be fulfilled for an individual to have the most autonomous and therefore the most sought-
after types of motivation. These needs are autonomy support, feelings of competence, and feelings 
of relatedness. Even if people are not intrinsically motivated for an activity, if their basic psycho-
logical needs are being met, the chance of healthy motivation and positive well-being increases.
The opposite is true. If basic psychological needs are not being met then motivation be-
comes less autonomous and well-being decreases.

Table 1: Basic Psychological Needs as stated by Ryan and Deci20

Basic Need Definition
Autonomy Self-endorsement, ownership, and self-regulation
Competence Development of skills, understanding, and mastery
Relatedness Connection and involvement with others

SDT examines motivational types as the basic psychological needs are being supported or 
thwarted through the setting, the environment, and interactions with others. Whereas this paper 
will examine the effects of school facility conditions, solely looking at the physical built environ-
ment falls short in determining the environment, as relations between teachers and students play a 
critical role in establishing the environment. Students in classroom environments meeting their
basic psychological needs are more apt to have positive well-being and higher quality motivation
and ultimately higher academic success than students in classrooms that thwart the basic psycho-
logical needs. Teachers can be equipped through professional development in SDT to make better 
choices in their teaching and interactions to improve classroom environments, whether or not the 
physical classroom conditions are being altered.

School Facility Conditions

Classroom facilities consist of the design and condition of the physical elements that make 
up the spaces as well as the furniture and resources available. Differences in classrooms are ap-
parent to anyone entering more than one school or even at times classrooms within the same 
school. Many schools are built with modern or even state-of-the-art architecture and equipment 
and many others have holes in the ceilings and visible mold on walls and floors. Arguments are 
futile that the physical design and condition of classroom factors are equal throughout the United
States, however, it may be helpful to review data identifying the gross inequalities and poor con-
ditions found in many schools.

According to the National Center for Educational Statistics in 2012, 53 percent of public 
schools are in need of repairs, renovations, and modernizations to be in satisfactory condition.21

The areas most in need of improvements included, windows (32%), plumbing/lavatories (31%), 
                                                

18. Ibid.
19. Ibid. 
20. Ibid.
21. Debbie Alexander, and Laurie Lewis, "Condition of America's Public School Facilities: 2012-13. First 

Look. NCES 2014-022." National Center for Education Statistics (2014).
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HVAC (30%), energy management, security, and exterior lighting (29% each), roofs, interior fin-
ishes/trim, and internal communication systems (25%), electrical systems (22%), technology in-
frastructure (21%), interior lighting and life safety features (19%), exterior walls/finishes (18%), 
and framing, floors, and foundations (14%).22 In certain cases school facility conditions are so 
dilapidated educators are unable to provide clean, safe, and comfortable learning environments. 

In 2013, a separate evaluation of school facilities was conducted by the American Society 
of Civil Engineers.23 These experts gave the grade o The meaning of 

cern with a strong risk of failure. 24 This clearly shows although many students are in safe clean 
schools, many are not. 

Jonathan Kozol told of schools he visited while researching for his book Savage Inequali-
ties without heat or air conditioning, without working plumbing, with holes in the ceilings, and 
with many other deplorable conditions.25 Many of the classes Kozol described did not even have 
their own rooms and many rooms did not even have windows. One example he shared was of a
class of second graders who were forced to share a single classroom with sixth graders, simply 
because the school was not equipped for the current population. He discussed one school meeting
in an old skating rink because no actual school building existed in the neighborhood.  He also told 
of schools that were or should have be condemned yet were still being occupied for education 
purposes.

It also must be stated that classroom conditions can vary drastically even within the same 
school. Within one school a special education teacher may be forced to hold her class in a storage 
closet instead of an actual classroom due to the overcrowding of the school. Within another school 
one or more classrooms could be water damaged from leaking or flooding, whereas others are not 
negatively affected. Another area of disparity within classrooms is the distribution of technological 
resources. Not all schools and not all classrooms within the same school building have equal dis-
tribution of technology.

In addition to the physical structure, health and cleanliness of the built environment, cli-
mate control concerns, and available technology, many classrooms were not designed to be flexi-
ble, which can make them more conducive to modern modes of teaching.26 The facts speak clearly; 
school facility conditions are not equal. Depending on where students attend school they may enter 
a beautiful, clean, well-designed building, or they may enter a run-down, graffiti filled building 
designed before modern teaching methods and technology were considered.

Classroom Environments Created by Teacher Choices 

Just as the physical classroom conditions vary, so do the environments created by peda-
gogical and motivational choices made by the teachers.
tween choices that feel controlling to the students and those that feel autonomy supportive.27 Many 
educators have been trained to use extrinsic motivators such as grades, rewards, and comparisons 
to manage their classrooms and entice their students to perform rather than being trained to tap 
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into the internal motivations of curiosity and the love of learning.28 Extrinsic motivators often feel
controlling to the students. Attempting to aide student internalization of the desire to learn, rather 
than attempting to motivate students with external rewards could create a more effective classroom 
environment.29 Behaviors perceived as su
competence, and genuinely interested in relationship building are experienced as less controlling 
and have been found to correlate with healthier forms of motivation and better well-being.30

As the quality of teaching choices changes, so opinions of the school, thus 
from kindergarten through college, the quality of the teachers determine perceptions of 
the quality of the school.31 Whitaker states the most important variable in the classroom is the 
teacher and great teachers take responsibility for what goes on in their classes.32 He goes on to 
state principals should take responsibility for the atmosphere and culture in their schools and 
should empower teachers to take responsibility for the atmospheres of their classrooms. Since ev-
idence shows if teachers feel more supported, they are more encouraging to their students,33 pro-
fessional development that reinforces their importance and ability to make the right choices is one 
way to encourage teachers to create the best atmospheres of encouragement for their students. 
Whitaker discusses how strong and empowered teachers change the culture for the better whereas 
weaker teachers are changed by the culture.34 Educational leaders would do well to empower 
teachers that desire and have a plan to change the culture for the better. It takes empowering and 
autonomy support to encourage teachers to try new techniques both for teaching methods and 
classroom management. Another way Whitaker encourages school leaders to create a positive cul-
ture of growth within their schools is to hire passionate and innovative teachers rather than those 
desiring to do what has always been done.35

Whether teachers are dynamic or not they are expected to work with curricula, either given 
to them or that they design, and the subject matter affects the curricula and methods a teacher can 
employ. An understanding needs to be shared that curricula is not often encouraging or motivating.
Ryan and Deci state, or materials are often not packaged to be intrinsically mo-

36 Teachers understanding this will be more prepared to adapt their pedagogy and 
motivational styles accordingly and to make the lessons more meaningful and appealing to their 
students.

Not only is the curricula not always conducive to creating motivating lessons and class-
room environments, the demands placed on teachers to get their students to perform for high stakes 
tests can also detract from a positive classroom atmosphere.  Certain approaches to high stakes 
testing have also been shown to thwart basic psychological needs.37 Whether or not students will 
be accountable to high stakes testing is determined outside of the classroom, however, it is how 
teachers decide to approach the demands placed on their students that makes the difference. High 
stakes testing promotes performance goals over mastery goals and a system built on performance
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instead of mastery easily lends itself to promote external rewards perceived as controlling.38 Whit-
aker emphasizes educational leaders and classroom teachers should not let testing take over the 
agenda of the school.39

There are endless pedagogies teachers choose creating the atmosphere in their classrooms. 
Certain pedagogies feel empowering and appropriately motivating to students and others feel con-
trolling. Professional developments can be established informing teachers how to create optimal 
classroom environments through SDT considerations. 

Effects of Built Learning Environments

Question:  What are the effects of poor school building conditions, specifically classroom 
conditions? 

Evidence has been presented that establishes the disparities in the physical learning envi-
ronments teachers and students occupy throughout the United States. Evidence is also plentiful
that poor built or maintained learning environments have a negative effect on students attitudes, 
behaviors, and learning outcomes.40 Cheng, English, and Filardo reported,
the detrimental effect of poor quality school facilities, citing disparities in school facilities as a 
violation of student rights and as evidence of the need for change in the school funding formula. 41

Studies have determined not all students feel safe in their classrooms and not all classrooms are 
climate controlled for comfort or have the appropriate seating and resources to accommodate all 
the students.42 Uline et al, found a connection between the built environment and the overall school 
climate or atmosphere, and they found evidence disorder and neglect can cause social disarray and 
anxiety for students.43

A study conducted in Virginia showed students scored higher in subjects, including sci-
ence, when in satisfactory buildings compared to students in unsatisfactory buildings.44 A study 
conducted in Los Angeles found when facilities were improved academic performance also im-
proved.45 Another study in Texas provided evidence academic achievement was higher in schools 
in the best conditions as opposed to schools in the worst conditions.46

lyzed by 21st Century School Fund, all but one study showed a positive correlation between the 
achievement of students and the condition of the school facility once student demographic factors 
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were controlled for. 47 Generally, evidence suggests the condition of school facilities affects the 
occup .48

In addition to the effects on attitudes and academic achievement, the built environment can 
affect the basic psychological need of autonomy simply by limiting the teaching methods that can 
be employed.49 A clear example of this is a science teacher teaching chemistry in a classroom 
without a lab. This teacher will be limited in the choices for lab demonstration, which evidence 
shows affects the enjoyment and value students place on the subject.50 Another common obstacle 

l choices is the layout of the classroom.51 Teachers unable to 
adapt the physical structure and layout of their classrooms are often limited in the pedagogies they 
can use to engage their students. Flexible classroom layouts and those conducive to active forms 
of teaching and learning promote a variety of teaching methodologies and ultimately promote ac-
ademic success. 

Another area the built environment can hinder the basic psychological needs is in related-
ness. If a classroom is stuck in a traditional design with rows of desks and a teacher at the head of 
the class, simple layout changes can create an atmosphere more favorable to a variety of teaching 
methods promoting collaboration and relationship building.52 Classrooms set up in a traditional 
manner are not as conducive to relationship building as those with soft learning spaces, tables for 
group work, or even plenty of room for the educators to move around and be near different students
at distinctive points throughout the lessons. In a traditional classroom setting, the students in the 
back may feel disconnected from the teacher, whereas in flexible learning spaces relationships are 
more easily formed and nurtured.

The premise of this paper is to build upon studies and ideas and suggest a connection be-
tween the conditions of the built environment and the perception of whether the basic psycholog-
ical needs are supported or thwarted. The following questions should be asked: (1) Do teachers 
have spaces that offer them autonomy in choosing pedagogical methods or are they hindered by 
the spaces they find themselves teaching in?  (2) Are the classrooms spacious and flexible enough 
for a variety of learning methods to engage all learning styles? (3) Do learning spaces offer envi-
ronments for teachers to move around and get to know their students and even to allow their stu-
dents to work together building relationships with one another? These are a sample of questions 
to ask when examining the built environments through the lens of basic psychological needs. 

Question: What are the effects of the classroom environment established by teachers ped-
agogical choices and motivations on basic psychological needs?

As discussed with the previous questions, some teacher choices are limited by the physical 
classrooms they are assigned to, however, we will now explore teacher choices that can be made 
regardless of the built environment they find themselves in. choices and motivational 
styles have an effect by establishing the classroom atmosphere and mood. Ryan and Deci tell us 
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lassroom climates supporting autonomy, providing high structure, and conveying relatedness 
and inclusion foster personal well-being a

53 Ryan and Deci also state, he brain, predis-
54 In other words, a consistent 

environment that supports or thwarts self-determined motivation has effects even after the person 
has left the environment. Ryan and Deci suggest if students needs are being thwarted harm may 
be happening to them in the very context in which we require them by compulsive attendance to
develop and learn.55

If a supportive atmosphere is maintained, then students exhibit higher academic success 
and creativity.56 -supportive effectively facili-
tate intrinsic motivation, often despite the external demands and pressures on them, and they re-
main concerned with the points of view, initiative, and choices of the students th 57 Evi-
dence shows a little autonomy support and relatedness within the classroom may go a long way.58

In addition to studies that show changes in student behavior and success based on SDT, studies 
have been conducted demonstrating biological evidence. Students in less autonomy supportive 
classrooms tend to have more stress chemicals as found in their saliva.59 If students are in a nega-
tively controlled classroom environment they exhibit physical evidence of the adverse feelings 
they experience.

This shows that students who are continually going to classrooms that do not have atmos-
pheres supportive of the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness are 
at a disadvantage to those that do. 60 First, if teachers are perceived as controlling and limiting
pedagogies to those perpetuating control, students will not feel autonomy support. Second, if
teachers do not encourage and help students to feel competent, students will be less motivated to 
put forth the effort necessary to learn. Lastly, if students feel little to no relationship with their
teachers, they will be less likely to have the appropriate motivation to achieve academic success. 

What Can Be Done?

Question:  What can be done to remedy the current situation and equalize the learning 
environments and therefore improve student outcomes?

In short to answer this question, the built environment and teacher quality need to be im-
proved in many schools around the nation to improve classroom environments.  This however is 
much easier stated than accomplished; therefore, we need to dive deeper and come up with addi-
tional alternatives.  One way to continue to expand available options would be to conduct studies 
that provide effective classroom techniques to support the basic psychological needs of students 

-determination according to SDT.
Before going on to future studies that would be helpful, the short answer can be expanded. 

Funding undoubtedly has a major impact on most school improvements, including building, retro-
fitting, or remodeling schools or learning spaces and hiring and maintaining a high-quality
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teaching faculty. In an ideal situation, state general funding would make up for the needs in high 
poverty areas and need adjusted aid would provide increased assistance for students with the great-
est needs.61 This is not the case. State aid formulas are supposed to help. They often do not.62

Allocations are not based on student need; therefore lower-poverty districts still end up with more
funding. Baker and Corcoran state, 
exist in this country, and too often the schools serving students with the greatest needs receive the 

63 In this context this means students with the greatest needs are often attending 
schools with the least effective learning environments. To equalize learning environments and give 
all students the same opportunities to excel, unequal funding must be addressed. 

Putting aside the funding concerns as they are much more complicated than can be ad-
dressed in this essay, we will move on to ways to identify and put into place actions known to
increase the well-being of students based on SDT. Reeve and Jang conducted a study and created 
a list of teacher behaviors found to either promote autonomous or controlled motivation.64 Among 
the behaviors they found to support autonomy were increased time listening to students, increased 
time allowing students to work in their own way, praising students for informational feedback, 
offering encouragement to students, and being responsive to the questions students ask.65 Among 
the behaviors they found to thwart autonomy were time holding or monopolizing learning materi-
als, uttering directives or commands, making should or have to statements, and asking controlling 
questions.66 Studies that extend this understand and professional development based on the find-
ings could empower teachers to improve their classroom environments and their students well-
being and academic success. Simply introducing this list and giving examples for educators to try 
could improve classroom environments. Another way these types of lists could be used in through 
feedback given after classroom observations.  Using real scenarios to train teachers to employ the 
effective methods and refrain from using methods found to be negative. 

The need for professional development would require covering all areas of SDT as teachers 
may be need supporting in one area such as competence and need thwarting in another area such 

-thwarting envi-
ronments, such as contexts that are overly controlling, rejecting, critical and negative or that oth-
erwise frustrate autonomy, relatedness, and competence needs, individuals are more likely to be-
come self-focused, defensive, amotivated, aggressive, and 67 In order to produce 
healthy and motivational atmospheres in their classrooms, teachers may benefit from learning how 
to support and not thwart all three of the basic psychological needs. 

Conclusion

There are classrooms that kindle the internal passions of students for learning and there are 
those that stifle students. Evidence has been presented on the disparities of school facilities and 
classroom environments as well as the effects of these different conditions. These inequalities
contribute to the opportunity gap, which leads to the achievement gap. If all students were given 
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the same chance, then we would truly know which ones would rise to the top. As it is now, with 
some students unable to access appropriate facilities and resources and in classrooms stifling their 
innate curiosity and willingness to learn, we do not truly know their potential. Unfortunately, data 
shows savage inequalities in school environments are prevalent with the poorest districts housing
the poorest students, those already having increased obstacles for success.68 The students from 
richer families are rising as though they are on escalators and the students from poor disadvantaged 
families are sinking as if in quick sand. Equality in education would mean all students would have 
access to the same quality of education through equal learning environments, and equity would 
mean resources would be used to equalize and create equality.69

One way to equalize educational opportunities is to eradicate the vast differences in class-
room environments, insuring all students are attending school in safe and clean buildings designed 
for learning and in classrooms supporting their basic psychological needs. Ultimately learning en-
vironments should be designed and maintained to meet the most basic of human needs and with
consideration of the basic psychological needs as described by SDT. If the goal is to motivate and
encourage development and wellness, then the factors discussed in this paper should be considered 
when examining ways to equalize classroom environments and contribute to the success of all 
students.

Ryan and Deci, through SDT give us a lens to examine the importance of environments 
and whether or not they are autonomy supportive, competency supportive, and relationally sup-
portive.70 They state, 

(S)ocial contexts that support satisfaction of all three psychological needs also facilitate 
more autonomous functioning, which in turn yields more effective performance and greater 
wellness, whereas social contexts that fail to support and/or actively thwart these basic 
psychological needs tend to promote controlled motivation or amotivation, which in turn 
yields poorer performance and ill-being.71

Putting aside the need to improve school facilities for a moment, let us focus on what can 
be done to equip and empower teachers and improve the quality of classroom atmospheres they 
can create. Training teachers to use SDT as a means to promote the well-being of their students 
could quite possibly aid them in guiding their students around the obstacles they are unable to help 
them remove, such as the physical environment and their current socio-economic status. I am not 
proposing we disregard the need to improve the physical facilities, far from it, I am just proposing 
we also approach creating better classroom environments through training our teachers to use SDT 
to improve the feelings students have of autonomy, competence, and relatedness within the built 
environment they find themselves in. SDT is not the only answer, however, it will be another tool 
in the classroom atmospheres and thus student 
well-being and success.
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