Adjunct Online Faculty
and Online Student Grades

Wendy Kaaki

Current research indicates that online student grades have dropped at for-profit
online institutions, where adjunct online faculty made up for 80-90% of online
faculty. Evidence of low online student grades in an era of increased use of
adjunct online faculty exists. A quantitative nonexperimental study examined the
relationship between adjunct online faculty working at a private for-profit online
institution and online student grades. A total of 81 out of 148 faculty members par-
ticipated. Results indicated technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge of
adjunct online instructors did not predict online student grades; however, other
variables are discussed in this article that may contribute to low online student

grades.

INTRODUCTION
n 2013, more than 4,000 private for-
profit 4-year online institutions offered
degree programs and courses that are
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identical in curriculum to traditional cam-
pus-based programs and courses (Ginder
& Sykes, 2013). In 2013, over 61% of online
students in the United States were enrolled
in private for-profit 4-year online institu-
tions (Ginder & Skyes, 2013). The TPACK
(Technological = Pedagogical  Content
Knowledge) theoretical framework
(Appendix A) measures responses of
instructors in three main areas, technology,
pedagogy, and content knowledge, and
four other domain areas where the con-
structs technology, pedagogy, and content
knowledge overlap. TPACK is comprised
of seven areas related to technology, peda-
gogy, and content knowledge. The TPACK
Survey tool measured responses of adjunct
online faculty working at a private for-
profit online institution.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Literature collected and analyzed online
instructional training, areas of TPACK,
online experience, and student retention
and success. A myriad of data and research
documents discussed faculty preparation,
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professional development, online training,
student retention, and student satisfaction
with courses, professional development,
and online learning theory. Another theme
found in the literature was faculty devel-
opment and evaluation.

PURPOSE

This study’s findings may provide direc-
tion on how to prioritize faculty assess-
ment and professional development in the
distance learning sectors for any institution
offering courses online. A closer look at
adjunct online faculty and online student
grades could help identify and formulate
solutions for faculty, so that retention and
better grades may be achieved. Informa-
tion collected may assist in supporting
online departments with understanding
and characterizing the domains of adjunct
online faculty that may predict the grades
of online students. The following research
questions guided the study:

1. What is the relationship between
online student grades and self-
reported technological knowledge
(TK), pedagogical knowledge (PK),
and content knowledge (CK) of
adjunct online instructors?

2. What is the relationship between the
online student grades and self-
reported pedagogical content knowl-
edge (PCK), technological content
knowledge (TCK), and technological
pedagogical knowledge (TPK) of
adjunct online instructors?

3. What is the relationship between self-
reported pedagogical content knowl-
edge (PCK), technological content
knowledge (TCK), and technological
pedagogical knowledge (TPK), and
self-reported TPACK (Technological
Pedagogical Content Knowledge) of
adjunct online instructors?

4. To what extent, if any, is self-reported
TPACK (Technological Pedagogical

Content Knowledge) of adjunct online
instructors related to online student
grades?

METHODOLOGY /DESIGN

This study used a quantitative, correla-
tional, nonexperimental research design to
respond to the research questions and
hypotheses. A quantitative approach was
appropriate for this study because the data
collected about online students (grades)
and adjunct instructors (TPACK) were not
qualitative. ~ Quantitative  correlational
studies use measures of association
between variables to help describe the sig-
nificance and relationship of the data.
Nonexperimental research was appropri-
ate for this study because the participants
were not under any treatment, control, or
influence (Vogt, 2007). Measures of associa-
tion did not describe cause and effect, as
the intent of this study was to assess an
association and relationship between the
predictor variables and the criterion vari-
able.

SETTING/POPULATION/SAMPLING

A TPACK Survey (Schmidt et al., 2010) was
distributed via web to 148 anonymous
adjunct online faculty at a private for-
profit online institution in the United
States in January 2016 via a SurveyMon-
key.com link. Potential participants were
given an option to volunteer and partici-
pate in the survey; alternatively, each
potential participant could opt-out and
exit without any penalty or obligation.
Eighty-one adjunct online faculty mem-
bers participated in the TPACK Survey
(Schmidt et al., 2010) for a response rate of
57%. The population size, particularly
adjunct online instructors at one private
for-profit online institution, made this
study reliable because sample sizes sug-
gested for the study were large enough to
generalize the results.
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INSTRUMENT

The TPACK Survey was created by
Schmidt et al. (2010) to measure each of the
seven domains of the TPACK. Technologi-
cal knowledge, pedagogical knowledge,
and content knowledge, and overlapping
areas were included in the survey. The
selection of this tool was relevant to the lit-
erature regarding the predictor variables
(technological knowledge, pedagogical
knowledge, and content knowledge and
overlapping areas) of adjunct online
instructors. The TPACK Survey (Schmidt et
al., 2010) questions pertaining to adjunct
online technological knowledge, pedagog-
ical knowledge, and content knowledge
and overlapping areas were divided into
groups. The three predictor variables
(technological knowledge, pedagogical
knowledge, and content knowledge) were
ordinal data measured on a 5-point Likert
scale. Student grades were measured
according to the average points received in
courses. Data released included student
percentages earned for the courses
instructed by the participating instructors,
which were treated as a ratio variable, from
0 to 100, with higher numbers indicating a
higher proficiency within the course.

VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY

Researchers have established high levels of
internal validity and internal consistency
of the TPACK Survey (Schmidt et al., 2010).
Schmidt et al. (2010) established acceptable
internal consistency by observing Cron-
bach’s alpha between 0.75 and 0.92 for
each of the seven overlapping constructs
of the TPACK survey (Koehler et al., 2014).
Replication to other studies that utilize the
same research design indicates a reliable
research technique because the outcomes
produced similar results. All data were
evaluated for missing data and extreme
cases. The existence of extreme cases, or
outliers, was assessed by the evaluation of
standardized values. The standardized val-
ues were generated for each of the TPACK

scores, and each individual case was
inspected for values above 3.29 and below
-3.29 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2012). All cases
with missing data were evaluated for pat-
terns that were random. Volunteer partici-
pants who did not complete major sections
were excluded from the final sample.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The population for this study was adjunct
online faculty members at a private for-
profit virtual institution in the United
States. The faculty sample that received the
questionnaire was representative of the
population of interest. The institution
shared that 55% of the population were
male and 45% of the population were
female. Regarding age, the values were
between the ages of 30-59 as the institution
reported. With regard to race, 75% of the
population were white, and 25% were
black, other, or from multiple races.
Degrees held for the population were 89%
with master’s degrees and 11% with doc-
torate degrees. From the data analysis, the
majority of respondents (53.1%, n = 43)
were males and 46.9% (n = 38) were
females. Regarding age, 48.1% (n = 39)
were 18-44, and the remaining 51.9% (n =
42) were 44 years of age or older as pre-
sented in Table 1.

Regarding race, the majority of adjunct
online faculty was white (72.8%, n = 59),
Asian (6.2%, n = 5), and black or African
American faculty (6.2%, n = 5) was equally
distributed. Faculty race is presented in
Table 2.

Eighty-five percent (n = 69) of adjunct
online faculty reported that they held mas-
ter's degrees and 15% (n = 12) of adjunct
online faculty held doctorate degrees.
Regarding online teaching experience,
8.6% (n = 7) of adjunct online faculty had
one year or less; 32.1% (n = 26) had 1-4
years, and 59.3% (n = 48) of adjunct faculty
had 5 years or more. Online teaching expe-
rience is presented in Table 3.
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Table 1. Age of Adjunct Online Faculty
Age n % Cumulative %
18-29 1 12 12
30-44 38 469 481
45-59 30 37 852
60+ 12 14.8 100
Total 81 100.0
Table 2. Race of Adjunct Online Faculty
Race n % Cumulative %
White 59 72.8 73.8
Black or African American 5 6.2 6.3
Asian 5 6.2 6.3
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 1 1.2 1.3
From multiple races 10 12.3 12.5
Not answered 1 1.2
Total 81 100

Table 3. Online Teaching Experience of Adjunct Online Faculty

Teaching Experience n % Cumulative %
1 year or less 7 8.6 8.6
1-4 years 26 32.1 40.7
5-10 years 27 33.3 74.1
10 or more years 21 25.9 100
Total 81 100

The annual amount of professional
development in the areas of technology,
content knowledge, and pedagogy for
adjunct online faculty was determined by
three questions on the survey. Frequency
responses ranged from 1 (no professional
development for the year) to 4 (at least
four professional development events per
year). The highest area for professional
development endorsement was content
knowledge (mean score of 2.68) with more
frequent professional development in that
area. Based on all the responses, partici-
pants reported that they completed profes-

sional development activities two to three
times a year as presented in Table 4.
Student grades for each adjunct online
instructor ranged from a mean of 14.5 to
100 (M = 68.07, SD = 17.51). Using a tradi-
tional grading scale, adjunct faculty who
volunteered to take the survey had stu-
dent grade averages in their courses of a
“D” (M=68 or 68%). Adjunct faculty partic-
ipants had the highest endorsements in
the areas of content knowledge (M = 4.37,
SD = 0.91) and pedagogical knowledge (M
= 4.12, SD = 0.91). Faculty participants
had the lowest endorsements in the areas
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Table 4. Professional Development

Professional Development N Minimum Maximum M SD

Technology

As an online instructor, how often do you 81 1 4 2.4 1.1

practice professional development that is

specialized in technology?
Content/Knowledge

As an online instructor, how often do you 81 1 4 2.4 1.1

practice professional development

specialized in the content that you

instruct?
Pedagogy

As an online instructor, how often do you 81 1 4 2.4 11

practice professional development

specialized in the pedagogy of online

instruction?
Note: 1= none, 2 = once or twice a year, 3 = 3 times a year, 4 = At least four times a year.

Table 5. Descriptive Statistics
Professional Development N Minimum Maximum M SD

Student grade 81 14.5 100 68.1 175
Technological Knowledge (TK) 81 1 5 3.9 0.88
Content Knowledge (CK) 81 1 5 4.37 091
Pedagogical Knowledge (PK) 81 171 5 4.12 0.91
Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) 81 1 5 4.15 0.92
Technological Content Knowledge (TCK) 81 1 5 3.95 1.19
Technological Pedagogical Knowledge (TPK) 81 1.33 5 3.71 1.01
Technological Pedagogical Content 81 2 5 4.04 0.88

Knowledge (TPACK)

of technological pedagogical knowledge
(M = 3.71, SD = 1.01) and technological
knowledge (M = 3.90, SD = 0.88). Descrip-
tive statistics are presented in Table 5.
Participants reported their strengths or
weaknesses in the areas of common tech-
nologies such as digital books, internet and
digital video, learning management sys-
tem, software, and the methods to present
information, and current newer technolo-
gies that are newly developed (Mishra &
Koehler, 2006). The participants perceived
their strengths or weaknesses in process
and practice or methods of instruction,

such as purpose, standards, methods to
instruct, and strategies for student learning
to occur and subject matter being taught
and structure of knowledge, or what the
instructor knows about a subject that they
instruct (Mishra & Koehler, 2006). Also,
participants perceived their usage of tech-
nological knowledge to enrich content for
effective instruction and blend of peda-
gogy and content knowledge to instruct
effectively (Shulman, 1986) while utilizing
technological knowledge in order to enrich
pedagogy for effective instruction (Mishra
& Koehler, 2006). The results indicated that
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online instructor’'s TPACK did not predict
student grades. Technology, pedagogy, and
content knowledge practices prove to pro-
mote instructional knowledge, a better
understanding, and purpose for effective
instruction according to the TPACK theo-
retical framework in this study.

There are areas of faculty preparation,
training, and professional development
that grant the importance of online learner
grades, achievement, and improved meth-
ods of assessing online learners. Online
learners’ grades achieved within online
courses may not be an accurate measure-
ment of student-learning outcomes in vir-
tual learning environments. The methods
of learners’ performance evaluation within
online courses may need to be addressed
differently than using a traditional grading
system within current virtual institutions.
An alternate method of evaluation in
online courses may need to be developed,
so students are evaluated differently. Per-
haps, creating a different assessment sys-
tem for online learners may replace
current online grading systems in the
future.

Content knowledge can imply that pro-
fessional development activities that focus
on areas of technology and pedagogy
could be enriched, so learners achieve bet-
ter grades with close attention to content
and purposive activities. Professional
development activities that partake in
actions that involve technology, pedagogy,
and content knowledge can generate
meaningful learning (McKee et al., 2013;
Palloff & Pratt, 2011).

Institutional leaders may consider a
closer examination of curriculum, design,
course development, instructional quality,
responsibilities and attitudes, human
resources, recruitment, cycles of profes-
sional development, faculty effectiveness,
and experience in delivering instruction.
Regarding the growth of online courses
and part-time online instructors instruct-
ing online courses, focusing on part-time
faculty members requires exhaustive

examination. Higher education leaders can
continue to foster student learning and
address the concern for student success
and retention rates while ensuring that
part-time online faculty are applying the
seven areas of TPACK within their courses.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Higher education stakeholders can plan to
provide different methods of faculty orien-
tation based on the TPACK framework for
new part-time online faculty members.
Perhaps, orientation can prepare them
with competency in the seven areas of
technology, pedagogy, and content knowl-
edge for application in their future courses
with student learning outcomes in mind.
Orientation for new appointees would not
just introduce how the online courses and
learning management system function.
Orientation would also demonstrate how
to create lessons that promote usage of the
TPACK for student mastery of the learning
outcomes, not measured by grades
achieved by students but by measuring
performance within specific tasks to com-
plete. The TPACK framework supports stu-
dent learning outcomes, and the findings
of this study indicated that all areas of the
constructs of technology, pedagogy, and
content knowledge had a relationship to
one another (TPACK). Part-time online fac-
ulty orientation may include hands-on
practice, technology assessment, content
analysis, mentoring, and mock courses that
require specific prompts that trigger
TPACK mastery with close observation.
Participants in the orientation could be
evaluated by other members and given
opportunities to choose how they are
applying all areas of the TPACK domains
to their lessons. Lastly, orientation may
focus on how part-time online faculty can
better assess and award learners’ grades,
so online learners receive an accurate
record of their learning accomplishments.
Stakeholders and department chairs can
support, develop, and promote profes-
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sional development that addresses the
TPACK with specific activities that can sup-
plement the talents of existing part-time
online instructors. Part-time online faculty
can participate in professional develop-
ment through newer methods such as
identifying where part-time faculty are the
weakest and build on activities that would
help in improving skills that are not often
practiced. When professional development
frequency was assessed, findings indicated
professional development activities involv-
ing content knowledge were the most
practiced by part-time online instructors.
The least practiced areas of professional
development that part-time instructors
participated in were technology and peda-
gogical activities. Activities that blend both
technology and pedagogy could be created
and specially designed to increase perfor-
mance. Professional development could be
ongoing to address specific areas.
Although there was no relationship
between TPACK and student grades, stake-
holders in higher education can still inte-
grate professional development activities
that improve online learner experiences
and achievement. Professional develop-
ment can still be student centered. Hence,
professional development activities that
can provide instructors better methods of
assessing and interacting with online
learners may support the achievement of
better grades.

Online faculty training usually occurs
before courses are instructed. Online train-
ing for part-time online faculty can be
enhanced by applicable training. Content
and internal processes continuously
change, so training should be ongoing.
Department leaders can create customized
faculty training rubrics, best practices, and
specific prompts for a variety of subjects.
Identifying constraints and addressing
them within training is recommended.
Evaluation of certain performances,
actions, or tasks could lead to a better
understanding of what types of training
could promote better mastery of online

instruction. Training that utilizes different
methods of assessment of online faculty
members that concentrates on the difficul-
ties of online instruction may benefit
online instructors. Alternatively, training
that focuses on the improvement of tech-
niques in assessing student learning may
produce a better assessment of online
learner grades.

Faculty evaluation methods with close
regard to student-learning outcomes could
help to illuminate the effects of student
performance with an addition of different
paradigms that may measure different
areas to study. Frequency of faculty evalua-
tion is vital to ensure instructors are
remaining competent and keeping up with
the continuous changes that occur in
online learning environments, at the end
of each course and monitoring during the
course each week is a suggestion. Perhaps
department chair evaluation of faculty
could include review of course grade dis-
tributions and grading rubrics. Faculty
evaluation can be performed within the
courses and can be linked to course data
and student learning outcomes. Full partic-
ipation of online learners would be neces-
sary to evaluate faculty using a newer
faculty evaluation method.

CONCLUSION

Although this study indicated no correla-
tion between TPACK and student grades,
more research is recommended to illumi-
nate the relationship for more accurate
results to be drawn. The goal was to inves-
tigate the relationship between adjunct
online faculty and student grades. Previ-
ous instructor participants in TPACK
research studies emphasized that preser-
vice instructors, or new instructors that
were predominantly first year developing
instructors with little or no instructional
experience and newly introduced to the
profession.

Findings from this study regarding data
about professional development indicated
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that professional development involved
content knowledge activities, as this was
the highest score. The results supported
previous studies’ information that indi-
cated TPACK assessment could enrich the
content for effective instruction and blend
pedagogy/content knowledge to instruct
effectively while utilizing technological
knowledge to enrich pedagogy for effec-
tive instruction (Mishra & Koehler, 2006;
Schmidt et al., 2010). Prior TPACK studies
did not evaluate the frequency and areas
of professional development that adjunct
online instructors participated in annually.
Participants in this study were not given
choices within the research questions to
assess other variables that may be part of
their online profession. Such variables may
include assessment of the constraints in
the learning environment, the learning
management system, and the ability to dis-
cuss their understanding of their technol-
ogy, pedagogy, and content knowledge.
The TPACK assessment tool might not
yield enough variables to correspond with
high or low student grades, which is a lim-
itation. A side observation extracted from
this study was that the current research
supported the study’s results regarding
low online student grades. The findings
from this present study affirmed that stu-
dents who attend online courses achieve
lower grades as the results of this study
indicated that 68% was the average online
students’ grades. The findings of this study
supported previous research regarding
low online student grades and the growth
of adjunct online faculty (Allen & Seaman,
2013; Harris & Martin, 2012; Mishra et al.,
2009; Porras-Hernandez & Salinas-Ames-
cua, 2013). The information generated in
this study could lead to exploration and
future modifications to existing procedures
in the assessment of online students, eval-
uation, professional development, and
training of adjunct online instructors, and
in the augmentation of TPACK assessment
methods and administration. Higher edu-
cation stakeholders have the opportunity

to reflect on how they are addressing the
areas of technological, pedagogical, and
content knowledge of their adjuncts and
even full-time faculty who instruct online
courses, mainly for reasons other than con-
cern for the impact on student grades. In
summary, the present study indicates that
adjunct online instructors TPACK are not
necessarily correlated with student grades,
but many other variables are discussed
that have some relationship to the online
educational milieu.
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Figure 1. Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK).
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