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Beyond Student-Centered Learning: Recalibrating
Agency and Authority in Higher Education

— Martin Fromm

In today’s educational climate, college and university
instructors are facing ever-increasing pressures and im-
peratives to adapt comprehensive liberal arts curricula
to post-graduation job market realities, equip students
with the skills needed to cope with information over-
load and “alternative facts,” and blend technology with
face-to-face learning in creative ways. How can we un-
derstand the relationship between academic rigor, atten-
tion to students’ personal and career interests, and the
flexible accommodation of student agency? Are there
specific instructional methods that can humanize and
contextualize the research process for students? If on-
line learning is not the panacea that it once promised
to be, what place does technology have in fostering an
active and engaged learning environment? The authors
featured in this issue introduce innovative concepts and
approaches for making the “real” and academic worlds
collide in the classroom, grounding academic rigor in
personalized and collaborative endeavors, and incorpo-
rating technology in ways that enhance critical thinking
and active learning.

A central theme running through this issue is the
challenge of making often-abstract concepts and the-
ories more tangible, alive, and relevant for students.
Springing from ongoing discussions about student-cen-
tered active learning, these scholars contend that truly
engaging students requires new and more flexible yet
comprehensive approaches to structuring time, content,
assessment, and the use of technology. Moving beyond
the dichotomy between online and classroom learning
or between lecture/exam and group activity styles of
learning, they envision a more dynamically interwoven
relationship between instructor authority and students’
personal and interpersonal agency. With access to infor-

mation now seemingly limitless, these articles suggest

that we reconceive of the purpose of higher education in
terms of providing students with the tools and resources
to navigate the treacherous waters of contending truth
claims and to develop habits of mind and collaborative
practices for analysis and meta-analysis of how knowl-

edge is contextually constructed.

While much attention has been focused on the hab-
its and mindsets of millennial students, Nyasha M. Gu-
ramatunhuCooper, Jennifer W. Purcell, Shelbee Nguy-
enVoges, Roneisha Worthy, and Marrielle Myers turn
our gaze to the up and coming generation of millennial
faculty in their contribution entitled “Student Percep-
tions of Millennial Faculty.” Noting the interpersonal,
flexible, and technology-oriented style of teaching ex-
hibited by this new cohort, the authors map out some
of the challenges they face in balancing connection and
empathy with authority in the classroom. The challeng-
es of combining academic rigor with lively, interactive
styles of instruction are particularly salient at the piv-
otal juncture in students’ transition from high school
to college. In “First-Year Seminar Program Evaluation:
A Focus Group Study,” Colleen Sullivan and Charlotte
Haller employ a qualitative and collaborative “focus
group” assessment method to evaluate the First-Year
Seminar experience in terms of the balance of academic

and orientation needs.

Other contributors in this issue direct our attention
to more specific approaches and practices aimed at inte-
grating the goals of academic rigor, authentic learning,
and dynamic agency. In “Choose Your Own Adventure:
The Quest for Student Agency in an American Liter-
ature Class,” Amy Getty argues that granting students
a greater sense of flexibility, choice, and control in the
learning process is critical. Replacing a required set of

BEYOND STUDENT-CENTERED LEARNING | MARTIN FROMM

readings with weekly options in an anthology-based
literature survey course, Getty describes her “ultimate
goal” as “making visible students’ own choices in attend-
ing the class (or coming to college in general), guiding
them to self-direction and lifelong learning.” Taking us
from individual choice to interpersonal forms of agency,
Lynne N. Kennette and Alexandra Penn introduce a col-
laborative approach to exams in “Exploring the benefits
of two-stage collaborative exams.” They argue replacing
traditional exams with a two-stage collaborative exam
process reduces student anxiety, simulates workplace
teamwork dynamics, and helps students learn materi-
als through benefiting from immediate peer feedback.
Inter-peer collaboration and competition are also cen-
tral to Colby King and Matthew Cazessus’ discussion
and case study evaluation of the role of “serious games”
and game-based learning techniques in inspiring more
interactive, real-world simulated active learning that
can help students to understand and apply theories. In
“Teaching with AudaCity: A Board Game for Urban
Studies,” they contend that the inter-peer competition,
real-world simulated scenarios and role playing, and the
inclusion of complex contextual factors in a dynamic
game setting make this activity an effective way to apply
concepts and theories to real-world situations. Along-
side these interactive approaches, Tracy Steffy and Maria
Bartolomeo-Maida turn to the interiority of the individ-
ual’s personal engagement with course concepts and ma-
terials. In “Reading and Writing to Learn: Do Required
Writing Assignments Promote Reading Compliance
and Student Engagement in Social Science Classes?”,
the authors posit that required, prompted, low-stakes
writing assignments have the potential to increase read-
ing compliance, comprehension, and critical thinking
by promoting intrinsic rather than extrinsic learning
mechanisms. Aside from specific approaches to han-
dling content and assessment, Daniel Beugnet suggests
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ways to create more flexible spaces of time in and out-
side of the classroom in “Impact of a Self-Paced Face-
to-Face Format in a Developmental Writing Course.”
Beugnet contends that pressures in higher education
to “cut costs, reduce time to completion, and increase
graduation rates” require fundamental “macro-level”
changes to the traditional classroom structure, partic-
ularly in “critical but costly and time-consuming areas
such as developmental education,” that bring together
“fexible physical spaces,” face-to-face instructor-student
interaction, and “rich online experience.” To this end, he
introduces a combined self-paced, flipped learning ap-
proach that, according to his findings, allows for greater
student agency, flexibility, control, as well as more effec-

tive use of resources.

While the flexible and dynamic reorientation and
restructuring of learning is a central theme of this issue,
several articles also point to the importance, in an infor-
mation-saturated world, of helping students to critical-
ly navigate and make sense of a continuous barrage of
competing voices and content noise. The urgent task of
cultivating information literacy is the subject of “Mov-
ing Beyond Opinion and Assumption: An Information
Literacy Activity to Foster Students’ Critical Think-
ing about Popular Press.” Stefanie Sinno and Jennifer
Jarson, in their respective roles as psychology faculty
member and librarian, utilize a constructivist approach
to guide students “from concrete summarization of the
sources to metacognitive thinking.” Incorporating pop-
ular press articles into course-related content, the au-
thors discuss how a series of deepening interrogations
of the popular press articles’ knowledge claims led the
students to develop and apply insights about the con-
textual and constructed nature of knowledge. Informa-
tion literacy is also key to Susan Dominguez and Mark
Eddy’s study entitdled “Humanizing the Research Pro-
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cess: Collaborative Teaching and Academic Conversa-
tion.” For Dominguez and Eddy, the problem with not
understanding the contextualized nature of knowledge
production results in students’ tendency to view sources
as “piles of data.” Integrating “active learning strategies,
embedded library services, and online assessment tools,”
the authors propose a rigorous, scaffolded process of
“knowledge discovery” and source evaluation that leads
students toward “a contextualized understanding of
how sources represent parts of ongoing conversations
among researchers, scholars, and other discussants, rath-
er than static repositories of facts and information.” If
students are to approach sources as parts of ongoing
conversations, Robert Sidelinger suggests that instruc-
tors are faced with the task of constructing an engaging
dialogue between instructor and students. In “Dialogic
Pedagogy in the College Classroom: Overcoming Stu-
dents’ Negative Perceptions of the Talkaholic Teacher,”
Sidelinger suggests that in less-than-ideal cases where
the instructor’s talkativeness threatens to deter student
communication and engagement, the relevance of con-
tent to students” personal and career interests is at least a
tempering factor. While the concept of “active learning”
places engagement and application at front and center
as a student-centered enterprise, Sidelinger’s study re-
minds us of the powerful, emotive role of the instruc-
tor-student relationship in the learning process.

I would like to extend my thanks once again to all
who have made this issue possible, particularly the team
of referees and copy editors who contributed their time
to strengthen the quality and clarity of scholarship. They
are, in no particular order, Robert Sidelinger, Sharon
Yang, Cleve Wiese, Wendy Holliday, Vicki Gruzynski,
Jamie Remillard, Bonnie Orcutt, Lisa Kramer, Danette

Johnson, Daniel Hunt, Charles Cullum, Zoi Philippa-
kos, Pamela Hollander, Shira Chess, Anne W. Gathuo,
Thomas Conroy, Melissa Duprey, Arthur Auerbach,
Francisco Vivoni, Angela Jenks, Charlotte Haller, Seth
Surgan, Melissa Birkett, Shu Qian, Mariana Calle, John
Hodgson, Jeremy Andreatta, Dan Shartin, Kristen Er-
icksen, Elizabeth Osborne, Brett Gilley, and Caitlin
Krul.

Members of the Editorial Advisory Board continue
to supply invaluable inspiration and guidance for the
journal. They are, again in no particular order, Charles
Cullum, Emanuel Nneji, Kisha Tracy (also Book Re-
view Editor), Cleve Wiese, Melissa Duprey, Mariana
Calle, and Seth Surgan. My thanks once again go to the
Marketing Director, Sarah McMaster, and to the web
designer, Amanda Quintin. Amanda’s skillful and ele-
gant design of the issue is an incredible contribution,
not to mention her much-appreciated patience with in-
corporating last-minute edits. I also want to express my
appreciation for the generous supportiveness of Linda
Larrivee, Dean of the School of Education, Health, and
Natural Sciences, who is always available with timely
solutions and administrative guidance.

Note on Issue 9(2): In the previous issue, several er-
rors initially appeared in Faggella-Luby, et al, “Universal
Design and College Students with Disabilities: Does the
data Equal the Zeal?” They have been corrected in the
current version published online.
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Student Perceptions of Millennial Faculty

— Nyasha M. GuramatunhuCooper, Jennifer W. Purcell, Shelbee
NguyenVoges, Roneisha Worthy, and Marrielle Myers

Dr. Nyasha M. GuramatunhuCooper is a Leadership Studies scholar and educator. Her research and teaching
explore connections between leadership and cultural contexts. In advancing the field of Leadership Studies,
her work advocates for the addition of non-Western contexts of leadership by exploring the leadership narra-
tives, experiences, and voices in Africa.

Dr. Jennifer W. Purcell is a Leadership scholar whose research explores capacity building for community en-
gagement in higher education. In advocating for the public purpose of higher education and its contribution to
the common good, her work explores strategies for developing community-engaged scholars and educators
and developing organizational infrastructure.

Dr. Shelbee NguyenVoges is an educational scholar specializing in intercultural and international experiential
education. Central to her work is academic and social adjustment within multicultural contexts. Her research
interests place importance on sociocultural influences to the learning environment, study abroad participa-
tion, and the practice of adult learning theory.

Dr. Roneisha Worthy is an environmental engineering scholar and engineering educator. Her research in-
terests include early formation processes of engineering and the impact of early STEM intervention. Dr.
Worthy's industry experience includes work as an environmental engineer/planner with companies such as
Gresham, Smith and Partners and General Motors Corporation.

Dr. Marrielle Myers is a Mathematics education scholar who focuses on social justice and creating equitable
experiences for historically marginalized students. To that end, her scholarship focuses on the preservice
teacher preparation needed to produce equitable teaching practices in K-5 mathematics instruction.
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Abstract

Our study examines how college students perceive
millennial faculty. In exploring how students perceive
millennial faculty, the model of interpersonal teacher
behavior provides a framework from which to organize
and categorize millennial faculty behaviors as report-
ed by students, and to discern how they impact the
student-faculty relationship. Our findings indicate that
students generally have a favorable perception of mil-
lennial faculty. Through qualitative analysis, emergent
themes such as the use of technology to teach and
communicate, flexibility and adaptability in classroom
management, and teaching personas, as well as use of
communication styles and language to establish con-
nections with students indicate positive perceptions of
millennial faculty. The findings of our study serve as a
useful resource for new millennial faculty as they devel-
op their teaching practice and create a new knowledge
base for a topic that has not been previously explored.

Keywords

millennials, students, millennial professors, teacher
behavior

Traditionally, higher education has been a site for in-
tergenerational learning. McNeill (2011) notes that
the silent generation (born 1925-1942), baby boomers
(born 1943-1960), Generation X (born 1961-1981),
and millennials (born 1982-2002) have interacted in
the classroom, with the first three generations taking on
the role of professors, and the millennials taking on the
role of students (pp. 2-3). However, a cultural and so-
cial shift has taken place as millennials (who were once
firmly fixed in the role of students) are now becoming
faculty members and teaching their generational peers
(Johnson, 2006). Resources on millennials have become
a common feature of college and university libraries,
with many proclaiming best practices on how to reach
or teach millennial students (2006). This trend suggests
that discourse about millennials and higher education
has been confined to millennials as students, yet they
now occupy learning spaces as both students and faculty
(Kelly, 2007).

Given interaction in the classroom among gener-
ational peers, it is surprising that there is little to no
scholarship examining millennial faculty and their re-
lationships and/or interactions with students. A survey
of scholarship shows great effort to describe the charac-
teristics and qualities of millennial learners and specific
teaching strategies that are deemed effective and appro-
priate when teaching millennial students (Bonner, Mar-
bley, & Howard-Hamilton, 2011; Garner, 2007; Price,
2009; Stewart, 2009). Existing scholarship is oriented
towards baby boomer and Generation X faculty and
staff, leaving newly minted millennial faculty with little
to no resources to navigate professional and personal re-
lationships with their generational peers (Kelly, 2007).
While there is an abundance of scholarship pertaining
to millennials as employees (Alsop, 2008; Bannon,
Ford, & Meltzer, 2011; Chou, 2012), this scholarship
does not sufficiently address the nuances of millennials
as university faculty.

Millennial faculty have been raised in a different
cultural and historical context, signifying different worl-
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dviews from their colleagues (Howe & Strauss, 2000). A
reasonable assumption might be that millennial faculey
and millennial students have much in common, with
generational values that might include collaboration
and teamwork, free speech, informal relationships with
authority figures, creativity encouraged through work-
life balance, and use of technology in personal and pro-
fessional interactions (Johnson, 2006), as well as shared
language, habits, ideologies, and experiences (Howe &
Strauss, 2000). However, points of similarity are com-
plicated when the relationship shifts from generational
peers to student and professor. These perceived shared
values are further complicated considering the differenc-
es in educational achievement, training, and profession-

al experiences between students and professors.

A review of scholarship shows an emphasis on de-
fining who is considered a millennial, articulating gen-
erational characteristics, and describing how to interact
with them in the workplace as employees and in higher
education as students. The general trend has been to
identify their perceived characteristics and needs, which
has led to most scholarship emerging as a code book
or manual on how to manage millennials. According
to Eckleberry-Hunt and Tucciarone (2001), millenni-
als “have been a highly protected and overscheduled
generation” who have been “raised by parents who told
them they were special and winners” (p. 458). The same
authors (echoing Johnson, 2006) also note that millen-
nials value online social connectedness, teamwork, free
expression, close relationships with authority figures (as
they had with parents), creativity, work-life flexibility,
and use of technology (p. 458). This is a broad general-
ization, which is a theme that is prevalent in discourse

on millennials across various fora.

Continuing their assessment of millennials, Eckle-
berry-Hunt and Tucciarone (2001) share that “educa-
tors tend to view [millennials] as lazy, unmotivated, and
selfish, and this view is shared in the business world” (p.
459). These descriptions are problematic and pedestrian
in that they depict the millennial generation through a
singular and hyperbolic lens, which misses the nuances
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and complexity of the lived experiences of millennials.
Johnson (2006) astutely noted that when assessments
are offered about who and what the millennial genera-
tion is, the core sample is White, middle to upper class,
and in predominantly Western contexts. This is partic-
ularly important to note because it offers what Chima-
manda Adichie (2009) calls a “single story,” which is a
simplistic and incomplete perspective that when con-
stantly repeated and consumed through various chan-
nels, turns into a type of discursive imperialism of the
people, places, things, and events being studied. When
we take into account social and cultural contexts, it is
worrisome and, moreover, impossible to insist upon a
definitive way of understanding millennials. Although
scholarship shows what might appear to be a definitive
list of characteristics for each generation, it is important
to remember that not every member of a generation will
exhibit all of the characteristics associated with a partic-

ular generation.

Research Question

Charalampous & Kokkinos (2014) noted that “The
contribution of student perceptions of their teacher’s
interpersonal behavior to the improvement of their aca-
demic and affective outcomes has been documented in
many research studies in the past” (p. 236). A number of
studies support this claim, most notably Arends (2001)
and Roach, Richmond, and Mottet (2006). Yet, there is
no existing work that intentionally examines the gener-
ational characteristics of teachers that may play a part
in how students perceive their interpersonal behaviors.
Our work marks an opportunity to develop this area of
inquiry. Specifically, this study emerged from a faculty
learning community of millennial tenure-track assistant
professors with the goal of understanding how students
perceive millennial faculty. This is an important inquiry
whose results can positively impact classroom interac-
tion as well as faculty development. Though this partic-
ular study focused on a small sample of undergraduate
students from one institution in the United States, this
research question can be explored across institutions and

populations to advance scholarship on this topic.
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Researchers’ Positioning

Sikes (2010) noted that in maintaining a standard of
ethics regarding their work, researchers and writers must
clearly indicate “where they are positioned in regard to
their work” (p. 19). Explaining one’s position includes
revealing the origin of interest in the topic, how the
topic relates to personal experience, and a clear synthe-
sis of the particular methodology and theoretical lens
to be employed. We are early career millennial faculty
at a large public institution in the United States, and
our disciplinary backgrounds include leadership stud-
ies, education, adult education, and engineering. In ad-
dition to experience in academia, we have each spent
time outside of the academy in professions related to
our identified scholarship and interests. We occupy a
unique position as the researchers and subjects of our
work. As millennial faculty, we are finding our place
within the academy and learning how to nurture and
develop our teaching practice. After responding to a call
for proposals from our institution’s Center for Excel-
lence in Teaching, we were selected to form a faculty
learning community centered on our shared experiences
as millennial faculty. During our time together, we dis-
covered that there was no scholarship related to millen-
nial faculty and their experiences. We therefore saw an
opportunity to contribute scholarship that adds to our
understanding of changing faculty demographics with-
in higher education, but more importantly, provides a
timely resource for millennial faculty as they develop
and refine their teaching skills and personas.

Theoretical Framework

To understand how students perceive millennial faculty,
our work utilizes Wubbels, Créton, and Hooymayers
(1985) model of interpersonal teacher behavior. In its
inception, this particular model provided a way of un-
derstanding certain teacher behaviors that could posi-
tively or negatively shape the classroom environment (p.
2). Several studies have examined how perceptions of
teachers’ interpersonal behavior are connected to oth-

er elements of the teaching and learning environment
(den Brok, 2001; Levy, Rodriguez, & Wubbels, 1992;

Rawnsley, 1997; Brekelmans, Sleegers, & Fraser, 2000).
Though the model of interpersonal teacher behavior was
developed within the context of primary and secondary
education, it provides a useful lens to understand the
impact that professors have in the tertiary classroom,
particularly as assessment of teaching effectiveness is a
critical part of the tenure and promotion process.

According to van der Want et al. (2015), the model
of interpersonal teacher behavior emphasizes the value
of understanding the interpersonal relationship between
students and teachers and its impact on the learning
environment. For the purposes of our work, this rela-
tionship is based on the perceptions that students have
of their millennial professors, and thus affects interac-
tions in the classroom. These perceptions are important
to consider because they come from how students view
and understand the world. Such “existing schema and
scripts” (Charalampous & Kokkinos, 2014, p. 239) im-
pact how students attribute and interpret teaching be-
haviors of millennial professors.

The model of interpersonal teacher behavior (Wub-
bels et al., 1985) categorizes teacher behavior along
two specific dimensions: influence and proximity. Zhu
(2013) explained that “The influence dimension rep-
resents the degree of dominance or control displayed
by the teacher, while proximity describes the level of
cooperation between teacher and students” (p. 400).
It is important to emphasize that both dimensions are
grounded in the perspectives of the students. The influ-
ence dimension denotes instructional-methodological
behaviors, such as curriculum choices, classroom orga-
nization decisions, grading processes, the facilitation of
the learning processes, and content delivery methods
(Wubbels et al., 1985, p. 2). The proximity dimension is
dedicated to interaction, which also includes assessing a
teacher’s personal values, emotions, and attitudes as key
elements that positively or negatively influence relation-
ships with students (Zhu, 2013). In assessing student
perceptions of millennial faculty, we use the two main
categories of influence and proximity to understand the
data collected.
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Method

Since perceptions are varied and highly contextual,
qualitative inquiry provides more flexibility in collecting
and analyzing data that address our research question.
Webster and Mertova (2007) noted qualitative inqui-
ry is better suited to address the “issues of complexity
and cultural and human centeredness in research” (p. 3).
While other methods may be useful in relaying “under-
standings of studied subjects or phenomena,” qualitative
inquiry examines “underlying insights and assumptions”
among individuals and groups (pp. 29-30). While not
denigrating the value of quantitative methods, Webster
and Mertova (2007) pointed out that when it comes to
“complex [human centered] issues,” quantitative meth-
ods do not readily allow for examination, analysis, and
interpretation of personal and social experiences (pp.
3-5). Understanding the complexity of human interac-
tion and experience rendered within the classroom space
requires sensitivity “to the subtle textures of thought and
feeling, which are not readily accessible in more stan-
dard forms of research” (p. 7). In this study, quantitative
methods would not have been useful in eliciting the per-

spectives of students.

Participant Population

The participants in this study were students at a large
four-year institution in the Southern region of the
United States. Data for this study were collected from
a sample size of 31 students organized into four focus
groups (1, 2, 3, and 4). Focus Group 1 consisted of four
upper division students (self-identified as juniors and se-
niors, with two non-traditional students in the group).
Focus groups 2, 3, and 4 consisted of 27 lower divi-
sion students (identified as freshmen and sophomores).
We used “purposive non-random sampling” (Creswell,
2007), which allowed us to be intentional in choosing
a sample to fit a particular criterion (Patton, 2002). In
this case, we wanted students who had been taught by
millennial faculty. Since we identify as millennial facul-
ty, we approached students who had previously taken a
class with us or were currently enrolled in a class with
us. This selection criterion ensured that students would
be able to speak directly to their first-hand experiences

CURRENTS | MAY 2018

with millennial faculty. Furthermore, the selection cri-
terion illustrates purposive sampling in the sense that it
allowed us to seek participants who we knew had the
specific traits that we wanted to study (Nardi, 2006).
In an attempt to eliminate researcher influence on stu-
dent responses and to attend to the ethics of conduct-
ing research, focus groups were conducted by research
team members who had no prior connection with the
students. For example, students in Focus Group 1 were
known to a particular research team member through
previous courses, so another research team member con-

ducted the focus group interview and coded the data.

Focus groups were particularly useful for our study
because they allowed us as researchers to enter into a
dialogue and exchange of ideas related to our research
question (Greenbaum, 1998). Though Greenbaum
suggests that focus groups can vary in size, time, and
purpose, we chose to use groups with four to nine par-
ticipants to allow for rich dialogue in an intimate set-
ting (familiar classroom space) and allotted an hour for
guided conversation. Food was also offered to the par-
ticipants as a way to create a more inviting and informal
space, and as an attempt to decrease the power distance
(Hofstede, 2011) between the researchers and the par-
ticipants. Even though the participants were not in a
course taught by the assigned research team members,
we were cognizant of the fact that the student-faculey
relationship is inherently one of high power distance,
even when this is unspoken.

To promote a rich and robust data set, a unique
approach to complementary data source collection was
utilized via a modified chalk-talk approach. Chalk-talks
are a tool for formal and informational group discus-
sions, using a chalkboard to generate thinking on a par-
ticular topic (Brookfield & Preskill, 2016). In a typical
chalk-talk, the researcher introduces a word, event, or
phrase on a chalkboard, then participants are invited
to write down corresponding thoughts spurred by the
prompt. The result is visible generation of thoughts
and ideas related to the topic (p. 13). For our study,
participants were given note cards in place of a chalk-
board as an outlet to reflect privately on five protocol
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items. These written reflections served as a foundation
to share perspectives within the focus group. This elim-
inated the tendency for participants to feel as though
they needed to accurately recall questions at a later time,
decreased the tendency for group think, and also pro-
moted consistency in responses (p. 16). For example,
participants were asked, “In your opinion, what are the
characteristics of millennial faculty? Be concrete.” Par-
ticipants were prompted to write down their thoughts in
response and reminded that there was no right or wrong
answer. Focus group proceedings were recorded with the
full consent of participants after reviewing the consent
form.

Focus group proceedings were transcribed and
yielded approximately 28 pages of data for analysis. In-
dividual transcripts were created for each focus group
and were coded and analyzed for emergent themes using
the constant-comparative approach (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). A coding structure was developed in order to fa-
cilitate the constant-comparative technique by grouping
“answers to the common questions [and] analyzing dif-
ferent perspectives on central issues” (Patton, 2002, p.
376). It is important to note that part of the coding and
analysis process included identifying emergent themes
within the context of the two dimensions of the model
of interpersonal teacher behavior: influence and prox-
imity.

Results

In this section, we present the results from our data in
terms of the following emergent themes: use of technol-
ogy, classroom management, use of language, relation-

ship with students, and teaching persona.

Use of Technology

From the data collected during focus groups, it was clear
that the use of technology was a common trait of mil-
lennial faculty. Participants noted the use of YouTube,
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat as platforms
commonly used by their millennial instructors. Several

participants remarked on the frequent use of Twitter
as a communication mechanism to remind students of
due dates. Participant D in Focus Group 2 noted: “I've
even known teachers to have Twitter accounts and they
will tweet out things about the class like: don’t forget we
have a test tomorrow or hey, there’s this fair. You should
go.” Aside from social media platforms, many students
found the diverse methods of lecture delivery to be ben-
eficial. Participant A in Focus Group 4 remarked that
one millennial instructor “talked with Prezi in the back-
ground and didn’t read straight from the slides.”

Participant G in Focus Group 2 explained that a
particular millennial instructor had “different methods
to how she taught things. She'd write things with the
screen or shed verbally communicate it, and then shed
email the students.” Participants reported that millen-
nial faculty were more inclined to use learning manage-
ment systems for grade notification or use email to com-
municate. For example, Participant B in Focus Group 1
stated, “I think they’re more reliable [in responding] to
an email. They just make it their priority to respond in a
timely fashion if you send them an email.”

While most discussions within the focus groups
surrounding the use of technology were positive, there
were some negative elements mentioned by partici-
pants. Participant C in Focus Group 1 noted the gap
in technological literacy between millennial faculty and
non-traditional students (self- identified as older than
the millennial professors in the study and returning to
college after more than 10 years of career and life ex-
periences). This led to difficulties in accessing content,
which frustrated the student. Participant A in Focus
Group 1 (self-identified as a non-traditional student)
found the use of blogs and other virtual discussions as
“cumbersome” and noted that these types of virtual in-
teractions “contribute little to student learning.” Partic-
ipant C in Focus Group 1 commented on unfamiliarity
with the various platforms and alluded, again, to the gap
in technological literacy between millennial faculty and
non-traditional students.
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Class Behavior Management

Focus group participants presented diverging opinions
on this topic, but several focal areas arose during discus-
sions. Participant E in Focus Group 3 noted that when
a learner had “an idea that sounds good, the [millenni-
al faculty member] was willing to go off that idea and
maybe switch what the class was doing.” Participant I in
Focus Group 3 offered more detail:

I feel like millennial teachers are more willing to
stray from the structure. We have to do this on this
day and this day. They're kind of like, if somebody
[shows] interest or something, they’re like, “Well,
let’s focus on that,” and will adapt it.

Participant B in Focus Group 1 described millenni-
al faculty as “more fluid,” however, this fluidity within
the classroom had a negative impact on some learners.
Participants A and C in Focus Group 1 saw the class-
room behavior management of millennial faculty as
“pushing boundaries” and saw this as “not a good idea.”
Participants A, C, and D in Focus Group 1 cited the al-
lowance of profanity and references to sex and sexuality

as areas of concern. Participant A shared:

Well, it was pretty graphic because we were talking
about . . . it was a wellness course. We were talking
about relationships. And mind you, the next person
is probably 15 or 20 years younger, so I'm coming
from a different place. But they were talking about
sexual situations. They were talking about abuse,
everything. I don't really want to use the language
they were using. I thought I was hearing things.
I turned around and then the instructor was fine
with it and they were going back and forth. And
it just kept happening. It kept happening. And I
finally had to say to myself this is a new day.

Another theme emerged regarding tolerance of class-
room distractions. While Participant B in Focus Group
1 noted that millennial faculty let students “use tech-
nology” in the classroom because “it’s natural,” others

(Participants A and C in Focus Group 1) noted device
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usage during classroom instruction as a distraction. Par-
ticipant C in Focus Group 1 characterized classroom en-
vironments as “chaotic” at times, citing some millennial
faculty’s allowance of “side chit-chat.” Conversely, Par-
ticipant D in Focus Group 1 found millennial instruc-
tors to be “strict” and “directed,” recalling an experience
of a millennial instructor who “writes an agenda” for

every class meeting.

Use of Language

The language that millennial faculty use to communi-
cate emerged as an interesting theme in which partici-
pants voiced divergent opinions. Participant A in Focus
Group 1 summarized experiences with millennial fac-
ulty as: “they just use hip terminology.” The participant
explained further:

I guess I shouldn’t say be hip, but they just use the
hip terminology. Trendy language. . . . I have chil-
dren who are in college too, so some of my classes
I've experienced these young millennials being my
instructor. When they use certain language, some
of the young ones understand it, and they blend
with the young folks. They understand what is go-

ing on in the media.

Participant D in Focus Group 1 reported concern with
understanding some of the language used by millennial

faculty:

The millennial [faculty] seem to just use a generic
or a common term and maybe you should know
it, but maybe you don’t know it, that’s why you're
in the class. And if nobody says anything, you're
onto the next one. And the next thing you know,
you turn around, you're behind and you don’t know
what’s going on. You don’t understand it because
you didn’t understand from Jump Street [or from
the onset of the discussion].
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Relationships with Students

In reviewing the data from focus groups, we noted an
overall theme of student-faculty relationships. Partici-
pant A in Focus Group 3 commented positively on “the
fact that a millennial professor opens themselves up and
makes you feel like, okay.” Participant E in Focus Group
3 substantiated this point stating, “They’re verbal, more
casual with us.” Examples of this behavior included en-
gaging in casual conversation while taking roll versus
passing around an attendance sheet and moving on to

the day’s content.

Participants shared impactful encounters with mil-
lennial faculty. Participant H in Focus Group 4 recalled
how a millennial faculty member adjusted the working
day’s schedule to meet: “She purposefully made time for
me.” Related to this sentiment, participants also brought
up their perceptions of millennial professors’ awareness
of their students’ lives beyond the classroom. Partici-
pant B in Focus Group 2 recalled a particularly impact-
ful exchange: “She asked about my dog. It was just so
cute. Like, she knows who I am.” Participant C in Focus
Group 2 reflected that millennial faculty “inspire you to
do what you need to do” by revealing their own person-
hood and experiences. Participant D in Focus Group 3
shared an experience identified as “one of [her] favorite
things” done in class. The participant described peers as-
sembling in a circle and putting their arms around each
other. They went on to take deep breaths and meditate

“to get rid of stress before an assignment.”

Teaching Persona

When asked to describe how millennial professors
teach, participants noted their perceptions in terms of
their experiences with non-millennial faculty. Partici-
pant A in Focus Group 2 described millennial faculty
as more “flexible” and non-millennial faculty as more
“rigid.” Participant D in Focus Group 2 offered this ob-

servation:

Millennial teachers grade easier. Like, they won't
pass you but they’ll be more lenient. Like an ex-
ample: I had an older math teacher and a younger
math teacher, and in the older [teacher’s] class, he

just . . . if you got the answer wrong, it was just
wrong. But my younger professor, if we did it . . . if
we messed up . . . but we did the calculations cor-
rect, then she would give us credit for that. Younger
teachers are more fluid. Like, they’ll work with you

more.

This idea of flexibility continued with examples about
approaches to teaching and engaging students. Partici-
pant A in Focus Group 4 shared the following:

Yeah, even in my lecture class with a millennial
teacher . . . I still was into everything she was saying.
I was listening. I was keeping up with it and I did
pretty well in that class than any other lecture ’'m
in. I don't pay attention. I can’t focus or something
because it’s like they read off of the PowerPoint.

Echoing this same sentiment, Participant E in Focus
Group 2 described millennial faculty as:

More interactive with students in their classroom.
Instead of doing a basic lecture or PowerPoint, they
try to find different . . . ways to do things because
they know from experience that message might not
engage us as much because they come from our
generation, so they find different ways to keep us
engaged and kind of help us learn.

Some participants provided examples of nuanced teach-
ing personas projected by millennial faculty. Participant
H in Focus Group 2 remarked: “It’s easier for me to con-
nect with them. They want me to get involved because
they’re so excited about what they are talking about and
what they’re showing us.” Recalling a class experience
with a particular millennial professor, Participant D in
Focus Group 2 reflected:

I think the way that, like, Dr. X said it, she’s the fa-
cilitator but we're really in charge of our education
and she’s just there to facilitate it. It’s like an adult
learning center . . . it’s our responsibility and we
can do it. She’s just there to help us and motivate
us in the right direction but lets us do it in our own
way because she recognizes that how I learn may be

different from how Taylor and Emily learn.
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Participant D in Focus Group 3 echoed this sentiment:

The way she presented herself was like 'm not the
teacher that you cant approach but I'm more like
one of you guys and I'm here with you to help you
learn and to learn with you because she understands
that sometimes we can teach her stuff and she’s
teaching us. It’s like a back and forth relationship.

Participant B in Focus Group 1 noted:

The experiences I've had with the few millennial
professors I had was they rather you speak more.
Although they’re going to teach, they want to hear
from you more and hear what you have to say, your
opinions on certain issues, and they dont mind
bringing in social matters into the course to help
you be able to understand more so that helps my
learning.

Conversely, Participant A in Focus Group 1 comment-
ed: “T've done better academically with instructors who
were older.” Participant B in Focus Group 1 noted: “It
was shocking to see a lot of these millennial professors
because I wasn't used to any of that. It’s just totally brand
new. But I prefer my older professors.” When asked to
explain this preference, the participant noted simply be-
ing used to having older professors in previous courses.

Analysis

In this section, we analyze the results presented, specif-
ically discussing the results as related to the two cate-
gories of the model of interpersonal teacher behavior:
influence and proximity.

Influence

An example of the influence dimension of the model
of interpersonal teacher behavior (Wubbels et al., 1985)
is use of technology and classroom behavior manage-
ment. Throughout the focus group interviews, the use
of technology was a common trait amongst millennial
faculty. For example, millennial faculty incorporated
social media platforms into their classroom instruction
and used social media as a vehicle for communication.

These traits align with the most recent literature, which
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characterizes millennials as technologically savvy and
connected (Sharer et al., 2016; Stewart, Oliver, Cravens,
& Oishi, 2017; Turner, Prihoda, English, Chismark, &
Jacks, 2016). It should be noted that millennials them-
selves accept their ease with technology as a distinguish-
ing quality of their generation both in and out of the
classroom (King, 2016). In using technology, millennial
professors referenced in the study used technology as a
means to influence communication, pedagogy, and con-
tent delivery.

In these instances, millennial faculty were not
necessarily dependent on technology, but used it (in
addition to other methods) as a tool to enhance the
classroom experience. Research in the area of blended
technologies (e.g. learning managements systems, smart
boards, class response systems, etc.) confirms this no-
tion and asserts that such techniques have established
strategic pathways for faculty enabling them to address
the needs of millennial students (Giddens, 2007; Hum-
phreys, 2012; Lapinski, Gravel, & Rose, 2012). Sweet,
Sweet, and Fedel (2013) noted that technology can
enhance the delivery of content in the classroom and
enable millennial instructors to address different learn-
ing styles. Furthermore, “blending of technologies gives
[millennial faculty] the ability to reach out to and attract
potential students who, due to work, family obligations,
or mobility issues, are unable to attain a higher level of
education in the conventional way” (p. 18). While most
discussions around technology within the focus groups
were positive, there were some negative attributes men-
tioned, such as the technology literacy gap between
millennial faculty and non-traditional students. This
led to difficulties in accessing content, which frustrated
students who were not as well versed in instructional
technology. This is critical to acknowledge, because gaps
in technology literacy between students and their pro-
fessors may impede the influence dimension, particular-
ly when professors may be unaware that the gaps exist.

The use of technology in teaching signals a shift in the
zeitgeist and a corresponding shift in the ways in which
classrooms are managed by those in the teaching profes-
sion. In light of shifting social norms and expectations
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of classroom decorum, millennial faculty were noted to
be open to freedom of expression, reflection, and dif-
ferent ways of knowing and being in an open and col-
laborative learning environment. King (2016) expounds
on the notion that millennials are more socially toler-
ant of diversity and difference. While social tolerance
is not synonymous with political correctness, the no-
tion of freedom of speech might explain the openness of
millennial faculty to classroom behaviors that could be
considered socially inappropriate by other generations.
Interestingly, some non-traditional participants (Group
1) saw this openness as an attempt by millennial faculty
to “fic in” with millennial learners. Conversely, millen-
nial focus participants (Groups 2, 3, and 4) attributed
this same openness to faculty members attempting to
relate to students.

Proximity

We identified the following three themes as markers of
the proximity dimension of the model of interpersonal
teacher behavior: language, relationship with students,
and teaching persona.

Professorial communication styles set the tone for
the intended learning environment while shaping inter-
personal boundaries and norms for interaction (Frisby
& Martin, 2010). Consistently, participants remarked
that millennial faculty demonstrate unique communica-
tion styles and language. Further, participants reported a
communication style among millennial faculty that may
reflect a shifting of norms in student-faculty commu-
nication and engagement. Participants noted that mil-
lennial professors use “hip” and “rendy” language. This
may be a generational marker that can be attributed to
millennial professors taking on the characteristics of
their generational peers; however, there is also another
avenue to pursue in terms of this “hip” and “trendy”
language as a function of culturally relevant pedagogy
(CRP). Culturally relevant pedagogy has been widely
researched and discussed in K-12 settings (Ladson-Bill-
ings, 1995). While this instructional approach is not as
widely examined in higher education, the premise of

CRP is that instruction draws on the lived experiences
of students, and this may include the use of language
in specific ways. Pinder-Grover and Growscurth (2009)
suggest that the best way to reach millennial students is
to facilitate cooperation, cultivate knowledge creation,
and promote active engagement. Our data showed that
millennial faculty and their use of “relevant language”
helped some students better relate to course content.
However, as diversity across student populations in-
creases, some students saw this use of “hip” and “trendy”
language as problematic, as students come from differ-
ent backgrounds and may not be familiar with this type
of language. In this case, the quest to relate to students
through language might actually serve as a barrier for
some students. Other attempts to create personal con-
nections have proven to produce more positive results.

Borges, Manuel, Elam, and Jones (2010) suggested
that millennials have an affinity for mobile and instan-
taneous communication to create connections in per-
sonal and professional spaces. Bart (2011) offered that
millennials appreciate it when professors reveal shared
interests and they seem to be more willing to pursue
learning outcomes when instructors connect with them
on a personal level. Although faculty who teach millen-
nials may already be connecting with their students on
a variety of personal levels, millennial faculty who teach
their generational peers as well as the next generation
should be aware of the expectation to connect in both
digital and face-to-face modalities.

Borges et al. (2010) and Barts (2011) points about
the kind of environment and relationship millennial
learners expect from their professors are brought to the
fore by our participants’ reports that millennial faculty
create more relaxed learning environments by, for exam-
ple, engaging students in conversation that may be tan-
gentially or non-related to course content. However, we
recognize that such a learning environment does reflect
a shift in classroom power dynamics. Although students
may welcome the shift, such changes in the student-fac-
ulty relationship may create challenges when professori-
al authority needs to be asserted such as if a student later
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wishes to informally or formally pursue a grade appeal.
In such cases, a student may misinterpret a millennial
faculty’s willingness to “sit down, have a conversation
about studies or personal life” as professional leniency.

Alongside these student perceptions, faculty mem-
bers often have a carefully crafted teaching persona they
hope to project to students enrolled in their courses
(Curzan & Damour, 2000). Participants positively re-
marked on the ability of millennial faculty to adapt to
a changing classroom environment using terms such as
“fexible” and “easy going.” Upon reflection as a group,
adaptability and perhaps less prescription in our content
delivery and classroom management could be expected
due to the novelty of the work. We are just now securing
university-teaching positions as millennial faculty and
are at the beginning of our careers. There is room to
question whether this perceived novelty will continue
as our careers progress with increased expectations in

teaching, research, and service.

Data collected in this study suggest students who
work with millennial faculty perceive nuanced teach-
ing personas, and further, that these nuanced personas
impact the learning environment and academic perfor-
mance. More importantly, value judgments associated
with these observations and perceptions showed a fa-
vorable interpretation by millennial students (Groups
2, 3, and 4), and a less than favorable interpretation
by self-identified non-traditional students (Group 1).
Within our focus groups, millennial students framed
the millennial professors as facilitators who are flexible
and engaging, which seemed beneficial to establishing
relationships and perhaps is indicative of what millen-
nial students expect from faculty. Examples of shared
power, engagement, and differentiation in instruction
were prevalent among focus group participant com-
ments. Non-traditional participants noted a preference
for non-millennial faculty, noting that they performed
better academically with non-millennial faculty.
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Limitations
Intersectionality

The differences in perceptions presented in our work
suggest that students view millennial professors through
social schema that categorize individuals according to
their generational markers, and they expect professors to
fit into certain archetypes. Although we analyzed results
from all participants in the study to obtain these themes,
we did not further disaggregate the data by race, gender,
citizenship, and other identity markers. Jones and Wi-
jeyesinghe (2011) argue that no social issue can be “fully
understood by focusing on one aspect of identity” and
that “focusing on multiple identities held independently
while added to each other, is a cornerstone of intersec-

tionality” (p. 12).

The theoretical construct of intersectionality states
that our race, ethnicity, class, gender, religion, and sexu-
ality all influence our lived experiences, the way we per-
ceive the world, and the ways in which we are perceived
(Collins & Bilge, 2016). To better explore issues of in-
tersectionality, future interview protocols could include
more targeted questions that address race, gender, reli-
gion, sexuality, etc.

Perceptions of Generations of Faculty

This study narrowly focused on student perceptions
of millennial faculty specifically due to our own posi-
tioning as millennial faculty and the social and cultural
focus on millennials. We recognize that faculty closer
to their students’ generational cohort may easily build
rapport through shared experiences and understanding,
therefore the premise of our work is not limited to just
millennial faculty. Certainly, faculty representing the
baby boomer cohort once had similar experiences early
in their careers. Future faculty representing the Gen-
eration Z cohort, those born between 1995 and 2010
(Seemiller & Grace, 2016) will contribute an additional
layer of distinction among the faculty ranks. Our pre-
liminary findings of student perceptions of millennial
faculty may inform future research comparing student

perceptions across generations.
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Conclusion

Our work serves as a resource for new millennial faculty
who are new to the academy and nurturing and devel-
oping their teaching practice. Through the use of Wub-
bels, Créton, and Hooymayers' (1985) model of inter-
personal teacher behavior, we were able to understand
how students perceive millennial faculty. Specifically, we
identified certain teacher behaviors that could positive-
ly or negatively shape the classroom environment. Of
note is the positive perception of the use of technology
to teach and communicate, the integration of flexibility
and adaptability in classroom management and teach-
ing personas, as well as the use of communication styles

and language to establish connections with students.

It is important to note that there is a degree of agen-
cy one has in crafting a teaching practice, therefore, the
findings presented in our work are to be considered as
a resource rather than recommendations. For new mil-
lennial faculty, knowing student perceptions can be use-
ful data that fosters reflection on how particular teach-
ing personas, styles, or tools can impact teaching and
learning. Understanding student perceptions can help
millennial faculty think about how to create a balance
between influence and proximity behaviors (Wubbels et
al., 1985) so as to create a positive environment that
supports and challenges students, and offers opportuni-
ties for professional growth for the faculty member.

Many institutions have centers for excellence in
teaching and learning, and there are a variety of teach-
ing-focused research and practice-oriented conferences
at the state, regional, and national levels that cater to
new faculty. These professional development spaces nur-
ture reflection and growth (Calkins & Harris, 2017),
which can be a useful tool in managing student per-
ceptions and responding with effective influence and
proximity behaviors (Wubbels et al., 1985). The find-
ings in our study may serve as a resource for the afore-
mentioned professional development spaces to consider
creating specialized materials or sessions that cater to the
generational groups among new faculty. Generation Z
faculty will be entering the academy as faculty and may
have the same sort of questions and experiences we have
as millennial faculty.

We return to our purpose: to provide a resource for
new millennial faculty as they develop their teaching
practice and create a new knowledge base for a topic
that has not been previously explored. We are hopeful
that millennial colleagues from various institutions will
add to the knowledge that we have shared as they con-
sider how their own students perceptions influence the
teaching behaviors they employ. We are also hopeful
that there will be more discussions about generational
shifts among faculty and how institutions can provide a

supportive environment.
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Abstract

From a dialogic pedagogical perspective, this study ex-
amined the associations between instructors’ compul-
sive communication and student communication satis-
faction and engagement. Results revealed students (N
= 361) who perceived their instructors as compulsive
communicators also reported lower levels of student
communication satisfaction and engagement. Next,
using ARCS (attention, relevance, confidence, and
satisfaction) model of motivation, we tested whether
content relevance mediates the negative associations
between instructors’ compulsive communication 