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In an effort to initiate a campus-wide conversation regarding common standards of academic quality and rigor, the 
Faculty Association conducted a survey November 15-22, 2011. Nearly 250 faculty members participated. What follows 
are a few preliminary findings and trends from the survey. For the full data (including all written comments), please visit: 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/sr.aspx?sm=KjkVMIwChio_2bmtzp6luoondUQFpkgGlD1KABwvEfRYI_3d. 

 

Feasibility of Defining Common Standards 

As a whole, faculty who participated in the survey were relatively optimistic about the feasibility of defining campus-wide 
academic standards, and fairly certain such standards could be achieved at the disciplinary level. 

 
When asked at which level common standards might best be defined, a plurality of faculty respondents (43%) favored 
individual departments, but a significant minority (20%) felt common standards were best defined at a university-wide 
level. Other favored keeping such definitions at the level of individual classes (17%), colleges (7%), or some other 
combination (13%). 

 

Defining Standards of Quality 

When asked to define broad standards of academic quality at a university-wide level, faculty respondents articulated rich 
and varied definitions. Many responses addressed quality as a measurement of the faculty, such the quality of their 
academic training, the state of their current disciplinary knowledge, and/or their ability to teach effectively. Many more 
addressed quality as a measurement of student ability or achievement. The most frequently mentioned skills students 
might be expected to master include: 

1. Critical Thinking — including (but not limited to) the ability to evaluate evidence, think logically, and apply principles to 
new contexts (to “act independently to solve challenges”) 

2. Writing — communicating with clarity and with proper grammar and punctuation. 

3. Disciplinary/Job Specific Skills — an ability to engage in the “language” of their fields, and meet the standards or achieve 
the skills required by national certifications or industry. 

4. Broad General Knowledge — as one respondent put it, students should acquire a “working level of knowledge over a 
broad range of disciplines, including the sciences, the arts, and the humanities.” 

5. Personal Enrichment — life skills, including “the skills and knowledge to be autonomous learners.” 

 

Defining Standards of Rigor 

Definitions of academic rigor also divided into definitions that encompassed expectations for faculty workload and 
expertise and more frequent definitions focused on student performance. Among the latter, respondents often cited the 
following measurements: 

1. Workload — including the amount of time spent, pages read, words written, or difficulty of assignments 

2. Accountability — holding students responsible for developing knowledge and skills or for “meeting relevant national 
standards.” 

3. Challenge — stretching students beyond their normal abilities and teaching “in a way that the students push 
themselves.” 
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Measurement Methods 

Regarding methods of measuring quality and rigor, participating faculty felt that pre- and post-tests were most effective. 
Peer (faculty) review of classroom practices and syllabi, along with outside independent review of courses and program 
and national standardized tests were also rated as highly effective. Although faculty respondents seemed to attach some 
value to student evaluations, they rated such methods (in several forms) as least effective for measuring quality and rigor. 

 
 
Grading Practices 

Most faculty respondents perceived a gap between the way grades ought to be awarded and the way they were actually 
being awarded at the university as a whole, but while a majority felt this discrepancy also applied to their own classes, a 
significant minority felt their own grading practices were better in line than the university as a whole. 

 
 
Elements of Teaching Success 

When asked what element was most essential to their teaching success, faculty respondents were divided, with a plurality 
(44%) indicating that academic training and/or research in their fields was most essential. Another 33% felt practical 
“real world” experience outside of the academy was most important, while nearly a quarter (23%) felt that training the 
scholarship of learning and teaching was most significant. These preferences varied significantly between colleges: 
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