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FROM THE EDITOR

Dear Reader,

On behalf of everyone at ACBSP and in particular, the TJB team, thank you for 

your support.  This is our fifth annual edition, a significant milestone for our young 

journal.  It goes without saying this year has been challenging for all of us, given the Covid 

19 virus and ensuing shutdowns around the world.  Thankfully, our work continued with-

out too many bumps and once again, the quality of submissions was extremely high.  Our 

acceptance rate was about 25%, a sign of the rigor and quality of your journal.

  In the coming months we will again issue our annual call for papers.  We continue to 

welcome submissions which employ sound research methods, both quantitative and qualita-

tive, across all the disciplines represented in our various business programs.  We also en-

courage submissions that explore pedagogy, program development and other well-written, 

well researched topics.  

  Feel free to contact me directly at editor.tjb@acbsp.org for any questions or advice on 

publishing with us or call me directly at 570-408-4714.  Thank you again for your continued 

interest and support of your journal.

JUSTIN C. MATUS

Managing Editor

mailto:editor.tjb@acbsp.org
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Introduction

Whether measured as five- or six-year degree at-

tainment or by persistence to the sophomore year of 

college, student retention continues to be an import-

ant measure of the effectiveness of higher education 

around the world. This issue takes on even greater 

importance as global competition continues to rise  

and higher education budgets come under increasing 

pressure. By 2020, 64% of U.S. jobs are expected to re-

quire some postsecondary education (Carnevale, et al., 

2013). The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics projects that 

into 2024, occupations that require a bachelor’s de-

gree are projected to grow by 8.2 percent (BLS, 2017). 

Student attrition is very costly for both the student, 

society, and educational institutions (Hoverstad, et al., 

2001).

Colleges and universities are providing greater 

access to their institutions serving both traditional and 

non-traditional students populations. Student reten-

tion rates, measured in terms of degree attainment, 

A Path Analysis Attitude Model Approach  
for Degree Persistence Across  

Student Populations

Brad Kleindl, Ph. D.
Park University

abstract

This quantitative exploratory study identifies a retention model based on Ajzen’s (1991, 2001) Theory of Planned 

Behavior, along with other traditional retention related measures, to develop a comprehensive model of student 

retention intent across two students populations split by age. Student retention and graduation rates are a major 

concerns for both universities and society at large. Theories on student retention have used factors such as psycho-

social and traditional predictors of high school GPA and rank and ACT/SAT scores. New emerging theories have 

developed that look at student’s motivations and attitudes impact on retention. For this study, survey data from 

business students at two universities was merged with student database records. A path analysis model is used to 

identify relationships between model variables. Pooled results across two different age groups (<27 and =>27) show 

strong support for the model. Student’s academic attitudes are a stronger predictor of retention intent. Universities 

can use these attitude measures to identify at risk students. 

keywords: Planned Behavior, Attitudes, Retention, Path Analysis, Self-Efficacy, Retention Intent
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have remained flat across institution type since the 

1970s (Adelman 2004; Barton 2002). Lowest per-

sistence-to-degree rates are two year public programs 

at 22.1% and BA/BS public programs at 36.9% com-

parted to high BA/BS at private programs at 58.1% and 

PhD private programs at 63.1% (ACT, 2018). The Na-

tional Center for Educational Statistics tracks comple-

tion rates for U.S. institutions. They measure 4 to 6 year 

(150%) completion rates for students who are first-time, 

full-time bachelor’s degree-seeking students at 4-year 

postsecondary institutions. Graduation rates by student 

profile and institution can vary from a low of 8.6% for 

black females at for-profit institutions for 4 years to a 

high of 95.7% for females at highly selective non-profit 

institutions at the 6 year rate (NCES, 2016). There is no 

shortage of empirical evidence (Wirt, et al., 2004; ACT, 

2016) showing that retention rates in U.S. higher educa-

tion offer much opportunity for improvement. 

Student success, typically considered as degree 

completion obtained through persistence year-to-year, 

is viewed as an important measure of the effectiveness 

of higher education around the world. In the U.S., 

both Federal and State governments have recognized 

the need for improvement of postsecondary degree 

attainment and have adopted a broad range of goals 

and tactics to address the low completion rates (Col-

lins, 2006). There is also a recognition that adults need 

degree attainment as well. Economies cannot success-

fully compete in today’s global and technology-based 

economy without an increase in the proportion of 

adults who hold a postsecondary degree or credential 

(Hoffman & Reindl, 2011). There is still little consen-

sus on the factors that best predict student retention.

Higher education is caught between two competing 

social goals. The first is the need to provide a college 

education to a diverse population. This includes not 

only ethnic diversity but also a varying level of aca-

demic skills, college preparation, and commitment. 

The second goal is to help insure that a broad spec-

trum of students graduate without lowering the quality 

of education. Education administrators and faculty 

are faced with the challenge of finding variables that 

are managerially actionable in influencing student 

retention. Although numerous studies have investigat-

ed factors related to retention, these typically include 

traditional predictors (TPs) (HS GPA/rank, ACT/SAT) 

scores and psychosocial and study skills factors (PSFs). 

Traditional predictors have been proposed to impact 

graduation rates (Astin & Oseguera 2005; Robbins, et 

al., 2004) but are not actionable post admissions. Social 

factors such as family financial support and perceived 

social support can be beyond the control of the aca-

demic institution. Some psychological factors such as 

achievement motivation, need-to-belong, self-efficacy, 

self-worth, and self-concept can be seen as individual-

difference characteristics (personality variables). These 

individual personality characteristics are also not ac-

tionable in the short term. They can, however, be used 

as identifiers of at-risk students. This leaves a limited 

set of actionable variables. Institutions can implement 



15

higher levels of selectivity, using TPs and psychosocial 

variables, to select only those students who have a high 

potential for graduation. In fact, institutional selectivi-

ty has been shown to be highly correlated to retention 

(Robbins et. al. 2004). However, this violates the social 

goal of a broad spectrum of students graduating as 

outlined above. This exploratory study links existing 

literature on student retention to Ajzen’s (1991, 2001) 

Theory of Planned Behavior model in an attempt to 

model a variety of variables that influence a student’s 

retention intent. 

Literature Review

Measuring Determinants of Retention 

Research into the factors that impact student re-

tention dates back to at least the 1950s. Two early 

theoretical perspectives emerged, those of Tinto (1973, 

1975) and Bean (1980, 1981).  These theoretical works 

formed the basis for a meta-analysis of the factors that 

best predict higher education student outcomes (Rob-

bins, et al., 2004). A meta-analysis is a study of studies. 

It combines the analytical power of multiple quantita-

tive studies to produce generalizations regarding the 

relationships between study variables. The method 

provides correlation estimates based on the results of 

multiple studies. In the case of Robbins, et al. (2004), 

408 studies were identified and of these, 109 contained 

usable data. Table 1 presents the study’s results as they 

pertain to the factors that relate to student retention. 

In the meta-analysis, retention statistics are taken from 

university records and are assumed to have a high level 

of reliability.

Table 1: Meta-Analysis Results
Psychosocial and study skill 
factors:  

Correlation 
Estimate

Academic-related skills:  .366
Academic self-efficacy:  .359
Academic goals  .340
Institutional commitment:  .262
Social support:  .257
Institutional selectivity:  .238
Social involvement:  .216
Financial support:  .188
Achievement motivation  .066
General self-concept:  .050
Institutional size:  -.010
Traditional Predictors: 

High school GPA:  .239
Socioeconomic status:  .212
ACT/SAT scores: .121

Robbins, et al. (2004) Meta-Analysis

Traditional predictors (i.e., socioeconomic status, 

high school GPA, ACT/SAT scores) are important 

variables and do contribute to the variability in reten-

tion as shown in Table 1, but they have lower correla-

tion estimates than academic-related skills, academic 

self-efficacy, and academic goals. Since these factors 

are often used in the admissions screening process, it 

is not surprising that institutional selectivity also has a 

significant relationship to retention. Adult learners are 

seen as facing even higher barriers toward persistence 

to completion. These include socioeconomic status, 

race/ethnicity, age, gender, marital status, the number 

of children, prior college credit, and goal commitment 

(Bergman et al., 2014). 



16

Theory Development in Student Retention

Tinto’s Student Departure Theory began in 1973 in 

collaboration with Cullen. This theory considered six 

factors.

 
·	 Pre-entry attributes (prior schooling and family 

background).
·	 Goals/commitment (student aspirations and 

institutional goals).
·	 Institutional experiences (academics, faculty 

interaction, co-curricular involvement, and peer 
group interaction).

·	 Integration (academic and social).
·	 Goals/commitment (intentions and external 

commitments).
·	 Outcome (departure decision— graduate, trans-

fer, dropout).

Another researcher, John Bean, develop a causal model 

(Bean, 1981) with five measures.

·	 Student background variables.
·	 Interaction by students within the institution.
·	 Influence of environmental variables (finances, 

family support).
·	 Attitudinal variables (a subjective evaluation of 

perceived quality and self-satisfaction with the 
institution).

·	 Student intention, such as transfer and degree 
attainment.

Problems with Early Theory Base

   While these models have evolved over time, the early 

theory development was based on college population 

in the 1970’s. These were traditionally aged college 

students with a four year college focus. Student pop-

ulations, such as community colleges, were at first 

dismissed because these students didn’t fit the socially 

integrated model. Other neglected groups in the early 

research were minorities and non-traditionally aged 

students (Metz, 2005). Tinto (Tinto & Pusser, 2006) 

have updated this conceptualization of a model for 

student retention where external factors, which include 

abilities, skills, preparation, attributes, and attitude 

influence the educational process. Tinto identifies four 

components that are actionable by institutions.

 
·	 Student expectations, influenced by orienta-

tion and advising. 
·	 Student support, influenced by academic, 

social, and financial support factors. 
·	 Student feedback, influenced by monitor-

ing, assessment, and early warning systems. 
·	 Student involvement, influenced by extra-

curricular activities, curriculum pedagogy, 
and faculty development. 

   These items have been practiced by universities in 

their educational models and they should lead to a 

quality of effort, learning, and then student success. 

However, persistence levels to graduation have not 

increased substantially over time.

Emerging Theories

Savage & Smith (2008) used Hope Theory with a 

student sample from the Community College of the 

Air Force. Hope Theory is defined as the ability to 

generate strategies or cognitions toward one’s goals 

and the motivation and self-efficacy to carry out those 

strategies (Browning et al., 2018). Savage’s study use a 

sampling that included non-traditional, non-transfer 

student population (average age 39.7). Savage found 

that Hope, as one component of overall goal orienta-

tion, was statistically significant predictor of degree 

attainment. Other researchers have identified that 

student’s motivation and goals are linked to student 

retention (Covington, 2000; Alarcon & Edwards, 2013; 
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Morrow & Ackermann, 2012).

Attitude Theory as an Organizing Principle

Attitude theories are a foundation of business con-

sumer research. An attitude is an overall evaluation of 

an object. The Tri-Component Attitude Model consist 

of three components: cognitions (thoughts), affect 

(emotions), and conative (behavior intentions). Atti-

tude objects are considered to be broadly construed 

and can consist of a number of psychological objects 

including: products, product categories, services, or 

an attitude toward a behavior. There are a number of 

advantages in using attitude theory. Attitude theory 

has been used and validated across product catego-

ries, situations, and consumer groups. Attitude theory 

has strong predictive power related to both intention 

and future actions. For academic administrators, the 

ability to tap intention to behave can be very import-

ant in intervening in students’ intention to persist. 

Some aspects of attitude theories have been linked to 

student persistence. These include cognitions as stu-

dent satisfaction and dissatisfaction linked to student 

retention (Mashburn, 2001). Affective commitment, 

trust, and student loyalty can be significant predictors 

of university retention (Moore, et al., 2012), (Alarcon 

& Edwards, 2012). Conative (behavioral) items such as 

hours earned have been shown to be related to reten-

tion (Metz, 2005).

Attitude theory also allows for a theoretical integra-

tion of isolated measures. For example, most retention 

studies use actual retention (1: retained 0: dropped) as 

a dependent variable. These studies have found rela-

tionships between isolated measures and retention. 

When measured in isolation, R2s may be low because of 

all the other unmeasured factors related to retention. 

However, when all of these measures are included in 

a single regression model, there is likely to be a large 

amount of collinearity between the various indepen-

dent variables (as with HS rank, ACT scores, etc.). 

Attitude theory posits that intention precedes actual 

behavior. The advantage of measuring intention is that 

it may be impacted by academic action. 

A theoretical underpinning of intention is outlined 

in the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB). This is an 

attitude model based on the premise that behavior is 

influenced by behavioral intentions that are in turn 

influenced by an individual’s attitude toward the be-

havior, subjective norms related to the performance 

of the behavior, and the individual’s perception of the 

ease with which the behavior can be performed or 

controlled (Ajzen 2001). Ajzen’s TPB Model posits that 

there are interactions between each attitudes con-

struct (cognitions, affect, and conative {behavioral}), 

which in turn are moderated by subjective norms, and 

perceived behavioral control, all of which influence 

behavioral intentions. Ajzen has noted that behavior-

al control (the belief that people have the volitional 

control of performance of a behavior) can be linked to 

other psychometric measures such as self-efficacy. The 

overall model design used in this study is based on the 
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TPB Model. 

Theory of Planned Behavior for Study

The TPB Model allows for analyzing an influence 

chain for student retention intent. This process moves 

from pre-admissions factors, through socio-economic 

support (subjective norms), student individual confi-

dence (perceived behavioral control), then through ac-

ademic attitudes, and then an impact on retention in-

tent (behavioral intention). As describe in Ajzen’s TPB 

Model, there can be interactions between each of these 

constructs and the variables within the constructs. This 

can lead to problems in both developing measures and 

testing measures. For this exploratory study, relation-

ships between antecedent constructs and items in 

the dependent constructs will be measured. This will 

lead to a path analysis showing a chain of influences 

between the theoretical constructs. The relationship 

between these variables and traditional measures used 

in retention studies and the methodology used to 

create the variables are described in Figure 1 below. 

The model shows four major constructs, traditional 

predictors, socio-economic support (including uni-

versity support), individual confidence, and academic 

attitudes. Preceding constructs variables are posited to 

have an influence on the each of the following con-

structs variables. The Academic Attitude Construct 

variables are posited as having the direct influence on 

the dependent variable of Retention Intent.   

Figure 1: Model Constructs and Path

Traditional Predictors Construct

The traditional predictors of college success include 

high school GPAs, standardized college readiness tests 

comprehensive scores, comprehensive exam math 

sub-scores, and high school rank. ACT comprehensive 

scores (used in this study of Midwestern universities) 

and high school rank were included in the study. These 

variables were pulled from the traditional university’s 

student database and matched to individual student 

survey results. The traditional predictors of ACT scores 

and high school rank were included in the study only 

for the traditional university. The non-traditional 

university does not collect this data for admissions. 

For this study, the ACT score and high school rank 

are posited as an indications of a student’s ability to 

have perceived behavioral control over their ability to 

persist in college and therefore influence the individual 

confidence construct. 

Socio-Economic Support Construct

Both Tino (1993) and Bean (1981) have recognized 

that family influence and family support can be related 
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to student intentions. The education level of students 

has also been recognized as an influence on student in-

tentions (Thayer, 2000). For this study, socio-economic 

support variables were designed to capture the family’s 

education level (highest degree held by either parent), 

perceived levels of family support, family influence, 

and friends influence. The influence variables were 

framed in terms of career goals and obtaining a degree. 

The family support variable was framed as supporting 

the pursuit of a degree. The Socio-Economic Support 

construct is posited as an antecedent to a student’s 

individual confidence and goal setting.

University support is conceptualized as those  

items that are under the control of the academic  

institution both at the classroom level and those  

items that influence a student’s educational and  

areer goals (Tino & Pusser, 2006).

Individual Confidence Construct

Ajzen’s behavior control concept (the belief that 

people have the volitional control of performance  

of a behavior) can be related to achievement goal  

theory. This is a social-cognitive approach to moti-

vation within the motives-as-goals tradition (Dweck, 

1986). It is usually construed in retention literature  

as one’s motivation to achieve success, enjoyment  

of surmounting obstacles, and completing tasks  

undertaken, and the drive to strive for success and 

excellence (Robbins et al., 2004). 

Individual confidence is conceptualized to consist 

of three variables: self-efficacy, a student’s goal orien-

tation, and degree goals. Academic self-efficacy has 

been recognized in Robbins’ (2004) meta-analysis as 

the second strongest influence on student retention. 

Self-efficacy items were based on self-efficacy literature 

and resulted in seven items with a Cronbach Alpha of 

.894 (Kleindl & Cragin, 2006).

As with behavior control in an attitude model, 

achievement goal theory postulates a causal relation-

ship between an individual’s goal orientation and their 

behavioral responses. This relationship is mediated 

by individual cognitions (Covington, 2000), or the 

cognitive aspect of an attitude mode. As originally 

presented, the achievement goal model had two classes 

of goals: performance goals (AKA ego, self-enhanc-

ing, ability) and learning goals (AKA, mastery, task), 

Performance goals relate to an individual’s desire to 

gain favorable judgments at the expense of others. For 

this study, this is defined as Goal Orientation. Learn-

ing goals refer to an individual’s desire to increase 

their competence, understanding, and appreciation for 

what is being learned. For this study, this is defined as 

Degree Goals. 

       Research in achievement goal theory has demon-

strated that learning goals favor an emphasis on 

deep understanding and the strategic processing of 

obtaining information which facilitates persistence 

and mastery-oriented behaviors even in the face of 

set-backs or low perceived ability (Grant & Dweck, 

2003; Covington, 2000). Goals should relate positively 
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to both school achievement and retention. Robbins, 

et al. (2004) were unable to examine the motivational 

constructs of performance and learning goals in their 

meta-analysis because there were not enough studies 

found, but they did note that “researchers need to test 

the role of performance and mastery [i.e., learning] 

goals within the college adjustment process” (p. 276). 

The measure of behavior control/learning goal orienta-

tion in this study is adapted from Roedel, et al. (1994).

Academic Attitude Construct

Attitude concepts are beginning to be integrated into 

retention theories (Mashburn, 2001; Moore, et al., 2012; 

Alarcon & Edwards, 2012; Metz, 2005; Morrow, 2012). 

The Academic Attitude Construct in this study uses 

the tri-component theory items: cognitive, affective, 

and conative. The affective and cognitive components 

of the TPB focus on the actions that are controllable 

by academic administrators. The cognitive component 

consists of two variables, the perceived academic repu-

tation of the academic institution and programs and the 

likelihood to recommend the academic institution and 

programs (satisfaction).

 In the current study, affective variables are framed in 

a negative valence. This is due to the fact that negative 

information can have a stronger impact on evaluations 

than positive information (Ajzen, 2001). Attitude mea-

sures can be compared to the institutional commitment 

variables used in other retention studies. Institutional 

commitment is usually defined as the students’ confi-

dence in and satisfaction with their institutional choice 

and the extent that they feel committed to the college in 

which they are currently enrolled (Robbins et al., 2004). 

For this study, six items were used to measure 

negative affect and seven items were used for academic 

reputation. When these variables were analyzed using 

factor analysis (Varimax rotation), the thirteen items 

separated into two unique factors. Cronbach’s Alphas 

also show strong internal reliability. These variables 

were validated against a single item measure of satis-

faction with the school programs. Academic reputa-

tion had a correlation of .783 (p<.000) with satisfac-

tion. Negative affect had a correlation of -.703 (p<.000) 

with satisfaction. The conative (behavioral) component 

was a measure of the student’s earned hours. The more 

earned hours a student has, the more likely they are to 

be committed to persist towards graduation. 

Retention Intent (Model Dependent Variable)

Intent precedes actual behavior. Measuring the 

factors leading to intent can allow for measuring in-

tentions rather than waiting until the actual behavior 

(leaving college) occurs. The measure of persistence 

intent in this study is similar to the academic goals 

construct from the Robbins, et al. (2004) meta-anal-

ysis. Retention Intent consists of three items. These 

items were designed to measure the reasons that an 

individual may leave their current institution. These 

relate to switching to another university, dropping 

before graduating, and getting a job rather than grad-
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uating. The Cronbach’s Alpha for these three items was 

.713, acceptable for exploratory research.  

Method

Data Collection:

An online survey system was used to collect data 

from student populations at two universities. One 

university served a primarily traditional (80% under 

the age of 27) undergraduate students. This universi-

ty sample was 67% while and 56% female. The other 

university served a primarily non-traditional (82% at 

or over the age of 27) undergraduate students. This 

university sample was 46% while and 58% female. 

Students could volunteer their student ID numbers so 

their results could be matched with TPs and other data 

in the university database. A total of 804 usable sur-

veys were obtained, 404 from university serving mostly 

traditional students and 400 from university serving 

mostly non-traditional students. 

Scale Items

Factor analysis were run on the variables within 

each construct, not across constructs due to the like-

lihood of strong item inter-correlations. Cronbach 

Alphas were run on the identified variables. The 

survey item results are shown in Table2. Results shown 

variables have alphas of at least .7, considered to be 

acceptable for internal reliability. A six point Likert 

Scale with Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree 

(6) was used. For Family Education Level, the level of 

education was used as a metric variable (High School: 

1, Associate: 2, Bachelors: 3, Graduate: 4).  

Results
Data Analysis

Stepwise regressions were run separately between 

model construct items against each of the following 

construct variables used as dependent variables (in-



22

dividual variables treated as separate DVs). Stepwise 

regression runs multiple regression a number of times, 

keeping the strongest correlated IVs and dropping 

the weakest correlated IV. At the end of the procedure 

the process leaves the variables that best explain the 

model. 

Data was analyzed using a path analysis technique. 

Path analysis allows for simultaneous analysis across 

complex models (Jeon, 2015). Path analysis creates 

causal models by examining the relationships be-

tween two or more independent variables (IV) and a 

dependent variable (DV). Path coefficient models are 

developed using standardized betas (β) from step-

wise regression. The standardized regression beta 

coefficients allow for identifying the direct effect of 

an independent variable on a dependent variable and 

standardized betas can be compared across regression 

models. This allows for a comparison of the individual 

IV items through a complex model to the final model 

DV, Retention Intent. The path analysis technique al-

lows for following the beta coefficients across a com-

plex model. This also allows for comparisons across 

population models. This process helps to eliminate the 

collinearity issues within complex models. For this 

study, path models were was split on age data between 

traditionally age students (<27) and non-traditionally 

age students (>=27). 

Figure 2: Path Model Standardized Regression Β s 
Models Age < 27

Figures 2 shows results for the less than 27 age 

group. Significance is indicated with <. 000 as *** and 

< .05 with **. Each construct, Socio-Economic Sup-

port, Individual Confidence, and Academic Attitudes 

consists of a number of variables. Only those paths 

that have significant betas (β) are included. If no sig-

nificant relationship exists, such as between Friends 

Influence and Goal Orientation, then no path is indi-

cated. 

For the under 27 age population, the Traditional 

Predictors were included in the same stepwise regres-

sion model with the Socio-Economic variables be-

cause of the posited influence on the Self-Confidence 

Construct. For example, Family Support (β .288, 

p<.000), University Support (β .334, p<.000), Family 

Education Level (β .146, p<.001) along with the stu-

dents High School Rank (β .161, p<.000) emerge from 

the stepwise regression to show a direct influence on 

Self-Efficacy (R2: .232, p<.000). Family Support (β 

.166, p<.000) and University Support (β .384, p<.000) 
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also show a direct influence on Goal Orientation (R2: 

.197, p<.000). University Support (β .384, p<.000) 

and Family Influence (β .384, p<.000) show a di-

rect, but weak, influence on Degree Goals (R2: .085, 

p<.000). These results show the relationships between 

the Socio-Economic Support and Individual Confi-

dence constructs. Family Support influence, Family 

Education Level, and University Support all have an 

influence on a student’s Self-Efficacy and the student’s 

Goal Orientation. The IV of Friend’s Influence has no 

significant direct influence on the Individual Confi-

dence variables. 

Individual Confidence constructs have nomological 

relationships to Negative Affect and Academic Dread. 

Self-Efficacy has the strongest relationships with the 

Academic Attitudes Construct. Self-Efficacy (β -.292, 

p<.000) is negatively related to Negative Affect (R2: 

.060, p<.000). Self-Efficacy (β -.335, p<.000) and 

Degree Goals (β -.173, p<.000) are negatively related 

to Academic Dread (R2: .181, p<.000). The negative 

relationship with negatively valanced variables indi-

cates that the stronger the Self-Confidence Construct 

IVs, the weaker the students’ Negative Affect and Aca-

demic Dread. In turn, Negative Affect (β .395, p<.000) 

and Academic Dread (β .241, p<.000) show a direct 

positive influence on Retention Intent (negatively 

valenced) (R2: of .282, p<.000). This implies, that for 

the traditionally aged population Negative Affect and 

Academic Dread account for over 28% of a student’s 

intent to remain to leave the institution. Implications 

for the traditionally aged student population for this 

model it that the student’s past high school academic 

experience (rank), a number of Socio-Economic Sup-

port variables, and University Support have an influ-

ence on the student’s Self-Efficacy, which in turn, can 

lower a student’s Negative Affect and Academic Dread 

leading to greater retention. 

 

Figure 3: Path Model Standardized Regression Β s 

Models Age >=27

For the non-traditional student population, Family 

Support (β .430, p<.000) and University Support (β 

.347, p<.000), along with the Family Influence variable 

(β -.113, p<.028) emerge from the stepwise regression 

to show a direct influence on Self Efficacy (R2: .330, 

p<.000). The Family Influence variable (family has 

strongly influenced my career goals and family has 

strongly influenced my decision to obtain a college de-

gree) has a negative relationship with Self Efficacy. It is 

possible that individuals with a lower self-efficacy rely 

upon family influences for support. University Support 

has a positive relationship with a student’s Self-Efficacy 

and Goal Orientation, but not degree goals. It is likely 
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that these non-traditional students have returned to 

the institution to pursue self-identified goals.  

All three Individual Confidence variables influence 

Academic Attitude variables. Self-Efficacy (β .325, 

p<.000) influences Recommendation (R2: .168, p<.000). 

Self-Efficacy (β -.369, p<.000) and Degree Goals (β -.188, 

p<.000) are negatively related to Negative Affect (R2: 

.205, p<.000). Self-Efficacy (β -.386, p<.000) and Degree 

Goals (β -.199, p<.000) are negatively related to Academic 

Dread (R2: .227, p<.000). Academic Attitude constructs 

have nomological relationships to the model DV of Re-

tention Intent. The stronger a student is to Recommend 

the university (β .-135, p<.024), the less likely they are 

to leave. Students with stronger Negative Affect (β .319, 

p<.000) and stronger Academic Dread (β .329, p<.000) 

are more likely to indicate they would leave. The more 

Earned Hours (β -.131, p<.000) the less likely a student 

is to leave. These four variables have a model R2 of .449 

(p<.000) on Retention Intent. However; the affect vari-

ables of Negative Affect and Academic Dread accounting 

for an R2 of .424 (p<.000), or a majority of the influence 

on the DV. Implications for the non-traditionally aged 

student population for this model is that the student’s 

family and the university have an influence on the stu-

dent’s Self-Efficacy, which in turn, along with the students 

strong degree goals, can lower a student’s Negative Affect 

and Academic Dread leading to greater retention. Figure 

6 below overlays both path models and an analysis will be 

related back to the literature with implications. 

When comparing across student populations, pat-

terns emerge. Self-Efficacy is the intermediate variable 

in the path model. Self-Efficacy has the strongest stan-

dardized beta linkages to the Academic Attitude vari-

ables. Self-Efficacy, in turn, can be influenced through 

family Socio-Economic Support and by University Sup-

port. Degree goals also influence Academic Attitudes 

and these Degree Goals are influences by family and 

the university, but only for traditionally aged students. 

The Academic Reputation of the institution has no 

influence on Retention Intent for either population. The 

non-traditional students factor more Academic Attitude 

Construct items in their Retention Intent, including the 

likelihood to Recommend and Earned Hours.

These findings are supported by the literature. Alar-

con & Edwards (2013) found that increased negativity 

leads to a decreased probability of finishing school and 

first-generation students tend to have lower retention 

rates than non-first-generation students. Baier’s (2014) 

dissertation study found no relationship between 

SAT and persistence and that self-efficacy is the most 

important predictor for intent to persist. Bergman et. 

al. (2014) found that entry characteristics such as high 
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school class rank, standardized test scores, college prep 

curriculum, and high school friends are included in 

studies of traditional students, but are less relevant to 

adult students’ persistence.

Discussion and Future Research

There are a number of factors that have an influence 

on student retention. This study shows a causal path 

that links TPs, Socio-Economic Support, Individual 

Confidence, Academic Attitudes, and Retention Intent. 

These paths differ by age cohort. Negative Affect is the 

strongest driver of Retention Intent. Self-Efficacy has 

both most paths and the strongest linkages to Aca-

demic Attitudes. An academic institution’s support can 

have an influence on the student’s Self-Efficacy. Aca-

demics should realize that different student age groups 

follow different paths toward their retention intent. 

 The path analysis models show logical consistency 

with both past retention theory and new emerging the-

ories. HS Rank does impact a subject’s Self Efficacy for 

those under 27. Socio-Economic Support items influ-

ence Individual Confidence with Family Educational 

Level and Family Influence impacting Self Efficacy for 

those under 27. Family Support influences Self Efficacy 

and Goal Orientation for both populations. Important-

ly, the university does influence both Self Efficacy and 

Degree Goals.

Academic Attitudes play an intermediary role 

between the student’s individual confidence level and 

the student’s Retention Intent. For those under 27, the 

affect items have a direct impact on Retention Intent 

(R2: .282, p<000). For those over 27, a cognitive atti-

tude item (Recommend) and a conative attitude item 

(Earned Hours) are included in the model with affect 

items to have a direct impact on the likelihood to drop 

(R2: .449, p<000). For those over 27, the standard-

ized β s for affect items were considerably stronger (β 

>.300) over the one cognitive item (β = -.135) and the 

conative item (β = -.131). The over 27 student popu-

lation affect only items account for the majority of the 

influence on Retention Intent (R2: .424, p<000).

This study has limitation in that only student age 

splits were used and not other demographic factors 

such as gender and ethic category. In addition, there 

are issues with both step-wise regression path models. 

Structural equation modeling is a more powerful tech-

nique to analyze complex models using a combination 

of factor analysis and multiple regression analysis. 

In future research, the approach followed in this 

study can be used to identify differences in decision 

paths across student segments such as ethnic back-

ground, socioeconomic status, or other measurable 

items. Linking student’s survey results to student 

databases can track actual student completion. The 

strength of the relationship between the Academic 

Attitude affect items and intention to drop is the stron-

gest predictor. This can be a focus for schools to use to 

help in identifying possible drop outs. The affect items 

can be influenced by the student’s Self-Efficacy which 

in turn can be influenced by the school support.
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Introduction

According to Holmberg-Wright and Hrib-

ar (2016), “if organizations are to survive in today’s 

global, information based economy, managers and 

employees together must master the skills necessary to 

connect and influence others, maintain relations, and 

manage and control themselves” (p. 13). This suppo-

sition has been affirmed by the Healthcare Leader-

Case Study: Empirical Evidence of  
Soft Skill Improvement in Park University’s  

Online Master of Healthcare Administration Program
Alla Adams, MHA, MPH, PhD, CHFP

Park University

Harold Griffin, Ph.D.
Park University

abstract

There is a clear disconnect between the perceptions of workplace readiness among industry leaders and the gradu-

ates of business schools. Employers are placing greater emphasis on soft or non-technical skills while concurrently 

expressing concerns that new hires lack these abilities. Urged by industry, business schools have been experimenting 

with andragogic approaches to improve the soft skills of their students; however, the results have been largely mixed. 

While it can be argued that business education has achieved greater awareness of the importance of soft skills rel-

ative to student and organizational success; the fact remains that there is little empirical evidence that curricular 

modifications have resulted in a meaningful improvement in graduates’ skills. This lack of evidence can be largely 

attributed to the unique challenges associated with defining and assessing soft skills, which is further complicated 

by the lack of valid and reliable grading rubrics. As one can imagine, assessing soft skills in curricula delivered in an 

entirely online format adds another layer of complexity. Not only was the online Master of Healthcare Administra-

tion (MHA), at Park University, redesigned in a manner that horizontally wove a core set of soft skills throughout 

the curriculum, it utilizes a structured team approach as the primary means of developing and assessing these skills 

in our students. This case study will highlight the multiyear journey that led to the development of a set of valid and 

reliable rubrics and improved soft skills in our graduates. 

 

keywords: soft skills, teamwork, andragogy, business education, rubrics, employability
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ship Alliance (HLA), which purports that healthcare 

professionals need to be effective leaders that engage in 

productive communication and relationship manage-

ment, while maintaining high levels of professionalism 

(Gartman, 2006). There is an acknowledgement across 

sectors that employers view hard and soft skills as 

equally important (Andrews & Higson, 2008; Bhagra & 

Sharma, 2018; Jones, Baldi, Phillips, & Waikar, 2016). 

As a practical matter, skills can be divided into 2 broad 

categories: technical or hard skills and non-techni-

cal or soft skills (Majid, Eapen, Aung, and Oo, 2019). 

Despite the growing emphasis on soft skills, there is 

a misalignment between the perceptions of business 

school alumni and employers with regard to career 

readiness (Singh and Jaykumar, 2019). Graduates are 

under the impression that they are well prepared to 

enter and succeed in the job market, whereas multi-

ple surveys of industry leaders express  an opposing 

viewpoint (Bedwell, Fiore, & Salas, 2014; Andrews & 

Higson, 2008; Tugend, 2013; Anthony & Garner, 2016; 

Holmberg-Wright & Hribar, 2016; Pereira, 2013; Ren-

ko, Tarabishy, Casrud, & Bannback, 2015; Robinson, 

2014; Sousa, 2018). The position of employers can best 

be summed up in the results from a 2018 Bloomberg 

Next and Workday survey of senior-level professionals 

whereby the majority of respondents believe that “new 

hires are not well-prepared to perform at a high level 

in a professional environment, primarily because of 

insufficient soft skills” (Bloomberg Next, 2018, p. 2).

While hard skills remain an important compo-

nent of professional success, there is a body of liter-

ature which stresses the need for business schools to 

update their curricula in a manner which emphasizes 

the importance of teamwork and focuses on the soft 

skills needed to effectively and efficiently execute team 

activities (Avolio, Benzaquen, & Pretell, 2019; Ritter, 

Small, Mortimer, & Doll, 2017). There has been a long-

held belief by employers that new hires consistently 

struggle to work well within a team structure (Bhagra 

& Sharma, 2018; Aquardo, Sanchez-Manzanares, Rico, 

& Salas, 2014; MacDermott & Ortiz, 2017; Marti-

nez, 2014; Van Schaik, O’Brein, Almeida, & Adler, 

2014). In a study conducted by Friedman and Frogner 

(2010), healthcare leaders identified managers as not 

at all competent when it comes to engaging employees 

(71.3%), holding individuals accountable (72.7%), and 

aligning the behaviors of a team (61.9%). 

For those educators looking to strengthen their 

curricular focus on soft skills, it comes with a number 

of unique challenges. First, it is difficult to define and 

assess these skills, which is likely because most quali-

ties attributed to the soft skills are ineffable and diffi-

cult to measure (Cobb, Meixelsperger, & Seitz, 2015). 

Second, there is an instructional trend to move away 

from physical campuses to online learning platforms, 

which increasingly rely on asynchronous approaches 

to interpersonal interaction (Fisher & Newton, 2014). 

Third, employing instructional modalities like the hy-

brid format only intermittently permit physical contact 

between course participants (Fisher & Newton, 2014). 
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In an effort to develop the soft skills of their students, 

business programs have incorporated individual courses 

(Levant, Coulmont, & Sandu, 2016) or a short series of 

courses that focus on the development of these skills 

(Ritter, Small, Mortimer, & Doll, 2017); however, these 

strategies have yet to change the perceptions of industry 

leaders with regard to graduate readiness for the work-

place. Majid, Eapen, Aung, and Oo (2019) and Anthony 

and Garner (2016) recommend taking an integrated 

approach to developing soft skills by making certain 

these abilities are embedded throughout the curriculum 

and not merely in professional communication courses. 

In other words, they suggest that academic programs 

might be better served weaving soft skills throughout 

their curricula. Based on existing literature, there is a 

need to examine different andragogic approaches to soft 

skill development in online curricula with particular 

attention given to their effectiveness in changing the 

behaviors of graduate students. The purpose of this case 

study is to quantitatively determine if horizontally weav-

ing soft skills throughout an online MHA curriculum 

can improve learning outcomes.  

Case Study: Empirical Evidence of Soft Skill 

Improvement in Park University’s Online 

Master of Healthcare Administration Program 
 

Situation

Following the successful completion of a compre-

hensive MHA program review, the faculty noticed an 

opportunity to develop and strengthen the soft skills 

of our graduate students. While searching for best 

practices in soft skill development, we discovered a gap 

in the literature. Not unlike other graduate programs, 

the MHA program used a silver bullet approach to 

soft skill development. This was accomplished mainly 

through content covered in select courses, like HA517: 

Legal and Ethical Issues in Healthcare Administration 

and HA605: Healthcare Organizational Behavior and 

Leadership. As a result, we did little more than provide 

our students with intermittent exposure to certain soft 

skills. The original curriculum emphasized knowledge 

conveyance. To be candid, it was easier for us to assess 

one’s ability to regurgitate knowledge, then to demon-

strate proficiency in soft skills. We made a concerted 

effort to locate reliable and valid rubrics specifically 

designed to assess soft skill proficiency; however, this 

too represents a gap in the literature. 

 The program review revealed opportunities for im-

provement and most notably in the curriculum. The 

faculty had a choice to make: maintain the status quo, 

make relatively minor tweaks, or use the findings 

as a catalyst to completely reinvent the product. We 

chose the latter and set out to create a truly innovative 

program of study that prepares students for profes-

sional success by ensuring they possess technical and 

non-technical skills by the time they graduate. This 

decision began a more than two year journey to rede-

velop the curriculum. 

It was relatively straightforward to augment the 

existing curriculum with additional hard skills. After 
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all, we had little difficulty operationally defining hard 

skills and coming up with credible methods of assessment 

our students’ level of proficiency. What was infinitely 

more complex was purposefully and meaningfully incor-

porating “soft skills” into our andragogy. Consistent with 

the prevailing literature, we experienced three key chal-

lenges. Firstly, we could not find a uniform set of defini-

tions for the soft skills considered essential for the success 

of healthcare administrators. Secondly, we weren’t able to 

locate valid and reliable assessment instruments designed 

to assess student proficiency in soft skills. Thirdly, we ex-

perienced an added level of complexity due to the MHA 

program being offered in an entirely online format. To 

the faculty, these obstacles represented a unique opportu-

nity to innovate and create a paradigm shift in graduate, 

online instruction.  

 

Identification of Soft Skills

As part of the program review, faculty gathered 

and analyzed competency data from a variety of sourc-

es, including a review of the literature; competency 

frameworks developed by professional organizations 

and institutions of higher learning; programmatic 

accreditors; input from practitioner/scholars; and 

privately held companies that specialize in providing 

academic support services. The faculty felt strongly 

that we should redesign the curriculum using a com-

petency-based framework as a starting point. Accord-

ing to Mangelsdorff (2014), graduate MHA programs 

looking to develop a competency-based framework 

should begin with an established competency model 

with defined behaviors and outcomes. We discovered 

eight competency models used to characterize suc-

cessful healthcare administrators. As to be expected, 

there was a great deal of overlap in the identified hard 

and soft skill competencies. The faculty considered all 

eight frameworks; however, five of the models were 

eliminated from further consideration, in large part, 

due to their limited use in graduate healthcare admin-

istration programs. Below is a brief description of the 

three competency models that faculty felt needed to be 

subjected to a higher level of scrutiny.
      

·	 Healthcare Leadership Alliance (HLA) developed 
a competency directory through an inter-orga-
nizational collaboration between 6 healthcare 
management professional organizations: Amer-
ican College of Healthcare Executives (ACHE), 
American College of Physician Executives 
(ACPE), American Organization of Nurse Exec-
utives (AONE), Healthcare Financial Manage-
ment Association (HFMA), Healthcare Informa-
tion and Management Systems Society (HIMSS), 
and Medical Group Management Association 
(MGMA) (Stefl, 2008).   

·	 American College of Healthcare Executives 
(2020), which is the premier professional organi-
zation for healthcare administrators and man-
agers, has developed a Competency Assessment 
Tool comprised of 230 competencies used by its’ 
membership to assess their knowledge, skills, and 
abilities (KSA). These competencies are a subset 
of the competencies contained within the Health-
care Leadership Alliance’s (HLA) model. 

·	 Four University model was developed as a col-
laborative endeavor between Medical University 
of South Carolina (MUSC), Trinity University, 
University of Alabama at Birmingham (UAB), 
and Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU). 
This competency framework was largely based 
on the HLA competency model and the ACHE 
Competencies Assessment Tool (Clement, Hall, 
O’Connor, Qu, Stefl, & White, 2010).
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Since the Four University and ACHE models 

relied on competencies contained within the HLA 

Competency Directory, the faculty were inclined to 

select the HLA framework. Before making a final 

decision, we wanted to confirm competency alignment 

with the current needs and expectations of industry 

leaders and managers; the competencies assessed by 

privately held companies (e.g., Peregrine Academic 

Services, LLC); and programmatic accreditors (e.g., 

ACBSP, AACSB, and IACBE). It was discovered that 

the competencies expressed by industry professionals 

and assessed by accreditors and private companies 

were closely aligned with the HLA model. This result-

ed in the faculty decision to use the HLA competencies 

framework to underpin the curricular redevelopment 

process. We adopted five competency domains in-

cluded in the HLA Competency Directory: Commu-

nication and Relationship Management, Leadership, 

Professionalism, Knowledge of the Health Care En-

vironment, and Business Skills and Knowledge. For 

purposes of this study, we will focus on the first three 

domains, since they aligned with the soft skills eventu-

ally chosen by the faculty and reflected in Table 1. The 

HLA Competency Directory provides a brief descrip-

tion of its five domains and three to eight clusters that 

fall under each; however, it fell short of providing 

operational definitions for the competencies that align 

under the clusters. Table 1 contains a list of the HLA 

domains, clusters, and the “soft skills” MHA faculty 

chose to emphasize within the curriculum. 

The faculty felt strongly that it would be 

prudent for the program to restrict the number of 

soft skills to be assessed within the program. It was 

believed that the program stood a better chance of 

strengthening a few core soft skills as opposed to  

ckling too many and running the risk of only  

superficially touching on each. To aid us in narrowing 

down the competencies, we relied mainly on literature 

featuring the perceived soft skill deficits of new hires 

as expressed by industry professionals. Once we had 

a working list of soft skills, we developed operational 

definitions for each competency, which are provided  

in Table 2.

With soft skills identified and defined, 

 it was time to determine how best to incorporate  

these key competencies into the online MHA  

curriculum. Do we continue with our silver bullet 

approach or weave these skills throughout the  

curriculum as horizontal threads?
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 Horizontal Threads vs. Silver Bullet Approach

     There are graduate programs across the country that 

make a concerted effort to develop the soft skills of their 

students; however, the results are largely mixed. This 

conclusion is based, in large part, on the continuing 

perception that new hires lack essential non-technical 

skills. Some programs have chosen to include a dedicat-

ed course in communications, ethics, or leadership, but 

haven’t given much thought to reinforcing these learned 

concepts throughout the remainder of their curricu-

la. Others have students working in teams tackling an 

assigned project, but may not take the opportunity to 

provide formative feedback to the team participants 

throughout the semester/term. They may even require 

students to deliver a presentation in select courses, but 

are not consistent in every course. Additionally, faculty 

are largely left to their own devices when it comes to 

assessing student knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSA), 

which creates inconsistency in the assessment of learn-

ing outcomes. We considered these types of activities to 

reflect more of a silver bullet approach to soft skill devel-

opment and assessment. While they can provide students 

with a broad brushstroke to these essential competences, 

it lacks the depth and consistent application necessary to 

truly change student behaviors (Majid, Eapen, Aung, and 

Oo, 2019; Anthony and Garner, 2016). 

The MHA faculty made a conscious decision 

to implement a uniform course structure and hori-

zontally weave soft skills throughout the curriculum. 

Figure 1 provides a graphic representation of the MHA 

degree with the soft skills traversing the full length of 

the curriculum. These horizontal threads act as cross 

braces within the curriculum, strengthening the overall 

structure and presumably maximizing the likelihood 

that students will improve their soft skills by graduation. 
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These skills were purposely incorporated and assessed in 

designated graded activities within the curriculum. Fig-

ure 2 provides details regarding the design of the MHA 

courses. More specifically, the figure contains the graded 

activities, when they are assigned
 

Figure 1. Graphic representation of MHA curriculum

over the 8-week term, and their point value. Beneath the 

figure are notes that provide more detailed information 

regarding each graded activity, such as their emphasis 

on industry relevant case scenarios; focus on the devel-

opment of hard and soft skills; and the production of 

business-related deliverables.     
  

Figure 2. MHA course structure

1Students develop a business-related product based 

on industry relevant cases. This becomes the student’s 

initial response and an attachment to weekly discus-

sion threads. There is a minimum of two peer respons-

es spread over two different days between Wednesday 

and Sunday. These responses call for students to pro-

vide constructive criticism to their peers’ initial post-

ings with supporting rationale. 

2Students conduct case analyses using an established 

format (background, key issues, analysis, identification 

or discussion of alternatives, and recommendation 

with supporting rationale). When quantitative anal-

yses are required to complete scenario-based prob-

lems, such as the case when addressing subject matter 

related to operations management, finance, economics, 

and statistics, students are required to perform their 

computations using Microsoft ® Office Excel ®, and 

then writing-up their findings and interpretations in a 

prescribed business deliverable.  

 

3Faculty assign teams comprised of three to four 

students with one student being appointed to serve as 

Project Manager. Students use the collaborative meet-

ing platform Zoom to conduct and record weekly team 

meetings. Each meeting is setup, coordinated, and 

recorded by the Project Manager; lasts a minimum of 

45 minutes; and requires each team member to be on 

camera and a live microphone or headset throughout 

each session. Instructors go back through the previous-
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ly recorded sessions and provide each student construc-

tive feedback based on their observations. 

4Oral presentations are delivered via Zoom and before 

a live, remote audience. A formal PowerPoint slide deck 

is developed and each member of the team is required 

to deliver a component of the presentation. While one 

team member is presenting, the others are required to 

participate in the chat feature and respond to questions 

and feedback provided by audience participants. This 

real time interaction with the audience becomes part of 

the assessment process, since it allows instructors to as-

certain each team members’ comfort with components 

of the presentation that he or she may not have been 

directly involved in developing and delivering.  

5The team project deliverable is a business-related 

product in the form of a white paper, business mem-

orandum with or without attachments, business letter 

with or without enclosures, business email, request for 

proposals (RFP), action plans (table format), contin-

gency plans (table format), root cause analysis (RCA), 

needs assessment, policy analysis and development, 

dashboards, and the like. The projects are substantive 

in nature and run the full length of the term.  

6Each student is required to complete a self-assessment 

near the end of the course whereby they assess their 

perceived level of proficiency in meeting the course 

learning outcomes. 

Development of Soft Skill Rubrics

Since the program intended to focus on specific 

soft skills, we were not able to locate a commercial-

ly available scoring rubrics that met our needs. As a 

result, we were left with little choice but to create our 

own instruments. The program chose to employ a 

fairly common five step process in the development of 

our rubrics: 1) define the purpose of the assessment; 2) 

chose the rubric type; 3) define the criteria; 4) design 

the rating scale; and 5) write the descriptors for each 

scale point. The purpose of the team meetings is to as-

sess each student’s individual effort and contributions 

during the sessions. More specifically, faculty want to 

give team leaders (Project Managers) feedback on their 

ability to set a directional strategy; and demonstrate 

integrity; organizational savvy; cooperation; toler-

ance with ambiguity; adaptability and flexibility; and 

self-awareness. For team members, we want to assess 

their advance preparation; willingness to work with 

others; ability to make positive contributions; manage 

their time wisely; produce quality work; engage in co-

operation; and demonstrate adaptability and flexibility. 

Becoming an effective and productive member of an 

organization requires each of these soft skills and is the 

task chosen for this assessment. Since faculty are as-

sessing and scoring each soft skill, and then summing 

them up to come up with a composite score, we de-

termined that the design of analytic rubrics was most 

appropriate. The criteria for assessed team leaders and 

members are the non-technical skills chosen by the 
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faculty after a careful review of the prevailing litera-

ture. These skills are reflected in the purpose for these 

assessments. We developed a three-tiered rating scale 

with corresponding point ranges: exceeds expectation 

(1 to .9), meets expectation (.89 to .8), and doesn’t 

meet expectation (< .79). The narrative descriptors for 

each scale point are included in the team leader and 

team member rubrics (see Figures 3 and 4).     

 
Figure 3. Project Manager (Team Leader) rubric

Analysis and Results

Sample Demographics

     To establish validity and reliability of the team lead-

er and member rubrics, faculty drew from more than 

7,000 archived team meetings. To be included in this 

study, students must have graduated from the online 

 

MHA program; taken only those courses included in the 

revamped curriculum; and, for those included in the sam-

ple of Project Managers, they must have served in this role 

at least twice with no less than 1 term between appoint-

ments. We pulled two random samples from the online 

MHA students. The first included eight team members 

(n = 8) consisting of five (62.5%) males and three (37.5%) 

females with an average age of 37.25 (SD = 5.092). Fifty 

percent (50%) of the team members resided in the South, 

37.5% in the Midwest, and 12.5% in a foreign country. 

The team leader sample was comprised of eight students 

(n = 8) with two (25%) males, six (75%) females, and a 

mean age of 34 (SD = 10.954). Sixty-two and a half percent 

(62.5%) of the team leaders resided in the South, 12.5% 

lived in the East, another 12.5% lived in the Midwest, and 

the remaining 12.5% lived in the West.  

Figure 4. Yeam member rubric
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Validity Testing of Rubrics

To establish content validity for each rubric, the 

program chose to use the Lawshe (1975) method for 

mathematically determining the content validity ratio 

(CVR) of the assessment criteria, and then a content 

validity index (CVI) for the rubrics. The program 

recruited 35 subject matter experts (SME) (n = 35) 

with expertise in learning outcomes assessment and 

leadership to serve on the Content Evaluation Panel. 

Once they agreed to serve on the panel, each was sent 

an email with a link to a SurveyMonkey instrument. 

They were asked to read each “soft skill” (criterion) and 

the corresponding descriptors for each scale point, and 

using a three-tiered Likert scale, let the program know 

how “essential” they believed each skill and descriptor 

to be for the team lead or team member rubrics. We 

also provided a qualitative component to each ques-

tion, so they could provide supporting rationale for 

their ratings and offer suggestions for improvement. 

Armed with this data, the program used the following 

formula in computing the CVR for each soft skill.  

  

 

Where:

ne is the number of panelists identifying an item as 

“essential” and N is the total number of panelists (N/2 

is half the total number of panelists). 

The CVI is simply the mean of the CVR values 

for all items meeting the CVR threshold of >.31. For 

the team lead rubric, the CVI was .526 with all but the 

“self-awareness” skill (.020) resulting in a statistically 

significant CVRs given a level of significance of .05 (α 

= .05). With regard to the team member rubric, and 

using the same level of significance, the CVI was .673, 

with all soft skill criterion resulting in a statistically 

significant critical values (see Tables 3 and 4). 

Reliability Testing of Rubrics

To establish inter-rater reliability (IRR), the 

program computed the Cohen’s kappa (k) and per-

centage agreement (PA). The k is recommended when 

using two raters to assess agreement while concurrent-

ly correcting for chance agreements amongst nominal 

data. For this reason, we felt it appropriate to compute 

the k on both instruments. The PA is a less complicated 

measure of IRR, and simply determines the percentage 

of agreement between the ratings of two raters. The 

formula for computing the PA is (agreements/(agree-

ments + disagreements)) X 100% = P%. The team 

member rubric resulted in a kappa of .41 (k =.41) and 

a PA of 73.2%, whereas the team lead rubric resulted in 

a kappa of .40 (k =.40) and a PA of 67.9%. 

In order the establish intra-rater reliability, the 

two raters that were used to complete the inter-rater 

reliability testing were also tasked with assisting in the 

intra-rater reliability testing. Each rater was asked to 

perform two separate assessments of the same meeting 
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recordings for the same sample of students. There was 

ample time allotted between assessments and a con-

scious decision to not perform any work on the reli-

ability and validity testing during the period between 

the two assessment cycles. To analyze the resultant 

data, we performed a Pearson’s r. In the case of both 

instruments, there was a strong positive association 

between each rater’s first and second assessment of the 

PM’s and team members’ demonstrated soft skills (r = 

.925 and r = .920 respectively)(See Tables 3 and 4)

Soft Skill Development

 To ascertain whether or not the PMs and team 

members improved their soft skills as they progressed 

through the online MHA curriculum, we performed a 

series of independent t-tests (pre- and post-test) using 

the numeric ranges associated with each scale point. 

A baseline assessment was conducted using recorded 

meetings obtained during the introductory course 

(HA518: Organization of Healthcare Delivery Systems), 

and then again in a course taken near the end of the 

students’ program. Two raters were used to assess the 

soft skills of the sampled students. This was done in 

an attempt to validate the findings of each rater and 

strengthen the overall credibility of our analysis. The 

results revealed statistically significance improvements 

in the soft skills of those team leaders and members 

included in the study (see Tables 5 and 6).

Discussion

As a result of our comprehensive program 

review, we found that our silver bullet approach to ad-

dressing soft skill deficiencies was not all that dissim-

ilar from the approaches employed by other graduate 

programs. Like other programs, our results could be 

characterized as less than optimally effective. Some 

students displayed a high level of proficiency whereas 

others were perceived as being deficient. Unfortunate-

ly, we possessed no reliable and valid mechanisms for 
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assessing non-technical skills; instead, we relied largely 

on subjective observations that may very well have 

been tainted by instructor bias. The faculty concluded 

that if we keep doing what we have always done, we 

will keep getting the results we have always gotten; 

therefore, a conscious decision was made to change 

our paradigm and redesign the curriculum to place 

greater emphasis on soft skills. The curricular redesign 

was a multiyear endeavor that resulted in the hori-

zontal weaving of key soft skills throughout the cur-

riculum and purposely incorporating them into each 

course. 

Now that the curriculum had been redevel-

oped, there were two questions the faculty needed an-

swered. First, is it possible to quantitatively assess soft 

skills? Second, can we provide empirical evidence that 

the new curriculum has improved the soft skills of on-

line graduate students? Only after the redevelopment 

of the MHA curriculum and its courses were we able 

to develop grading rubrics to assess the non-technical 

skills of team leaders and members during their meet-

ings. Even after the development and implementation 

of the rubrics, it took two years before validity and reli-

ability testing could be conducted. After all, we needed 

rubric data from students who had only taken courses 

within the new curriculum. At the completion of the 

validity testing, we concluded that with the exception 

of “self-awareness” (.20), which was included in the 

team leader rubric, all other criteria (soft skills) in both 

rubrics were determined to be statistically significant 

at the .05 level of significance (α = .05). Based on the 

critical values for the CVRs and the CVIs, the faculty 

were reasonably confident that the instruments were 

able to measure the behaviors for which they were in-

tended. Based on the qualitative feedback provided by 

the panelists, we were able to establish face validity for 

each criterion with the exception of “self-awareness”. 

The panelist expressed the opinion that self-awareness 

is a valuable skill; however, they didn’t perceive it as 

essential for students serving in the capacity of Project 

Manager. 

The inter-rater reliability testing produced 

results that aligned reasonably well with the literature. 

A k > .4, represents a “fair” to “good” level of inter-rat-

er reliability (Cicchetti & Sparrow, 1981; Fleiss, 1981; 

Landis & Koch, 1977; Regier et al., 2012). Efforts were 

made by the faculty to improve the k, such as using 

different pairs of raters and modifying rater training; 

however, the results remains consistent. We are con-

vinced that achieving a “fair” to “good” k is the most 

likely scenario given the subjective nature of soft skills. 

The PAs appear consistent with the k for each rubric. 

With regard to intra-rater reliability, the Pearson’s r 

was .925 for the team leader rubric and .920 for the 

member rubric. This was not overly surprising as we 

figured that each rater was comfortable with their 

interpretation of the operational definitions associated 

with each criterion (soft skill), and were able to con-

sistently use their understanding of these definitions 

when assessing the video recordings of team meetings. 
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The faculty were reasonably comfortable that their as-

sessment findings would remain consistent each time 

the rubrics were used, in each course, to assess the 

non-technical of Project Managers and members. 

Now that we had established the validity and 

reliability of the rubrics, we were ready to determine 

whether or not the curriculum was having a positive 

impact on the soft skill development of our students. 

Using dependent t-tests, we were able to determine 

that the students’ soft skills as Project Managers and 

team members did improve by the time they graduat-

ed. While we do not have any conclusive evidence to 

support which factors contributed to our results, we 

suspected that it was a combination of interrelated fac-

tors. Students learn which behaviors to emulate when 

they work closely with their peers in structured teams. 

The students receive individual instructor feedback 

using the appropriate rubric and qualitative comments 

in the form of constructive criticism. This informa-

tion is intended to be used by students as part of 

their professional development. Furthermore, faculty 

noted that the students’ desire to perform well in their 

courses result in a serious effort to comply with rubric 

criteria. The fact that a team component is built into 

each course reinforces the importance of soft skills. 

If it were not important, then why would we work so 

diligently on incorporating and assessing these skills 

throughout the program?

Since this case study was limited to the efforts 

of MHA faculty, at one modestly sized (17,000 student 

population), non-profit, Midwestern, 4-year university, 

and their commitment to boosting their curricular fo-

cus on soft skills, the findings cannot be generalized to 

other colleges or universities. We are unapologetically 

biased in our realistic portrayal of the many accom-

plishments that would not have been possible without 

our faculties’ unwavering commitment to improving 

the soft skills of our graduate students.   

Conclusion

There were two key questions the online MHA 

program sought to answer. First, is it possible to quan-

titatively assess soft skills? Second, can we provide em-

pirical evidence that the new curriculum has improved 

the soft skills of online MHA graduate students? To 

answer these questions, we took data and information 

obtained from our comprehensive program review and 

completely reenvisioned the curriculum. The faculty 

saw an opportunity to create a paradigm shift in the 

delivery of online graduate education with greater 

emphasis being placed on soft skills. We developed a 

set of grading rubrics to assess our students’ non-tech-

nical skills, and then established their validity and 

reliability. Armed with valid and reliable rubrics, we 

were able to statistically determine that the soft skills 

of our students improved by graduation. We hope that 

the lessons we have learned and the outcomes we have 

realized will serve as a catalyst for change in colleges 

and universities that are seriously looking to focus 

more resources on soft skill development. 
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Introduction

The ability to work cooperatively with others in 

groups is fundamental to a productive life; teamwork 

skills are needed for employment, successful interper-

sonal relationships and effective academic learning. 

Employers are increasingly seeking college graduates 

with strong interpersonal skills and the ability to work 

effectively with others on a team (Burbach, Matkin, 

Gambrell, & Harding, 2010; Chapman, Meuter, Toy, & 

Wright, 2009; G. Chen, Donahue, & Klimoski, 2004; 

Hart, 2008, 2010, 2013; Ruiz-Ulloa & Adams, 2004b). 

Riebe, Girardi, and Whitsed (2016) argue that “team-

work and related interpersonal skills are equally or 

more important than graduates’ technical skills” per 

their review of research reports from the United States, 

Canada, United Kingdom, Australia, Eastern Europe, 

and China (p. 620). Eighty percent of U.S. employers 
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abstract

Since the 1980s, many organizations have embraced the use of work place teams as an integral part of 

operations as an effective way to improve productivity, creativity, and quality of products and services (Burbach, 

Matkin, Gambrell, & Harding, 2010; Ettington & Camp, 2002; LaBeouf, Griffith, & Roberts, 2016; Ruiz-Ulloa & 

Adams, 2004b). According to Riebe, Girardi, and Whitsed (2016), “In the 21st-century employment market, being 

able to work effectively and productively with others in teams is no longer considered desirable, but rather essential” 

(p. 620). It has been argued that teaching students effective teamwork skills should be a key component of a business 

school education. Equally important is the empirical research which has demonstrated that cooperative learning in 

teams has the ability to significantly enhance student learning by increasing interest in the topic in addition to en-

couraging higher level reasoning and depth of thought (Betta, 2016; Collard, 2009; Cross, 2005; Johnson & Johnson, 

1994; Michaelsen, Knight, & Fink, 2002; Roseth, Johnson, & Johnson, 2008). Consequently, there is a persistent need 

for postsecondary institutions to effectively employ cooperative and team-based learning.  This descriptive survey 

study reports the faculty demographics related to and motivation behind the assigning of cooperative work and team 

projects at 10 Maryland Colleges.
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report using multiple types of workplace teams (Han-

sen, 2006).  In fact, the notion of doing a good job has 

become much more dependent on the concept of being 

an effective group member (Jackson, Colquitt, Zapa-

ta-Phelan, & Wesson, 2006; Riebe, Girardi, & Whitsed, 

2016). Furthermore, the study of teamwork is central 

to the study of leadership and followership, “groups are 

essential if leaders are to affect anything beyond their 

own behavior” (Hughes, Curphy, & Ginnett, 2012, p. 

390). Consequently, it is not surprising that studies 

focused on employer priorities for college learning 

sponsored by the Association of American Colleges 

and Universities found that employers expect postsec-

ondary institutions to do more to prepare graduates 

to work effectively in a team-based work environment 

(Hart, 2008, 2010, 2013, 2015, 2018). Given that many 

business school faculty are concerned with generating 

job ready graduates. Betta (2016) argues that the ability 

to work effectively in diverse teams should be “central 

to business education and job readiness as it is within 

the real world of business” (p. 69). 

Theoretical Framework 

What is the difference between teamwork and 

cooperative learning? Katzenbach and Smith (2005) 

define a team as “a small number of people with com-

plementary skills who are committed to a common 

purpose, set of performance goals, and approach for 

which they hold themselves mutually accountable” 

(p.165).  Similarly, teamwork is viewed as a critical 

component of the team process and is defined as  

follows: 

Teamwork is a set of values that encourages 

behaviors such as listening and constructively 

responding to points of view expressed by others, 

giving others the benefit of the doubt, providing 

support to those who need it, and recognizing the 

interests and achievements of others. (Katzen-

bach & Smith, 2005, p. 166) 

Cooperative learning, on the other hand, refers to 

small student groups engaged in an interactive, par-

ticipatory approach to learning course content which 

does not require interdependence between participants 

(Johnson & Johnson, 1991; Johnson & Johnson, 1994; 

Johnson et al., 2007). 

Teaching and using teamwork and/or cooper-

ative learning in the college business classroom is not 

just about preparing students for work-teams; it is also 

about enhancing student learning. Payne, Monk-Turn-

er, Smith, & Sumter (2006) contend cooperative group 

work encourages students to be more resourceful, 

develop project management skills, as well as enhance 

problem identification and analysis skills (as cited in 

Betta, 2016). 

Numerous research studies have demonstrated 

that cooperative learning significantly enhances stu-

dent learning by making it difficult for students to be 

passive participants in the learning process (Collard, 

2009; Cross, 2005; Johnson & Johnson, 1994; Johnson 

& Johnson, 2009; Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1991; 
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Michaelsen, Knight, & Fink, 2002). According to John-

son, Johnson and Smith (2007), more than 305 studies 

found that cooperative learning advantages include 

higher academic achievement, better long-term reten-

tion of what is learned, greater use of advanced reason-

ing, enhanced accuracy and creativity when solving 

problems, less reluctance and greater persistence in 

dealing with difficult tasks as well as enhanced abili-

ty to transfer learning from one situation to another. 

Cooperative learning has consistently been reported 

to affect positively a student’s self-esteem, intergroup 

relations, and attitudes toward school (Slavin, 1991). 

These documented educational advantages provide yet 

another important reason for postsecondary business 

faculty to embrace the use of cooperative group and 

team-based pedagogy in their courses.

A 2008 UCLA reported that 59% of postsec-

ondary faculty were employing cooperative learning 

and 36% were using team projects (Smith, 2011).  

According to Burbach, Matkin, Gambrell, & Harding 

(2010) instructors have a “direct impact on student 

teamwork skills” (p. 753). In response, university fac-

ulty have carried out hundreds of empirical studies to 

determine how best to engage postsecondary students 

in cooperative team projects that ensure course con-

tent mastery as well as to work on the development of 

effective, transferable teamwork skills. “Despite many 

evidence-based approaches for fostering teamwork 

skills in undergraduate studies, implementation of 

teamwork pedagogy remains challenging” (Wilson, 

Ho, & Brookes, 2018, p. 787).  It can be argued  

that the pedagogy is challenging because of the  

product / artifacts produced receive more attention  

by educators than the “processes, skills, and disposi-

tional attributes required to work collaboratively  

and productively within a team” (Riebe, Girardi, & 

Whitsed, 2016, p.621). 

The literature maintains that instructors cannot 

simply put students together, assign a task and expect 

true teamwork to occur (Chen, Lattuca, & Hamilton, 

2004; Deeter-Schmelz, Kennedy, & Ramsey, 2002; 

Ettington & Cam 2002; Holmer, 2001; McKendall, 

2000; Prichard, Stratford, & Bizo, 2006; Ruiz-Ulloa & 

Adams, 2004a). Colbeck, Campbell, and Bjorklund 

(2000) report that postsecondary faculty often assign 

students team assignments in courses with little fore-

thought and absent preparation or guidance on how to 

work effectively in groups. As a result, student dissatis-

faction, resentment and frustration with team assign-

ments often occurs because of their feeling of  helpless 

in the management of the group process (Brooks & 

Ammons, 2003; Colbeck et al., 2000; Hansen, 2006; 

Pfaff & Huddleston, 2003). Several studies report stu-

dents’ frustration with their instructor’s unwillingness 

to get involved in helping the student teams develop 

or function effectively (Colbeck et al., 2000; Markulis, 

Jassawalla, & Sashittal, 2006; Nordberg, 2008; Oak-

ley, Felder, Brent, & Elhajj, 2004). The lack of faculty 

involvement has resulted in the vast majority of col-

lege students harboring negative attitudes and feelings 



48

toward group learning experiences and to dread graded 

course team assignments (Colbeck et al., 2000; Markulis 

et al., 2006; Nordberg, 2008; (Pfaff & Huddleston, 2003; 

Oakley et al., 2004). Students expect faculty to engage 

with and coach their course teams as they work through 

a team assignment therefore faculty involvement often 

leades to greater student outcomes (Burbach, Matkin, 

Gambrell, & Harding, 2010). Cooperative and team-

based learning done right, can significantly improve stu-

dent course content mastery as well as provide students 

with the successful team experience needed to produce 

team-ready graduates with transferable skills (Johnson 

& Johnson, 2012; Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 2007; 

Michaelsen & Sweet, 2008, 2011). On the other hand, 

ineffectively implemented cooperative work groups or 

poorly designed and administered team assignments 

lead to unproductive student groups and teams which 

in turn leads to reduced learning, and negative student 

attitudes toward group learning experiences and team 

assignments (Colbeck, Campbell, & Bjorklund, 2000; 

Hansen, 2006; Oakley et al., 2004; Felder, Brent, & El-

hajj, 2004; Pfaff & Huddlestone, 2003). 

Previous research has suggested that faculty 

who assign cooperative work or team projects are 

motivated by one or more of the following: (a) a desire 

to improve student learning of content, (b) a desire 

to assist students in learning teamwork skills, and (c) 

a desire to reduce grading load (Sashittal, Jassawalla, 

& Markulis, 2011). Similarly, a case study of post-

secondary institution’s faculty examined the use of 

group work in the undergraduate classroom. The case 

study found that faculty, in general, were motivated 

to assign group work because they believed that it 

enhanced student learning but concluded that most 

faculty employed casual-use groups rather than co-

operative-learning or team-based learning because of 

limited knowledge, experience and training in using 

teamwork in the classroom (Anstrom, 2010).

Purpose 

Given the large number of empirical studies 

examining team and cooperative learning pedagogy as 

well as the growing number of postsecondary faculty re-

quiring students to work cooperatively in teams to fulfill 

course requirements, as reported in the literature, why 

are only 42% of American college/university graduates 

viewed as able to effectively work in teams (Hart, 2018)? 

Empirical as well as antidotal research suggests 

that many postsecondary faculty lack the formal ed-

ucation and training in cooperative learning and/or 

in teambuilding to implement consistently successful 

group \ team projects in their courses. In order to begin 

to address this issue, we chose to begin by identifying 

which post-secondary faculty are currently using coop-

erative groups and/or team projects in their courses and 

why?  The purpose of this study was to investigate the 

impact of faculty demographics and motivation on the 

use of cooperative learning and team assignments in the 

higher education classroom. 
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Research Questions 

1. In what academic disciplines do postsecondary 

faculty currently utilize cooperative work groups 

and/or team projects? 

2. What is the faculty motivation for including 

cooperative work groups and/or team projects in 

course curriculum?

3. Does a faculty member’s actions regarding the 

use of cooperative groups and team projects in 

the classroom differ by faculty demographics and 

motivation? 

Methods 

A quantitative non-experimental descriptive 

design was used for this survey-based research study. 

All data was gathered using a web-based questionnaire 

housed on SurveyMonkey. The survey questions were 

closely based on the questionnaire developed by Sashit-

tal, Jassawalla and Markulis (2011) for their Business 

Faculty Teamwork Motivation and Action Study. The 

draft questionnaire was reviewed by two different expert 

panels of faculty who offered many valuable suggestions 

for improvement. The seven four-point Likert Scale 

questions used to measure faculty motivation for using 

cooperative groups and/or team projects were as follows.

1) I want students to learn teamwork skill.

2) I believe teamwork enhances student learn-

ing of academic course content.

3) I want students to gain experience relevant 

to the work/business world.

4) I believe teamwork enhances student creativity. 

5) It reduces my grading load. 

6) The department and/or accreditation agency 

requires me to assign team projects.

7) The previous instructor of my course used 

them. 

The seven variables that comprised the mo-

tivation construct were indexed by z-scoring the 

seven variables and adding them up. The Cronbach’s 

alpha reliability score for the Sashittal, Jassawalla, and 

Markulis motivation scale more than met the mini-

mum criterion for score reliability at .85. The Cron-

bach’s alpha reliability score for the motivation scale 

in this study was  .67, slightly below the suggested.70 

by Nunnally and Bernstein (1994) as an acceptable 

minimum criterion for a score reliability coefficient 

pertaining to affective measures and below the score 

reported in the Sashitall, Jassawalla, & Markulis study.  

Descriptive and inferential statistics as well 

as linear regression were used to analyze the data 

collected. Relationships involving nominal level data 

were examined using the chi-square test of indepen-

dence and Cramer’s V. The ordinal level survey scales 

were treated as interval level data and association was 

examined using Pearson Product Moment Correlation 

(Labovitz, 1970) and/or Spearman’s rho. 
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Data Sources 

This study’s ten participating postsecondary  

institutions were selected using a non-probability  

purposive sampling of postsecondary institutions  

in Maryland. The vast majority of the published  

research on teamwork in higher education has  

been conducted at large research universities  

where it has been reported that faculty research  

and publications are more valued than teaching  

expertise. Therefore, the population of interest for  

this study was fulltime faculty employed at smaller 

institutions where teaching expertise is typically  

more highly valued. Therefore, the faculty participants 

in this study were drawn from colleges and universities 

whose total student enrollment was 5,000 or  

fewer students and the faculty to student ratio  

was 17:01 or less. According to the Carnegie  

Foundation (2010), institutional size does matter  

when it comes to institutional structure, culture /  

values and other factors. Consequently, fulltime  

aculty employed at institutions classified by the  

Carnegie Foundation as “small four-year” or on  

the lower end of “medium four-year” were invited 

to participate in this study. Two of the participating 

post-secondary institutions were Roman Catholic,  

two were historically black colleges (HBC), and one 

was historically a women’s college. The profiles of the 

ten colleges and universities in Maryland which met 

these criteria are summarized in Table 1. 

Table 1

  Most all of the empirical research on teaming 

and cooperative learning reviewed was conducted 

within schools of education, engineering, business 

and healthcare. The number of studies that looked 

at student teamwork development from the perspec-

tive of the faculty and across all academic disciplines 

and course levels was negligible.  Given that research 

suggests that learning teamwork is cumulative and that 

students benefit from multiple team projects through-

out their undergraduate course work, our population 

of interest included include liberal arts faculty who 

also teach business and economics majors (Colbeck  

et al., 2000). A preselected census survey sample drawn 

from the ten Maryland institutions yielded the names 
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of 1,251 post-secondary full-time teaching faculty of 

which 421 faculty agreed to participate in the study, an 

initial response rate of 33.6%. However, only 377 of the 

completed questionnaires were useable resulting in a 

30% response rate.  Table 2 reports the academic disci-

plines and rank and Table 3 provides the demographic 

profile of the participating faculty.  

Table 2

Most of the sample faculty taught at private 

institutions (n = 261, 71%). The average faculty mem-

ber taught a little more than 13 years (M = 13.55 years, 

SD = 10.73). Three hundred and forty (90.5%) of the 

faculty in the sample taught traditional-aged students, 

51.5% exclusively, while 183 faculty (48.5%) also pro-

vided instruction to adult learners, 9.5% exclusively. 

The majority of the faculty, 81% of the sample, taught 

only in-person while 19% of the faculty also taught 

online and/or hybrid courses. Only 2% of the faculty 

taught exclusively online or hybrid courses. Roughly, 

68% of the participating faculty taught undergraduate 

courses while half as many faculty, 33%, taught grad-

uate or doctorate level courses. The largest number of 

participants held the rank of assistant professor (36%) 

or associate professor (33%) but no rank or discipline 

dominated the sample.  Forty percent of the respon-

dents identified as male and 59% female. 

Table 3 

Results 

The majority of the faculty surveyed, 328 (87%) 

ask students to work cooperatively in the classroom 

and 263 participants (70%) assign team projects. 

Table 4 provides additional information regarding the 
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frequency of use of both cooperative work groups and 

course team projects of the faculty studied. The rela-

tionship between the use of cooperative work groups 

and the assigning of team projects was determined to 

be statistically significant and relatively strong,  X2 (4, 

377) = 140.98, p < .001, Cramer’s V =.43 suggesting 

that faculty who use cooperative work groups in their 

courses “most of the time or always” are more likely to 

assign team projects “most of the time or always” then 

those faculty who “never or rarely” use cooperative 

work groups, (52% and 2% respectively). 

Table 4

A series of chi-square tests of independence, Pearson’s 

r, and Spearman’s rho were performed to examine rela-

tionships that might exist between faculty demograph-

ics and the use of cooperative work groups and team 

projects. Table 5 summarizes the faculty demographics 

examined for association with the use of cooperative 

work groups. We found faculty with tenure, and great-

er years of experience were less likely to use coopera-

tive work groups in their classes compared to faculty 

without tenue and fewer years of teaching experience. 

While several demographic variables were tested, the 

variables found to have a statically significant  

relationship but weak association with the use  

of cooperative work groups were the faculty members’ 

discipline X2 (8, 364) = 16.59, p < .05, Cramer’s V = 

.15, tenure status X2 (2, 364) = 11.19, p < .01,   years  

of experience teaching full-time X2 (8, 377) = 21.41, 

p < .01, Cramer’s V = .168 and yearly teaching load 

X2 (6, 370) = 15.18, p < .05, Cramer’s V = .143.   For 

example, faculty who teach six or fewer courses a  

year are 20% more likely to employ cooperative work 

groups in their courses “sometimes, most of the time 

or all of the time” than faculty who teach more than  

six courses a year. 

Table 5

Table 6 illustrations that cooperative work 

group use varies by the discipline a faculty member 

teaches. For example, 54% of faculty teaching in the 

health care disciplines reported using cooperative 

work groups “always or most of the time” whereas only 

16% of the business and economics faculty used co-

operative groups “always or most of the time” in their 

courses.  
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Table 6  

Only three demographic variables were found to have 

a statistically significant relationship with the assigning 

of team projects; the faculty member’s discipline and 

whether the faculty member taught adult learners and 

their yearly teaching load. Both Pearson’s r and Spear-

man’s rho confirmed the lack of relationship between 

the other demographic variables and the assigning of 

team projects. Accordingly, the academic discipline 

in which a faculty member teaches had a moderate 

association with the frequency of assigning team 

projects X2 (8, 363) = 34.11,   p < .001, Cramer’s V = 

.22. The results of cross-tabulating yearly course load 

with the use of team projects was X2 (6, 370) = 19.77, 

p < .01, Cramer’s V = .163. The Spearman’s rho cor-

relation coefficient detected a strong relationship with 

the assigning of team projects, r = .23, p < .001 and a 

faculty member’s yearly teaching load which suggests 

that faculty who teach fewer courses are more likely to 

assign team projects. For example, faculty who teach 

one to three courses a year assign team projects “some-

times, most of the time or always” 89% of the time as 

compared to faculty who teach seven or more courses 

a year assigning team project 59% of the time. Table 6 

summarizes the faculty demographics found to have 

an association with the assigning of team projects.  

Table 7

Table 7 (above) We found the higher the teaching load, 

the less likely the faculty uses team projects.  With 

respect to teaching adult learners, we found a non-lin-

ear relationship.  Faculty teaching adulty learners were 

more likely to “rarely or never use” teams and more 

likely to “mostly or always” use teams. Faculty not 

teaching adult learners were more likely to respond 

they sometimes use teams.

Table 8 illustrates that the assignment of team 

projects by faculty also varies by discipline. While 

44% of the healthcare faculty reported assigning team 

projects “always or most of the time”, only 20% of the 

business and economics faculty indicated that they 

assign team projects “always or most of the time.” 

Table 8
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Faculty Motivation for Using Cooperative 

Groups and Teams 

The literature suggests that the primary reason 

faculty assign team projects in courses is to enhance 

the student’s understanding of course content while at 

the same time providing students with an opportunity 

to develop their teamwork skills naturally (Colbeck 

et al., 2000; Hansen, 2006; Jones, 1996; Prichard & 

Ashleigh, 2007; Sashittal et al., 2011;Smart & Csapo, 

2003; Sweet & Michaelsen, 2007). This research mir-

rors these earlier findings with 94.5% of the faculty 

indicating that their primary motivation for employing 

cooperative groups and/or team assignments in their 

courses were 1) the desire for students to learn team-

work skills (M = 3.49, SD = .66 on a 4-point scale) and 

2) the belief that teamwork enhances student learning 

of academic course content (M = 3.47, SD =.65 on a 

4-point scale) with a value of “one” meaning strongly 

disagree and a value of ”four” meaning strongly agree.  

Another key reason for assigning students to coopera-

tive groups or team projects according to the literature 

is the desire to reduce the grading load but only 16.6% 

of the faculty in this study indicated that this was 

the case. These results suggest that faculty at smaller, 

teaching oriented institutions are more likely to ask 

students to work in groups or teams for the benefit of 

the student rather than for the benefit of the teacher. 

Tables 9 and 10 explore the relationship be-

tween the top four faculty motivations for employing 

cooperative work groups and team assignments in their 

courses. Note that the more a faculty member agreed 

with a particular motivation, the more likely he/she was 

to use cooperative groups. For instance, 50.5% of those 

faculty who “strongly agree” that they assign cooperative 

groups or teams in their courses to help their students 

learn teamwork skills also use cooperative work groups 

“most of the time or always.” Conversely, only 2.7% of 

the faculty who “strongly agree” with this motivation 

“never or rarely” use groups.

Table 9

Table 10

 This study provides evidence that many faculty 

employed at small teaching-focused postsecondary 

institutions assign team projects for student learning 

reasons rather than faculty convenience; mastery of 

course content and preparation for a team-based work-

place is the reported driver. 
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Relationship between Faculty Demographics  

and Motivation and the Use of Cooperative  

Learning and Team Assignments 

A linear regression was conducted to  

evaluate the proportion of the variance in the  

assignment of team projects predicted by faculty  

demographics and motivations. The results of the 

linear regression analysis shown in Table 11 indicates 

that the predictors (faculty demographics and  

motivation) explained 21.3% of the variance in 

the assignment of team projects (R2=.213, p<.001).  

 The predicted score on the use of team  

projects for the healthcare disciplines is 0.136 standard 

deviation units higher than the humanities disciplines, 

the referent group for disciplines when controlling 

for all other variables in the model. The study results 

indicate that the business, economics and education 

faculty were more likely to assign team project in 

courses than the humanities faculty but the strength 

of the standardized coefficients fell short of statistical 

significance using the conventional standards of alpha 

equals .05 two-tailed test. The outcome of the linear 

regression suggests that more highly motivated faculty 

were significantly more likely to assign team projects 

in their courses. Also found statistically significant 

was that the greater the teaching load the less likely  

the faculty are to employ team projects. 

Table 11

A linear regression was also conducted to eval-

uate the proportion of the variance in the use of coop-

erative work groups predicted by faculty demographics 

and motivations. The results of the linear regression 

analysis shown in Table 12 indicated that the predic-

tors (faculty demographics and motivation) explained 

17.5% of the variance in the use of cooperative learn-

ing groups (R2=.175, P<.001). 

 The results indicate that business, econom-

ics and education faculty were slightly more likely 

to assign cooperative work groups in class than the 

humanities faculty but the strength of the standardized 

coefficients falls well short of statistical significance.  

The outcome of the linear regression suggests that 

more highly motivated faculty were significantly more 

likely to use cooperative work groups in their courses. 

Also found statistically significant was that the greater 

the number of years teaching the less likely the faculty 

are to use cooperative learning. 
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Table 12

Limitations  

By choosing to study faculty at small to medi-

um size postsecondary institutions, the results of the 

study are limited in its generalizability to faculty at 

larger colleges and universities. Furthermore, by rely-

ing on publicly available email addresses for faculty, 

some qualified faculty may have been inadvertently 

left out of the study’s sample frame if their institu-

tions website was out of date. Lastly, faculty who were 

interested in the pedagogy of cooperative learning or 

teamwork may have been more likely to complete the 

survey questionnaire, thereby introducing a bias. 

Although the sample was large enough for 

much of the desired statistical analysis, a larger sample, 

particularly of business and economics faculty, would 

allow the reader to be more confident in the findings 

as well as reduce the number cells in cross-tabulation 

tables with five or fewer respondents making associa-

tions uncovered more dependable. Due to the self-re-

port design of the survey via a Web-based question-

naire, the data gathered and subsequent results may 

be less objective and/or honest than if the participants 

had been observed. There is also a chance that the 

answers given by the faculty may not be representative 

of actual faculty teamwork practice and motivations 

but rather what faculty think or desire to do. In other 

words, a social desirability bias may have influenced 

the answers given by some faculty to certain questions. 

Lastly, this study was designed to investigate 

what faculty do and why. It did not investigate why 

faculty, in particular business and economics faculty, 

do not use cooperative learning and team projects 

more frequently which would provide valuable insight 

into how best to shift the thinking and willingness of 

faculty to incorporate cooperative learning and team 

projects into their courses.  

Educational Significance 

Cooperative and team-based learning, when 

used frequently and effectively throughout a stu-

dent’s educational journey can significantly improve 

student course content mastery as well as provide 

students with the successful team experience needed 

to produce team-ready graduates with transferable 

teamwork skills (Johnson & Johnson, 2012; Johnson 

et al., 2007; Michaelsen & Sweet, 2008, 2011). Fur-

thermore, published empirical research suggests that 

learning how to work in a team is a cumulative pro-

cess and that students’ benefit from working in many 

different cooperative work groups and by completing 
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several different team projects throughout their aca-

demic program. Consequently, it is important for all 

faculty who teach business and economics students, 

including general education faculty, be knowledgeable 

about the benefits of cooperative learning and team-

based learning. Teamwork skills could be inculcated 

across the curriculum as writing has been at many 

institutions. Incorporating group projects throughout 

the curriculum would enable students to develop the 

interpersonal skills needed for effective teamwork after 

graduation. (Colbeck et al., 2000). Bacon, Stewart and 

Silver (1999) agree and state that team knowledge and 

training should be reinforced throughout the academic 

program because effective teamwork skills can take 

years to develop.   

However, according to the data collected for 

this study, business and economics faculty are un-

derutilizing cooperative work groups and assigning 

fewer team projects, than faculty in other disciplines 

where teamwork is a recognized skill recognized by 

employers such as in healthcare, education and the 

sciences.  

If colleges and universities expect business and 

economics faculty to engage more frequently in coop-

erative learning and team projects with their students, 

then faculty need to convinced that simply putting 

students in groups and asking them to work together 

to accomplish a task often does not teach team work 

and often falls short of the goal of cooperative learning 

as well. While this survey did not ask faculty why they 

did not use cooperative learning or team projects, a 

frequent reason given by faculty on our campus is that 

there is not enough time in their courses to address 

course content and have students work cooperatively 

or intentionally teach teamwork skills. If we can pro-

vide faculty with information that helps them to begin 

to see cooperative learning and team assignments as 

pedagogies that help students learn course content 

rather than as an area of study that takes time away 

from the learning course content, we are confident 

interest in including cooperatively learning and team 

projects in the design of more courses on campus. 

Faculty who have relied primarily on lecture 

or class discussion in the past should be encouraged 

to experiment with cooperative learning in his/her 

courses in small ways so that there is a gradation of 

success-creating experiences for faculty and students. 

This study found that in general faculty use more 

cooperative learning than team project in their course 

design. Once they are comfortable using cooperative 

learning and have achieved some success with it, he/

she will may be more open to including a team project 

in his/ her course.

We believe this study advances the field by 

investigating the actions and motivations of full-time 

faculty employed at smaller colleges and universities. 

By gaining a better understanding of which faculty 

regularly utilize cooperative learning and team based 

pedagogy and the faculty motivations behind their 

use, postsecondary institutions will be  able to develop 
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a meaningful implementation plan for promoting the 

use of cooperative learning and team projects while  

providing tailored discipline specific professional de-

velopment opportunities for faculty in the “best prac-

tices” in the use of cooperative learning groups and 

team projects. 
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In today’s globalized business environment, it 

is important to evaluate the key differences between 

integrity-based and compliance-based ethical princi-

ples and their implications on global organizations. 

Differences between integrity-based and  

compliance-based ethics programs

Researchers have defined these ethical ap-

proaches in many ways. However, there is a com-

monality in interpreting the concept of these ethical 

approaches. The focus of this section is to analyze key 

differences between these approaches. For this pur-

pose, the ethical approaches are analyzed based on 

disparities in application, acceptance, consequences, 

value to employees, employee behavior, and manage-

ment effectiveness.

Compliance-based ethics and integrity-based ethics: 

Key differences

Compliance-based ethics program is rule 

based and individuals are penalized for violating the 

rules. Organizations with compliance-based approach 

believe that employees are motivated to act according 

to rules set forth for fear of punishment. On the other 

hand integrity based ethics program has well estab-

lished core principles. Integrity-based ethics incorpo-

rates values therefore values-based and integrity-based 

ethical approaches are used interchangeably. Concep-

tually both these approaches mean the same.

Employees act on these set of core principles 

because they have shared values and an understanding 

of the importance of the principles to the organiza-
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Compliance-based ethics programs and their implica-

tions for global organizations.
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tions future (Hartman, 2000). According to Halter, 

Arruda, and Halter (2009), ethics are values that help 

understand the meaning of right or wrong actions. 

Hess (2007) states that integrity-based ethical ap-

proach focuses on embedding integrity or values in 

employee decision-making. On the other hand compli-

ance-based ethics program focus on restraining em-

ployees by teaching them laws and rules (Hess, 2007). 

The difference in both these approaches is also in the 

view that employees take to obeying law. Hess (2007) 

states that obeying law is viewed positively in integri-

ty-based ethical approach while in compliance-based 

approach employees view obeying law as constraints 

imposed by organizations.

Compliance-based ethics programs are based 

on consequences i.e. if an individual does not com-

ply with ethics codes set forth by organization they 

are punished (Winrow, Tessema, & Miner, 2012). In 

a study on ethics in governmental and non-govern-

mental organizations, compliance-based ethics man-

agement has gained popularity (Roberts, 2009). Com-

pliance-based ethics programs, according to Roberts 

(2009), have gained acceptance since the time Federal 

government began pressurizing private and non-gov-

ernmental organizations to take greater responsibility 

for preventing unethical undertakings in their orga-

nizations. Moreover, companies have favored compli-

ance-based ethics programs because they can ascertain 

a level of immunity from any unethical or illegal action 

by their employees, and they can adopt a lower level of 

“ethical code of conduct” program (Roberts, 2009).

Roberts (2009) gives an account of the history 

behind the rise of compliance-based ethics programs 

in US, particularly in governmental and non-govern-

mental companies. Roberts (2009) states that prior 

to 1940 the ethical misconduct was limited to brib-

ery. Between 1950 and 1980, the ethical misconduct 

extended to issues like financial conflict of interest, 

wasting large sums of money on fraud, Watergate scan-

dal etc. Watergate scandal was the apparent tipping 

point for enforcing administrative ethics. Moral values 

transcend time; therefore, integrity-based ethics have 

not lost their application even today.

Criticism to compliance-based ethics programs 

is in its inability to exercise conscience-based deci-

sion-making. This ethics program is built on a frame-

work of rules. Integrity-based ethics programs are 

not rule based. The focus of integrity-based ethics is 

encouraging good behavior and concentrating efforts 

on the achievement of goal instead of the path taken to 

achieving it (Roberts, 2009). 

Roberts (2009); Shahinpoor and Matt (2007) 

opine that organizations have embraced compli-

ance-based ethics because this approach usually does 

not encourage employees to question employers while 

integrity-based approach encourages employees to 

question actions by their seniors. Due to this differ-

ence, organizations prefer compliance-based ethics to 

integrity-based ethics. Organizations may prefer com-

pliance-based ethics programs due to its prescriptive 



65

nature but not without stressing employees in the pro-

cess. Hartman (2000) contends that compliance-based 

programs are limited in scope and efficiency due to 

the burden put on employees to enforce stringent rules 

or codes of ethics. Similarly, integrity-based ethics 

programs have their own set of limitations. Integri-

ty-based ethics, according to Hartman (2000) is not 

articulate in providing a clear direction to employees. 

It is evident that corporate are bound by law. 

However, employees working in an organization may 

be unaware of the law or may simply ignore law. Under 

such circumstances compliance-based ethics programs 

are useful. Organizations provide training and broad 

based education to employees on compliance-based 

ethics programs to create awareness among employees 

(Blodgett, 2012). Corporate behavior and corporate 

ethics code influence the compliance-based ethics 

programs in an organization. Thus, compliance-based 

ethics focus on law and punishment when non-com-

pliance is detected. Value-based or integrity-based 

ethics program on the other hand focuses on overall 

organizational commitment (Blodgett, 2012; Hartman, 

2000).

Weaver and Trevino (1999) view compli-

ance-based ethics and integrity-based ethics as on 

the opposite sides of the ethics codes continuum i.e. a 

continuum from integrity to compliance. According to 

Weaver and Trevino (1999), whatever the ethics pro-

gram an organization chooses to implement they bring 

about “some degree of order and predictability to em-

ployee behavior.” Values or integrity-based ethics and 

compliance-based ethics programs are diametrically 

opposite in the approach but are not mutually exclu-

sive (Weaver & Trevino, 1999). Organizations may de-

velop their ethics program based on both approaches. 

Weaver and Trevino (1999) also detect behavioral dif-

ferences among employees based on an organizations 

ethics program. Compliance based ethics program in 

an organization may generate behavioral conformity 

while integrity-based ethics may generate organiza-

tional commitment (Weaver & Trevino, 1999).

Values-based ethics program could gather 

some support from Social exchange theory (SET). The 

basis of Social exchange theory is reciprocity. Wilkman 

and Hall (2012) state that employees have a feeling of 

obligation to repay when employees treat them well. 

Wilkman and Hall (2012) state that Blau defined SET 

as a theory that involved reciprocity in relationship. 

Benkhoof (1997); Meyer and Allen (2008); Wilkman 

and Hall (2012) state that strong emotional bond of 

employees with organization increases pro-organiza-

tional activities. A committed employee is an import-

ant resource to an organization. Weaver and Trevino 

(1999) state that researchers like Rousseau and Parks; 

Graen and Scandura were likeminded in agreeing to a 

return favor situation when one person benefits from 

another (organization) in some way. When an organi-

zation creates a values-based ethics, it vibrates trust in 

employees across the organization. Weaver and Tre-

vino (1999) state that integrity-based ethics program 
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creates awareness for ethical behavior among employ-

ees and probably may reduce “moral muteness.” 

Integrity or values-based ethics has also gained 

acceptance in business education (Whilty & Koeplin, 

2011). Sound ethics based curriculum for business 

management students may develop ethical managers 

for the future (Catiglia & Nunez, 2012). The impor-

tance of ethics based curriculum in universities may 

help educational institutions gain more acceptance in 

the corporate sector. Teaching values and incorporat-

ing them in everyday practice may have an impact on 

developing managers into ethical employees. Extend-

ing this to compliance-based ethics, universities may 

influence students to adhere to codes of conduct while 

shunning moral muteness.

In a research article on public sector ethics in 

transitional economies, Stevulak and Brown (2011) 

state, that transparency international had listed gov-

ernments in transitional economies as most corrupt. 

Countries that broke from former Soviet Union had 

adopted compliance-based governance and were 

struggling with inefficiencies like corruption. Former 

Soviet Union (FSU) countries had a broken ethical 

infrastructure. There was a need for these countries 

to establish compliance-based ethics in administra-

tion. Roberts (2009) argued that for any organization 

(government or non-governmental) to maintain high 

ethical standards a compliance-based approach is nec-

essary. However, Stevulah and Brown (2011) state that 

compliance-based approach have failed to bring any 

form of ethical order in former Soviet Union coun-

tries. An integrity-based approach may therefore fill 

the gaps. Transitional economies like Georgia, Russia 

in the FSU have placed priority on the integrity-based 

ethical approach. Stevulah and Brown (2011) believe 

that as transitional economies have matured, ethics in 

governance has gained importance. They state that it 

seems like there is a natural progression from compli-

ance-based ethics to integrity-based ethics. 

Stansbury and Barry (2007) state that con-

trol is an indispensable function of an organization. 

Control is recognized as being either coercive or 

enabling (Stansbury & Barry, 2007). Stansbury and 

Barry (2011); Weaver and Trevino (1999) agree that 

value-based ethics were more successful than com-

pliance-based ethics programs because of shared 

principles among employees. This approach, unlike 

compliance-based ethics is not coercive. Stansbury and 

Barry (2007) consider Johnson and Johnson approach 

during the “Tylenol crises” as being value-based. 

Importance of value-based approach in an organiza-

tion increases perceived organizational support and 

motivates employees to take up ethical roles. Further, 

as noted earlier, control is an indispensable function 

of an organization. Organizational ethics programs are 

considered control mechanisms that either could co-

erce employees in the form of compliance-based ethics 

approach or be enabling in the form of value-based 

ethics (Stansbury & Barry, 2007). Deconinck (2005) 

states that control system of an organization com-
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prises of both compliance and values. Eliason (1999); 

Weaver and Trevino (1999) state that compliance and 

values are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Their 

interdependence is based on creating a conducive 

ethical environment in an organization. Eliason (1999) 

elucidates the interdependence of compliance-based 

and virtues based ethics. Compliance-based ethics 

defines the boundaries within which employees must 

function (Eliason, 1999). Eliason (1999) argues that 

without integrity-based approach compliance activities 

are incomplete. The basis of this argument, as Eliason 

(1999) states is that compliance-based ethics cannot 

encompass all issues and an open communication is 

important for employees to solve issues.

 Management effectiveness is another import-

ant factor that differentiates compliance-based with 

integrity-based ethics. Compliance- based ethical ap-

proach will be ineffective if management is ineffective 

in enforcing codes of ethics (Deconinck, 2005). Man-

agement will also need to be wary about the process 

of enforcing codes of ethics. Unfairness in enforcing 

these codes of ethics will create cynicism among 

employees. An integrity-based approach emphasizes 

moral thinking by employees. Deconinck (2005) states 

that for both compliance-based and values-based eth-

ics, management commitment to ethics is important. 

There is a positive relationship between ethics in orga-

nizations and management commitment. In a research 

study on influences of ethical control on sales manag-

ers, Deconinck (2005) concluded that integrity-based 

ethics strategy influences ethical behavior among sales 

people. This strategy should emphasize concern for 

employees who defy ethical codes of conduct and em-

phasize corporate values guiding this strategy.

In a research study on ethics, Webb (2012) cat-

egorically states that in the department of correctional 

services (public sector organization) compliance-based 

ethics programs may not be considered remedies for 

unethical practices like corruption. In fact, the com-

pliance-based ethics program increases oversight and 

therefore reduces efficiency and service effectiveness. 

Webb (2012) states that values-based ethics programs 

focuses on developing integrity among employees (in-

ternalization) while compliance-based ethics programs 

is about external control and complying to rules and 

regulation. In controlling corruption, Lynch and Lynch 

(2003) stated that compliance-based ethics might not 

be effective in the long term. This is because individ-

uals who are motivated by personal gain can interpret 

rules and regulations in their favor and bend rules 

without fear of punishment. Lynch and Lynch (2003) 

therefore state that a values-based approach develops 

virtuous people and therefore may help curb corrup-

tion. 

Verhezen (2010) argues that companies will 

have to move beyond compliance based approach to 

integrity based approach in order to overcome “moral 

silence” or “moral muteness.” Verhezen (2010) conveys 

the importance of rules and regulations in compliance 

based ethical approach. These reduce incidences of 
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legal liabilities for the company and protect whistle 

blowers. The limitations of this approach can be seen 

in moral muteness and the stifling environment in 

organizations adopting compliance based ethics. On 

the other hand, integrity based ethical approach is an 

informal approach that enhances creativity and re-

sourcefulness among employees (Verhezen, 2010).

Evaluating implications for global organization

This section synthesizes the findings of re-

search conducted on compliance and integrity-based 

ethics programs and evaluates the implications for 

global organizations. This section discusses the chal-

lenges faced by global organizations in adopting com-

pliance or integrity-based approaches. The differences 

analyzed in the previous section are synthesized into 

this section. Various issues facing the global organi-

zations such as corruption, ethical relativism, trans-

parency, national culture, child labor, human rights 

are discussed. The implications of applying these two 

approaches to the issues are evaluated.

Challenges to global organizations and the ethical 

approach 

Companies in global economy need to be 

transparent because free markets, according to Halter, 

Arruda, and Halter (2009), require openness in infor-

mation flow. Halter, Arruda, and Halter (2009) also 

hint on standards that should be articulated in inter-

national business. This complements the view held by 

researchers that compliance-based ethics reduces the 

burden on international managers since ethical deci-

sion making will be easier. The adoption of compliance 

or integrity-based approaches in global business has 

led to the need of transparency in operations around 

the globe (Halter, Arruda, and Halter 2009).

Hemphill and Lillevik (2011) stated that the 

new manifesto for global economic ethics was unveiled 

on October 6, 2009. This was an important foundation 

for assisting multinational enterprises in ethical deci-

sion-making. Hemphill and Lillevik (2011) state that 

ethical lapses in enterprises were due to failure in mor-

al virtues. “Casino capitalism, bribery and corruption, 

lack of truthfulness, trust and responsibility, excessive 

investor or institutional greed, falsified balance sheets 

and illegal manipulation of the markets” are all results 

of failure in moral virtues (Hemphill & Lillevik, 2011). 

For an organization to have an ethical culture, moral-

ity should be deeply embedded into the organization. 

Rampant corruption in the form of bribery in many 

countries is an ethical challenge faced by global orga-

nizations. The question is how do countries deal with 

such ethical issues on an organizational level? In US, 

Foreign corrupt practices act (FCPA) addresses this 

challenge. This is an example of a compliance-based 

approach where FCPA defines what constitutes brib-

ery in foreign countries. FCPA considers bribery 

as a criminal offense. Under FCPA, it is a criminal 

offense when an organization bribes a foreign gov-

ernment official or agent with knowledge that bribes 

will ascertain business (McGreal, 2012). The FCPA is 

a compliance-based approach developed by US gov-



69

ernment for US businesses abroad. The importance of 

this approach, as discussed in earlier section is that an 

organization is protected against employee miscon-

duct. The Department of Justice (DOJ), in one case, 

did not consider Morgan Stanley (an investment firm) 

liable even though one of its employees was involved 

in unethical practices in China. The reason given by 

DOJ was that Morgan Stanley had effective compliance 

and that the ethics programs were frequently audited, 

therefore, the company was not liable for the miscon-

duct of its employee.

In a global economic climate, culture plays a 

pivotal role in acceptance of a compliance-based ap-

proach. Under Dodd-Frank code, employees involved 

in internal auditing or auditors involved in auditing 

financial statements of a public company can be finan-

cially compensated if they act as whistleblowers (Ver-

schoor, 2012). This is true in US where cash bounties 

are given to whistleblowers while in countries like UK, 

Australia, Netherland no cash benefits are given but 

complete legal protection is provided to them (Ver-

schoor, 2012). According to Verschoor (2012), this 

practice is viewed “inconsistent with societal norms of 

data protection and existing law.”

Global organizations adhere to compli-

ance-based approach by having codes and regulations 

that are legally permissible (2010). Verhezen doubts 

the effectiveness of this approach. Verhezen (2010) 

argues that though compliance-based ethical approach 

will create accountability among employees, this ap-

proach will still lack in creating moral excellence. An 

alignment between financial and non-financial objec-

tives will create a good reputation for an organization 

and thereby increase organizational value. A herculean 

task for a global organization is in creating organiza-

tional value by aligning financial and non-financial 

objectives and building an environment of trust. The 

biggest challenge faced by multinational organizations 

is the cultural differences between the home country 

and local host country. Verhezen (2010) provides an 

example to explain the importance of cultural dif-

ferences in compliance-based ethical approach. Ver-

hezen (2010) states that in US codes of conduct have a 

legalistic tone while in Europe the codes of conduct are 

principle oriented than rule-based. These differences 

in codes of conduct in the two regions may be consid-

ered a cultural phenomenon. Cultural sensitiveness 

therefore is an important factor to consider while con-

sidering ethical approach. Verhezen (2010) feels the 

need to standardize codes by keeping cultural sensi-

tivity in mind. In a global organization, there may be a 

dilemma in adopting certain type of ethical approach. 

Command-control style is more a compliance-based 

approach while values or integrity-based approach is 

informal where employees and other stakeholders of 

the organization are an intrinsic part in developing 

values for the organization.

The challenge in applying similar ethical 

approaches in different countries is the influence of 

national culture. According to Burnaz et al. (2010), 
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national culture plays an important role in influencing 

ethical perceptions. Patel and Shaefer (2009) state that 

there are three problems with applying business ethics 

to culture: national stereotyping, national culture, and 

ethical relativism. According to Srnka (2004), national 

culture was found to have a stronger impact on effec-

tive decision-making and organizational culture deter-

mined the impact on behavioral dimension of ethical 

decision-making. In recent times, corporate social re-

sponsibility and ethical movement in the marketplace 

is a product of scandals in companies and economi-

cally stressed people. Ethical and socially responsible 

strategies are an insurance against any changes in the 

marketplace in areas of regulations or economy that 

may adversely influence the organization.

Talaulicar (2009) states that multinational 

corporations need to decide the ethical strategy they 

may apply in foreign countries. The dilemma is also 

the extent to which managers may use home country 

ethics in foreign countries. Gupta, Pirsch, and Gi-

rard (2010), state that international managers face a 

huge challenge when the ethics of a foreign country 

are lower than home country standards. Adopting a 

compliance-based approach may reduce the burden on 

international managers when making ethical decisions 

in foreign countries. Adopting codes of conduct devel-

oped by international bodies such as United Nations 

global compact (UNGC) code or the Global reporting 

initiatives may reduce the burden on companies up-

holding their ethical standards in foreign countries.

Gupta, Pirsch, and Girard (2010) quote many 

researchers to state that due to globalization there is 

homogeneity of needs among people around the globe. 

This has led to convergence of ethical norms and val-

ues and therefore global ethical codes can transcend 

national and cultural boundaries (Gupta, Pirsch, & 

Girard, 2010). Some researchers believe that in global 

companies compliance-based approach (universalism 

in code of conduct) is ineffective instead moralistic 

view is better (Gupta, Pirsch, & Girard, 2010). The 

moralistic view is analogous to values or integrity 

based view in the importance given to morals or vir-

tues in ethical decision-making. The problem associ-

ated with application of this approach is the inherent 

differences in ethical standards of countries. Applying 

host country ethical standards is also a problem since 

it may come with compromising ethical standards of 

the home country. 

Gupta, Pirsch, and Girard (2010) analyze child 

labor issues faced by many companies in the develop-

ing world. To deal with child labor multinational cor-

porations seem to adopt universal standards that may 

be considered a compliance-based approach. Compli-

ance-based approach in the issue of child labor may be 

effective particularly when the organization has little 

control over vendor and suppliers in foreign countries 

with lower ethical standards.

Strubler, Park, Agarwal, and Cayo (2012) 

state that culture influences ethical values in an or-

ganization). Open and easy communication in an 
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organization can improve understanding about its 

ethical culture. An integrity-based approach primarily 

focuses on open communication between employees. 

Extending Stubler, Park, Agarwal, and Cayo’s ethi-

cal model to global organizations gives a semblance 

to integrity-based approach. Integrity-based ethics 

program may be a useful tool in bringing cohesion 

to a global organization. Werhene (2010) argues that 

operationalizing global codes of ethics in practice has 

been a challenge. Many sets of guidelines such as the 

guidelines for Multinational enterprises or the Global 

economic ethics code has focused on the values that 

individuals or organizations must abide by in order 

to be compliant to ethical guidelines. The value-based 

approach has been adopted by institutions writing 

these ethics codes. Werhene (2010) informs that one 

of the articles in the Global economic ethics code 

states that an individual’s duty is to promote goodness, 

avoid evil, and promote good working conditions. This 

value-based approach from a practitioners perspective 

translates into a compliance based approach. Gupta, 

Pirsch, and Girard (2010) use child labor to explicate 

the determining factors that influence cultural relativ-

ism and to elucidate the adoption of values or integ-

rity and compliance-based approach in international 

business. The poor working conditions in factories 

owned by Nike suppliers and vendors brought nega-

tive publicity for Nike in its home country (Werhene, 

2010). Nike responded by developing code of ethics 

and pressurizing their suppliers to adopt these codes. 

Violators of Nike’s code of ethics faced serious reper-

cussions. This is exemplary to various other situations 

that global companies have faced in recent past and 

the success global companies have had in adopting 

compliance-based ethics. Ethical issues regarding mar-

ginalization of women workers is yet another challenge 

faced by multinational enterprises in developing and 

developed nations. The impact of compliance-based 

ethics programs on women rights so far have been 

studied by select few non-governmental organizations 

in African countries. Compliance-based ethics have 

not addressed human rights violations against women 

workers (Prieto-Carron, 2008).

Face of global organization has changed in the 

last few decades. The number of multinational com-

panies from emerging economies has risen in last few 

years. Doh, Husted, Matten, and Santoro (2010) state 

that many multinational organizations from emerging 

economies have not been pressurized by their govern-

ment to conform to standards. Environmental deg-

radation and bribery are few unethical conducts that 

receive very little negative press in the host or home 

country. The issue therefore, is the perspective these 

companies have about ethics and the influence of na-

tional culture on their view about ethics. Few nations 

have a higher threshold to accept unethical conduct. 

Organizations with low set of ethics have a competitive 

advantage over companies that have higher set of eth-

ics in the global marketplace. Doh et al. (2010) illus-

trate this problem by stating that Chinese oil and gas 
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companies have grown rapidly in Africa while western 

companies have avoided operating on this continent 

due to ethics. 

Ethical issues regarding marginalizing of 

women workers are yet another area that does not have 

definite answers in terms of adopting ethical approach. 

The implications of this indeterminate approach are 

cause for worry for many global companies. Compli-

ance-based ethical approach has been adopted to solve 

this problem in global companies however; there have 

not been studies that may answer the effectiveness of 

this approach to solve the problem (Prieto-Carron, 

2008). Integrity-based approaches seem to be very 

vague in providing the ethical path. An integrity-based 

approach draws attention when analyzing forms of 

corruption in BRIC nations (Brazil, Russia, India, and 

China).

Conclusion

The best practice in improving ethical con-

duct is incorporating values in the ethical approach. 

Compliance-based programs are less effective than 

integrity-based ethical models. According to Tyler et 

al. (2008), values are more effective in upholding ethics 

in comparison to compliance-based ethics programs. 

In a research paper, Blodgett (2012) states that there is 

a need to integrate law with ethics due to the increase 

in corporate malpractices in recent times. Integri-

ty-ethics is based on values, compliance-based ethics 

is based on complying with rules, and regulations 

set forth by organizations. Blodgett (2012) considers 

that the polarity of both approaches is enough to have 

mid-point approach like substantive ethics. There are 

many limitations and strengths to each approach but 

both fall short of solving ethical dilemmas. The polari-

ty in both these approaches demands an approach that 

can encompass compliance-based and integrity-based 

approach.

In the globalized business environment, the 

purpose of international ethical guideline is to achieve 

ethical international responsibility. Due to ethical 

relativism, it becomes imperative for Multinational 

companies to recognize the need for universality in 

ethics approach. Mahdavi (2009) states that the frame-

work of ethical approach in business is not limited to 

national or regional areas but has now reached a global 

proportion. This means that applying any of the two 

approaches (compliance-based or integrity-based) may 

require a global paradigm. The importance of apply-

ing ethical approaches cannot be questioned because 

of the influence multinational enterprises exert on 

economies. The extent of power a global firm is able 

to exert on countries is dependent on the firm’s size 

and resources. Global companies therefore have vast 

potential to impact countries positively (Okoro, 2012). 

When these companies demonstrate ethical respon-

sibility and commitment, they positively influence 

countries to improve ethical standards.

Integrity-based ethical programs and com-

pliance-based ethical programs have many differenc-
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es. The differences lie in their conceptual meaning and application. The paper analyzes these differences and 

concludes that both these approaches have strengths and are limited in scope and application. The concept or 

framework of both these approaches is applied to ethical issues faced by global organizations. The research is 

inconclusive but there is definite evidence that compliance-based ethics are effective in countries with lower 

ethical values. The evidence also supports the use of integrity-based approach that seems to have vast potential in 

effectiveness. Application of any of these approaches may require a global paradigm to influence ethics programs 

in global companies.
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Introduction

The use of online education has continued to 

increase in education (Simonson, Smaldino, & Zvacek, 

2015). Traditional and non-traditional student pop-

ulations seem to be gravitating towards flexibility in 

education, and online learning provides a vehicle for 

both asynchronous and synchronous learning op-

portunities. Within the field, however, there remains 

much debate over whether or not the modality can 

support learning outcomes in the same way that face-

to-face instruction can. What are the online education 

teaching techniques that foster students’ ability to feel 

connected to the class, the teacher, their classmates, 

and the educational institution? Can online learning 

mirror or mimic the face-to-face interaction achieved 

in a traditional classroom?  How can a sense of com-

munity be achieved in an online learning format? 

Much of the research has indicated that online 

learning supports constructivism (or student-centered, 

collaborative) learning, which can be seen as a posi-

tive approach to teaching and learning (Campbell & 

Schwier, 2014; Grandzol & Grandzol, 2006). It has also 

been shown that the sense of community is import-

ant to students in the online setting even though this 
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community may have a different emotional feel than 

a traditional classroom (deNoyelles, Zydney, & Chen, 

2014). Instructors looking to use best practices in the 

online setting must implement techniques to support 

student-centered learning and a high sense of com-

munity within the various domains of learning (Si-

monson, 2015). There has been a plethora of applied 

research conducted to discuss best practices in online 

learning; however, much of the dialogue is qualitative 

in nature. The research is often conducted by prac-

titioners teaching online who share what works and 

what does not work from personal perspectives. The 

field is only beginning to call for more specific quan-

titative measurement of techniques that add value and 

increase sense of community in online education.   

Connecting students to learning within the 

online environment presents challenges not present in 

the face-to-face format due to disconnections in both 

time and space. In a face-to-face format, students and 

teachers share curriculum together in a classroom 

at the same time and thus build community during 

classroom instruction and other interactions before 

and after class. In the asynchronous online learning 

environment, these same conditions are not present. 

The separation causes a natural disruption in the abil-

ity to interact, to create, and to feel community. The 

disconnection can hinder the opportunity to achieve a 

student-centered learning focus.   

The methodology presented in this study is a 

first step to creating a model to specifically test and 

measure various techniques in the online classroom. 

Since the primary means of interaction within online 

learning is through the discussion board (Andresen, 

2009), the purpose of the pilot study presented here 

sought to compare and contrast different types of 

asynchronous discussion prompts (text vs. video) and 

identify whether or not the type of prompt influenced 

the student’s sense of community within the online 

classroom. The methodology developed is also pre-

sented as a model for future research to begin to add to 

a data-driven body of literature to define quality online 

education. 

Review of Literature

Simonson et al. (2015) outlined the evolution of 

online education and identified that the modality has 

become widely accepted in education. In fact, research 

articles, academic presentations, and conferences have 

increased and there has been a momentum to study 

online education including its pedagogy, hardware, 

software, assessment, and more (Simonson et al., 2015). 

Studies have shown there are numerous advantages to 

online learning for students and teachers. The courses 

can be available with a simple internet connection from 

anywhere in the country and even the world (Simonson 

et al., 2015). Students can often work at their own pace 

within the constraints of the course (Simonson et al., 

2015). In recent years, many online learning technology 

methods have become straight-forward, easy to use, and 

easy to update (Simonson et al., 2015).
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Baghdadi (2011) outlined best practices for 

online instructors. Most importantly, the online 

instructor should be actively engaged in the course 

by regularly interacting and responding to students 

(Baghdadi, 2011). Instructors should also use a care-

fully prepared syllabus that includes specific informa-

tion to help the student navigate the online course, and 

the instructor should prepare a well-defined pattern 

to the course material (Baghdadi, 2011). Grandzol 

and Grandzol (2006) compiled an extensive list of 

best practices in online education in business pro-

grams. These included consistency in course design, 

courses prepared in advance of the course start date, 

learner-centered teaching style, and an establishment 

of trust within the first few days of class (Grandzol & 

Grandzol, 2006). Thiede (2012) listed best practices 

such as blogging, simulation and case studies, use of 

wiki pages, video, e-portfolio, and online discussion 

boards as ways to engage online students. While these 

studies share valuable information for the online in-

structor, the information was provided as suggestions 

from practice rather than from research. 

The online discussion board has been demon-

strated as a common area for students to interact with one 

another and for teachers to nurture response and inquiry 

(Woods & Bliss, 2016; deNoyelles et al., 2014). Garrison 

and Anderson (2003) pointed to the online discussion 

board as an area to promote interaction and facilitate 

learning. Many research studies have been conducted to 

explain the importance of the discussion board and tech-

niques to use in the discussion board. However, much of 

the research has been qualitative in nature. 

Woods & Bliss (2016), for example, developed 

several suggestions for best practices in online educa-

tion based on the literature. The suggestions included: 

flexible design in discussion questions, incorporat-

ing reflective assignments, and managing class sizes, 

among others (Woods & Bliss, 2016). The suggestions 

were evidence-based (Woods & Bliss, 2016) and future 

research might continue to quantitatively measure 

their effect on students. Levine (2007) compiled a 

list of ten relevant conditions to assist instructors 

in effectively using an online discussion board. The 

conditions, including posting meaningful questions 

and focusing on high cognitive domains, were based in 

research; however, there was no quantitative evidence 

to support the use of the conditions. In recent years, 

some researchers have begun to look at specific tools 

to employ within the discussion board, such as audio, 

video, text, and visual elements (Covelli, 2017). Kahn, 

Everington, Kelm, Reid, and Watkins (2017) supported 

this notion that educational technology can promote 

engagement of online students. Among other factors, 

Kahn et al. (2017) noted the increased use of social 

media in the online classroom and the links to in-

creased interactions. Teng and Taveras (2004) provided 

a practitioner case study whereby they added stream-

ing video, audio, synchronous chat, and asynchronous 

open forum to an online class and observed positive 

results. However, their measurements were instruc-
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tor and student feedback that were interpreted by the 

researchers rather than a statistical model that might 

demonstrate greater clarity or statistically significant 

results. Clark, Strudler, and Grove (2015) conducted 

a mixed-methods study to compare asynchronous 

and synchronous video against text-based discussion. 

The use of video in the study was centered around 

video conferencing type interaction (Clark et al., 

2015). Overall, the study found the video discussions 

rated higher in the areas tested (Clark et al., 2015). 

Swartzwelder, Murphy, and Murphy (2019) studied 

text-based and video-based discussions in nursing ed-

ucation. They found that text-based discussions were 

favored over video discussions, although the paper 

encouraged instructors to continue the use of video 

to promote social learning (Swartzwelder, Murphy, & 

Murphy, 2019). This type of research demonstrated 

promise to continue to add best practices to the field 

and to continue to test different modalities. Rudd and 

Rudd (2014) conducted a review of literature that 

supported the use of video in synchronous and asyn-

chronous online environments including web confer-

encing, virtual classrooms, and computer based train-

ing in the form of videos. Similar to other studies, the 

compilation of information was helpful, but it failed to 

test these techniques in a statistical manner. 

The goal of reviewing and continuing to add 

research in the area of best practices in online educa-

tion stems from the desire to improve online educa-

tion and the use of specific techniques to engage the 

student. The Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework 

has grown in popularity as a construct to observe and 

measure effective online teaching through three lenses: 

teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive 

presence (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer 2000; Armel-

lini & DeStefani, 2016). As described on the Canadi-

an-based website dedicated to compiling and sharing 

information on the CoI framework, the theory was 

originally developed and funded through a research 

project examining the text-based computer environ-

ment in education (Garrison et al., 2000). The cognitive 

presence was described as the ability of the learner to 

create meaning within a course or experience (Garri-

son et al., 2000). The social presence was described as 

the ability of the learner to feel connection and derive 

meaning from the experience, and the teaching pres-

ence was described as the ability to facilitate the social 

and cognitive lenses to create worthwhile learning expe-

riences (Garrison et al., 2000). 

As the CoI framework evolved, additional 

indicators were developed within each presence area. 

In the cognitive presence, indicators were identified in 

four phases: a triggering event, exploration, integra-

tion, and resolution (Akyol et al., 2011). In the social 

presence, indicators included affective expression, 

open communication, and group cohesion, and in 

the teaching presence, indicators can be measured in 

the areas of design and organization, facilitation, and 

direct instruction (Akyol et al., 2011).

The CoI framework viewed online learning 
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through a constructivist or student-centered focus 

(Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2010). Akyol, 

Vaughan, and Garrison (2011) and others offered 

that CoI provides an effective framework for building 

online learning communities. Newer research on CoI 

indicated promise that the three constructs remained 

valid areas of importance in online education, with 

some indication that the social category was central to 

both teaching and cognitive areas (Armellini & DeSte-

fani, 2016). The element of teaching also continued to 

be important. Budhai and Williams (2016) found that 

planning teaching around the needs of the students was 

important. Also, using emerging technologies and in-

corporating these into the online classroom was proving 

to be a best practice within the CoI framework (Budhai 

& Williams, 2016). Additional studies using the CoI 

framework that measure specific techniques for creating 

a robust online learning community will help contribute 

definitive research and have the potential to continue to 

add best practices to the profession of online teaching.  

Research Design and Methods

This study, and the model developed, furthered 

the use of quantitative measures to test specific strate-

gies and tools that can be used to enhance a communi-

ty-centered approach to online learning. The research 

questions were:  Does the use of asynchronous video 

discussion prompts impact the sense of community 

within online undergraduate courses?  In what way is 

the teaching presence, social presence, cognitive pres-

ence impacted by the use of video discussion prompts 

versus text discussion prompts?

A validated survey tool was available as a CoI 

questionnaire, measuring 34 indicators in three cate-

gories, ten subcategories using a five point Likert scale 

(Garrison et al., 2014). The independent variable was 

the type of discussion prompt. The dependent vari-

ables were the ten indicators: teaching presence (1. 

design & organization (TDO), 2. facilitation (TF), 3. 

direct instruction (TDI)), social presence (4. affective 

expression (SA), 5. open communication (SOC), 6. 

group cohesion (SG)) and cognitive presence (7. trig-

gering event (CT), 8. exploration (CE), 9. integration 

(CI), 10. resolution (CR) (Akyol et al., 2011; Arbaugh, 

2008; deNoyelles et al., 2014).  

The survey tool had been previously tested and 

was found to be reliable with Cronbach’s Alpha values 

of α  = 0.91 for teaching presence, α = 0.91 for social 

presence and α = 0.95 for cognitive presence (Arbaugh, 

Cleveland-Innes, Diaz, Garrison, Ice, Richardson, & 

Swan, 2008). 

The research design was a quasi-experimental 

quantitative survey research study using a one-time 

post-test delivered via surveymonkey.com near the 

end of four undergraduate psychology courses at 

a Midwestern public university. Four courses were 

chosen based on the following research parameters: 

two courses were chosen that had two sections (four 

total courses) available at one institution, at the same 

course level (undergraduate), in the same academic 
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department, taught by the same instructor in the same 

semester. The learning management system for all four 

courses was Blackboard, and the general style of in-

struction was similar across all the courses. The study 

and use of the survey tool was approved by the internal 

Institutional Review Board (IRB).

The study involved two groups. Section one of 

each course was used as the control group. The discus-

sion boards in the control group experienced text-based 

asynchronous discussion prompts. Section two of each 

course was the quasi-experiment group. The discussion 

boards in the quasi-experiment group experienced vid-

eo-based asynchronous discussion prompts. 

The sample size was determined by enroll-

ment in the courses. The researcher did not interfere 

with the enrollment process for the courses. Students 

self-selected their courses through the standard pro-

cess of course selection at the university.     

Methods of analysis included standard statis-

tical interpretation of the data set. The research ques-

tions, hypotheses, variables, and methods of analysis 

are summarized in Table 1.

Results

Using SPSS 22, the data was viewed in one  

data set (two control courses and two quasi-experi-

ment courses). Variables were coded for ease of i 

nterpretation.  

Descriptive Data

Seventy-two students responded to the 

survey; however, one student chose to with-

draw from the study at the final question.  

Therefore, the N = 71.  

In the control courses (section one), 

there were 43 participants, and in the test 

courses, there were 28 participants. 

An initial descriptive means test was 

performed with type of discussion prompt as 

the independent variable and the 34 Likert 

presence questions as the dependent vari-

ables for the data set. Within the CoI factors 

of teaching, social and cognitive presence, 

the survey participants reported overall high 

scores with a mean range for the 34 CoI factors 

in all four courses of m = 3.71 - 4.51 demon-

strating a positive sense of community in all 

four courses (text-based and video-based). 

The range of means for test, video-based 

courses was m = 3.71 - 4.29, and the range for 

control, text-based courses was slightly higher 

at m = 3.77 - 4.51.  

Overall, students scored the control, 
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text-based courses higher than the video-based 

courses in each category. 

The CoI survey questionnaire was divid-

ed into three presences with ten subcategories 

of variables. A more detailed descriptive means 

test was performed with type of discussion 

prompt as the independent variable and the 

ten subcategories as the dependent variables 

for the data set. When viewing the means by 

combined subcategories, the survey partici-

pants reported even higher scores with a mean 

range for the ten CoI subcategories in all four 

courses of m = 3.76 - 4.43.  

The range for test, video-based courses 

was m = 3.76 - 4.15, and the range for control, 

text-based courses was slightly higher at m = 

3.92 - 4.43. Recalling that the Likert scale was a 

five-point scale with five representing strongly 

agree and one representing strongly disagree, 

the means test also demonstrated that students 

scored the control, text-based courses higher 

than the video-based courses in each category. 

Table 2 summarizes the means for the ten sub-

divided categories. 

Inferential Data

In this study, the scale reliability analysis 

for the survey indicated a Cronbach’s Alpha α 

= 0.99 for the 34 Likert scale items on the CoI 

survey suggesting a high level of consistency 

for the scale. Within the three CoI categories, 

the Cronbach’s Alpha values were α = 0.97 for 

teaching presence, α = 0.93 for social presence 

and α = 0.98 for cognitive presence.  See Table 

3 for the alpha for each subcategory. The high 

scores support the previous study by Arbaugh 

et al. (2008) that indicated a high level of reli-

ability using Cronbach’s Alpha.

An independent sample t test was per-

formed with type of discussion prompt as 

the independent variable and the ten subdi-

vided presence categories as the dependent 

variables: teaching-design & organization, 

teaching-facilitation, teaching-direct instruc-

tion, social-affective expression, social-open 

communication, social-group cohesion, cog-

nitive-triggering event, cognitive-exploration, 

cognitive-integration, cognitive-resolution. 

Table 4 summarizes the data. 
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The t test revealed little significance 

between the variables across the control versus 

test courses. Social presence-group cohesion 

(SG) was the closest to significant in a 2-tailed 

test.  The t test for social presence-group co-

hesion (SG) was the nearest to a statistically 

reliable difference between the mean of vid-

eo-based (m = 3.87, sd = 1.23) versus text-

based (m = 4.30, sd = 0.91), t (69) = -1.71, p = 

0.09, α = .05.  

Discussion

When examining the results of the primary t 

test and the results of the comparative means of the 

video-based versus text-based scores within the con-

text of the CoI presences, both hypotheses were reject-

ed indicating the type of discussion prompt used in 

this study did not have a measurable effect on sense of 

community.

The hypotheses had qualitative support from 

the literature review that included studies from Teng 

and Taveras (2004); Rudd and Rudd (2014); and Clark 

et al. (2015) that suggested sense of community was 

important and deliberate use of tools (such as video) 

and techniques should be employed to develop this 

sense of community. The research indicated positive 

results when delivering audio and visual within the 

online learning classroom that impacted the factors 

of the CoI framework. While the literature support-

ed the general idea that video adds value to the on-

line classroom, this study revealed that there may be 

different uses of video that may or may not contribute 

to the overall sense of community. A video discussion 

prompt did not lead to a significant difference in the 

student’s sense of community. These results specifical-

ly support why the methodology presented here is so 

important to the field. While video as a modality was 

supported as adding value to the online classroom, this 

study quantitatively measures that video as a discus-

sion prompt alone, does not promote greater sense of 

community. Multiple uses of video or varying uses of 

video should be tested and measured to identify which 

types of video may or may not be most effective. For 

example, varying the type of prompt (problem-based, 

project-based and debate prompts) has been shown 

to effect the student’s interaction with higher levels 

of cognitive function in the discussion board in vary-

ing ways (deNoyelles et al., 2014). An informational 

prompt may have a different effect than a more inter-

active prompt. The academic grade level of the student 

(graduate versus undergraduate) may also make a 

difference in a student’s cognitive interpretation of a 

discussion prompt delivered in a text-based or vid-

eo-based format. The mannerisms of the instructor, 
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the tone, facial expressions, body language may posi-

tively or negatively impact the student’s interpretation 

of the video. Finally, the student’s technological access 

to the video (whether via a public computer, private 

computer, tablet, phone, etc.) and the speed of the 

internet connection might affect how the student con-

nects with the content on the video, and this in turn 

may influence the student’s opinion of the video. 

One of the reasons behind this study’s results 

may be related to the controls put forth in the set-up 

of the study. Recall that the research design held nu-

merous elements constant in an effort to capture pure 

data on what was occurring between video and text-

based discussion prompts rather than be influenced by 

erroneous variables such as the skill set of the instruc-

tor, the technical prowess of the instructor or institu-

tional, and other outside factors. The instructor was 

held constant. The university was held constant. The 

learning management system was held constant. The 

type of courses within one academic department was 

held constant. These constants helped narrowly study 

whether or not the video-based versus text-based 

prompts made a difference. It was found that the video 

alone did not significantly factor into the scores related 

to sense of community. If these various factors were 

varied, it may change the results of the study.

In this study, the mean scores were high in 

both types of courses. It is plausible to state this par-

ticular instructor may offer a unique ability to create 

a sense of community in both text-based and vid-

eo-based environments (as demonstrated by the mean 

scores). If this were the case, a more general difference 

between the two types of prompts may not be evident 

in the data based on the set up of this study. Also, there 

may be factors within the learning management sys-

tem that contribute to fostering community or the type 

of courses (psychology) that contribute to students’ 

sense of community.  

There are other conditions for effective use of 

discussion boards that involve more than simply the 

initial prompt. This study sought to specifically mea-

sure the effect of the prompt rather than measuring 

multiple effects. This study revealed that the prompt 

media (video/text) does not make a significant differ-

ence. Other factors that may lead to a greater sense of 

community within online discussion boards might be: 

outlining rules, a how-to guide to threaded discussion, 

stimulating participation, encouraging reflection and 

summarizing key ideas (Levine, 2007) along with the 

use of video, text or other tools. The students’ use of 

video, rather than just the instructor in the discussion 

board may also make a difference. Measuring these 

and other types of techniques was outside the scope of 

this study.  

The fact that both text-based courses and 

video-based courses scored high reveals that the media 

of a discussion prompt does not have a statistically 

significant impact on the student’s sense of communi-

ty. Therefore, using the methodology presented in this 

study, other techniques should be explored to continu-
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ously measure the specific tools that impact the online 

experience. 

Strengths and Limitations

For the purposes of this study, the sample size 

was deemed significant; however, a larger sample size 

may add greater validity to the data as more partici-

pants would add value to randomizing the data.  

For future studies, the process of assigning stu-

dents to the courses should be considered. Random-

izing a survey sample is often a challenge. Here, it was 

assumed that the enrollment process would sufficiently 

randomize the desired sample. However, most institu-

tions fill section one of a course prior to filling section 

two of a course. This creates a potentially smaller  

sample size in section two, and may unnaturally fill  

the sections with students who possess uniform  

traits (i.e. those who tend to register early versus  

those who tend to register later). It is suggested that 

future studies seek to further randomize the sample,  

if possible, by shuffling students within the sections  

in a more random manner.

Additional research questions to explore might 

be: does the use of video discussion prompts and video 

feedback within the discussion boards influence the 

students’ sense of community? Does the use of video 

feedback within the grading process of the course  

have an effect on specific subcategories within the  

CoI framework? How does age factor into the students’ 

sense of community and reaction to video in  

the online classroom? As digital natives begin to 

greater populate the online classroom, what is the 

effect of the use of video and audio techniques on the 

CoI framework factors? Does the instructor’s level of 

experience (number of years teaching online) impact 

the CoI framework factors?  

Expanding on this study might also lead to 

continued research on the use of audio tools within 

the online discussion board and the combined use of 

audio and visual tools. It would also be interesting to 

study the use of these tools by students and whether or 

not the student use of video within discussion boards 

has an effect on the sense of community within the 

classroom. Replicating this study by expanding it to 

a multi-university, multiple instructor study would 

further test whether or not these factors had an impact 

on the data found in this study.  

Finally, further research should be conducted 

to study the type of discussion prompt and to measure 

whether or not the type (i.e. case study, ice-break-

er, reflective, problem-based, project-based, debate, 

open-ended, closed-ended, required) and the media 

(video/text) correlates to creating a greater sense of 

community.   

Conclusions

Online learning has become an important 

modality in education. As such, research to enhance 

the pedagogical techniques of delivering online educa-

tion is vital to the future success of online students and 
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educational pathways and degree programs. Engaging 

online students in a student-centered, interactive, col-

laborative manner is essential to aid in their sense of 

community and support the learning process.  

The CoI framework remains a strong tool to 

understand how students interact in the online learn-

ing environment. The tool helps to measure students’ 

sense of presence within the classroom and can aid in 

the study of online learning. 

This study presented a methodology that can 

be repeated as a quantitative quasi-experiment to 

measure specific teaching techniques in the online 

environment. The study investigated the three presenc-

es of the CoI framework: teaching, social and cogni-

tive within the ten subcategories of teaching (design 

& organization, facilitation, direct instruction), social 

(affective expression, open communication, group 

cohesion), and cognitive (triggering event, exploration, 

integration, resolution).

The results failed to reveal a statistically  

reliable difference between the text-based discussion 

prompts and the video-based discussion prompts.  

The hypotheses had qualitative support from the 

literature as the use of video had been found to have 

positive effects within the online classroom. Further-

ing this study and using video in multiple ways within 

a discussion board may reveal positive aspects for the 

online learner, their connection to the online class-

room and their sense of community. This study was 

weighted with non-traditional aged students, and the 

students’ age may impact their opinions on  

video-based tools and online learning. 

Additional research should explore other 

specific tools and techniques within online asynchro-

nous discussion boards and how these tools impact 

the sense of community. The emphasis on quantitative 

research was suggested, as the statistical data aids in 

the discussion of which specific techniques work or do 

not work, rather than superlatives and generalizations 

about tools used to improve online learning. Video 

tools may add to the sense of community, but this 

study provided data that the discussion prompt may 

not be the best technique.  

While this study was limited in scope, it 

demonstrated that a video-based discussion prompt 

alone will not produce a greater sense of teaching pres-

ence, social presence or cognitive presence in a course.  

Implications to Practice

Online learning continues to increase and 

remains a relevant, expanding modality for learning in 

both formal and informal educational settings. On a 

professional level, this study added to the ongoing re-

search in online learning, the CoI framework and the 

use of asynchronous online discussion boards. Garri-

son et al. (2014) maintain ongoing records of research 

being conducted using the CoI framework and seek to 

continually refine the tool and framework to contrib-

ute to best practices in developing online and blended 

learning courses, environment and the inter-connec-
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tion of the teaching, social and cognitive presences. 

Studies of this sort contribute to the body of literature 

and provide evidence-based support for implications 

of the framework.  

On an organizational level, this study add-

ed value to practitioners, faculty members and in-

structional designers seeking to include tools and 

techniques to online courses to improve the student 

experience, the student’s sense of community and the 

student’s connection to the institution and to his or her 

knowledge. There is often a general sense that certain 

techniques, such as video or audio additions will aid in 

the student experience, both in the face-to-face envi-

ronment and the online environment. However, little 

data specific to these techniques is often available, or 

the techniques are tested in mixed studies analyzing 

numerous factors within a course. This study sought 

to specifically measure one technique (video-based 

prompt) in one area of the online classroom (discus-

sion boards). By controlling the conditions, the study 

also successfully accounted for extraneous variables to 

ensure the measurement of the video-based prompt 

versus the text-based prompt demonstrated results. 

While narrow in scope, the study provided data and 

proved through statistics, that a video-based discus-

sion prompt, alone, does not impact the student’s con-

nection to the teaching, social or cognitive presence 

within the online classroom.

Institutions of higher education can use this 

data to explore varying teaching techniques such as 

incorporating video into other areas of the online 

classroom, in addition to the discussion board, and 

then measuring the effect. Organizations can also use 

this study as a model to test other types of manipula-

tion with discussion prompts such as the use of au-

dio, combinations of audio and video, use of visuals, 

photos, links to external feeds and more. The type of 

discussion prompt is also an important factor in the 

student’s experience in the online discussion board, 

and institutions can encourage instructional design-

ers and instructors to vary their type of discussion 

prompt and measure the results. The organizational 

goal should be to improve online learning and provide 

greater outcomes for students.  

On the individual level, this study added data 

and discussion surrounding the student’s experience 

with online learning. The sense of community is an 

important factor in learning, and the online classroom 

is no different.  Promoting opportunities for students 

to feel a greater sense of community within the teach-

ing, social and cognitive presence in the online class-

room aids in the individual improvement of learning.  

Interactive and collaborative online learning is at the 

core of the Community of Inquiry framework. Discov-

ering tools to contribute to a student-centered online 

classroom is a worthy pedagogical goal. This study has 

continued the dialogue and encourages future research 

to reach the goal.   
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