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Introduction/Need for Research: 
Many faculty members in higher education are hired with minimal to no formal preparation for teaching, often selected primarily for their research qualifications rather than pedagogical expertise (Blickenstaff et al., 2015; Christianson et al., 2019; Estepp et al., 2012; Harder et al., 2009). In numerous institutions, there is a prevailing lack of emphasis on teaching, which is viewed as a routine skill requiring little formal training (Harder et al., 2009). Faculty perceive themselves to be most proficient in traditional methods like lecturing; however, there is a recognized need for professional development in student-centered practices that promote engagement and develop students' critical thinking skills (Blickenstaff et al., 2015). Furthermore, while active learning strategies, such as real-world applications, have been shown to enhance student outcomes, many faculty members lack structured support to incorporate these strategies effectively (Blickenstaff et al., 2015). The purpose of this study was to conduct a needs assessment among Herbert College of Agriculture (HCA) faculty at the University of Tennessee to evaluate gaps in knowledge, skills, and dispositions related to teaching and learning. Data resulting from this study will inform the design of targeted professional development (PD) programs that build faculty competence in research-based, student-centered teaching approaches.

Conceptual or Theoretical Framework: 
This study is grounded in theories of curriculum development and adult learning, emphasizing the importance of pedagogical development as faculty progress in their careers. Research indicates that faculty development programs are essential in colleges and universities to address gaps in teaching preparation (Estepp et al., 2012). Malcolm Knowles’ theory of andragogy underscores the importance of self-directed learning among adults and highlights their need for practical, problem-centered approaches to professional development (Knowles, 1984). According to Knowles, adults learn best when they see immediate application and relevance in their learning experiences, making this theory highly applicable to higher education faculty who seek to improve their teaching. Using frameworks such as Bloom’s Taxonomy, Constructivist Theory, and Experiential Learning (Kolb), the study examines how faculty in the HCA incorporate theory into their teaching practices and identifies the need for more comprehensive support in applying research-based methodologies (Harder et al., 2009).

A supportive professional culture plays a vital role in encouraging faculty to pursue PD opportunities and adopt innovative teaching practices (Kalman et al., 2019). Collaborative learning environments, positive relationships with colleagues and administrators, mentoring, and policies supporting time and resources for PD are recognized enablers for faculty engagement in these activities (Caffarella & Zinn, 1999). Particularly in hard science disciplines, faculty often gravitate toward traditional, content-focused methods and participate less in PD aimed at experimenting with student-centered approaches (Kalman et al., 2019). This study seeks to bridge this gap by exploring PD needs specific to HCA faculty and encouraging a professional culture conducive to learning and pedagogical advancement.

Methodology: 
This study utilized a needs assessment survey, approved by the University of Tennessee Institutional Review Board, and distributed via Qualtrics. The instrument included 54 items encompassing Likert-scale, multiple-choice, and open-ended questions to evaluate faculty’s familiarity with teaching methods, use of theoretical frameworks, and perceptions of professional development. The survey was distributed to all HCA faculty in spring 2024, and responses (N=40) were analyzed using descriptive statistics and ANOVA. Qualitative responses were thematically coded to provide contextual insights into barriers and opportunities for enhancing teaching practices.


Results/Findings: 
Findings indicate that HCA faculty demonstrate high familiarity with lecture-based instruction (mean 4.85, SD 0.36) and experiential learning (mean 4.48, SD 0.77) but less familiarity with inquiry-based (mean 3.43, SD 1.28) and cooperative learning strategies (mean 3.10, SD 1.45). Only 50% of respondents reported regular use of theoretical frameworks in instructional design. Barriers identified include time constraints (mean 3.44, SD 1.23), insufficient training on instructional frameworks (mean 3.03, SD 1.51), and limited recognition of teaching excellence in tenure and promotion processes (mean 3.40, SD 1.29). Faculty expressed strong interest in PD focused on integrating inquiry-based learning and enhancing student engagement in large classes.

Conclusions: 
The data suggest a clear need for targeted professional development to address gaps in faculty knowledge and the application of teaching frameworks. Misconceptions about the time required to implement these frameworks need to be addressed through streamlined PD offerings that focus on efficiency and practical application. Moreover, faculty demonstrated a strong desire for support in inquiry-based learning and strategies to enhance student engagement in large, lecture-style courses.

Implications/Recommandations/Impact on Profession: 
Recommendations include implementing workshops on active learning, curriculum design, and culturally responsive teaching practices; establishing a teaching fellows program to provide mentorship and sustained support; and revising tenure and promotion criteria to reward teaching excellence (Kálmán et al., 2020; Schram et al., 2017; Wright et al., 2018). Such initiatives would not only support faculty but also enhance student outcomes and institutional effectiveness.
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