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TEACHER-READY RESEARCH REVIEW

Exemplars of the Gold Standard in SoTL for Psychology

Georjeanna Wilson-Doenges
University of Wisconsin—Green Bay
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Sewanee: The University of the South

Robert A. Bartsch
University of Houston—Clear Lake

In a 2013 article, Wilson-Doenges and Gurung made a case for the use of benchmarks
for the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL), setting aspirational goals for
researchers (i.e., a gold standard). In order for SoTL to embody the rigors associated
with other scientific research, and for the research to earn the same respect as other
psychology discipline-specific research, following these standards of research method-
ologies is key. These standards include the following: theory-based hypotheses, lon-
gitudinal designs, true experimental designs, large sample sizes with established power,
samples from more than 1 institution, advanced and multivariate data analyses, high
standards of ethics, and mixed-method approaches. In this article we provide exemplars
of published SoTL research in psychology that achieve this gold standard of research
quality. These exemplars allow future researchers to make aspirational goals more
achievable through the real-life demonstration of possibilities.
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In a 2013 article, Wilson-Doenges and Gu-
rung made a case for the use of benchmarks for
the scholarship of teaching and learning
(SoTL), setting aspirational goals for research-
ers (Wilson-Doenges & Gurung, 2013). SoTL
has a solid history in the psychology discipline
(e.g., Griggs & Collisson, 2013; Gurung, Ans-
burg, Alexander, Lawrence, & Johnson, 2008;
Gurung & Schwartz, 2013), although the meth-
odology used to accomplish the research has
varied. In order for SoTL to embody the rigors
associated with other scientific research and for
SoTL research to earn the same respect as other
psychology discipline-specific research, follow-

ing the “gold standard” of research methodolo-
gies is key. Other disciplines have noted indi-
vidual standards that should be pursued. Most
common is the gold standard of random assign-
ment with researchers arguing both for (e.g.,
Dewar, 2012; Mosteller & Boruch, 2002) and
against its necessity (e.g., Sullivan, 2011). Al-
though other disciplines have discussed individ-
ual standards, we did not find any other coher-
ent set of gold standards for SoTL researchers.

SoTL is more than just assessing student
preferences or learning. Potter and Kustra
(2011, p. 2) defined SoTL as “the systematic
study of teaching and learning, using estab-
lished or validated criteria of scholarship, to
understand how teaching (beliefs, behaviors, at-
titudes, and values) can maximize learning,
and/or develop a more accurate understanding
of learning, resulting in products that are pub-
licly shared for critique and use by an appropri-
ate community.” SoTL necessitates that instruc-
tors make intentional changes in the teaching/
learning experience and then assess how
effective that change was in improving the
learning of their students. This type of language
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is also used to describe other more traditional
empirical psychological research. The gold
standard of SoTL should be “theory based, have
established power, use reliable and valid mea-
sures, use robust methodologies, and utilize ad-
vanced and multivariate techniques to analyze
properly screened data” (Wilson-Doenges &
Gurung, 2013, p. 68). The goal of using gold
standard methodologies is to create a “greater
likelihood that trustworthy information will be
created and disseminated” (Potter & Kustra,
2011, p. 2). As evidence accumulates using
these effective and advanced techniques, teach-
ers need no longer to rely on hunches about
student learning.

In this article we provide exemplars of pub-
lished SoTL research in psychology that
achieve elements of this gold standard of re-
search quality within the context of teaching
and learning (see Table 1 for a summary). We
identified these exemplars from a review of
recent publications in SoTL journals in psychol-
ogy (e.g., Teaching of Psychology, Scholarship
of Teaching and Learning in Psychology), iden-
tifying studies that exemplified aspects of the
gold standard (e.g., used samples taken from
more than one institution with some diversity).
We hope these exemplars will make aspirational
goals more achievable through demonstrating

how other researchers have met these goals.
Although it is unlikely that any study can meet
all the standards at once, quality research should
strive to meet several of these benchmarks to
enhance the contribution to the field. Some of
the benchmarks of the gold standard may be
more important than others at a particular point
in time or for a particular study. For example,
for topics that imply long-term changes (e.g.,
reduction in prejudice), longitudinal students
may be exceptionally valuable. But for studies
that require causality to be affirmed (e.g., does a
specific activity lead to increased engage-
ment?), experimental studies may be important.
Both of these are gold standards to be achieved,
and the context and topic inform what is more
important to strive for. The importance may
also depend on the state of the literature. If there
are no studies with good power in the literature,
a high-power study may be needed. Therefore,
identifying particular benchmarks to strive for
may be based on the study being pursued or the
state of the field at the time.

Gold Standard Benchmark 1:
Theory Based

A strong literature backing can provide a
solid foundation for the design of a SoTL re-

Table 1
Summary of Exemplars of Gold Standards in SoTL Research

Gold standard Main characteristic Exemplar

Theory based Bases work on developed theories and past
research.

Dunlosky, Rawson, Marsh, Nathan, &
Willingham, 2013; Troisi (2015)

Longitudinal design Measures participants over time with good
response rates and tracks change scores.

Buch & Spaulding (2011); Kernahan &
Davis (2010)

True experimental
design

Random assignment with double-blind procedures. Balch (2012); Legg & Wilson (2009);
Poonati & Amadio (2010)

Large sample sizes Has high statistical power. Thompson & Fisher-Thompson (2013);
Troisi (2014); Warren (2006)

Diverse samples Samples taken from more than one institution
with some diversity.

Gurung, Daniel, & Landrum (2012); Homa
et al. (2013); Howell, Collisson, & King
(2014); Troisi, Leder, Stiegler-Balfour,
Fleck, & Good (2015)

Advanced statistical
techniques

Proper data screening; appropriate advanced (often
multivariate) statistical analyses.

Preckel et al. (2013); Renken, McMahan,
& Nitkova (2015); Rogers (2015)

High standard of
ethics

Students not coerced into participating,
confidentially maintained; just access to benefits
to all participants.

Franz & Spitzer (2006); Funk & Dickson
(2011); Ocker & Yaverbaum (1999)

Mixed-method
approach

Using both qualitative and quantitative data
analyzed appropriately.

Bridges, Harnish, & Sillman (2012); Knott,
Mak, & Neill (2013); Martin (2015)

Note. The list of gold standards is from Wilson-Doenges and Gurung (2013). SoTL � scholarship of teaching and
learning.
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search project that meets this gold standard
benchmark. Utilizing strengths and improving
upon weaknesses of previously published stud-
ies, researchers can ground their independent
and dependent variables in a rich theoretical and
empirical history. Using previously established
reliable and valid methods and measures can
improve the quality of the research design and,
ultimately, one’s results and conclusions.

In one such example, Troisi (2015) utilized a
pretest–posttest quasi-experimental design to
demonstrate that the use of student management
teams in the classroom produced improvements
in student autonomy. Autonomy has a long-
standing history as one of three fundamental
needs for human motivation from self-determi-
nation theory (Deci & Ryan, 1987, 2000; Ryan
& Deci, 2000a, 2000b, 2006, 2009). Previous
research has also established that autonomy fa-
cilitates positive student outcomes, including
more effective and longer-lasting learning,
greater interest, less pressure and tension, more
creativity, more cognitive flexibility, better
learning, better self-control, a more positive
emotional tone, and higher self-esteem (e.g.,
Kusurkar, Ten Cate, Vos, Westers, & Croiset,
2013; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Patrick, Skinner,
& Connell, 1993; Ryan, Connell, & Plant, 1990;
Vansteenkiste, Simons, Lens, Sheldon, & Deci,
2004; Wong, 2000). Thus, improving students’
feelings of autonomy in the classroom is a de-
sirable goal.

Drawing from this long-standing psycholog-
ical theory, Troisi (2015) utilized an existing
self-determination theory questionnaire for au-
tonomy from previous research (e.g., Black &
Deci, 2000; Williams & Deci, 1996; Williams,
Saizow, Ross, & Deci, 1997) to empirically
examine a potential autonomy bolstering peda-
gogical technique: the use of student manage-
ment teams (cf. Handelsman, 2012; Nuhfer,
1997, 2008; Schwartz, 1996). Briefly, a student
management team is a group of students who
work with a professor on an ongoing basis to
help alter the content and delivery of a course.
Presumably, this technique should allow stu-
dents in a class with an embedded student man-
agement team to feel more autonomous and in
control of outcomes in their course. In a quasi-
experimental design, Troisi (2015) examined
whether including a student management team
in a course would increase students’ levels of
autonomy more than in a control comparison

course in which no student management team
was present. The results confirmed this expec-
tation. This study provides an example of an
important psychological variable (i.e., auton-
omy), which is drawn from a long-standing
psychological theory (i.e., self-determination
theory). The study also adds a new link between
pedagogical practices and feelings of student
autonomy.

In another example of theory-based research,
there are many studies of test-enhanced learning
that are informed by well-replicated empirical
work and theory (Dunlosky, Rawson, Marsh,
Nathan, & Willingham, 2013). This body of
research shows that retrieval through practice
testing consolidates learning, illustrating that
testing, not studying, increases long-term recall.
Dunlosky et al. (2013) provided a summary of
the evidence-based strategy of using practice
testing to improve student learning. Their sum-
mary illustrates two theoretical explanations for
the testing effect: direct effects that spark elab-
orative retrieval processes, and mediated effects
for which practice testing increases encoding
during later studying. This collection of re-
search, rooted in theory, supports the notion that
testing enhances memory and learning. An ex-
emplar, informed by the vast literature on the
testing effect, is McDaniel, Wildman, and An-
derson’s (2012) study of online quizzes used to
enhance test performance in college students.
They found that repeated quizzing improved
exam scores under several circumstances (Mc-
Daniel et al., 2012).

Gold Standard Benchmark 2: Longitudinal
Design Tracking Students Over Time With
Good Response Rates and Analyses That

Track Change Scores

The ability to measure the dependent variable
multiple times throughout the semester and be-
yond can uncover changes in learning as the
semester progresses and promotes understand-
ing of when and how changes occur. This gold
standard methodology necessitates that re-
sponse rates remain high over the course of the
data collection and that analyses are appropriate
to understand the dynamic nature of the data.
Having the ability to see whether a SoTL inter-
vention has an immediate or delayed impact on
learning and whether the effects are short or
long term denotes quality information that
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would inform teaching and learning, and ulti-
mately, the goals of higher education.

An exemplar of a longitudinal study that
meets this benchmark is Kernahan and Davis’s
(2010) tracking of the impact of taking a diver-
sity class on awareness and attitudes over the
semester and 1-year beyond. Students enrolled
in a diversity class and a control group class (in
statistics) were assessed on several measures of
racial attitudes and awareness 1 week prior to
the start of their respective classes, at the end of
the semester, and 1 year later. Findings showed
that students in the diversity class had changes
in racial attitudes and awareness by the end of
the semester, but some of those changes re-
mained the same or diminished in the year fol-
lowing the class. However, one year after taking
the diversity class, those students reported in-
creased comfort regarding racial issues and in-
teractions with other races. Although the re-
sponse rate over the three data collections did
decrease, a majority of the students were re-
tained for all three. This kind of methodology
allows instructors to understand the impact of a
class immediately and also in the longer term,
helping instructors know the longevity of the
impact made on students.

Another study that exemplifies the gold stan-
dard of longitudinal research is the 2011 study
of Psychology Learning Communities (PLC) by
Buch and Spaulding. They tracked students in
six cohorts longitudinally over their college ca-
reers, starting in their first semester with
matched comparison groups for each cohort.
Buch and Spaulding (2011) found that students
who participated in a PLC had significantly
better first-semester grade-point averages
(GPAs), retention, and progression toward their
degree, and were significantly more involved in
the psychology major. Furthermore, their longi-
tudinal method with comparison groups al-
lowed these researchers to understand the long-
term impact of SoTL projects on student
outcomes such as retention, GPA, and engage-
ment.

Gold Standard Benchmark 3: True
Experimental Design That Includes

Random Assignment and Double-Blind
Procedures

Because SoTL happens in large part within
the context of a class, this benchmark is often

difficult to accomplish. Randomly assigning
students to certain classes or having multiple
conditions within a single class can seem like an
unachievable goal. However, true double-blind
experiments are the highest form of controlled
empirical research in the field of psychology,
and as such, set a high goal for SoTL research.
Experimental controls allow researchers to rely
on the comparisons made with the control group
to truly know that the treatment was a factor in
increased student learning.

In one such example, Balch (2012) utilized
an experimental methodology in an introduc-
tory psychology course during which all stu-
dents took a pretest and then were randomly
assigned to two groups. The two groups were
asked to come to class at different times the
following class period, during which both
groups were presented with the same material
but with different instruction methods: one by
free-recall demonstration and the other by lec-
ture. Although pretest scores did not differ be-
tween the two instructional methods, students in
the free-recall demonstration condition scored
higher 5 days later on a posttest, resulting in an
Instructional Method � Pretest–Posttest inter-
action. This study is a helpful example of how
random assignment can work within the context
of a single class, namely, by inviting students to
come to class at different times and receive
different levels of the independent variable.

In another example of a true, double-blind
experimental design, Legg and Wilson (2009)
studied how sending a welcome e-mail to stu-
dents in a class a week prior to the semester
starting may affect rapport, student motivation,
and retention. In this study, students were ran-
domly assigned to either receive or not receive
a welcome e-mail, and their attitudes were
tracked over the semester. The instructor was
unaware of the condition to which the students
had been assigned, because the graduate assis-
tant sent the e-mail to the randomly selected
half of the class using the instructor’s e-mail
address. Students who received the e-mail re-
ported significantly better motivation and atti-
tudes toward the instructor and the course on the
first day of class. Retention was also better for
students who received the e-mail. This study is
a particularly good exemplar for the ways in
which researchers can study students in a single
class with random assignment and double-blind
conditions.
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As a third example, Poonati and Amadio
(2010) brought a classroom situation into the
laboratory to determine whether watching vid-
eos from popular TV shows would help students
learn concepts related to operant conditioning.
Having the study in the laboratory allowed re-
searchers to create a true experiment by easily
randomly assigning participants to either see the
videos containing exemplars or have the same
exemplars verbally described.

Gold Standard Benchmark 4: Large
Sample Sizes and Established Power of

Statistical Test

This is one of the most difficult benchmarks
to achieve—especially for those teaching at
small institutions or those who have small class
sizes. Larger sample sizes help meet assump-
tions of rigorous statistical tests and increase the
power of those tests. However, obtaining large
sample sizes is not always possible or practical.
Tomcho and Foels (2009) discussed the chal-
lenges of achieving appropriate power within
the SoTL context and gave some recommenda-
tions for ways to achieve better power. Al-
though there are some wonderful exemplars of
large sample size studies in SoTL (e.g., Warren,
2006), we use some exemplars of ways to
achieve the most power within the context of
somewhat smaller sample sizes.

Bartsch, Engelhardt Bittner, and Moreno
(2008) proposed a methodology that would im-
prove power even when sample sizes are small.
Their design included two versions of the as-
sessments that allowed a pretest–posttest exper-
imental methodology while still retaining the
whole class size instead of dividing into two
groups. Thompson and Fisher-Thompson
(2013) later used this methodology. They
wanted to determine whether an activity that
included watching a brief video about a research
project and then analyzing and interpreting ex-
ample data from that project helped students
better understand statistics. If they assigned
their 30 students into groups that received the
activity and those that did not, their analysis
would have had half the participants and hence,
lower power. Instead, they created two versions
of the assessment. Half the students received
Version A as a pretest and Version B as a
posttest, and the other half received Version B
as a pretest and Version A as a posttest. This

manipulation was powerful because it used a
repeated-measures design that used all partici-
pants in both conditions to maintain a larger
sample size. Within-group designs are benefi-
cial in that they can use all participants in all
conditions and increase power in that way.

In another example of increasing power
within the context of smaller sample sizes,
Troisi (2014) used a bootstrapping analysis in
his pretest–posttest quasi-experimental exami-
nation of the effects of student membership on
a student management team in predicting course
engagement and performance. The bootstrap-
ping technique estimates the relationships be-
tween conceptual variables by treating sample
data as a population, then resampling those data
numerous times in order to provide estimates of
direct and indirect effects, and ultimately, esti-
mate the population indirect effect, standard
error, and lower and upper confidence intervals
of the indirect effect (Preacher & Hayes, 2008;
Shrout & Bolger, 2002). The bootstrapping
technique is particularly useful for underpow-
ered designs, such as designs with small sam-
ples (MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West,
& Sheets, 2002; Preacher & Hayes, 2008;
Shrout & Bolger, 2002), making it a potentially
effective tool in SoTL research studies involv-
ing small groups of participants. Results of
Troisi’s (2014) study revealed that management
team participation produced an increase in
course performance and course engagement, as
well as the finding that course engagement me-
diated the increase in course performance. This
effect was evidenced despite the fact that one
cell in the 2 � 2 quasi-experimental design had
only 6 participants (those who were members of
a student management team in two courses).
Bootstrapping analyses allow for rigorous, mul-
tivariate tests of hypotheses with small samples.
Their tools can also be freely downloaded and
installed within traditional statistical software
programs (e.g., Hayes, n.d.).

Gold Standard Benchmark 5: Samples
Taken From More Than One Institution

With Some Diversity

Although instructors can learn much from
studying their own classes at their own institu-
tions, external validity would be vastly im-
proved by studying the same phenomena in
large and diverse samples from multiple insti-
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tutions. Broadening samples to include students
from national or international populations can
help researchers understand how learning can
be impacted in multiple contexts.

In one such study, Gurung, Daniel, and Lan-
drum (2012) examined learning outcomes
among 454 students from at least three different
schools (two large public institutions, one small
liberal arts school). The conclusions that they
were able to draw show that students’ metacog-
nitive skill, use of pedagogical aids to study,
and total study time had more impact on quiz
scores than did teacher behavior or textbook
quality ratings. The value of these findings are
made even more relevant because they come
from a large and diverse sample of students
using different textbooks and learning from dif-
ferent instructors rather than using just one text
or instructor. This diverse sample helps rule out
important confounds such as idiosyncratic ten-
dencies of particular instructors, particular
courses, or particular institutions.

Another exemplar of a multi-institutional
study is Homa et al.’s (2013) examination of
student learning objectives (SLOs) and course
content in introductory psychology courses us-
ing 158 syllabi from 95 institutions. The results
from their content analysis showed that more
than 50% of the syllabi listed objectives that
mapped onto the science and application of
psychology SLOs, and that cognitive and phys-
iological topics were covered in more depth
than were history, research methods, and devel-
opmental psychology. Using a national sample
of syllabi helps instructors understand the broad
scope of coverage in introductory psychology
courses that a smaller, less-representative sam-
ple could not achieve. Technology, such as the
listservs and Websites used in this study, allows
researchers to access institutions nationwide
fairly easily, allowing sample diversity, espe-
cially when looking at course syllabi. We en-
courage research that uses Web-based tools to
collaborate with other researchers or collect di-
verse samples.

Troisi, Leder, Stiegler-Balfour, Fleck, and
Good (2015) used online surveying to examine
mentorship outcomes of 122 Early Career Psy-
chologist faculty members. This sample was
recruited from major psychology professor
groups (e.g., the PSYCHTEACHER listserv,
the Early Career Psychologists Committee Fa-
cebook page), yielding a sample with diverse

professional experiences. For example, the sam-
ple included professors from a wide range of
academic settings (e.g., 4-year liberal arts col-
leges, research-intensive universities, profes-
sional schools) who specialized in a variety of
subfields of psychology (e.g., social, cognitive,
developmental). Such diverse samples are in-
creasingly available with the proliferation of
Web-based surveying tools (e.g., Qualtrics, Sur-
veyMonkey) as well as with Web-based tools
for recruiting participants at low cost (e.g., e-
mail lists, social media outlets, Amazon’s Me-
chanical Turk).

Lastly, one of the best examples of diverse
samples is Howell, Collisson, and King’s
(2014) worldwide sample of 209 psychologists
and 132 physicists in a study of perceptions of
the nature and core content of their respective
fields. Accessing academic institutions from the
United States, Canada, Europe, Australia, and
New Zealand, they found that psychologists
thought that psychology was less grounded in
theory and empirical evidence with little con-
sensus about the field’s core content in compar-
ison with physicists. A global sample is truly
reaching this gold standard benchmark, allow-
ing instructors to assess opinions from a diverse
set of institutions around the world.

Gold Standard Benchmark 6: Proper Data
Screening and Statistical Analyses That Are

Advanced and Multivariate

Proper data screening can help ensure that
data meet the assumptions of the statistical tests
used in hypothesis testing and inferential statis-
tics. In addition, data screening helps research-
ers understand the shortcomings of their data,
such as outliers or missing data. Violation of
assumptions of the statistics used can limit the
reliability and the power of results. Although
very important, data screening is usually some-
thing that is completed before hypotheses are
tested and is often not reported in published
research. Data screening is crucial to the re-
search process, but is largely assumed rather
than reported in many published studies. An-
other part of data screening, in the larger sense,
is testing the psychometric properties of any
scales used in analyses. Ensuring that any scales
are reliable and valid is an important consider-
ation before testing hypotheses.
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One example of such scale validation is Ren-
ken, McMahan, and Nitkova’s (2015) initial
validation of the Psychology-Specific Episte-
mological Belief Scale (Psych-SEBS). In this
two-part study, researchers first drafted and then
refined an item pool using exploratory factor
analysis, followed by confirmatory factor anal-
ysis and an assessment of internal consistency,
test–retest reliability, and convergent validity of
the Psych-SEBS. In the second study, research-
ers assessed the criterion validity by comparing
the Psych-SEBS with an established criterion
and also tested the incremental validity of the
Psych-SEBS above and beyond the variance
explained by that criterion. By all measures, the
Psych-SEBS 13-item scale is a reliable and
valid measure of psychology-specific epistemo-
logical beliefs.

In addition to proper data screening, utilizing
the best and most applicable multivariate statis-
tics available can improve understanding of the
complex reasons why some students learn well
while others do not. Building models that test
multiple variables simultaneously can help ex-
plain the complexities in the teaching and learn-
ing process.

In an extensive study of time-of-day prefer-
ence (chronotype) and academic achievement,
Preckel and colleagues (2013) used multiple
predictors in hierarchical analysis that statisti-
cally controlled for variables suggested to be
predictive of academic performance (e.g., con-
scientiousness, cognitive ability, achievement
motivation, gender) to illuminate the incremen-
tal validity of chronotype on GPA. Before test-
ing hypotheses Preckel et al. screened their
scales and found that all scales used for predic-
tion were reliable and bivariately correlated
with the dependent variables before they were
used in the regression model. Also, as a by-
product of this prescreening of scales, a sup-
pressor effect was found between daytime
sleepiness and chronotype, and therefore day-
time sleepiness was excluded from the analyses.
In this way, the prescreening of the scales led to
a better choice in hypothesis testing by exclud-
ing daytime sleepiness. Good use of statistical
control and use of multiple predictors including
self- and other-report data elevate this study’s
methodology as an exemplar of multivariate
statistics and establishment of the psychometric
properties of the scales used in analyses.

Rogers’ (2015) study of the Learning Alli-
ance Inventory is another example of scale de-
velopment, reliability and validity testing, and
then well-executed multivariate statistics. One
of the strengths of this study is the extensive
psychometric scale testing, including internal
and test–retest reliability, bivariate correlation,
and predictive validity. Another strength is the
well-designed, executed, and reported results
from the path analysis establishing support for
immediacy and rapport indirectly impacting
learning through work alliance. Path analysis
allows for testing multiple relationships simul-
taneously, and the findings of this research illu-
minate how several variables simultaneously
impact learning, both directly and indirectly. In
addition to quality of the analyses themselves,
the tables are clearly written and provide a
model for quality reporting of scale develop-
ment and path analysis.

Gold Standard Benchmark 7:
High Standard of Ethics

There has been some controversy over the
ethics of studying students in the classroom.
Making sure that SoTL research lives up to the
same high ethical standards of other psycholog-
ical research is paramount (e.g., Martin, 2013).
Of particular concern is the issue of coercion.
When students are asked to participate in a
study during a class for which they are earning
a grade, they could feel pressure to complete the
study. There are ways for researchers to reduce
the risk of coercing students to participate in
research. For example, Funk and Dickson
(2011) provided extra credit for correct answers
to additional questions on exams. Their institu-
tional review board approved giving extra credit
because the incentive was “voluntary and non-
punitive” (Funk & Dickson, 2011, p. 272). In
this way, students received a benefit for extra
work, and that work did not impact their grade.

Another way to address the issue of coercion
is to use assessments that are part of the regular
course assignments, and then assess them
blindly for the SoTL part of the project sepa-
rately from the assignment grade for course
credit. In order for this to work though, students
must believe that their identity is completely
anonymous and that the instructor is unaware of
the condition when grading. An example of this
type of study is Franz and Spitzer’s (2006)
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study of different approaches to teaching Amer-
ican Psychological Association (APA) style. In
their study they assessed the APA style papers
that students wrote as part of their regular
course assignments after being exposed to a
checklist approach, a template approach, or a
combination of the two. They maintained the
anonymity of their students by having the stu-
dents use pseudonyms on all materials in the
class. The instructor was also blind to the con-
dition of type of method the student used in
preparing the APA style paper because the lab
assistants coded the papers and then randomized
their order before the instructor evaluated them.
Using pseudonyms and having someone other
than the instructor code assignments keeps the
researcher unaware of the condition and pro-
tects the student from possible repercussions on
their grades. This allows grades and SoTL as-
sessments to remain separate, reducing the pres-
sure that students may feel to participate.

Providing equivalent and just access to ben-
efits for all participants is also imperative. This
may seem impossible in a short semester-long
time span, but there are ways to accomplish
justice in SoTL work. Smith (2008) suggested
an instructor split the class and have the exper-
imental group meet during the first part of class
and the control group meet during the second
part. After a formative assessment, the instruc-
tor could determine whether the intervention
given to the experimental group was beneficial
and, if so, provide the intervention to the control
group before any grading of the material. This is
a way to quickly assess the benefits and share
those benefits with the control group before the
end of the semester.

Ocker and Yaverbaum (1999) had another
approach to justice in their examination of
whether face-to-face or asynchronous online
communication was better for group case stud-
ies. They evaluated two cases in two different
sections. The first section did Case Study A
communicating face to face and Case Study B
online. The second section did Case Study A
online and Case Study B face to face. This
design, which could have been done within a
single class, equalized any modality benefits
between the two classes. In other words, no
group would have received an overall benefit or
harm in comparison with the other groups, thus
maintaining justice.

Gold Standard Benchmark 8: Mixed-
Method Approach—Using Both Qualitative

and Quantitative Data Analyzed
Appropriately

Using both high-quality qualitative and quan-
titative data analysis can help add to a deeper
understanding of teaching and learning. Quali-
tative data that have been properly analyzed
(perhaps with software like NVivo, 2012, or
others) can incorporate the voices of students
better than the more standardized assessment
using quantitative measures. It is important to
be mindful to use qualitative data in a way that
maintains anonymity and confidentiality, even
when reported in the participant’s own words.
Hand in hand, these two methodologies can
provide researchers with rich data to further
understand learners’ experiences.

One exemplary study using a mixed-method
approach to data analysis is Knott, Mak, and
Neill’s (2013) study of intercultural compe-
tency training through skill development. Par-
ticipants completed an online survey with both
quantitative items and one open-text question.
The quantitative results revealed that partici-
pants felt that the training in introductory psy-
chology had increased their cultural compe-
tence. However, it is the qualitative analysis that
really reveals the richness of the changes in
competency as seen through their open-text re-
sponses to applications of intercultural compe-
tency. The researchers followed the Attride-
Stirling (2001) method of systematically
analyzing their qualitative data into a hierarchy
of themes, which included global, organizing,
and basic themes. This method revealed one
global theme that encapsulated two organizing
themes and six basic themes, showing in-depth
ways in which participants had applied what
they learned in their training to demonstrate
cultural competence.

As another strong example of the mixed-
method approach, Martin (2015) performed an
exploratory analysis of the qualities of excep-
tional undergraduate students in psychology. He
surveyed professors, using open-ended ques-
tions to identify the top three qualities of their
top students (e.g., intelligence, strong work
ethic, intellectual curiosity). These responses
were then independently coded into categories
by one professor and four undergraduate stu-
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dents, using discussion to reconcile differences.
The analysis also included Likert-type question-
naire items to quantify their abilities (e.g.,
“How easy was that undergraduate student to
teach?”) and their engagement in academic ac-
tivities (e.g., honor societies, research assistant-
ships, honors projects). Especially for an ex-
ploratory study for which there has been little
background work, we perceive this mixed-
method approach to be ideal.

In a third example, Bridges, Harnish, and
Sillman (2012) investigated the effectiveness of
using blog assignments in a positive psychology
class. They used quantitative student ratings
taken at the conclusion of the class. Ratings
were significantly higher in the class with the
blog exercise than in the previous class, which
instead had a collaborative research project. In
addition they examined students’ attitudes to-
ward the course in an open-ended survey 6
months after the course finished. They used
previously published methods (i.e., Sherman &
MacDonald, 2009) as a pattern for qualitatively
identifying themes. These themes indicated that
they enjoyed the class and the blogging assign-
ments, they continued to use information they
learned while doing the assignments, but most
had not continued to blog.

Conclusion

Following the gold standard benchmarks of
methodologies in SoTL will ensure that teach-
ers have the best evidence-based information
available to them to improve the quality of
student learning. Using methodologies that fol-
low the highest standards will make better
teachers and will ensure that the information
researchers disseminate about teaching and
learning is of the highest quality. As standards
in the field constantly evolve, it is important to
stay current with the best practices in the field.
One way to accomplish this is keeping abreast
of new books and articles as they are published
(e.g., Jhangiani, Troisi, Fleck, Legg, & Hussey,
2015, on tools and measures for SoTL). Some-
times achieving meaningful, theoretically
driven, and methodologically rigorous research
in SoTL may seem impossible. This article pro-
vides exemplars of benchmarks of the gold stan-
dard in SoTL research as set out by Wilson-
Doenges and Gurung (2013) to show how these

standards are achievable for all SoTL research-
ers.
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