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Our team leveraged Contextual Inquiry and Participatory Design, ethnographic research 

techniques that emphasize what people do and why they do it. During Contextual Inquiry, 

designers learn from faculty members in the context of their work environment, using 

physical and digital artifacts as prompts for conversation and learning. During Participatory 

Design, faculty members use low-fidelity tools (like images, worksheets, and other artifacts) 

in order to represent how they feel, how they think, and the workflow they use in their day 

to day teaching activities. 

Method and Overview



Summary

This research has identified a force of influencers that is 

increasingly shaping post-secondary education. These 

influencers – including tenure, accreditation, civic 

transparency, financial expectation, and intellectual 

freedom – have changed the culture of academia. Upon a 

backdrop of metamorphosis, this document describes this 

transition and new frame, and supports this argument with a 

series of insight statements.  

At Blackboard, we use these insight statements to drive 

new product innovation. We hope you will find the insights 

actionable for shaping your own view of the educational 

landscape, marketplace, and outlook. 

High Level Summary & Findings

Findings

1. Faculty are subject matter experts, not teaching 

experts, and lack training and expertise in course 

development or content delivery. 

2. There is an increasing socioeconomic, political, and 

emotional divide between research faculty, lecture 

faculty, and adjunct faculty. 

3. As a result of the pressures of outcomes –

accreditation, job placement, and graduation rates –

faculty feel a lack of academic freedom and perceive 

an increase in standardization. 

4. The assessment process is perceived as 

overwhelming, unwieldy, and distinct from either 

knowledge production or education. 

5. The “syllabus as contract” has reinforced an expectant, 

lackadaisical view from students, and has very different 

implications for students, faculty, administrators, and 

legislators. 



Framing: Metamorphosis 

Past

We similarly romanticize college students, describing them as 

motivated and curious. We tell a story of college students as 

having intrinsic passion for the subject they were studying, and 

a thirst for knowledge. 

We have a nostalgia for academia, painting a historic picture 

of the professor as a revered authority. Professors enjoyed 

teaching as a noble pursuit, and before tenure guaranteed 

academic freedom, professors enjoyed an implicit tenure 

based on their pedigree and social standing. 



Framing: Metamorphosis 

Present

The academic landscape of today is very different. Faculty feel pressure to 

publish and gain notoriety in their field, and teaching is a distraction for them. 

Educators passionate to teach even within the "publish or perish" culture find 

increased administrative pressure for consistency, assessment, and objective 

tracking of student growth. Other faculty find success in research, where the 

pursuit of knowledge is linked closely to government and corporate funding. 

Faculty who are successful in this capacity find less and less time – and 

incentive – to teach, and instead view their role in academia as entirely 

removed from the student journey. Still other faculty are unable to attain tenure, 

but continue in academia by lecturing as adjunct professors. They are subject 

matter experts, but they have little financial commitment from their institution 

and lack stability in long-term employment; additionally, they have little to no 

training in teaching, and little visibility into a larger curricula strategy.



Framing: Metamorphosis 

Present

These faculty shifts are a backdrop for changes in student behavior, composition, 

and attitude. Faculty view today's students as aimless and anxious, and lacking the 

ability for critical thinking. Traditionally, college was something rare and alluring; 

now, it's considered table-stakes for active participation in society. College 

students typically spent four years in a single program, immediately after their high 

school course work. Today's college students enroll in class, take a year off, 

transfer, and cobble together credits from community colleges, online programs, 

and in-person learning. This student's attention is fleeting, and academic programs 

need to focus on engagement through service-delivery and experience in order to 

minimize attrition.



Framing: Metamorphosis 

Future

Higher education is in transition, and the future paints a picture 

of a more expectant, financially sensitive student. In this future, 

increased scrutiny – increased accreditation rigor, and a 

desire for legislative transparency in support of graduation 

rates and consistency of outcomes – will have created more 

bureaucratic and administrative overhead. 

Research institutions will completely splinter from teaching institutions, 

and tenured faculty at teaching institutions will continue to be replaced 

with low-cost adjuncts. Assessment guidelines and more quantitative 

examination of employment rates will pressure these teaching programs 

to focus on vocational skill acquisition, and students will demand 

increased autonomy in managing their piecemeal academic records. 

While affluent schools will still offer four-year degrees, the majority of 

learning programs will be much shorter and will result in a credential 

focused on job placement. 



Insights

1/ Faculty are attracted to teaching because of their 
expertise in a certain area – not because they are trained 
as teachers – and so they struggle with teaching tasks 
and sound pedagogy.

Faculty are attracted to academia because of their passion 

or love for a given subject, not necessarily because they 

want to teach. As they find themselves with educational 

responsibilities, they struggle to best structure their class, 

deliver content, assess learning, and effectively engage 

with students. 

Much of their teaching success is gained through trial and 

error. 

“I don’t know if you know this, but most faculty have no 

training whatsoever in pedagogy, in education. I would not 

be qualified to teach in an elementary school… It’s this weird 

thing, you never learn pedagogy, most of us, we never learn 

how to teach. We go in with the textbook. You follow the 

example of the professors you had that were good, but it’s 

literally by the seat of our pants.”

Janice, 65

“Really nothing was given to me. It was on me to figure out 

what was available. It was presented like.. ‘Here is a class, 

can you teach it?’ It was over email.”

Jessica, 81



Insights

2/ Faculty have expectations about students related to 
motivation, commitment, curiosity, and critical thinking. 
These expectations are largely unmet, and as a result, 
faculty must adapt or face disappointment. 

Faculty expect students to have intrinsic motivation and 

passion for their subject matter, and to think critically about 

projects and assignments. Students often fail to live up to 

these expectations, forcing faculty to reconsider and 

change the way they deliver content or structure a course. 

“I had office hours, but nobody ever came to them. Students 

don’t go to office hours. I don’t know why.”  

Phillip, 213

“When you have students who are automatically lazy –

because they are college students – they don’t necessarily 

want to work – you have to be very structured and 

rigorous...” 

Jessica, 17

“A lot of professors do the MTV version of their class. They 

sex up their class. I can’t go that route.”

Janice, 99



Insights

3/ Faculty feel that external administrative pressures 
related to accreditation and costs are impacting their 
ability to focus on teaching. The syllabus has become the 
artifact where these conflicting pressures collide.

As tuition increases, administrations face pressure to justify 

and quantify what students are learning. This pressure is 

passed on to faculty in the form of learning outcomes and 

assessment criteria, and the syllabus becomes the artifact 

where this pressure manifests. The process of planning a 

course serves to remind faculty of diminishing freedom, 

and has become a point of anxiety or anger. 

“If I wasn’t tenured, I probably wouldn’t answer this.  I think 

it’s coming from the top down.  Partially because college 

costs have gotten so expensive.” 

Kelly, 130

“Accrediting bodies require this degree of consistency of 

goals, and objectives; and you have to spell out what the 

readings are, and what the assignments are… it gets very 

challenging. And tedious. And there are some of us – I won’t 

say who – who consider it an infringement on academic 

freedom. Why should I have to teach the course the same 

way as everybody else?”

Frank, 21



Insights

4/ Faculty feel a personal connection to the success of 
their students. This leads to both a sense of pride as 
student succeed, but also an additional burden to help 
students find their way.

Faculty feel as though they’ve directly played a role in the 

success of their students, and feel both responsibility and 

pride in this success. As students struggle, faculty feel and 

are aware of their failures, and share their anxiety. 

“I feel a personal responsibility for who I am putting out in 

this field.”  

Melanie, 107

“The most rewarding part is the final crit, not the planning.  

That is just because you get to see the culmination of what 

they have learned. You get to see their progress and you 

know that you did that.  It feels like an accomplishment.  

They did the work, but you structured that – and it feels very 

satisfying.”

Jessica, 106



Insights

5/ Faculty have a broad range of responsibilities, many of 
which are viewed as tedious, insignificant, demeaning, or 
misaligned with their expectations of academia.

Faculty who expect academia to be a pure place of 

learning and knowledge generation are disappointed to 

encounter work that they consider “busy” or a waste of 

their time. These tasks include grading, research, 

committee meetings, administrative tasks, and even 

interacting with students. 

“I think we need a lot more staff, and well-oiled staff, 

because they have faculty emptying garbage cans. In trying 

to save money, you have people with PhDs doing a lot of 

menial stuff, that really staff could be doing.”

Janice, 102

“Grading is boring, its tedious, and the students come up 

and are like ‘Why did you take off this half point?’ I just want 

to smack them...”

Sally, 62

“You have to keep your research active, because 

opportunities for positions really are dependent on getting 

grants and doing your research…”

Bethany, 8



Insights

6/ There is a divide between research faculty, who are 
seen as a profit center for the institution, and lecture 
faculty, who are seen as a cost center for the institution.

Tenure is seen as a reward for bringing in large research 

grants or achieving a level of fame and notoriety in the 

field. Faculty that don’t aspire to reach these levels feel 

less significant or instrumental at the institution. Adjunct 

faculty are used as an inexpensive replacement for 

tenure-based lecturers, and feel a strong sense of 

exclusion as a result. 

“It’s because, maybe they are tenured, and they can’t get 

fired. I hate to say it, and I think universities are moving 

away from those types of positions, because of some of that. 

You can be 103 years old, working, and have dementia every 

day, but if you are tenured, you can be there, still doing it.” 

Melanie, 60

“I carry two titles. Lecturer, which is not professor – it’s 

lecturer, do you understand the pecking order? You have a 

tenured professor, then associate professor, which means 

you are tenure track. And levels of assistant professor, and 

non-tenure track. And lecturers are below that. ”

Francis, 1



Insights

7/ Faculty view the process of planning a class as a positive 
intellectual pursuit that evolves, organically, over time. 
They view the syllabus as a tedious administrative artifact 
that imposes a limiting structure.

Faculty take pride in planning a course, viewing it as a 

craft that is fundamentally tied to their subject matter 

expertise. They spend as much time as they can 

exploring, tweaking, and refining course content. 

They view the creation of the syllabus as an annoyance, 

one that is imposed upon them by various administrators 

and that limits their creative freedom. 

“But the old days, you would plan your course. Hmm, what 

texts do I want? Let’s be creative; I’ll ask for all the desk 

copies of everything, and I’ll look through them. And I’m just 

going to let it kind of like alchemy, I’ll let the readings sort of 

just ferment for a while. And then by the first class day, or 

even the second, or third class day, I’ll put it all together into 

a syllabus that hasn’t been vetted by anybody. Just that I 

have to have a syllabus. That was the old way.”  

Frank, 26
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