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Abstract: This qualitative case study explores non-tenure track faculty [NTTF] experiences in 

three community colleges that participated in the Gates-funded Re-thinking Pre-college 

Mathematics grant from 2010 to 2012. The study fills a gap in the literature by exploring 

strategies departments used to engage NTTF in pre-college mathematics reform and the hybrid-

professional nature of NTTF professional identity. Compensation for required grant activities 

brought about initial engagement. Strategies that successfully sustained NTTF engagement 

involved professional growth aimed at improving instruction and building professional 

relationships. 
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Introduction  

 

The community college developmental mathematics curriculum is a hotly contested 

curricular area. Nationally, multiple groups are supporting or leading curricular reform efforts 

aimed at improving student outcomes in developmental/precollege/remedial mathematics (terms 

used interchangeably here). The success of these curricular reforms hinges on engaging and 

supporting non-tenure track faculty (referred to as NTTF in this study) who comprise a 

significant portion of instructional staff in community college math departments (Grubb, 2010). 

Since 2010, the Re-thinking Pre-college Mathematics grant [RPM] funded by the Gates 

Foundation has supported pre-college reforms at 7 Washington state community colleges. The 

RPM grant provided an opportunity to fill a gap in the literature regarding empirical studies of 

effective engagement strategies and incentives for NTTF in departmental reform efforts. This 

study uses the terms non-tenure track and adjunct to describe all faculty, part- and in some 

cases full-time, who do not have tenure and participated in this study. The terms tenure-track 

and full-time are used to describe the faculty in this study who have tenure or are in tenure-track 

positions.  

The study focuses on 3 of the 7 RPM departments. Two departments were engaged in 

major curricular redesign that led to efforts by tenure-track faculty [TTF] to incorporate NTTF, 

while a third department focused on improving existing curricula in a department with large 

numbers (>50) of NTTF. This study builds on earlier connected work which explored planned 

strategies for engaging NTTF and the extent to which these were supported in the literature 

(Burn & Gerhard, 2011). The purpose of the current study is to explore how planned strategies 

and incentives played out in practice, and to contribute to research on NTTF professional 

growth needs and professional identity. Even as research suggests barriers and constraints to 
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NTTF engagement, the strategies and incentives identified in this study successfully engaged 

NTTF by leveraging their interest in professional growth aimed at improving student outcomes 

and participating as professionals in a community of peers.  

Selected Literature/Conceptual Framework 

The pre-college mathematics curriculum (pre-algebra, elementary, and intermediate 

algebra) serves a gatekeeper function, since students must pass pre-college courses with 

appropriate grades in order to access additional education and training options (Dowd, 2007; 

George, 2010). Students who successfully complete pre-college mathematics courses obtain 

college degrees at similar rates to students who arrive “college-ready” in mathematics (e.g., 

Adelman, 1999; Bahr, 2010; Bettinger & Long, 2005). However, more than half the students 

referred to these courses either never enroll in them, enroll but do not complete them, or enroll 

and then fail the class (Adelman, 2004; Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006; Cullinane & 

Treisman, 2010).  

Concerns about low student outcomes and appropriate learning goals in pre-college 

mathematics have resulted in myriad national reform efforts. These include the Statway and 

Quantway projects supported by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, the 

Gates Foundation Developmental Education Initiative [DEI], the Lumina Foundation's 

Achieving-the-Dream Initiative [AtD], the National Center for the Advancement of Teaching’s 

Emporium Model, and New Life Curriculum project of the American Mathematical Association 

of Two-Year Colleges [AMATYC]. These efforts range from reconfiguring traditional course 

content using the Emporium Model to completely reconceptualizing or tailoring learning 

outcomes to prepare students for specific college-level mathematics courses such as statistics 

(Carnegie, Cullinane & Treisman, 2010). 
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NTTF are crucial stakeholders in pre-college mathematics reform efforts since they 

comprise the majority of faculty (67 percent) in community colleges, and an even larger 

percentage of instructional staff in pre-college studies (Grubb, 2010; NCES, 2008). Community 

colleges employ large numbers of NTTF to teach pre-college mathematics because of their 

flexibility and lower costs, institutional restrictions on teaching assignments for NTTF, and 

preferences of full-time faculty for college-level courses (Grubb, 2010; Landrum, 2009; Levin, 

Kater, & Wagoner, 2006; McLaughlin, 2005). Research reveals that NTTF are not a 

homogeneous group. Although they are just as committed to teaching and learning as their full-

time counterparts (Gappa & Leslie, 1993; Grubb & Associates, 1999; Leslie & Gappa, 2002), 

NTTF often have different motivations for teaching (Benjamin, 1998; Gappa & Leslie, 1993; 

Jacobs, 1998; Jaegar & Eagan, 2009) and their levels of satisfaction may vary by discipline 

(Lattuca & Stark, 2009; Lawrence, 1998; Wagoner, 2007). Of note is research that suggests 

NTTF faculty in the arts and humanities tend to be less satisfied with the demands and rewards 

of their work than those in vocationally oriented programs. This may be the result of aspirations 

for full-time work within academia, whereas NTTF in vocational fields tend to have more 

private-sector employment options (Benjamin, 1998; Levin et al., 2006; Wagoner, 2007).  

Also important is recent research (e.g., Ehrenberg & Zhang, 2004; Jacoby, 2006) that 

suggests a negative correlation between adjunct instruction and student achievement. There are 

several possible explanations: NTTF engage and interact less often with full-time colleagues 

and students outside of class; are less familiar with campus student support services; and receive 

weak departmental support in general (Benjamin, 1998; Egan, 2007; Grubb & Associates, 1999; 

Grubb, 2010; Jaegar & Eagan, 2009; Landrum, 2009; Townsend & Twombly, 2007).  They may 

lack campus email addresses and campus office space, and may teach a greater proportion of 
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lower level students, off campus, or at night (Landrum, 2009; McLaughlin, 2005). Further, 

NTTF are less likely to use collaborative learning and instructional technology (Jackowski & 

Akroyd, 2010; Scheutz, 2002). This latter finding jibes with Grubb’s (2010) characterization of 

pre-college pedagogy as remedial pedagogy—that is, it is focused on drill and practice, with 

little contextualization, and emphasizes getting the right answer as opposed to conceptual 

thinking. This characterization applies to instructors regardless of rank or tenure status.  

At the pre-college level, curriculum change tends to emerge from individual faculty or 

departments rather than institutional leadership (Baldwin & Chronister, 2001; Grubb, 2010, 

Lattuca & Stark, 2009). As a result, departmental leadership has primary responsibility for 

developing strategies to ensure that NTTF support and embrace change efforts rather than resist 

them. When change efforts call for significant shifts in instructional practice or more labor-

intensive instruction, both adjunct and full-time faculty must be viewed as learners whose 

expertise needs to be developed (Lattuca & Stark, 2009; Lawrence, 1998). Strategies for 

supporting NTTF identified in the literature include mentoring, compensation, creation of 

instructional materials, access to institutional policies, professional development, NTTF reward 

structure, and peer interaction and communication (Gappa & Leslie, 1993; Green, 2007; Grubb, 

2010; Lyons, 2007; Rouesche, Rouesche, & Milliron, 1995; Wallin, 2007; Waltman, 

Hollenshead, August, Miller, & Bergom, 2010).  

Conceptualizations of NTTF faculty can affect the study of NTTF, and the process of 

incorporating them into the work around reform in pre-college mathematics (Kezar & Sam, 

2010). This study takes the positive approach suggested by Kezar & Sam (2010), and accepts 

NTTF as an empirical reality in community colleges, believing that negative outcomes 

associated with NTTF are a function of the work environment rather than academic degrees or 
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level of commitment (Baldwin & Chronister, 2001; Gappa & Leslie, 1993). While we 

acknowledge NTTF barriers and constraints, we adopt the professional growth perspective 

(O’Meara, Terosky, & Neumann, 2008) as a counter narrative to the traditional narrative of 

constraint deployed in conceptualizing faculty work life, and focus on how NTTF faculty can 

grow and learn, and what they seek. O’Meara et al.’s framework conceptualizes faculty 

professional growth into four synergistic and self-reinforcing aspects: 1) the ability to engage in 

learning, personally and professionally, 2) the ability to assume agency, 3) the ability to create, 

nurture, and sustain professional relationships, and 4) the ability to act on and form 

commitments. Agency suggests power, will, and the ability to act freely as oneself to “create 

contexts conducive to their thoughts over time” (O’Meara, et al., 2008, p. 28). Commitments 

refer to long-term, conscious, personal and professional investments that faculty make in 

“people, programs, places and social concerns through concrete activity that furthers the goals 

of higher education” (O’Meara, et al., 2008, p. 31). 

The present study views NTTF as hybrid or managed professionals (Kezar & Sam, 

2010; Rhoades, 1998; Shaker, 2008), part laborer, part professional, hired and managed as 

contingent labor yet with professional autonomy and academic freedom. Deskilling (Rajagopol 

& Farr, 1992) which results from standardized instructional materials is an important 

component in the labor aspects of NTTF explored in the current study. The analysis of the 

professional aspects of NTTF work is informed by traditional notions of professionalism 

involving specialized training, autonomy, being stewards of the profession, and ethical behavior 

(O’Meara, et al., 2008; Rhoades, 1998;  Sullivan, 2005), as well as research which suggests that 

the professional identity of community college instructors, while less defined than their 

university peers, is grounded in being experts in learning, instruction, and curriculum 
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development (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Levin, Kater, & Wagoner, 2006).   

Methodology 

A qualitative approach was used to investigate the point of view of the NTTF regarding 

the strategies and incentives that best engaged them in activities designed to reform teaching 

practice as well as any barriers or limitations to that engagement. This is a descriptive case 

study (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003) of a phenomenon for which few empirical studies exist (Kezar & 

Sam, 2010). Such a description can lead to context-specific solutions for practitioners and 

provide a springboard for future research. This study is also explanatory: it seeks to explain why 

and how strategies and incentives were effective in sustaining NTTF engagement or changing 

professional practice or identity. Further, the lessons from this case study should be 

generalizable to other community college mathematics departments. As such, this is an 

instrumental case study (Stake, 1995).  

Data for this study were from two rounds of interviews conducted two years apart 

(2010–2012), along with grant applications and supporting documents including a review of 

faculty contracts at the three colleges. The first round involved one key informant interview at 

each of the 7 colleges involved in the Re-thinking Pre-college Mathematics [RPM] grant; these 

were done as the colleges were ramping up grant-related activities. A broad range of topics was 

addressed in the baseline interview including specific questions about the department’s current 

NTTF, plans for engaging NTTF in the grant work, and both formal and informal supports 

available at the college and the department for NTTF. Using the baseline findings, three 

colleges were selected for further study. Two were selected because they were involved in a 

major redesign of their pre-college curriculum (developed in part before the RPM grant and 

then implemented as a part of the grant), which presumably placed significant demands on NTT 
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instructional staff. The third college was included at the request of grant leadership because the 

department had large numbers of NTTF (>50) and was working to improve instruction of 

existing curricula, which was presumed to create an interesting context for NTTF engagement. 

Drawing on grant applications and the literature review, a semi-structured interview protocol for 

follow-up interviews was developed.  

IRB approval was secured through a host college and performance site approval was 

secured for the other two colleges. Under the requirements of the study’s IRB and to protect 

their identities, the NTTF and their quotes were not linked to a particular college; thus, findings 

from the study are presented in terms of themes, not individual sites. Interviews were conducted 

via phone during the spring and summer of 2012. NTTF were identified as possible 

interviewees via different avenues. Some were mentioned as active in grant activities or 

leadership, some were recommended by informants or researchers, others were identified 

through snowball sampling. A number of NTTF were asked to be interviewed, and a limited 

number participated. Efforts were made to protect the identities of all NTTF, including 

pseudonyms, not linking quotes to colleges, and in some cases, altering minor descriptive 

details.   

The final sample included key informants at each college (n=7, 57% female, 43% males, 

age from 30s to 60s), mainly TT faculty in the mathematics department, with two in either ABE 

or ESL. The NTTF interviewed (n=11, 55% female, 45% males, age from 20s to 60s) varied in 

their professional goals (tenure hopeful, retired, etc.) and were purposely selected to reflect a 

range of involvement in grant activities. Although participants were not asked to self-identify, 

the majority of interviewees were white. The interview protocol for NTTF explored 

professional/educational backgrounds, understanding of grant efforts taking place at their 
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particular college, involvement in grant activities, and ways in which these affected teaching 

practice or professional relationships. NTTF were asked how departments encouraged (or could 

have encouraged) them to become more involved, and barriers to involvement.   

The hour-long interviews were transcribed and analyzed with an iterative process of 

thematic coding and reflective memos, influenced by grounded theory approaches (Strauss, A. 

L., 1987).  Several rounds of coding were done, beginning with open coding and continuing 

with codes drawn from planned interview topics and the practices that the grant leadership team 

prescribed as important to reform. Coding was done on themes and strategies drawn from the 

literature, strategies and incentives to engage NTTF suggested in the baseline interviews, and 

topics of interest to the researchers such as professional growth. Qualitative analysis software 

was utilized for some aspects of the coding process. Frequent research meetings with a 

discussion of memos, the coding process and findings also occurred.  

Description of RPM grant and the departments studied  

This section provides background on the Washington State community/technical college 

system and describes the three RPM departments and their proposed grant work. 

The system comprises 34 community and technical colleges overseen by the 

Washington State Board of Community and Technical Colleges [SBCTC]; all colleges within 

the system enjoy the right to collective bargaining. All NTTF are eligible for health and 

retirement benefits at the beginning of their second consecutive quarter of halftime (two courses 

per quarter) or more employment at one or more state institutions of higher education. The three 

departments included in the study had contractual language which afforded NTTF the 

opportunity to receive affiliate or associate status which brought additional privileges or 

perquisites (non-wage compensations given to employees over salaries), such as scheduling 
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guarantees, slight benefits increase, or “bumping rights.” 

The RPM grant process was competitive, with 17 community colleges applying. The 

selected colleges each received $20,000 for spring and summer quarter of 2010, and an 

additional $50,000 for academic years 2010–11 and 2011–12. Departments included in the 

RPM grant committed to make “substantive changes in core educational practices (curriculum, 

instructional practices and teacher support, assessment) in their pre-college math programs” 

(RPM, 2011). In addition, three practices were promoted to improve instruction: 1) classroom 

assessment techniques [CATs] (Angelo & Cross, 1993), a formative assessment technique 

aimed at providing a window into student learning during a class session; 2) faculty inquiry 

groups [FIGs] where faculty work collaboratively to develop questions about student learning 

and seek answers from the literature or examining student work (Huber, 2008; Klein & Wright, 

2009); and 3) reciprocal classroom observations, also called reciprocal exchanges between two 

faculty members.  

Case Descriptions 

College case descriptions are limited to grant activities in the departmental context, a 

decision imposed by IRB restrictions to protect the identity of NTTF interviewed. Colleges A 

and B were standalone mathematics departments with roughly 8–12 full-time and equal 

numbers of NTTF. College C had similar numbers of tenure-track faculty, but over 50 NTTF. In 

all three cases, adjunct faculty taught more than half of the pre-college sections, generally 60 to 

70% of the sections. 

College A.  College A developed a plan to continue implementing a redesigned three-

course developmental algebra sequence begun under a previous grant. The department planned 

to increase training in instructional techniques for all faculty, develop and implement new 



 

 

 

11 

assessment tools and practices, and expand implementation to online and off-campus formats.  

In addition to content changes, the redesign incorporated graphing technology, a multi- 

representational approach, and a focus on developing student attributes.  

College B.  College B planned to continue efforts for implementing a redesigned 

developmental algebra sequence began under a previous grant aimed at reducing the number of 

required pre-college courses from three to two, ensuring mathematical content was relevant to a 

student's career, academic and life goals, and actively helping students develop college-

readiness skills such as successful learning habits and attitudes. As part of the redesign, the 

department established lead instructors for developmental courses to support instructors and 

oversee courses for consistency.  

College C.  College C developed a plan to focus on four areas of the curriculum: 1) 

clarifying core concepts for each course in developmental mathematics; 2) improving 

assessment by creating student learning outcomes for each course and the means to measure 

them; 3) creating a faculty learning community around instructional approaches; 4) identifying 

student success attributes for the students in classes. Central to their work were FIG (Faculty 

Inquiry Group) meetings and associated activities where conversations about student 

engagement, outcomes assessment, and learning led to offshoot projects such as trying 

alternative pedagogies in courses and student learning communities.  

Findings 

This study builds on earlier connected work that explored planned strategies for 

engaging NTTF and the extent to which these are supported in the research literature (Burn & 

Gerhard, 2011). The findings of that study revealed that while NTTF were considered crucial to 

the success of departmental grant work, NTTF engagement outside of classroom teaching was 
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recognized as weak or sporadic. The major planned strategies for engaging NTTF included 

compensation (e.g., stipends) for added responsibilities and developing or improving 

instructional materials. The latter were aimed at supporting NTTF instruction and improving 

consistency in instruction. The departments that were building from a prior round of reform had 

more fully developed plans for incorporating NTTF, including professional development 

opportunities which involved mandated training for all instructional staff, with stipends for 

NTTF paid through the grant. In addition, these departments developed a lead instructor who 

was responsible for coordinating and convening meetings with instructional staff and serving as 

mentor, separate from the department chair, for NTTF teaching the new curriculum. A strategy 

that emerged from the departments engaged in pervasive redesign involved scheduling 

guarantees, allowing NTTF to move sequentially through courses or guaranteeing that NTTF 

could teach the same course twice.  

Findings of the present study are discussed in four main sections. The first describes the 

range of department strategies to bring NTTF into the grant work, and the spectrum of ways that 

NTTF engaged in the grant. The second section contrasts strategies that initiated engagement 

with those that sustained NTTF engagement in grant activities. The third section explores ways 

that NTTF engagement led to changes in teaching practice including changes to instruction, 

approaches to assessment, course preparation, and specific topics in class. Finally, we present  

findings on the theme of hybrid-professional faculty identity revealed through faculty 

descriptions of their roles and work patterns. 
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Range of engagement and strategies   

All NTTF interviewed participated in grant activities across a broad spectrum of 

engagement. According to the TT faculty interviewed, many NTTF wanted to be involved. 

NTTF with lower engagement attended training on the revised curriculum and learned new 

instructional techniques resulting in some change to practice. Higher levels of engagement 

included NTTF spearheading an aspect of reform, leading workshops on campus, creating 

instructional materials or instructor guides, and shepherding a group of motivated instructors 

through instructional changes. At one college, respondents described limited TT faculty 

involvement in grant work, despite active efforts to involve them, in contrast to the NTTF 

involvement. 

Department strategies to engage NTTF fell into four categories: 1) offering professional 

development opportunities, 2) leveraging the grant’s core practices, 3) offering targeted 

instructional support, and 4) offering perquisites. Professional development opportunities both 

on and off campus, with stipends for attendance, were powerful ways for NTTF to connect 

more closely with the department around grant goals. Events ranged from one-time training 

meetings to multi-day retreats or conferences focused on developmental mathematics. One 

adjunct, in explaining how an RPM treated affected her approach to her work, stated: “That 

week somehow really lit a fire in me.” TTF also leveraged the grant’s core practices (Faculty 

Inquiry Groups, reciprocal observations, CATs) to engage NTTF in improving instruction by 

promoting these activities as “required” for grant compliance. 

Perhaps the most powerful means of securing adjunct engagement on campus, the FIGs, 

involved both NTTF and TTF. Even when FIGs did not focus on inquiry and student learning, 

they became a place for faculty to get information on courses, learn about teaching, and build 
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relationships. One adjunct shared: “The purpose was, as I saw it, to kind of force people to take 

some time and reflect on how you’re doing your job.” TTF also offered targeted instructional 

support for faculty teaching developmental mathematics, including establishing a lead faculty as 

a contact point for a particular course, developing instructional materials (problem sets, class 

activities, assessments) for the new curriculum, and creating computer drives to share resources. 

Lastly, NTTF were offered perquisites for their participation, including compensation for 

participating in activities outside of their contractual obligation, opportunities to teach 

sequentially through the curriculum, guarantees of teaching the same class, and opportunities to 

lead elements of the grant work such as facilitating FIGs or creating course materials. 

Initiating engagement versus sustaining engagement  

Compensation, preferential scheduling, and personal invitations were key strategies to 

secure initial engagement of NTTF in grant activities. While some TTF viewed compensation as 

more important than others, NTTF also had differing views. Admittedly, some NTTF only 

participated because of the stipends. In contrast, others saw stipends as unnecessary, with one 

NTTF commenting that “the money was never the incentive for me to do whatever was being 

offered.”  For most, the desire to improve their practice outweighed any compensation. As one 

NTTF described, “I wanted to change my student success rate. So the incentive for me was, 

okay, they’re offering this, this might work in my classroom.” 

Planned or preferential scheduling arrangements or, in some cases guarantees, were an 

additional incentive for NTTF to enter training on the new curriculum and devote additional 

time to teaching. As well, encouragement or invitations from others initiated engagement, as 

when one NTTF was told, “You know, your perspective, I think, would really, really help 

people. Your voice needs to be heard here.” One TTF talked about an adjunct attending the 
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RPM retreat: “I don’t really know how she got involved, other than I invited her to come and 

she really enjoyed the first summer institute and then got a little more involved and has 

remained involved.” It was evident that NTTF felt an economic compulsion to participate in 

some activities, since some in the study were limited to teaching pre-college classes, so 

participating in grant/training activities was necessary for retaining their positions. 

In contrast to initiating engagement, strategies that sustained engagement leveraged 

NTTF interest in growing professionally and their desire to improve student outcomes. Because 

professional growth was central to sustaining NTTF engagement, the findings in this section are 

organized around components of O’Meara et al.’s (2008) professional growth framework: 1) 

learning, 2) agency, 3) professional relationships, and 4) commitment. 

Learning. NTTF described significant professional learning as a key to sustaining their 

involvement with departmental grant activities. This was particularly true for newer faculty. For 

example, the NTTF described himself as “inexperienced” and wanted to learn “more ideas and 

strategies to make my classroom a more rich place for students.”  Learning opportunities came 

in different but somewhat overlapping forms. First, all three departments offered formal, 

communal learning opportunities, usually in groups of faculty, including  curricular training 

sessions, FIG meetings, or information sessions on how to implement CATs or plan reciprocal 

observations. There were also independent opportunities for learning that sometimes involved 

another faculty member, as when NTTF worked in pairs to reflect on their teaching. Reciprocal 

observations involved a partner and were opportunities for learning about practice by observing 

another class. As one NTTF expressed: 

What I liked is to see the feedback, ... they are able to point out what needs to be 

improved in my teaching.  But I do find that’s very useful, because sometimes 

you just don’t see for yourself your weakness ...  And then so I went to his class to 

observe his teaching and then I got to see some of the stuff I can borrow from him 
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to put into my class to improve my teaching.  

 

One other aspect of learning is that it takes time, which NTTF often lack. One NTTF 

described why he valued the opportunity to teach the newly revised curriculum multiple times, a 

“perk” for some faculty, 

And you’re so much more effective, because you know what works and what doesn’t 

work and you can keep tweaking until eventually you get it right.  And so that’s a real 

appeal for me is to be able to stay in the same couple classes and feel like I’ve gotten the 

material where I want it, and I don’t have to take as much time outside of the classroom.  
 

Agency.  For economic and status reasons, some NTTF had limits on their agency. In 

some cases, involvement in grant activities was required to teach the pre-college curriculum.  

Some teaching choices were limited for NTTF or those lacking a master's in math, often 

required to teach college-level classes. Despite these limits, NTTF exerted professional agency 

by choosing to engage in grant activities that supported a desire to improve instruction and 

resisting those that did not.  

As NTTF learned about pre-college mathematics reforms, they gained insights into their 

work and used their professional agency to move forward with changes to their practice, 

sometimes in ways that modeled the grant and curricular reform practices, sometimes on their 

own. One adjunct said that in the past he had “worked really hard” to create better lectures, but 

as a result of the grant had moved away from lectures based on newfound belief that students 

“learn far more by working with one another as opposed to listening and watching me while I 

do math at the front of the room.” Another adjunct used the department redesign as an 

opportunity to work on his own to build an evidentiary base about the positive benefits of 

structured assessments that he then used to bolster student engagement with online quizzes.   

Some NTTF resisted involvement in grant activities. This resistance was also an 

example of adjunct agency, i.e., choosing how involved to be in professional learning and 
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development. Certain NTTF felt that participating in the FIGs that focused on reforming 

pedagogy wasted their time since NTTF lack the power to enact curricular changes that support 

pedagogical reform. As one FIG leader put it, 

The FIG I led had a lot of problems where the NTTF who came to it were really 

frustrated.  ... They said ‘I don’t want to have these conversations if . . . things 

aren’t going to really change here.’ 
  

Professional relationships.  Building and strengthening professional relationships 

sustained NTTF involvement in grant-related activities. In some cases, there was already a level 

of professional relationship for NTTF to build on where they had preexisting connections or 

friendships with other adjunct or TT faculty. Other NTTF expressed a sense of isolation, 

specifically related to relationships with TTF, which was summed up by one NTTF: “You 

know, it’s uncomfortable when you’re working at someplace and people don’t even know your 

name.” There were several examples of NTTF taking a lead role in building relationships in the 

adjunct community or serving as resource for newer NTTF. 

Statewide retreats were an important venue for NTTF who believed it broadened their 

professional networks. By participating in RPM retreats, NTTF developed deeper relationships 

with their TTF. For some NTTF, statewide grant retreats exposed them to national trends and 

validated thinking about pre-college mathematics. One said, “[the RPM retreats have] been the 

most valuable thing to me, the people I’ve met across the state, so I don’t feel isolated.  That’s 

been a key issue. Like I’m not crazy.”  

Faculty also connected around course meetings led by “lead instructors.”  These took 

different forms and had varying value at different schools. In some cases they were a source of 

support and connection, both with other NTTF and with the “lead faculty” person who could 

provide support and information. One adjunct who taught at two colleges compared his 

experience at the non-RPM school, where the weekly meeting with the lead instructor was a 
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place that kept “all the instructors together in one place to discuss whatever you want to 

discuss,” compared with the RPM college where the coordination was just “a courtesy email at 

the beginning of the quarter,” an opinion expressed by NTTF from other schools.   

Commitment.  Most NTTF described how their engagement with the grant supported and 

strengthened their commitment to student success. Bob, who is retired and teaches mathematics 

part-time, stated that working with students “that have struggled with math probably their whole 

lives and helping them to get through that hurdle” was what “drives” him in this work. Early in 

the grant work NTTF learned, many for the first time, of student success rates in their 

departments. Their commitment deepened as they discovered activities and approaches to 

teaching that led to better outcomes. One adjunct talked about this dawning awareness: “I 

hadn’t realized how really poor the success and retention rates were for the pre-college math.” 

This dawning awareness, combined with concrete steps toward improvement, mitigated the 

increased workload associated with the grant work. Most NTTF interviewed indicated that the 

new approach took more work during the first course or two, but after that, extra work generally 

decreased. 

NTTF expressed their commitment in different ways. For some NTTF, the new 

approaches were “more effective in getting students to use their minds,” and this reinforced 

their commitment to change. One stated that she was “morally driven by a sense of fairness and 

justice” to persist in working with students. Another was aware of serious problems, like the 

students who believe that it's normal to take a class “two or three times before you pass it,” but 

had not known "how to get involved until the RPM group started.” One adjunct talked about his 

perception that not all NTTF were equally committed to their work or to change, dividing them 

into “complainers” and people who want to make change if things aren’t working, and asking 
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himself, “How can I better give the students a good educational experience?” 

Changes to practice  

Two of the schools used grant funding to support implementation of newly revised 

curricula that came with required practices and technologies which affected faculty practice, 

including new textbooks, MyMathLab technologies, or a pre-reading provision implemented 

department-wide. Both curricular changes and grant work affected the NTTF’s teaching and 

practice, and discussion about instructor practice permeated the interviews. Of the 11 NTTF 

interviewed, two described minimal changes to their teaching practice as the result of grant 

activities; some observed dramatic change to their practice, while most faculty fell somewhere 

in between. Yet even in the former cases, an evident shift in practice emerged from involvement 

in grant activities. Changes in teaching practice fell into four main categories: 1) classroom 

instruction, 2) approaches to assessment, 3) how faculty prepared for each class and the quarter, 

and finally 4) how curricular topics were approached. Several categories naturally overlap. 

Changes in classroom instruction frequently described rebalancing their approach to 

classes, with less lecturing, a greater emphasis on group work, more instructor attentiveness to 

classroom questioning patterns (how the instructor is asking, which students are asking 

questions, who is answering), instructor efforts to decentralize their authority in the classroom, 

and more classroom activities.  As one explained, this new approach is “based on the idea that I 

do a lot more group work … where it’s not me telling [students] how to do a problem. It is 

students working out how to do a problem and then generalizing it, the idea that I’m not the 

only one who can give the right answer.” NTTF were willing to work through their discomfort 

with group work and other changes, with one stating, “I’m learning how to make that work for 

me.”  
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Even a faculty member with little overall change in her practice altered her questioning 

patterns in the classroom based on a reciprocal observation, allowing more time for students to 

answer questions before moving on with the class. Another NTTF used to provide detailed 

answers to questions but now says, “When they ask me questions, rather than giving them an 

answer, [I often] just sort of ask them another question [in order to] move toward the idea that 

math is something that they can figure out for themselves.” Changes in question patterns 

seemed to precede more dramatic changes to the teacher's role in the classroom. Instructors 

claimed they were trying to move away from being the central authority on math toward 

"[giving] them ownership of their own knowledge.” 

Faculty member approaches to assessment were also altered by involvement in state and 

departmental grant activities. Overall approaches to assessment changed: “I realize it can come 

in many different forms.” There were changes in how instructors developed tests, such as 

“trying to get more of everything rather than just algebra based.” Another explained, “I’m more 

conscious in making sure that I have a balance in exams in terms of questions that are more 

abstract, questions that are more graphical, questions that are numerical.”   

Some instructors adopted CATs (classroom assessment techniques), a common practice 

in the grant which all schools were asked to implement, but had a limited impact on practice.  

At one college, faculty utilized and valued a new online homework program: 

If you ask students to just do the homework from the textbook and hand it to you, first 

thing when they get it back, if it’s wrong, it’s wrong.  They’re not getting any credit 

points back.  When you do it online, you get three tries.  If you still don’t get it, it will 

show you the correct answer and what you need to do.  Then the system can generate 

similar settings for you for the students to do it again until they get it right.  So to me, I 

feel like this is really good, because it encourages students to learn.  Like if you don’t 

get it, try again until you get it, and then I would reward you with points.  So it gives 

you immediate feedback. 
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Finally, three faculty members said that they used common or mastery test questions. 

This seemed to be something that all departments looked at or tried, but was only adopted as a 

standard ongoing practice in one of the departments. 

How faculty prepared for courses also changed.  The majority of NTTF interviewed (7 

out of 11) mentioned that, in changing their practice, they felt they had to do more than just 

prepare and deliver a lecture: “Now I spend a lot more time thinking about the outcomes that I 

want, the ways in which I can represent the material or ask students to investigate the material 

that will lead to understanding.” Other changes mentioned include teaching a “topic” rather than 

a chapter, being more intentional about goals and structures for the class, providing grounding 

context activities, and developing projects and activities for the class. Faculty also cited an 

increasing use of calculators and integrating computerized homework programs into the course, 

and in one department, adopting a specific textbook pre-reading technique.  

Some instructors believe how they teach particular topics has changed based on their 

involvement with the grant.  For example, one said that now there is more effort at tying 

everything together: “We learn to factor a trinomial, then we use that factoring to solve an 

equation involving the trinomial and then we convert it into an equation that can be graphed and 

we see the relationship between all three pieces.” Faculty talked about learning new ways to 

approach topics from colleagues; with one explaining that because of the grant activities, she 

has met with more faculty and discussed more things, creating a base for increased 

collaboration and discussion around how to teach topics. Finally, NTTF also mentioned a 

general belief that their approach to topics was improving, incorporating ideas from FIGs and 

reciprocal observations into how they taught topics, and evolving attitude changes among NTTF 

that students can get the “right” answer in more than one way. 
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NTTF as hybrid professionals 

The findings in this section are preliminary and limited to views expressed by both 

NTTF and TTF about NTTF’s professional identity and division of labor. As well, they speak to 

how NTTF framed their management needs and, specifically, the role of premade instructional 

materials.   

NTTF themselves described rich professional and educational experiences in 

mathematics and expressed that they “wanted to have a voice” and to engage in the reform 

efforts around the curriculum, which many viewed as more labor intensive to do well. While 

NTTF exhibited a professional identity within the department, there were understood limits and 

restrictions on the work of NTTF.  For example, NTTF knew that most aspects of the reform 

efforts were driven by tenure-track faculty, perhaps with input from NTTF. NTTF kept their 

economic situations in mind, knowing that their participation in reform efforts valued by 

departments was not a choice if they wanted to continue teaching at the college. Several NTTF 

also expressed frustration at not being able to use all their prior knowledge and expertise due to 

departmental constraints. 

All of the NTTF felt they had autonomy in the classroom, though shaped by the overall 

grant work. In baseline interviews with grant leaders, ready-to-use instructional materials were 

initially seen as a planned strategy to create uniformity and consistency across teaching 

practices and improve student outcomes, with a particular focus on NTTF. As the purpose of 

premade or prescribed instructional materials evolved, materials were seen by both the grant 

leadership and NTTF as a way to kick-start their learning, scaffolding it onto the reform 

curriculum by allowing faculty to acclimate to a new course. Many NTTF stated they ultimately 

create their own materials, and in some cases didn't use the premade materials. One NTTF 
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described a common computer drive his department used to access premade exams and 

worksheets. While he utilized the premade materials, he stated that “each of us have freedom [to 

get] other materials to put into teaching” which he did if he felt a section of the textbook was 

not working the way he wanted. 

Grant leaders were asked about the role of NTTF in their departments. Nearly all echoed 

the leader who stated, “I think if a faculty member at ‘Our College’ who is adjunct wants to be 

considered a professional, they have every opportunity to do so.” Another said that NTTF are 

“always invited to be part of things” such as meetings, conferences and retreats, but that some 

have chosen not to, adding, “I don’t think we give them any less respect. I think most of them 

just don’t want to do extra work when there’s no extra pay involved.”  

Even with the limited pay for grant activities, there were several examples of NTTF 

leading projects related to the grant at two of the three schools, and one at the third school. 

Projects involved leading FIGs, running seminars about CATs, implementing changes in 

classrooms and sharing data on the outcomes, developing tests and instructor guides, 

implementing revised teaching formats, and leading and encouraging other NTTF in work 

around the grant. At one college where NTTF took on grant leadership roles, a departmental 

leader said this strategy was not “intentionally” planned to engage NTTF. Despite this, the 

outcomes were positive. When asked about the repercussions of NTTF taking on leadership in 

some grant activities, the same leader continued: “I think it does create a more cohesive 

department. I think these adjuncts see that they are involved and realize that they may have a 

bigger role.”  

Several NTTF voiced a positive view of management, recognizing the need for more 

formal support. One described the value of a strong lead instructor position that he had 
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experienced at a non-RPM college, contrasting it with his own department where the lead 

instructor only sent the occasional email. Another NTTF, a retired industry professional, felt his 

department could benefit from formal supervision of its NTTF. He stated, “It just strikes me that 

there is very little management, so bringing in a bunch of adjunct people and very little 

management seems to be a dangerous combination as far as quality.”  

Discussions    

The current study followed up on prior research (Burn & Gerhard, 2011) to explore how 

planned strategies and incentives to engage NTTF in departments undertaking pre-college 

mathematics reform played out in practice. These strategies and incentives were developed by 

TTF in three community college mathematics departments involved in the Gates-funded RPM 

grant during 2.5 years between spring 2010 and 2012. The assumption that guided this research 

is that successful reform of pre-college mathematics relies on deep and lasting engagement of 

NTTF, who comprise the majority of the instructional staff in this curricular area. The study 

fills a gap in the literature with respect to empirical studies of NTTF faculty, their professional 

growth needs and professional identity. Whereas research suggests barriers and constraints to 

NTTF engagement, the strategies and incentives identified in this study successfully engaged 

NTTF by leveraging their interest in professional growth aimed at improving student outcomes 

and participating as professionals in a peer community. The study’s limitations concern the 

situation of a small pool of NTTF in three departments at one point in time. In terms of the 

spectrum of engagement in grant-related activities, all the NTTF in this study participated to 

some extent in activities in their departments, but were not necessarily representative of the 

departments’ adjunct populations. This discussion summarizes the findings and provides 

implications for practice and research.   
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Summary of major findings 

Across all three colleges, NTTF were involved in almost every aspect of the grant 

through professional development activities, creating curricular or training materials, in 

leadership roles, and shaping their own work and that of other faculty. The strategies used by 

departments to engage NTTF fell into four broad categories: 1) offering professional 

development opportunities, 2) leveraging the grant’s core practices (CATs, FIGs, and reciprocal 

observations), 3) offering targeted instructional support, and 4) perquisites (e.g., compensation).  

The study uncovered differences between the strategies that initiated engagement and 

those that sustained it. While tenure-track faculty originally saw compensation as a primary 

driver of participation around reform efforts—indeed, for some NTTF it was essential—

personal connections and preferential scheduling were also crucial to initiate engagement. In 

contrast, strategies that sustained engagement more often leveraged adjunct interest in 

professional growth. O’Meara et al.’s (2008) professional growth framework (learning, agency, 

professional relationships, and commitment) was helpful in organizing strategies that sustained 

NTTF engagement around reform. Through participation in learning activities, NTTF increased 

their knowledge of pre-college math issues and strengthened professional relationships. These 

components of learning and professional relationships appear to be strongly connected in this 

study, as learning is both personal and collective (O’Meara, et al., 2008). Involvement in 

learning and strengthened professional relationships resulted in increased faculty agency and 

commitment to teaching and student success. The NTTF interviewed exerted agency through 

their decisions about whether to participate in grant activities. As NTTF saw a pathway to 

increased student success, their commitment to their work increased. While the desire to remain 

employed was certainly a factor driving NTTF’ commitment to improved practice, cynicism 
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was not the main driver, as NTTF engaged in departmental reforms at a level above the minimal 

amount required by departments. 

Overall there were minor and even some major changes to teaching practice. NTTF 

described the levels of change in their teaching practice, with some willing to endure the 

discomfort of changing classroom dynamics as they moved away from lecturing, and others less 

willing to embrace sometimes disorienting changes, such as regularly employing CATS, while 

still altering their practice. Changes to practice occurred in preparation for courses, approaches 

to topics, instruction, and assessment, linked in two schools to implementation of new curricula. 

In departments that experienced significant curricular change, one common theme that arose 

from reciprocal observations was NTTF learning basic teaching techniques, such as alternatives 

to lecturing or becoming aware of ineffective questioning patterns with students. It was clear 

that NTTF desired and benefited from this type of feedback.  

Ultimately, these findings validate the metaphor of NTTF as “hybrid professionals.”  

NTTF want to bring their considerable professional expertise and energy to reforms around pre-

college math and were involved in many grant activities. NTTF utilized pre-made curricular 

materials to “kick-start” implementation of new curricula, but did not let these materials limit or 

prescribe their choice of instructional materials. Grant leaders believed the department viewed 

NTTF faculty as professionals, and NTTF likewise saw themselves as professionals. At the 

same time, NTTF were conscious of the economic pressure that guided their employment and 

saw value in increasing the degree of “management” present in departments around the work of 

NTTF. 
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Implications for practice 

NTTF professional development.  This study has several important implications for 

practice. Since the goal of improving pre-college math instruction cannot be fulfilled without 

the involvement of NTTF (Grubb, 2010), tapping into NTTF’s desire to improve their practice 

is essential. This study helps reframe professional development of NTTF in terms of 

professional growth (O’Meara et al., 2008). In the future, departmental leaders and others 

involved in NTTF professional development efforts can bolster NTTF faculty engagement in 

professional development by identifying and developing training and educational opportunities 

that include the four dimensions of the professional growth framework (learning, agency, 

professional relationships, and commitment). Whereas past development efforts might have 

focused on learning, this study underscores the importance of providing experiences where 

NTTF can build professional relationships, with each other and with TTF, and leveraging NTTF 

commitment and opportunities to exert agency. The findings also suggest that departments may 

want to review teaching basics with NTTF while also doing higher level teaching development.  

Institutionalizing engagement.  A second implication of these findings involves the 

strategies employed to engage the NTTF who, despite barriers, participated at a higher level 

than mandated by departments. First, it is noteworthy that no departments used “advancement 

opportunities” as a viable strategy and one that is identified in the literature (Gappa & Leslie, 

1993; Waltman, Hollenshead, August, Miller, & Bergom, 2010). While to some extent this was 

beyond the control of tenure-track faculty, all three colleges had contractual language about 

“affiliate” or “associate” status for NTTF that was never employed as a strategy for securing or 

rewarding NTTF engagement. Second, while a broad range of strategies were used, not all 

engagement strategies had been institutionalized. Over the course of the grant, department-wide 



 

 

 

28 

curricular training devolved or changed into individual training, either by a lead faculty or 

through a mentoring relationship. The merits of this change are unclear, since it seemed to occur 

based on barriers to adjunct availability and low adjunct turnover. It is possible that TTF 

believed that NTTF needed no further training, and the departmental implementation of a new 

curriculum was complete. In upcoming years, it may be useful to do a periodic large-scale 

training session (funded by the institution, since the grant is over) that brings faculty together.  

NTTF professional growth as a shared responsibility.  A third implication for practice 

involves viewing the previous implication in a broader context—that is, clarifying who is 

responsible for the professional development of non-tenure-track faculty. While curricular 

change emerges from individuals and faculty (Baldwin & Chronister, 2001; Grubb, 2010, 

Lattuca & Stark, 2009), this study's findings suggest that NTTF professional development in a 

large curricular area such as pre-college mathematics is a shared responsibility, involving 

departments, the state system, the grant leaders, and the NTTF themselves. In the present study, 

departmental and institutional leaders provided professional development for NTTF and 

leveraged relationships to improve engagement in grant activities. Yet grant-wide retreats, 

through the Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges, were where light 

bulbs went on for many NTTF, who had previously felt the pre-college math “problem” was 

theirs alone.  

Departments should not underestimate the power of sending NTTF to large professional 

development events like statewide or national conferences. It was powerful for NTTF to be in 

the company of faculty outside their department, and to hear faculty from other colleges express 

opinions about their work. Faculty who appear on the “cusp” of interest with respect to 

innovation could be nudged toward more significant improvements in practice, creating larger 
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payoffs for their practice and department. Additionally, the college system can serve as a leader 

to encourage increased participation of NTTF at regional or state level professional 

development activities. Because NTTF in some states circulate to different colleges, investing in 

them at a systems level could have a positive, system-wide benefit.   

Implications for research 

 This study contributes to the managed professional discussion by reframing the concept 

of “management” to more accurately reflect what NTTF said they wanted: professional 

relationships, clarity of expectation, and some amount of guidance communicated to them. In 

discussing valuable additions to their work, some wanted a longer term plan for their teaching 

schedule so they could know their course load and schedule in advance. Others spoke of a lack 

of connection with the department, summed up as limited “management” of NTTF.  This 

reference to management presented it in a positive light, as a way to communicate and connect 

with the adjunct community to support their practice. However, such “management” has to 

come from somewhere or, rather, someone. The TTF in charge of departments are often 

overworked or under-prepared for management responsibilities, so absence of strong 

management is not merely a case of TTF neglecting their responsibilities.  

 Future research into the role of NTTF could look at adjunct choices not to engage in 

departmental reform efforts and other factors that support continued engagement in reform 

activities beyond NTTF’s interest in professional growth. Continued research into the reforms 

around developmental mathematics that are ongoing in many community colleges, as well as 

their long term effects on departments and departmental culture, would be valuable.  

Based on the study’s findings, researchers’ conceptions of NTTF may need to reflect the 

changing nature of roles and work patterns in the departments that are actively working toward 
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reform. While there was evidence that NTTF and departmental leaders view NTTF as 

professionals, viewing these faculty as “managed professionals” (Rhoades, 1998), a hybrid of 

professional laborers (Rhoades, 1998; Shaker, 2008), reveals different aspects of the tensions 

and forces that shape their lives. Understanding environmental and situational differences in 

which NTT faculty could be considered professionals and when they serve as laborers can shape 

theory around their work and participation in departments.  

The NTTF focus on economics also demonstrates the labor aspect of hybrid 

professionalism, as choices to participate in reform efforts were connected to continued 

employment, while these same reforms were directed by tenure-track faculty. Departmental 

creation of curricular materials could be viewed as contributing to the de-skilling (Rhoades, 

1998; Rajagopal & Farr, 1992) of NTTF, a process that “downgrade[s] skill requirements” 

(Rhoades, 1998, p.180). In contrast, the NTTF studied here utilized the curricula to scaffold and 

support improvement of their instructional practice and understanding of student learning, as 

they acquired the skills needed to teach pre-college students more effectively. This learning 

could be seen as an aspect of en-skilling, where changing technologies create jobs for which 

employees need a higher skill level (Rhoades, 1998).  

Conclusion 

The pre-college curriculum is arguably one of the most important curricular areas 

influencing student achievement and completion in community college. As NTTF comprise the 

majority instructional staff in pre-college mathematics, the importance of the present study lies 

in its focus on successfully engaging NTTF in departmental efforts to improve pre-college 

mathematics instruction. This paper argues that the strategies which successfully sustained 

engagement of NTTF in professional development and reform efforts were those focused on 
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professional growth. Additionally, it views these NTTF as hybrid professionals (Kezar & Sam, 

2010; Rhoades, 1998; Shaker 2008) who may be hired as contingent labor but also have a 

measure of professional autonomy and authority, and academic freedom.  

Not all NTTF will engage actively or transformatively in available professional growth 

opportunities, but some will, and others will recognize that activities are available for when they 

are ready to pursue them. Investments in NTTF can be made by departments and schools, 

through grant funding, or could in some cases be the responsibility of a state’s community 

college system. Such investment in NTTF development will yield benefits to departments that 

go beyond improvement of individual faculty teaching practices. Professional communities are 

built and strengthened, curricular materials are developed and shared, and assessment data is 

collected, which may all lead to improved student outcomes.  

When departments embrace a professional growth perspective, this can help NTTF at 

community colleges develop into “experts in student learning” who create and disseminate 

knowledge about their students and meet their learning needs (Levin, 2006, p. 142). Brint 

(1994) states that professional expertise has to become more clearly defined, using questions 

like “knowledge about what?" "knowledge valued by whom?" and "knowledge valued at what 

level?” (p. 45). In this study, NTTF knowledge about student learning was created in FIGs and 

through the use of CATs, while knowledge about systemic challenges in pre-college math was 

created and shared in retreats and FIGs. It is not yet clear if this knowledge was valued by 

departments, as some NTTF felt they had labored and learned in isolation.  But there was 

evidence that this new knowledge was valued by a group of NTTF who returned to their 

classrooms feeling better equipped and by the students who benefited in class.  
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