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leaders of our colleges and universities, and other key constituencies in higher edu-
cation. This lack of consideration is not without consequence, we believe. Because 
people do not understand the importance of faculty to learning, faculty roles have 
come under increased scrutiny from the public and policymakers, and the academic 
profession has been degraded in the public sphere. Moreover, a lack of understand-
ing about how faculty members shape student learning has underpinned the rise of 
a mostly contingent academic workforce. 

Today, 51.2 percent of all instructional faculty in non-profit higher education 
are part-time employees.2 Whereas part-time (or adjunct) faculty were historically 
professionals practicing in their fields of study, increasingly, institutions are hiring 

I  n K-12 education, teachers are typically regarded as 
central to student learning and success. As a result, 
teacher education programs, standards and certification 

for teachers, as well as teachers’ professional development receive a great deal of 
attention and support from policy makers.1 It is fully accepted that teachers matter 
to student learning.

For whatever reason, the same assumptions are not always made in higher education. 
Whether faculty matter, as well as why and how, is not often considered by policymakers, the 
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off the tenure track simply to save money.3 Typically, these individuals are paid 
far less than their full-time colleagues for the same work, and also lack access to 
institutional supports that would enable them to better help students.4 As we argue 
in this article, the emergence of the “new faculty majority” not only reveals the 
general lack of understanding around faculty’s central role in providing a high-
quality education to students, but this shift also threatens to undermine one of the 
most important predictors of student success: frequent and high-quality interac-
tions between faculty and their students.5

A substantial body of research, conducted over more than 50 years, makes 

clear that faculty-student interaction is a key factor in promoting student success, 
particularly among those students who most need support, such as first-generation 
college students and students of color.6 This research is consistent, pervasive, and 
has informed the development of major surveys and projects in higher education.

By writing this article, we hope to remind our colleagues of the important 
ways that faculty facilitate postsecondary student learning and outcomes. We also 
suggest that higher education leaders communicate this research to external stake-
holders and policy-making groups. Making use of these arguments can improve 
the support provided to the majority of faculty members today and also ensure that 
faculty continue to foster student success in the future. Major consideration should 
be given to the impact of current working conditions on faculty-student interac-
tions, and how improving these conditions could enhance learning.

H O W  D O  S T U D E N T S  B E N E F I T  F R O M  F A C U L T Y -
S T U D E N T  I N T E R A C T I O N S ? 

Interactions between faculty members and students have long been shown to 
improve the quality of students’ learning and their educational experiences.7 The 
host of positive outcomes includes increased persistence and completion rates, 
better grades and standardized test scores, and the development of leadership, 
critical thinking, sense of worth, career and graduate school aspiration, and self-
confidence. As Cox and others note: “No shortage exists of empirical studies of 
the nature, quality, and frequency of faculty-student contact and their educational 
consequences for students.”8 

Other practices, of course, have also been proven to promote student success, 
such as academic challenge, active and collaborative learning, and the existence 

The emergence of the “new faculty majority” reveals 
the general lack of understanding around faculty’s 
central role in providing a high-quality education.
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of a supportive campus environment. Yet, studies repeatedly show that faculty-
student interactions on their own have an independent impact. Additionally, the 
positive outcomes associated with frequent and high-quality contact between 
students and their professors remain relevant across the decades, even as campus 
and student demographics have changed dramatically.9 More than 50 years ago, 
institutions where faculty-student interactions were “normal and frequent and 
students find teachers receptive to unhurried and relaxed conversations out of the 
class” were identified as strongly impacting student learning.10 Since then, literally 
hundreds of subsequent quantitative and qualitative studies have said the same 

thing about the importance of faculty-student interactions.11 Whether it’s being a 
guest in a professor’s home or working on a research project with a faculty mem-
ber, Kuh and others conclude, “In general, for most students most of the time, the 
more interaction with faculty the better.”12

P E R S I S T E N C E  A N D  O T H E R  O U T C O M E S ,  
E S P E C I A L L Y  F O R  S T U D E N T S  O F  C O L O R

 Many important outcomes have been associated with faculty-student 
interactions.13 Of these, persistence toward degree completion is one of the stron-
gest. We know that the amount of time that students spend interacting with 
faculty, and the quality of these faculty-student relationships, effectively decreases 
student dropout rates and increases their persistence toward degrees.14 Studies 
also have associated frequent and high-quality interactions with better grades and 
performance on standardized tests—particularly for students with lower SAT 
scores.15 

And that’s not all. Researchers also have explored the cognitive and affective 
outcomes fostered by faculty-student interactions. Leadership ability and devel-
opment, critical thinking and problem solving, self-authorship or the ability to 
define one’s capacity and identity, as well as better communication skills, sense 
of purpose, and character development—all have been linked to faculty-student 
interactions.16 Current studies suggest that quality faculty-student interactions 
make a difference not just in measurable outcomes, such as graduation rates, but 
in the breadth and depth of learning that occurs among students. 

For students of color and first-generation college students, the positive effects 
of faculty-student ineractions are particularly strong. Indeed, no other factor 

We know that the amount of time that students spend 
interacting with faculty, and the quality of these 
relationships, effectively decreases dropout rates.



plays as strong a role for students of color—making this a particularly important 
finding for our increasingly diverse institutions.17 Students of color note that fac-
ulty interactions encourage them to engage more with learning, try harder, and 
meet high academic expectations.18 For example, students attending Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities have attributed their success to faculty and staff’s 
encouragement and support, while Latina/o students’ say faculty-interactions 
enhance their sense of belonging and their feeling that they are valued and “mat-
ter” in the community.19 Meanwhile, first-generation students who report positive 
interactions with faculty also are more likely to experience academic success (e.g., 

satisfactory grades and persistence) and express satisfaction with their academic 
experience.20

W H Y  A R E  F A C U L T Y - S T U D E N T  I N T E R A C T I O N S 
I M P O R T A N T ? 

Underlying these different outcomes are several mechanisms that are deeply 
human and speak to the ways that interaction with faculty members promotes 
student success. Research on faculty-student interactions suggests how these rela-
tionships contribute to students’ aspirations, promote student engagement and a 
passion for learning, increase motivation to learn, boost academic self-confidence, 
and provide validation for students, all described below. 

Various theories suggest learning is inherently social and support why faculty 
matter, including situated learning theory, social learning theory, and the most 
recent research from neuroscience.21 These theories are the most prominent and 
well-established theories of learning and explain how and why faculty-student 
interactions enhance learning. 

Student Aspirations
Numerous studies have found that faculty play a major part in increasing stu-

dents’ aspirations, including their desires to major in a certain area, their commit-
ment to degree completion, and their desires to transfer from a two- to four-year 
institution or attend graduate school.22 For example, in a recent study in STEM 
[science, technology, engineering, math] disciplines, faculty-student interaction 
was the most significant factor in whether students decided to persist in their 
majors.23 Faculty can also help to encourage students to pursue careers that match 
their interests and skills.24 

T H E  N E A  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N  J O U R N A L3 2

Students of color note that faculty interactions 
encourage them to engage more with learning,  
try harder, and meet high academic expectations.



Interest, Passion, and Motivation for Learning
Faculty have been shown to positively influence their students’ interest and 

engagement in their studies.25 Some of this has been attributed to faculty’s passion 
for their fields of study—it may encourage students’ interest and engagement. But 
whatever the reason, it’s true that faculty-student interactions increase students’ 
motivation to work on course materials or continue their studies. And motivation 
is one of the most significant factors in retention, student success, and degree 
completion.

Academic Self-Confidence 
Studies also show that faculty-student interactions, specifically the encourage-

ment and support provided through those contacts, significantly increase a stu-
dent’s own sense of academic ability and value.This is an important finding since 
students who lack confidence in their ability to succeed may also lack willingness 
to engage in their courses.26 Similarly, feelings of intimidation and inadequacy may 
prohibit students from fully participating in class.27 

Meanwhile, students who sense that their instructors care about them also 
have demonstrated increased levels of engagement in their courses, resulting in 
student success and retention.28 Faculty demonstrate their care for students by 
showing them respect and personalized attention, by valuing student contribu-
tions, and also by encouraging participation and inquiry in the classroom. When 
instructors validate and affirm students’ responses to questions, they also increase 
students’ willingness to participate and engage in class.

H O W  C A M P U S  P O L I C I E S  A N D  P R A C T I C E S  S H A P E 
F A C U L T Y - S T U D E N T  I N T E R A C T I O N S 

As we have shown, decades of research affirm the important role of faculty 
in promoting student learning and educational outcomes through frequent and 
substantive contact. However, as the composition of the faculty has shifted from 
mostly tenured and tenure-track to mostly contingent and part-time, scant effort 
has been made to ensure that the new majority of instructors are able to foster stu-
dent success so completely. We are concerned that the practices and policies com-
monly faced by part-time faculty have the potential to threaten student success. 

We know how institutional environment (e.g., resources, mission, student 

Students attending Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities have attributed their success to faculty 

and staff’s encouragement and support.
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body composition) can impact faculty roles and expectations (i.e., educational 
practices, behaviors, and productivity).29 The very nature of part-time employment 
suggests that these faculty will have fewer opportunities to engage with students 
in the meaningful and substantive ways that are integral to ensuring the positive 
outcomes associated with faculty-student interaction.30 

There are, however, many other working conditions that frequently reduce 
the capacity of part-time faculty to contact and form supportive relationships 
with students.31 For example, part-time instructors often lack office space where 
they can meet with students to provide support or feedback. When they are able 

to hold office hours, they are often not paid for that time. They may lack school-
issued e-mail addresses that help to facilitate communication with students. 
Additionally, they are often excluded from the broader life of their campuses and 
departments, and may not be invited or encouraged to participate in activities or 
to serve as advisors for individual students or student groups.

It is important for administrators, faculty, and policy makers to understand 
and consider how policies commonly associated with non-tenure-track faculty 
roles and working environments impact student learning. In the sections that fol-
low, we explore these issues.

The Depth and Quality of Faculty Interactions
 Earlier studies focused on the frequency of contact between faculty and 

students and found more interactions to be related to greater outcomes for stu-
dents.32 But, in more recent years, the purpose, depth and quality of student-facul-
ty interactions has been found to be more important. This has been demonstrated 
in studies of students’ development of higher-order cognitive skills, and also of 
students’ motivation, aspiration, persistence and achievement.33 Specifically, more 
meaningful interactions, such as working with a faculty member on a research 
project or spending time together socially outside of class, are important in 
developing these outcomes.34 Faculty mentoring through undergraduate research 
programs, course-connected internships, and faculty-led student clubs all pro-
vide deep opportunities for faculty to interact with students—and also have been 
related to student success.35 More tutorial-style classrooms where faculty meet 
with students individually and interact with them each week are associated with 
greater student learning, as well.36 

Focused interactions appear to have a greater impact on knowledge acquisition 

Faculty demonstrate their care for students by showing 
them respect and personalized attention, by valuing 
student contributions, and by encouraging inquiry.
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and skill development than more casual contacts.37 However, informal and infre-
quent contact also is associated with persistence, increased graduation and student 
development.38 These interactions include talking after class about academic or 
personal issues, simple greetings, and advice about a major or job. In general, stud-
ies have specifically identified four qualities of a high-quality faculty interaction: 
(1) faculty members were approachable and personable; (2) faculty members had 
enthusiasm and passion for their work; (3) faculty members cared about students 
personally; and (4) faculty members served as role models and mentors.39 

It is important to note that part-time faculty are the least likely to have fre-

quent interactions with students or deep relationships through undergraduate 
research, project work, or mentoring relationships since they are typically hired to 
teach only and may be on campus less frequently. They also are not often invited 
or encouraged to participate in departmental or campus activities, or to advise stu-
dent groups, which denies them other opportunities to connect with students in 
substantive ways. Although they may be excellent teachers in the classroom, their 
working conditions make it nearly impossible for them to be as involved as their 
full-time peers in the lives of students and to provide those students with similar 
support outside of class. And while part-time faculty may be able to demonstrate 
some of the characteristics associated with high-quality faculty-student interac-
tions, such as being approachable, their general inaccessibility or lack of engage-
ment outside of class may make them seem to students to be distant, unsupportive, 
or unapproachable. 

Availability of Professional Development 
Faculty members who work off the tenure track tend to use less student-

centered and active teaching approaches—the kinds of approaches associated with 
learning—and also fewer high-impact teaching practices, such as service learning, 
undergraduate research, and study abroad.40 Conversely, tenure-track faculty use 
more student-centered and engaging practices, like getting to know students and 
having more frequent and substantive interactions with them.41 While it’s unclear 
why part-time faculty use these positive teaching approaches less often, it is likely 
that their employment contracts and work arrangements exclude them from pro-
fessional development, mentoring, and interactions with colleagues that would 
result in better teaching practices. When faculty are provided these opportunities, 
research has suggested a positive impact; indeed, a recent study of full-time non-
tenure-track faculty recently found that non-tenure track faculty members who are 

There are many working conditions that frequently 
reduce the capacity of part-time faculty to contact and 

form supportive relationships with students.
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well supported and use strong teaching practices produce student outcomes that 
are comparable to those of tenure-track faculty members.42 

The Importance of Faculty-Student Interactions in the First Year of College
We know that students are most vulnerable in their first year of college, and 

that faculty have a significant role in determining the success of students during 
this transition period.43 In various studies, students’ relationships with faculty 
predicted their academic competence in the first year of college and helped sopho-
mores succeed as well, in terms of grades and satisfaction.44 Additionally, students’ 

earliest interactions with faculty shape their future relationships with professors 
and whether they even seek them out.45 When these initial contacts are not suc-
cessful, students are less likely to pursue interactions later.46 Yet, first-year courses, 
particularly developmental courses that serve the most at-risk students, increas-
ingly are taught by part-time faculty—the people with the least amount of time 
for the kind of interactions that we know help students most. This suggests that 
the prevalence of part-time faculty leading introductory courses may be an even 
greater problem than we imagined.

Openness and Accessibility
When students feel respected by their instructors or when faculty members 

make time for them and demonstrate care through personal attention or quick 
response to e-mail, students benefit.47 These signal to students an instructor’s 
accessibility, approachability, and willingness to support students’ needs. When 
students feel isolated or alienated from faculty or develop poor relationships with 
them, there are adverse outcomes: less motivation, lower aspirations, less satisfac-
tion with college, a lack of engagement, and less persistence and student success.48 

These risks are of particular concern for underrepresented minority students and 
women.49 One study found that students of color look for cues about faculty’s 
openness and accessibility in their in-class behavior and demeanor.50 Students in 
that study noted, in particular, that if posted office hours were not clearly available 
or were limited, students believed faculty did not want to interact with students. 

 Our growing reliance on part-time faculty not only undermines students’ 
chances for high-quality faculty-student interaction, but it also sets up these 
instructors to be less accessible and seem less welcoming, despite their own best 
efforts to serve their students well. When part-time faculty members are not pro-

Although they may be excellent teachers in the 
classroom, their working conditions make it nearly 
impossible for them to be as involved.



vided an institutional e-mail address or office space, students may have difficulty 
discussing their interest in course material, receive feedback on assignments, or 
get help. Similarly, when part-time faculty have limited office hours, it may signal 
inaccessibility. Also, because part-time faculty are often paid very little and may 
have their hours capped by their institutions, many work on multiple campuses to 
piece together a living wage. This means many instructors must rush out of class 
to drive across town for their next course, leaving behind or putting off students 
seeking help after class. Even when they are making efforts to be involved, part-
time faculty may seem less supportive or approachable.

In-Classroom Versus Out-of-Classroom Contact
Most studies find that in-class interactions, particularly for students of color, 

have a stronger impact than out-of-class interactions on persistence, engagement, 
motivation, aspirations.51 This may be related to changes on campuses where 
students currently commute more, are older, and also less likely to participate in 
out-of-class activities. Nonetheless, a combination of in- and out-of-class activi-
ties produces the strongest outcomes for students. Again, this a challenge for part-
time faculty, who typically spend limited time with students outside of class and 
are much less likely to be involved in student activities and co-and extra-curricular 
activities (e.g., leadership programs, student clubs, residential programming).52 

W H E R E  T O  G O  F R O M  H E R E

While it may always be necessary for institutions to employ some part-time 
faculty, there is growing support for action toward hiring more full-time employ-
ees—and with good reason. As we have shown in this article, faculty do matter. 
Study after study demonstrates that faculty contact and relationships with student 
are a critical key to student success. Students, parents, policy-makers and faculty 
should understand that full-time faculty employment would enable more faculty 
to undertake more frequent and substantive contact with students—the kind that 
has been found, time and again, to have a meaningful, positive impact on student 
success. Where part-time faculty are necessarily employed however, it is impera-
tive that we take into account and find ways to address the limitations placed on 
these instructors—through no fault of their own. The research we have summa-
rized here should be shared with various stakeholders within and outside higher 
education as we work together to improve the educational experience and success 
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introductory courses may be an even greater problem 

than we imagined.
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of our students. For too long, we have taken for granted that our leaders under-
stand faculty’s value to learning, and the important role faculty have in our core 
academic mission. We need to share these findings widely and ensure that all 
faculty members can foster their students’ development through substantive facul-
ty-student interaction.  
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