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A Focus ON STUDENT SUCCESS

By Mark Lee

In Short

e The work of higher education instructors across many types of positions and institutions has
been widely recognized as central to systemic change in undergraduate STEM education, and
this work likely plays a strong role in other disciplines. The quality of instruction and other
educational practices relates directly to the quality of student learning and to equitable and

just outcomes for students.

e We propose an instructional-workforce framework that aligns and links three levers, key
facets of organizations that, when applied appropriately, propel changes: the professional
development leading to and throughout instructors’ careers, their roles in academic
governance, and the evaluation and reward systems related to their work.

e This framework provides guidance for change agents and initiatives in departments, schools,
institutions, and disciplinary and other organizations, as well as for funding agencies,on how
to engage with, support, and seek to improve conditions and practices for and with those

who teach undergraduates.

INTRODUCTION

Effective, inclusive, equitable, and evidence-based

teaching is widely recognized as a crucial part of

higher education change eftorts with direct implica-
tions for student success and belonging, particularly
at the undergraduate level where coursework plays a

large role. It is also essential that faculty enact effec-
tive curriculum design and policies that lead to
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student persistence and completion. Progress toward
these educational practices has been slow, particularly
in undergraduate STEM fields (Handelsman et al.,
2022). One hindrance may lie in failing to recognize
higher education instructors as a distinct workforce.
The higher education instructional workforce in-
cludes tenured and tenure-track faculty, as well as
non-tenure track educators who have various con-
tracts and a range of titles like visiting faculty,
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instructor, teaching assistant, teaching professor,
adjunct faculty, and lecturer—VITAL faculty (Levy,
2019). As a workforce, this group encounters linked
issues related to their preparation for, entrance into,
progress through, rewards for, and inclusion in the
governance of the institution and instructional work,
across institution types and forms of faculty appoint-
ments, all of which may affect whether and how they
implement forms of teaching associated with inclu-
sion, equitable outcomes, and participation in a just
educational system for diverse students.

We therefore propose a Higher Education In-
structional-Workforce Framework that attends to
the breadth of individuals, roles, responsibilities,
disciplines, and institutions. With principles of
justice, equity, inclusion, and diversity at its core,
the framework has the potential to support institu-
tions seeking to advance their educational missions
by helping them enact coordinated change across
three intertwined aspects of instructional work:
governance, professional development, and evalua-
tion and reward systems. Figure 1 shows a concep-
tual diagram of this framework.

Building on decades of work on evidence-based
and inclusive STEM educational practices (Grun-
wald Associates, 2022), theories and practices of
institutional change (Weaver et al., 2015), and new
models for faculty roles (Gappa et al., 2007; Kezar &
Maxey, 2016), this holistic workforce framework can
support institutions and departments in considering
the full range of faculty appointments and teaching
personnel to advance effective, equitable, inclusive,
and just educational practices. Because contingent
faculty now represent about 70% of the instructional
workforce that undergirds many college and univer-
sity programs, it is essential that the framework
embraces respect for VITAL faculty, who have long
been marginalized in all three of the above aspects of
instructional work and who today are a more diverse
population than tenure-line faculty. The Higher
Education Instructional-Workforce Framework is

This is an Open Access article distributed under
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/),
which permits non-commercial re-use, distribu-
tion, and reproduction in any medium, provided
the original work is properly cited, and is not
altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.
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FIGURE 1. HIGHER EDUCATION
INSTRUCTIONAL-WORKFORCE FRAMEWORK
DEPICTING THREE ESSENTIAL AND
INTERCONNECTED LEVERS (GOVERNANCE,
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT, AND
EVALUATION AND REWARD SYSTEMS) THAT
SuPPORT THE WORKFORCE IN CONDUCTING
CORE EDUCATIONAL ACTIVITIES IN HIGHER
EDUCATION, EMBEDDED WITHIN A LARGER
CONTEXT AND CENTERING DIVERSITY, EQUITY,
INCLUSION, JUSTICE, AND EVIDENCE-BASED
PRACTICES

Higher Education Instructional Workforce:
VITAL and Tenure-Line Faculty

Evidence

Based
Practices

also meant to inform the work of national organiza-
tions, state-wide higher education systems, disciplin-
ary and professional societies, and other groups
seeking to enact change in undergraduate education
to address factors affecting the instructional work-
force, and therefore teaching, curriculum, and
policies, in coordinated and coherent ways.

This approach to coordinated change acknowl-
edges the challenges facing higher education
instructors, while supporting instructor and stu-
dent thriving at institutions with distinct and
diverse missions and populations.

THE HIGHER EDUCATION
INSTRUCTIONAL-WORKFORCE
FRAMEWORK

Workforce development models, while varying

in definitions and approaches, connect the mul-
tiple interwoven phenomena affecting employment
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and effectiveness in occupations and sectors of
interest. These phenomena include the preparation
and ongoing learning of workers; the support
organizations offer to workers; the wider social and
economic factors such as demand for workers,
changes in conditions, and methods of work that
impact effectiveness positively or negatively; and
changes in governmental policy affecting workers
and organizations (Jacobs & Hawley, 2009). VITAL
and tenure-line faculty in higher education repre-
sent a distinct workforce. According to the World
Bank SABER project, “great outcomes” in work-
force systems occur when employers provide ongo-
ing support, learning opportunities, and feedback
to workers; employers and workers alike have
confidence in training; those trained are able to
find and flourish in secure jobs; and the system as
a whole can adapt to changing conditions (World
Bank, 2013). For the higher education instruc-
tional workforce, these characteristics are mainly
determined by the three levers discussed below,
which form the core targets for coordinated action.
By identifying a limited set of levers that function
individually and in interaction, this workforce
approach provides a manageable planning and
implementation tool.

We discuss each lever below, explaining its
influence on meeting the needs of the instructional
workforce, impact on the effectiveness of the
instructional workforce, and connection with
other levers. Key questions and prompts for change
agents and initiatives specific to each lever in the
framework are provided as a supplementary
resource, available at https://www.nationalacad-
emies.org/event/10-24-2022/exploring-and-map-
ping-the-system-of-undergraduate-stem-education.
Box 1 provides examples of the framework’s appli-
cation.

Governance

We define governance as decision-making
structures and mechanisms related to departmen-
tal and institutional priority-setting processes,
policy development, and resource allocation to
advance the educational mission. In an effective,
coordinated instructional workforce system,
broader institutional governance bodies and those
at the department level are all involved in setting
coherent policies at multiple levels; these policies
influence practices related to academic program

BOX 1.

Example applications of the Higher Education
Instructional-Workforce Framework.

Example 1: A regional comprehensive university is
reforming introductory STEM courses to include
more structure and active learning to improve
inclusion and equitable student success. Their plan
involves team teaching with tenure-line faculty,
lecturers, and TAs. Using the framework, department
chairs realize that lecturer and TA appointments do
not include time for the professional development
needed to learn and practice the new methods and
that lecturers may be disincentivized by the fear of
changes in results on student experience of teaching
surveys, since their evaluation and reappointment are
tied closely to the surveys. The department chairs,
leveraging their department governance roles, then
convene a working group with lecturers and TAs,
who are paid, along with tenure-line faculty, to make
recommendations about professional development,
collaboration practices for teaching teams, and
policies for use of student survey results, along with
other evidence of teaching effectiveness in reformed
classes.

Example 2: A community college relies on working
professionals from a key regional industry as part-
time instructors. The college is having trouble hiring
enough instructors. Using the framework, institu-
tional leaders decide to engage the faculty governance
body in a joint study of past and prospective part-
time instructors in the region, to determine barriers
and rewards at play in the shortage. The joint study
yields insights about class formats, times, and
locations that are more conducive to part-time
instructors and still accessible to students, as well as
needs for professional development and support for
pedagogy that best leverages the instructors’ industry
expertise in a college setting, because many are new
to teaching. Going forward, the governance body
includes several part-time instructors on their official
roster of faculty representatives.

design, implementation, and performance. For
example, policies can grant time and resources in
support of professional development on effective,
inclusive courses and curricula; policies can also
address academic standards and extenuating
circumstances, which are known to impact student
belonging, success, and the equity of outcomes in
and beyond undergraduate degree attainment.
Governance bodies must also communicate poli-
cies to prospective and current members of the
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instructional workforce, engendering confidence
and a sense of meaning and agency in teaching,
related to the institutional mission and goals.
Ideally, governance establishes instructional roles
such that they are equitable, offer secure and
long-term contracts, provide a living wage and
pathways for advancement, and enable full
participation in the educational life of the
institution—including participation in governance
itself. Finally, governance has an important role in
securing resources to support teaching and the
instructional workforce.

To satisty the above characteristics from a
workforce lens, the entire instructional workforce
needs to be able to contribute to discussions and
have a say in decisions related to the educational
mission of the institution. Departments and
programs typically set the amount of agency
available to those involved in teaching, often
based on faculty rank and appointment types,
which may limit contributions, particularly from
VITAL faculty. As Kezar and Maxey (2016) sug-
gest, expanding governance participation may
alleviate some of the challenges of departmental
initiatives like curriculum renewal that have
added to tenured faculty workloads.

Participation in governance is particularly im-
portant because of the demographic inequities
across faculty appointment types and work; this is
an issue of justice for the instructional workforce,
especially in terms of the perspectives that diverse
faculty bring to policy decisions that impact stu-
dents. Most faculty with the academic rank of
professor are white men, whereas early career
tenure-line faculty and full-time VITAL faculty
tend to represent more diverse backgrounds in
terms of gender, race and ethnicity, or both (Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics (NCES),
2022). Even among tenure-line faculty, workloads
are unevenly distributed, with women and minori-
tized faculty doing more teaching, mentoring, and
service work (O’Meara et al., 2021). Rates of faculty
with disabilities are largely unavailable, but esti-
mates indicate that they are underrepresented in
higher education and likely to be increasing (Frie-
densen et al., 2021). When members of the instruc-
tional workforce are excluded from governance, a
disproportionate fraction of minoritized faculty, as
well as those focused primarily on teaching, lack
the ability to advocate for or advance the issues
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related to their professional needs and those of
students from diverse backgrounds. At times,
VITAL faculty have responded by forming unions
as a mechanism to address poor relationships,
mistrust, lack of communication, and underappre-
ciation. Alternatively, established unions can be
highly integrated into revising policies, as observed,
for example, in the University of Oregon’s
commitment to evaluating professional, inclusive,
engaged, and research-led teaching practices
(https://provost.uoregon.edu/revising-uos-teach-
ing-evaluations).

Governance, in an instructional-workforce
approach, also has a responsibility to align instruc-
tional roles and work with departmental, institu-
tional, and sector-wide goals and priorities. Some
of the most promising work by governance relates
to redefining faculty roles to better meet educa-
tional objectives, such as creating and codifying
differentiated faculty roles, some of which focus on
teaching, with increased job security, pathways for
career advancement, and opportunities to partici-
pate in governance (Kezar & Maxey, 2016). Addi-
tionally, governance bodies have a role in defining
teaching excellence and implementing evaluation
processes that are free from bias and include
multiple kinds of evidence. Likewise, governance
can clearly define the positive and necessary role of
visiting and part-time instructors, such as those
teaching while continuing active careers in indus-
try, education, medical practice, and other fields,
creating more equitable policies. Governance-cre-
ated policies can also ensure that team approaches
to teaching are recognized, resourced, and rewarded;
such approaches are increasingly necessary for sup-
porting students, especially in large-enrollment
undergraduate courses.

Given the differences in missions and contexts
across institutions, governance structures need to
vary. Yet, regardless of institutional context, this
workforce framework identifies underlying criteria
for inclusive governance structures that ensure
support for undergraduate education. Despite the
multifaceted ways in which governance structures
impact the higher education instructional workforce,
and, by extension, teaching and student learning and
success, governance has not emerged as a central
focus of educational change efforts. Leaving gover-
nance out of educational change initiatives under-
mines impact, sustainability, and equity, as indicated
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by the deep linkages to other key system compo-
nents through the instructional workforce.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Prior research and implementation efforts have
highlighted key educational practices that enhance
and advance learning for all students while
contributing to diversity, equity, inclusion, and
justice (Grunwald Associates, 2022). Professional
development experiences are an important way to
encourage and support members of the instruc-
tional workforce to use evidence-based and cultur-
ally relevant instructional practices that enhance
equity, belonging, and accessibility.

In the Higher Education Instructional-Workforce
Framework, professional development includes
individual and group programs that support VITAL
and tenure-line faculty (current and prospective) in
acquiring, practicing, and advancing educational skills
and mindsets as part of their funded academic duties.
Such professional development occurs within
institutions, including programs offered by centers for
teaching and learning, STEM education centers, and
offices of faculty development, and across institutions
in institutes and courses on teaching offered by
disciplinary societies and other organizations.

In an optimal instructional-workforce system,
professional development supports educators’
growth in flexible and accessible ways, across the

academic duties.

In the Higher Education
Instructional-\Workforce
Framework, professional
development includes individual
and group programs that
support VITAL and tenure-line
faculty (current and prospective)
in acquiring, practicing, and
advancing educational skills and

mindsets as part of their funded

full span of institutions, roles, and career stages,
and incorporates new insights concerning effective,
inclusive, and equity-focused practices that emerge
from educational research. While additional re-
search is needed about the impacts of various forms
of professional development, it is well established
that professional development tends to improve
instructors’ teaching and students’ learning and
that ongoing and iterative professional develop-
ment tends to be more helpful than short-term or
one-time interventions (Wright et al., 2018).

Prior to entering the higher education instruc-
tional workforce, which for many occurs during
graduate school in teaching assistant positions
and for others in first-time appointments as
instructors of record (which may be in tenure-
track, visiting, lecturer, adjunct, instructor, or
other contingent roles), professional development
is now more widely available than in the past. The
Center for the Integration of Research, Teaching,
and Learning (https://www.cirtl.net/), a multi-
institution network for graduate and postdoctoral
professional development, is a prominent example
with a strong focus on equity-oriented teaching
and diverse learners. Departments, centers for
teaching, and STEM education centers offer
training programs and institutes, such as TA
orientations, disciplinary pedagogy courses,
course design institutes, and new faculty orienta-
tions. These opportunities increasingly focus on
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inclusive and equity-minded undergraduate
teaching (e.g., Kennedy et al., 2022), and research
on their impact points to factors that predict
implementation (Addy et al., 2021). Yet, in many
cases, participation remains inadequately
incentivized and encouraged, including in the
mixed messages sent to graduate students about
allocation of time and effort to research vs.
teaching, and in uneven policies and pay for
VITAL faculty for their engagement.

Early and later-career faculty may also participate
in disciplinary and professional-society teaching
institutes. While many institutes originally focused
on tenure-line faculty, these opportunities have
expanded to include more VITAL faculty. Advances
in the design, evaluation, and recognition of
promising models of professional development
specifically for non-tenure track faculty have also
emerged (Culver & Kezar, 2021). Whether institu-
tions provide time, funding, and follow-up support
for members of the instructional workforce to
implement practices learned in these programs
varies greatly, despite growing understanding that
institutional support plays a significant role in
sustaining inclusive and evidence-based teaching
(Bathgate et al., 2019). Institutions should continu-
ally review the allocation of professional develop-
ment resources to ensure equity and work toward
more effective, inclusive, and accessible support
(Culver & Kezar, 2021).

Professional development is a lever that intricately
links to other facets of the system and can make or
break the ability of the instructional workforce to
achieve institutional goals related to undergraduate
education. For example, policies set by governance
may bolster or hinder VITAL and/or tenure-line
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Professional development is a
lever that intricately links to other
facets of the system and can
make or break the ability of the
instructional workforce to achieve
institutional goals related to

undergraduate education.

access to professional development, such as whether
opportunities are available within the institution and
whether and to whom funding and time are granted
for participation. Professional development
programs may also help prepare instructional
workforce members to participate in governance
activities; if engagement in governance is to become
more equitable and representative of the full
diversity of the instructional workforce, across
demographics and roles, this preparation is crucial.

EVALUATION AND REWARD SYSTEMS

The final lever in the Higher Education
Instructional-Workforce Framework involves
evaluation and reward systems that encourage, assess,
and recognize effective educational practices; such
systems are typically established by governance and,
in turn, supported by professional development. In a
robust and coordinated higher education
instructional-workforce system, evaluation and
reward systems include competencies that are
relevant and impactful for effective and inclusive
undergraduate education, provide benchmarks of
achievement through descriptive criteria, articulate
multifaceted forms of evidence that demonstrate
accomplishment and growth, and define clear
methods and timelines for both formative feedback
that supports VITAL and tenure-line faculty in
reflecting on and improving their teaching and
summative evaluation at key junctures related to
professional advancements such as promotion.

There are an increasing number of calls for and
models of overhauling teaching evaluation systems
to make them more scholarly, aligned, equitable,
and transparent (NASEM, 2020). Developing an
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effective evaluation system externalizes goals and
expectations for members of the instructional
workforce, ideally aligned with institutional and
department aspirations for student learning,
inclusion, and equity, while also providing a
developmental trajectory.

These approaches also can make a more
equitable and inclusive workplace. O’Meara et al.
(2022) argue for focusing on “the principles of
transparency, clarity, accountability, context,
credit, consistency, flexibility, agency, and
representation” in evaluation systems. These
approaches will benefit all within the instructional
workforce. Such a system can also reward
participation in governance, so that the
organizational and leadership work of improving
undergraduate education becomes a clearly valued
activity. In these ways, evaluation systems that are
well aligned across levers in the framework create
positive feedback loops, providing incentives and
recognition for actions that simultaneously
advance instructional workforce members’ careers,
positively impact students, and contribute to the
educational mission of the institution.

We might also consider forms of recognition
outside of formal evaluation and reward structures—
for example, the awards, news stories, social
recognition, and discourse related to teaching that are
present within an institutional or departmental
context. These aspects of culture and communication
are insufficient on their own but together can
reinforce reflection, meaning-making, celebration,
and sharing of nuanced examples that elevate
engagement, creativity, inclusivity, and effectiveness of
teaching by tenure-line and VITAL faculty members.

Reform of evaluation and reward systems to
better address educational work is progressing
through individual and multi-campus projects, and
it is crucial that those efforts expand to more
institutions. It is also essential that evaluation and
reward structures provide professional advance-
ment pathways for VITAL faculty, as institutions in
the University of California system and elsewhere
have begun to do by establishing career ladders and
defining promotion criteria that make VITAL
positions similar to tenure-line roles, including
security of employment. Methods for evaluating
teaching must be included for all members of the
instructional workforce—anyone who teaches. The
methods must attend to biases and be appropriately

nuanced to support institutional goals related to the
belonging, inclusion, and success of students and
members of the instructional workforce alike.

As discussion of the three levers above has
shown, various efforts have addressed each one on
its own to greater and lesser degrees. The Higher
Education Instructional-Workforce Framework
highlights the importance of addressing them in a
coordinated way in order to utilize their full inte-
grative power to support and advance excellence in
undergraduate education—something that, to our
knowledge, is not yet a systematic practice.

CONCLUSION

As the higher education sector commits to
advancing diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice,
the success of all students must be a primary goal
that universities and colleges share. The quality of
instruction is directly related to the quality of
undergraduate learning and engagement. Thus,
supporting and strengthening the entire academic
workforce—the tenured and tenure-track along
with the wide range of VITAL faculty (visiting
faculty, instructors, teaching assistants, teaching
professors, adjunct faculty, and lecturers)—is a
critical tool for creating more inclusive, diverse,
and equitable learning contexts and advancing
student success. This framework may allow cam-
puses to move from disconnected programs and
alienated individuals to a coordinated community
of transformation (Kezar et al., 2018) in support of
our common goals of advancing education for all
college students. The Instructional-Workforce
Framework offers an explicit pathway for higher
education institutions, as well as for partner organi-
zations across the higher education landscape such
as disciplinary associations, national convening
bodies, and funders, for supporting and strength-
ening the academic teaching workforce.

Several elements of the Instructional-Workforce
Framework enhance its utility and potential impact.
First, the framework takes a systemic approach to
supporting academic work and the goal of improving
undergraduate education. That is, the framework
reflects a recognition that change in higher education
requires the use of multiple levers across institutional
processes. In this case, the framework addresses how
instructors do their work (the lever of professional
development), how they are evaluated and rewarded
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for that work (the lever of the evaluation and reward
system), and the processes of advancing those priori-
ties through the inclusion of multiple voices (the lever
of governance). By showing the relevance of each of
these elements and the ways in which they weave
together, the framework provides a tool for thinking
and acting systemically in support of institutional
goals to improve student learning.

Second, the framework recognizes and embraces
the reality that the VITAL and tenure-line faculty
engaged in advancing the mission of undergraduate
student learning in American higher education
constitute a group diverse in appointment types,
personal characteristics, and disciplines and fields.
While historically those in tenure-system positions
have been privileged over others, a viable approach
to workforce development and high-quality
teaching requires broad and full inclusion. The
framework presented here provides avenues for
considering how each instructor—regardless of
appointment type—is valued and included in
governance, supported in their own professional
growth, and evaluated in ways that encourage
ongoing growth, effectiveness, and excellence.

Third, the framework is relevant to the full
range of institutional types constituting the
higher education landscape—for example, liberal
arts colleges, community colleges, regionally
focused institutions, and research universities. At
the same time, the framework is relevant beyond
the institution level to include the full spectrum
of stakeholders committed to improving
undergraduate education in service to increasing
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As the higher education sector
commits to advancing diversity,
equity, inclusion, and justice, the
success of all students must be

a primary goal that universities
and colleges share. The quality of
instruction is directly related to the
quality of undergraduate learning

and engagement.

engaged and effective student learning for a
diverse group of learners—that is, it is relevant
for institutional leaders, unions representing
members of the instructional workforce,
disciplinary and national organizations, funders,
and individual instructors.

Institutional leaders can use the framework to take
alook at the various levers through which they can
create a systemic institutional approach to supporting
the instructors engaged in efforts to create effective
and inclusive learning processes and contexts. Leaders
can also examine the messages they provide to the
institutional instructional community about who is
valued, in what ways their ideas are invited, and which
practices are expected, evaluated, and rewarded.
Department chairs and committees can use each of
the three elements of the framework to pose questions
about how VITAL and tenure-line faculty in their unit
can participate in decision making, enjoy readily
available opportunities to deepen their knowledge of
evidence-based teaching practices, and participate in
evaluation systems that clarify expectations and
reward impactful contributions to student learning
and success. Similarly, the framework can help union
leaders identify avenues for improving the conditions
for and effectiveness of the instructional workforce,
related to shared educational goals.

Disciplinary associations and national higher
education convening organizations also have a role
in signaling the value of the full array of instructors
and the importance of supporting them through
effective governance processes, professional
development opportunities, and evaluation
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practices. These organizations can use conferences,
convenings, and highlighted resources to advance
the well-being and effectiveness of the instructional
workforce. Similarly, funding agencies can support
innovative efforts in each area of the framework for
purposes of developing and disseminating useful
practices and facilitating cross-institutional
collaboration and learning.

Individual members of the instructional work-
force across universities and colleges also can use
the framework to help them target where to place
their time and energies. Recognizing the relevance
of each element of the framework, they can seek
and take on governance roles; commit to ongoing,
purposeful professional development; and use
evaluation processes as explicit opportunities to
reflect on achievements, obtain useful feedback,
and align individual interests with institutional
priorities.

Investing in the instructional workforce is a wise
strategic action at all levels of the higher education
system. Aligning governance, professional
development, and evaluation and reward systems as
part of a commitment to creating inclusive and
equitable learning contexts and improving the
success of the full array of diverse undergraduate
learners is a central goal for higher education. The
framework provides a perspective and tool that
highlights alignment of values and actions in
service to a strong instructional workforce and

high-quality and inclusive student learning experi-
ences.
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