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Abstract
Reading and writing are fundamental skills students need to succeed in college, making literacy development an
issue of education equity. The literacy skills can be content-specific, indicating faculty members across
disciplines need to support student development of appropriate literacy skills. The extent to which faculty
members support student literacy development is likely associated with their literacy-focused education equity
mindset. The goal of our research was to document the mindset of faculty members across multiple disciplines.
We gathered a combination of quantitative and qualitative data from 345 college faculty members using a survey.
We found variations in the mindset strength between disciplines by the number of students taught, gender, and
age. Overall, the faculty members held a moderate literacy-focused education equity mindset. The findings have
implications for student inclusion, retention, and completion.
Keywords: education equity, literacy, student development, mindset, college-ready
1. Introduction
Broadening participation in postsecondary education is essential to expanding the opportunity for more people to
experience the benefits of a college education. A citizen in the United States without a college education makes
on average 62% of the wage that a citizen with a bachelor’s degree earns (Stobierski, 2020). In addition, a
college education can significantly influence an individual’s quality of life (Trostel, 2015). We argue that the
life-long impact of college success increases the need to assure students have the support necessary to achieve a
degree.
Support for literacy skill development is critical for students’ college success (Armstrong et al., 2015; Cox et al.,
2003). Yet, many postsecondary faculty members perceive students need to come to college with well-developed
literacy skills (Reed & Justice, 2014; Selman, 2017) and do not embrace the responsibility for helping students
further develop their literacy skills (Airey & Larsson, 2018; Gregory & Colclough, 2018). Perceptions that some
students are just not ready for college or are not suited for college are barriers to being more inclusive and
equitable with opportunities, particularly for historically under-served populations (Kirst, 2014). Thus,
postsecondary faculty members must understand their role in helping all of their students continue developing
foundational reading and writing skills.
We consider the attainment of reading and writing skills to be developmental and contextual. Many students may
not have had the support, motivation, or optimal instruction to develop aspects of basic literacy skills, and yet
they may still seek to pursue a college education (Penrose, 2002; Wallaert, 2018). Faculty members may take
actions that exclude students from post-secondary education based on perceptions of the students being
ill-prepared for college without considering their and the institution’s role in assisting the students (Jansen & van
der Meer, 2012). Some faculty members may perceive students must enter their courses with well-developed
literacy skills, and if students do not have the skills, they must acquire the skills due to not being college-ready
(Donham, 2014; Jansen & van der Meer, 2012). Thus, perceptions of poor K-12 literacy preparation may not be
considered a gap to be filled, reinforcing the situation as a barrier to equity, access, and inclusion in
postsecondary education. Suppose we do not take steps to increase the number of students becoming proficient
readers. In that case, the United States will lose a growing and essential proportion of its citizens to poverty, a
situation that becomes a burden for all (Feister, 2010).
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Given the importance of addressing literacy issues to enhance equity and inclusion (Ellis & Rowe, 2020), there is
a need for related research. In our search of the literature in multiple scholarly databases, we were unable to find
any research reports on the mindsets of postsecondary faculty members associated with their perceptions,
expectations, and practices about supporting the development of their students’ reading and writing abilities. As
we addressed this gap in the literature, we focused on answering the question: What are university faculty
members’ perceptions and practices for supporting student literacy development to enhance equity? Our research
is the first study we are aware of that explicitly assesses faculty members to empirically document their mindset
associated with their perceptions, expectation, and practices for teaching their students literacy skills using an
equity and inclusion framework. Before delving into our research, we build a case for our study through a
literature review.
1.1 Defining Literacy - Reading and Writing
To ensure our research on faculty members’ mindsets for teaching literacy skills to all students is framed
appropriately, we begin our literature review operationally defining literacy. The definition of literacy continues
to evolve. Anderson and colleagues (1985) propose the following five guiding principles for defining literacy: (a)
reading is a constructive process, (b) reading must be fluent, (c) reading must be strategic, (d) reading requires
motivation, and (e) reading is a continuously developing skill. In the decades following, Smagorinsky (2001)
revised the term literacy to be more than reading, arguing that literacy is the process of using reading, writing,
and oral language to extract, construct, integrate, and critique meaning through interaction and involvement with
multimodal texts in the context of socially situated practices. Smagorinsky (2001) applied his definition of
literacy to the five guiding principles resulting in (a) literacy is a constructive, integrative, and critical process
situated in social practices; (b) fluent reading is shaped by language processes and contexts; (c) literacy is
strategic and disciplinary; (d) literacy entails motivation and engagement; and (e) literacy is a continuously
developing set of practices. Ruddell and Unrau (2004) claim that literacy expands our thinking by having us (a)
ask questions, (b) make connections to background knowledge, (c) rethink perspectives based on interactions
with texts, and (d) step out, analyze, and assess text. Similarly, the International Literacy Association (2020)
defines literacy as ―[t]he ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, compute, and communicate using visual,
audible, and digital materials across disciplines and in any context‖ (para. 1)
Other entities, (i.e., Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2006), recognize reading literacy
as ―an individual’s capacity to understand, use and reflect on written texts, in order to achieve one’s goals, to
develop one’s knowledge and potential and to participate in society‖ based on the belief that ―literacy enables the
fulfillment of individual aspirations‖ (p. 46). Similarly, Keefe and Copeland (2011) encouraged researchers to
expand their definitions of literacy beyond being a skill-centered definition to a more transactional (Rosenblatt,
1994) and empowering (Appleton et al., 2008; Tatum, 2008) point-of-view. Frankel et al. (2016) argue that the
definition of literacy should also include consideration of values, beliefs, and power interactions such as those
related to language, gender, ethnicity, and religion.
We embraced the more progressive definition of reading and literacy as we considered how faculty members
engage in activities to address their students constrained literacy skills. Further, we maintain that the progressive
definition of literacy is aligned with an education equity mindset. Given the evolving definition of literacy, there
is justification for examining how faculty members engage in teaching and supporting their students’ literacy
development.
1.2 Content Literacy
Content literacy generally refers to implementing various stand-alone strategies to help students understand text
in subject-matter courses (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012). In their review of the literature, Hinton and Suh (2019)
found that the definition of literacy is expanding to include other subject areas such as the arts and physical
education and consideration of digital literacies. The expansion consists of effective engagement with digital
textbooks and evaluating digital tools and resources used by experts and practitioners in the discipline field (i.e.,
biologists, chemists). Hinton and Suh (2019) posit that an expansive view of content literacy can encourage
teachers to broaden their perspective to consider digital literacies and expand the pool of disciplines with which
to collaborate.
Content literacy is critical in postsecondary education as there is an expectation for students to develop their
literacy skills across the curriculum. Yet, as Gregory and Colclough (2018) report, many faculty members do not
perceive teaching students content literacy to be part of their role but realize they have to so the students can
learn disciplinary content. Thus, there is a warrant for examining the activities that faculty members from
various disciplinary content areas engage in to enhance their students’ literacy skill development.
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1.3 Defining Literacy in a College Setting
Weideman (2014) identifies ten different abilities as crucial to academic literacy, including the abilities to
―understand a range of academic vocabulary in context . . . make distinctions between essential and non-essential
information . . . make meaning (e.g. of an academic text) beyond the level of the sentence‖ (p. v). Yancey (2009)
identifies similar skills, including writing for appropriate purposes, gathering and interpreting information,
critical thinking, self-evaluating writing, and developing creative works.
More recent scholarship has moved beyond defining academic literacy as a series of skills to define academic
literacy as a social practice that involves the reader, the community, and the environment (Holschuh, 2019).
There is now recognition that students arrive on college campuses with multiple literacies reflective of their
experiences, abilities, motivations, and interests (Pawan & Honeyford, 2009; Pugh et al., 2000). Pawan and
colleagues (2000) argue that multiple literacies should be considered part of, or perhaps in addition to, academic
literacy since multiple literacies impact how students approach both readings and discourse. In recognition of the
expanded definition of literacy, we embrace the position of Paulson and Armstrong (2010), who suggest
academic literacy is multifaceted and should be understood to include reading, learning, and opportunities to
address student skills holistically. The holistic consideration of student literacy is aligned with a strong education
equity mindset and therefore is critical to assess when examining the literacy mindset of faculty members.
Regardless, there is evidence to suggest that many students who enter college have underdeveloped literacy
skills (Falk-Ross, 2001), tend not to enjoy reading (Gilbert & Fister, 2011), but find benefit in efforts to increase
their literacy skills (Howard et al., 2018).
1.4 Faculty Perceptions of Attitudes toward Literacy
Faculty perceptions and attitudes toward teaching literacy skills are mixed. Because most college faculty have
not been prepared in literacy instruction, they are challenged by what they can and should do to help struggling
students meet expectations for reading and writing (Gregory & Colclough 2018). However, as faculty recognize
how reading and writing among disciplines can differ, they are also recognizing a need to address issues of
literacy instruction for their students (Glotfelter et al., 2020), embracing the notion students are unlikely to learn
what is not being taught. Further, Glotfelder and colleagues (2020) recognize that the transfer of literacy from
English courses to other disciplines is not likely to lead to students meeting the content reading and writing
expectations of the discipline.
Our search of the literature for empirical studies of faculty perceptions of, attitudes toward, and engagement in
teaching literacy in their content areas revealed scant research on the topic (Perin, 2013). Of the few studies we
found, most focused on faculty members’ teaching in K-12 institutions and are somewhat dated (e.g., Dupuis et
al., 1979). A rare recent study we located at the postsecondary level by Gregory and Bean (2020) reported
engaging community college faculty members in professional development to prepare them to teach literacy in
the context of their discipline. Gregory and Bean found the participating faculty members experienced increases
in their understanding of literacy and implemented the new practices they learned for teaching literacy and
acculturating students into their disciplines. As Perin (2013) argues, there is a substantial lack of empirical
studies of the literacy development of college students and, thus, a need for more research in the area.
Placing a focus on reading within a subject matter course such as math, English, science, and social studies is not
a new concept (i.e., Barton, 1997; Manzo & Manzo, 1990). However, most college students receive little or no
instruction in content area reading strategies with the exception of teacher preparation programs. Thus, there is a
high likelihood that university faculty members have not been prepared to teach content area reading or have
even been exposed to the concept.
The importance of literacy development to student success and the lack of empirical studies of preparing faculty
to teach literacy reveals a critical gap in the literature. Thus, when considering the literacy-focused educational
equity mindset of faculty members, there is justification for assessing their preparation to teach content literacy
skills and their knowledge of the science of learning to read and write.
1.5 University Faculty Member Attitudes and Perceptions - by Content
According to Gregory (2018), many research studies have found that students enter college with insufficient
literacy skills to complete content-specific college-level coursework. However, while content area faculty
members have the expertise of their subject content, they are not prepared to integrate literacy into their
instruction due to a lack of preparedness from their degree programs (Gregory & Colclough, 2018). For almost
20 years, multiple research studies have postulated that all subject areas in higher education should share
responsibility in literacy growth and development of the students (Elton, 2010; Johns, 1997; and Wingate, 2016),
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but unfortunately, many content area faculty members remain unable or uncommitted to teaching literacy skills.
Within Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM), faculty commonly believe that writing is
valuable for all students but tend to seldom engage their students in writing or teaching writing (Stroumbakis et
al., 2010). Moon et al.’s (2018) report of faculty conceptions of writing and the use of writing within their STEM
courses revealed a wide range of perceptions of good writing and how to achieve quality writing. As Moon et al.
share, ―faculty have under conceptualized how to identify good writing, relying on their intuition and tacit
knowledge, and that this may contribute to difficulty grading‖ (p. 1024).
A perspective held by many STEM faculty members is that students can learn a lot about science or mathematics
without actually reading the content (Norris & Phillips, 2003). Learning STEM content without reading
overlooks the broad definition of literacy. Yet, if students do not have a fundamental content literacy, they will
miss the interconnections, relationships, and implications of the content (Norris & Phillips, 2003). Thus,
addressing content literacy is critical to preparing students to delve into complex concepts and communicate
their understanding in ways aligned with the expectations and norms of the discipline.
1.6 Literacy and Equity
We recognize that in higher education students are expected to participate in much independent reading in
various text structures. Further, we also contend there is an expectation that when students complete their K-12
education, they can comprehend what they read and effectively apply higher-order literacy skills such as analysis,
critique, and synthesis of information. Many students are not prepared to meet these challenges and succeed in
college (Au & Raphael, 2000; Gorski & Swalwell, 2015), so faculty have to help students become literate to
ensure educational equity. Literacy-focused educational equity is necessary so all students can become literate,
contributing, and productive members of society (Au & Raphael, 2000). Thus, we argue that faculty members
should embrace a strong education equity mindset and maintain a focus on their role in ensuring student success.
1.7 Literacy Focused Education Equity Mindset
Through our literature review and ongoing discussions, we determined that postsecondary faculty members’
perceptions, expectations, and practices associated with supporting their students’ literacy skills development
reflect their literacy-focused education equity mindset. Consistent with the recommendation of French (2016),
we view a literacy-focused education equity mindset on a spectrum (see Figure 1). We designed the mindset
spectrum using the perception that all faculty members have a literacy-focused education equity mindset.
However, there is a stark difference between a weak and a strong mindset, as communicated in Figure 1.
A faculty member would be considered to hold a weak literacy-focused education equity mindset if they do not
perceive a need to differentiate instruction for their students; perceive student success as the student’s
responsibility; consider teaching to be content delivery; and ignore issues of equity, inclusion, diversity, and
access. In contrast, faculty members are considered to hold a strong literacy-focused education equity mindset if
they understand the need to differentiate instruction for their students; perceive faculty members’ responsibility
for student success; consider teaching to be helping students develop; and embrace issues of equity, inclusion,
diversity, and access.

Figure 1. Literacy focused education equity mindset spectrum
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To effectively communicate the implications of the mindset, we created a graphic reflective of the expression of
actions aligned with elements of a strong literacy-focused education equity mindset (see Figure 2). We argue that
the actions of a strong mindset would increase opportunities for college students who struggle with reading,
writing, or both to gain the support needed to develop their skills. Thus, we maintain that the inclusive
environment created by faculty members with strong mindset actions would address limitations in students’
college-level preparation (Greene & Forster, 2003). The premise for the mindset actions is faculty members
engage in practices while meeting their students where they are in their literacy skill development and providing
the students with multiple opportunities that support and scaffold their literacy skills growth (Gruenbaum, 2012;
Lampi et al., 2019; Perin & Holschuh, 2019; Theriault et al., 2020).

Figure 2. Literacy development actions guided by a strong literacy-focused education equity mindset
2. Method
2.1 Research Question
Given our perception faculty members must possess a strong education equity mindset and act on that mindset to
ensure success for all students, we wanted to gain a deeper understanding of faculty members’ perceptions and
actions associated with teaching literacy skills to their students. Thus, our overarching research question for our
mixed-methods cross-section study was, ―What are university faculty members’ perceptions and practices for
supporting student literacy development to enhance equity?‖ To answer our primary research question, we
developed the following set of guiding research questions to frame our study:
●

How prepared are faculty members in reading and writing instruction?

●

What are faculty members’ perceptions of their responsibilities for developing literate students?
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●

What activities do faculty members engage in to enhance their students’ literacy?

●

What are faculty members’ expectations of the literacy levels of their students?

●

How are the faculty members’ perceptions and practices for teaching literacy related to their perceptions
of equity?

●

What is the relationship between faculty members’ perceptions and practices and personal and
professional variables?

2.2 Participants
We sent an invitation to participate in our research to 3276 faculty members at institutions in the south-central
region of the United States. We had 345 faculty members begin our survey, and of those, 246 completed at least
90% of the items. The participants were on average 47 years old (SD = 11.22) and had worked in higher
education for an average of 14.42 years (SD = 9.87). There were 40% who identified as male and 57% who
identified as female, with 3% identifying as other or preferring not to answer. The majority identified as White
(88%), with 3% identifying as Black, 3% identifying as Hispanic, 2.5 % as Asian, .5% as Native American, and
1.5% identifying as Other, and 1.5% declining to provide their ethnicity. There were 81 participants from
research universities, 71 from professional doctorate institutions, 50 from masters granting institutions, 39 from a
primarily undergraduate institution, and 4 from a community college. Only two participants were from a private
institution. The majority taught students on-ground face-to-face (68%). Additionally, 16% indicated other as their
teaching format, and 8% each indicated either hybrid or online. Only 9% indicated they taught remedial courses,
with 91% indicating they did not teach remedial courses. Thirty-two percent of the participants taught both
undergraduate and graduate students, 27% taught lower- and upper-division undergraduate students, 18% taught
only graduate students, 9% taught all upper-division undergraduate students, 7% taught only lower-division
undergraduate, and 7% taught students at all levels. We present the distribution of the participants’ primary
disciplines in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Distribution of participants by their primary disciplines
2.3 Study Design
We engaged in survey research using a cross-sectional research design. We used the surveys to gather data from
many participants distributed over a region in the southern United States. Our cross-sectional design allowed us
to collect data at a single point in time to determine the current status of the literacy-focused equity mindset of
university faculty members. We adopted a mixed-methods design to enhance our opportunity to gather the data
needed to understand and empirically document faculty members’ literacy-focused equity mindset.
2.4 Survey Development
Given the exploratory nature of our research, we could not locate any extant surveys designed to assess faculty
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members’ perceptions, expectations, and practices for teaching their students literacy skills, particularly through
the lens of equity and inclusion. Therefore, we determined it was necessary to develop an instrument. We began
development by considering the equity and inclusion perceptions and actions associated with supporting student
literacy development as shared in our model of a faculty member’s literacy development mindset (see Figure 2).
We reflected on our work with first-year college students and college students who struggle with literacy and
faculty members who are supportive and unsupportive of student literacy development. We also considered the
scant research on improving college students’ literacy skills, such as the work of Gruenbaum (2012), Lampi et al.
(2019), Perin and Holschuh (2019), and Theriault et al. (2020). We developed multiple selected and
free-response items for each facet of our mindset model. As a team, we reviewed the items, combined redundant
items, removed items that were distal to our research focus, and edited items that deviated slightly from our
mindset facets. We then developed a survey of the revised items.
We began validating our survey with each team member independently reviewing each item and aligning the
item to the representative mindset element. We then collectively reviewed the compiled results of our alignment
exercise. We resolved discrepancies through discussion resulting in either editing the item for clarity or
eliminating the item from the survey. Following our internal validation process, we shared our survey with seven
scholars researching issues of postsecondary equity. We asked the scholars to share how much they felt each item
aligned with our mindset elements and to what extent each item represented issues of equity and inclusion.
We reviewed the feedback of the scholars and made additional adjustments to our survey to assure item validity
and construct representation. Our final survey contained 28 selected-response items, three free-response items,
and two sliding bar items. We used a Likert scale for responding to the selected response items and an
eleven-point scale ranging from ―0‖ to ―10‖ for the sliding response items. The selected-response items included
stems such as ―I am willing to teach any student regardless of reading ability‖ and some negatively phrased
items such as ―Teaching students how to read text is not part of my responsibilities.‖ Our free-response items
included prompts such as ―How do you support your students struggling with their reading and writing skills?‖
The slider item stems included ―Rate the student’s responsibility for addressing limitations in their reading skills.
(No responsibility = 0, Some responsibility = 5, Complete responsibility = 10).‖ Given the combination of
10-point scale items, Likert scale items and, free-response items, we did not think an exploratory factor analysis
would be an effective measure of instrument reliability. Therefore, we calculated the reliability of our Likert
scale survey items using Cronbach’s alpha which resulted in a value of .87, which indicates an acceptable level
of internal consistency for the items.
2.5 Data Collection
Our data collection took place online using Qualtrics, a web-based survey site. We gathered the publicly
accessible email addresses of faculty members working in universities located in the south-central region of the
United States from the institutions’ websites. We emailed the faculty members an invitation to participate in our
research, including a link to our survey. We gathered data over four weeks. We directly invited a total of 3276
university faculty members from nine institutions to complete our survey. We also asked those we invited to
share the email invitation with other faculty members. Thus, we likely had participants from institutions other
than those we targeted for our data collection. We did not collect the names of the institutions to maintain
anonymity for our participants.
Given the nature of our study, survey research, we anticipated between a 5% and 10% response rate (Delighted,
LLC, 2021) as we offered no incentives or conducted additional follow-up requests. The final response rate was
7.5%, which we deemed reasonable given the low interest of many faculty members in completing surveys and
teaching content literacy to their students.
2.6 Analysis
Quantitative data. Following data collection, we downloaded our dataset to a spreadsheet. We began our
data conditioning by removing the responses of those participants who did not complete at least 90% of the
free-response items of the survey. We also assured the free-response quantitative items did not contain qualitative
data (e.g., ―5 years‖ entered for years teaching changed to ―5‖). We then imported the data into a statistical
processing package, SPSS, for further conditioning. We used the software to replace the missing values of the
occasional skipped response with the series mean. Once we conditioned the data, we calculated the descriptive
statistics for all free-response items, reverse coded the responses to the negatively stated items, and calculated
the composite scores for our attributes. We completed our analysis by calculating multiple inferential statistics.
Qualitative data. Before analyzing the qualitative data, we developed a set of codes aligned to each of our
primary postsecondary faculty literacy-focused equity mindset attributes (see Table 1). Our codes represent both
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a strong and a weak mindset (denoted with a ―W‖ in Table 1). In developing the codes, we relied on our
knowledge from our prior research in education equity, our experience as postsecondary faculty members
formally engaging in work to make the institution more inclusive, and our knowledge gained through our
literature review. We then applied the codes by collectively coding the first 20 qualitative items for each of the
three free-response items. Following our initial coding, we collectively reviewed the coded data for alignment
with the corresponding education equity attribute. For the responses in which our codes were not the same, we
discussed our thought processes and interpretation until we agreed on the proper codes. We then proceeded by
dividing the remaining data into sections and assigned them to pairs of researchers on our team. In our pairs, we
independently coded the same subset of the items, compared our codes, and resolved any variations in the codes
for the data to achieve analysis consistency.
Table 1. Mindset Attributes and Associated Codes
Mindset Attributes and
Abbreviations
Differentiate Instruction
(DI)

Accepts
(SPO)

Responsibility

Flexible Perception (FP)

College Opportunity for
All (CO)
Recognizes Abilities as
Developmental (RAD)
Teaching
Students
(THSD)

is
to

Helping
Develop

Embraces
Issues
of
Equity,
Inclusion,
Diversity, Access (EIDA)
Advocacy - to Support
Success
of
Underrepresented (A)
Commitment to Helping
Students Develop Literacy
Skills (CHS)

Codes
Teach all students the same (W), modify assignments based on student needs,
student choice, one-on-one, small groups, varies instruction, changing content and
pace based on student learning, multiple modalities, rigid adherence to the syllabus
(W), no knowledge of student backgrounds (colorblind) (W)
Requires conferences/office hour visits, re-teaching, tutoring sessions, curving
grades, not my area (W), referring to tutoring center (W) without preparation, lack
of knowledge (W)
I teach the students I get, meet students where they are, have to come ready with
skills, not all kids should come to college, working in teams to support students,
college and career readiness
All have a right to a college education, college is not for everybody (W), some
students just don’t want to learn (W), some people don’t belong in (this) college
(W), some people are not ready for college (W)
Learning takes time, got it or they don’t (W) [fixed mindset], not all students are at
the same place in terms of development, development is individualized, different
prior knowledge, measures learning in terms of growth
My job is to provide information (W), mentor, support, scaffolding, reaching out to
students in need, I have office hours (W), meaningful feedback, flexible
assignments, adjusting grading, formative and summative assessments,
non-meaningful feedback (W), using university resources (S or W)
Recognizes cultural differences, understanding differences in background,
treat/teach all students the same (W), provide opportunity for all, differentiation,
colorblind (W), stereotype (W),
Work to provide opportunities for others, lower institutional barriers, seek/provide
resources, let the administration take care of it (W), have conversations with
colleagues to raise their awareness
Students should come reading/writing ready (W), I don’t teach reading/writing, I
teach my students how to read/write professionally, constructive feedback, refer to
other university resources (S or W), flexibility in reading/writing assignments,
adjusting reading/writing assignments to student needs, making modifications in
reading/writing assignments

3. Results
3.1 Preparation and Knowledge of Teaching Reading and Writing
Our first guiding research question asked, ―How prepared are faculty members in reading and writing
instruction?‖ To answer this question, we examined the mean and median of individual items and the composite
score for our items aligned with professional preparation and knowledge of teaching reading and writing (See
Table 2). We found the participants tended to agree (Mdn = 4.00) they were prepared to teach content area
writing but were unprepared to teach content area reading. The participants indicated they agreed (Mdn = 4.00)
they sought out opportunities to learn to teach content writing.
The participants were neutral (Mdn = 3.00) toward assessing their students’ writing skills, studying how to teach
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writing in their content areas, and being unfamiliar with the research on teaching writing. The faculty members
disagreed (Mdn = 2.00) on being familiar with the research on teaching content reading and being prepared to
help students who lack reading skills. The composite score for knowledge and preparation for teaching content
reading and writing was near neutral (Mdn = 3.12), indicating a moderate level of preparation and knowledge.
The participants responded to our 10-point slider item asking them to rate their knowledge of the research on
teaching reading below moderate (M = 3.56, SD = 2.79, Mdn = 3.00). The result indicates that the participants
acknowledged that they lacked knowledge of the research on teaching reading.
Table 2. Mean, Standard Deviation and Median for Items Aligned with Knowledge and Preparation to Teach
Reading and Writing
Item
I am prepared to teach content area writing in my course.
I am unprepared to teach content area reading in my course.
I seek opportunities to learn how to teach my students content writing.
I do not know how to effectively assess my students’ reading skills.
I have studied how to teach writing in my content area.
I am unfamiliar with the research on teaching content writing.
I have been prepared to help students who lack reading skills.
I am familiar with the research on teaching content reading.
Preparation and Knowledge of Teaching Reading and Writing Composite Score

Mean (SD)
3.77 (.93)
3.48 (1.10)
3.45 (1.06)
3.21 (1.11)
3.08 (1.26)
2.92 (1.17)
2.62 (1.09)
2.44 (1.02)
3.12 (.72)

Median
4.00
4.00
4.00
3.00
3.00
3.00
2.00
2.00
3.12

3.2 Perceptions of Responsibility
Our second guiding research question asked, ―What are faculty members’ perceptions of their responsibilities for
developing literate students?‖ To answer this question, we examined the survey items aligned with faculty
members taking responsibility for teaching reading and writing and helping students to develop their literacy
skills (see Table 3). We found the participants tended to agree (Mdn = 4.00) they rely on other faculty to teach
writing, do not see the need to communicate college-level writing expectations, and do not have time to help
students develop their writing skills. The faculty members were neutral (Mdn = 3.00) toward teaching how to
read being part of their responsibilities. The participants disagreed (Mdn = 2.00) that they get frustrated when
students do not write well, and they expected students to come prepared for content reading. Overall, the
participants rated (on a 10-point sliding scale) their students’ responsibility for addressing limitations in their
reading skills as moderately high (M = 7.03, SD = 1.66, Mdn = 7.00). Overall, the results suggest that faculty
members assume a moderately low level of responsibility for teaching their students to read and write.
Table 3. Mean, Standard Deviation and Median for Items Aligned with Faculty Member Responsibility for
Teaching Reading and Writing
Item
I rely on other faculty to teach my students to write so I don’t have to.
I should not have to communicate college level
writing expectations in my course materials.
I do not have time to help students to develop their writing skills.
Teaching students how to read text is not part of my responsibilities.
I get frustrated when my students don’t write well.
I expect my students to come to my course prepared for content reading.
Responsibility for Teaching Reading and Writing composite score

M (SD)
3.67 (1.08)
3.47 (1.14)

Median
4.00
4.00

3.36 (1.15)
3.18 (1.22)
2.43 (.95)
2.24 (.82)
3.06 (.71)

4.00
3.00
2.00
2.00
3.00

3.3 Literacy Instruction
Our third guiding research question asked, ―What activities do faculty members engage in to enhance their
students’ literacy?‖ To answer this question, we examined the participants’ responses to our items aligned with
reading and writing instruction (see Table 4). We found participants agreed (Mdn = 4.00) to recommending their
students take notes as they read, being willing to teach students regardless of their reading abilities, and
providing their students with examples of what they consider to be quality academic writing. The participants
were neutral (Mdn = 3.00) toward demonstrating to students how to read texts, choosing reading material with
students in mind, writing with students to model academic writing, and integrating reading instruction into
content assignments. The overall composite score for instruction (M = 3.44, SD = .56, Mdn = 3.42) indicates a
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high-moderate level of reading and writing instruction. Our results suggest that the faculty members engaged in a
high-moderate level of reading and writing instruction with their students.
Table 4. Mean, Standard Deviation and Median for Items Aligned with Faculty Member Reading and Writing
Instruction
Item
I recommend students take notes as they read.
I am willing to teach any student regardless of reading ability.
I provide examples of what I consider quality academic writing to my students.
I demonstrate how students should be reading texts.
I choose reading material with students’ varying abilities in mind.
I write with my students to model academic writing.
I integrate reading instruction into my content-focused assignments.
Read and Writing Instruction composite score

M (SD)
4.14 (.80)
3.92 (1.01)
3.84 (1.01)
3.17 (1.13
3.13 (1.12)
3.08 (1.07)
2.80 (1.12)
3.44 (.56)

Median
4.00
4.00
4.00
3.00
3.00
3.00
3.00
3.42

We continued our analysis by examining the outcome of our coding of the item asking faculty members to share
how they support students struggling with reading and writing. In our analysis, we found a trend in which the
weak equity mindset answers paralleled the strong equity mindset answers in frequency, with positive answers
occurring with greater frequency than negative responses (see Figure 4). The participants’ responses indicated a
focus on accepting responsibility for student learning (SPO), a commitment to helping students develop literacy
skills (CHS), and a belief that teaching is helping students develop (THSD). There was almost no focus on
college being an opportunity for all (CO) and embracing issues of diversity and inclusion (EID). Overall, our
results indicate that some faculty members accept responsibility for students struggling to learn and others do not.
Overall, the faculty members did not perceive students’ struggling with literacy skills as an equity issue.

Figure 4. Frequency strong and weak equity mindset coded responses for supporting struggling learners
In Table 5, we provide representative responses to our item asking the participants how they support students
who struggle with reading and writing. The responses are paired representative statements aligned with both
strong and weak education equity mindsets.
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Table 5. Strong and Weak Equity Mindset Representative Responses to Supporting Students Struggling with
Reading and Writing
Mindset Attribute
Differentiate Instruction (DI)

Accepts Responsibility (SPO)

Flexible Perception (FP)
College Opportunity for All (CO)

Recognizes
Abilities
Developmental (RD)

as

Teaching is Helping Students to
Develop (THSD)

Embraces Issues of Equity,
Inclusion, Diversity, Access (EID)

Advocacy - to Support Access for
Underrepresented Students (A)

Commitment to Helping Students
Develop Literacy Skills (CHS)

Strong (S) & Weak (W) Mindset Representative Statements
S - Multiple skill-building assignments/exercises; one-on-one iterative
editing sessions for those who truly struggle.
W - I do make my assignments difficult enough that they will have to learn
how to read and write, otherwise they will not do well in the course.
S- I am willing to coach them with the material if they will come to the
office for additional instruction.
W - We have a writing center on campus.
S - Suggesting they listen to books on tape.
W - I assign them a lot of reading and writing assignments.
S - I always try to meet students ―where they are‖ in terms of writing skill,
and I do not guilt students for their weak writing.
W - I do make my assignments difficult enough that they will have to learn
how to read and write, otherwise they will not do well in the course.
S - …chance to revise or try again when they fall short.
W - I have not had a student reveal a reading problem, although they may
exist.
S - I’m a proponent of close reading strategies, annotation, etc. and
demonstrating how these skills work in improving reading as well as
reading like a writer.
W - Aside from short meetings outside of class time, I don’t do much.
S - Many are internationals. A different level of proficiency must be
tolerated/accepted
W - When papers are graded, I take a few minutes at the beginning of the
next class and give corrections to all without naming which papers these
mistakes were made.
S - Talk with them individually to be sure they are clear on
instructions/info.
W - Point them to campus resources (writing lab, etc.), encourage
supplemental book resources, report struggling students to campus services
S - I offer one-on-one assistance and go over tips in class.
W - Send them to the writing/reading center.

3.4 Literacy Expectations
Our fourth guiding research question asked, ―What are faculty members’ expectations of the literacy levels of
their students?‖ We began answering this question by examining the means, standard deviations, and medians of
our items aligned to faculty expectations for students reading and writing skills (see Table 6). We found the
faculty members strongly agreed (Mdn = 5.00) that they could predict a student’s reading ability based on their
demographics. The participants agreed (Mdn = 4.00) that they put forth extra effort to help students who struggle
with writing and also recognized students were likely to fail their course if they couldn’t write well. The
participants were neutral toward a belief that students have to write at a college level before enrolling in their
course and a belief that they put forth extra effort to support students who struggle with reading. The faculty
members disagreed (Mdn = 2.00) with students being unsuccessful in their courses if they did not read well and
holding the expectation that their students must come into their course being able to read at the college level. The
composite score (M = 3.20, SD = .52, Mdn = 3.14) for the faculty’s positive expectations of student reading and
writing skills indicates a moderate level of student reading and writing skills.
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Table 6. Mean, Standard Deviation, and Median for Items Aligned with Faculty Expectations of Their Students’
Reading and Writing Skills
Item
I can predict a student’s reading ability based on their demographics.
I put extra effort forth to help students who struggle with writing.
If my students cannot write well they are likely to fail my class.
I put forth extra effort to help students who struggle with reading.
Before my students enroll in my class they must be able to write at a college level.
Students who have low reading skills will be unsuccessful in my course.
I expect that college students can read at the college-level.
Expectations for Reading and Writing Composite Score

M (SD)
4.37 (.80)
3.85 (1.00)
3.43 (.96)
3.14 (1.00)
2.95 (1.12)
2.71 (1.04)
1.96 (.94)
3.20 (.52)

Median
5.00
4.00
4.00
3.00
3.00
2.00
2.00
3.14

We continued our analysis by examining the responses to our open-response item asking the participants, ―What
are your expectations for your students’ ability to write, and why is this your expectation?‖ Again, we analyzed
our data using the codes detailed in Table 1. Our analysis revealed the faculty members tended to respond from a
weak equity mindset perspective more frequently than a strong equity mindset perspective (see Figure 5). For
example, we found 29 strong mindset responses aligned with the flexible perception element and 76 weak
mindset responses – almost three times as many negative responses than positive responses. Overall, the faculty
members conveyed a weak education equity mindset in their students’ writing ability expectations.

Figure 5. Frequency of the responses to student writing expectations by strong and weak mindset
In Table 7, we provide representative responses to our item, asking the participants their expectations for their
students’ ability to write and explain their expectations. Similar to Table 5, the responses are paired
representative statements aligned with both strong and weak education equity mindsets.
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Table 7. Strong and Weak Equity Mindset Representative Responses for Expectations of Student Writing Ability
Mindset Attributes
Differentiate Instruction (DI)

Accepts Responsibility (SPO)

Flexible Perception (FP)

College Opportunity for All
(CO)

Recognizes
Abilities
Developmental (RD)

as

Teaching is Helping Students
to Develop (THSD)

Embraces Issues of Equity,
Inclusion, Diversity, Access
(EID)

Advocacy - to Support Access
for Underrepresented Students
(A)

Commitment
to
Students Develop
Skills (CHS)

Helping
Literacy

Strong (S) & Weak (W) Mindset Representative Statements
S - I have different expectations for undergrad versus grad. I very much
support our undergrads writing as many of our students are first-generation
college students.
W - It is frustrating to have to teach fundamental writing skills to college
students.
S - I expect them to be able to write but will help the if they’re behind the
curve.
W - I teach junior/senior STEM courses; students should at that point in their
undergraduate studies know how to write clearly.
S - In the last 5-7 years, incoming freshmen have had serious deficiencies in
their writing skills. At that point, I begin instruction, offer tutoring on campus,
and grade carefully.
W- I expect a basic level of literacy - let’s say high school A or B student level
S - I expect students in college to read and write at a college level, but also
realize this varies by the individual student.
W - I expect my students to be able to read and write at a university level
because I teach in a university. If they can’t perform at that level they
shouldn’t be here.
S - For undergraduates in our remedial courses, my expectations are high, but I
have to do more to support those students.
W - Students will have had ENG comp I and II before I have them in class.
S - I expect students to come with varying abilities because we have many
students from rural, impoverished schools.
W - Sadly, I expect them to be able to write .... or at least I did when I began
teaching.
S - I view typical standards of grammar / syntax / etc. as a form of colonialism
and often work to de-emphasize those issues in relation to matters of
organization, context, etc.
W - NO good reason for a college student to begin college and lack those basic
skills in reading & writing.
S - Students admitted to my institution are tested. Those lacking adequate skills
are placed in remediation classes, paying full price, yet earning no credit hours.
What is the hurdle rate for passing remediation? The graduation rates speaks
for itself.
W - I expect students to be able to communicate what they know in an
organized manner that is free of grammar and spelling errors.
S - I expect complete sentences, pretty good punctuation, and staying on topic.
I am not surprised when the students don’t use paragraph breaks or forget to
finish a thought. When you talk to them, they find writing very intimidating.
W – Until you carve out the time and money to support us, we cannot teach our
university students to read in our other classes.

3.5 Perceptions, Practices, and Educational Equity
Our fifth guiding research question asked, ―How are the faculty members’ perceptions and practices for teaching
literacy related to education equity?‖ To answer this question, we examined the frequency of the coded responses
to all three of our free-response items (see Figure 6). We found more weak mindset responses (n = 631) than
strong mindset responses (n = 583). There were more weak mindset responses for five attributes and more strong
mindset responses for four mindset attributes. Our analysis revealed that the participants overwhelmingly did not
consider issues of equity and inclusion in their responses, and the majority of those few that did consider equity
issues tended to convey a weak equity mindset (n = 18) more than a strong equity mindset (n = 12). The data
suggest that the faculty members do not engage in perceptions and practices for teaching literacy through a lens
of education equity.

38

http://hes.ccsenet.org

Higher Education Studies

Vol. 12, No. 1; 2022

Figure 6. Combined frequency of the strong and weak mindset codes in all qualitative item responses
3.6 Influence of Personal and Professional Variables
Our sixth guiding research question asked, ―What is the relationship among their perceptions and practices and
personal and professional variables?‖ To answer this question, we calculated a series of descriptive and
inferential statistics. We started by calculating the correlations among the composite scores (see Table 8). We
found all the composite scores correlated, suggesting that if one area was high, the others were likely high,
reflecting a strong literacy equity mindset.
Table 8. Correlations between Composite Variables
Variable
Expectations
Responsibility
Instruction
Preparation
** p < .01

n
246
246
246
246

M
3.20
3.06
3.44
3.12

SD
0.52
0.71
0.56
0.72

Expectations
.542**
.409**
.345**

Responsibility

Instruction

Preparation

.461**
.509**

.619**

-

We continued our analysis by calculating the correlations with age, the number of students taught in a semester,
and our composite variables. We found age was inversely correlated with responsibility (r = -.16, p = .019) and
instruction (r = -.20, p = .002), indicating that age increases faculty members are less likely to take responsibility
and engage in instruction that addresses issues of literacy and equity. We also found an inverse relationship
between the number of students taught in a semester and taking responsibility (r = - .21, p = .001) which
indicates as the number of students taught in a semester increases, taking responsibility for teaching the students
literacy decreases.
We then tested for differences between those who taught remedial courses and those who did not. We found
those who taught remedial courses had significantly higher scores on the four composite variables (See Table 9).
39

http://hes.ccsenet.org

Higher Education Studies

Vol. 12, No. 1; 2022

The results indicate that those faculty members who taught remedial courses were likely to hold a stronger
literacy educational equity mindset than their peers who do not teach remedial classes.
Table 9. Independent Sample t-test between Those Who Teach Remedial Courses and Those Who Do Not Teach
Remedial Courses
Variable
Expectations
Responsibility
Instruction
Preparation

Teach Remedial Course
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
No

n
23
223
23
223
23
223
23
223

M
3.58
3.16
3.37
3.03
3.72
3.41
3.63
3.07

SD
.59
.49
.82
.69
.64
.55
.85
.68

t
3.83

p
<.001

2.20

.029

2.53

.012

3.66

<.001

We analyzed the composite scores by gender. We found that females scored higher than males on three
composite variables (see Table 10). The results indicate that female faculty members are likely to hold stronger
literacy educational equity mindsets than male faculty members.
Table 10. Independent Sample t-test between Males and Females
Variable
Expectations
Responsibility
Instruction
Preparation

Gender
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female

n
98
141
98
141
98
141
98
141

M
3.04
3.32
2.91
3.16
3.31
3.54
3.02
3.19

SD
.50
.49
.70
.71
.59
.53
.67
.73

t
4.32

p
.000

2.76

.006

3.13

.002

1.82

.071

In our analysis by discipline, we found a difference for positive expectations (F(7,237) = 3.89, p < .001) with the
post hoc analysis revealing significantly greater positive expectations by faculty members in the humanities than
faculty members in the social sciences, business, and health sciences, and we found faculty members in business
holding lower positive expectations than faculty members in education and the arts. We found a significant
difference by discipline for taking responsibility (F(7,237) = 3.89, p < .001), with the post hoc analysis revealing
faculty members in the humanities holding higher levels of responsibility than faculty members in all other
disciplines, and we found faculty members in business having lower levels of responsibility than faculty
members in education and other disciplines. We found a significant difference by discipline for literacy
instruction in (F(7,237) = 6.04, p < .001), with the post hoc analysis revealing faculty members in the humanities
holding higher levels of responsibility than faculty members in all other disciplines, and we found faculty
members in business holding lower engagement in instruction than faculty members in education, arts, and
health sciences. We found a significant difference by discipline for preparation (F(7,237) = 5.82, p < .001), with
the post hoc analysis revealing faculty members in the humanities holding higher levels of preparation than
faculty members in all other disciplines except arts. We found faculty members in business holding lower levels
of preparation than faculty members in the arts.
We found one more difference by level of students for expectations for student literacy (F[6, 239] = 2.32, p
= .034). The post hoc analysis revealed that faculty members who teach all lower-division undergraduate
students held higher expectations than faculty members who primarily taught graduate students.
Our analysis failed to reveal differences by type of institution.
4. Discussion
The potential for literacy issues to limit a student’s achievement in college led us to consider continued
instruction in reading and writing past high school as an issue of educational equity. We perceive learning to read
and write as a developmental process that takes support and practice that extends into postsecondary education.
The support is particularly critical for content literacy. Students with constrained literacy skills who do not
receive support are more likely to drop out of school (James & Okpala, 2010). Thus, it is critical that all
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postsecondary faculty members approach teaching reading and writing as an issue of education equity. The
connection between literacy and equity motivated us to empirically document the literacy and equity mindset of
faculty members working at post-secondary institutions.
4.1 Preparation and Knowledge of Teaching Reading and Writing
Our exploration of faculty members’ knowledge of and preparation to teach reading and writing revealed
moderate levels of knowledge and modest levels of preparation. We speculate that most faculty members did not
receive additional support for reading and writing and have forgotten how novice learners think and what they
need to be successful (Nathan, Koedinger, & Alibali, 2001). The implication for their academic success is a lack
of awareness of the need to understand how people learn to read and write to help their students continue
developing their literacy skills. A second implication for the lack of awareness is the potential to inadvertently
marginalize students who require additional support. We recommend that leadership at colleges and universities
consider professional development for faculty members to prepare them with the knowledge and skills needed to
effectively support student literacy development.
4.2 Perceptions of Responsibility
Our data indicated that the faculty members held a moderate level of responsibility for teaching their students
literacy skills. We speculate that the moderate level of responsibility is likely to be associated with their
knowledge and preparedness, as the faculty members indicated they defer to others to teach these skills, which is
consistent with the work of Gregory and Colclough (2018). The implications for deferring to others and not
taking responsibility is the potential for faculty members to not provide the instruction students need to be
successful readers and writers within specific content areas or disciplines, as reported by Gruenbaum (2012).
Another ramification for modest levels of assuming responsibility for teaching students’ literacy skills is the
potential for not teaching the whole student, leaving students with gaps in their knowledge due to a lack of focus
on essential skills needed to learn content. We recommend adopting initiatives to raise faculty members’
awareness of the importance of addressing student learning and literacy skills as part of assuring the students are
prepared to and supported in learning the targeted content.
4.3 Literacy Instruction
We found the participants tended to engage in some form of literacy instruction. We posit the faculty members
were pressured into engaging in these practices due to the substantial limitations in student content learning
without the additional support. We considered there to be a paradox due to faculty members’ lacking knowledge
and preparation to teach literacy and, yet they are engaging in literacy instruction. An implication for engaging in
literacy instruction without formal preparation is the potential to use ineffective or inefficient instructional
methods (Hoeft, 2012). The instructional approaches of the faculty members may work well for some students
and be ineffective for others, potentially creating a more significant divide between those who need little support
and those who need substantial support contributing to an additional issue of education equity. We recommend
professional development for faculty members to ensure they are using evidence-based practices in their
approaches to supporting student literacy development.
4.4 Literacy Expectations
Similar to our other findings, we found the faculty members held moderate levels of positive expectations of
student literacy skills. Yet, we were deeply concerned to find that the faculty members strongly agreed to being
able to predict their students’ literacy skill level based on the student’s demographics. We were troubled by this
finding because it reflects the potential for stereotyping and potential systemic discrimination. Our finding
suggests the need to explore further faculty members’ perceptions of student literacy in association with the
students’ demographics. The perception of predicting a student’s literacy level based on their demographics
could potentially lead to less positive levels of expectations and the possibility that faculty members advise
students to consider different academic majors or careers. Regardless of the potential, faculty members’ use of
demographics to predict their students’ literacy is a phenomenon that requires additional research.
4.5 Perceptions, Practices, and Educational Equity
We found the faculty members shared a nearly equal mix of strong and weak education equity mindset
perspectives. We posit faculty members tend to express different mindsets depending on whether the focus is on
their activities or the activities of their students. We found that the faculty members tended to express a weak
education equity mindset when considering issues of literacy development from the perspective of student
engagement and responsibility. However, the participants expressed a strong education equity mindset when
considering their role in addressing issues of student literacy development. The shift in mindset suggests that
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faculty members may not be considering issues of student literacy development from a systemic perspective but
rather a personal perspective, which results in deficit thinking when considering literacy in terms of student
engagement (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009). We maintain the potential engagement in deficit thinking
of student capacity, and the lack of a systemic perspective of learning barriers may result in the continued
marginalization of those who need ongoing support to develop their literacy skills. We recommend campus
leadership consider initiatives that increase faculty members’ understanding of the systemic barriers students
face that may limit their literacy skill development and how the faculty members could address the barriers and
support student learning.
4.6 Influence of Personal and Professional Variables
We found several relationships to personal and professional variables, including discipline, gender, and age.
Identifying the differences is essential to address issues of literacy and equity with the faculty members who may
be in high need of support to increase their awareness of and processes for supporting student literacy
development. The differences may also suggest that some disciplines may be less inclusive and supportive of
students with constrained literacy skills. Additional research is needed to explain the differences, as our research
exposed the differences, but we did not gather sufficient data to explain the differences. We recommend
leadership at colleges and universities assess the faculty members’ perceptions of supporting literacy
development and perceptions of educational equity to provide a baseline for professional development and other
interventions to increase the educational equity mindset and commitment to supporting literacy development.
4.7 Limitations and Future Research
The first limitation of our study is the potential that our participants were only faculty members who already
have a literacy equity mindset. Therefore, our sample may have been biased toward supporting the literacy
development of college students and not representative of all faculty members. Although our sample seems
diverse and reflects a range of views, future research may need to be conducted to effectively gather data from a
greater diversity of faculty members to assure representation of perspectives aligned with the faculty as a whole.
Similarly, the second limitation of our research was the participants we recruited were all from a region of the
south-central United States, leading to a potential sampling bias. It may be possible faculty members from other
regions of the United States, and the world may think and act differently about teaching literacy and supporting
educational equity. Thus, there would be value in replicating our study in the other USA and world regions.
Our third limitation is the nature of our data collection, which was survey-based. It is possible the participants
answered in ways that led to a social desirability bias. The survey also did not allow us to confirm the faculty
members' actual practices through interviews or observation. Future research might extend beyond the use of
surveys to collect data, as we did with our exploratory study, and build on our work by engaging in observations
and interviews of faculty members.
Our fourth limitation is our focus on four-year institutions. It may be possible that faculty members at two-year
institutions may think and act differently, and therefore hold and display a different literacy and educational
equity mindset. Future research might focus exclusively on faculty members at two-year institutions.
4.8 Conclusion
Literacy is an issue of education equity. Students may enter postsecondary education with under-developed
literacy skills and in need of support to develop those skills. Supporting student literacy learning reflects an
understanding of reading and writing as a developmental process and the importance to student success.
However, our research indicates that faculty member engagement in supporting student literacy learning is
fragmented, reflecting both elements of a weak and strong education equity mindset, shifting based on the person
of focus. We have answered our research questions but raised several others. We hope others will build upon our
research and continue to explore the education equity mindset of faculty members through the lens of supporting
student literacy development.
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