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Abstract

Few college instructors receive pedagogical training, yet they enter the classroom with experience and
knowledge that informs the way they think about their capacity to teach. The starting points of the faculty
teaching journey are often a neglected aspect of the educational development literature. This study
examines pre-program data for where and how 10 U.S. college instructors developed their beliefs about
their capacity for college-level teaching generally, and particularly their efficacy for teaching minoritized
college students, as they entered a year-long professional development community. We found firsthand
experiences and feedback, specifically from students, were powerful in shaping instructors’ starting
points, but differed for general teaching compared to teaching minoritized students. We also found
instructors’ starting points varied by gender and discipline. Considering the starting points of college
instructors’ beliefs about their capacity to teach has implications for educational developers in reducing
barriers and developing programs to increase instructors’ confidence.
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How do instructors who teach in higher education develop their beliefs about their capacity to teach?
Many college instructors are not necessarily taught how to teach, so they may end up relying on their
prior experiences and knowledge as starting points for teaching (Abreu et al., 2019; Nugent et al., 1999;
Oleson & Hora, 2014). What we mean by starting points is not necessarily the career stage, but rather
the prior experiences and knowledge that serve as a launching pad from which faculty start in improving
their teaching. These starting points can be informed by established teaching practices in their disciplines
(McNeill et al., 2022; Shulman, 2005; Starkey et al., 2023), non-academic roles and experiences (Oleson
& Hora, 2014), feedback from colleagues and friends (Milner, 2002), their own experiences as a student
(Oleson & Hora, 2014), and/or their perceptions and attitudes toward students (Ching, 2019; Garcia et al.,
2020). Instructors could also have limited exposure to the varied prior knowledge and experiences that

students with identities, experiences, and cultures different from their own bring to the classroom. This
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limited exposure can mean limited starting points about effective teaching for minoritized college students,
such as first-generation college students (Smith & Lucena, 2016) and underrepresented students in STEM
(Canning et al., 2019).

Essentially, starting points are important to understand because instructors’ prior experiences and
knowledge directly impact their beliefs about their teaching capacity, including their confidence for
teaching minoritized college students. Understanding the starting points, rather than career stage, could
position educational developers for starting where the instructor as a “learner” is at, thereby improving
the effectiveness of educational development efforts. Only by knowing the starting points that inform an
instructor’s beliefs about their teaching capacity can we measure growth in efficacy, a common goal in
educational development programs (e.g., Hakkola et al., 2020; Henson, 2001; Rodgers et al., 2014).

In our work on a year-long professional development research project with 10 U.S. college instructors,
we got curious about these starting points and what they could tell us about how to support instructors
who want to improve their teaching so that all students, and particularly minoritized students, can thrive
in their classrooms. That is, we examined pre-program data for what served as sources for instructors’ self-
efficacy for teaching in general, and teaching minoritized students, more specifically. Self-efficacy is the
concept of an individual’s belief in their capacity to execute an action with a desired outcome (Bandura,
1986). This belief requires a source of prior experience to build capacity to execute an action, or source
of self-efficacy. Therefore, understanding instructors’ starting points as sources for their teaching efficacy

offers a lens from which to understand the role of starting points in educational development.

Conceptual Framework

Various factors inform people’s beliefs about their capacity to teach, also known as sources of self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1977; Bandura, 1986; Bandura, 1997). We drew on three! of Bandura’s four hypothesized sources of
self-efficacy: (1) firsthand experiences (mastery experiences), which provide direct evidence about one’s skills
and abilities; (2) observational experiences (vicarious experiences), which provide evidence about one’s skills
and abilities by allowing a comparison for judgment; and (3) feedback experiences (verbal persuasion), which
provide direct or indirect feedback through another’s encouragement or advice. In other words, instructors
hold prior teaching experience and prior teaching knowledge that inform their efficacy as a teacher. Self-
efficacy has implications for motivation, persistence, and psychological well-being (Bandura, 1986). Here, we
explore how past sources of self-efficacy can inform a person’s current level of perceived efficacy.

Though the development of Bandura’s theory did not begin with teachers, scholars have found it useful
in examining K-12 teachers’ beliefs about their teaching (e.g., Zee & Koomen, 2016). While higher education
instructors draw from a variety of sources in shaping their teaching practices, we know little about the
sources of self-efficacy for college instructors (Chang et al., 2011; Morris et al., 2017; Oleson & Hora,
2014), especially as it relates to viewing sources as a starting point rather than a time-bound career stage.
For example, the literature indicates early career K-12 teachers and college teaching assistants have few
firsthand experiences to draw on so rely upon other sources in their teaching (Johnson, 2010; Mills, 2011;
Palmer, 2006; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2007). Scholars have also found mediating contextual
factors, such as fixed syllabi and structured curriculum, shape college instructors’ efficacy broadly (Morris
& Usher, 2011; Oleson & Hora, 2014; Phan & Locke, 2015). Lastly of note, we examined teaching in general

1 We did not collect data on the fourth source, physiological experiences, which derives from the interpretation of bodily arousal
and emotions.
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and teaching minoritized students more specifically when examining sources of self-efficacy because self-
efficacy is context and task specific (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). By minoritized, we mean students
historically underserved in higher education who are categorized into a minority status based on identity

rather than numerical representation (Gillborn, 2005; Harper, 2012).

Methodology

The project took place during academic year 2017-2018 at a persistently white research university in the
northeastern United States with an increasingly racially minoritized student body. Between 2011 and 2021,
the racially minoritized undergraduate student enrollment increased by 70%. After the study was approved
by the local Institutional Review Board, we recruited instructors to participate in a year-long professional
development project focused on “teaching through diversity” by emailing members of the university’s
teaching center listserv. Therefore, the instructors who participated in the project potentially had some prior
interest in improving their teaching generally given their involvement with the teaching center. We did not
pre-define diversity but rather invited participating instructors to discuss how their ideas about diversity
in their discipline informed their teaching, ideas about their students, and the improvement goals they
wanted to set for themselves as teachers. While some instructors chose to focus on minoritized identities
within their discipline (e.g., women in STEM), we, as project leaders, largely focused on minoritized racial
and ethnic identities in the curriculum readings. Fourteen instructors initially attended the first meeting,
but four ended up dropping out early in the year due to other commitments. The 10 instructors who
completed the year-long project were full- and part-time faculty and graduate teaching assistants, and
varied in background, identities, and disciplines (Table 1).

To examine their sources of teaching efficacy upon entering the year-long project, we drew on a subset
of data from a larger embedded case study. An embedded case study is the method of having a larger unit
of analysis, the professional development community, and internal cases, the individual instructors (Scholz
& Tietje, 2002). The findings presented in this paper are based on data from a pre-interview and pre-survey
to shed light on the starting points shaping their teaching self-efficacy at the onset of the project. For this
reason, we do not focus on the professional development community and its outcomes here.

The pre-interviews focused on their teaching background and approach. Our interview protocol asked
questions such as “Are there aspects of your students’ identities that you take into consideration in your
teaching?” The interview also provided us with an opportunity to hear about the motivations, challenges,
and personal experiences that shaped their teaching practice. For example, interview questions asked about
how they developed their syllabus, and who or what influenced their teaching style. To compliment what
we would learn from the pre-interview, participants also completed a pre-survey that asked participants
to assess their level of competency for enacting specific pedagogical practices associated with teaching
minoritized students. For example, one statement was: “I use students’ experiences as a ‘way in’ for teaching
the content of my discipline.” The survey is not a validated instrument but offered us complimentary data
to better understand instructors’ teaching efficacy.

To analyze the interviews, we developed inductive codes from writing case memos for each instructor,
and deductive codes from our self-efficacy framework. After refining the codebook, we conducted first-
cycle and second-cycle coding (Saldafia, 2016) using matrices. We compared the matrix summaries to
the self-efficacy descriptive statistics of the survey scores to understand the instructors’ starting points
(Saldana, 2016). Datasets are not available due to the small sample size and the IRB approval we sought
at the time of the study.
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Table 1: Participant Characteristics.

n
Total 10
Discipline Category

STEM 5

Social Science 3

Humanities 2
Teaching Status

Graduate Teaching Assistant 4

Full-time Faculty 3

Part-time Faculty 3
College Teaching Experience

Novice (0-5 years) 5

Practiced (5-10 years) 3

Experienced (10+ years) 2
Gender Identity

Woman

Man 4
Race/Ethnicity

White 5

Asian 2

Multiracial 2

Latinx 1
Nationality

U.S. Native Born

Non-U.S. Native Born 4

Firsthand Experiences and Feedback Shape Instructors’ Starting Points for Teaching

We found participants’ firsthand experiences and feedback, specifically from students, were powerful in
shaping their starting points, but differed for general teaching compared to teaching minoritized students.
Instructors started with some prior firsthand experience when considering diversity broadly but had limited
experience with racial and ethnic diversity specifically. Further, when they attempted to teach in inclusive
ways, some received challenging and negative student feedback, or lacked feedback on their teaching from

minoritized students specifically. Instructors’ starting points also varied by gender and discipline.

Firsthand Teaching Experiences Were Powerful Starting Points but Limited
Instructors’ primary sources of information about how to teach in general came from their own firsthand
experiences teaching, which ranged from prior experience as a teaching assistant in graduate school to prior

industry or professional positions where they gained transferable skills related to teaching. For example,
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Andres,? a STEM instructor, had prior professional experiences that led him to a teaching career. In one
position he taught Microsoft Office to adult professionals, and in another position, he mentored students
from a local university working as research assistants in his corporate lab. Both positions allowed him to
gain transferrable skills for teaching, as he realized “I had to understand the things that I was teaching at a
much deeper level than what I had understood before.”

Despite the variety of firsthand experiences with teaching generally, however, participants had limited
firsthand experiences when it came to teaching minoritized students. All participants indicated some
starting points from one of their prior roles when considering diversity broadly; however, the experiences
varied in quantity and content. Some participants had experiences with addressing diversity in their course
content, and others had taught in classrooms with students of diverse social identities. However, overall,
they had limited firsthand experiences teaching racially minoritized students.

The starting points of mostly the social sciences and humanities instructors included some firsthand
experience drawing on diverse perspectives in how they framed the academic content they taught. For
example, Miriam, a humanities instructor teaching majority-white classes, thought her discipline spoke to
diverse issues and diversity in general. Miriam’s prior experience included her effort to “bring in diversity”
through her selection of readings and primary source material so that she had a “range of voices” other
than the traditional dominant narrative presented in her discipline. In this way, Miriam had some firsthand
experience with teaching related to diversity broadly, considering her use of inclusive teaching strategies
to increase representation of marginalized voices in her course materials.

The starting points for several other instructors included firsthand experiences teaching in college
classrooms with students from varied backgrounds in terms of students’ nationality, language, gender (in
STEM), or academic year/major. Susie, a humanities instructor, for example, taught a first-year writing
course often taken by English-language learner international students. Her classes were often “95 percent
Chinese” students, but she also noted a lack of diversity in other social identities as most came from
privileged backgrounds. Kiara, a novice instructor, taught courses in the social sciences at two campuses,
one rural and one urban. Kiara noted that while her courses at the rural campus would be “predominantly
white,” the same course at the urban campus had “more students of color.” While a few instructors had prior
firsthand experiences teaching racially minoritized college students at other campuses or institutions, most
taught in predominantly white classrooms with diversity reflected by a variety of other social identities.
Therefore, they had limited starting points in which to form their beliefs about their capacity to teach

minoritized students inclusive of racially minoritized students.

Feedback was a Valuable Starting Point but Limited or Negative

Another powerful starting point for instructors’ efficacy to teach was feedback from a variety of sources.
For example, Mailyn, a social sciences instructor, offered examples of both supervisors and others giving
her positive feedback on her teaching. Her partner observed her teaching when she was still a practitioner
in the field, and told her, “You know, you should think about teaching. You’re really good at it.” She shared
with us that before she received that feedback, she “had never thought about [teaching] before.” Positive
recognition and feedback raised her confidence in her capacity to teach generally. Similarly, during Andres’s
industry experience, he had people tell him “I really learned a lot from you, and this was an excellent time”

which “contributed to me [moving to a] teaching” career.

2 All instructor names are pseudonyms.
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However, most of the instructors lacked feedback about their classroom teaching from a valuable
source—colleagues and students. Kiara, previously mentioned, summed up the lack of feedback on her
teaching when she said, “no one, even my advisor, no one has ever asked to see my syllabi. Which I
think is probably a bad thing.” Mindy, a STEM instructor, noted the lack of feedback from students on
her teaching in general. She often taught large lecture courses, where she found it more difficult to assess
students’ engagement compared to her smaller courses due to the size and classroom seating arrangements.
Yet, instructors valued student feedback as a starting point for their teaching efficacy, including indirect
feedback, such as body language, and direct feedback through written evaluations.

For those whose starting points included the opportunity for feedback from students on their efforts to
make their courses more inclusive in process or content, it was often a negative or challenging experience,
especially for women instructors. For example, Mailyn engaged students in an assignment about mental
health in various cultures in which she incorporated diverse examples and texts. She had a student provide
written feedback that it “wasn’t [an] appropriate” assignment. Mailyn struggled with feedback from
students who get “defensive,” so she shifted her teaching to avoid including some topics or texts “because I
don’t wanna risk being in that kind of situation” when students “react really negatively to it.” Her starting
point became teaching from a place of fear, which limited her teaching strategies.

Almost all of the women instructors also spoke of teaching practices they employed that mitigated
the impact of gender bias in student feedback. Kiara, the social sciences instructor, found it difficult to
“balance” voices in class discussion, noting a course where two men were the “dominant voices” and “it
was silencing ... all the women and people of color.” Kiara recognized that students’ perceptions of her
as a young woman instructor could be “seen as a weakness ... that wouldn’t be perceived if I was male.”
Therefore, she would try to be “very strict ... and hard like the first couple of class periods” so students,
men in particular, would not try to dominate the discussion. Therefore, Kiara’s starting point in fostering
a more inclusive classroom environment for group discussion led her to adopt behaviors that she may not
have relied on otherwise.

Some students, particularly STEM instructors, felt they lacked feedback on how their teaching impacted
minoritized students. For example, John, a STEM instructor, noted how he had no direct or indirect feedback
to know if he was “encouraging or discouraging the students that are coming from different backgrounds.”
Instructors, especially in STEM fields, desired more feedback to better understand the impact of their
teaching on minoritized students. Their starting point was a limited connection to students’ feedback,
particularly from minoritized students, which restricted their ability to assess the impact of their teaching
on these students. Thus, instructors were inhibited in developing their self-efficacy for teaching minoritized

students prior to the start of the project.

Discussion and Implications for Practice

Our findings support current literature that instructors, who often lack pedagogical training, rely on firsthand
experiences (Morris & Usher, 2011) and their lived experiences (Abreu et al., 2019; Oleson & Hora, 2014)
as a source of teaching efficacy. However, most of the efficacy literature focuses on teaching in general, not
specific to teaching minoritized college students. Our study offers initial insights into instructors’ starting
points at the beginning of a professional development research project focused on improving their teaching
for minoritized students. What we learned is that their starting points for teaching and even more so for
teaching minoritized students are sometimes limited, challenging, or negative, and can differ by gender and

discipline. We highlight three implications for educational developers as they consider instructors’ starting
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points when designing programs, including understanding and valuing the prior experience and knowledge
instructors enter with and the barriers and challenges they may face in further developing their efficacy to

teach minoritized students.

Value Instructors’ Firsthand Experiences that are Transferrable to Teaching

Our study offers nuance to the literature on teaching confidence and career stage. Scholars have found that
novice instructors rely more on observational experiences as a source for their teaching efficacy due to lack
of firsthand experiences (Johnson, 2010; Mills, 2011) and overall lack of confidence in their work (Dore
& Richards, 2024). However, within our small group of instructors we found no difference in self-efficacy
by career stage for our participants. The majority of the higher education instructors that participated
in our project had circuitous routes to their current instructor roles, with many having teaching and
teaching-related industry experiences. In fact, instructors in this study with firsthand experiences outside
of predominantly white college courses considered race and ethnicity as they thought about diversity.
Other instructors, without that experience, often discussed diversity more in terms of other social identities
or in terms of their course content. So, instructors’ firsthand experiences and the context of that experience
informs their approach to teaching in classrooms with diverse social identities.

This insight leads us to suggest that educational developers create space in their training to explore and
leverage instructors’ industry and other professional experiences outside of academia as important firsthand
sources of self-efficacy in teaching. For example, in collecting information about faculty participants prior
to a training, educational developers can add questions to a survey that focus on prior non-academic
roles and employment at other institutional types rather than solely career stage. Even more, this is an
equitable approach to understanding teaching, as Gonzales (2018) indicates women, especially those who
are racially minoritized, locate the origins of their faculty work in everyday contexts (e.g., life as women,
family roles, etc.) more so than formal academic settings (refer also to Neumann & Peterson, 1997). Lastly,
we recommend educational developers value the knowledge and experiences minoritized faculty bring to

teaching minoritized college students (e.g., Gonzales, 2018; Sulé, 2011).

Context can Thwart Instructors’ Self-efficacy, Particularly in STEM

Our findings support the literature that college instructors face barriers in trying to tend to equity in their
teaching (Castillo-Montoya, 2020). One barrier that emerged in our study was the limited feedback from
colleagues. Instructors typically have few opportunities to observe each other’s teaching, even though peer
observations can serve as a source of teaching efficacy (Morris & Usher, 2011; Phan & Locke, 2015). When
there is a lack of feedback, it can often be interpreted as a negative thing and therefore lower teaching
efficacy (Phan & Locke, 2015). We know from existing literature that peer feedback, observational or
otherwise, is helpful for faculty to improve their teaching (e.g., Bolitzer, 2019).

Discipline also emerged as a contextual barrier to increasing teaching efficacy, particularly among
STEM instructors. Scholars have found that STEM faculty are more likely to report a lack of knowledge
on “multicultural teaching” as a barrier to enacting inclusive teaching strategies (Bigatti et al., 2012).
Similarly, the STEM instructors in this study reported lower efficacy in their abilities to teach minoritized
students based on a lack of feedback from those students as a perceived barrier.

Educational developers can consider the starting point of instructors’ lower efficacy in teaching
minoritized students as a reflection of institutional barriers or challenges rather than an individual deficit.

To enhance instructors’ confidence, we encourage educational developers to collaborate with departments
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to facilitate more (low risk) opportunities for instructors to observe their colleagues, and to have colleagues
observe their teaching and give structured feedback (Abreu, 2020; Bolitzer, 2019). For example, both
Hendry et al. (2021) and Bell and Cooper (2013) provide models from peer observation programs at
Australian universities to enhance faculty confidence. Institutions could also consider offering a lower
teaching load during the first year of a faculty member’s position, to provide time for observation of their
teaching as well as opportunities for them to observe others. To further enhance instructors’ learning of
how to teach in inclusive ways, educational developers can provide asset-based trainings focused on a
variety of approaches that support all students, but particularly minoritized students.

Along with opportunities for peer feedback, our findings indicate that students are an important source
of feedback. As such, it may be helpful for educational developers to facilitate instructor feedback from
students beyond the end-of-year evaluation forms. For example, supporting the administration of mid-
semester student evaluations could help instructors reflect and adjust their pedagogy midcourse (Jang et
al., 2013). Educational developers can also work more closely with their faculty by sharing disaggregated
data from their courses and engaging in meaningful reflection about what those data indicate in terms of
teaching improvement (Artze-Vega et al., 2023).

However, we also recognize the problematic nature of bias in student evaluations of teaching (Perry
et al., 2014; Rodriguez et al., 2020) and colleague evaluation feedback (Zambrana et al., 2015), especially
for instructors with minoritized identities. The role of student feedback in promotion and tenure may limit
instructors’ teaching strategies because of a fear of negative student feedback for untenured women and
racially minoritized instructors (Han & Leonard, 2017). The limited racial and ethnic diversity among
the faculty ranks combined with the lack of training on the “historical, structural, and institutional biases
that have led to [that] underrepresentation” can result in ineffective or potentially harmful colleague
evaluations (Zambrana et al., 2015, p. 67). Therefore, we suggest balancing student feedback with regular
opportunities for high quality feedback from colleagues, peers, and supervisors who have a range of content,
pedagogical, and teaching expertise particularly as it relates to teaching in classrooms with students who

have diverse social identities.

Gender is a Salient Identity Shaping Teaching Efficacy

Feedback emerged as a central source of teaching efficacy particularly for women instructors. Previous
studies have found that women instructors are committed to teaching generally (O’Meara et al., 2017) and
value ways of teaching that engage minoritized students’ prior knowledge (Castillo-Montoya & Ives, 2021).
The women in this study often sought myriad feedback but also had limited feedback from colleagues and
challenging or negative feedback from students about their efforts to teach in inclusive ways. Research
shows that instructors often note student resistance as a barrier to teaching in inclusive ways (Bigatti et
al., 2012; Ives, 2022). As women generally receive more biased student evaluations that question their
integrity and authority (Perry et al., 2014; Rodriguez et al., 2020) and feel more negative emotions when
responding to their student evaluations than men (Kogan et al., 2010), this could discourage women to
further advance their inclusive teaching approaches.

Educational developers can consider the unique starting points of women instructors when creating
programs and services (Gravett et al., 2023). For example, programming can provide support in
developing and processing informal student feedback, and educational developers can work to provide
structures to reduce harm in formal evaluations (e.g., summary format or prior review). Other scholars

have suggested pre- and post-tests of student learning as a less biased way to evaluate student learning
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(e.g., Stark-Wroblewski et al., 2007). Lastly, forming communities of practice for women instructors has
proven to be an effective way to support women faculty, especially racially minoritized women, in their
career development through the feedback and guidance of peer networks (Agosto et al., 2016; Murakami &
Ntifiez, 2014). Educational developers can serve as a key stakeholder in mediating the impact of feedback

as a source of women instructors’ teaching efficacy.

Limitations

There are several limitations of this study. First, the participants self-selected into this specific community;
therefore, their sources of and feelings about teaching are different because people do not attempt a task
without feeling somewhat efficacious, or capable of success (Bandura, 1977). Secondly, the participant
sample is relatively small and limited in social identities (e.g., race, gender), which is not a limitation for
qualitative research but limits the applicability of the findings. Despite these limitations, we took measures

to enhance the trustworthiness of our study including researcher triangulation and data triangulation.

Conclusion

In this case study, we examined the sources that 10 U.S. college instructors drew on to develop their
beliefs about their capacity for teaching generally, and teaching minoritized students specifically. We found
firsthand teaching experiences and student feedback were powerful sources of teaching efficacy but could
be limiting or challenging. Firsthand and feedback experiences also differentially shaped confidence for
women instructors and those teaching STEM disciplines. As college classrooms become increasingly diverse
with students who have varied backgrounds including but not limited to racial and cultural diversity, it
is important that we, as a field, consider instructors’ starting points when trying to improve instructors’
efficacy in teaching minoritized college students. We think this is an important endeavor regardless of efforts
to discourage faculty from being attentive to inclusion in their teaching. Educators have the responsibility
of teaching all students and that requires attention to all that students bring to their classroom, including

their social identities and relevant knowledge and ways of knowing.
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