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1  Background and Purposes

The International Handbook of Engineering Education Research (IHEER) is a reference volume intended 
for those new to the field of engineering education research (EER) and current experts in the field. 
This short introduction to the handbook provides a background on its development and briefly 
describes its content.

Although interest in documenting and improving the education of engineers has existed for over 
a century, the institutionalization of EER as a discipline-based education research (DBER) field is 
a more recent phenomenon (Froyd & Lohmann, 2014; Loui & Borrego, 2019; National Research 
Council, 2012). Especially over the past couple of decades, the field has coalesced around the idea 
that a more research-focused approach to creating and implementing educational changes can lead 
to improved engineering education for all. Consequently, research-focused departments, doctoral 
programs, centers, journals, and conferences have proliferated not only in the United States, where 
significant funding is available for EER, but also across the world (Bernhard, 2018; Borrego  & 
Bernhard, 2011).

This increasing and evolving footprint of EER has meant that many newcomers to the field, both 
students and faculty, are now looking for resources that can guide them as they conduct research or 
develop new educational resources. IHEER will serve this goal by providing readers with an over-
view of some of the major developments in the field over the past decade. In addition, emerging 
scholars and experts in the field will find the review of existing literature as well as the discussions of 
directions for future research useful. One highlight of this volume is the critical perspective authors 
take towards different topics, especially in Part 2, but also in other chapters interspersed throughout, 
to bring into focus new concerns and alternate viewpoints and methodologies.

Within the realm of publications in the field, IHEER appears almost a decade after the previ-
ous handbook, The Cambridge Handbook of Engineering Education Research (CHEER) (Johri & Olds, 
2014), was published. IHEER was conceptualized as a volume that builds on CHEER by introduc-
ing new ideas, topics, and contributors rather than revising or revisiting content already covered. 
IHEER is also more international in scope, with authors and topics from many more non-US 
countries than CHEER. Education is a contextually applied science, and therefore, it is inconceiv-
able that all research findings will be equally applicable across places and people. Yet a comparative 
approach can benefit all, and certain ideas and innovations should propagate universally. For this, 
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it is important that scholars from across the globe engage in a dialogue. This is already taking place 
through conferences and journals, and IHEER further cements some of those exchanges.

Given the large volume of publications in the field, IHEER only captures a slice of the research 
developments within EER. To determine the topics and contributors, a survey was distributed to 
community members and resulted in 150 responses. These responses were analyzed to create broad 
categories, and then, further subareas were identified. Finally, author teams were invited to submit 
chapters that underwent two rounds of reviews. The result is a handbook with 30 chapters authored 
by 100 scholars from 20 countries spread across five continents.

In addition to IHEER and CHEER, there are numerous sources that readers can consult to learn 
more about EER, including John Heywood’s comprehensive book on the topic (Heywood, 2005) 
and special issues published in the Journal of Engineering Education and European Journal of Engineering 
Education, among other journals. Recently, several reviews of the fields have also been published (see 
Chapter 7). A more comprehensive overview and list of different publications, programs, scholars, 
and opportunities is available in sources listed under Resources at the end of this chapter, and addi-
tional readings and texts have been cited throughout this handbook.

2  Organization of the Handbook

In addition to the introduction and conclusion chapters, IHEER contains 30 chapters distributed 
equally across six sections. Any act of classification is a social exercise, and the organization of this 
handbook is no exception. The chapters have been organized according to some underlying logical 
similarities between them; in some instances, the alignment is stronger, but readers are cautioned 
against reading too much into the organization. Chapters across sections are meant to be in dialogue 
with each other and frequently refer to each other.

Part 1: Comparative Perspectives for Engineering Education Research

The first part of the handbook directly addresses the issue of taking an international perspective on 
engineering education and contains five chapters authored by teams of authors from across the globe. 
The first chapter is a compendium of viewpoints from authors from five countries. It provides a 
historical and global analysis of topics spanning engineering education during the colonial period, 
the entry of women into engineering education institutions, the teaching of ethics and technical 
education, and the consistent and persistent discussion of why and how we are training future engi-
neers. In the second chapter, Tang et al. introduce and discuss comparative education that examines 
education across countries and uses the country as the unit for comparison. They provide a brief 
overview of the evolution of comparative education and outline its three main approaches for com-
paring education systems across countries: scientific, ameliorative, and interpretive. They then utilize 
a comparative approach to present exemplar EER studies that illustrate each one of the three main 
approaches of comparative education. Seniuk Cicek et al. tackle the contested notion of decoloniza-
tion and its absence within engineering and related literature. They explore how decolonization is 
conceptualized within engineering education and identify four categories of decolonization. They 
further discuss drivers for and barriers to engaging in decolonial work within engineering education 
and make recommendations. In their chapter on engineering ethics education and research, Martin 
et al. make a plea for academics to engage explicitly with the value-laden nature of engineering and 
its contextual elements, especially global aspects. The chapter provides an overview of major actors 
within engineering ethics education research and surveys recent pedagogical and institutional prac-
tices to broaden engineering ethics education towards a global and culturally inclusive vision. In the 
final chapter of this part, Lindsay et al. address the disruption in engineering and engineering educa-
tion that is taking place globally due to innovation in engineering processes, whereby engineering 



Introduction to the IHEER

3

practice is ever evolving and requires new ways of tackling complex sociotechnical problems. They 
argue for and give exemplars from four different programs using the continuous improvement mind-
set to commence, continue, and sustain disruptive innovation in engineering education. They dis-
cuss potential barriers to innovation and how they can be overcome.

Part 2: Theoretical Orientations and Critical Approaches in Engineering 
Education Research

The second part of the handbook focuses on theoretical and critical orientations newly or further 
developed or deployed within the field. The part begins with a chapter outlining the role and uses 
of theory and theoretical frameworks. In the chapter, Goncher et al. discuss the role of theory in 
engineering education research (EER) and elaborate upon the utility of using theory and related 
underpinnings, such as paradigms and concepts. They outline and discuss three theories – social 
cognitive career theory, situated learning, and intersectionality – each corresponding with either 
the postpositivist, interpretivist, or critical paradigm, which are commonly used within EER to 
illustrate the use of theories. Lönngren et al. argue that affective constructs, especially emotions, 
need to find a more central place within EER. Through their chapter, they introduce the reader 
to the multidisciplinary field of emotion research and describe different disciplinary and theoreti-
cal perspectives on emotions, as well as methods and methodologies. They outline important and 
promising areas for future research and provide advice for researchers and doctoral students who plan 
to pursue engineering education emotions research. Huff and Ross advance an integrated concep-
tualization of engineering identity that considers the complexity of this theoretical construct, and 
locate engineering identity research within three foundational frameworks: (1) personal, (2) social, 
or (3) sociocultural. They further advocate strategies for EER to advance theory development on 
identity. Secules et al. review research from learning sciences and engineering education research 
to highlight considerations of power and culture as they intersect with knowledge, identity, agency, 
language practices, discourse, and sociomateriality. They elaborate on critical cultural analysis and 
demonstrate its utilities for examining, elucidating, and informing learning practices. Mejia and 
Martin take a critical view and argue that most US-based research related to diversity, equity,  
and inclusion (DEI) in engineering education is reductionist in its approach, and discuss recent 
scholarship that advocates for methodological activism and pluralistic approaches in engineering 
education research in order to truly address issues of DEI.

Part 3: Engineering Education Across Contexts and Participants

In Part 3, we take a look at engineering education beyond the traditional focus on undergraduate 
programs and curriculum. In recent years, there has been an increase in interest and research on the 
PK–12 level, and one of the actors here are teachers. The first chapter, by Carberry et al., examines 
teacher preparation, an important but often-overlooked aspect of preparing future engineers. In 
their chapter, the authors discuss the importance of and need for pre-college engineering teacher 
professional learning (PCE TPL). They present a case within a US context supporting the need and 
place for engineering teacher professional learning. The chapter also provides a foundation for future 
directions in pre-college engineering teacher professional learning. Fleming et al. review graduate 
engineering education, primarily within the US context. They present an overview of available 
data about graduate education and its contexts, and they discuss gaps in data. They discuss topics 
including students’ graduate school experience, motivation to pursue graduate studies, skills devel-
opment, and identity development, as well as career preparation. They also examine institutional 
practices that affect graduate enrollment and experience. Cutler and Strong review research on how 
faculty influence engineering education, who engineering faculty are, and how they can be better 
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supported within their roles. They argue that a focus on faculty and incorporating faculty voices 
and narratives are essential if the EER community wants to further its efforts towards creating an 
educational system that is inclusive, student-centered, and equitable. In their chapter, Polmear et al. 
provide an overview of informal learning, discussing its definition, history, settings, and activities 
as relevant to engineering education. They further discuss the benefits and outcomes of informal 
learning, related to competency development and engagement of diverse learners. They end with 
implications and recommendations for engineering researchers and practitioners. In the chapter that 
follows, Chen et al. discuss innovations in engineering education and new approaches that acknowl-
edge and recognize learning and competencies including non-degree credentials. The authors argue 
that non-degree credentials have the potential to broaden access to engineering and that engineer-
ing educators should care about the potential of non-degree credentials in their courses, degree 
programs, and institutions.

Part 4: Advancing Pedagogy and Curriculum in Engineering Education

The five chapters in Part 4 directly address pedagogical and curriculum issues within engineering 
with both practical and research-related discussions. In the first chapter, Chen et al. examine both 
the implementation of social justice into engineering curricula and the barriers preventing wider 
adoption. The chapter discusses three initiatives to infuse social justice into engineering at three 
different institutions to highlight entry points and barriers as well as the role institutional support 
has played in accelerating, enabling, and legitimizing the success of this integration. Alarcón et al. 
present a research-to-practice chapter for prospective and current engineering educators, scholars, 
and leaders interested in learning about how hidden curriculum (HC) transforms engineering edu-
cation via social capital. They provide an overview of HC research, discuss its connection to social 
capital, and introduce an HC pathways model in engineering. Mercier et al. review the last decade 
of research on collaborative and cooperative learning along four key dimensions of these forms of 
pedagogy in classrooms: tasks, teams, tools, and teachers. And they end with propositions for future 
work in collaborative learning in engineering education practice and research. Zappe et al. review 
the research on integration for creativity, entrepreneurship, and leadership in engineering education. 
They identify gaps and advance recommendations for practitioners who teach in these areas. They 
end with a set of reflections on the major concerns and future directions relating to creativity, entre-
preneurship, and leadership in engineering education. Hitt et al. review efforts that have been made 
to promote and develop the inclusion of the liberal arts within engineering education and vice versa. 
They discuss the historical background of these efforts, review relevant scholarship, and highlight 
innovative and creative approaches to integrating liberal arts and engineering.

Part 5: Engineering Education at the Intersection of Technology 
and Computing

Part 5 consists of five chapters at the intersection of engineering education, technology, and com-
puting. Gregg and Dabagh review prior work on online learning and advance frameworks to help 
create productive learning environments. They also argue for a more strategic and directed effort 
by engineering educators to become leaders in online learning. Bairaktarova et al. discuss the state-
of-the-art and applications of virtual and augmented realities (VR and AR), as well as wearable and 
haptic devices, in engineering education. They review the empirical research behind their use to 
examine how the integration of VR, AR, wearable, and haptic devices into the learning environ-
ments can enhance learning. May et  al. take a closer look at engineering education research on 
online laboratories, with a focus on remote and virtual laboratories. Their chapter reviews prior 
work on the topic and discusses the future potential of online laboratories in advancing engineering 
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learning. The final two chapters in this part focus on the intersection of engineering and comput-
ing education. The use of computing has become integral within engineering, as has the need to 
learn about computing. Yadav and Lachney discuss the historical development of computer science 
education and recent trends at primary and secondary levels, formally and informally. They show 
how recent developments in computer science education are moving away from perspectives that 
are overly celebratory or overly drab and towards techno-social realism. The chapter by Malmi and 
Johri discusses the history of computing education research (CER), a DBER field similar to EER, 
and focuses on two reviews of two specific subareas of research and practice at the undergraduate 
level – programming and tool development.

Part 6: Engineering Education Research Methods and Assessment

The final part of the handbook focuses on research methods and assessment. Holly Jr. et al. critique 
engineering education research methodology by articulating the ways in which anti-Black ideas are 
deeply embedded in the dominant approaches to knowledge production in the field. The chapter is 
grounded in the authors’ experiences and perspectives as Black scholars who earned their doctorates 
in engineering education at the two oldest US engineering education programs. It builds on prior 
critiques of US EER and draws on Black intellectuals from various traditions. The second chapter, 
by Svihla et al., introduces and discusses the use of design cases in EER as a form of scholarship. 
Design cases report on an instructional problem, the process of designing a solution, and the learn-
ing design created to address the instructional problem. They illustrate the value of design cases by 
examining exemplars and also provide a template and practical advice for readers. The following 
two chapters concentrate on quantitative methods, where the first chapter provides an introduc-
tory background and the next chapter looks at advanced methods. The chapter by Hjalmarson 
et al. describes the basic considerations for conducting engineering education research studies using 
quantitative methodological approaches, with a focus on data quality and data appropriateness. The 
chapter by Katz et al. discusses opportunities to apply advanced statistical theory and computational 
techniques within EER. Intended for readers with some familiarity in quantitative research, the 
chapter discusses emerging quantitative methods and their considerations for quantitative research in 
four areas: (1) study design, (2) data collection and preparation, (3) data analysis, and (4) data equity. 
The part ends with a chapter on assessment by Douglas et  al. The chapter advances a sociocul-
turally informed, evidence-centered design (SCI-ECD) model for designing and validating assess-
ment instruments of engineering competencies and provides practical exemplars to guide assessment 
developers and researchers.

3  Future Directions

IHEER has certain limitations, both in the range of topics that are covered and also in the treatment 
any given topic has received. Some of this is due to limitations of length, and other variations are due 
to different approaches taken by the authors. The concluding chapter, by Buckley et al., presents the 
collective reflection of its authors centered on a view towards the future of EER. They discuss the 
complexity that exists within and around EER and argue that EER can “always be more,” and  
the community is faced with the question of what it wants EER to be and become.

The concluding chapter also discusses the limitations of the handbook in more detail. Here, based 
on my personal experience, I highlight some concerns. There is a need for a volume that focuses on 
implications, as the research is becoming increasingly insular, with little impact on students or other 
stakeholders. The criticism that EER is becoming increasingly devoid of any relevance is not entirely 
untrue. There is also the problem, as with many disciplinary fields, that there is limited experience 
of engineering as such within the field.
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Finally, I hope this volume fits in with the overall EER oeuvre. Each publication venue in EER 
and each context of research has its unique flavor (Brozina et al., 2021; Valentine & Williams, 2021), 
and hopefully, this will continue to be the case, as this allows for a much broader range of work to 
be published. There is also a role for special issues and other review articles to bring specific topics 
into focus.
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1  Introduction

Engineering education research (EER) is a field where discussion of the historical underpinnings of 
the engineering profession are largely absent and few among us “engage deeply with the past in their 
research or teaching” (Wisnioski, 2015, p. 1). Even with increased attention to historically relevant 
topics recently (e.g., see the chapter on decolonization in this handbook), most discussions of social 
and institutional issues currently taking place do so in a historical vacuum. Concurrently, global 
comparative understanding is also largely missing. This is limiting for EER, as engineering is a profes-
sion where the global and the historic are intertwined more than in any other profession. The global 
movement of engineers across the world has been a historical reality. The genesis of the engineering 
profession in imperialist ambitions is a testament to this; consequently, engineering education across 
the world is still largely modeled after its inception within a few institutions (Jørgensen, 2007).

Inattention to history and the global root of engineering is problematic for EER for two rea-
sons. One, many concerns that currently seem new or novel are actually manifestations of historical 
imbalances and deeply rooted biases and a capitalist approach to engineering work where the inten-
tions of those with capital and power supersede all other concerns. A lack of understanding of the 
origins of problems results in reinventing the wheel when it comes to changing the profession and 
engineering education. We are often not cognizant of the path dependency of engineering. Second, 
a lack of focus on history and globality limits our understanding of how things have changed for the 
better. Without recognizing improvements, doomsday mentality related to engineering takes hold, 
and so does the thought that engineering education has not improved at all.

As the viewpoints in the chapter argue and show, a lot of work still needs to be done to make the 
education of engineers better, but a lot has changed as well, and there has been progress.

2  Colonialism, Global Connections, and the Gradual Diversification 
of Engineering Education in Colonial India

Aparajith Ramnath

2.1 Colonial Institutions

Engineering education in its modern form began in the Indian subcontinent in the 19th century, 
during the heyday of British colonialism. In 1847, the colonial authorities established the Thomason 
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College in the northern town of Roorkee in order to train subordinate engineers for the Ganges 
Canal Project. Irrigation works were hardly new to India: across the region, there were stepwells, 
tanks, reservoirs, canals, and anicuts (dams) built under earlier regimes, including, most recently, 
the Mughals. What was new about the Ganges Canal and the works that followed was their scale, 
and hence the attendant need for new techniques and the use of machinery. A corollary was the 
requirement for more formally trained technicians. Three more engineering colleges followed the 
one at Roorkee in the next two decades, one in each of the British presidencies: at Guindy (Madras), 
Sibpur (Bengal), and Poona (Bombay) (Kumar, 1995; Arnold, 2000, pp. 115–121; Bassett, 2016, 
p. 35). The primary function of these colleges was to supply the Indian Public Works Department 
(PWD) with junior engineers and subordinates at a time when the colonial state was wreathing the 
subcontinent in roads, railways, and canal systems. The engineering profession, in other words, was 
essentially geared towards building the infrastructure of the colonial state.

There was a clear racial hierarchy within the PWD. Its higher ranks were largely occupied by 
White Britons recruited in London, serving on higher salaries than their Indian-trained colleagues. 
Some of these British engineers were drawn from the Royal Engineer Corps and had been trained 
in the military engineering colleges at Woolwich, Addiscombe, and Chatham in England. But 
the majority of them were civilians, graduates of the Royal Indian Engineering College (RIEC) 
at Cooper’s Hill near London, which had been established in 1871 at the expense of the Indian 
taxpayer. This was a pioneering institution: at this time, most civilian engineers working in Britain 
were trained not in colleges but by apprenticeship to their professional seniors. The RIEC was shut 
in 1906, by which time many British universities had begun offering degrees in engineering; their 
graduates were now eligible to be recruited in London for the Indian PWD (Ramnath, 2017, Chap-
ter 3; Kumar, 1995; Prakash, 1999, Chapter 6).

The RIEC and the Indian engineering colleges had some common features. Firstly, they were 
shaped to a significant extent by British military engineers, who had undertaken the bulk of engi-
neering work in India for the colonial state in earlier decades and now served as heads and instructors 
in these colleges (Arnold, 2000, pp. 116–119; Black, 2009; Ambirajan, 1995; Mital, 1986, p. 18 and 
Chapter 7). Secondly, these colleges focused overwhelmingly on civil engineering. Their curricula 
were oriented towards producing PWD engineers who, as officers of the colonial state, could func-
tion as gentlemen and generalists. The entrance exam for the RIEC included classical and modern 
languages; the program of study at the college covered subjects like mathematics, history, and geog-
raphy alongside technical subjects (Kumar, 1995; Ramnath, 2017, Chapter 3). PWD engineers had 
to be able to design and execute many kinds of works: roads and bridges, government offices, dams, 
reservoirs, and canals. They also had to function as efficient bureaucrats, with duties ranging from 
personnel management to accounting and even, in some cases, the work of a magistrate (Ramnath, 
2017, Chapter 3).

2.2  Indians Look beyond the Empire

What was conspicuous by its absence, then, was instruction in branches of engineering that were 
required for the development of industries. In the colonial engineering colleges, there were no 
degree programs in mechanical or electrical engineering before the interwar period (Kumar, 1995, 
p. 220). There were several government and private “industrial schools” scattered across the sub-
continent, but these were largely geared towards providing vocational skills to students from arti-
sanal backgrounds to prepare them for jobs in small-scale or cottage industries (McGowan, 2009, 
pp. 155–156). Barring exceptions such as the Victoria Jubilee Technical Institute (est. 1889), which 
catered to Bombay’s textile industry, there were no avenues for students to seek training in advanced 
technological processes or the design and building of machinery (McGowan, 2009, p. 104; Kumar, 
1995; Headrick, 1988, Chapter 9).
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Indian nationalists did not fail to notice this lacuna. Over the decades that followed, they 
demanded that the government invest in technical education (Headrick, 1988, pp. 328–331). But 
their entreaties had little effect, and eventually, they tried to set up the necessary institutions with 
private support. These efforts dovetailed with the growth of the swadeshi movement. Peaking in the 
first decade of the 20th century, the movement was a drive for economic self-sufficiency, an exhor-
tation to increase industrial production within the country and to consume locally produced goods 
(Metcalf & Metcalf, 2012, Chapter 5). Paradoxically, this impulse drove Indians to seek inspiration 
and expertise abroad. In their quest to set up local industries, they looked at Japan, Germany, and 
the United States (but notably not Britain) as models (Bassett, 2016, Chapters 1 and 2; Lubinski, 
2014). In particular, as the historian Ross Bassett has shown, the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (MIT), established in the 1860s, captured the imagination of the Indian intelligentsia. In 
late-19th-century Poona, nationalist leader B. G. Tilak’s newspaper, the Mahratta, introduced its 
readers to MIT, championing its approach as the kind of technical education Indians required 
(Bassett, 2016, Chapter 1). The fascination with MIT was to have important consequences for the 
Indian education system decades later.

In Bengal, the swadeshi movement led to the founding of a number of small industries financed 
and operated by Indians (Sarkar, 2010, Chapter 3). It also provided the impetus for the formation of 
the National Council of Education (NCE) and the Society for the Promotion of Technical Educa-
tion (SPTE), which in turn established a number of institutions as an alternative to the government-
sponsored education system. One of these was the Bengal Technical Institute (BTI), established near 
Calcutta in 1906 by the SPTE and taken over in 1910 by the NCE (Sarkar 2010, Chapters 3–4; 
Jadavpur University, n.d.). Hiralal Roy, a young professor who had taken an undergraduate degree 
in industrial chemistry at Harvard with financial support from the NCE, helped establish a chemical 
engineering degree program at the BTI in 1921 on the basis of an MIT program of study. A couple 
of years later, his college sent him to Germany, where he obtained a doctorate at the Technische 
Hochschule in Berlin. On his return, he had a long and successful teaching career, helping to insti-
tutionalize the field of chemical engineering in India through degree programs and a professional 
society. In 1947, he became the inaugural president of the Indian Institute of Chemical Engineers 
(Roy, 1989). During this time, the BTI developed into the College of Engineering and Technology, 
Bengal, and eventually into Jadavpur University in the 1950s (Jadavpur University, n.d.).

Another influential voice in modernizing engineering education in India was that of Sir M. 
Visvesvaraya (1861–1962). Hailing from the princely state of Mysore, he worked as a civil engineer 
for the Bombay PWD for a quarter of a century, served as Dewan (prime minister) of Mysore dur-
ing the 1910s, and sat on many important committees during the interwar years. He undertook 
study tours abroad in every decade from the 1890s through the 1940s, visiting Japan and various 
European and North American countries, taking notes on their industries and their systems of edu-
cation. During his time at the helm of the Mysore administration, a new engineering college was 
started in Bangalore, and advances were made in providing instruction in mechanical engineering 
(Visvesvaraya, 1951).

Visvesvaraya was an early advocate for the creation of advanced technological institutions in 
India. In 1921–1922, he headed a committee on technical education appointed by the Bombay 
government. The committee was split. Visvesvaraya and the other Indian members of the committee 
recommended – among many other measures – the creation of a technological institute along the 
lines of MIT, but they were outnumbered by their British colleagues, and the plan did not come to 
pass. However, Visvesvaraya had more success with another committee he chaired in 1930: this one, 
appointed by Bombay University, resulted in the founding of a Chemical Technology Institute as 
part of the university (Visvesvaraya, 1951, pp. 107–109; Bassett, 2016, p. 10).

The allure of MIT as a model was long-lived. During World War II, the British scientist A. 
V. Hill visited India and produced a report for the colonial government in which he insisted that 
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India needed colleges like MIT. This was taken up under Ardeshir Dalal, who became Member for 
Planning and Development in the colonial government in 1944. The following year, a committee 
chaired by business leader N. R. Sarkar recommended the creation of four technological institutes in 
India. While they did not explicitly invoke MIT, the members had in fact studied MIT closely (some 
had visited Cambridge, Massachusetts, while others were alumni of MIT). The Sarkar Committee’s 
recommendations were to form the basis for the establishment of the Indian Institutes of Technology 
(IITs) beginning in the 1950s (Bassett, 2016, pp. 174–179 and 196–197).

2.3  Coda

In the post-Independence period, the IITs became the most prestigious Indian institutions offering 
an engineering education, although the colonial-era colleges continued to function alongside them. 
In subsequent decades, more public institutions were established, including seventeen Regional 
Engineering Colleges (RECs), each of them created jointly by the central and a state government 
(Department of Higher Education, n.d.).

A notable characteristic of the elite engineering colleges in post-colonial India was their out-
ward orientation. Although the oldest IITs were established during the Cold War years with aid 
from countries as varied as the USSR, West Germany, the UK, and the United States, it was an 
American-inspired curriculum that eventually characterized all of them (Bassett, 2016, pp. 4 and 
9–10). Perhaps for that reason, their students increasingly looked towards the United States as the 
place where they could put their skills to optimal use. In the latter part of the 20th century, a sig-
nificant proportion of IIT graduates went on to the United States to pursue graduate degrees in 
engineering and technology, often staying behind to build their careers in America (Bassett, 2016, 
esp. Chapter 10 and Conclusion).

By the end of the 20th century, the IITs, the RECs, and the colonial-era colleges were sup-
plemented by hundreds of new privately run engineering colleges across the country. As of 2021, 
there were more than 3,000 institutions in India where a student could earn an undergraduate 
or postgraduate degree in engineering or related fields (AICTE, 2021, p. 26, Table 2.3.4). Most 
engineering graduates do not aspire to a career in the PWD or, indeed, to work in infrastructure-
related projects: it is the information technology, software, and semiconductor industries that hold 
the greatest allure. These industries are typically dominated by multinational enterprises, most of 
them either headquartered in or serving clients in the United States (see Bassett, 2016, Chapter 9 
and Conclusion; Aneesh, 2006). If the last decades of the colonial period saw a diversification of 
engineering education catalyzed by global interactions, that process appears to have accelerated 
immeasurably in recent decades. A profession that once catered to the narrow needs of the colonial 
state and then grew to serve Indian industries is now widely identified with firms that provide ser-
vices across the globe.

3  Engineering by Whom, for Whom?

Amy Sue Bix

The word “engineer” originated around the 1300s, referring to those who specialized in devising 
military constructions. In early modern Europe, Leonardo da Vinci was just one of many who made 
a living by designing new weapons and fortifications for wealthy patrons. Military engineers learned 
on the job through apprenticeship and practical experience, as did masters of Gothic cathedral 
design, mining, and manufacturing. The Industrial Revolution in Europe and the United States fur-
ther situated machine knowledge inside all-male machine shops, canal building, and railroad work 
(Hunter, 1991; Reynolds, 1992).
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Establishment of France’s Ecole Polytechnique (1792) and America’s West Point (1802) reified 
links to masculine worlds of hands-on construction work and military culture (Graber, 2008; Brown, 
2000). Throughout most of the 1800s, engineering education in Europe and the United States 
remained almost universally the province of White men. Women had more generally faced obstacles 
for centuries in accessing higher education. Universities such as Oxford and Cambridge, Harvard, 
and William and Mary had been constructed by and for men. Classical study of Latin and Greek 
aimed to cultivate gentlemen, while training in law, medicine, and theology steered male students in 
directions barred for women.

In the United States, some of the first opportunities for women to pursue engineering training 
came at the public coeducational land grant colleges created by the Morrill Act in the late 1800s. 
Leaders assigned obviously gendered assumptions to different fields of study; land grant schools 
promised to advance their state’s economic and social progress by training young men as engineers 
and “scientific farmers” while preparing young women to become teachers and wives for educated 
men (Geiger, 2015; Nienkamp, 2015).

But simply locating female students on campuses offering engineering opened up new pos-
sibilities. Not coincidentally, some of the first US women to earn engineering degrees graduated 
from various land grants: Elizabeth Bragg Cumming in civil engineering at California–Berkeley 
in 1876, and Elmina Wilson at Iowa State in 1892. Wilson remained to complete her master’s in 
civil engineering in 1894 while also working as an assistant assigned to supervise the student draft-
ing room. Iowa State then promoted Wilson to an instructor and, by 1902, to assistant professor of 
civil engineering who helped draft plans for a new campus water system. In 1893, Bertha Lamme 
completed a mechanical engineering degree at Ohio State, then designed motors and machines at 
Westinghouse (Bix, 2015).

During the early 1900s, a handful of women in the United States, one at a time, earned engi-
neering degrees from land grant colleges and a few private schools. Nora Stanton Blatch earned 
a bachelor’s degree with honors in civil engineering from Cornell in 1905. As the granddaughter 
of famous women’s rights activist Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Blatch said she went into engineering 
precisely because so few women ever had. But in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the establish-
ment of professional disciplinary organizations set new mechanisms for gatekeeping in engineering. 
Although Blatch worked as a draftsman and assistant engineer with New York City’s water supply 
board, the American Society of Civil Engineers refused to accept her 1916 application for full 
membership.

Early 1900s American engineering was firmly set as masculine territory (Seely, 1999 and Seely, 
2012). The creation of industrial research centers such as Bell Labs, Westinghouse, and General 
Electric positioned engineers within the male environment of corporate management (Reich, 
1985). Civil engineering acquired masculinized glamour through books and radio programs that 
told stories of bold men who created railroads across deserts and pushed roads through jungle. 
Empire-building engineers assisted American military missions in the Philippines, linking tech-
nology to colonization and the supposedly natural dominance of “civilization” (Adas, 2006). Toy 
construction kits, such as Erector Sets, also celebrated the masculinity of engineering; ads literally 
opened with the line, “Hello, Boys!” Box art generally showed boys building projects, and mar-
keting promised parents that hands-on play with Erector Sets would prepare young men to enter 
technical careers (Oldenziel, 1999).

Yet before 1940, at least 21 women had finished engineering degrees at Cornell alone. Isola-
tion made their experience hard, and many women faced skepticism, ridicule, or opposition from 
parents, high school teachers, counselors, and both male and female classmates. Even engineering 
faculty and deans often openly doubted whether female students could succeed. A woman studying 
engineering seemed strange enough to get her photo on the front page of campus papers at Cornell, 
Iowa State, Minnesota, and elsewhere. News stories treated each one as an oddity (Bix, 2013).
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World War II’s manpower crisis in industry opened up some opportunities, at least temporarily, 
that would have been virtually unthinkable for American women outside the war emergency. Just 
as airplane factories and shipyards hired “Rosie the Riveter” to work the assembly lines, employers 
sought to hire female engineers, but too few had graduated in the years prior to Pearl Harbor. To 
fill the gap, Grumman Aircraft, Curtiss-Wright, General Electric, and a few other large companies 
created crash courses that prepared hundreds of women to enter war industries as engineering aides. 
In 1942, Curtiss-Wright recruited about 700 young women who had successfully completed col-
lege algebra to join the emergency program. About 100 of these “engineering Cadettes” became 
the first women to study at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. Others trained at Iowa State, Cornell, 
and other land grant schools that had previously graduated a handful of female engineers – but 
the Cadette program suddenly brought a hundred women to each engineering program all at 
once. Cadettes got a ten-month crash course in aeronautical engineering, including engineering 
mechanics, theory of flight, strength of materials, structural analysis, and more, often using the same 
textbooks as regular classes for full engineering majors. The women also spent four hours a week 
in college machine shops, learning to weld, solder, and operate machine tools. Teaching Curtiss-
Wright women was a totally new experience for engineering faculty used to rooms full of men, 
but several acknowledged that the women were admirably serious about their studies and even 
superior in drafting accuracy. At Penn State, roughly one-third of Cadettes qualified for the dean’s 
list, while some women at Minnesota volunteered to help with experimental flight simulation 
research. Cadettes made terrific public relations for the war effort. Life magazine ran photos of RPI 
women welding, drafting, and running wind tunnel tests. Cadettes justified stepping onto men’s 
engineering territory as patriotic wartime service. After finishing training, Cadettes went to work 
at Curtiss-Wright, helping design parts, draft plans, check wiring diagrams, correct blueprints, and 
handle research computations (Bix, 2005). While Curtiss-Wright Cadettes did not spend enough 
time on campus to earn full engineering degrees, wartime publicity for these programs helped 
inspire more college women to declare engineering majors. By fall 1945, Purdue had 88 female 
engineering majors. Yet even the most academically successful women could not gain membership 
in the national honorary engineering fraternity. Tau Beta Pi issued women only a badge of merit 
and didn’t admit women on equal terms until 1968.

The conservative postwar reset and the baby boom era reaffirmed traditional gender roles in 
American culture. While the number of women choosing to major in US engineering continued to 
rise in general during the postwar years, the flood of male engineering students entering on the GI 
Bill meant that women remained less than 1% of the nation’s total engineering enrollment. In the 
1950s, 10–15% of male college graduates got degrees in engineering; among women, less than 0.2% 
got degrees in engineering. A few Americans warned that was a mistake, that engineering classes in 
the Cold War Soviet Union were one-third female (Puaca, 2014).

Significantly, rather than just waiting passively for acceptance, female engineers organized to fight 
for change. In 1952, about 60 US women established the Society of Women Engineers, aiming 
to remind people that engineering was not actually all-male, that women engineers existed. SWE 
leaders believed that many girls just did not realize that women could and did go into engineering. 
To give them encouragement, SWE members gave talented high school students tours of their labs, 
spoke at high school career events, and personally wrote letters to encourage dozens of high school 
girls. These female engineers worried that even in elementary school, girls were indoctrinated with 
messages that engineering was for men. They knew that classmates, parents, and teachers would 
often discourage many interested girls, since the idea of a female engineer seemed strange. SWE 
members emphasized how many of them were married and had children, which they hoped would 
make girls and their parents think more positively about engineering as a happy, “normal” path. 
SWE also set up college chapters at Purdue, Drexel, and a growing number of other schools, offering 
to mentor current students. SWE leaders vividly remembered how intimidating it felt to be the only 
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woman in an engineering class. As allies, SWE connected with a tiny but slowly widening pool of 
female faculty and staff in engineering programs.

A number of women thrived in engineering study in the 1950s and 1960s, lucky enough to 
find valuable encouragement from supportive family and friends. Some felt more accepted if they 
worked to integrate themselves more with their male classmates, to become “one of the boys.” Oth-
ers remained annoyed that many male classmates refused to take them seriously as intellectual equals 
and also slandered them as not properly feminine. Every time a woman switched majors or dropped 
out, critics pointed to that as supposed proof that women didn’t belong.

For years to come, the campus climate for many female engineering majors remained chilly, 
and, in some programs, even toxic, discouraging some female students to the point of dropping out. 
Those making it to graduating frequently confronted problems in the job search, as hiring commit-
tees questioned women about when they would get married, doubted whether a female engineer 
could think about mechanical details “like a man,” and offered salaries distinctly lower than men’s.

In the late 1960s and 1970s, female undergraduates, graduate students, faculty, and staff at a 
number of schools began mobilizing to support each other and fight for better conditions. Women 
shared concerns about childcare problems, ways to recruit more female faculty, hiring biases, legal 
inequities, women’s assertiveness training, and the strengths and difficulties of two-career marriages. 
They condemned the frequency of what would come to be called sexual harassment incidents, with 
X-rated messages posted in workplaces and improper propositions. They compared notes on times 
that male colleagues had excluded women from discussions or literally pushed them away from 
equipment. Female engineers who entered the field in the 1970s remembered improvising indi-
vidual solutions to handle the sense of being an outsider and confronting a lack of respect in many 
quarters (Ettinger et al., 2019).

Especially since the 1970s, the National Science Foundation and the National Academy of Engi-
neering, US engineering and science professional societies, universities, the Girl Scouts, major cor-
porations, and dozens of other organizations have signed on to promote diversity in STEM fields. 
Such high-powered endorsements provide millions of dollars annually to support conferences, for-
mal programs, and informal activities, all aimed at encouraging different populations to embrace 
the exciting potential of STEM. Working from the bottom up, local groups, teachers, counselors, 
parents, and children themselves have joined the mission for re-envisioning the future of engineering 
and science, careers long assumed to belong primarily to relatively well-off White men (Bix, 2019).

In the late 20th and 21st centuries, engineering institutions, organizations, and many indi-
viduals continued to challenge the social norms that long bounded engineering as a middle-class, 
White-male-dominated occupation. Yet after women’s share of US engineering bachelor’s degrees 
rose dramatically from 1% in 1970 to 21% in 2000, that growth has since stalled at 22% in 2018. 
Patterns in specific engineering fields vary widely, with relatively high female participation in 
environmental and biomedical engineering but persistently low figures in several other disciplines 
(Funk & Parker, 2018).

Women’s involvement in computer engineering and science has shown particularly wide swings, 
reflecting a shifting history of education and jobs in those areas and a complex story of how gender-
ing has been attached to computing itself (Misa, 2010). It is worth emphasizing US patterns repre-
sent only part of the story; female involvement in STEM varies widely in complex ways across the 
Americas, Europe, Asia, and the rest of the globe.

In the United States by 2018, women comprised only 14% of the engineering workforce, reflect-
ing complex factors. Many researchers note ongoing retention problems, often attributed to a sense 
of workplace inequities, lack of support for family demands, plus discrimination and sexual harass-
ment. Discouragement and obstacles facing Black and Latino/a Americans in STEM also persist, 
contributing to continued gaps in engineering participation by gender, race, and ethnicity, exacer-
bated by biases and economic inequalities (Funk & Parker, 2018). Over recent decades, researchers 
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have analyzed such issues, often pointing to the “leaky pipeline” and “chilly climates” of STEM 
careers, “Silicon Valley bro culture,” “implicit biases,” “stereotype threat,” and other educational, 
social, economic, and employment factors (Hill et  al., 2010; Corbett & Hill, 2015). Yet despite 
ongoing issues, programs meant to draw underrepresented groups into STEM and support their suc-
cess, such as Girls Who Code, the Society of Women Engineers, and numerous others, have clearly 
made a difference for many individuals. The challenges remain for the United States to continue 
investing in efforts to enrich engineering for the 21st century by promoting an intellectual, social, 
and economic climate welcoming talent from all backgrounds.

4  Educating Engineering Technicians in South African Universities 
of Technology

Christine Winberg

This viewpoint describes the educational provision for engineering technicians in South Africa, 
highlighting key developments over the post-apartheid period and laying out the current challenges 
for engineering education and research.

The Engineering Council of South Africa (ECSA) accredits three types of engineers, namely, 
professional engineers, engineering technologists, and engineering technicians. Engineering techni-
cians have a range of “practical engineering skills – such as the ability to mill, turn, drill, solder and 
wire” (Lewis & Gospel, 2015). They manufacture components and sub-assemblies or build, cali-
brate, and operate machines across engineering fields. Tools, techniques, and technologies vary con-
siderably, and engineering machines have become increasingly sophisticated, computer- integrated 
networked systems (Delahanty et  al., 2020). Once qualified, technicians take up employment as 
computer technicians, operators in manufacturing plants, or undertake the repair and mainte-
nance of electrical infrastructure. Some become building inspectors on construction sites, and some 
end up in engineering laboratories, doing benchwork, maintaining equipment, and assisting with 
experiments.

In developing countries, there is a shortage of all engineering professionals. South Africa has only 
1 engineering professional per 2,600 capita (ECSA, 2021). This is much lower than comparable 
countries, such as Brazil (1:227) or India (1:157). The shortage of technicians can, in part, be attrib-
uted to the country’s apartheid past, which denied Black South Africans access to the engineering 
professions. Table  2.1 shows the demographics of the engineering professions. In post-apartheid 
South Africa, there has been an effort to increase the number of Black engineering professionals, 
but there continues to be more White male professional engineers than any other population group.

A more detailed breakdown of the demographics shows that the situation is changing. In its 
2019/2020 report, the Engineering Council of South Africa noted for the first time more Black 
professional engineers in the 20–29 age group than White engineers in the same age group. Gen-
der representation has, however, been slower to change. There are very few women studying or 

Table 2.1 Engineering Categories by Gender and “Race”

Categories Gender “Race” Totals

Male Female African White Other

Engineer 18,584 1,188 2,251 16,056 1,465 19,772
Technologist 5,925 500 2,076 3,568 781 6,425
Technician 4,941 779 2,569 2,725 426 5,720

Source: ECSA, 2021, p. 65.
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practicing engineering: only 28.5% of students enrolled in technician programs are female, and only 
13.6% of registered engineering technicians are women. The attrition rate of women students in 
technical engineering studies has been attributed to their negative experiences on engineering pro-
grams in general, and gender discrimination specifically (Nel & Meyer, 2016).

The ideal ratio of engineers to technicians has been debated for years. The Engineering Council 
of South Africa (ECSA) recommends a 1:4 ratio, but actual figures are far off this benchmark. Engi-
neering technicians consistently appear in the top ten of global scarce skills lists (WEF, 2020), sur-
passing professional engineers. Engineering technicians’ skills are critical for developing economies 
(Banks & Chikasanda, 2015). South Africa’s failing road, rail, and power infrastructure can partially 
be ascribed to the shortage of skilled technicians (Sutherland, 2020). Interruptions in power supply 
caused by the state-owned power utility’s failure to maintain or replace its infrastructure have been 
exacerbated by the shortage of electrical engineering technicians (Tsikata & Sebitosi, 2010). There 
are acute shortages of technicians in renewable energy fields, which has kept South Africa dependent 
on coal power and delayed its migration to more sustainable energy production (Tsikata & Sebitosi, 
2010). The need for technicians in South Africa can also be explained by the fact that the country 
is largely a user and adaptor of advanced technologies rather than a technology innovator (Blake, 
2010). South Africa’s economic regeneration is unlikely while there are critical shortages of tech-
nicians, and the number of registered technicians is on the decline (Sutherland, 2020). These are 
important considerations for engineering education.

Programs for engineering technicians are offered by South African universities of technology 
and some comprehensive universities; these diploma-level qualifications traditionally prepare stu-
dents for direct entry into labor markets, supported by practice-oriented curricula, internships, and 
other forms of work-integrated learning. Technical engineering studies have become increasingly 
complex as technologies have evolved. Technical programs consequently demand regular review and 
updating of curricula (Banks & Chikasanda, 2015), while technicians’ profiles have grown to include 
a range of more complex professional graduate attributes (Doorsamy & Bokoro, 2019). Technical 
engineering programs are designed for specific engineering disciplines and are accredited by the 
Engineering Council of South Africa, but many researchers and educators agree that there is a need 
to improve students’ transitions into the world of work (Baldry, 2016). In the past, novice engineer-
ing technicians graduating from universities of technology secured employment within three to six 
months of graduation on average (van Broekhuizen, 2016). This trend has reversed, despite short-
ages in these fields, and many novice technicians currently struggle to find appropriate employment 
in the fields for which they are qualified. While there are many factors that affect the employment 
of graduates, the mismatch between the skills that graduates develop in their university studies and 
those that employers require from graduates in the 21st century has been highlighted as a contribut-
ing factor (Pauw et al., 2008). The skills mismatch has exacerbated South Africa’s skills shortages and 
adversely affected the employment prospects of university of technology graduates more than it has 
their other higher education cohorts (Kraak, 2015). The skills mismatch contributing to the grow-
ing student unemployment among technical engineering graduates has been blamed on “academic 
drift.” This is evident in how universities of technology have focused on converting diploma-level 
qualifications to degrees in an effort both to strengthen the scientific disciplinary knowledge base 
underpinning technical qualifications and to offer more prestigious qualifications instead of focusing 
on the employability of their graduates (Dell, 2016).

The inclusion of the basic and engineering sciences in technical engineering programs is not 
disputed, but how much science is needed, which concepts should be selected, and how these 
should be sequenced has caused considerable debate (Case, 2014). Shay (2013) proposes that the 
“logic of curriculum” in practice-oriented programs should necessarily be different from the logic 
of curriculum in theory-oriented programs (2013 p. 566). The issue of who should advise on an 
appropriate theory–practice mix in technical engineering programs is complicated. While practicing 
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technicians are sometimes recruited onto curriculum advisory committees – and they do have a tacit 
understanding of how to train technicians – they do not have the educational knowledge to lead 
curricular development or propose appropriate pedagogies for technical education. It is traditional in 
many technical programs that the technicians themselves “neither set the entry and the performance 
standards of their occupation, nor control the educational process through which new recruits are 
trained” (Keefe & Potosky, 1997, p. 54). Very few technicians teach in technical engineering pro-
grams. This is because in order to be appointed as a lecturer in a South African university of technol-
ogy, a minimum qualification of a master’s degree is required. As not many engineering technicians 
have master’s degrees, they are disqualified as faculty members, and students enrolled in technical 
engineering programs are therefore mainly taught by professional engineers and scientists. There 
are consequently very few technicians available in the university of technology sector to defend the 
worth of practical training in engineering technicians’ qualifications. The neglect of practical train-
ing in technical programs was exacerbated during the pandemic, which closed access to internships 
in many engineering industries (Graham, 2022). The social distance between engineering techni-
cians and engineering faculty is exacerbated in the South African context by the fault lines of race 
and class. Thus, there is the danger of reproducing the inequalities that are starkly evident in the 
Engineering Council’s reports. In universities of technology, engineering technicians are usually 
found in undergraduate laboratories, and while there is evidence of the important roles they play in 
educating future technicians (Gqibani et al., 2018; Winberg, 2021), they are marginalized by depart-
mental aspirations to offer professional engineering degrees rather than technician qualifications and 
the university’s general shift towards valuing research over technical expertise.

The nature of practical knowledge in qualifications such as the engineering technician diploma 
has not been adequately theorized, and the specialist value of practical knowledge in technical 
engineering curricula is not fully understood (Wolff & Winberg, 2022). This makes students’ call 
for the decolonization of technical engineering difficult (Fomunyam, 2017). Decoloniality has not 
been strongly foregrounded in engineering curriculum development, perhaps because, as Muller 
(2018) argues, engineers “translate knowledge into action to achieve practical goals” (2018 p. 2), 
and provided that these are recognized societal goals, a debate about by whom and how goals are 
determined is, to a certain extent, irrelevant. A first step towards decolonizing technician education 
and achieving “epistemological justice” might be to include practicing technicians, as well as student 
technicians and women students in particular, in decision-making processes (Winberg & Makua, 
2019; Winberg & Winberg, 2017). A more robust conceptualization of practical knowledge that 
recognizes its complexity and value is needed.

The pressures on technical engineering programs come from many different directions and for 
different reasons: from professional bodies, from the field of practice, from the aspirations of uni-
versities of technology to offer more “academic” programs, and from students’ need for epistemic 
justice, expanded life opportunities, and possibilities of meaningful work. Engineering educators and 
researchers have a role to play in developing principled responses to these multiple pressures – not 
least of which will be to discover intersections between sustainable technical practices, decolonial-
ity and the common good, and more human-centered pedagogies. A variety of strategies will be 
required in order to address these challenges. Firstly, engineering educators need to involve practic-
ing technicians in meaningful collaboration with engineering faculty in rethinking the education of 
technicians. Technicians could help engineering faculty to learn more about the world of technical 
engineering practice and begin to formulate a basis for appropriate curricula and pedagogies in 
the South African context. While technicians in practice are likely to have a tacit understanding of 
what is necessary in curriculum design and pedagogies of practice, the discourse of curriculum and 
pedagogy might be alien to many technicians, as well as to students enrolled on technical programs. 
Thus, engineering educators and researchers would need to make these concepts explicit in order 
for the team to develop a shared terminology for technical engineering education. Secondly, the 
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practical help that engineering educators offer with regard to student engagement, lesson planning, 
and so on needs adaptation in technical engineering environments. Engineering faculty, techni-
cians, and engineering educators need innovative pedagogies in these fields. Engineering educa-
tion organizations might consider educational conference workshops and special interest groups for 
technical engineering. Keeping up-to-date with key developments in technical education could 
provide technicians in practice with the legitimacy and know-how needed to work with profes-
sional engineering colleagues and advise on educational matters. Finally, engineering educators will 
need the interpersonal skills to negotiate curricula with engineering faculty and others. Engineering 
educators might find themselves playing a mediating role between departmental colleagues, students, 
and practicing technicians.

Engineering educators and researchers have a particular role to play in supporting the transforma-
tive possibilities of technical higher education by understanding the curricula and pedagogical prac-
tices that might enable engaged learning towards competent, socially just, and sustainable practice 
in technical fields. Reclaiming practical knowledge is a necessary step towards addressing South 
Africa’s failing infrastructure and resultant inequalities. In the face of increasing pressure on techni-
cal curricula, it is essential that the structures that are put in place and agents, such as policymakers, 
engineering educators, and researchers, recognize the value of practical knowledge. This is therefore 
an opportune time to reconceptualize the training of technicians, in particular the role that flows and 
transitions between technical engineering education and work practices could play in strengthening 
curricula, student learning, and innovative teaching.

5  Ethics Education for Technology Students in Estonia: The Influence 
of History

Aive Pevkur (https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1743-8327)

This viewpoint gives a short overview on the formation of ethics education for technology students 
in Estonia. The main aim of ethics education in universities is to develop proper values and attitudes 
in students considering their future profession and to prepare them for challenges they might face 
due to changes in technology and society. Ethical action itself depends on surrounding conditions, 
and especially on societal settings, and is influenced by values in a particular society, its ideology, 
and politics. Disruptions and changes in predominant ideologies frame understanding of right and 
wrong. Technology education might embed ethics education or not, but educational practices and 
life in general shape students’ attitudes nonetheless. In this scenario, there are two relevant questions 
for ethics education. The first one is how much political change impacts the content of ethics educa-
tion and subsequent professional practice. The second one concerns the impact of the past in shap-
ing the current understanding of content and the need for ethics education in technology-related 
education. Estonia is an interesting example to shed a light on the teaching of ethics to students in 
technology-related curricula, as the country has faced drastic changes in history and political order.

Estonia is a small country close to Nordic countries and Russia, with a population of 1.33 mil-
lion. The history of technology education reflects the historical processes the country has gone 
through, and the main changes in ethics education approaches are coherent with the processes in 
the society. Talking about ethics education in STEM and engineering curricula in small countries 
like Estonia, we cannot avoid talking about history. A ruling power, its ideology, and politics always 
influence the teaching of social sciences in the universities (TTÜ, 2018). Due to the size of Estonia, 
its history of technology ethics education can be studied through the history of one educational 
institution, the Tallinn University of Technology (TalTech). Established in 1918, Tallinn University 
of Technology is the only technical university in Estonia. TalTech, located in the capital city of 
Estonia, is a university for engineering, business, public administration, and maritime affairs. In the 
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University of Tartu, which is the biggest university in Estonia, there are also research fields related 
to technology, but the main focus is on science and less on engineering.

Before 1918, Estonia was a part of the Russian Empire, and many engineers got their techni-
cal education in universities outside of Estonia, mainly in St. Petersburg. The history of Estonian 
technology education can be traced back to the times of the First World War. While the country 
was still occupied by German forces in 1918, the Estonian Technical Society started to organize 
special technical courses in Estonia. In 1919, a private technical school called Tallinna Tehnikum 
was established to satisfy the needs of the young republic for engineers, architects, and technicians. 
In 1920, the school was reformed to give higher education in technical-related fields, and in 1938, 
the school was renamed Tallinn University of Technology (TTÜ, 2018). The Second World War 
was a period of enormous changes. Estonia lost its independence. The university lost assets, students, 
and teachers. Despite that, technology education continued and developed during the Soviet times 
(1944–1991). As STEM education was considered less ideological, the ruling power had a lower 
influence on the curricula and teaching; the same cannot be said about other subjects, especially the 
humanities, including philosophy and ethics.

There is a relative lack of sources describing engineering ethics education before 1991, when 
Estonia regained independence from the Soviet Union. The sources which could potentially 
describe engineering ethics education are, in practice, one of two types. The first ones are descrip-
tive overviews of technology challenges and developments or aggregations of information about 
academic staff or students (Mägi, 1984). The second ones are about ideologically overloaded analyses 
of philosophical problems.

During the Soviet time, ethics education was considered an ideological task. Influencing students’ 
attitudes was achieved through the teaching of Marxist–Leninist philosophy. In 1940, the institute 
of Marxist–Leninist philosophy was created in the university and existed in different forms until 
1990 (TTÜ, 2018). In 1983, in the institute of dialectic and historical materialism, 12 people were 
employed; one of them had the highest scientific qualification (doctor of science), and eight were 
candidates of science, equivalent to the PhD (Laas, 1984). There is no evidence of courses in STEM 
ethics or engineering ethics during the Soviet times, but in all curricula, the courses of philosophy 
were compulsory. Scientific studies were about the Marxist–Leninist philosophy, for example, about 
the formation of ideologically knowledgeable people (Livshits, 1971). The content of philosophy 
courses was ideologized, and so was teaching of ethics-related issues (de George, 1967).

While in the Western Hemisphere, especially in the United States, discussions about the content 
of engineering ethics education have been ongoing for decades (Harris Jr. et al., 1996), the eth-
ics education in Soviet universities was not a part of professional training, and the focus was on a 
moral education of a Soviet citizen (Zajda, 1988; Dunstan, 1981). That created a “double morality” 
(Khasanova et al., 2013), where officially people were committed to the high moral ideals preached 
by Communist Party officials, but in real life nobody took these high ideals seriously. People did 
not respect the state officials, because Estonia (and many other Soviet republics) was occupied and 
did not want to become a part of Soviet Union voluntarily. In this scenario, technical experts did 
not have to commit themselves publicly to the ideology – their expert knowledge did not depend 
on that. Unlike, say, journalists, who wore their ideology on their sleeves. Consequently, technical 
experts perceived ethics as inconsequential for their work, as it was shaped by the ruling ideology 
and ethics, like subjects in the humanities were for them insignificant, even alienated. In that situa-
tion, the professional ethical attitudes were shaped by values and beliefs of professors and technical 
elite, and that became more important than the content of official courses. While the society adopts 
double standards, a lot depends on persons, their charisma, and basic values, whether the professors 
encourage critical thinking or just repeat ideologically approved statements. Only in the 1980s did 
the teaching become less ideological and propagandistic. In lectures, people started to express their 
own thoughts (TTÜ, 2018).
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In 1990, all ideological subjects were removed from the curricula (TTÜ, 2018), and transforma-
tion towards establishing a professional community of technical experts began. As early as in 1989, 
the engineering society adopted the first code of engineering ethics (Insenerieetika .  .  ., 1989). 
The tradition of teaching philosophy remains, but the content was changed to basic knowledge 
in philosophy – metaphysics, theory of knowledge, philosophy of science. On January 23, 1995, 
lecturer of philosophy Aare Laanemäe published a short article in the university newspaper where 
he described the situation in the society as an ethical crisis and saw the reason for that in the herit-
age of the double morality in Soviet times. The article posted a question about the future of ethics 
education in the Tallinn University of Technology. He refers to a small survey he conducted among 
students, according to which up to 90% of students supported including ethics into the curricula. 
Laanemäe mentions that engineering ethics was already taught in some curricula (Laanemäe, 1995).

A contemporary general picture of teaching ethics-related courses in Estonian universities is 
described in the study by Saarniit and Pevkur (Saarniit & Pevkur, 2019). Insights into the develop-
ments of teaching ethics for technology students during the last 20 years were derived using data 
from the reference books of BA, MA, PhD, engineering, and applied studies in Tallinn University 
of Technology (Õppeteatmik, 2002, 2007) and data from the university’s study information system 
(SIS -ÕIS1). The study conducted a review of ethics-related courses in curricula in years 2002, 
2007, and 2022. In philosophy courses taught at the same time, there were metaphysics, theory of 
knowledge, and philosophy of science, and according to the course descriptions, ethics issues were 
not discussed during the course. Years 2002 and 2007 were similar regarding what was taught and 
to whom. As ethics courses were provided in three levels of education, BA, MA, and integrated 
engineering education (Eur-Ing2, MSc, 3 + 2), PhD and applied programs were out of the scope. 
According to the study information system (SIS), philosophy was compulsory in almost all technol-
ogy and engineering curricula (2002, n = 38; 2007, n = 46). For comparison, the only ethics course 
at that time, engineering ethics, was an elective course in six curricula in 2002 and in four curricula 
in 2007. The gene technology curricula had their own compulsory course of ethical, legal, and busi-
ness aspects in gene technology.

In both observed years, engineering ethics was an elective course in all integrated engineering 
courses (n = 3). While in 2002, the engineering ethics course was in two BA and one MA curricula, 
in 2007 it remained only in one BA curricula as an elective course. In reference books (Õppeteat-
mik, 2002, 2007), there was a description of the engineering ethics course which did not change 
over five years, and there was only one teacher, Aare Laanemäe. In 2003, Laanemäe published 
a book, Engineering Ethics, in the University Publishing House (Laanemäe, 2003). Topics of sci-
ence, technology, and ethics; humanistic and engineering professions and professional ethics; human, 
machine, and environment; computer ethics; engineering, AI, and ethics; codes of ethics; moral 
conflicts; ethical culture of European engineer (Eur-Ing) were covered. The main methodological 
approach in the book is descriptive, providing an overview of the main ideas. It is important to note 
that in all integrated engineering courses (Eur-Ing), the engineering ethics course was an elective 
course, which also covered culture, codes, and norms of the engineering profession.

Looking at the current situation, there have been changes. According to the study information 
system (SIS), a philosophy course is compulsory only in one technology-related BA curricula and an 
elective course in seven other curricula. In all integrated curricula in engineering faculty, the course 
of Philosophy of Culture and Built Environment Ethics is compulsory. The topics covered during 
the course are ecological crisis and environmental ethics; social aspects of designing the built envi-
ronment; sustainability, risk, safety, and responsibility; engineering professional norms and require-
ments; and resolving dilemmas in professional life. Engineering ethics is an elective course in three 
BA curricula, and the content is designed to cover main engineering ethics topics but also to analyze 
problems in the specific field. For example, if students are from the IT faculty, questions of ethics 
challenges due to datafication, data protection, big data, AI, electronic wastes, privacy infringement, 
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digital divide, and others are covered. The main task is to teach students to see their activity in a big-
ger societal and environmental context, to understand ethical challenges emerged due to technologi-
cal achievements, and to realize their professional responsibility. Even though the number of people 
who select engineering ethics courses is small, the feedback on the courses has been good, and those 
who passed the course have admitted that it should be compulsory for all technology students.

In conclusion, in Europe, there is a strong tradition in technology-related fields to follow the 
law, which is seen as the minimum of proper behavior. The same approach is widespread in Estonia 
as well. Developing the best pedagogical approach for ethics education needs continuity and sus-
tained development, which is a precondition for the implementation of right and proper values and 
attitudes into education for technology students. Understanding ethics as a necessary and trainable 
competence for technology students has not been rooted in higher education. Hopefully, the situa-
tion changes in the near future.

6  What Changes Do We Want in Engineering Education?

Edward Conlon

Although the theme of change has been a constant in engineering education, there are tensions 
among engineering educators about what change we need and how it is to be achieved. That much 
might be obvious, but it’s worth restating as there is confusion about the purpose of change. The 
tensions primarily are between those who want change and those who are committed to the status 
quo and have a reverence for the engineering “core” and knowledge, which has a mathematical 
content, at the expense of everything else in the curriculum.

Some years ago, when debates about change in engineering education began to take off in my 
institution in Ireland, a colleague sent a shot across our bow when he circulated an email which said:

A thorough grounding in Mathematics, Applied Mathematics (mechanics), Physics and Chem-
istry is an essential first step in any professional engineering programme.

Students in their first year should be introduced to the various branches of the profession and 
the operation of engineering practice. This is often best achieved by case studies etc. delivered 
by practicing engineers.

A combination of lectures, laboratories and problem solving exercises has served the profession very well 
since the founding of the Ecole Nationale des Ponts et Chaussees some two hundred and fifty years ago. We 
see no conflict between this approach and the current views of educational theorists. (Italics added)

This was meant as a warning to outsiders, such as those in teaching and learning centers (at whom 
this was directed) and other non-engineers (like myself), but what is more significant is the defense 
of a form of education established for an elite in French society. Ecole engineers were not just 
educated to design and build roads and bridges but were inculcated with highly elitist attitudes and 
to be members of a “corps d’elite” of “bureau chiefs and directors of industry” (Wickenden, 1929 
in Bucciarelli et al., 2009, p. 106). But perhaps this is not surprising, as traditionalists in education 
have often defended access to knowledge as a mechanism of social stratification and selection. As 
Wheelehan has argued, they value less the intrinsic role of knowledge in society and are more con-
cerned with “enculturation into traditional values and norms, based on a relationship of deference 
to traditional bodies of knowledge taught in traditional authoritarian ways that require submission to 
become the ‘kind of person it is supposed to make you’ ” (Wheelahan, 2010, p. 7).

What is often at the heart of this is the defense of the foundational knowledge, seen to be at 
the core of engineering, which has made engineers what they are, and which is seen to be under 
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threat from constructivist approaches committed to context-dependent learning and to real-world 
problem-solving entailing the use of teamwork and other skills emphasized by new approaches to 
engineering education.

What really is the purpose of these new approaches?
At the same time as this email was circulating, proponents of change in my institute were promot-

ing an article about Olin College which stated:

Throughout their time at Olin students will study the arts, humanities, and social sciences 
(AHS) and entrepreneurship in order to provide context for their engineering studies. Entre-
preneurship is included in this list because students should not only appreciate the context in 
which they work but also be able to recognize and respond to human needs within this context.

(Somerville et al., 2005, p. 201)

As I wrote at that time in an unpublished piece:

This would seem to accept that the only way to meet human needs is through market-based 
approaches. One wonders if students in this programme are encouraged to be critical of markets 
and suggest that it is because of market failure that many human needs are not met. . . . What 
is problematic here is that while the context in which engineering takes place is seen to be 
changeable this change is conceived in very narrow terms.

New approaches are influenced by both constructivism and instrumentalism as both share a com-
mon focus on context: “both emphasise the contextual, situated and problem-orientated nature of 
knowledge creation and learning. Both sacrifice the complexity and depth of knowledge in cur-
riculum in favour of ‘authentic’ learning in the workplace” (Wheelahan, 2010, p. 5). And while 
these new approaches may seem to represent a break with the traditionalists, Wheelahan (2010, 
p. 7) argues – convincingly, in my view – that all three approaches share an instrumental attitude to 
knowledge and do not see it as “a casually important objective in its own right because of the access 
it provides to the nature of the world and to society’s conversation.”

She defends the centrality of abstract theoretical knowledge to educational endeavors. It’s the 
means that society “uses to think the ‘not-yet-thought and unthinkable’ and to imagine alternative 
futures . . . and make connections between objects and events that are not obviously related.” It is the 
means society uses “to transcend the limits of individual experience to see beyond experiences to 
the nature of relations in the natural and social world” (p. 7). It provides us with the deeper under-
standing we need to make sense of the world. As Marx argued, there would be no need for science 
“if the outward appearances and essences of things coincided” (Marx, 1966, p. 817). He also argued 
that the point of understanding the world is to change it.

What is at stake here is the purpose of engineering education. What are we trying to do when we 
educate engineers, and what kinds of identifies are we trying to shape? There is confusion about this, 
even among those committed to change, tending to pull attempts to change engineering education 
“into opposing, even contradictory, directions” (Jamison et al.: 254). Jameson and others (2014), in 
a very useful piece, have told us that historically there are contesting models of engineering educa-
tion in which dominant approaches (corresponding to the traditional and constructivist approaches 
earlier), which emphasize the technical and entrepreneurial dimensions of engineering education, 
have marginalized more integrated or social approaches focused on the public good and the role 
of engineers as change agents. The result is that students “have not been given the opportunity to 
understand the broader social and cultural aspects of the challenges facing engineering” (Jamison, 
2013, p. 21).
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This, for me, remains a key problem in debates about change in engineering education, and 
I found myself belonging to that historically marginal group which argues for social and cultural 
understanding to be added to the theoretical and practical components of engineering work. This 
requires, as Sterling (2004) has argued in relation to sustainability education, a focus on “the deeper 
levels of paradigm and purpose guiding policy and practice (which) . . . tend to be hidden from view 
and . . . most debate” (64) about change in education. To be clear, we need to know what we want 
to achieve when we say we want to change engineering education. Do we simply want to train out 
students to be more efficient and entrepreneurial and to insert themselves into the runaway world 
of globalized capitalism, or are we committed to providing students with the powerful and critical 
knowledge they need to address the substantial challenges facing engineering and the planet engi-
neers share with others? The critical realist geographer John Huckle has described such knowledge 
in the following terms:

To be critical it should reveal the structures and processes at work in the world that leads to 
injustice, a lack of democracy, and a failure to realize sustainable forms of development. It 
should reveal ideology that masks these structures and processes and should offer social alterna-
tives or ways of realizing justice, democracy, and sustainability that can empower individuals and 
communities as they apply theory to practice.

(Huckle, 2017, p. 70)

It can be suggested that some confusion about the purpose of engineering education is at the core 
of the process for accrediting engineering education in Ireland, with the result that while formally 
there is an aspiration for change, in practice, change is taking place at the margins and is driven by 
instrumental approaches.

Ireland is somewhat unique in having one professional body, Engineers Ireland (EI), representing 
all categories of engineers, with responsibility for accrediting all engineering programs. EI is one of 
the original signatories of the Washington Accord. Accrediting events, which occur every five years, 
involve a self-study by program teams, followed by an assessment event, during which accreditation 
assessors from industry and academia evaluate programs by reviewing evidence, touring facilities, and 
interviewing students, graduates, employers, and staff.3

Research focused on broadening the curriculum (Nicolaou et al., 2018; Martin, 2020; Murphy 
et al., 2019; Martin et al., 2021; Murphy et al., 2022) has confirmed the importance of accredita-
tion to Irish engineering educators, with one study asserting that educators saw accreditation as the 
“most significant influence on program design” (Nicolaou et al., 2018). As one program leader put 
it to us in another project, “[c]hanging the program is usually done with an eye on what Engineers 
Ireland are looking for” (Murphy et al., 2022).

Key ingredient in the accreditation process are the learning outcomes (LOs) set for programs 
which range from foundational engineering knowledge related to engineering science and math-
ematics, problem-solving, and design to what some consider “softer” skills related to ethics, team-
work, and communication. In 2021, an outcome related to engineering management was added.

The ethics outcome requires that students have “an understanding and appreciation of the envi-
ronmental, social and economic impacts of their judgements and promote the principles and practices 
of sustainable development” while “understanding of the importance of the engineer’s role in society 
and the . .  . importance of equality, diversity and inclusion.” This provides a possible basis for the 
broadening of the curriculum in the manner argued for earlier. While there is evidence to suggest 
that an LO focused on ethics can increase the presence of ethics in the curriculum, we have doubts 
that the pressure exercised by accreditation bodies can translate into deeper curricular change (Martin 
et al., 2021).
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Some research findings which arise from investigations of the accreditation process suggest that:

1 The integration of sustainability into engineering education has a predominant focus on tech-
nology and enhancing core disciplinary competencies. The social dimension of SD is marginal-
ized (Nicolaou et al., 2018).

2 There is a strong disciplinary focus on core engineering competencies in program design and 
during accreditation. Murphy et al. (2019, p. 381) found “no evidence of systemic attention 
to a broadening agenda within the accreditation reports” and that change was mainly driven by 
“instrumental justification” for the inclusion of broadening content (378).

3 The focus on ethics in accreditation events is very narrow, with an emphasis on the code of 
ethics and less on the social impacts of engineering (Murphy et al., 2022). The most compre-
hensive study we have of ethics education, which includes a substantial interrogation of the 
accreditation process, claims that:

[T]here appears to be more attention given to the procedural aspects related to how pro-
grammes prepare and display their evidence in support of outcome E (the ethics LO), than to 
ensuring that sufficient weight is given to ethics in the curriculum or exploring the broadness 
of its treatment.

(Martin, 2020, p. 246)

It further finds that:

While the lower weight given to outcome E in engineering programmes has been noticed by 
evaluators, it tends to be considered a common state of affairs, being that ethics does not need 
the same emphasis in the engineering curriculum compared to technical oriented outcomes.

(pg. 246–247)

The study supports the view that the existence of an accreditation criterion dedicated to ethics does 
not necessarily lead to a curriculum which addresses the social and political dimensions of engineer-
ing practice in a broad manner, or that accreditation processes adequately interrogate the extent to 
which programs address this outcome.

So we face a contradiction of an aspiration to broaden engineering education being subverted by 
the culture of engineering which valorizes the technically proficient and the entrepreneurial. A key 
issue is that those educated and submerged in the dominant engineering culture are asked to evaluate 
progress in moving away from such a culture. A task they clearly struggle with as they don’t seem to 
fully understand what is entailed in educating an ethical engineer (Martin, 2020).

In addition to acknowledging the struggles of those required to evaluate engineering programs, 
we need to understand there are powerful actors outside the academy who shape what happens 
in the engineering classroom and can often reinforce (or resist) pressures towards traditionalism or 
the instrumentalization of education (Slaughter, 2002). It is noteworthy that accreditation panels 
are composed of engineers and industry representations to the exclusion of the wider community 
impacted by what engineers do (Conlon, 2013).

In order to affect change, it can be suggested that we need better clarity about what we are trying 
to do when we say we want to change engineering education. And that we let those into the con-
versation who may have some insight about what it means to add social and cultural understanding 
to the theoretical and practical components of engineering work or who are substantially impacted 
by what engineers do.
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Notes
 1 https://ois2.ttu.ee/uusois/uus_ois2.tud_leht.
 2 www.feani.org/feani/eur-ing-title/what-eur-ing-title
 3 Full details of accreditation procedures can be found here: www.engineersireland.ie/Professionals/Membership/

Become-a-member/Accredited-third-level-courses/Accreditation-criteria-procedure-and-training.
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1  Introduction

The international mobility of the engineering workforce has attracted the attention of policymak-
ers, business leaders, and educators for decades (Committee on Prospering in the Global Economy 
of the 21st Century, 2007; Bourn & Neal, 2008). Recent challenges on the global stage, such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic, tensions among major geopolitical powers, and pressing climate crises, 
underscore the role of engineers in fulfilling national and international needs. These global develop-
ments require engineering educators to stay informed of ideas and practices of educating engineers 
in different parts of the world, mindful of the political, social, economic, and cultural dynamics of 
different countries. Notably, national ambitions for strengthening the domestic engineering work-
force are all reshaping the global landscape of engineering education.

In this chapter, we argue that researchers in engineering education are confronted with cru-
cial needs and great opportunities to generate knowledge about global engineering education by 
engaging in comparative studies. We define “comparative” as studies that involve more than one 
country and use the country as the unit for analysis (Turner, 2019). A comparative approach can 
help researchers develop a more grounded understanding of the global transmission and adaptation 
of ideas about engineering teaching and learning. International comparisons also test and reveal 
the limitations of taken-for-granted assumptions of education that have been unproblematized in 
the Western context (Carnoy, 2019). Furthermore, comparative work can facilitate the growth of 
an international community of engineering education research (EER). We suggest that compara-
tive studies of engineering education will be enriched by drawing conceptual and methodological 
frameworks developed in the field of comparative education.

The rest of the chapter is structured as follows. The remainder of this section presents the needs 
and values of comparative studies of engineering education. To assist researchers who are interested 
in beginning comparative work, the next two sections introduce the brief history of the field of 
comparative education and three main approaches developed in that field. We then survey recent 
comparative EER published in three languages: English, Chinese, and Spanish. Exemplar studies in 
EER illustrating the application of each one of the three approaches of comparative education are 
discussed. The following section lays out the strengths and limitations of the three main approaches 
of comparative education in studying engineering education. The subsequent section discusses 
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potential contributions to be achieved through engaging comparative perspectives in EER. We con-
clude this chapter by calling for researchers interested in the global scope of engineering education 
to proactively embrace comparative work.

Before proceeding with our analysis, we briefly present our positionalities. The three authors 
are all transnational in their academic experiences: one is of Chinese origin who recently accepted 
a position in a Chinese university after studying and teaching in the USA for 12 years, one taught 
in her native South Africa for decades before accepting an academic position in the USA, and the 
third one is a Colombian scholar with graduate degrees from European institutions and currently 
holding a position at a Danish university. Two elements of the authors’ experiences are related to the 
analysis presented in this chapter. First, all three authors have experienced and observed universities 
in our home as well as other countries gravitate toward, and sometimes look up to, the US models 
of engineering education, including ways of administering programs and curricula and structures of 
accreditation informed by ABET. Second, our personal experiences also taught us the importance of 
considering local context in making sense of engineering education policy, contents, and methods, 
despite the appearance of “global isomorphism” (Klassen & Sá, 2020). Consequently, we were struck 
by the limited availability of high-quality comparative studies in the current engineering education 
literature, an endeavor we consider critical in understanding engineering education in various local 
contexts.

1.1  Moving Out of the National Silo

Several global developments have made comparative research of engineering education both more 
feasible and imperative. Firstly, the influx of international students in countries with renowned engi-
neering education systems opens questions about engineering education in these students’ countries 
of origin. This is worth noticing when a significant portion of international students in engineer-
ing are graduate students who have completed undergraduate training at home (Granovskiy, 2018). 
The literature on this topic tends to focus on accommodating and supporting international students 
in the host countries, whereas few studies examine the national systems of engineering education 
that produced them (Zhu & Cox, 2015). Secondly, as many engineering programs aspire to pro-
duce graduates for multinational corporations and/or cross-cultural teams, the teaching of foreign 
languages and cultures, along with topics like globalization, has become increasingly available in 
engineering programs. However, publications in the realm of “international engineering education” 
seem to focus primarily on pedagogical and organizational strategies that assist with students’ cultural 
exchange (abundant examples can be found in the Journal of International Engineering Education); they 
tend to be less focused on investigating systems of engineering education in different national or 
cultural contexts.

Engineering educators tend to focus on the immediate concerns in their domestic contexts rather 
than the historical and spatial dimensions of engineering education as a globally connected enter-
prise, topics that tend to attract the attentions of historians. The history of cross-national influences 
on engineering education goes back to the colonial period when nations prioritized the produc-
tion of engineers for colonial expansion and economic gain (Pedrosa & Kloot, 2018). While the 
training of engineers was directly governed by many local and national governments because of its 
importance for national and regional security and economic development, cross-national exchanges 
of ideas and models of engineering education have played a significant role throughout history, with 
French – and, to a lesser extent, German – models assuming earlier international leadership, which 
were then succeeded by British and American models in the 19th and 20th centuries, as newly 
independent nations sought to create their own systems of engineering education (Karvar, 1995; 
Reynolds & Seely, 1993).
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Since the 1990s, significant changes have taken place in the global landscape of engineering 
education, caused in part by massive growth in engineering enrollments in emerging economies, 
most notably the economic powerhouses in the BRIC countries – Brazil, Russia, India, and China. 
In 2009, the total enrollment of engineering students in the BRIC countries was 75% more than 
the total of engineering students in the USA, Europe, South Korea, Japan, and Australia, countries 
that up to the 1990s had clearly dominated global engineering education (Loyalka et  al., 2014). 
Meanwhile, international agreements for engineering education accreditation have driven global 
convergences in how engineering education is governed throughout the world (Case, 2017; Klas-
sen & Sá, 2020).

The field of EER has grown against this backdrop of the worldwide increase in engineering 
enrollment and global convergences in the governance and practice of engineering education. Inter-
ests in improving the national quality of engineering education – a key mission that propelled the 
birth and growth of EER in many countries – are catalyzed by widely perceived urges to stay ahead 
in intense competitions of technological innovation, engineering workforce, and higher education 
in the global market (Lucena et al., 2008; Cao et al., 2021). However, when measured against the 
goal of devising globally competitive engineering education, most engineering education research-
ers do not seem to focus much on their “competitors” abroad; thus, published studies of engineering 
education are mostly conducted within a single national context, usually that of the main author’s 
country of residence.

Besides the pragmatic concerns noted earlier, the scarcity of systematic comparison of engineer-
ing education in multiple national and cultural contexts, in our view, indicates missed opportunities 
to deepen reflections on engineering education in the researchers’ own countries and to increase 
the impact of EER in broader intellectual communities. Here the metaphor “the fish can’t see 
water” serves as a relevant methodological reminder for educational research, as the robustness of 
theoretical insights derived from education in a single national context often necessitates trian-
gulation with similar educational phenomena in other nations characteristic of different politi-
cal, economic, and cultural dynamics. For example, it has been pointed out that the famous US 
sociologist of higher education, Burton Clark, was able to present an influential and convincing 
interpretation of the key features of US higher education only after his earlier comparative research 
of other higher education systems (Välimaa, 2008). A similar case might be made with the famous 
Wickenden Report published by the American Society for Engineering Education (ASEE), formally 
titled “A Comparative Study of Engineering Education in the United States and Europe” (Wick-
enden, 1929), which made influential arguments about US engineering education by comparing 
it with European systems.

To scholars who are keen to reflect on the aims and approaches of EER, an important strength of 
the comparative approach is thus its ability to interrogate – through revealing and comparing differ-
ent practices – the “blind spots” in one’s native system. For example, Western educational researchers 
have come to think quite differently about the distinction between deep and surface approaches to 
learning thanks to studies of high-performing students in China who extensively utilized memo-
rization for learning (Kember, 2016). This revealing function makes comparative research a potent 
vehicle for engineering education researchers seeking to question underexamined notions, such as 
“evidence-based” education (Riley, 2017). Similarly, notions of diversity, equity, and inclusion that 
are emphasized by many engineering education researchers in North America and Europe might be 
enriched by the insights of educators, students, and researchers in Africa, Asia, and South America 
through a comparative lens. Perhaps more importantly, studying engineering education through a 
comparative lens has the potential to generate profound understandings of the relationship between 
engineering education and broader societal parameters, understandings that are of interest not only 
to engineering educators but also to a broader range of scholarly communities concerned about edu-
cation and society. After all, the education of engineers is intimately connected to society, especially 
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to the engineering profession, and the structural and cultural shape of these connections will vary 
from country to country.

To illustrate these arguments further, we briefly unpack a rare example of a rich comparative 
study in the engineering education literature. The exemplar study, titled “Competencies Beyond 
Countries: The Re-Organization of Engineering Education in the United States, Europe, and Latin 
America,” was published in the Journal of Engineering Education and authored by a team with cross-
national and interdisciplinary expertise in history, cultural anthropology, and engineering education 
(Lucena et al., 2008). The study investigates visions of engineering competency in different coun-
tries and regions, as well as how these visions were or were not actualized in standards of engineering 
accreditation. Unlike many other cross-national/regional comparisons of engineering accreditation 
systems, Lucena et  al. (2008) do not focus on listing student outcomes in various accreditation 
standards. Instead, the article centers on a more analytical question: Why is it that similar attempts to 
create a unified, outcome-based engineering accreditation system succeeded clearly in the USA and 
partially in the European Union yet failed in Latin America? The authors did not take for granted 
the success of the US accreditation system, nor did they assume the “correctness” of the US model 
simply because ABET achieved domestic and international success in promulgating outcome-based 
criteria for accreditation. Seeking a more grounded interpretation of the cross-national/regional 
differences, Lucena et al. (2008) inquire into the historical processes and institutional dynamics that 
produced success in certain cases and failures in others and, in this process, reveal structural features 
that account for differing receptions of a similar – and globally converging – idea for assessing engi-
neering education, that is, outcome-based education.

Lucena et al. (2008) illustrate several strengths of comparative studies of engineering education. 
First, the study demonstrates that the meanings of engineers’ global competency depend on national 
priorities, which are reflective of domestic economic needs, the status of industrial development, 
and the political inclinations of the engineering profession. Second, the study shows that efforts 
to reform engineering education are in important ways mobilized or constrained by the interplay 
between governments, businesses, professional organizations, and engineering educators. These les-
sons remind us that key concepts embraced in the US-based EER community, such as outcomes, 
evidence, and readiness, are the likely results of negotiations among stakeholders in specific dis-
courses of engineering education. Hence, comparative perspectives should not only help engineer-
ing education researchers stay informed of foreign practices but also enhance their ability to generate 
more grounded theories of engineering teaching and learning by extending the scope of analysis 
to encompass such negotiations. Lucena et al. (2008) also showcase how comparative research of 
engineering education can contribute to a broader understanding of education and society. While 
the ABET EC2000 reform and the Bologna Process indicated the ambitions and readiness of the 
USA and the European Union to embrace a globalized engineering workforce, the unsuccessful bid 
for accreditation in Latin America reflected political fragmentations in the region, where compet-
ing national agendas slowed down regional integration. The comparison of engineering accredita-
tion systems in this study thus provided a compelling case for the uneven globalization of higher 
education.

2  Comparative Education: A Brief History

The field of comparative education has developed vibrant intellectual communities and solid research 
infrastructure since the mid-20th century, whereas the origins of the field vary by different accounts. 
Many scholars consider the publication of French official Marc-Antoine Jullien’s Plan and Preliminary 
Views for a Work on Comparative Education in 1817 as the beginning of comparative education (Man-
zon, 2011). In their book Toward a Science of Comparative Education, Noah and Eckstein (1969) sketch 
the history of the field in five stages. The first stage consisted of “travelers’ tales” that incidentally 
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reported the status of education in foreign countries. In the second stage, emissaries were sent by 
governments to intentionally study education abroad, seeking useful ideas and practices that might 
be borrowed to improve education at home. The activities in the third stage similarly consisted of 
sending visitors abroad, but the purposes for the visits were less concerned with borrowing edu-
cational ideas than building understanding and collaboration across countries. During the fourth 
stage, scholars of comparative education went beyond documenting foreign educational phenomena 
to investigating deeper political, social, and cultural dynamics that shape education in the target 
countries. During the fifth stage, the now-established field of comparative education, following the 
examples of more established social sciences, like economics and sociology, embarked on the process 
of reinventing itself as a science.

Noah and Eckstein’s hope for a science of comparative education was echoed by several influ-
ential comparativists in the 1950s and 1960s, including Bereday, Holmes, and King. Bereday intro-
duced a structured process of comparing education “through stages of description, juxtaposition, 
analysis, and interpretation” (Turner, 2019, p. 14). The enthusiasm for the science of comparative 
education during this period was partly fueled by North American scholars’ training in quantitative 
techniques and their belief in positivist epistemologies, which hold that one can discover general 
laws of the relationship between education and society by comparing data from different countries. 
In the 1970s and 1980s, the strong influence of positivism on comparative education dimmed as 
more critical Marxist and neo-Marxist perspectives took over the spotlight. Carnoy’s studies of edu-
cation and income in different countries during this period laid the foundation for the argument that 
education serves as a cultural instrument for wealthy countries, many of whom were former or pre-
sent colonizers, to keep the colonized and economically exploited countries at bay (Carnoy, 2019). 
Within countries that gained independence recently, Carnoy further points out, access to education 
serves to retain the concentration of power and resources among social and economic elites. Since 
the 1990s, the field of comparative education has entered a stage of “heterogeneity” that witnesses 
the co-existence of multiple standpoints and methodological traditions. The increasing impact of 
globalization has also driven some scholars to study education systems that transcend national bor-
ders, while others, inspired by postmodernism and post-structuralism, focus on comparing local 
educational practices instead of pursuing grander, national-level narratives (Manzon, 2011; Turner, 
2019). As Turner (2019) puts it, the comparativists “have come to accept that there may be many 
ways of conducting research in comparative education” (p. 25).

3  Major Approaches in Comparative Education

Given the heterogeneity of objectives, standpoints, and methodological traditions in the field, any 
attempt to classify the major “approaches” of comparative education is likely to encounter justified 
opposition. This section presents one of such imperfect classifications as an entry point for interested 
engineering education researchers. Amid the succeeding, overlapping, and co-existence of multiple 
traditions of comparative education, three main approaches have endured since at least the 1950s, 
each characterized by somewhat-distinct purposes, epistemologies, and methods (Manzon, 2014). 
The first one might be termed a “scientific” approach. As Noah and Eckstein (1969) suggest, the 
scientific approach of comparative education attempts to produce generalized laws about educa-
tion and society. Supported mainly by positivist epistemologies, the scientific approach empha-
sizes hypothesis-testing using cross-national, quantitative data, such as years of schooling, learning 
achievements, and income of graduates. The second approach might be called “ameliorative,” which 
finds its predecessors among the educational emissaries in the 18th and 19th centuries. Inspired pri-
marily by pragmatic epistemologies, the ameliorators seek to identify the best policy and pedagogi-
cal practices that can be borrowed to improve education in their home countries. Methods favored 
by the ameliorators range from content analysis of policy to qualitative and quantitative analysis of 
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instructional strategies. A third, “interpretive,” approach is often endorsed by the humanist traditions 
of educational research, which seek to understand the cultural and social contexts behind educa-
tional phenomena. The underlying epistemologies for the interpretive approach are influenced by 
cultural relativism. The interpretivists often use qualitative methods, like ethnography, for unpacking 
deeper cultural meanings of educational practice. In the remainder of this section, we illustrate each 
approach with a well-recognized study in the field of comparative education.

3.1  PISA Scores and National Economic Growth: An Illustrative Case for 
the Scientific Approach

The rise of large-scale international surveys and tests provided powerful support to advocates of 
the scientific approach of comparative education, who seek to test hypotheses with multinational 
data. Since the 1960s, the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement 
(IEA) has played a significant role in advancing scientific comparison of educational achievement 
across countries. Beginning in 1997, the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) has become another powerhouse for comparing educational performance through standard-
ized tests.

The OECD report “The High Cost of Low Educational Performance: The Long-run Economic 
Impact of Improving PISA outcomes” exemplifies a scientific approach to predicting the relationship 
between national economic growth and the cognitive skills of its workforce (Hanushek & Woess-
mann, 2010). In this study, Hanushek and Woessmann sought to accurately portray the relationship 
between economic growth and educational achievement, replacing outdated metrics like average 
length of schooling with more precise measurement of the cognitive skills of national workforce, 
which was calculated from PISA scores. The resultant modeling produces (alluring) predictions of 
potential economic growth that can be gained from improving the education of the workforce: 
a boost of average PISA scores by 25 points among OECD countries can result in a net gain of 
115 trillion dollars in accumulative growth in GDP.

3.2  Curriculum Standards from Top-Performing Countries: An Illustrative 
Case for the Ameliorative Approach

Schmidt et al.’s (2005) study of curriculum coherence exemplifies the focus of the ameliorative 
approach on discovering best practices of education in foreign countries. The study was motivated 
by US educators’ concerns for the lack of coherence among national, state, and local curriculum 
standards, namely, that eclectic political processes in the USA resulted in curricula that looked like 
arbitrary “laundry lists” instead of well-organized systems of knowledge (Schmidt et al., 2005). To 
demonstrate more coherent ways of setting curricula, Schmidt et  al. (2005) analyze curriculum 
standards from top-performing countries and regions in the Third International Mathematics and 
Science Study (TIMSS). The study finds that mathematics standards in the TIMSS top-performing 
countries and regions demonstrated clear and logical progression of knowledge, beginning with 
simpler, more foundational content in the lower grades and gradually developing into more complex 
content in the higher grades. This way, suggested the authors, learning in the earlier years builds the 
foundation for students to tackle more complex mathematics as they proceed in the curriculum. In 
comparison, the US mathematics standards showed less logic: most topics were covered from grade 
1 to grade 8, leading to possible repetition and limited depth in student learning (Schmidt et al., 
2005). The US science curriculum standards showed a similar lack of coherence when compared 
with those adopted by the top performers in TIMSS. While the latter introduced different scientific 
topics at different stages, Schmidt et al. (2005) notice an “absence of a clear pattern” (p. 551) in the 
US science standards.
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Based on the cross-national comparison, Schmidt and colleagues made two suggestions for 
improving curriculum standards in the USA. First, the authors suggested enhancing the role of disci-
plinary specialists, such as university professors and mathematicians, in shaping curriculum standards. 
In a second – and bolder – suggestion, Schmidt et al. (2005) propose the relinquishment of state and 
local standards, arguing that “coherence and rigor might only be possible in the US if curriculum 
standards are national in scope” (p. 556).

3.3  Preschool in Three Cultures: An Illustrative Case for the  
Interpretive Approach

“The research methods used [should be] sufficiently searching to probe beyond the observable moves 
and counter-moves of pedagogy to the values and meanings which these [moves] embody” (Alex-
ander, 2000, p. 266). This quote characterizes the gist of the interpretive approach of comparative 
education, which is also exemplified in Preschool in Three Cultures: Japan, China, and the United States, 
a seminal comparative study of early childhood education (Tobin et al., 1989). The authors termed 
their method “multivocal ethnography,” with which daily operations of preschools in Japan, China, 
and the USA were videotaped by the research team, and the videos were subsequently viewed and 
commented, in turn, by insiders (administrators, teachers, parents, and students) affiliated with the 
featured preschools and by other parents, preschool teachers, and education researchers from each of 
the three countries. Through juxtaposing preschool practices in different countries and commen-
taries on these practices by multicultural audiences, the authors created a “dialogue” that revealed 
culturally specific ideas about education. For example, after watching scenes of a “difficult” child in a 
Japanese preschool who frequently challenged authorities and engaged in aggressive behaviors, many 
Chinese and American viewers expressed concerns over the teacher’s failure to intervene. However, 
the supervisors and teachers at the Japanese preschool featured in the video approved of the teacher’s 
non-provocative choices as pragmatic.

Beyond reporting views and practices of preschool in different cultures, Tobin et  al. (1989) 
produce profound theoretical insights by probing the socioeconomic contexts lying behind the 
multicultural views and practices. The book argues that underneath differing approaches to educat-
ing young children in three countries was a similar motivation to prepare children as members of 
“low-fertility, educationally competitive, industrial societies” (p. 197). The authors pointed out that 
the evolution of economic relationships in urban China, Japan, and the USA made it difficult to pass 
down material wealth to the next generation, leading parents to invest instead in the cognitive and 
emotional development of children. The authors also noted distinctive ways in which members of 
different cultures reacted to the intense parental attention placed on children because of low fertil-
ity rates; in other words, in societies where birth rates are low, the average parental attention on a 
child is expected to rise accordingly (Riley, 2018). While the consequential promotion of children’s 
individuality and ego was well accepted in the American culture, Chinese parents reacted ambiva-
lently to these changes, being sensitive to the tension between children’s individualistic development  
vis-à-vis collectivist cultural values in Chinese society.

4  A Survey of Comparative Engineering Education  
Research: 2010–2020

This section surveys the status of comparative engineering education research published in English, 
Chinese, and Spanish in the decade between 2010 and 2020. The time range was chosen to com-
plement the Cambridge Handbook of Engineering Education Research, which was published in 2014. 
Although the Cambridge Handbook does not include a chapter explicitly dedicated to comparative 
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research, several chapters in the handbook (e.g., “Global and International Issues in Engineering 
Education”) take note of varying institutional structures and styles of engineering teaching and 
learning in different countries. Therefore, our survey seeks to present more recent developments in 
comparative studies of engineering education. The choice of surveying publications in three lan-
guages used by most of the world’s population indicates our attempt to exercise the spirit of compa-
ratists, namely, to read and compare scholarly works in different cultural communities (indicated by 
the language of publication) as a way to understand the respective priorities, educational contexts, 
and intellectual approaches characteristic of EER in different parts of the world.

For works published in English, we used the search string [(comparative OR cross-national) 
AND “engineering education”] in Web of Science, in addition to manually screening the titles of 
all the articles published in the Journal of Engineering Education and European Journal of Engineering 
Education during this period. For publications in the Chinese language, we used the search string [比
较 (comparison) AND 工程(engineering) AND 教育(education)] in cnki.net. For works in Span-
ish, we reviewed publications in Revista de Ingeniería (Colombia), Revista International de Educación en 
Ingeniería (México), and Revista Iberoamericana de Educación en Ingeniería (RIEI). The search in Spanish 
literature was complemented with a wider search on the Internet and through the authors’ contacts 
in the region.

Two inclusion criteria were applied to the initial findings: (1) publications should explicitly address 
engineering education, and (2) publications should focus on postsecondary education. According to 
these criteria, publications that treat STEM education as one entity or examine engineering educa-
tion in the K–12 context were not included in this analysis. The search resulted in 54 publications 
in total: 25 in English, 25 in Chinese, and 4 in Spanish. A summary of resultant references and the 
main objects of comparison reported therein is presented in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1  Summary of Comparative Engineering Education Research Published in English, Chinese, and 
Spanish between 2010 and 2020

Language Reference Object of Comparison

English Palma et al. (2011);
Grenquist and Hadgraft (2013);
Bradley (2013)

Accreditation

Ku and Goh (2010);
Gong et al. (2011);
Ku et al. (2011);
Khattak et al. (2012);
Tang and Lord (2012);
Lunev et al. (2013);
Case et al. (2015);
Gardelle et al. (2017)

Curriculum/facilities

Cerda Suarez and Hernandez (2012);
Cao (2015);
Holmberg (2016);
Santos et al. (2018);
Polmear et al. (2019)

Pedagogy/instructor

Lau (2013);
Carr et al. (2015);
Duffy et al. (2020)

Learning achievements

(Continued)

http://cnki.net
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Language Reference Object of Comparison

Lahijanian et al. (2010);
Barnard (2012);
Kinnunen et al. (2016);
Oda et al. (2018);
Capretz (2019);
Colomo-Palacios (2019)

Student perspectives

Chinese Ma et al. (2010);
Pu et al. (2010);
Song et al. (2012);
Cui (2013);
Li, L., et al. (2013);
Li, Y., et al. (2013);
Fang (2014);
Wang, et al. (2014);
Liu and Zhu (2015);
Zhang (2016);
You et al. (2017);
Du et al. (2019);
Hu (2020);
Wang, et al. (2020)

Accreditation

Guo and Zhi (2010);
Zhao and Lin (2011);
Liu (2012);
Shen (2013);
Feng et al. (2014);
Zhu et al. (2015)

Policy/vision

Wu and Xu (2010);
Wang (2016);
Zhuang et al. (2020)

Curriculum/facilities

Luo and Fan (2018) Pedagogy/instructor
Zhao and Chang (2020) Student learning

Spanish Hamid Betancur & Torres-Madronero (2015) Accreditation
Zartha Sossa (2013);
ASIBEI (2019);
Duque & Rangel Espejo (2021)

Curriculum/facilities

Table 3.1 (Continued)

4.1  Comparative Engineering Education Research in English

The comparative papers published in English examined a wide range of topics in engineering educa-
tion. Objects of comparison included accreditation, curriculum, educational facilities, instructors’ 
perspectives, pedagogical choices, student learning achievement, as well as student perspectives on 
engineering learning.

The growth of international agreements on engineering accreditation – most notably the 
Washington Accord – has attracted scholarly interest in comparing national accreditation stand-
ards and systems (although this body of work in English was less prominent than in the Chi-
nese literature shown next). Researchers also compared curricula of similar programs in different 
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countries, although the samples were usually confined to a limited number of institutions in each 
country. A significant portion of the comparative studies examines engineering teachers and stu-
dents, reflecting the focus of EER in North America and Europe. This body of work examines 
instructors’ beliefs and pedagogical choices as well as the abilities, achievements, and perspectives 
of engineering students. Notably, explicit comparisons of student perspectives appeared only in 
English literature (and not in Chinese or Spanish literature). Overall, when compared with the 
extensive body of EER published in the same period, the number of comparative studies was 
minuscule (Williams et al., 2018). We also note that all the journal publications in English listed 
in Table 3.1 appeared in the European Journal of Engineering Education, while the rest of the English 
publications appeared in conference proceedings. We found no explicit cross-national compari-
son of engineering education published in the US-based Journal of Engineering Education during 
this period.

4.2  Comparative Engineering Education Research in Chinese

Driven by a wish to build a strong national system of engineering education, researchers in 
China have enthusiastically studied best practices from global “leaders,” that is, nations and 
institutions that were considered homes of world-class engineering education. This enthusiasm 
is echoed in a plethora of publications that examine professional organizations, accreditation 
standards, engineering curricula, and instructional methods from advanced industrial countries 
like the USA, the UK, France, Germany, and Japan, as well as renowned engineering institutions 
like MIT, Cambridge, and École Polytechnique. To assess the status of comparative engineer-
ing education research, we limited the scope of our analysis to publications that had an explicit 
comparative intent, recognizing that there are many more publications in Chinese that report 
on foreign ideas and practices of engineering education without necessarily comparing them 
across countries.

Between 2010 and 2020, most comparative studies of engineering education published in Chi-
nese focused on accreditation, as can be seen in Table 3.1 in the preceding section. This topical 
focus coincided with the emergence and development of engineering accreditation in China: pilot 
accreditation of engineering programs began in 2006, followed by China’s application to join the 
Washington Accord in 2009 and its acceptance as a full signatory in 2016. The practical need 
of developing and operating a national accreditation system motivated scholarly investigations of 
other nations with established accreditation systems. However, the pragmatic urge to understand the 
standards and procedures of accreditation seemed to overshadow more in-depth analyses of structural 
factors that gave shape to accreditation systems in various industrial societies (as, for example, seen 
in the Lucena et al. (2008) study reviewed earlier). Besides accreditation, the comparative literature 
in Chinese examined policy initiatives and educational visions that drove reforms of engineering 
education in different countries, along with comparisons of curricula, learning facilities, pedagogical 
approaches, and student learning.

4.3  Comparative Engineering Education Research in Spanish

We only identified three journal publications in Spanish between 2010 and 2020 that met our 
inclusion criteria. Hamid Betancur and Torres-Madronero (2015) describe documents and proce-
dures of engineering accreditation in Colombia, Costa Rica, Chile, Mexico, and the USA. Zartha 
et al. (2013) compare a set of quantitative indicators for 18 institutions of higher education from 
members of the Organization of American States. Duque and Rangel (2021) report the effort 
of a university to benchmark its engineering education against programs of similar institutions 
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in other countries. Besides peer-reviewed research publications, the report of Ibero-American 
Society for Engineering Education (ASIBEI) represented a robust comparison of systems of engi-
neering education in nine Iberoamerican countries: Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Spain, 
Mexico, Paraguay, Portugal, and Uruguay (ASIBEI, 2019). This report details characteristics of 
the engineering curriculum, role of instructors, profiles of prospective engineering students, and 
graduate placement in member countries of ASIBEI. Common features of engineering compe-
tencies across the nine countries are also summarized in the report, making it a rare exemplar of 
comparative engineering education research that goes beyond superficial analyses of numerical 
indicators. The report nonetheless surprised readers with its late arrival, given that Lucena et al. 
(2008) mention the efforts by ASIBEI to create a regional profile 11 years before the appearance 
of the final report.

Overall, the volume of cross-national comparisons of engineering education published between 
2010 and 2020, detailed in this analysis, has been small compared with the total amount of EER 
works published during this period. The thematic foci of the comparative studies, however, showed 
some breadth, ranging from macrolevel issues of governance and accreditation, midlevel topics like 
curricula, to microlevel issues, like instructional choices and student performance. Notably, issues of 
diversity, equity, and inclusion, which received extensive attention in the EER community during 
the same period, were not yet reflected in the body of comparative work.

Considering the methods used for comparison, we found that most published comparative stud-
ies of engineering education during this period had confined themselves to simply “benchmarking” 
or “describing” relevant policy, curriculum, and instructional methods, while very few studies were 
carried out following the major methodological approaches of comparative education. This status 
of methodological underdevelopment seems to hold EER scholars back from systematically assess-
ing engineering education across countries and from investigating the underlying structural forces 
that influence international similarities and differences in engineering education. That said, across 
this survey, we did manage to identify a few studies of comparative engineering education that 
demonstrated the values and potential of systematically utilizing methods of comparative education. 
We now turn to illustrate each of these three comparative research approaches with a closer look at 
selected EER examples that we identified through our survey.

4.4  Comparative Engineering Education Research Using the Scientific 
Approach

The scientific approach of comparative education was utilized in a few studies that compared the 
achievement and attributes of engineering students across countries. Zhao and Chang (2020) com-
pare the learning behaviors of engineering students in China and the USA using data collected 
with two standardized instruments: the Student Experience in the Research University Interna-
tional Consortium (SERU-I) and the University of California Undergraduate Experience Survey 
(UCUES).

Zhao and Chang intended to characterize engineering students’ learning behaviors and to com-
pare these characteristics with those of students in science, humanities, and social sciences. Two 
forms of comparison were presented in their paper: first, a comparison of engineering students (both 
Chinese and American) with college students in non-engineering majors; second, a comparison of 
Chinese and American engineering students’ learning behaviors. Due to the fact that the propor-
tion of engineering student respondents was not comparable between the Chinese and American 
samples, the authors declared that they did not statistically compare the results between Chinese and 
US students (Zhao & Chang, 2020).
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The study compared seven dimensions of learning behaviors, including (1) allocation of study 
time, (2) reflective learning, (3) team-based cooperative learning, (4) learning through interaction 
with faculty outside classes, (5) challenge-based learning,1 (6) class participation, and (7) task com-
pletion–based learning (Zhao & Chang, 2020). The authors found that:

• Engineering students in both countries spend more time studying than non-engineering 
majors. Engineering students in China spend more time taking classes than peers in other 
majors, whereas US engineering students spend more time studying outside classes in compari-
son with other majors.

• In both countries, engineering students engage less in learning through reflection, class partici-
pation, and task completion than students in humanities and social sciences majors in the same 
country.

• Engineering students in China participate similarly with other majors in team-based and  
challenge-based learning, whereas US engineering students are more likely to work in teams 
than other majors and less likely to engage in challenge-based learning than science majors.

• In both countries, students of all majors score low on learning through interaction with faculty 
outside classes.

Overall, Zhao and Chang (2020) find no definitive patterns of learning behaviors that charac-
terize engineering students and distinguish them from students in other majors. The authors 
interpreted this finding from three dimensions. First, most educational objectives in engineering 
focus on the lower end of Bloom’s taxonomy (remembering and understanding), while higher-
level skills like analyzing, synthesizing, applying, evaluating, and innovating are underempha-
sized. Second, drawing from the second author’s own educational experiences in Chinese and 
American universities, the authors suggested that undergraduate engineering curricula in China’s 
research-intensive universities have a clear “theoretical orientation,” which leaves limited curricu-
lar space for practical learning. This observation was referenced to contextualize the result that 
engineering students in China spend significantly more time studying inside than outside classes. 
Finally, Zhao and Chang (2020) suggest that engineering students’ inactive class participation in 
both countries might result in part from the prevalence of traditional, lecture-based modes of 
engineering teaching.

4.5  Comparative Engineering Education Research Using the Ameliorative 
Approach

Polmear et al. (2019) explore engineering educators’ perceptions of ethics teaching in the USA, non-
US Anglo countries (such as Australia and Canada), and across a wide range of Western European 
countries. The study centers on three key questions, delivered via an online survey. First, a close-
ended question inquired whether instructors think students receive sufficient ethics education in their 
programs, to which the majority responded “no.” A second, close-ended question asked the respond-
ents to check off from a list ethics-related topics that were taught in their programs. A third question 
invited open-ended responses on general issues about teaching ethics to engineering students.

The study was implicitly driven by an ameliorative approach, as the US-based research team sought 
best practices from international counterparts that could be incorporated into engineering education 
in the USA. The authors compared responses from US instructors with those from non-US Anglo 
countries and with those from Western European countries, respectively. The first comparison showed 
that engineering ethics education in the non-US Anglo countries had greater coverage of macroethics 
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topics, such as environmental protection, sustainability, risk, and practices of the engineering profes-
sion, than the US curricula. The authors suggested that the difference might reflect a greater promi-
nence of macroethics topics in the accreditation standards adopted by non-US Anglo countries.

The second comparison showed that the Western European countries taught environmental pro-
tection and sustainability more than the US programs did, while making fewer references to topics 
like professional codes of ethics and safety. To interpret this latter difference, the authors drew on 
other research to argue that Western European countries, most notably the Netherlands, differed 
from the “traditional American approach” that focuses on professional codes and instead paid more 
attention to the social and environmental contexts of engineering as a way to broaden the scope of 
engineering ethics education.

Notably, the analysis of open-ended responses pointed to a broadly existing consensus among 
instructors in different countries that engineering students did not get sufficient education in ethics. 
Polmear et al. (2019) also find that educators across different countries faced challenges in getting 
students to value ethics education. Accordingly, the authors suggested that ethics should be inte-
grated into technical coursework.

4.6  Comparative Engineering Education Research Using the Interpretive 
Approach

Zhao and Lin (2011) propose “macro policy systems” as a lens to interpret models of engineering 
education in different nations. The authors contended that to understand education systems that 
were designed to produce innovative and practical engineers, one ought not to confine the scope 
of investigation to colleges and universities but should examine the broader “education system” – 
ranging from preschool to higher education – and how education is supported by the policy system 
characteristic of political structures and processes, as well as the relationship between the elite and 
the mass in each national context. Hence, Zhao and Lin (2011) investigate the relationship between 
models of engineering education and characteristics of the labor market and social welfare policies 
in 18 countries and regions across the globe. According to this analysis, Zhao and Lin divided the 18 
countries and regions into five models of engineering education:

• The continental/conservative model aims to produce a high-quality and practice- oriented 
engineering workforce through close collaboration between educational and business institu-
tions in countries with proactive social welfare policies. Zhao and Lin (2011) name Germany, 
France, and Italy as exemplars of this model.

• The Anglo/liberalist model, typified by the USA, the UK, Australia, and Canada, prior-
itizes the education of engineering generalists, highlighted by critical thinking, innovation, and 
understanding of sociotechnical systems, to meet the demands of market-driven economies.

• The Nordic/social democratic model is exemplified by Finland, Norway, Denmark, Swe-
den, and Switzerland, countries with high levels of human capital and student autonomy. The 
Nordic/social democratic model of engineering education, as described by Zhao and Lin 
(2011), emphasizes theoretical learning and academic research for the preparation of high-tech 
workers.

• The East Asian model, seen in Japan, Korea, and Taiwan, stresses the role of engineering in 
serving national and regional (economic) needs. The authors suggested that the co-existence of 
Western ideas (e.g., autonomy) and Confucian doctrines (e.g., loyalty) led to a fusion of intellec-
tual freedom and social responsibility in the training of East Asian engineers (Zhao & Lin, 2011).

• Finally, Zhao and Lin (2011) discuss engineering education in developing countries (e.g., India 
and Brazil) that had shared characteristics of industrialization with China. The authors suggested 



Gaps, Resources, and Potentials for Growth in Comparative EER

43

that engineering education systems in these developing countries were emulated from advanced 
industrial countries, but these systems had not yet matured into distinctive models of their own.

5  Strengths and Limitations of Three Approaches for Comparative 
Engineering Education Research

The strengths and limitations of the three approaches of comparative education in the context 
of EER are summarized in Table 3.2. As we hope to convey in the following paragraphs, there 
is no one best way to conduct comparative research on engineering education; rather, choices 
of approaches and methods should be aligned with the purposes of the research. The scientific 
approach of comparison has the potential to enhance EER in three ways. First, the collection and 
analysis of multinational data (via surveys and tests) can contribute to understanding international 
students as well as the distinctive characteristics of domestic students in comparison to international 
peers. Second, the need to collect and compare data across countries brings about opportunities to 
form international collaborations. Third, as Zhao and Chang (2020) illustrate, cross-national com-
parison of engineering and non-engineering students could potentially reveal distinct features of 
engineering teaching and learning, which lays the groundwork for future research (e.g., studies of 
the “boundaries” of engineering education across national contexts).

Meanwhile, researchers following the scientific approach in comparing engineering education 
are confronted by two main limitations. Firstly, comprehensive international data collection can be 
costly and time-consuming. What is more, unlike in the case of primary and secondary education, 
at present there is no standardized international test for engineering; thus, international compari-
sons following the scientific approach are often confined to self-report surveys, which limits the 
scope and depth of comparison. The second major limitation stems from well-known critiques of 
the positivist epistemology underpinning the scientific approach: in short, hypothesis-testing based 
on quantitative data necessitates certain processes of “abstraction” that leave out many meaningful 
details. For example, the name “engineering degree” means different professional credentials and 
varying lengths of study in different countries. Variations of this kind are not easily visible in quan-
titative analysis, which is often favored by the scientific approach.

An important strength of the ameliorative approach is its congruence with existing practices of 
EER. After all, the improvement of engineering education has been a key driving force for EER, 
and numerous reports on engineering education in different countries have been produced in the 
spirit of improving engineering teaching and learning. Given the emphasis placed on the continu-
ous improvement of engineering education in different countries, the ameliorative approach is also 
likely to enhance the practical relevance of comparative engineering education research. In addition, 
studies following the ameliorative approach are often driven by specific and focused questions in 
educational practice, which provide clear guides for the selection of objects for comparison. Hence, 
this approach is more accessible for researchers who do not have extensive training in comparative 
education but are familiar with the practical aspects of engineering education.

However, the accessibility of the ameliorative approach is maintained at the cost of methodologi-
cal consistency. Indeed, improvement can result from many sources, and there is not a clearly deline-
ated framework for conducting comparative research for the amelioration of engineering education. 
Yet the lack of a consistent methodological framework is likely to confine the research findings to 
piecemeal recommendations. A second limitation of the ameliorative approach relates to research-
ers’ relatively superficial consideration of the context for implementing the educational practices 
learned from abroad, when research in engineering education has pointed out that the context of 
implementation can influence the success of educational innovation as much as the actual focus of 
the innovation (Litzinger & Lattuca, 2014).
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A major strength of the interpretive approach of comparative research is its “grounded-ness,” 
that is, this approach not only attempts to describe educational practices in different countries but 
also seeks to understand and interpret their meanings and implications. Therefore, the interpretive 
approach helps avoid imposing decontextualized concepts of engineering education to different 
countries. Grounded interpretations and comparisons of national engineering education systems also 
reveal overall trends of global engineering education development. This is the second major strength 
of the interpretive approach.

Of course, it is not an easy task to decode educational culture abroad, which often requires time-
consuming and sophisticated training in local knowledge and languages. The feasibility and afford-
ability of interpretive comparison hence form an important limitation. Another challenge for the 
interpretive approach might be characterized as the conflict between “knowing why” and “knowing 
how.” While the interpretive approach provides culturally relevant interpretations of engineering 
education policies, structures, and ways of teaching and learning, it is not necessarily easy to derive 
actions for improving engineering education from these interpretations.

6  Potential Contributions of Comparative Engineering Education 
Research

This section draws together our findings to argue that comparative studies have the potential to 
make important contributions to the research, practice, and governance of engineering education 
in six ways:

1 Improving understanding of domestic and international stakeholders. Through creating knowl-
edge about policies, engineering teaching and learning, instructors and students, as well as engi-
neering professions and related organizations in different countries, comparative studies help 
researchers and educators better understand and communicate with stakeholders in engineering 
education, especially with international faculty and students, and transnational employers that 
conduct business in the global market.

2 Revealing diverse national systems of engineering education. Comparative analyses of the various 
ways in which local political wills, economic imperatives, and cultural norms interact with the 
processes and outcomes of engineering education help reveal the global diversity of engineering 
education.

3 Providing space and languages for international EER collaboration and exchange. The pres-
entation of multinational and cross-national cases creates space, as well as common languages, 
for researchers in different countries and regions to exchange research strategies, questions, 

Table 3.2 Strengths and Limitations of Three Approaches for Comparative Engineering Education Research

Strengths Limitations

Scientific approach • Understanding students
• International collaboration
• Inspiring future research

• Cost and feasibility
• Positivist epistemology

Ameliorative approach • Congruence with existing 
practice

• Practical relevance
• Focus and accessibility

• Inconsistent methodology
• Context of implementation

Interpretive approach • Grounded-ness
• Global trends

• Feasibility and affordability
• Knowing why vs. knowing how
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and findings, thus facilitating a more engaged and inclusive global EER community. Also, 
the promotion of a comparative research agenda is likely to encourage engineering education 
researchers to formulate productive collaboration with broader communities of researchers (in 
comparative education and beyond) who have expertise in cross-national comparison.

4 Unpacking international and national governance of engineering education. Through global eco-
nomic and technological exchanges, the impact of domestic engineering workforce preparation 
is often seen beyond national borders. Meanwhile, the governance of engineering education 
is deeply rooted in the political and economic dynamics within the national context. Thus, 
comparative studies help engineering educators better grasp the dynamics between main play-
ers (e.g., international organizations, governments, professional organizations, corporations, and 
educational institutions) that shape the governance of engineering education. Given the strong 
ties between engineering education and industrial and professional organizations, comparative 
engineering education research has unique opportunities to produce knowledge about educa-
tion governance that is not easily available in other domains of (higher) education research.

5 Exploring common and unique challenges of broadening participation in engineering education 
in different contexts. Engineering educators in many parts of the world endeavor to recruit 
students from broader populations than those who have traditionally dominated the profession. 
Comparative research might shed light on similarities and differences that are characteristic of 
challenges to broadening participation in engineering in different parts of the world. Whereas 
the compound challenge of diversity, equity, and inclusion in the USA has motivated some 
EER scholars to incorporate the concept of intersectionality, in countries like South Africa, 
Colombia, and Brazil, the challenge also needs to encompass differences in regions and eco-
nomic status. The entry of immigrants occupies center stage in debates about justice and inclu-
sion in some European countries, and an emerging agenda of gender equity is being explored 
by engineering educators in China.

6 Creating new knowledge on the interactions between engineering (technology) and society around 
the globe. Comparativists often remind us that the systems and objectives of education are 
shaped by societal expectations. In a time with an expanding and fast-changing global order, 
comparative studies of evolving notions of engineering competency in different countries 
would help us appreciate societal expectations of engineering in different parts of the world, 
and such appreciation lays the groundwork for articulating and assessing the role of engineering 
in addressing global challenges.

Table 3.3 displays examples in which comparative studies of engineering education reviewed in this 
chapter contribute to one or several of the potential areas presented in the preceding list. The table 
shows that existing comparisons of engineering education systems, pedagogies, and learning styles 
help contribute to understanding of stakeholders, national systems, governance, and societal expec-
tations of engineering education, as well as to intellectual exchanges between international EER 
scholars. As already noted earlier, the comparative works reviewed in this chapter have not explicitly 
addressed broadening participation in engineering education.

7  Conclusion

This chapter attempted to demonstrate the untapped potential of comparative studies in engineer-
ing education. While exemplar studies show the value of cross-national comparison, our review of 
recent EER literature in three major publishing languages found a limited number of comparative 
studies, and thus, there is much scope for enhancing and expanding this body of work. Consider-
ing the present availability of online tools for surveys and interviews, it is unlikely that difficulties in 
accessing multinational data are the major impediment to comparative research. Instead, we suspect 
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that the limitation might be attributed to the self-identity of the EER community, which often 
focuses on issues bounded in a national context, due in part to the priorities of funding agencies and 
academic journals. However, we contend that an excessively inward-looking research agenda might 
hamper the capacity of researchers’ national systems of engineering education when knowledge of 
alternative ways of organizing and delivering engineering teaching and learning is lacking.

To assist engineering education researchers to engage in more systematic comparative work, 
we have provided an overview of the field of comparative education and introduced three major 
approaches that are often used in that field. Each of the three approaches has been applied in EER 
and, in each case, has generated productive findings. However, if EER aims to be a truly global field 
of scholarly pursuit, a comparative perspective is going to play a much more significant role than it 
currently does, assisting in engineering educators’ appreciation and reflection on the opportunities 
and limitations present in their locations.

Note
 1 Challenge-based learning in Zhao and Chang (2020) refers to student learning through addressing academi-

cally challenging tasks. The related survey items examined students’ willingness to select academically chal-
lenging courses and projects, sometimes at the expense of their grades.
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1  Introduction

Within the last several decades, a sociopolitical movement has emerged centered on decolonization. 
This movement serves as a response to both the embedded and the ongoing practices of coloniality 
present within the modern state. At the same time, the notion of decolonization remains contested, 
particularly within education. To address the relationship between decolonization and education, 
Shahjahan et al. (2022) conducted a comparative review of decolonization literature across disci-
plines and global higher education. The authors noted that the meaning and implementation of 
decolonization varied based on context (i.e., sociopolitical setting, institutional type, curriculum, 
student, and instructor positionality). They distinguished between “inward-facing” and “outward-
facing” initiatives, which had geographic implications:

Outward-facing strategies of decolonizing placed an emphasis on looking outside of the institu-
tion to decolonize, by centring local/Indigenous communities, building within communities, 
and reallocating institutional resources to local Indigenous communities to actualize communi-
ties’ priorities and vision. Such an outward approach was prevalent in regions like Central and 
South America, such as Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Ecuador. . . . This outward 
approach differed from other global regions, such as Oceania (e.g., New Zealand), that prior-
itized inward-facing strategies – targeting changes within higher education institutions through 
classroom based curricular and pedagogical shifts as well as bringing Indigenous/local knowl-
edge systems and practices into higher education institutions rather than empowering existing 
work within Indigenous communities.

(Shahjahan et al., 2022, p. 84)

Shahjahan et  al. (2022) identified significant absence of literature on decolonization, particularly 
in the STEM disciplines. Our chapter addresses this absence by providing an entry point into the 
conversation on decolonization within engineering education. We begin by discussing the varied 
meanings of decolonization, followed by a review and then overview of the decolonization literature 
within engineering education. We then consider the drivers for, and barriers to, engaging in deco-
lonial work within engineering education and research. We end with a discussion of limitations and 
recommendations, followed by concluding remarks.
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As this chapter centers on decolonization, we note our positionalities as authors. The writing 
team is composed of four scholars whose work is directly, or tangentially, related to engineering 
education and decolonization. One author identifies as Indigenous, and three authors identify as non- 
Indigenous. We come from geographic regions in Australia, Canada, South Africa, and the United 
States. We acknowledge that our worldviews and perspectives form our meaning-making of decoloni-
ality within our specific contexts. What we write in this chapter is not meant to be an extensive global 
history on decolonization efforts but rather an overview of the way decolonization is encountered in 
engineering education via academic spaces and publications. Together, we take responsibility for our 
words and perspectives in this chapter and are accountable for what we share. We emphasize that we 
are not historians or experts in this area but rather engineering educators and researchers working to 
learn about and practice decolonization in our respective spaces. We recognize that this work requires 
lifelong learning, listening, honesty, humility, and individual commitment rooted in place.

2  The Meanings of Decolonization

In this section we present a general definition of decolonization, which provides some context before 
we move into a specific discussion of how decolonization manifests in engineering education.

In the strict sense of the word, “decolonization” refers to the release of a country or region from 
the status of a colony to become politically independent. The word came into use after World War 
II (Betts, 2004) to refer to the rapid process unfolding in the Global South, particularly in Africa. 
This process continued for three decades (1945–1975), and in this relatively short time span, the 
“great political and diplomatic structure” (Darwin, 2000, p. 7) of the colonial empires was disman-
tled, along with most of its apparatus (such as garrisons and treaty ports). However, this trajectory 
of decolonization mainly applies to a type of colonialism known as exploitation colonialism (Veracini, 
2013), so named because the Indigenous inhabitants of the colonial territory are exploited for labor 
and natural resources are plundered for raw materials. For this type of colonialism, the number of 
settlers from the colonial empires is small compared to the Indigenous populations.

In the case of settler colonialism, large numbers of settlers immigrate to the territory with the inten-
tion of building permanent, self-supporting settlements. In the process, the Indigenous populations 
are subjugated and either decimated or assimilated into colonial culture (Wolfe, 2006). Compared to 
the wave of decolonization that occurred in most of Africa, the process in settler-colonized nations 
occurred much earlier. For example, the settler population in the United States declared independ-
ence from Britain in 1776 and was the first colony in the Americas to break away from its mother 
country. Decolonization in Canada, if we focus on the political process, occurred over several dec-
ades. Settler autonomy from Britain widened until it was concluded by the Canada Act as recently 
as 1983. Australia followed a similar trajectory with a steadily growing settler population since the 
first British colony was established in 1788. Australia became a self-governed settler federation, 
independent from Britain in 1901, though it remained very close in terms of trade, allegiances, and 
governance processes for many decades following.

What is left out of this trajectory of decolonization is Indigenous inhabitants who have endured 
conflict, dispossession of land, and cultural oppression for hundreds of years. Wilmer (1993, p. 5) 
indicates that “indigenous peoples represent the unfinished business of decolonization” (cited in 
Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 7). In other words, while the international community might have rec-
ognized the sovereignty of a country when the settler population declared political independence, 
Indigenous peoples were disenfranchised and continue to suffer the damaging effects of settler colo-
nialism. Even though agreements, political assurances, and even “protection” laws and treaties (in 
the case of Canada, New Zealand, and the United States, for example) have been drawn up (Dow & 
Gardiner-Garden, 1998), Indigenous peoples continue to be denied sovereignty, autonomy, and 
rights to remain on their lands and practice their culture to this day.
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There have been recent political and social movements to reconcile the historical wrongdoings 
that have perpetuated present and lasting trauma on Indigenous peoples in settler colonial nations 
(e.g., the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada and the 94 Calls to Action (2015), and the 
Native Title Land Rights Act in Australia (AIATSIS, n.d.)). While for some these “decolonization” 
movements can be understood as involving inclusion, reconciliation, and Indigenization, Tuck and 
Yang (2012) take a self-determining approach and declare that “decolonization in the settler colonial 
context must involve the repatriation of land . . . that is, all of the land, and not just symbolically” 
(p. 7). Paperson (2014) agrees: “decolonization is not just symbolic; its material core is repatriation of 
native life and land, which is incommensurable with settler re-inhabitation of native land” (p. 124). 
In this way, “decolonization” has an array of meanings and interpretations from inclusion of Indig-
enous values and knowledges into Western structures (e.g., Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018) to “land back” 
(e.g., Tuck & Yang, 2012) that may not necessarily be reconciled.

These trajectories of decolonization take as their point of departure particular forms of coloni-
alism – exploitation and settler colonialism. However, there are two further sets of literature that 
intersect them. The first emerged from a critique of the relationship of dependence between some 
African nations and previous colonial powers. Various authors questioned the exploitation, undue 
political control, and underdevelopment faced after decolonization (Nkrumah, 1965; Rodney, 1973; 
wa Thiong’o, 1986). While these countries nominally gained independence, an unequal relationship 
in the context of economic trade and political influence was seen to be a direct result of colonial-
ism. The focus of this trajectory of decolonization is economic and political justice in the context 
of international relations.

The second set of literature emerged from Latin America and focuses on colonial knowledge 
structures and the dominant influence of Eurocentric thought (Quijano, 2007). The manifestation 
of colonialism in this sense is referred to as “coloniality” (Maldonado-Torres, 2007), with the undo-
ing or “untangling” (Mignolo, 2007) of knowledge (and social, cultural, etc.) production from these 
knowledge (social, cultural) structures called “decoloniality” (Maldonado-Torres, 2016).

Given these multiple intersecting trajectories, it is understandable that “decolonization” has rap-
idly become a buzzword (Fomunyam, 2017a; Omanga, 2020) or perhaps a “plastic” word in the 
sense of van der Laan (2001) in that it is “alleable and all-purpose, ubiquitous . . . yet resilient, and 
remarkably durable” (p. 349). Despite Tuck and Yang’s (2012) insistence that “[d]ecolonization is 
not a metaphor,” “decolonization” is increasingly being applied in a symbolic and metaphorical 
sense. Calls to “decolonize the curriculum” or “decolonize engineering and engineering education” 
unfortunately can result in decolonization losing its impetus as a social and political movement. In 
response to this situation, we urge colleagues who are interested in working in this area to under-
stand their colonial history and what is at stake in their specific locale.

3  Decolonization in Engineering Education: Literature Review

How is “decolonizing” conceptualized in engineering education literature? A  natural literature 
review was conducted1 through which we identified four categories or themes (with several subcat-
egories) that characterize how decolonization lives in this literature. These four categories are: (1) 
decolonizing as . . .; (2) Indigenous knowledges in engineering and technology; (3) decolonizing 
engineering education – pedagogy and curriculum; and (4) decolonizing engineering education – 
engagement, integration, and impact.

In the following sections, we discuss the literature vis-à-vis these four overarching categories and 
their subcategories. Though engineering education remains central to our scope, we include references 
to STEM education where relevant. Generally, we cite each reference in only one category, although 
most conceptualizations of decolonizing are multifaceted. Authors’ professional global contexts are 
noted in the textual citations.
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3.1  Decolonization As . . .

The first category we discuss is decolonizing as . . ., where authors write about decolonizing in six 
subcategories that we have identified as equality, emancipation, liberation, localization, co-creation, equity; 
a response to Western hegemonic domination, neoliberalism, and the global crises in the natural and human 
world; a paradigm shift, epistemic transformation, epistemic justice, social justice; a methodology; land back; and 
as/for sustainability. In the following sections, these categories are elaborated on in the various ways 
and contexts they are expressed.

3.1.1  Decolonization as . . . Equality, Emancipation, Liberation, 
Localization, Co-creation, Equity

Decolonization is conceptualized by some authors as equality, emancipation, liberation, localization, 
co-creation, and equity. This work largely comes out of South Africa, with articles from Kenya, Zim-
babwe, Brazil, and the United States as well.

Fomunyam (2017a, 2017b, 2018; SA) argues that decolonizing in engineering education is a 
liberating process that requires both faculty and students as co-creators in knowledge formation. It 
is about localization, equality, and emancipation: “putting African and South African experiences at 
the centre of engineering education and engaging engineering students in ways that are emancipa-
tory and empowering” (Fomunyam, 2018, p. 1533). Cooke et al. (2019; SA) compare colonial and 
decolonial curricula, where a

[a] colonialised curriculum is, by its very nature, one that is shackled by a narrow, parochial approach, 
and the dominance of a few over many. A decolonised curriculum should, therefore, attempt to 
break those shackles and to espouse diversity, plurality, and a deep appreciation of “other.”

(p. 39)

They argue that internationalization can advance decolonization despite its tendency to perpetuate 
a colonized episteme.

Gupta (2020; SA) argues that decolonization “implies knowledge transformation from western 
thought to local (African and Global South in context of African continent) in order to enable the 
sustainable development” (p. 3247). Decolonization is intellectualized by Pido et al. (2019, p. 93; 
Kenya) as “bring[ing] African technologies into focus as foundational, precedent-setting coequals 
with other technologies . . . from the earliest stone tools to mechanized, electrified and electronic 
equipment.” Mudondo (2020; Zimbabwe) emphasizes the value of African knowledge to technical 
and vocational education and training and its “ontological role” in socioeconomic prosperity.

Decolonial engineering is presented by Cruz (2021a; Brazil) as “committed to empowering peo-
ple and constructing with them other possible sociotechnical orders (and ethical-political realities)” 
(p. 701). The author examines Brazilian grassroots engineering (GE) that emerged this century based 
on the work of Paulo Freire (2005). GE is linked to university technical teams, where knowledge 
is co-constructed with local communities, empowering communities’ self-determination. GEs are 
considered decolonial “for their theoretical basis and intentions, methodological implementation in 
engineering interventions, and emancipatory outcomes” (701) and can be likened to participatory 
design and design for values. Cruz (2021a; Brazil) defines decolonial engineering education as a 
choice and a challenge:

As Latin-American liberating and decolonial tradition says, other worlds (or socio-technical 
orders) are possible and have always been. However, bringing about such worlds requires bold 
steps and political choices. In engineering practice, teaching, and research, one such step or 
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possible way is going decolonial. Taking or picking it, though, means going against the status 
quo, which makes inevitable fighting for being academically acknowledged, institutionally val-
ued, and having one’s research and interventions funded.

(pp. 701–702)

In Cruz (2021b; Brazil), the author theorizes that technical design plays an important role in over-
coming colonialism, conceptualized as a “triple mutually reinforcing and shaping imprisonment” of 
power, knowledge, and being (p. 1,847). Guanes (2021; US) argues for decolonization for equity, 
writing, “We need to decolonize engineering education to foster collectivity, care, and empathy; we 
need to become an equitable community where diverse ways of knowing and being are acknowl-
edged and valued.”

3.1.2  Decolonization as . . . a Response to Western Hegemonic Domination, 
Neoliberalism, and the Global Crises in the Natural and Human World

Decolonization is conceptualized by other authors as a response to Western hegemonic domination, neolib-
eralism, and the global crises in the natural and human world. Work in this area is written by authors from 
the United States, Canada, India, Singapore, Peru, Columbia, United Kingdom, Chile, and Mexico.

Daza (2012; US) presents a Spikvakian decolonizing perspective to challenge the neoliberal sci-
entism that has infiltrated the NSF grants culture, arguing that neoliberal scientism is “colonizing 
research – narrowly defining what is and is not knowledge production and who are and are not 
researchers” (p. 773). Cole and O’Riley (2017; Canada, Peru) argue for a dismantling of Western 
STEM epistemology and knowledge imperialism, including the way in which knowledge is shared 
by re(storying) STEM with Indigenous knowledges:

At this time of escalating global ecological crisis and social inequity, there is an urgent need in 
education for Indigenous knowledges and ways of thinking to reimagine and reshape the main-
stream “progress narrative” of capitalist-rationalist modernity that has privileged mind over body, 
heart and spirit; human over more-than-human; and overlooked the knowledges, worldviews 
and self-determination of Indigenous peoples as well as their more-than-human relations. . . .  
This paper is a call to widen the Eurocentric knowledge base and framework of mainstream 
education to include as “equivalent” Indigenous and other Other(ed) worldviews and episte-
mologies. This (re)storying of STEM is based on the teachings of our Indigenous ancestors and 
current research with Indigenous communities in British Columbia and Peru as we work to 
regenerate more complex, culturally-inclusive possibilities for living together on a shared and 
finite planet.

(p. 24)

Lunney Borden and Wiseman (2016; Canada) push back against STEM as a driver for the “eco-
nomic imperative” (p. 140) and their observations that attempts to integrate STEM stories remain 
based in Western assumptions and philosophies. Drawing on their engagement with Indigenous 
peoples and communities, they reconceptualize STEM “not as a framework for teaching and learn-
ing but rather as an artifact that emerges from teaching and learning” and encourage “telling differ-
ent stories in relation to what in English we refer to as STEM . . . and in languages indigenous to 
Canada as something more like learning or living or being in the world in particular places” (p. 140). 
Mutch et al. (2021; Canada) question the worlds we teach in engineering design “as a starting place 
for settler-descendent North American educators to begin a self-critique of current approaches that 
need continued work” (p. 1). Ochoa-Duarte and Peña-Reyes (2020; Columbia) offer buen vivir, 
based on Latin American ideas and centered on biocentrism, postcapitalism, decolonialism, and 
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depatriarchalization, as an alternative to the Global North–centered UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) and to support the sociotechnical education of engineers. They present the duality 
of engineering as a “hegemonic system” or, through principles of ethics, integrality of knowledge, 
interculturality, autonomy, and sustainability, as “buen vivir to communities” (p. 3).

Raina (2017; India) writes about the first decades of decolonization and the Cold War and the 
establishment of the elite institutions of technology in India and what Krige (2006) calls the “Ameri-
canisation of Higher Education” (as cited in Raina, 2017, p. 49). Similarly, de Roock and Baildon 
(2019; Singapore) make a case for “decolonized or desettled STEM perspectives” in Singapore, 
drawing attention to the “neoliberal underpinnings of STEM discourse” in an online educational 
portal used for primary and secondary students. They argue that this pedagogy “leverages student 
interests, self-discovery, and diverse identities to recruit them into (neoliberal) figured worlds of 
learning, work, and citizenship that narrowly imagine a disciplined society and workforce appealing 
to global capital” (p. 285). Eichhorn (2020; UK) writes about the false narrative of Western engi-
neering and technical superiority and the “developed versus undeveloped world” construct perpetu-
ated in the Global North. He argues that “our exploitation in the Global North, which assumes 
historical superiority as a basic premise, will fail in tackling major issues. Change is needed through 
a decolonization of engineering projects, and western engineering curricula that are used to train 
future professionals” (p. 204).

Rodríguez-Seeger et  al. (2021; Chile) intellectualize decolonization as a reaction to/against 
Western hegemony and a response to the global crises and their local impacts. They describe the 
Indigenous Peoples Program (PPI), an Indigenous-centered engineering program formed in 2019 
at Universidad de Chile which aims to revalue Indigenous knowledges and cultures and address the 
“environmental disasters, material poverty, cultural loss and spiritual emptiness” left in the wake of 
the dominant, hegemonic culture. Castillo-González et al. (2021; Mexico) warn of the dangers and 
coloniality of Western technology:

Digital platforms, machine-learning, and big data analysis are functional to an economic, politi-
cal, and social system that is based on a capitalist, western, and patriarchal hegemony that 
exploits the resources of the South of the world, concentrates wealth, erodes the Commons on 
the Internet and racializes, sexualizes, and discriminates against various social groups through 
sophisticated algorithmic practices.

(p. 369)

They argue that a new decolonial, global, ethical engineering education is required to “dismantle the 
violent and colonizing practices that underlie data capitalism” (Castillo-González et al., 2021, p. 370).

3.1.3  Decolonization as . . . a Paradigm Shift, Epistemic Transformation, 
Epistemic Justice, Social Justice

Others conceptualize decolonization as a paradigm shift, epistemic transformation, epistemic justice, and 
social justice. We see this work in South Africa and the United States.

In the South African context, Graham et al. (2017; SA) conceptualize decolonization as unearth-
ing the power imbalances in the making of knowledge, which requires an epistemic shift: “Changing 
content, curricula and academic structures will not decolonize higher education, rather the recogni-
tion of the power imbalances inherent in the production and validation of knowledge is required. If 
that is achieved the former can follow” (p. 98). Fomunyam (2018; SA) argues:

Decolonizing in engineering education is not integrating or the token inclusion of indigenous 
ceremony, but rather, about a paradigm shift from a culture of denial to the making of space 
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for indigenous political philosophies and knowledge systems as they resurge, thereby shifting 
cultural perceptions and power relations in real ways.

(p. 1533)

Walwyn and Combrinck (2021; SA) demonstrate that epistemic transformation – “chang[ing] those 
aspects of the knowledge system that cause psychological exclusion, oppression and unworthiness” 
(p. 600) – is central to decoloniality and the teacher is the catalyst for epistemic justice. They argue 
that “all aspects of the curriculum need to be reconsidered and reconceptualized for students who 
come from different ontologies” (p. 607).

Mejia and Pulido (2018; US) offer “a new paradigm by inverting the logic portrayed in many 
studies involving research that identifies Latinx as a monolithic group” (p. 3). They rewrite “ ‘what 
knowledge do Latinx students need?’ to ‘what do Latinx students offer to the construction of knowl-
edge in engineering?’ ” (p. 3). They introduce rasquachismo – the resilience and ingenuity in daily life 
manifesting in one’s own cultural production, identity, and survival. This is an assets-based paradigm 
valuing what Latinx students bring to engineering education to support “participation and inclu-
sion for underrepresented students” and “expand the taxonomy of engineering education research” 
(Mejia & Pulido, 2018, p. 3). Riley (2018; US) offers Song’s justification for multiculturalism, “free-
dom from domination,” as one approach to a “culturally responsive engineering,” which may look 
like “a decolonizing engineering, queer engineering, feminist engineering, crip, and so on” (p. 11). 
She offers this as an “invitation to explore deeply what might constitute epistemic justice for engi-
neering and its disciplines of knowledge” (Riley, 2018, p. 11) and makes an argument for addressing 
colonialism (among other injustices) by understanding systemic generational injustice. Moore et al. 
(2021; US) decry a reviewer’s centering of Western ways of knowing, making knowledge, and com-
municating, citing this as “a form of epistemic violence” and “cultural imperialism” (p. 5).

3.1.4  Decolonization as . . . a Methodology

Decolonization is also intellectualized as a methodology. This characterization is predominantly 
taken by authors publishing in the United States, with one publication from Mexico, and with many 
authors referencing decolonizing methodologies modelled by other authors. For example, references 
were made to González y González and Lincoln’s (2006) decolonizing qualitative research, for exam-
ple, Villa and Gonzalez (2011; Mexico) and Velarde et al. (2021; US). Carrigan et al. (2018; US) 
referenced Harrison’s (1991) decolonizing anthropology. Several authors reference Tuhiwai Smith’s 
(1999, 2012) decolonizing Indigenous methodologies, for example, Affolter et al. (2019; US), Baker 
et al. (2021; US), and Walther et al. (2015; US).

Narratives and storytelling are also put forward as decolonizing approaches. Pawley (2013; US), 
who cites Tuhiwai Smith (1999) and Denzin et al. (2008), discusses narratives as a decolonizing meth-
odology “that have a history of use in indigenous communities and communities of color (as indeed 
in white communities)” (p. 10), and the responsibilities that come with using narratives in research. 
Foster’s (2016; US) doctoral dissertation is a narrative, feminist, intersectional study of three Indig-
enous women who work and lead as engineers and technologists and whose lived realities lift nontra-
ditional Native American voices in engineering and promote the power of story. Handley and Moje 
(2018; US) use narratives and counter-narratives of Latina youth on engineering problem definition to 
delaminate engineering identity, referencing McCarty et al. (2013) decolonizing activist ethnography.

3.1.5  Decolonization as . . . Land Back

Authors in South Africa and the United States bring forward decolonization as “land back.” Zem-
bylas et al. (2019–20; SA) write about decolonizing the university, arguing it is not just about 
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decolonizing the knowledge produced but also about decolonizing the physical space – the land – 
referencing “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor” by Tuck and Yang (2012) – and all physical artifacts 
on the land. They write:

South Africa has made little progress in any aspect of redressing the legacy of dispossession. 
Despite billions of rands that have been spent there is very little to be shown in terms of the real 
transformation of the land ownership regime.

(p. 28)

Jalali and Matheis (2017; US) cite a “spectrum of views in liberation” with Fanon’s (2004) prioritiza-
tion of “taking control of the land” (p. 10) at one end of the spectrum of decolonization. Valle et al. 
(2021; US) cite Paperson’s (2014) view of decolonization as “the repatriation of land, the regenera-
tion of relations, and the forwarding of Indigenous and Black and queer futures” (p. 9).

3.1.6  Decolonization as . . . as/for Sustainability

Finally, decolonization is conceptualized by some authors as, or for, sustainability. We see this in 
New Zealand, where Morgan (2008; NZ) explores the mātauranga Māori worldview for a holistic 
approach to sustainability assessment. In Canada, Mante et al. (2020; Canada) write about advanc-
ing engineering education towards sustainable development through the integration of Indigenous 
knowledges, perspectives, and design principles.

3.2  Indigenous Knowledges in Engineering and Technology

A second category in the literature was classified as Indigenous knowledges and technology. There are 
three subcategories here, including place-based knowledges, decolonizing frameworks, and decolonized/
Indigenous technologies.

3.2.1  Place-Based Knowledges

Several authors in the United States and one in Canada discuss place-based knowledges as a subcategory 
of Indigenous knowledges in engineering and technology. In the United States, Page-Reeves et al. (2019; 
US) offer wayfinding to understand Indigenous STEM professionals’ success in historically White 
institutions, cultural reconnection, and accumulation of “experiential wisdom” (p. 178). Howard 
and Kern (2019; US) explore conceptualizing wayfinding as support for a multicultural approach to 
STEM education (p. 1,135). McGowan and Bell (2020; US) conceptualize engineering education 
as the development of sociotechnical literacy at the intersection of critical design theory and critical 
pedagogies of place:

[A] two-way process of decolonizing the designed world by reading the inequities embodied 
in designed and constructed spaces in order to restory these spaces for more just and equita-
ble redesign that looks at engineering problems holistically and with a lens on their differing 
impacts on individuals within communities.

(p. 995)

In Canada, Marker (2019; Canada), critiques this notion of “success” as “disquieting decolonization” 
(p. 1,149), engendering Native Americans into colonial STEM. He argues rather for the centering 
of Indigenous place-based knowledges to advance STEM and transform and decolonize universities.
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3.2.2  Decolonizing Frameworks

A second subcategory of Indigenous knowledges in engineering and technology is decolonizing frameworks. 
Here, we see several articles from authors in the United States, as well as articles from South Africa, 
Canada, and the United Kingdom.

In the United States, Foster and Jordan (2014; US) describe a Navajo framework for learning and 
evaluate Navajo and Western engineering education to understand the philosophies and epistemologies 
within both. The framework is offered to support the recruitment and retention of Navajo students to 
engineering and increase diversity, which they argue is needed to solve “modern-day grand challenges” 
(p. 3). Lakota teachings of the Four Directions prayer and the Medicine Wheel are shared in Catalano 
(2016; US) to enrich an engineering design paradigm. Eglash et al. (2020b; US) describe a workshop with 
high school students and offer a framework for translating Indigenous knowledge systems in a generative 
cycle to diversify STEM inputs and outputs and resurge Anishinaabe ways of being and knowing. This 
work is further discussed as transformative decolonization in Eglash et al. (2020a; US). Velez et al. (2022; 
US) present an Indigenous evaluation framework developed by an Indigenous consortium, grounded in 
Indigenous worldviews, to evaluate an environmental program. They quote Waapalaneexkweew (2018) 
to describe how “Indigenous evaluation is grounded in being ‘caretakers of knowledge, community, or 
family . . . and relational interactions and responsibilities to all things in nature, the spirit world, and each 
other’ ” (p. 1), and is absent of the domination and power dynamics of Western evaluation methods.

In South Africa, Winberg and Winberg (2017, SA) argue that a systematic approach is required 
and suggest approaching curricula as an activity system to determine where change is needed. They 
recommend a social justice framework. In Canada, Seniuk Cicek et  al. (2019b; Canada) discuss 
reinterpreting engineering graduate attributes with the Anishinaabe sacred hoop framework. In the 
United Kingdom, Skopec et al. (2021; UK) advance that decolonizing efforts must be both grass-
roots and institutionally led and “fragility reactions” must be managed. They propose a framework 
for epistemic fragility – meritocracy, individualism, centrality, objectivity, and authority – to inter-
pret faculty responses to decolonization.

3.2.3  Decolonized/Indigenous Engineering and Technologies

Decolonized/Indigenous engineering and technologies is the third subcategory in Indigenous knowledges in 
engineering and technology, where we find articles by authors in the United States and in Canada.

In the United States, Hess and Strobel (2013; US) conduct a scholarly literature search for exam-
ples of “ethno-engineering” and center Indigenous engineering on the context of social justice. 
They discuss sustainability as implicit in ethno-engineering: “Often-times, existing indigenous 
engineering strategies have proven to be environmentally sustainable . . . and although the explicit 
notion of sustainability may be absent, implicitly, sustainability concerns are commonly present in 
the broader holistic worldview of the indigenous people” (p. 59). Droz (2014; US) describes a bio-
cultural design method that brings together Anishinaabe ways of being and knowing with ecological 
engineering “to create resilient designed systems,” critical for “building allied strategies for biore-
gional resilience and sustainability” and “develop[ing] sustain able, resilient communities and nations” 
(p. 122). She explains the integrity of place to the Anishinaabek:

[I]ndigenous resilience is an emergent property of the interconnected relationships within a place. 
. . . Knowledge of places is linked to knowledge of self and community, and the health of places is 
inextricable from the health of people and community. It is land-based knowledge – inextricable 
from community relationship-building – that fosters the resilience of the Anishinaabek.

(Droz, 2014, p. 122)
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Mejia and de Paula (2019; US) discuss the cultural and social practices and knowledges of the Mbyá-
Guaraní of South America and how Indigenous engineering is enacted to broaden the conception of 
engineering beyond a Western-centric determination. They demonstrate how Indigenous knowl-
edge is “participatory, experiential, process-oriented, and ultimately spiritual” (15, p. 36) and share 
Battiste’s (2011) conceptualization of Indigenous knowledge, which is:

[F]ar more than the binary opposite of Western knowledge .  .  . Indigenous  knowledge 
 benchmarks the limitations of Eurocentric theory – its methodology, evidence, and  conclusions –  
reconceptualizes the resilience and self-reliance of Indigenous peoples, and underscores the 
importance of their own philosophies, heritages, and educational processes. Indigenous 
knowledge fills the ethical and knowledge gaps in Eurocentric education, research, and 
scholarship.

(as cited in Mejia & de Paula, 2019, p. 3)

Mejia and de Paula (2019) argue that “the decolonization of the [engineering] curriculum is neces-
sary to develop critically conscious engineers” (p. 5). In Canada, Fritz et al. (2011; Canada) highlight 
Indigenous design and technologies, and Kinsner (2015; Canada) references Best Practices Using Indig-
enous Knowledge (Boven & Morohashi, 2002).

3.3  Decolonizing Engineering Education – Pedagogy and Curriculum

Decolonizing engineering education – pedagogy and curriculum is the third category we characterized in 
the decolonizing literature. It has five subcategories, which are pedagogical responses, decolonizing service 
learning, engineering/STEM outreach, guiding frameworks, and training.

3.3.1  Pedagogical Responses

The first subcategory of decolonizing engineering education – pedagogy and curriculum is pedagogical 
responses, with a concentration of authors writing from Australia, South Africa, and Canada, and 
with one article from the United States.

In Australia, Goldfinch et al. (2010; AU) develop three tutorials designed to foster cultural aware-
ness in engineering students using critical pedagogies and principles of cultural influence. Aboriginal 
peoples, knowledge, and culture are emphasized specifically via a guest lecturer. Authors consciously 
address students’ biases and stereotypes and work to foster an attitude of equality for Indigenous 
knowledges and respect for Indigenous cultures. Motivated by a history of poor Indigenous consul-
tation and engagement in engineering mining projects, Goldfinch et al. (2014; AU) facilitate under-
graduate students to conduct research on past and present approaches to Aboriginal culture and 
heritage in engineering, considerations by government, and the significance for engineering educa-
tion. The authors offer that focusing on legal obligations and industry case studies mitigates student 
concerns of topic legitimacy. Interaction with Aboriginal peoples (e.g., as key project stakeholders) 
also increases students’ enthusiasm. A culture of respect and open-mindedness helps facilitate discus-
sions between students and community members.

Baillie (2011; AU) reports on a large project supported by the Australian Teaching and Learning 
Council to develop curricula and pedagogies for “Engineering Education for Social and Environ-
mental Justice” (p. 2). A multidisciplinary team critiques current engineering education practices 
in Western Australia and brings key ideas, texts, and epistemologies from their diverse disciplines 
to develop a knowledge base for a socially and environmentally just engineer. Learning about and 
respecting Indigenous peoples, cultures, and knowledges is considered critical, particularly as many 
engineers in Western Australia work in the mining industry with projects on Indigenous lands. 
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Local cultural awareness is linked to developing global cultural competence. Indigenous awareness 
and learning are identified as two of several knowledge hubs for curricular case studies for engi-
neering preparation and practice. Kutay and Leigh (2017; AU) and Kutay et al. (2021; AU) provide 
knowledge on Indigenous engineering and technologies, explore the enhancement of engineering 
education through the incorporation of Indigenous knowledges, and provide guidance for develop-
ing these processes in respectful ways. Prpic and Bell (2018; Australia) collaboratively design a new 
course reframed as an on-country two-way learning exchange with the Gunditjmara community at 
the Budj Bim National Heritage Landscape at Lake Condah in southwest Victoria.

In South Africa, Langdon (2013; SA) uses “participatory learning and action (PLA) [decolonizing] 
techniques to address issues of community and identity” (p. 310) to support students in thinking in 
“unfamiliar, more reflexive way[s]” (p. 310). Motala (2017; SA) uses storytelling to introduce African 
knowledge as a decolonizing pedagogy. Steenkamp and Muyengwa (2017; SA) concur that practical 
engineering examples from South Africa will assist in decolonizing the curriculum. Baron (2018; 
SA) proposes using reflexivity and conversation theory to decolonize engineering curricula, where 
students are the “Nunataks” (p. 1), or reference points from which curricula emerge. Course cur-
ricula are thus built on “second order science” (p. 1), which diffuses the singular, dominant discourse 
and “realist view” (p. 1) of science traditionally found in engineering courses to a heterarchical- 
situated conversation tied to students’ unique ways of knowing. Thus, instructors and students co-
create a recursive, inclusive, and ethical curriculum, with ethics found “in both the method and 
choice of content” (p. 21).

Zembylas et al. (2019–20; SA) introduce a “hauntological decolonizing pedagogy,” (p. 45) using 
GIS in an engineering course to explore “how the curriculum can be used to animate occluded 
injustices of the past by means of a micro-instance of activism in the form of a storytelling interven-
tion” (p. 28) and “make visible the coloniality of apartheid” (p. 43). Gupta (2020; SA) offers that 
participation in seminars, workshops, and discussions and use of local case studies are ways to decolo-
nize. A new course, African Insights, is being offered at the University of Johannesburg. There is an 
improved community engagement module at North-West University (forthcoming book chapter) 
and a curriculum design partnership in UCT’s Department of Chemical Engineering that replaces a 
conventional chemical industry project with a local community project with a distinct decoloniza-
tion focus (Agrawal, Heydenrych & Harding, 2022; SA).

In Canada, Friesen and Herrmann (2018; Canada) present plans to incorporate Indigenous 
knowledge, perspectives, and design principles in engineering curricula. Friesen et  al. (2019; 
Canada) describe the work of an Indigenous engineer-in-residence, and Friesen (2019) reflects on 
Indigenizing the curriculum. Frey et al. (2018, 2019; Canada) describe the redesign of the first-
year engineering program and addition of a cultural foundation course to introduce the impor-
tance of inclusivity and intercultural competencies in engineering and to enable contextualized 
inclusion of Indigenous examples in subsequent curriculum. Students are required to complete an 
Indigenous history course in the summer before entry. Eikenaar (2018; Canada) describes the first 
steps in Indigenizing the curriculum. Eikenaar et  al. (2022; Canada) discuss a project integrated 
into a second-year communication course that “familiarizes students with the process of consult-
ing with Indigenous communities by conducting research on community histories and priorities, 
while reflecting on the ethical, practical, legal, and intercultural demands of engineering communi-
cation” (p. 1). Boudreau and Anis (2019; Canada) reference Indigenous Elders as clients for capstone 
design projects. Perks and Dimitrova (2019; Canada) reference civil engineering capstone projects in 
partnership with Indigenous communities and governments that have been successful in preparing 
students for Indigenous engagement and increasing their awareness of small northern communities 
in Canada. The projects are hoped to also attract Indigenous youth into engineering. Seniuk Cicek 
et al. (2019; Canada) introduce a transdisciplinary design build course taught in partnership with 
Shoal Lake 40 First Nation.



Jillian Seniuk Cicek et al.

62

Irish and Romkey (2021; Canada) introduce students to an Indigenous Ethics of Care Frame-
work (Whyte & Cuomo, 2017) and Zoe Todd’s (2017, 2018) Indigenous worldview, where riv-
ers, fish, and ancient decayed beings in oil sands “are considered ‘kin’ and are upheld in kinship 
relations” (p.  4). They incorporate multiple competing worldviews by discussing the interests of 
Wet’suwet’en hereditary chiefs and of the land, plants, and animals to expose power relations and 
the pressures and problems in negotiations between corporate, government, Indigenous groups, and 
“the unspoken-for more-than-human actors” (p. 4). Johnson (2021; Canada) develops activities to 
support transformative learning so students recognize their responsibility as citizen engineers and 
the development of responsible public policy. Seniuk Cicek et al. (2022; Canada) introduce a new 
course to decolonize and Indigenize engineering that exclusively presents and supports Indigenous 
worldviews. In the United States, Dandridge et al. (2019; US) recognize decolonizing curricular 
reading lists.

3.3.2  Decolonizing Service Learning

Decolonizing service learning is the second subcategory in decolonizing engineering education – pedagogy 
and curriculum, with most articles written by authors in the United States, and one from an author 
in New Zealand.

Grommes (2004; US) offers an example of a partnership between two universities and a tribal 
college to educate students on sustainability and Indigenous cultures and to partner on a community 
project (the American Indian Housing Initiative) to develop sustainable and efficient technologies. 
Benning et al. (2014; US) describe how the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation and faculty and students 
from Oglala Lakota College and South Dakota School of Mines and Technology collaborated on 
the design, research, and testing of a sustainable, renewable energy food production system. Students 
learn that the Lakota did not have a word for sustainability as it is so ingrained in all aspects of Lakota 
life that it does not exist as a separate concept, that trust is built through developing relationships, 
that projects take more time to interact with multiple stakeholders. Wilson et  al. (2015; US) use 
Nguzo Saba and Africentricity, borderlands, cultural community wealth, and critical race theories 
to conceptualize service learning as mentoring. They highlight sitio y lengua – decolonizing spaces 
and discourses – in “design[ing] a Mentor Service-Learning model [that] will provide a culturally 
responsive academic experience [to support Latine students’] academic growth in STEM while build-
ing and strengthening students’ identities as members of their community” (p. 7). Garcia’s (2018) 
article on decolonizing Hispanic-serving institutions is referenced (e.g., Salgado et al., 2021; US). 
Koh (2020; US) explains how service learning “reproduces colonial and globalist tendencies that 
ultimately undermine already-marginalized communities” (p.  2). Koh and Rossmann (2021; US) 
offer that service learning could be decolonized by deprioritizing student outcomes to prioritize 
community needs.

Hughes et  al. (2017; NZ) discuss an inaugural design project in collaboration with the 
Koukourārata rūnanga that helps provide the community with design plans for future development 
and is hoped to inspire youth to engage in STEM. The course promotes “design thinking, concept 
generation and selection, collaborative work, sustainability, and engaging with Aotearoa/New Zea-
land’s indigenous Māori communities in the spirit of respectful co-creation” (p. 10).

3.3.3  Engineering/STEM Outreach

Several authors write about engineering/STEM outreach, which is the third category in decolonizing 
engineering education – pedagogy and curriculum. These authors are writing from New Zealand, Canada, 
and the United States.
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In New Zealand, Mitchell (2006; NZ) evaluates a tutoring program for Māori and Pasifika stu-
dents demonstrating positive results for targeting students and student outcomes. Morgan (2006; 
NZ) describes Ngā hoa o te kupenga rorohiko, an innovative distance learning program to increase 
Māori student participation in engineering. Murray and Morgan (2009; NZ) discuss an award-
winning participation strategy for Indigenous engineering students based on the Māori participa-
tion strategy of 5 “R”s – readiness, recruitment, retention, research, and role modelling – at the 
University of Auckland. It fosters equity, community–student relationships, student-led recruit-
ment and mentoring, and a supportive Indigenous student and faculty cohort and is “justified by 
the university’s Treaty of Waitangi obligations, equity considerations, and also by the view that our 
Māori and Pasifika students make very good engineers in practice” (p. 605). Leydens et al. (2017; 
US, NZ) evaluate this strategy using an engineering-for-social-justice (E4SJ) framework. The work 
“highlights the importance of acknowledging underrepresented students’ culture and values not just 
outside the engineering curriculum, but within it” (p. 14). The strategy peaked in 2009 and 2010 
but has declined since. The authors hope that this participation strategy will be resumed.

In Canada, Herrmann (2012, 2014; Canada) discusses the Indigenous access program at the Uni-
versity of Manitoba (2022), which has existed for 35 years. Kinsner et al. (2014; Canada) describe 
the Verna Kirkness space discovery camp for Indigenous high school students. Stacey et al. (2017; 
Canada) reflect on a decade of STEM outreach for Indigenous youth and the importance of com-
munity relationships, delivery, and leadership styles, and balancing Western and Indigenous world-
views. Wiseman and Herrmann (2019) challenge “colonial definitions of program success framed by 
the short-term thinking of participation, enrolment, retention, and graduation rates of Indigenous 
students” (p. 9) in discussing how to unlearn colonialism in access programs. Dornian et al. (2020; 
Canada) describe a pre-university coding workshop designed for Indigenous and women in engi-
neering outreach. Huntinghawk et al. (2020; Canada) have built a cybersecurity mini curriculum as 
a community engagement initiative with First Nations communities in Manitoba. Gerrard and Boyer 
(2022) reflect on engaging Indigenous youth in a virtual land–based STEM leadership program.

In the United States, Fick et al. (2013; US) describe the vertical integration of civil and environ-
mental design through a regenerative community project on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation to 
increase enrolment of Oglala Lakota College students in engineering. Navickis-Brasch et al. (2014; 
US), and later, Pieri et al. (2020; US), describe collaborative projects with tribal colleges to culturally 
center students on their communities and connect them to engineering and STEM.

Jordan (2015; US) and Jordan et al. (2017, 2018, 2019) explore “how Navajo engineers experi-
ence, understand, and apply engineering design and practice in the context of their culture and 
community” (Jordan et al., 2019, p. 355). The intersection of Navajo worldviews and engineering 
design and practice informs culturally responsive engineering design curricula for K–12 Navajo 
students. The authors hold that culturally relevant pedagogy can braid engineering with culture for 
a stronger, more diverse, and relevant profession. A Tohono O’odham woman interviews three com-
munity members to explore how they perceive and connect to engineering to develop culturally rel-
evant curricula for Tohono O’odham students (Anderson & Jordan, 2018; US). Preliminary findings 
point to engineering as a cultural strategy to survive and as a process for community development. 
Tohono O’odham values are mapped to engineering design traits.

3.3.4  Guides and Frameworks

The fourth subcategory in decolonizing engineering education – pedagogy and curriculum is guides and 
frameworks, with several each coming out of Australia and Canada.

In Australia, Leigh et al. (2014; AU) collate evidence of Aboriginal engineering and technologies 
to incorporate them into engineering curricula and prepare engineering students for respectful and 
culturally relevant interaction with Aboriginal peoples in engineering practice. They use a Venn 
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diagram with three circles to conceptualize how Aboriginal, Western, and engineering ways of 
knowing overlap (see Figure 4.1).

Kennedy et al. (2016; AU) provide a model (Figure 4.2) for establishing inclusive learning spaces 
and including knowledge about relevant Aboriginal practices and principles in engineering content 
that incorporates the “artifact space” from Figure 4.1. An outcome is the recognition of Aboriginal 
engineering and the importance of relationships. As cited in Leigh et al., 2015, “[e]ngineering edu-
cation that is inclusive of Indigenous perspectives cannot be achieved without sustained and produc-
tive relationships between Indigenous Communities and Engineering Schools” (p. 8).

Kennedy et al. (2016; AU) provide A Beginner’s Guide to Incorporating Aboriginal Perspectives into 
Engineering Curricula as “a set of reference points for making decisions about how to build a genu-
ine two-way relationship with the right Aboriginal people and Aboriginal communities that will 
contribute relevant Aboriginal perspectives to your Engineering discipline” (p.  9). The work is 
guided by five components: (1) Start with a new philosophy, (2) Explore Engineering through three 
perspectives, (3) Consider an Aboriginal worldview, (4) Engage with Aboriginal people and their 
communities, and (5) Tailor the learning environment (p. 10). They teach about the five “rights” of 
engaging with Indigenous communities: (1) right people, (2) right place, (3) right language, (4) right 
time, and (5) right way (pp. 19–23) (see Figure 4.2).

Ruta et al. (2021; Canada) offer a conceptual framework for developing an engineering educa-
tion curriculum in partnership with Indigenous peoples and communities based on five themes 
categorized from 43 academic and gray literature texts identified in a rapid scoping review (see 
Figure 4.3).

Figure 4.1  The artifact space – developing knowledge of Indigenous engineering.

Source: Leigh et al. (2014).
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Figure 4.2  Model for embedding Indigenous perspectives in engineering education.

Source: Kennedy et al. (2016).

Figure 4.3  Conceptual diagram for developing a new curriculum that includes Indigenous peo-
ples, knowledges, and perspectives in engineering education.

Source: Ruta et al. (2021).
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Dubiel et al. (2021; Canada), in consultation with Shoal Lake 40 First Nation community mem-
bers, offer four touchstones to guide “how the engineering process can adapt to make space for 
Indigenous ways of knowing and being” (p. 6). The touchstones, process, sustainability, means, and 
relationships, are interwoven and omnipresent; they are influenced by Indigenous teachings and can 
be referred to at any point during the design process (see Figure 4.4).

3.3.5  Training

Finally, several authors write about training as a subcategory in decolonizing engineering education – 
pedagogy and curriculum with workshops reported on in Australia and New Zealand, Canada, South 
Africa, and the United States.

In New Zealand and Australia, Hughes et al. (2018; NZ, AU) offer a workshop to engineering 
educators called, “He Awa Whiria – a braided rive in te reo Māori”, emphasizing weaving Indig-
enous and Western knowledges together in engineering curricula. Goddard et al. (2021; AU) offer a 
workshop to explore project-based learning with explicit focus on remote Indigenous homelands to 
assist educators in designing educational opportunities to develop students’ cultural competence and 
risk management skills. Prpic and Goldfinch (2021; AU) offer a second workshop emphasizing the 
importance of relationships between Aboriginal communities and engineering educators.

In Canada, Seniuk Cicek et al. (2019a; Canada) and Seniuk Cicek et al. (2021a; Canada) reflect 
on a series of faculty workshops designed to enhance engineering education with Indigenous 
cultures, pedagogies, knowledges, and perspectives. Sharing circles, workshops, panels, and col-
laboratoriums centering on Indigenous peoples and initiatives have been offered at the Canadian 
Engineering Education Association (CEEA-ACEG) annual conference beginning in 2017 (Seniuk 
Cicek et al., 2020). In the United States and South Africa, Lord et al. (2019b; US, South Africa) and 

Figure 4.4  Pictorial depiction of the guiding touchstones.

Source: Dubiel et al. (2021).



Decolonization in Engineering Education

67

Lord et al. (2019a; US) offer workshops to begin a dialogue on decolonizing engineering education 
by dismantling engineering as an “objective” activity.

3.4  Decolonizing Engineering Education – Impact on Students, 
Instructors, and Community Members

The fourth and final category of literature is organized under the heading decolonizing engineering 
education – impact on students, instructors, and community members. This category is divided into two 
subcategories: engagement and integration.

3.4.1  Engagement

The first subcategory of decolonizing engineering education – impact on students, instructors, and com-
munity members is engagement, with work coming from Australia. Godfrey and King (2010; AU) 
explore Indigenous student recruitment and retention in engineering. Their guiding principles 
include that success cannot only be quantitatively defined (“bums on seats”) but that different types 
of initiatives are also needed for diverse approaches; communication consultation is required. They 
find no national strategy for recruitment and question if this would be valuable. Challenges include 
lack of connection, engagement, and relevance of engineering for Aboriginal communities and 
few qualified Aboriginal high school students. Opportunities include inclusive curricula, project-
based learning, access programs, mentoring, and outreach. Authors recommend building relation-
ships with the university Indigenous support unit, school mentoring groups, subject teachers and 
career advisers, local Indigenous communities, Indigenous engineers, and industry, and designing 
inclusive curriculum with hands-on opportunities for assisting local Indigenous communities with 
their priorities.

Goldfinch and Kennedy (2013; AU) present a range of strategies for growing genuine engage-
ment between Aboriginal Community and engineering education identified through consultation 
with Illawarra Aboriginal communities. Misconceptions and mispractice, or four “don’ts” when 
engaging with Indigenous communities, include: (1) consultation and engagement for the wrong 
reasons, that is, meeting minimum regulatory/policy requirements, or “ticking boxes”; (2) unsus-
tainable initiatives and a fly-in-fly-out approach to outreach, leading to abrupt discontinuities in 
engagement; (3) a deficit view of Indigenous cultures and communities; and (4) Indigenous culture 
and community as a singular entity (p. 5).

Five principles of country conceptualizing Aboriginality are also identified: (1) Country – refers 
to one’s nature and natural surroundings. It includes lands and waters; trees and plant life; animals, 
birds, fish, and reptiles. (2) Kinship – reflects the system by which people are related to each other. 
It defines one’s roles and responsibilities and obligations and commitments to the relationship. (3)  
Culture – is said by the Dharawal to be present in your everyday being. It is represented in art; song 
and dance; language, stories, and oral histories. (4) Journey – refers to the lived experiences that 
occur and have occurred “on country.” This is presented through one’s story and one’s families’ 
stories, one’s history, past, present, and future. (5) Connectedness – speaks of the interrelationship of 
everything and distinguishes how nothing can be considered in isolation (pp. 5–6) (see Figure 4.2).

Goldfinch and Kennedy (2013; AU) offer how differing worldviews can create conflict for engi-
neering education:

Western cultures which have shaped engineering education in Australia emphasize facts and 
concepts in a decontextualised manner. In contrast, Indigenous worldviews tend to emphasize 
value, spirituality, and holistic understandings. . . . The clash of cultures can create significant 
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challenges in education when these differing values and worldviews are not recognized and 
accommodated.

(p. 8)

Engineering is seen as having a negative impact on country and in community, with little under-
standing of the profession in communities. Positive steps include supporting engagement through 
sustainable initiatives, moving away from a deficits view of Indigenous people, and recognizing the 
diversity of Indigenous Australia.

In Goldfinch and Hollis (2016; AU) and Hollis and Goldfinch (2017; AU), findings from an 
online survey of engineering graduates identify that encounters with Aboriginal culture heritage 
were common on engineering project sites. Participants had minimal formal education beyond 
grade school with engaging with Aboriginal communities and reported low confidence levels. 
Authors conclude that education and training are needed to meet the challenges of large infrastruc-
ture projects and the preservation of Aboriginal heritage.

3.4.2  Integration

The second subcategory of decolonizing engineering education – impact on students, instructors, and com-
munity members is integration. Much of this work comes out of Canada, with one article each from 
Australia and South Africa.

In Canada, Johnson (2016; Canada) explores intercultural competence and knowledge of social 
risk in mining engineering students through surveys and focus groups, identifying three sequential 
threshold concepts impeding students’ development: recognizing different forms of knowledge, 
understanding values are tied to culture, and respecting varied conceptualizations of well-being 
and quality of life. In 2020, Johnson (2020; Canada) presents several theories towards a frame-
work to support the development of intercultural competence curricula in engineering mining 
education.

Gibson (2016; Canada) theorizes a road built by engineers that is significant to both the Stl’atl’imx 
of the lower Lillooet River Valley and 38 years of grade 10 non-Indigenous students who traverse 
the road as part of their curriculum as “material culture or ‘things’ that both produce, and are prod-
ucts of, complex relationships with the human, non-human and natural world” (p.  26). Gibson 
frames how Stl’atl’imx decolonize their landscape and regain identity and belonging and offers a way 
of understanding the process of making and meaning-making of an engineering artifact.

Mante et al. (2019; Canada) introduce a study on the impact of integrating Indigenous knowledges 
and perspectives in engineering curricula on students’ learning. Thomsen et al. (2021; Canada) and 
Kilada et al. (2021; Canada) share initial findings through student stories that highlight the impact 
of the Elder’s teachings on students, the importance of Indigenous knowledges and perspectives in 
engineering education, and making space for student reflection. Knowledge exchange is recognized 
as dependent on relationships, which involves identifying each other’s historical backgrounds, situ-
ational contexts, and values, and requires active listening, genuine curiosity, empathy, and time.

Seniuk Cicek et al. (2020, 2021b; Canada) share the Indigenous initiatives in accredited engi-
neering programs across Canada and critically consider the work through Gaudry and Lorenz’s 
(2018) spectrum of Indigenization. They find efforts in reconciliation and decolonization are pre-
dominantly in grassroots initiatives, with institutional initiatives focusing largely on inclusion. Forrest 
and Seniuk Cicek (2021; Canada) examine Indigenous design and the integration of Indigenous 
design with Western design. They conclude that “by incorporating Indigenous knowledges with 
western approaches, social, environmental, and economic sustainability would be more thoroughly 
assessed in the engineering design process” (p. 6). Zacharias et al. (2022; Canada) begin work to 
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survey Indigenous land–based learning in engineering education. Preliminary findings demonstrate 
that land-based approaches are not widespread in engineering education in Canada. Diversified 
knowledge gathering is required to better understand the current landscape.

In Australia, Goldfinch, Jolley, et  al. (2016; AU) and Goldfinch et  al. (2017; AU) interview 
engineering educators to understand the conditions for implementing a curricular model for incor-
porating Aboriginal perspectives in engineering education. They find that engineering educators, 
though positive about doing this work, are motivated by how engineers can help Aboriginal peoples 
(a deficits’ perspective) rather than recognizing mutual knowledge-sharing and learning. Challenges 
include lack of confidence in building relationships, competing priorities, lack of experience and 
contacts, and misunderstanding the time commitment needed. Benefits for engaging in the work 
are recognized, including new perspectives on sustainability, community engagement, engineering 
project management, and Aboriginal student recruitment and retention.

In South Africa, Mkansi et al. (2018; SA) survey students’ understandings of how decolonization 
is applicable to engineering education at the University of the Witwatersrand. They find “strongly  
held views” and “not one common accepted meaning,” however, decolonization is perceived as 
applicable, and curricular reform central to achieving it (p. 1,018). The authors share that curricula 
should be inclusive, epistemologically diverse, include African scientific knowledge, and decenter, 
but not remove Western science, and that decolonization requires both faculty and students. Further 
research is recommended on Indigenous scientific knowledge, African languages in engineering 
education, how students should/could engage in decolonization, and the impact of engineering 
education on local society.

4  Overview of the Literature

Overall, the literature we found on decolonization in engineering education is published by authors 
in Australia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Columbia, India, Kenya, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singa-
pore, South Africa, the United Kingdom, United States, and Zimbabwe. The publications from 
Brazil, Chile, Columbia, India, Kenya, Peru, Singapore, and Zimbabwe are all single articles or 
the work of one author (as in the case of Brazil). There are two articles each from Mexico and the 
United Kingdom.

Predominantly, articles are published by authors out of Australia, Canada, South Africa, and the 
United States, with some notable trends. Authors from Australia are absent from dialogue in our 
first two categories of decolonization, decolonization as . . . and Indigenous knowledges in engineering 
and technology. However, authors publishing in Australia have strong representation in the third and 
fourth categories, decolonizing engineering education – pedagogy and curriculum and decolonizing engineering 
education – impact on students, instructors, and community members. In the latter, they are the only country 
represented in the subcategory engagement. Authors writing from the United States are represented 
in the first three categories; they have no articles in the fourth category, decolonizing engineering 
education – impact on students, instructors, and community members. Within these publications, they have 
particularly strong representation in the subcategories a methodology and decolonizing service-learning. 
Although one article from the United States is represented in the subcategory pedagogical responses, 
overall, this is an area where there is a notable absence of authors from the United States. Authors 
from Canada and South Africa have broad representation throughout the four categories of decolo-
nization. Authors from Canada, like Australia, have the strongest representation in the latter two 
categories and are particularly active in the integration subcategory.

The literature we found centering decolonizing in the engineering education space to some 
extent reflects Shahjahan et al.’s (2022) observations of outward- and inward-facing strategies and 
philosophies of decolonization, however, not completely. Strategies that emphasized “looking 
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outside of the institution to decolonize, by centering local/Indigenous communities, building 
within communities, and reallocating institutional resources to local Indigenous communities to 
actualize communities’ priorities and vision” (p. 12), were, like in Shahjahan et al. (2022), largely 
concentrated in Latin America, Asia, Africa. It is in the spaces of decolonization as . . . equality, eman-
cipation, liberation, localization, co-creation, and equity and a response to Western hegemonic domination, neo-
liberalism, and the global crises in the natural and human world where we largely find this outward-facing  
work and the single articles by authors writing from Brazil, Chile, Columbia, India, Kenya, 
Peru, Singapore, and Zimbabwe. Authors from these geographical locales are absent from the 
other characterizations (especially pedagogical translations) of decolonization in this chapter, 
where articles from Australia, New Zealand, and Canada are concentrated. So this is reflective 
of what Shahjahan et al. (2022) have observed in their review. However, there are also authors 
from South Africa who have representation across the decolonization literature in engineering 
education, as do authors working in the United States and Canada, which is not in keeping with  
Shahjahan et al. (2022).

Interestingly, the other two subsections of decolonization as . . ., which are a paradigm shift, epistemic 
transformation, epistemic justice, social justice, and a methodology, are arguably inward-facing. However, 
not as Shahjahan et al. (2022) describe as concentrated on curricular initiatives but rather in a reflex-
ive and epistemic way, where the way one knows, how one accepts knowledge is created or shared, 
or who owns or controls knowledge is challenged, and a shift is required, or demanded. In this space, 
we hear authors from the United States, which is more in keeping with Shahjahan et al.’s (2022) 
inward-facing global divide, but we also hear authors from South Africa and Mexico, which deviates 
from Shahjahan et al. (2022).

Shahjahan et  al. (2022) found that inward-facing strategies “targeting changes within 
higher education institutions through classroom based curricular and pedagogical shifts as well 
as bringing Indigenous/local knowledge systems and practices into higher education institu-
tions” (p. 12) were more concentrated in Oceania, which, with the addition of a concentra-
tion from North America and representation of authors from South Africa, we also found in 
the decolonizing engineering education literature. In fact, our latter three categorizations of 
decolonization in the engineering education literature, which include Indigenous knowledges in 
engineering and technology, decolonizing engineering education – pedagogy and curriculum, and decolo-
nizing engineering education – impact on students, instructors, and community members, generally can 
be categorized as inward-facing initiatives. Here, there are no authors from Latin America, 
Asia, or Africa, but there are authors from South Africa. So overall, both the definitions of the 
inward-facing binary that Shahjahan et al. (2022) offer and the global binary they see in the 
literature they reviewed in higher education do not exactly fit what we see in the decoloniza-
tion literature in engineering education, though the binary itself offers us an interesting way to 
intellectualize the literature.

Largely, the conceptualization of decolonization in the literature reflects both sets of literature 
that we argue at the outset of this article intersects the trajectories of decolonization. The litera-
ture we found reflects both a movement for economic and political justice in the critique of the 
relationship of dependence between some African nations and previous colonial powers and the 
exploitation, undue political control, and underdevelopment faced after decolonization (Nkru-
mah, 1965; Rodney, 1973; wa Thiong’o, 1986). It also reflects a call for the undoing or “untan-
gling” (Mignolo, 2007) of the dominant structures of knowledge, social, and cultural production 
and power referred to by Maldonado-Torres (2016) as “decoloniality.” The literature reviewed here 
also demonstrates the array of meanings and interpretations of decolonization that we put forth in 
the opening of the chapter, from “inclusion” to “land back,” accentuating the complexities of this 
work. Finally, the literature offers us an understanding of both the drivers of, and the barriers to, 
decolonization.
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5  Drivers for Decolonization

In the literature we observed drivers for decolonization, found at both grassroots and organizational 
levels. We characterized these drivers in five broad categories: educational mandates, policy mandates, 
industry mandates, social justice, and sustainability.

5.1  Educational Mandates

One of the drivers for decolonization is education mandates, where educational programs must 
adapt to changing cohort demographics and/or expectations. Literature from Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand, and South Africa demonstrate curricular initiatives to decolonize engineering educa-
tion. There is less evidence of this in the United States, apart from decolonizing service learning, which 
is strongly represented by authors from the United States. Student-driven educational imperatives, 
such as improving student motivation, retention, and local relevance, are particularly prominent in 
the South African context, where they are positioned as potential outcomes of a decolonized cur-
riculum (Winberg & Winberg, 2017; SA; Ruric Vogel & Human-Vogel, 2018; SA; Lourens, 2017; 
SA). Kanyarusoke and Ngonda (2017; SA) argue for a complete approach in that

Decolonizing Engineering Education means a sum total of teaching, learning, training and 
assessing that produces a group of motivated, knowledgeable and skilled professionals able to 
understand, own up and address the region’s problems and challenges using new and/or estab-
lished engineering methods.

(p. 401)

Motivation, retention, and relevance are also key educational drivers, where decolonization is 
linked to broadening the appeal of engineering education to minoritized and Indigenous students. 
This is a feature prevalent in the engineering/STEM outreach literature and particularly prevalent in 
Australia and New Zealand. Low numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (AU) engineers 
and the increasing recognition of Indigenous lands in industry projects have prompted efforts to 
decolonize curriculum (Morgan, 2006; NZ; Hughes et al., 2017; NZ). Awareness of the need for 
educational programs that are inclusive of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander values and perspec-
tives has grown over the past decade in Australia, sparked at a national level by the Engineers With-
out Borders Challenge (Engineers without Borders, 2010), which presented some of the earliest 
focus on Indigenous community groups (Cutler et al., 2010; AU). Awareness received a significant 
boost following a 2013 federally funded project (Goldfinch, Kennedy, et al., 2016; AU) and a 2015 
national summit on Indigenous engineering (Prpic, 2015; AU), which formed a focal point for 
interested academics and precipitated the formation of communities of practice around curricular 
inclusion of Indigenous knowledges and perspectives in curriculum (Goldfinch & Kennedy, 2013; 
Leigh et al., 2014; Prpic & Bell, 2018; Campbell et al., 2020; AU).

A similar small but growing community of practice is found in the Canadian Engineering Education 
Association–Association Canadienne de l’éducation en génie (CEEA-ACÉG). Articles published in the 
annual conference proceedings referencing Indigenous peoples and knowledges focus on curriculum, 
student learning, design, sustainability, outreach, access, and faculty development. The 2022 conference opened 
with a keynote address on Decolonizing Engineering Education by Herrmann, Métis Professional Engineer-
ing, and Director of the Indigenous Access program (ENGAP) at the University of Manitoba (2022).

5.2  Policy Mandates

Another driver of decolonization are policy mandates, where change is necessitated by institutional 
or government directives. Much of the decolonization literature in Canada, Australia, and New 
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Zealand references policy mandates at institutional or government level as key drivers. Indeed, most 
institutions in Australia have policies in place which mandate action on decolonization to some 
extent (Hollis & Goldfinch, 2017; Universities of Australia & IHEAC, 2011; AU). Decolonization 
in Canada is largely connected to Indigenization prompted by the Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission (TRC) of Canada Calls to Action (2015). Elsewhere, a strong focus on biculturalism in New 
Zealand that has emerged in recent decades has seen decolonization-aligned policies and declarations 
from the federal government through to engineering industry (Black, 2018; NZ).

5.3  Industry Mandates

Industry mandates are another driver of decolonization, where decolonization of education is aligned 
with shifts occurring in industry. These imperatives are particularly apparent in the Australian and 
New Zealand contexts, where legislation and land rights agreements (Australia) or formal treaties 
(NZ) mandate land use agreements with Indigenous landowners and representative bodies in engi-
neering projects that impact these territories (Goldfinch et al., 2014; AU). Such agreements have 
also precipitated employment targets within these projects and demands for greater incorporation 
of Indigenous knowledges, establishing significant demand for Indigenous graduates of engineering 
and allied fields and those who are familiar with these worldviews. Both outcomes are cited as key 
external drivers in research examining Indigenous perspectives in engineering (Hollis & Goldfinch, 
2017; Wilkinson et al., 2021; AU).

5.4  Social Justice

While a social justice focus underpins many of the drivers mentioned previously, some efforts to 
decolonize engineering education exist with this as the primary driver. Connection to social jus-
tice and recognizing the minoritization of cultures, knowledges, technologies, and perspectives are 
prevalent in the literature. The United States particularly appears driven primarily by a social justice 
focus. The literature here is largely focused on decolonizing methodologies and Latine decoloniza-
tion in engineering education; there was less literature on Native American–centered decolonization 
found in our narrative literature search, however, the American Indian Science and Engineering 
Society (AISES, 2022) has an annual conference and has been actively promoting Indigenous peoples 
in STEM for over 45 years.

It is worth noting that Indigenous inclusion is a relatively small component of the decoloniza-
tion debate in South Africa, which was sparked by the “Rhodes Must Fall” student protests of 2015 
(Kamanzi, 2015). This was a campaign demanding the removal of the Cecil John Rhodes statue 
from the main campus on the University of Cape Town, as students saw Rhodes as a symbol of 
institutional racism and exclusion. Indeed, the notion of “Indigenizing” engineering education was 
entirely absent from these protests. It is only more recently that a comparable discourse on Indig-
enous peoples has begun in South Africa, with the opening of the Khoi and San Centre at the Uni-
versity of Cape Town in 2020, launched to “foreground indigenous knowledges, rituals, languages 
and ways of knowing” (Swingler, 2021).

5.5  Sustainability

There is a strong connection to sustainability as a driver for decolonization. Although in this chapter 
only two articles are named in the same-named subcategory, many authors implicate sustainabil-
ity as an incentive for learning about and advancing Indigenous and minoritized knowledges and 
approaches in engineering and engineering education. Indeed, the decolonization as . . . a response to 
Western hegemonic domination, neoliberalism, and the global crises in the natural and human world articles are 
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arguably a more profound and razored reminder of the connection of sustainability to decoloniza-
tion. These motivations are rooted in the current global crises, and the conceptualization of (and, at 
times, arrogance in) engineers’ role in solving these critical problems.

6  Barriers to Decolonizing

In addition to the drivers of decolonization, there are several barriers to decolonization observed in 
the literature. These barriers include false narrative of western engineering and roots in colonial knowledge, 
poverty and survival mentality, rematriation of land, STEM as the tool of the colonizer, “decolonization” as a 
watchword, and lack of resources and literature.

6.1  False Narrative of Western Engineering and Roots in Colonial 
Knowledge

The false narrative of Western engineering and roots in colonial knowledge are exposed by Hoople 
et al. (2020; US), who argue that most engineering classes (e.g., thermodynamics) “have roots in 
the Industrial Revolution and are characterised by particularly ethnocentric (White), masculine, and 
colonial knowledge” (p. 2). Eichhorn (2020; UK) argues that the refusal to recognize the false narra-
tive of Western engineering and technical superiority and learning to work with true global interdis-
ciplinarity and diversity are not only a barrier to decolonization but also a threat to human existence.

6.2  Poverty and Survival Mentality

Poverty and survival mentality are barriers raised by Kant et al. (2015; US), who interview Native 
Americans to determine why they are among the most underrepresented groups in engineering in 
the United States. They learn that “the effects of poverty and the resulting survival mentality divert 
attention from what are perceived to be privileged pursuits such as engineering education” (p. 31). 
Colston et al. (2019; US) also name poverty as a barrier, citing financial, academic, belonging, and 
career information as challenges for Indigenous engineering students.

6.3  Rematriation of Land

Rematriation of land is cited as a barrier to true decolonization. Koh and Rossmann (2021; US) 
reference Tuck and Yang (2012) and Santiago-Ortiz (2019) in arguing that though critical con-
sciousness is important, “without the literal rematriation of land critical pedagogies themselves are 
not decolonial” (Koh & Rossmann, 2021, p. 9). They also reference Gaudry and Lorenz (2018), 
academics from Canada who “point out that ‘decolonial indigenization’ would actually require an 
overhaul of the academy and reorientation of knowledge production” (Koh & Rossmann, 2021, 
p. 10). Taken in context, to decolonize engineering education, a complete overhaul of existing sys-
tems and rematriation of land is required.

6.4  STEM as the Tool of the Colonizer

de Roock and Baildon (2019; Singapore) argue that STEM is a tool of the colonizer and link it to 
today’s global crises: “STEM education discourses are closely aligned with, and reinforce, neolib-
eral social relations . . . [and] Principles of solidarity and social justice are sidelined” (p. 388). They 
argue that efforts to diversify STEM conceal the true reasons for the perpetuated hegemony and 
unfairly put the onus on discriminated populations to gain self-efficacy or skills to meet these chal-
lenges. They look for a future of “radically democratic and decolonized alternatives” to the present 
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neoliberal capitalist world perpetuated via STEM. Pido et al. (2019; Kenya) further the argument for 
this barrier by conceptualizing technology as a colonial mechanism. They offer a critical examina-
tion of the exclusion of African traditional and Indigenous knowledges and non-mechanized and 
non-digitized technology. Mudondo (2020; Zimbabwe) argues that the enslavement and coloniza-
tion of technology and technical and vocational education and training in industrial engineering 
have hindered socioeconomic prosperity in Africa. Castillo-González et al. (2021; Mexico) position 
data capitalism as a new form of planetary colonialism that perpetuates “environmental deterioration 
and the vulnerability of historically excluded and subordinated populations” (p. 369).

6.5  Decolonization as a “Watchword”

Ansari et al. (2021; US, Canada) express concern about “the use of ‘decolonizing’ as a watchword 
without responsible definition.” This is further defined as a “checkbox” or “normative frameworks, 
which then get applied in a template-like fashion” (p. 1). This is an argument that is also made in 
reference to the Truth and Reconciliation (2015) efforts in Canada.

6.6  Lack of Resources and Literature

Skopec et al. (2021; UK) discuss lack of resources or literature in addressing decolonization in engi-
neering and privilege in higher education. Rogers and Valdez (2021; US) concur: “Though there 
have been efforts in fields related to systems engineering, these have mainly been outside of the US 
. . . curriculum changes are needed and . . . course material needs to be contextualized” (p. 8).

7  Recommendations

As one comes to terms with one’s own colonial history, a genuine movement towards decolonization 
in engineering education and research might include substantial partnerships with nondominant, 
local, or Indigenous peoples, communities, and organizations; involvement of nondominant, local, or 
Indigenous leaders in making decisions about land use; and the centering of nondominant, local, or 
Indigenous worldviews and perspectives when developing engineering projects, curricula, research, 
and educational spaces and places. These types of activities can and should occur at both individual 
and systemic levels. We offer this advice: connect to local and Indigenous peoples and build authen-
tic and lasting relationships and collaborations. Be cognizant of sociopolitical events and dynamics 
in your area. Efforts to decolonize engineering education and research are being taken forward in 
different ways, as demonstrated by the literature cited in this chapter; reach out to learn from local 
individuals doing the work.

It is also important to understand that decolonization is more than the inclusion of nondominant, 
local, or Indigenous peoples and perspectives – it requires decolonizing from within (wa Thiong’o, 
1986). It requires a fundamental shift in thinking about whose knowledges and belief systems are 
accessed and how knowledge is acquired and shared. It challenges the notion of objectivity and the 
purposes and practices in engineering. It challenges the perpetuation of the status quo: decoloniza-
tion is not merely including nondominant or Indigenous students and faculty in engineering educa-
tion and the profession as it exists as the Western entity it is today. It requires centering non-Western 
methodologies, pedagogies, and practices. Deeper explorations and understandings of non-Western 
epistemic, ontological, and axiological worldviews are needed to drive genuine decolonization to 
create decolonial spaces and places. Engineering, in many places, is born out of male domination and 
privilege; it absolutely has a role to play and must decolonize itself. It is a fundamental yet for some, 
unintuitive challenge that engineering educators and researchers should champion.
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In doing this work, particularly if undertaking inward-facing work to decolonize higher educa-
tion institutions through pedagogical initiatives, integrating nondominant knowledge systems and 
practices into engineering education, or undertaking service learning with minoritized or Indig-
enous communities, we must be careful not to perpetuate colonizing behaviors and extractive part-
nerships. This is communicated specifically in the literature found in the guides and frameworks, the 
decolonizing service-learning, engagement, and integration subcategories. It is important to remember that 
the involvement of minoritized or Indigenized peoples is not necessarily decolonizing – these situ-
ations are not mutually exclusive.

Perhaps ideologically foreign to traditional engineering identity, the importance of building and 
maintaining relationships is repeatedly stressed in the decolonizing engineering education literature. 
Community outcomes must be prioritized in building decolonized relationships, which take time and 
resources to foster. As such, this work does not live easily in the academy, which traditionally drives a 
research output imperative, nor in the profession, which is largely driven by efficiency and economics. 

And critically, the importance of place cannot be emphasized enough. Place is fundamental to 
decolonizing work and should guide all efforts in this area. This is especially important when look-
ing at the decolonial frameworks in the guides and frameworks subcategory we share in this chapter. 
The information is shared to learn from what others are doing, but with an understanding that 
decolonizing work must be localized and done in awareness, acknowledgment, respect, and partner-
ship with local peoples, cultures, social and political structures, stories, and histories.

The awareness and careful navigation of the decolonial space, and being mindful of not perpetu-
ating colonial knowledges, attitudes, values, and behaviors, are both the challenges and gifts of doing 
this work. They should be one’s guide. Know your heart when engaging in this work. Share your 
motivations honestly – with yourself and with those with whom you are working. Be open and 
willing to learn about and understand that there are other knowledges out there that we would all 
benefit to learn. But do this humbly and, as advised by Kirkness and Barnhardt (2001), with respect, 
in relationship, practicing reciprocity, and taking responsibility for what you learn, what you do, and 
what you say.

8  Limitations

The literature in this chapter largely reflects the decolonial work in engineering education found in 
more traditional forms of academic literature. We hear voices in this literature from both marginal-
ized and dominant populations, although arguably voices from dominant populations are louder. 
As well, all the literature here was retrieved from publications within the structures of the “acad-
emy,” which houses dominant, colonial structures, to which all these authors had access. Thereby, 
in this review, we do not hear the voices or learn from the perspectives of those who do not have 
this access.

Further to this, the gray literature is not well represented here. This area, centering decolonizing 
engineering education and, by extension, the academy, is arguably not well-served by the Western 
academic structure that supports a distinct type of scholarly dissemination (and numerous other 
anti-productive structures for this area, including funding, promotion, etc.) that is rooted in the 
Western colonial knowledge monoculture. We acknowledge the constraints of finding information 
on decolonization because we recognize that many individuals and communities doing this work do 
not live in the academic space. Other good, meaningful, and important work may well be underway 
to decolonize engineering education that is not represented here, existing in alternative places and 
spaces to the academy.

Finally, we also recognize the varied contexts from which scholars engaging in decolonial work 
draw. Literature reviews do not always accurately capture these nuances.
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9  Conclusions

The purpose of this chapter was to explore how decolonization is conceptualized within the engi-
neering education literature. As noted in the beginning, we bring to this chapter our own position-
alities, which significantly inform our understanding and meaning-making in the decolonial space. 
Given this and the relative newness of the decolonial practices demonstrated within this space, our 
chapter should be viewed as the start of a conversation on decolonization in engineering education, 
not a final word. Acknowledging this, we offer some closing thoughts for engineering educators and 
researchers who want to move in a decolonial direction.

While there is movement to decolonize engineering education and the profession, the call for 
decolonization needs to grow louder. There has been an increase in pedagogy and scholarship in 
the literature in the last few decades; however, current efforts are at the beginning stages in some 
places, and the work to move towards a space of decolonization is challenging. Decolonization 
requires confronting and undoing colonizing practices while acknowledging one’s own complicity. 
It requires reframing what knowledge is and who can create it, mostly by de-emphasizing Western 
worldviews and ways of knowing.

Decolonization changes societies’ relationships with nationalism and capitalism and with living 
beings and the land. When colonization is the origin story for the dominating voices of nations, 
it is difficult to advance decolonization. However, should all engineering educators recognize the 
fundamental value of nondominant knowledges and perspectives for engineering and understand 
the urgency of our profession’s role in advancing these diverse knowledges and values systems, they 
will take up the call for decolonization, and decolonization will be less niche and more mainstream 
in the very near future.
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neering Village), and ERIC databases. Title, abstracts, and keywords in Scopus and Web of Science were 
searched using the following search terms: (decolon* or indigenizing or indigenising) AND (engineer* 
or stem) AND (“post-secondary” or universit* or college or “higher education” or “higher ed” or educa-
tion or curricul*). Similar keyword searches were performed in the Compendex along with relevant sub-
ject headings as well as combining the terms with the phrases “Indigenous knowledge(s)” or “Indigenous 
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worldview(s)” or “Indigenous materials.” The ERIC search strategy included the subject heading “Indig-
enous Populations” and the words (decolon* or indigeni*) and “higher education.”  The databases were 
searched from database inception to May 2022.

   We conducted manual search of Google Scholar and ASEE, CEEA-ACÉG, REES, SASEE, and SEFI 
conference proceedings (American Society for Engineering Education; Canadian Engineering Education 
Association-Association Canadienne de l’éducation en génie; Research in Engineering Education Sympo-
sium; South African Society for Engineering Education; European Society for Engineering Education). 
SEFI proceedings predetermined categories searched included “equity and diversity,” “ethics in engineering 
education,” “ethics and leadership,” “internationalization,” “sustainability,” “the global engineer.” AAEE con-
ference proceedings (Australasian Association for Engineering Education) were found via Scopus, reference 
searches, and a search of the 2021 REES-AAEE online program. Inclusion for all publications was refer-
ence to decolonization in engineering education or STEM and was determined via titles and abstracts and, 
at times, full paper review. The authors’ work and knowledge of publications supplemented the literature 
review.
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1  Introduction

Engineering ethics education has traditionally emphasized the individual responsibility of engineers, 
as laid out in professional codes of ethics, while neglecting the collective nature of engineering 
practice and the global and societal responsibilities of the profession. The chapter expands the scope 
of established approaches to engineering ethics education by accounting for global and culturally 
inclusive practices. It aims to (1) identify regional authorship patterns as well as the major institu-
tional and national actors in engineering ethics education research, (2) survey the methods used to 
conduct research on global and culturally inclusive practices in engineering ethics education, and 
(3) survey recent pedagogical and institutional practices to broaden engineering ethics education 
towards a global and culturally inclusive vision.

We start by making the case for a global vision of engineering ethics education rooted in an 
explicit commitment to value-ladenness, and we position the term “global” in this context. We 
then describe our methodological approach, which combines bibliometric analysis with a systematic 
literature review. In the following sections, we present a mapping of regional authorship patterns in 
engineering ethics education research (Section 4), followed by an overview of the methodological 
approaches employed in research describing global and culturally inclusive practices (Section 5) and 
the presentation of the learning goals, teaching practices, and institutional strategies reported in the 
literature (Section 6). We conclude with a list of recommendations for deepening the work and 
directions traced in this chapter.

2  Background and Rationale for a Global and Culturally Inclusive 
Engineering Ethics Education

The prevalent approach to engineering ethics education emphasizes the role and responsibilities 
of the individual engineer within the engineering sphere according to their professional duties as 
laid out in ethical codes (Bielefeldt et al., 2016; Colby & Sullivan, 2008; Herkert, 2000; Hess & 
Fore, 2018; Martin et  al., 2021). This approach focuses more on the application of ethical tools 
and resources (such as ethics codes) in addressing the professional ethical concerns in engineering 
practice than on questioning the moral quality of engineering per se. It is distanced from macro-
ethical concerns with ensuring social justice, care, or promoting the collective responsibilities of 
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engineering (Herkert, 2001). At the heart of our argument is the assumption that engineering prac-
tice is not a neutral endeavor but one which is intimately linked with the values of the communities 
in which engineering is practiced and of engineers themselves. As such, educational practices, insti-
tutional strategies, and educational research need to engage explicitly with the value-laden nature of 
engineering and its situatedness in local and global contexts.

2.1  The Value-Laden Nature of Engineering Practice

Engineering artifacts are more than the outcome of the application of technical and scientific knowl-
edge. They embed social, cultural, and political values and can have socioeconomic and political 
effects (Winner, 1986, 1990; Bijker, 1995). Marzano (1993), now a retired chief design officer of 
Electrolux, stated that “design is a political act,” such that “every time we design a product, we are 
making a statement about the direction the world will move in.” Engineering practice can implicitly 
incorporate and propagate dominant stereotypes, beliefs, or biases, therefore excluding the needs or 
characteristics of different categories of users and so exacerbating inequality and injustice.

For example, Michelfelder et al. (2017) highlight how the prevalent male perspective in techno-
logical design leads to artifacts that perpetuate cultural stereotypes or that may be unsafe for specific 
categories of users. This is the case of artificial hearts that were shown to fit only 20% of women 
due to the smaller size of their chest cavity (Deng, 2015), or the first generation of voice recogni-
tion technologies which failed to recognize women’s voices due to their higher pitch (Palmiter 
Bajorek, 2019). Looking at how algorithms discriminate against Afro-Americans, Umoja Noble 
(2018) notices a systematic algorithmic culture of oppression. When entering the term “Black girls” 
in online search engines, Umoja Noble found that the top entries were sexual. This bias goes beyond 
search engines to affect electoral politics and financial markets (Pasquale, 2015). Financial services 
nowadays rely on predictive algorithms to determine the suitability of a credit application, estimat-
ing the probability that an applicant will default. They do so by determining the percentage of 
individuals who defaulted based on similar characteristics to the applicant. Pasquale found that race 
is a key variable considered in predictive analysis, resulting in a low percentage of credit applications 
approved for Afro-Americans. Bias is not the only problem. There is also an uneven distribution of 
risks brought by technological developments (Okereke, 2010), as “the populations most at risk from 
anthropogenic climate change are low-income people in developing countries, who do not gain 
much from the activities that give rise to climate change” (Hansson, 2017, p. 162).

2.2  Characteristics of a Value-Laden Approach

Engineering in general and its underlying rationale have historically been understood in terms of the 
assumed universal and universalizing character of technological globalization – be it transfer of ideas, 
artifacts, or modes of action. However, sociohistorical studies have revealed the diversity of practices 
that are merged under the umbrella term “engineering” (Christensen et al., 2012). These practices are 
context-specific with respect to the evolution of national schools, occupational demarcation, or the  
sectoral and functional divisions within the profession (Meiksins & Smith, 1996).

The globalization of engineering manifests itself through the increased mobility of engineers, 
the international reach of engineering firms and projects, the outreach of professional societies, and 
the impact of global accords on national educational systems (Washington Accord, Seoul Accord, 
EUR-ACE, etc.). The Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET) is considered 
a key global player in regulating technical education, in particular regarding ethics requirements 
(Akera, 2017). Its activity and global role were critically debated over the last decade (Bucciarelli, 
2008; Hess & Fore, 2018; Matos et al., 2017; Slaton & Riley, 2015), highlighting the domination 
exercised by the United States in the engineering education landscape (Anwar & Richards, 2013; 
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Klassen, 2018). The conceptual, methodological, and pedagogical debates around engineering ethics 
education evolved predominantly in Anglophone countries (see further Section 3.1). More recently, 
we see incipient debates in countries outside of the direct reach of ABET (Gwynne-Evans et al., 
2021) and in the countries looking to establish accreditation models rooted in national qualification 
processes.

The discussion on the globalization of engineering highlights the extent to which the image, 
content, and cultural meaning of the profession (e.g., the status of professional societies and their 
ethical codes), as well as its reproduction through educational systems (e.g., the philosophies of 
science and technology underlying the engineering curricula), are conditioned by the cultural-
historical status of developed and developing countries (Gispen, 1990; Mitcham & Kazakova, 2020; 
Pfotenhauer & Jasanoff, 2017a).

This is further evident when contextualizing engineering in the “non-Western,” post-colonial, 
or post-socialist societies. Along with the deficits of the local translation of technologies and the 
transfer of “best practices” around the world (Akubue, 2017; Pfotenhauer & Jasanoff, 2017b), the 
globalization of engineering raises reflection not only along the break lines of cultures (Jing  & 
Doorn, 2020) but also – through contrast and feedback – within the dominant culture of teach-
ing engineering ethics (Luegenbiehl, 2004; Luegenbiehl & Clancy, 2017). Despite a sophisticated 
level of self-critique, the established dominance of the West-centric approach to moral action in 
engineering persists.

The challenges to the dominant West-centric approach are rooted in the prevailing values and 
inner contradictions of the neoliberal technocratic culture of modernity. This culture has combined 
in a paradoxical way the cult of individual creativity and success (as exemplified by the figure of the 
outstanding inventor and entrepreneur) with a fatalistic belief in the “inevitable progress” of technol-
ogy (through selection on the markets as well as accumulation of scientific knowledge) that permits 
and even endorses the anonymizing of individual action and responsibility. A fascination with inno-
vation may be seen to focus moral reflection on the extraordinary cases (rather than on mundane 
practices), discrete decisions (rather than communication processes), professional roles (rather than 
multifaceted interactions), individual inputs and heroic responses (rather than collective routines 
and collaborative practices), short-term consequences (rather than path dependency), evaluation of 
risks (rather than precaution), microethics (rather than contextualizing a moral action at the macro 
level). All these alternatives are discussed both in the empirical findings in science and technology 
studies and in the conceptual research in the philosophy of engineering, fostered by communities 
such as the Forum on Philosophy, Engineering and Technology, the Society for Philosophy and 
Technology or the Engineering, Social Justice and Peace network. Nevertheless, the advancements 
in the empirical understanding of engineering ethics education are still insufficiently translated into 
teaching practices. This is partly due to methodological gaps and partly due to the cultural inertia of 
technical education (Mitcham & Englehardt, 2019).

Thus, engineering ethics education requires the engagement with values in an explicit way. 
A driving force of engineering ethics education were the political and commercial imperatives at 
work within the dominant culture. This focus has depoliticized the role of the individual engineer 
from that of social activist or changemaker (Forbes et al., 2021; Karwat et al., 2015; Riley, 2008) to 
a “prisoner of the capitalist machine” (Conlon, 2019) or a “technological barbarian” (Barry, 2012). 
This professional identity emphasizes the compliance and conformity to technical and safety require-
ments. It can thus contribute to the individual complacency with personal achievements rather 
than the focus on influencing political structures or power relations. The political is value-laden, 
whereby the focus on a particular set of values may displace other values and may require a shift in 
role from expert (authority and thus privileged) to stakeholder (and thus one of several parties with 
vested interests). When the focus is shifted to include the “how” and “why” of values, this opens 
an uncomfortable space where power is negotiated and subverted (Martin et al., 2021). The focus 
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of ethics education in engineering is thus shifted from the vision of engineering – which is highly 
political – to the individual accountability for discreet actions.

2.3  The Status Quo of Engineering Ethics Education and Research

The domination of the Western perspective in engineering ethics education is manifest in the cur-
ricula (Mitcham, 2009; Kanemitsu, 2018; Clancy & Hohberger, 2019; Balakrishnan et al., 2021; 
Zhang & Zhu, 2021), in textbooks (Fu et  al., 2018; Balakrishnan et  al., 2021; Bielefeldt et  al., 
2021), in ethical frameworks (Bielefeldt, 2019; Zhu & Jesiek, 2020; Balakrishnan et al., 2021; Jing & 
Doorn, 2020; Zhu, 2021), through topics borrowed from Western codes of ethics (Luegenbiehl, 
2018), and in research (Balakrishnan et al., 2021; Nasir et al., 2021). As Zhang and Zhu (2021) point 
out, we have been witnessing the adoption of the “American-style” of engineering ethics education 
and research as a “global paradigm.”

This paradigm seems to take for granted the cultural homogeneity and the familiarity of students 
with the value structure of the Western society (Luegenbiehl, 2010; Zhu & Jesiek, 2020). This is 
potentially problematic due to differences concerning the nature of ethical judgments and actions 
across cultures (Wang & Thompson, 2013; Clancy & Hohberger, 2019; Zhu & Jesiek, 2020), as well 
as the neglect of non-Western cultural beliefs and values (Jing & Doorn, 2020) and global develop-
ment issues (Bielefeldt et al., 2021). Given the increasing complexity of societal problems and the 
need for value-pluralist technological responses, a global education paradigm seeking homogeneity 
is a disempowering form of education. By accepting the status quo of the dominance of West-
centric beliefs, values, and approaches, engineering ethics education faces the risk of perpetuating a 
form of cultural imperialism (Clancy & Hohberger, 2019). Changing the status quo of engineering 
education and research requires a critical and self-reflective stance that considers socioeconomic and 
cultural contexts, geographical differences, prevalent biases, and cognitive assumptions.

In the context of increasing attempts to decolonize the curriculum and to dismantle the status quo 
of the prevalent Western perspective in engineering education, the chapter has three major aims. First, 
it aims to identify prevailing authorship patterns and the major regional actors in engineering eth-
ics education research. This allows us to better understand how global engineering ethics education 
research really is. Second, the chapter aims to map the methods used to conduct research on global and 
culturally inclusive practices in engineering ethics education. This allows us to capture any regional 
differences in the use of research methods. Thirdly, the chapter aims to survey recent attempts to 
broaden practices towards a global and culturally inclusive vision of engineering ethics education. This 
allows us to present teaching and institutional strategies for broadening engineering ethics education 
that can serve as inspiration to instructors and program leaders. The chapter thus provides an examina-
tion of the current state of global and culturally inclusive engineering ethics education, as documented 
through research, as well as highlighting the major players who are part of this debate. It identifies the 
research methods used to report on global and culturally inclusive educational approaches, as well as 
the learning goals, teaching practices, and institutional strategies supporting this vision.

3  Methodology

Before setting our research strategy, a methodological starting point is to clarify what is meant by the 
term global and our positionality as researchers.

3.1  Reflection on Terminology

Our contribution attempts to include two facets of the term “global”: the techno-economic facet and 
the sociocultural facet.
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First, global interconnectedness has led to ample collaboration opportunities between corpo-
rations in different countries. The global techno-economic order has also allowed multinational 
corporations to reduce their costs in materials and human resources and maximize their economic 
returns. Nevertheless, critics point out that a global economy may lead to a new form of colonialism 
by further exploiting historically marginalized and disadvantaged communities. Therefore, political 
theorists such as Amartya Sen (1999, 2009) and Martha Nussbaum (2006, 2011) have proposed a list 
of human capabilities that are fundamental to human well-being globally. Universalist human rights 
or values have further been integrated into tackling grand challenges encountered by humanity, such 
as climate change and ethical dilemmas in AI. A fundamental assumption here is that solving these 
problems of a global scale requires that nations find common ground while putting aside the “con-
flicts” (or differences) between them. However, building global consensus, not to mention actionable 
programs, has been difficult due to the concern that most global initiatives are led by Western coun-
tries, and the values they deem fundamental do not necessarily resonate with non-Western cultures 
or developing countries. When engineers and policymakers collaborate on global initiatives, it is not 
viable to ignore the cultural differences.

Concerns regarding the value of cultural diversity on the global market led to the second dimen-
sion of the term “global,” pertaining to the sociocultural facet. It acknowledges that countries have 
their unique historical and cultural traditions that generate different responses to “global forms” 
(e.g., neoliberalism). However, cultural anthropologists challenge the approach portraying non-
Western cultures as passive recipients. Instead, cultures can also (pro)actively select global forms 
and creatively integrate them with locally situated ethics and politics to serve their own needs. The 
term global assemblages describes the (pro)active agency of responding to the totalizing power of 
globalization (Collier, 2006). This implies that any globalizing effort will inevitably have to be local-
ized. Therefore, a global project benefits from being sensitive and adaptive to diverse value systems 
prevalent in different cultures. This sensitivity in turn needs to be translated into the engineering 
education curricula.

Striving to reach a global standard may lead to the adoption of a singular viewpoint, that of the 
most powerful actor. In contrast, we find the goal of (co)developing an intercultural community of 
practice, whereby resolutions to global challenges are collectively conceived and developed. This dis-
tinguishes ethical pluralism from ethical relativism, by allowing multiple interpretations of a single idea 
which are “irreducibly different from one another but connected and coherent with one another 
(not simply compatible) by way of their shared point of origin and reference” (Ess, 2006, p. 218). 
Ethical pluralism emphasizes positive engagement between two (or more) traditions and allows one 
tradition to enhance and elaborate on the characteristics of the other (Ess, 2006). As such, a global 
vision of engineering ethics education incorporates processes of global learning and identity devel-
opment facilitated through engineering education.

Global learning is a term coined by the United Nations University in the 1970s. Such learning was 
envisioned to be social and integrative, by enabling people to exchange and synthesize information 
across borders of difference (Landorf & et al., 2018). The term aimed to convey “both the sense of 
learning as a global process that must include all levels of society, and the sense of learning to think 
globally, in the recognition that the world is a finite, closely interconnected, global system” (Soedjat-
moko & Newland, 1987, p. 221). As MacCleoud (2018) points out, global learning implies fostering 
a sense of agency and responsibility towards addressing global challenges, applying knowledge in 
culturally appropriate ways, and developing a global mindset and sense of global citizenship. As such, 
the term has a broad scope that encompasses philosophies, cognitive orientations, skills, actions, and/
or ways of being (MacCleoud, 2018, p. 116).

Ethics within engineering can be understood as the combination of several elements pertaining to 
the concepts, knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values that are relevant to decision-making in a particu-
lar context (Gwynne-Evans et al., 2021). It influences students’ understanding of their professional 
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identity both in their individual capacity and as corporate and political role-players. Engineering 
practice, far from being neutral and objective, is profoundly affected by the engineers’ understanding 
of their role and identity within a specific context and of the values associated with this role. At the 
core of identity development processes, we find practices requiring engagement, agency, and tenac-
ity. In terms of identity, the global engineer has been defined by Giovannelli and Sandekian (2017) 
as “someone who practices engineering: (1) with forethought of its far-reaching consequences, 
both physical and social; (2) with an appreciation of international colleagues and/or in international 
offices; and (3) with cultural sensitivity, so that personal interactions are both pleasant and effective.”

As such, there is a distinction between the globalization of ethics, as instantiated in the prevalence 
of the Western-centric stance in engineering education, and a global pursuit or vision of engineer-
ing ethics. The former has been criticized for equating the globalization of ethics with “a cultural 
turn that promotes passivity and distance from those it claims to protect” (Morrison & Sacchetto, 
2018, p. 1119). The latter aims at inclusive and socially just practices and epistemologies reached in 
an active and participatory manner.

3.2  Reflections on Audience and Positionality

The positioning of “local” alongside “global” focuses attention on the audience as practitioners of eth-
ics education research. In the same way that research is specific to a context, the writing up of research 
is necessarily situated within cultural and theoretical frames. In setting out the aims and research ques-
tions, we considered the duty to write not only for those looking to get an overview of the existing 
research on engineering ethics education but also for the engineering educators reflecting on their 
localized positions and contexts. By this, we intend to affirm aspirations and endeavors around what 
is possible in terms of research as to encourage the identification and incorporation of local contri-
butions and culturally specific references alongside studies that are already recognized as influential. 
We envisioned going beyond the American-centric body of research (Figure 5.1) to present prac-
tices from other geographical and cultural contexts, as well as profiling pedagogical and institutional 
attempts to open up engineering education towards global learning, traditions, and challenges.

Our other intended audience are engineering ethics education researchers. Enhancing the cul-
tural relevance and representativeness of engineering ethics education research towards a global 
approach requires identifying ways to broaden the theoretical framing, research questions, demog-
raphy, methods, scope, authorship, and audience of future research studies. We invite our audience 
to engage with the question of “how can engineering ethics education research be more global and 
culturally inclusive?” and take it further than we have succeeded in this chapter. This self-critical 
endeavor can be complemented by reflecting on the role played by research funding mechanisms and 
the policy bodies determining priority research areas.

Research goes hand in hand with building the academic community. It becomes crucial to expand 
the community of engineering ethics education in an intentional way, in line with values that are 
chosen purposefully and in a participatory manner, to serve the global community as a whole.

3.3  Methods

The chapter pursues three research questions:

RQ1: What are the authorship patterns and major institutional and national actors publishing engi-
neering ethics education research?

RQ2: What are the research methods used to report global and culturally inclusive practices in engi-
neering ethics education research?
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RQ3: What are the learning goals, teaching practices, and institutional strategies for global and cul-
turally inclusive approaches, as reported in engineering ethics education research?

To address these questions, the study employed a bibliometric analysis (RQ1) and a systematic lit-
erature review (RQ2–3). We were guided by the methodological recommendations for systematic 
literature reviews developed by Borrego et al. (2014) and those for bibliometric research reported 
by Williams et al. (2018).

After setting the research questions, we discussed the criteria for selecting relevant studies. After-
wards, we selected a database for generating the research publications by region of the authors’ 
affiliation for the bibliometric analysis and the review. The research publications were screened for 
relevance and categorized by research methodology, methods, research questions and aims, sample 
size, geographical setting, as well as the learning goals, teaching methods, thematic content, and 
institutional initiatives reported. Finally, we analyzed the research publications and reflected upon 
the factors that may enable the adoption of global and culturally inclusive approaches and the ben-
efits of this broadening.

The literature review and bibliometric analysis shared the first stages up to the screening process. 
The analysis by categories was conducted for the literature review. In addition, for the bibliometric 
analysis, we also tracked the funding details and the number of citations of each publication.

3.3.1  Selection Criteria

Considering RQ1, our team agreed to include in the bibliometric analysis sources that explicitly 
addressed conceptual, methodological, pedagogical, or institutional issues in engineering ethics edu-
cation. Among these documents, to address RQ2–3, a further narrowing down has been conducted 
to include in the literature review the sources that addressed global and cultural aspects from a con-
ceptual, methodological, pedagogical, or institutional perspective. We included in the search the 
term “responsibility” and its cognates so as not to overlook educational practices that are explicitly 
guided by the principle of socially responsible engineering and that fall beyond the framework of 
traditional courses in engineering ethics emphasizing individual conduct.

We included conference proceedings, book chapters, and journal articles. The rationale for 
including all three publication types was to highlight emerging trends and activities in the regions 
with less-developed publishing infrastructures, thus ensuring a higher coverage of sources.

Considering the temporal range, we included for the bibliometric analysis publications from 
2014 up to November 2021. We set this range to cover the research published since the launch of 
the Cambridge Handbook of Engineering Education Research, the predecessor of this volume, until the 
review process took place. For the literature review, we narrowed the analysis from eight to four 
years, covering research published between 2018 and November 2021. The rationale for the differ-
ent temporal ranges is that the bibliometric analysis benefits from a bigger database of publications, 
while the literature review can be managed more thoroughly by our team of four researchers with 
a smaller database.

We set the focus on undergraduate engineering education and excluded publications that reported 
pedagogical practices or research at other study levels or disciplines.

3.3.2  Database Selection and Search Query

We opted for the Scopus database due to the compatibility of the metadata retrieved for the collected 
publications (including institutional affiliations of multiple authors as well as lists of references) with 
the software program VOSviewer used for the bibliometric analysis.
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We undertook two Scopus searches of sources published from 2014 to 2017 and 2018 to Novem-
ber 2021 that mentioned “engineering” and “education” together with “ethics” or “responsibilit*”, 
divided across six regional clusters. The title, abstract, and keywords were included in the search.

As such, the following search strings were created:

TITLE-ABS-KEY ((responsibilit* OR ethics) AND engineering AND education) AND PUB-
YEAR >2013 AND PUBYEAR <2018 and TITLE-ABS-KEY((responsibilit* OR ethics) 
AND engineering AND education) AND PUBYEAR >2017 AND PUBYEAR <2022.

Overall, the search resulted in 65 countries of affiliation listed. For the geographical clustering, we 
divided the list of countries into larger regions. For example, in the case of the Africa region, we used 
the following search string: TITLE-ABS-KEY ((responsibilit* OR ethics) AND engineering AND 
education) AND PUBYEAR >2017 AND PUBYEAR <2022 AND (LIMIT-TO (AFFILCOUN-
TRY “South Africa”) OR (AFFILCOUNTRY “Nigeria”) OR (AFFILCOUNTRY “Egypt”) OR 
(AFFILCOUNTRY “Cameroon”) OR (AFFILCOUNTRY “Ethiopia”) OR (AFFILCOUNTRY 
“Ghana”) OR (AFFILCOUNTRY “Namibia”).

The search query resulted in a set of 2,166 academic documents published during the period 
2014–2021. This corresponds to 1,006 academic publications between 2014 and 2017 and 1,160 
academic publications between 2018 and November 2021.

The publication set was filtered by manually screening the abstracts to identify sources that 
explicitly addressed conceptual, methodological, pedagogical, or institutional issues in engineering 
ethics education. After considering the selection criteria and eliminating double entries and publica-
tions meeting the exclusion criteria, the list comprised 684 unique academic documents (300 for the 
period of 2014–2017 and 384 for the period of 2018–2021).

3.3.3  Bibliometric Analysis

For the bibliometric analysis, we focused on the publications on engineering ethics education from 
the 2014–November 2021 set of 684 documents mentioned previously. We used the VOSviewer pro-
gram, which is based on the VOS (visualization of similarities) method that allows clustering of differ-
ent entities by citations, co-citations, and co-authorships in a corpus of documents. The tool had been 
used for different purposes in the scientometric research (McAllister et al., 2021), such as in analyzing 
international collaborations in a specific area (He & Yu, 2019), as well as in the fields related to our 
study, such as mapping the terms and topics in computer and information ethics (Heersmink et al., 
2011) or the sustainability debate in software engineering education (Jimenez et al., 2020). Recently, 
the VOSviewer program has been used to map the engineering ethics debates taking place in the larg-
est engineering education conferences in combination with content analysis of the openly accessible 
curricula (Nasir et al., 2021). Our work resonates with other bibliometric research in engineering 
education (Williams et al., 2018; Valentine & Williams, 2021; Nasir et al., 2021), including modelling 
the scholarly output and impact. It maps the community of engineering ethics education research 
by revealing patterns in international collaborations and authorship, as well as major regional actors.

3.3.4  Literature Review

For the review process, we focused on the 2018–November  2021 subset of 384 academic doc-
uments. We further screened the full texts of these documents to identify publications about 
undergraduate engineering ethics education addressing global and culturally oriented conceptual 
frameworks, themes, pedagogies, learning goals, or institutional strategies. The screening identified 
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67 publications fitting the criteria. Considering the distribution by region and the institutional affili-
ation of the first author, there are 24 studies representing North America, 18 studies representing 
Asia, 18 studies representing Europe and the UK, 2 studies representing Central and South America, 
2 studies representing Australia, 2 studies representing the Middle East, and 1 study representing 
Africa. We analyzed each document to identify the focus on global and cultural aspects as central to 
the study, the geographical scope of the study, the research methodology and methods used, as well 
as the learning goals, teaching practices, and institutional strategies mentioned in reference to global 
and cultural aspects of engineering ethics education.

3.4  Limitations

Although English has become a common language of published research, we recognize that lan-
guage can be a limitation of the research undertaken in this study. Our team is comprised of native 
Romanian, English, Russian, and Chinese speakers. The search was conducted for academic docu-
ments written in English. Except for one publication which featured an English abstract but whose 
main text was written in Spanish, all publications were written in English. This may lead to the 
omission of important publications written in languages other than English that may reveal more 
pedagogical practices and research studies set in the regions analyzed. We are aware of a special issue 
on engineering ethics education published by the Japanese Society for Engineering Education in 
2021, with articles in the Japanese language. There may be more omissions that we are unaware of 
due to our limited knowledge of foreign languages. We recommend the replication of the study in 
different regions and languages, conducted by research teams active in those regions and with a finer 
knowledge of the local engineering ethics education community and of the publication avenues that 
accept non-English work.

4  Authorship Patterns and Regional Actors in Engineering Ethics 
Education Research

In response to RQ1, the following section presents the results of the bibliometric analysis of the 
academic documents on engineering ethics education published between 2014 and 2021. It provides 
a picture of the established regional players and authorship patterns in engineering ethics education 
research.

4.1  Geographical Overview of Engineering Ethics Education Research

The analysis revealed the prevalence of publications authored with an institutional affiliation in the 
United States, comprising 51% of the list of sources included in the analysis. Based on the author 
affiliation and considering the scholarly output and citation count of publications in engineering 
ethics education, the list of influential institutions is topped by five US-based universities: University 
of Colorado Boulder, Purdue University, Colorado School of Mines, Tufts University, and the Vir-
ginia Polytechnic Institute and State University (Figure 5.1).

4.2  Co-Authorship National Networks

The United States is also the country with the most collaborations with researchers based outside 
its borders that resulted in engineering ethics education publications. Approximately 14% of all US-
based publications were co-authored with institutions in other countries. This percentage exceeds 
the overall number of publications from any other country (Figure 5.2).
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Figure 5.1  Top 5 institutions publishing in engineering ethics education (2014–2021).

Figure 5.2  Co-authorship network in engineering ethics education (2014–2021).
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Figure  5.2 presents the co-authorship network of 48 interconnected countries as the nodes 
weighted by the number of published documents. The closer the nodes are to each other, the 
stronger is the collaboration in their research. The fractional counting method was chosen, assigning 
fractionalized weight to a link for each of the multiple authors. The number of co-authored docu-
ments, number of countries of collaboration, and share of authors from the respective country in the 
collectives thus determine the total link strength of a node.

Table  5.1 lists the countries with ten or more published documents sorted by the total link 
strength of international co-authorship. Institutions from the United States serve as an important 
node of the network, reaching out to all the regional or language-based clusters.

The bibliometric analysis supports existing claims of the dominance of the American and Anglo-
speaking research in the field of engineering ethics education. While the figures may obscure the 
international background of the authors themselves, they reveal the institutions and countries that 
dominate engineering ethics education research. Thus, they invite us to reflect on who is left behind 
in this field and what may be the enablers or barriers to conducting engineering ethics education 
research in order to widen participation and empower researchers from outside the most influential 
regions or institutions.

5  Overview of Research on Global and Culturally Inclusive 
Engineering Ethics Education

In response to RQ2, this section reviews the research methodology of the set of 67 academic docu-
ments published between 2018 and 2021 that address global and culturally oriented themes, pedago-
gies, institutional strategies, or learning goals.

When inquiring how the global and culturally inclusive engineering ethics education practices 
are being conveyed through research, we note both a geographical disparity and regional differences 
(Table 5.2).

Table 5.1 Countries by Link Strength of International Co-Authorship in Engineering Ethics Education

Ranking Country Documents Linked Countries Total Link Strength

1 United States 349 22 63.00
2 United Kingdom 30 13 17.00
3 Australia 26 9 16.00
4 Netherlands 21 11 15.00
5 China 34 7 14.00
6 Ireland 20 7 12.00
7 South Africa 19 4 8.00
8 Malaysia 16 6 8.00
9 Spain 38 8 7.00

10 Portugal 29 3 7.00
11 Chile 13 4 7.00
12 Germany 15 3 6.00
13 Japan 14 5 6.00
14 Denmark 11 12 5.00
15 Colombia 13 3 4.00
16 Canada 12 9 4.00
17 Sweden 16 4 3.00
18 Norway 12 5 2.00
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Research 
Methodology

Number of Publications Geographical Focus  Methods Number of Participants

Mixed methods 6 (Alves et al., 2021; 
Bielefeldt et al., 2019, 
2021; Hsu, 2020; Man & 
Sunyu, 2019; Poursharif 
et al., 2021)

Global: 2 (US Bielefeldt et al., 2021; 
Portugal, Alves et al., 2021);

US: 1 (Bielefeldt et al., 2019);
UK: 1 (Poursharif et al., 2021);
China: 1 (Man & Sunyu, 2019);
Taiwan: 1 (Hsu, 2020).

Surveys: 6 (Alves et al., 2021; Bielefeldt 
et al., 2019, 2021; Hsu, 2020; Man & 
Sunyu, 2019; Poursharif et al., 2021)

Textual analysis: 3 *open-ended survey 
questions: US, (Bielefeldt et al., 2019); 
UK, (Poursharif et al., 2021);

*student assignments: Taiwan (Hsu, 
2020)

Interviews: 3
US (Bielefeldt et al., 2019, 2021); China, 

(Man & Sunyu, 2019)
Participant observation:1 Portugal (Alves 

et al., 2021).

<50: 2
UK (Poursharif et al., 2021), 

Portugal (Alves et al., 2021);
51–100: 1 Taiwan (Hsu, 2020);
101–500: 1 China (Man & 

Sunyu, 2019);
501–1,000: 0
1,001–3,000: 1 US (Bielefeldt 

et al., 2021);
>3,000: 1 US (Bielefeldt et al., 

2019).

Quantitative 12 (Balakrishnan et al., 
2019, 2020; Clancy, 2020; 
Clancy & Hohberger, 
2019; Lazarus, 2018; 
Luegenbiehl, 2018; Ngo & 
Chase, 2021; Polmear 
et al., 2019; Sattar et al., 
2021; Snyder et al., 2020; 
Xiaofeng, 2021; Zhu & 
Jesiek, 2020)

Single country focus: 7
3 China: China (Clancy & Hohberger, 

2019; Xiaofeng, 2021), US 
(Luegenbiehl, 2018);

2 US (Ngo & Chase, 2021; Snyder et al., 
2020);

1 Australia (Lazarus, 2018);
1 Pakistan (Sattar et al., 2021);
Two-country focus: 3
China and US: China (Clancy, 2020);
Malaysia and Indonesia: Malaysia 

(Balakrishnan et al., 2020);
Japan and Malaysia: Malaysia 

(Balakrishnan et al., 2019)
Multi-country focus: 2
1 China, France, Germany, India, Japan, 

and Mexico: US (Zhu & Jesiek, 2020);
1 globe clusters: US (Polmear et al., 2019).

Surveys: 12 <50: 1 US (Ngo & Chase, 
2021);

51–100: 2
US (Zhu & Jesiek, 2020); China 

(Xiaofeng, 2021);
101–500: 6
US (Luegenbiehl, 2018; 

Snyder et al., 2020); China 
(Clancy, 2020; Clancy & 
Hohberger, 2019); Malaysia 
(Balakrishnan et al., 2019, 
2020);

501–1,000: 0
1,001–3,000: 2
Australia (Lazarus, 2018); US 

(Polmear et al., 2019).

Qualitative  15 (Balakrishnan et al., 2021; 
Birzer & Hamilton, 2019; 
Boni et al., 2019; Fu et al., 
2018; Gwynne-Evans 
et al., 2021; Kazakova, 
2019; Ku et al., 2019; 
Laato & Sutinen, 2020; 
Martin et al., 2021b; 
Nasir et al., 2021; Roca 
et al., 2018; Terrón-López 
et al., 2020; Weiss et al., 
2021; Zabaniotou, 2020; 
Zhang & Zhu, 2021)

Single-country focus: 9
Spain (Boni et al., 2019; Roca et al., 

2018; Terrón-López et al., 2020; 
Ireland (Martin et al., 2021b); Austria 
(Weiss et al., 2021); Finland (Laato & 
Sutinen, 2020); China (Zhang & Zhu, 
2021); Malaysia (Balakrishnan et al., 
2021); South Africa (Gwynne-Evans 
et al., 2021);

Two-country focus: 3
*2 US and China (Fu et al., 2018; Ku 

et al., 2019; US);
*Australia and US: Australia (Birzer & 

Hamilton, 2019);
Multi-country focus: 3
*India, Russia, and US: Russia 

(Kazakova, 2019);
*Mediterranean region: Greece 

(Zabaniotou, 2020);
*Global: Pakistan (Nasir et al., 2021)

Interviews: 5
US (Ku et al., 2019); Ireland (Martin 

et al., 2021b); Spain (Boni et al., 
2019); China (Zhang & Zhu, 2021); 
Malaysia (Balakrishnan et al., 2021);

Textual analysis: 7 Russia (Kazakova, 
2019); Pakistan (Nasir et al., 2021); 
Spain (Roca et al., 2018); Finland 
(Laato & Sutinen, 2020); Austria 
(Weiss et al., 2021); US (Fu et al., 
2018); South Africa

Action research: 2 Greece (Zabaniotou, 
2020); South Africa (Gwynne-Evans 
et al., 2021)

Case study: 2
Spain (Terrón-López et al., 2020); 

Australia (Birzer & Hamilton, 2019)
Participant observation: 1 Australia 

(Birzer & Hamilton, 2019);
Bibliometric analysis: Pakistan (Nasir 

et al., 2021).

<50: 9
US (Fu et al., 2018); Ireland 

(Martin et al., 2021b); 
Finland (Laato & Sutinen, 
2020); Spain (Boni et al., 
2019); Australia (Birzer & 
Hamilton, 2019; China 
(Zhang & Zhu, 2021); 
Malaysia (Balakrishnan et al., 
2021); Russia (Kazakova, 
2019); South Africa 
(Gwynne-Evans et al., 2021);

51–100: 1 Spain (Terrón-López 
et al., 2020)

101–500: 2
US (Ku et al., 2019); Pakistan 

(Nasir et al., 2021)
Nonspecified: 3 Austria 

(Weiss et al., 2021); Greece 
(Zabaniotou, 2020); Spain 
(Roca et al., 2018)

Other: 
descriptive

28 (Al Mamun, 2020; Børsen 
et al., 2021; Bramstedt, 
2020; Dong, 2021; Friesel 
et al., 2021; Hansen, 
2021; Hughes et al., 2020; 
Jordan et al., 2019, 2021; 
Kanemitsu, 2018; Leal 
et al., 2020; Lemaître, 
2019; Li et al., 2019; Lord 
et al., 2018; MacCleoud, 
2018; Malheiro et al., 
2019; Masten et al., 2021; 

Single-country focus: 18
US: US (Jordan et al., 2021; Lord et al., 

2018; Ngo & Chase, 2021), China 
(Li et al., 2019); China (Dong, 2021; 
Sun et al., 2021; Wang & Yan, 2019); 
Spain (Muñoz López et al., 2021; 
Roca et al., 2018); Portugal (Leal et al., 
2020; Malheiro et al., 2019); Austria 
(Bramstedt, 2020; Weiss et al., 2021); 
Sweden (Hansen, 2021); UK (Poursharif 
et al., 2021); Malaysia (Al Mamun, 
2020); Japan (Kanemitsu, 2018)
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Table 5.2 Methodological Overview of Academic Documents Addressing Global and Culturally Inclusive Engineering Ethics Education

Research 
Methodology

Number of Publications Geographical Focus  Methods Number of Participants

Mixed methods 6 (Alves et al., 2021; 
Bielefeldt et al., 2019, 
2021; Hsu, 2020; Man & 
Sunyu, 2019; Poursharif 
et al., 2021)

Global: 2 (US Bielefeldt et al., 2021; 
Portugal, Alves et al., 2021);

US: 1 (Bielefeldt et al., 2019);
UK: 1 (Poursharif et al., 2021);
China: 1 (Man & Sunyu, 2019);
Taiwan: 1 (Hsu, 2020).

Surveys: 6 (Alves et al., 2021; Bielefeldt 
et al., 2019, 2021; Hsu, 2020; Man & 
Sunyu, 2019; Poursharif et al., 2021)

Textual analysis: 3 *open-ended survey 
questions: US, (Bielefeldt et al., 2019); 
UK, (Poursharif et al., 2021);

*student assignments: Taiwan (Hsu, 
2020)

Interviews: 3
US (Bielefeldt et al., 2019, 2021); China, 

(Man & Sunyu, 2019)
Participant observation:1 Portugal (Alves 

et al., 2021).

<50: 2
UK (Poursharif et al., 2021), 

Portugal (Alves et al., 2021);
51–100: 1 Taiwan (Hsu, 2020);
101–500: 1 China (Man & 

Sunyu, 2019);
501–1,000: 0
1,001–3,000: 1 US (Bielefeldt 

et al., 2021);
>3,000: 1 US (Bielefeldt et al., 

2019).

Quantitative 12 (Balakrishnan et al., 
2019, 2020; Clancy, 2020; 
Clancy & Hohberger, 
2019; Lazarus, 2018; 
Luegenbiehl, 2018; Ngo & 
Chase, 2021; Polmear 
et al., 2019; Sattar et al., 
2021; Snyder et al., 2020; 
Xiaofeng, 2021; Zhu & 
Jesiek, 2020)

Single country focus: 7
3 China: China (Clancy & Hohberger, 

2019; Xiaofeng, 2021), US 
(Luegenbiehl, 2018);

2 US (Ngo & Chase, 2021; Snyder et al., 
2020);

1 Australia (Lazarus, 2018);
1 Pakistan (Sattar et al., 2021);
Two-country focus: 3
China and US: China (Clancy, 2020);
Malaysia and Indonesia: Malaysia 

(Balakrishnan et al., 2020);
Japan and Malaysia: Malaysia 

(Balakrishnan et al., 2019)
Multi-country focus: 2
1 China, France, Germany, India, Japan, 

and Mexico: US (Zhu & Jesiek, 2020);
1 globe clusters: US (Polmear et al., 2019).

Surveys: 12 <50: 1 US (Ngo & Chase, 
2021);

51–100: 2
US (Zhu & Jesiek, 2020); China 

(Xiaofeng, 2021);
101–500: 6
US (Luegenbiehl, 2018; 

Snyder et al., 2020); China 
(Clancy, 2020; Clancy & 
Hohberger, 2019); Malaysia 
(Balakrishnan et al., 2019, 
2020);

501–1,000: 0
1,001–3,000: 2
Australia (Lazarus, 2018); US 

(Polmear et al., 2019).

Qualitative  15 (Balakrishnan et al., 2021; 
Birzer & Hamilton, 2019; 
Boni et al., 2019; Fu et al., 
2018; Gwynne-Evans 
et al., 2021; Kazakova, 
2019; Ku et al., 2019; 
Laato & Sutinen, 2020; 
Martin et al., 2021b; 
Nasir et al., 2021; Roca 
et al., 2018; Terrón-López 
et al., 2020; Weiss et al., 
2021; Zabaniotou, 2020; 
Zhang & Zhu, 2021)

Single-country focus: 9
Spain (Boni et al., 2019; Roca et al., 

2018; Terrón-López et al., 2020; 
Ireland (Martin et al., 2021b); Austria 
(Weiss et al., 2021); Finland (Laato & 
Sutinen, 2020); China (Zhang & Zhu, 
2021); Malaysia (Balakrishnan et al., 
2021); South Africa (Gwynne-Evans 
et al., 2021);

Two-country focus: 3
*2 US and China (Fu et al., 2018; Ku 

et al., 2019; US);
*Australia and US: Australia (Birzer & 

Hamilton, 2019);
Multi-country focus: 3
*India, Russia, and US: Russia 

(Kazakova, 2019);
*Mediterranean region: Greece 

(Zabaniotou, 2020);
*Global: Pakistan (Nasir et al., 2021)

Interviews: 5
US (Ku et al., 2019); Ireland (Martin 

et al., 2021b); Spain (Boni et al., 
2019); China (Zhang & Zhu, 2021); 
Malaysia (Balakrishnan et al., 2021);

Textual analysis: 7 Russia (Kazakova, 
2019); Pakistan (Nasir et al., 2021); 
Spain (Roca et al., 2018); Finland 
(Laato & Sutinen, 2020); Austria 
(Weiss et al., 2021); US (Fu et al., 
2018); South Africa

Action research: 2 Greece (Zabaniotou, 
2020); South Africa (Gwynne-Evans 
et al., 2021)

Case study: 2
Spain (Terrón-López et al., 2020); 

Australia (Birzer & Hamilton, 2019)
Participant observation: 1 Australia 

(Birzer & Hamilton, 2019);
Bibliometric analysis: Pakistan (Nasir 

et al., 2021).

<50: 9
US (Fu et al., 2018); Ireland 

(Martin et al., 2021b); 
Finland (Laato & Sutinen, 
2020); Spain (Boni et al., 
2019); Australia (Birzer & 
Hamilton, 2019; China 
(Zhang & Zhu, 2021); 
Malaysia (Balakrishnan et al., 
2021); Russia (Kazakova, 
2019); South Africa 
(Gwynne-Evans et al., 2021);

51–100: 1 Spain (Terrón-López 
et al., 2020)

101–500: 2
US (Ku et al., 2019); Pakistan 

(Nasir et al., 2021)
Nonspecified: 3 Austria 

(Weiss et al., 2021); Greece 
(Zabaniotou, 2020); Spain 
(Roca et al., 2018)

Other: 
descriptive

28 (Al Mamun, 2020; Børsen 
et al., 2021; Bramstedt, 
2020; Dong, 2021; Friesel 
et al., 2021; Hansen, 
2021; Hughes et al., 2020; 
Jordan et al., 2019, 2021; 
Kanemitsu, 2018; Leal 
et al., 2020; Lemaître, 
2019; Li et al., 2019; Lord 
et al., 2018; MacCleoud, 
2018; Malheiro et al., 
2019; Masten et al., 2021; 

Single-country focus: 18
US: US (Jordan et al., 2021; Lord et al., 

2018; Ngo & Chase, 2021), China 
(Li et al., 2019); China (Dong, 2021; 
Sun et al., 2021; Wang & Yan, 2019); 
Spain (Muñoz López et al., 2021; 
Roca et al., 2018); Portugal (Leal et al., 
2020; Malheiro et al., 2019); Austria 
(Bramstedt, 2020; Weiss et al., 2021); 
Sweden (Hansen, 2021); UK (Poursharif 
et al., 2021); Malaysia (Al Mamun, 
2020); Japan (Kanemitsu, 2018)

(Continued)
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Research 
Methodology

Number of Publications Geographical Focus  Methods Number of Participants

Muñoz López et al., 2021; 
Ngo & Chase, 2021; Peters 
et al., 2020; Poursharif 
et al., 2021; Roca et al., 
2018; Siegfried et al., 
2020; Sun et al., 2021; 
Wang & Yan, 2019; Weiss 
et al., 2021; Zabaniotou, 
2020);

Two-country focus: 1
France, Iceland: Iceland (Siegfried et al., 

2020);
Multi-country focus: 6
*France, Germany, the UK, Hungary, 

Vietnam, Morocco, Algeria, and 
Tunisia: France (Lemaître, 2019);

*Denmark, Germany, Austria, the 
Netherlands, Spain: Denmark (Friesel 
et al., 2021);

*US, France, Russia, Germany: Denmark 
(Børsen et al., 2021)

*Mediterranean region: Greece 
(Zabaniotou, 2020);

*Australasia, China, Europe, India, and 
North America: US (Hughes et al., 
2020);

*Countries in the Association of 
international educators: US 
(MacCleoud, 2018);

n.a. 4
*conference reports (Jordan et al., 2019; 

Peters et al., 2020);
*special issue editorial (Masten et al., 

2021);
*in position paper (Aponte et al., 2018)

Other: 
philosophy

5 (Francis, 2021; Hansen, 
2021; Jing & Doorn, 2020; 
Laato & Sutinen, 2020; 
Zhu, 2021;

1 China and the Netherlands 
(Jing & Doorn, 2020); US (Zhu, 
2021); Finland (Laato & Sutinen, 
2020); Denmark (Hansen, 2021); 
UK (Francis, 2021)

Other: position 
paper

5 (Hughes et al., 2020; 
Lantada, 2020; Lemaître, 
2019; Torres Díaz et al., 
2021)

Colombia (Aponte et al., 2018; Torres 
Díaz et al., 2021); UK (Hughes et al., 
2020); Spain (Lantada, 2020); France 
(Lemaître, 2019)

Other: literature 
review

4 (Bielefeldt, 2019; Birzer & 
Hamilton, 2019; Shen & 
Li, 2021; Zhang & Zhu, 
2021

China (Shen & Li, 2021; Zhang & Zhu, 
2021); US (Bielefeldt, 2019); Australia 
(Birzer & Hamilton, 2019)

Other: forecast 1 (Gürdür Broo et al., 2021) UK (Gürdür Broo et al., 2021)

Note: n = 67 documents.1

Table 5.2 (Continued)
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Research 
Methodology

Number of Publications Geographical Focus  Methods Number of Participants

Muñoz López et al., 2021; 
Ngo & Chase, 2021; Peters 
et al., 2020; Poursharif 
et al., 2021; Roca et al., 
2018; Siegfried et al., 
2020; Sun et al., 2021; 
Wang & Yan, 2019; Weiss 
et al., 2021; Zabaniotou, 
2020);

Two-country focus: 1
France, Iceland: Iceland (Siegfried et al., 

2020);
Multi-country focus: 6
*France, Germany, the UK, Hungary, 

Vietnam, Morocco, Algeria, and 
Tunisia: France (Lemaître, 2019);

*Denmark, Germany, Austria, the 
Netherlands, Spain: Denmark (Friesel 
et al., 2021);

*US, France, Russia, Germany: Denmark 
(Børsen et al., 2021)

*Mediterranean region: Greece 
(Zabaniotou, 2020);

*Australasia, China, Europe, India, and 
North America: US (Hughes et al., 
2020);

*Countries in the Association of 
international educators: US 
(MacCleoud, 2018);

n.a. 4
*conference reports (Jordan et al., 2019; 

Peters et al., 2020);
*special issue editorial (Masten et al., 

2021);
*in position paper (Aponte et al., 2018)

Other: 
philosophy

5 (Francis, 2021; Hansen, 
2021; Jing & Doorn, 2020; 
Laato & Sutinen, 2020; 
Zhu, 2021;

1 China and the Netherlands 
(Jing & Doorn, 2020); US (Zhu, 
2021); Finland (Laato & Sutinen, 
2020); Denmark (Hansen, 2021); 
UK (Francis, 2021)

Other: position 
paper

5 (Hughes et al., 2020; 
Lantada, 2020; Lemaître, 
2019; Torres Díaz et al., 
2021)

Colombia (Aponte et al., 2018; Torres 
Díaz et al., 2021); UK (Hughes et al., 
2020); Spain (Lantada, 2020); France 
(Lemaître, 2019)

Other: literature 
review

4 (Bielefeldt, 2019; Birzer & 
Hamilton, 2019; Shen & 
Li, 2021; Zhang & Zhu, 
2021

China (Shen & Li, 2021; Zhang & Zhu, 
2021); US (Bielefeldt, 2019); Australia 
(Birzer & Hamilton, 2019)

Other: forecast 1 (Gürdür Broo et al., 2021) UK (Gürdür Broo et al., 2021)

Note: n = 67 documents.1
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In terms of regional differences, the study demonstrated that the United States had the highest 
number of studies with more than 1,000 participants (Bielefeldt et al., 2019; Polmear et al., 2019; 
Bielefeldt et  al., 2021). This points to the role of funding bodies such as the National Science 
Foundation and dedicated resources for conducting large-scale research. As large-scale studies are 
resource-intensive, this can further exacerbate the diminished visibility of perspectives on engineer-
ing ethics education rooted in other regional and cultural settings which do not benefit from a 
similar financial support.

The most common research approach describes examples of practice in a non-systematic manner 
(28 studies). In this case, there is either no methodology or, when mentioned, it referred to aspects 
related to the setup or organization of the learning experience or educational process. Only 33 of the 
67 publications analyzed present a methodological research approach. These studies were conducted 
in a total of 15 countries (United States, China, Spain, Malaysia, Australia, Portugal, UK, Ireland, 
Finland, Greece, Austria, Russia, Pakistan, South Africa, Taiwan).

6  Pedagogy of Global and Culturally Inclusive Engineering Ethics 
Education

In response to RQ3, this section explores the learning goals, teaching practices, and institutional strat-
egies for global and culturally inclusive approaches, as reported in the set of 67 academic documents.

6.1  Learning Goals towards a Global and Culturally Inclusive Engineering 
Ethics Education

The literature review identified 28 learning goals mentioned in connection to teaching engineer-
ing ethics in a global and culturally inclusive manner (Table 5.3). The most frequently mentioned 
goals refer to respect and sensitivity to cultures, diversity, and inclusion (20 mentions); awareness and 
action towards global social justice, equity, and public good (20 mentions); and a culturally sensitive 
understanding of engineering and the cultural situatedness of practice (19 mentions). These goals are 
pursued through a combination of theoretical content via ethical theories or problems of a socioeco-
nomical nature affecting specific regions or manifest at the global level and experiential learning via 
real-life projects in collaboration with developmental NGOs or local communities or immersion in 
projects set in regions from the developing world.

The goals focused on character include the self-improving spirit or self-cultivation (Wang & 
Yan, 2019; Jing & Doorn, 2020; Sun et al., 2021; Zhu, 2021); developing the capacity for critical 
self-reflection, a critical spirit, critical consciousness, or re-evaluation of beliefs (Lord et al., 2018; Li 
et al., 2019; Terrón-López et al., 2020); the tolerance for ambiguity, uncertainty, or discomfort (Lord 
et al., 2018; Terrón-López et al., 2020); creativity (Boni et al., 2019; Terrón-López et al., 2020); 
patriotism (Clancy, 2020; Shen & Li, 2021); resilience (Boni et al., 2019; Jordan et al., 2021); and 
the craftsman spirit cultivation (Shen & Li, 2021; Xiaofeng, 2021). With one mention each, we find 
goals related to the development of an upright mind and well manners (Wang & Yan, 2019), a model 
worker spirit (Shen & Li, 2021), harmony (Jing & Doorn, 2020), humility (Aponte et al., 2018), 
helpfulness (Bielefeldt et al., 2019), generosity, fairness, and confidence (Boni et al., 2019), curios-
ity and openness (MacCleoud, 2018), resourcefulness and agility (Jordan et al., 2021), deference to 
excellence (Zhu, 2021), and the forging of lasting cross-cultural bonds (Aponte et al., 2018). The 
goals related to emotional development include empathy (Aponte et al., 2018; Bielefeldt et al., 2019; 
Birzer & Hamilton, 2019; Boni et al., 2019; MacCleoud, 2018; Snyder et al., 2020; Zhu, 2021), 
compassion (Aponte et al., 2018; Boni et al., 2019), and sympathy (Zhu, 2021).

The analysis points to the geographical boundness of several learning goals. For example, goals 
addressing the National Academy of Engineering (NAE) Grand Challenges are specific to studies 
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Table 5.3 Goals of Global and Culturally Inclusive Engineering Ethics Education

Goal Occurrence Goal Occurrence

Respect and sensitivity to cultures, 
diversity, and inclusion

20 Collaboration and work in 
empowering ways with 
marginalized communities 
towards capacity building

9

Awareness and action towards global 
social justice, equity, and public good

20 Intercultural communication 8

Culturally sensitive understanding 
of engineering and the cultural 
situatedness of practice (i.e., how 
engineering is practiced in a specific 
geographical or cultural context)

19 Awareness and use of ethical 
theories situated in cultural 
context

8

Pursuit of user-centered design towards 
inclusive solutions that incorporate 
the perspectives and needs of those 
with different cultural and national 
backgrounds

18 Facilitation of the adoption of 
participatory methods

8

Character and attitude development 16 Pursuit of peace engineering 7
Understanding and reflection on the 

effects of technologic or scientific 
development on humankind at the 
global level or for a specific regional or 
cultural context

16 Emotional development  7

Addressing challenges of the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG)

16 Ability to navigate cultural 
differences and cross-cultural 
contexts of engineering practice

6

Development of the sense of 
responsibility and agency towards the 
global community

15 Immersion in another culture, 
language, economic, and social 
framework

5

Knowledge and understanding of 
multicultural traditions, values, and 
perspectives

13 Uptake of culturally appropriate 
application of science to global 
issues on a local level

5

Encourage the development of critical 
infrastructure and improvement of 
global conditions and quality of life 
(i.e., access to water, sanitation)

12 Upholding international 
professional standards and 
norms of engineering as global 
engineers

3

Awareness and critical reflection of 
underlying ideologies, dominant 
assumptions, cultural norms, and 
prevalent biases

13 Endorsing and contributing 
to the democratization and 
decolonization of knowledge 
and scientific practices

3

Multicultural teamwork 11 Addressing the National Academy 
of Engineering Grand Challenges

3

Global citizenship and global community 
building

9 Consideration of contentious 
topics, cultural and diplomatic 
conflicts, global disputes, or 
politically sensitive topics across 
cultures or regions

2

Climate action 9 Awareness and pursuit of universal 
human rights

2

Note: n = 67 research publications.



Diana A. Martin et al.

104

focused on the US context of engineering ethics education and are absent from any other geograph-
ical context. The studies based in the United States show a high emphasis on prompting awareness 
and action towards global social justice, equity, and public good (9/18 studies). Within the EU and 
the UK, no study mentioned goals with an explicit focus on universal human rights or the democ-
ratization and decolonization of knowledge and scientific practices. The highest occurrence in this 
region is for goals related to the UN SDGs and content related to sustainability (11/24 studies), the 
pursuit of user-centered design and inclusive solutions (9/24 studies), and awareness of the effects of 
a technology or scientific development at the global level or for a specific regional or cultural con-
text (8/24 studies). For studies based in Asia, popular goals include character and attitude develop-
ment, with several traits mentioned (7/18 studies) and fostering a culturally sensitive understanding 
of engineering and the cultural situatedness of practice (7/18 studies). No study mentioned goals 
targeting the UN SDG challenges, universal human rights, the democratization and decoloniza-
tion of knowledge and scientific practices, emotional development, intercultural communication 
or engagement with contentious topics related to cultural, and diplomatic conflicts, global disputes, 
or politically sensitive issues across cultures or regions. In Central and South America, both studies 
mentioned as goals the awareness and action towards global social justice, equity, and public good.

There are variations in the frequency of goals related to global and culturally inclusive engineer-
ing ethics education. As such, there is an average of 9.5 goals mentioned in publications based in 
Australia, 9 goals in publications based in Central and South America, 5.2 goals in publications based 
in North America, 3.6 goals in publications based in the EU and UK studies, 3 goals in publications 
based in Asia, 2 goals for studies based in the Middle East, and 1 goal for the publication based in 
Africa.

6.2  Teaching Methods for a Global and Culturally Inclusive Engineering 
Ethics Education

A similar variety was recorded in the teaching methods used for conveying a global and cultural 
vision of engineering ethics education (Table 5.4). There are 28 teaching methods associated with 
this approach, leading to a broadened manner of teaching ethics when compared with the most 
popular teaching methods reported in the literature (Martin et al., 2021a). We note a comprehensive 
focus on experiential, theoretical, and reflective approaches.

The immersive element is an important mark of a global and culturally inclusive engineering 
ethics education. It is achieved through experiential approaches that bring students in contact 
with a diverse range of stakeholders, communities, and different cultures. The teaching methods 
recorded in our study include real-life projects, field trips (Birzer & Hamilton, 2019), international 
internships (Boni et al., 2019), humanitarian and service projects, operating start-ups in different 
regions (Birzer & Hamilton, 2019), and “study abroad” program components (MacCleoud, 2018). 
An emerging pattern of experiential approaches is the prevalence of real-life projects of an inter-
disciplinary manner conducted in collaboration with external stakeholders, such as developmental 
NGOs, local governments, minority groups, or groups representing communities from different 
countries (Roca et  al., 2018; Birzer & Hamilton, 2019; Leal et  al., 2020; Terrón-López et  al., 
2020; Poursharif et al., 2021). In some cases, this can take the form of humanitarian engineering, 
service learning, or social entrepreneurship (Birzer & Hamilton, 2019; Lemaître, 2019; Ngo & 
Chase, 2021).

Experiential methods tend to place a high emphasis on collaborative approaches for promoting 
a global and culturally inclusive engineering ethics education. Such collaborations aim to involve 
local stakeholders or communities from abroad as partners in the design process (Leal et al., 2020; 
Terrón-López et al., 2020). When the aims relate to servicing underprivileged communities, there 
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is an emphasis on participatory techniques and knowledge transfer and sharing (Roca et al., 2018; 
Li et al., 2019; Leal et al., 2020). The learning is accompanied by reflection and reassessment of stu-
dents’ beliefs, questioning of dominant worldviews, assumptions, and biases (Bielefeldt, 2019; Biele-
feldt et al., 2021; Ngo & Chase, 2021). Dialogue and peer learning are an important component for 
facilitating reflection (Lord et al., 2018; Boni et al., 2019; Wang & Yan, 2019). Studies originating 
in the United States show the regional popularity of this teaching method.

Collaborative practices are also encountered in global classrooms, with a focus on multicultural 
teamwork and cross-cultural communication (Aponte et al., 2018; Ku et al., 2019). This teaching 
approach is linked with the emergence of cross-country university consortia or research projects. 
The European Project Semester is an example of a pan-European initiative employing this teaching 
approach (Malheiro et al., 2019). The creation of European universities of technology is a recent 
policy initiative that also aims to foster global classrooms across the continent (Gunn, 2020).

Theoretical approaches make use of novel and non-mainstream methods for engineering educa-
tion, such as storytelling and future-casting (Gürdür Broo et al., 2021), scenario-building (Hansen, 
2021; Weiss et al., 2021), critical literacy techniques (Lord et al., 2018), and humanist, cultural, or 
religious readings (Bielefeldt et al., 2021; Laato & Sutinen, 2020). An overarching goal of theoreti-
cal approaches is to enhance the awareness and respect for other cultures and traditions, as well as of 
envisioning culturally relevant strategies for better futures.

There are also approaches using theoretical frameworks, such as systems thinking (Lagun Mes-
quita & Missimer, 2020; Zabaniotou, 2020), social systems (Lagun Mesquita & Missimer, 2020), or 
social surveying (Zhang & Zhu, 2021).

Table 5.4 Teaching Methods Associated with Global and Culturally Oriented Engineering Ethics Education

Teaching Method Number of Mentions Teaching Method Number of Mentions

Real-life projects 15 Humanitarian engineering 2
Case studies and role-plays 

(culturally situated, global 
topics)

10 Research projects and 
research partnerships

2

Interdisciplinary projects 7 Systems thinking methods 2
Collaborative and participatory 

projects
7 Internships, including 

international internships
2

Reflection and observation 5 Guest lectures 1
Peer learning and mutual 

interviews
5 Study abroad and study away 1

Discussions, dialogue, debates, 
and critical questioning

5 Privilege walks 1

Global classrooms  4 Critical literacy 1
Fiction for specific purposes and 

scenario-building
3 Cultural service  1

International field experience 2 Service learning 1 
Design competitions and 

summits
2 Forecast and future casting 1

Ecodesign 2 Social systems approaches 1
Field trips and on-the-scene 

learning 
2  Social surveying 1

Humanist, religious, and 
cultural readings

2 Social entrepreneurship and 
operating start-ups

1
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6.3  Institutional Strategies for Global and Culturally Inclusive 
Engineering Ethics Education

The analysis identified 12 institutional strategies mentioned in the support of a global and culturally 
inclusive engineering ethics education. Institutional strategies include:

• Collaborations with non-governmental, outreach, or minority support organizations, such as 
Engineers without Borders, the Society of Women Engineers, the National Society of Black 
Engineers, the Hispanic Engineering and Science Society, the American Indian Science and 
Engineering Society, Out in STEM, Cives Mundis, Project Everest Ventures, Global Brigades, 
the WindAid Institute (Jordan et al., 2021; Bielefeldt et al., 2019; Lord et al., 2018; Poursharif 
et al., 2021; Zabaniotou, 2020; Terrón-López et al., 2020; Boni et al., 2019; Birzer & Hamil-
ton, 2019; Li et al., 2019).

• Introducing new courses, such as interdisciplinary courses (MacCleoud, 2018); User-Centered 
Design, Circuits, Engineering and Social Justice, Engineering Peace (Lord et al., 2018); Engi-
neering for People Design Challenge (Poursharif et  al., 2021); Digital Theology, Theologi-
cal Engineering, or Engineering and Theology (Laato & Sutinen, 2020); and Introduction to 
Energy in Global Development, Water, Climate Change, and Health (Li et al., 2019).

• Collaborations with governmental bodies, organizations, or city councils (Roca et al., 2018; 
Boni et al., 2019; Li et al., 2019; Leal et al., 2020).

• Developing new programs, such as Peace Engineering (Jordan et  al., 2021; Aponte et  al., 
2018), “study abroad” programs (Bielefeldt et al., 2019), or the Meridies program (Boni et al., 
2019).

• Establishing cross-university partnerships or consortia (MacCleoud, 2018; Lantada, 2020; Frie-
sel et al., 2021).

• Creating dedicated course inserts (Bielefeldt et al., 2019; Li et al., 2019; Laato & Sutinen, 2020).
• Creating new departments and research centers, such as CERES (Center for Engineered Resil-

ience and Ecological Sustainability), the WHY Laboratory Center for Water and the Environ-
ment (Jordan et al., 2021), the Institute for Global Initiatives (MacCleoud, 2018).

• Creating new learning spaces, such as an innovation space (Jordan et al., 2021; Aponte et al., 
2018).

• Introducing dedicated staff roles, such as a director of global engagement or global learning 
coordinators (MacCleoud, 2018).

• Staff-oriented strategies focused on staff development (MacCleoud, 2018) or faculty engage-
ment in community-based participatory research (Masten et al., 2021).

• Change of the institutional mission or vision to incorporate global and culturally oriented ele-
ments (MacCleoud, 2018).

• Introducing reward schemes, such as the Paul Simon Award for Campus Internationalization 
(MacCleoud, 2018).

7  Forward-Looking Conclusion

Although pervasive in both accreditation frameworks, research studies, and pedagogical practices 
conveyed through research, the dominant, non-culturally aware perspective has been challenged 
and is not impervious to change. Developing a global vision of engineering ethics education needs 
to address the necessary bias of that vision. In our contribution, we argued that the teaching and 
research of engineering ethics are not neutral endeavors, and any attempt at globalizing the engi-
neering curriculum needs to locate itself both locally and globally.
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Whereas research in engineering ethics education has historically emphasized its manner of oper-
ation as an objective and rule-based (or principle-based) system, decoupled from individuals and 
their context, the recent research surveyed for this study shows the emergence of non-mainstream 
approaches that engage in a more nuanced way with explicit or implicit values and principles for 
engineering design, decision-making, and action. These values and principles are integral to the 
specific traditions and priorities of the communities that an engineer is part of, be they professional, 
cultural, or political. Recognizing and negotiating these values require care as a researcher, given 
their influence on the research process and goals. For this, engineering ethics education research may 
consider how being value-laden affects the researcher’s gaze and her observer stance.

The design of research studies conducted in the spirit of an ethics of care is intimately tied to 
the values and priorities of both the researcher and the research community in which it is practiced, 
in addition to those of other stakeholders. This requires that the positionality of research studies is 
explicitly acknowledged in order to profile the value of localized stances and the need to supplement 
“grand narratives” with “contextual narratives.” As noted by Morrison and Sacchetto (2018), the 
legitimacy of research can be founded on its relations to the social context and its ability to nar-
row the gap between researchers and respondents. Care ethics may help the global community of 
researchers and educators to co-address at local and cross-regional levels the macro-issues of power 
and social justice, emphasize the beneficiaries of engineering processes and technology, and open 
practices to the co-creation of knowledge and technologies.

Furthermore, for developing a global vision for engineering ethics education research and glo-
balizing the engineering curriculum, we suggest the following recommendations:

• Pedagogical content may consider explicitly engaging with cultural topics, localization of cases, 
problems, challenges, and solutions or challenges of a global nature, in the form of dedicated 
course or curricular inserts.

• As teaching ethics within engineering involves communication through the means of a dis-
course, it is important to connect the ethics discourse to both the industry discourse and the 
local contextual discourse. Connecting the ethics discourse to the industry requires a critical 
and analytical engagement with professional policy documents, internal ethics codes of local and 
multinational companies, and concepts of corporate social responsibility. Connecting the ethics 
discourse with the local context requires the identification of concepts of relevance to different 
cultures and communities, as well as their positioning in relation to traditional concepts pur-
porting to ethics. Concepts such as “ubuntu,” “maat” or “Confucianism” are potentially loaded 
terms but carry with them implicit meaning and significance that need to be excavated.

• Given the focus on participatory and multistakeholder interactions both in teaching and in 
institutional strategies for developing a global and culturally inclusive vision, we encourage 
further research exploring the impact of these initiatives on building (self-)awareness of the 
local strengths and cultural specificities within the partnering groups and communities. Multi-
stakeholder collaborations in engineering education are encouraged to explicitly reflect on the 
cultural transfer between the involved parties and to foster a reciprocal transfer of expertise as an 
integral part of these educational initiatives.

• Research studies are encouraged to make their positionality and demographics explicit and 
engage with the challenges of global context (cultural, national, and/or political boundaries). 
For example, during the peer-review process, the Journal of Engineering Education encourages 
researchers to critically reflect on the extent to which participants are representative of the 
overall population in terms of demography (Pawley, 2017). Globalizing engineering educa-
tion research is also associated with experimenting with different methods and methodologi-
cal approaches. If ethics is seen to include knowledge, skills, values, attitudes, and concepts, 



Diana A. Martin et al.

108

research into ethics in engineering is encouraged to practice innovation as regards method and 
argument, to better model the diversity of teaching ethics practices.

• Engineering (ethics) education working groups and local chapters need to be constituted to add 
value beyond their local or original sphere of influence and collaborate on capacity develop-
ment, outreach, and research dissemination. An example in this sense is the activity of the SEFI 
ethics working group, REEN, and the organization strategy for the REES 2021 conference2.

• Research-funding bodies are encouraged to support and be oriented at transnational or trans-
disciplinary approaches, scope, and consortia composition.

• Repositories of pedagogical resources should strive to internationalize their scope, to curate 
resources from different geographical and cultural contexts or address culturally situated themes. 
An example is the International Division of the Online Ethics Center for Engineering Science.

Finally, we prepared a list of 15 articles published between 2018 and November 2021 that we recom-
mend to those new to the field or interested to adopt global or culturally inclusive practices in their 
teaching or research. These readings are highlighted with (*) in the Reference section.
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1  Introduction

In 2004, Richard Riley, former US Secretary for Education, famously said (Gunderson et al., 2004, 
p. 506):

We are currently preparing students for jobs that don’t yet exist, using technologies that haven’t 
been invented, in order to solve problems, we don’t even know are problems yet.

This statement is as true now as it was in 2004. Future-proofing engineering graduates is a goal of engi-
neering schools across the globe and an ongoing requirement of industry and society. We need our gradu-
ates to be able to continuously think outside the box, upskill in emerging technologies, processes, and 
systems, all while meeting the day-to-day demands of their jobs. We strive to produce engineers of the 
future for workplaces of the future. So how do we continue to innovate engineering education to produce 
these future-proofed graduates? What process do we follow? How do we disrupt our current models?

Firstly, when we speak about disrupting engineering education, there are misinterpretations of 
what disruption is. This is a mistake commonly encountered, as the core concepts of disruption the-
ory remain widely misunderstood (Christensen et al., 2018). However, we can start by understand-
ing that while all disruptions are innovative, not all innovations are disruptive. Disruption theory 
essentially describes “the phenomenon by which an innovation transforms an existing market or 
sector by introducing simplicity, convenience, accessibility, and affordability, where complication and 
high cost are the status quo” (Christensen Institute, 2022).

Christensen identifies that there are two types of innovations seen in organizations (including 
education) – disruptive and sustaining innovations (Christensen et al., 2003). Disruptive innova-
tions are “innovations that make products and services more accessible and affordable, thereby 
making them available to a larger population” (Christensen et al., 2018; Christensen et al., 2015), 
with sustaining innovation targeted to “improve products and services along dimensions of per-
formance that mainstream customers care about and that markets have historically valued” (Chris-
tensen et al., 2018).

Essentially, disruptive innovation tends to create “good enough” products, while sustaining inno-
vation creates “superior products.” Arguably, sustaining innovations are more frequently seen in engi-
neering education, rather than disrupting innovations, with the field using the term “disruption” in 
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a more colloquial sense as opposed to being aligned to Christensen’s  disruption innovation theory. 
This is a misconception commonly seen in the literature (Christensen et al., 2018).

From a strategic perspective, it is likely that a blend of both types of innovation is important in 
higher education, with a structured approach to identifying innovation opportunities being crucial. 
Therefore, to address this requirement, we have considered Doblin’s 10 types of innovation as a 
framework to identify areas in which engineering education could innovate. This chapter presents a 
theoretical framework to categorize and present such innovations. Examples of innovation are iden-
tified not only from the affiliated organizations of the authors of this chapter (identified as emerging 
leaders in engineering education (Graham, 2018)) but also from the extensive literature in this space.

2  The Emerging Themes of Disruption

In 2018, Ruth Graham identified recent innovators in engineering education – the global state of the 
art (Graham, 2018). Three interesting trends identified were that there is a shift in innovation from 
the Global North to the Global South, there is a shift to programs that emphasize socially relevant, 
outward-facing curricula, and there is a new generation of leaders who can deliver programs at scale.

Graham identified the current leaders as Olin College (USA), MIT, Stanford, Aalborg University 
(DK), TU Delft (Netherlands), UCL (UK), Purdue, NUS (Singapore), Cambridge (UK), and Chalmers 
(Sweden). Emerging leaders identified were Singapore University of Technology and Design (SUTD), 
Iron Range Engineering (USA), Charles Sturt University (Australia), Tsinghua University (China), and 
Arizona State University (USA). Graham’s report also identified “places to watch” (Box 2, page 12).

Project-based learning plays a key role in all these institutions, building students’ practice skills 
as well as broadening engineering programs to include multidisciplinary problem-solving to engage 
students in engineering-like activity as early in the curriculum as possible. The second significant 
trend is the move to online content delivery and assurance. This forces careful thought about what is 
core and what is elective. What do students need to learn before they tackle a given project? Teach-
ing students to seek the expertise they need is an important skill needed for their future workplaces, 
where lectures will not be available. Designing curricula around these two key innovations requires 
other changes to the normal university practices.

Key engineering education innovations use more than one kind of innovation. This includes 
the many forms of practice-based learning and flexible curricula, which are supported by modified 
learning environments and staffing structures, leading to gradual changes in perceptions and expecta-
tions by both students and academics.

Looking at our own innovations and those referenced by Graham (2018), we propose five themes 
that are emergent, unifying ideas, giving shape to the changes we see in contemporary engineering 
programs; they are also predictors of future changes that might better deliver the requirements for 
industry and for students:

1 Developing the student engineer identity from early in the program (a logical extension of  
practice-based curricula).

2 Understanding perceptions and expectations from students, employers, academics, and others.
3 Adopting a flexible curriculum.
4 Modifying the learning environment.
5 Starting with a greenfield site – entirely new programs.

2.1  The “Student Engineer” Identity

In general, engineering programs are evolving from content-centric models of what the students 
should know towards capability-centric models of what graduates should be able to do. Students 
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are expected to be undertaking a rich engineering learning experience – the whole is greater than 
the sum of the parts. This disruption occurs where the focus is on ingraining the identity of the 
engineer. Identity can be powerful (Tonso, 2014), as the individual traverses the trajectory of “what 
I think I want to be” to “what I am.” Authentic educational experiences that align that identity 
with the practice of the profession lead to more robust motivation, confidence, and passion, all of 
which lead to improved performance. Authentic problems involve the kinds of problems engineers 
face in the workplace in contrast with the less-valuable kinds they face in a traditional classroom 
(Jonassen, 2014).

Research in the area of engineering identity has increased in recent years (Morelock, 2017). 
Morelock identified several things that contribute to the establishment of the student engineer 
identity. These are exposure to experiences and the connection of these to a student’s “aspects of 
self.” The “aspects of self ” can relate to gender, academic identity, race, or one’s beliefs or values and, 
indeed, the experiences one encounters throughout one’s life. It is not yet clear how students can 
connect these aspects of themselves to the engineering profession.

If the profession can be thought of in the three domains of technical, professional (transversal/
social), and design, then educational experiences that either emulate or directly encounter the envi-
ronments in which those domains are practiced will provide the opportunity of building their engi-
neer identity. Reflective practice (Schön, 1983) is where the student engineer spends focused time 
processing the learning experiences, engaging their beliefs and values with the lived actions of engi-
neering practice, across all three of the aforementioned domains.

Through structured and purposeful reflection activities, identity is developed (Johnson et  al., 
2015; Morelock, 2017). Furthermore, Duarte et  al. (2016) found that students’ own character-
istics (e.g., motivation, self-efficacy) were more important when it comes to the development of 
self-learning skills (learner autonomy) compared to a particular teaching–learning transaction, and 
teaching strategies should account for this. Therefore, by applying a heutagogical teaching strategy, 
capability, capacity, and autonomy can be amplified in students, making them more prepared for the 
complex and ever-changing work environment (Blaschke, 2012).

2.2  Perceptions and Expectations

Disruption can also occur across the many ways that people perceive the profession and the educa-
tional processes. The stakeholders in engineering education, from industry to students, from faculty 
to accrediting bodies, have perceptions of what engineering education is and what it should be. The 
gaps between these expectations afford opportunities to innovate and disrupt. An example is bring-
ing consulting engineers into the academic setting to work side by side with students while meeting 
the needs of the client (Mann et al., 2021).

Contemporary students, whose lives have been shaped by ubiquitous availability of information 
and entertainment, have neither the patience nor the desire to be “taught” in the traditional lecture 
and problem set model. Conversely, 13 years of school that have focused on face-to-face teacher-led 
education has left them oddly unprepared for new models of active learning. A transition semester is 
required to shift students from passive to active, self-directed learners. This is a critical transition for 
all learners in the 21st century, with lifelong learning identified as one of the top 10 critical skills for 
all workers (World Economic Forum, 2020).

2.3  The Flexible Curriculum

Few things have changed as much as how students engage with the content that underpins the 
process of becoming an engineer. Each discipline has its own specialized knowledge (fluid mechan-
ics, thermodynamics, circuit analysis, etc.), and every engineering discipline also relies on a broad 
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collection of common knowledge, such as systems engineering, project management, and people 
management.

For the last 500 years or so, we relied on textbooks and lectures as the dominant modes for 
knowledge transmission. Students practiced new skills in tutorials, laboratories, and design classes. In 
the last 30 years, knowledge has moved online. However, many academics and students still cling to 
the old methods, assuming there will be lectures, problem sets, and textbooks, when we have moved 
into a world of knowledge at our fingertips. Learning can now happen just in time (JIT) as well as 
just in case (JIC) (Killi & Morrison, 2015; Liberatore et al., 2017; Riskowski, 2015; Wilkie, 2013).

However, Killi and Morrison have shown that it is important to couple this JIT teaching and 
learning approach with the optimum time (just in need, JIN) when students’ motivation is highest 
to learn the particular content (Killi & Morrison, 2015). This JIT/JIN learning is fundamentally 
transforming how to become an engineer. Students will progress more quickly from student to engi-
neer, on a constant trajectory of learning on the job. Universities will need to disrupt their education 
programs to cater to this rapid acceleration into the workplace. The four- or five-year full-time, on-
campus curriculum may be a thing of the past.

Further, drastic step changes in modes of learning, as enacted during the global COVID-19 
pandemic, will continue to accelerate this change. Students have realized the benefits as well as the 
difficulties of remote learning. Universities are also adapting pathways into and out of engineering 
programs, enabling students to take a variety of routes both before and after university study. Rec-
ognition of prior learning is being adapted to cater for microcredentials and MOOCs (Rampelt & 
Suter, 2017; Shimson & Verstelle, 2017), as well as more formal, long-form programs of study.

In relation to MOOCs, since their emergence in 2011, they have continued to offer opportuni-
ties for learners to develop and enhance their knowledge (Rivas et al., 2020; Shimson & Verstelle, 
2017). Presumed to have reached their pinnacle towards the end of the last decade, with academics 
believing the craze had passed, the pandemic has resulted in a resurgence of MOOCs. They have, for 
many, been part of an important educational response to the pandemic (Impey & Formanek, 2021; 
Van Melle & de Bie; Yang & Lee, 2021).

2.4  The Learning Environment

Despite parts of the curriculum moving online, most universities still see the face-to-face experience 
as an important part of university life. In fact, this is where students begin to learn the collaboration 
skills that will be essential to their future success (Trevelyan, 2014). Most Western universities have 
invested enormous sums of money into new learning spaces, learning commons, pervasive Wi-Fi, 
coffee carts, microwaves, and other features to make the campus experience attractive to students 
(Fraser, 2014).

Layered on top of these new learning spaces are matching social processes that are changing the 
way that students learn. Student societies are available in a bewildering variety, from social purposes 
to professionally focused ones, helping students develop their skills beyond the curriculum (e.g., the 
robotics club and the space society). Student societies that extend across multiple institutions are also 
prevalent, such as the Golden Key Honor Society, IEEE Eta Kappa Nu, and the Board of European 
Students of Technology (BEST). Start-ups are multiplying at many universities, with structured sup-
port through staffed centers (Miller & Dorning, 2018).

Students are also encouraged to learn collaboratively outside of class through formalized 
peer learning, such as PASS (peer-assisted study sessions), where trained student leaders help 
 less- experienced students master difficult topics (Arendale, 2016). Students are assisted in other 
ways, through pastoral support, aided by learning analytics, which can detect non-engagement early, 
enabling a student to be given a helping hand long before they have failed a key assessment task. 
Students are also assisted by an increasing trend to bring industry adjuncts on campus in various 
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roles – guest lectures, project and studio leaders and clients, engineers-in-residence, professors of 
practice, and so on. These industry colleagues boost student engagement and motivation and keep 
the academic program connected to essential topics, skills, and examples.

2.5  The Greenfield Environment

Many of the examples of disruption have taken place in a greenfield environment – those where new 
models could be established from scratch. This occurs reasonably regularly, although the pathways to 
that founding vary from philanthropy (Miller & Dorning, 2018) to government support (Magnanti, 
2018) to industry patronage (Grose, 2016) to serving as an external sandbox for established institu-
tions (TEDI, n.d.). Greenfield programs are much more able to innovate in the structure of their 
programs and the processes they change around it, but they do so at the cost of additional challenges 
to their brand and profit model (key issues in Doblin, to be explained shortly). While these schools 
are free of the need to subsidize other colleges, or a research agenda, they are also not able to amor-
tize governance and administrative costs across the rest of the institution.

Working in a greenfield environment allows for some parts of the disruption trajectory to be 
accelerated. New programs and ideas can be developed without the “baggage” of existing habits and 
cultures. The price for this is that some of the “baggage” is actually “luggage” – useful practices that 
must, instead, be invented from scratch rather than just simply applied through existing, supportive 
work practices. This is the trade-off made by most start-up organizations, balancing the benefits of 
agility with those of scale. It is significant to note that the emerging leaders identified in Graham 
(2018) are almost all greenfield sites, introducing engineering as a new discipline to their institution 
or creating an entirely new institution.

A consequence of establishing a new program is that by their nature, they start small. Small pro-
grams share many advantages with new programs; there is a smaller footprint involved when the 
structure, process, and systems innovations are required. Many key disruptions initially emerge as 
small innovations in large institutions; it is then their trajectory through configuration innovations 
that see them move to scale. Some institutions keep their programs deliberately small, embracing the 
value of the learning environment for those students who can pay the fees required to make such 
programs viable. Other institutions see themselves as not yet large, investing upfront in their pro-
grams in the belief that the students and the revenues will flow once the advantages of their offering 
become well-known.

3  Matching Innovation to Disruption – Applying the Doblin 
Framework

There are many institutions doing innovative things in the engineering space. While there are themes 
emerging at the frontiers of engineering education, one theme that is missing in the literature is 
explicit reflection about the innovation process. There are many models of innovation present in the 
business literature. It is clear from inspection that many of the engineering education innovators are 
intuitively aligning with these models, but there is little evidence that there has been explicit think-
ing about the innovation process.

We saw an opportunity to address this absence, particularly in the hope of showing how innova-
tion could be transferred between contexts. The “it won’t work here” mindset can be very powerful 
in resisting change in the face of successful exemplars, and the opportunity to decouple an inno-
vation from the specific operating environment by viewing it through the lens of a framework of 
innovation was too strong to resist.

We chose the Doblin 10 types of innovation framework as our lens (Doblin, 2021). The Doblin 
model is not the only model of innovation, but it resonated with us when we used it as a reflective 
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tool. We found it very useful in identifying explicitly many of the things that we were already doing 
implicitly and for providing a vocabulary to explain the different dimensions of innovation that we 
have observed in engineering education. It also provided useful insights into why our innovations 
had been successful when others had failed, and a pathway forward to the transferability of contexts 
that we seek.

3.1  The Doblin Framework

Doblin’s 10 types of innovation model provides a framework to better conceptualize these trans-
formations (Desjardin, 2020; Keeley et al., 2013). This framework (Figure 6.1) distinguishes three 
categories of innovation – experience, configuration, and offering – allowing for insights into the 
ways in which the different curriculum dimensions represent innovation in engineering education.

Experience innovations include transforming the services delivered to customers, the channels 
through which the products or services are delivered, expanding the brand, and improving customer 
engagement. Configuration innovations include reconsidering the profit model, exploiting networks 
of suppliers and collaborators, changing the structure of the organization, and finding superior 
processes for doing the work. Offering innovations includes addressing product performance and 
developing complementary products and services to build a product ecosystem.

The five themes discussed so far (the student engineer, expectations and perceptions, flexible 
curricula, the learning environment, and greenfield sites) can be understood within this framework. 
The student engineer, in a practice-based learning context, is a change of experience. It ticks the 
customer engagement box, which also requires or implies changes in service and channel and an 
opportunity for brand enhancement.

Flexible curricula are a natural partner for practice-based learning, providing students with the 
opportunity to engage in just-in-time learning, as will be the norm in the workplace. Flexible cur-
ricula change the student experience, altering the channel through which learning is delivered, with 
supporting services. Again, this is an opportunity for brand enhancement.

Figure 6.1  The Doblin innovation framework.
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The learning environment must also complement the practice-based learning approach, supported 
by flexible curricula. Once again, these support the student experience, for example, learning commons 
provide additional learning services to support the learning channel and may feature in brand marketing.

Greenfield sites, and, indeed, brownfield sites, focus the attention on the configuration and offer-
ing aspects of innovation. These are the options that are easy to underestimate when innovation is 
considered. The profit model must be addressed at some point, networks should be developed with 
suppliers and collaborators (often neglected as we go it alone), the structure of the academic and 
administrative team needs consideration, and teaching and administration processes need training 
and enhancement. Product performance must be designed, and complementary products and ser-
vices put in place, for example, engagement with industry and internships.

Finally, perceptions and expectations can be (must be) altered across many of the ten dimensions. 
Students and academics must commit to new ways of learning and new ways of interacting and 
assessing. These require new skills from both parties. There are opportunities for new branding, to 
differentiate the new program from its traditional competitors.

Now consider a project-based curriculum and how it requires innovation across all these ten 
dimensions.

3.2  An Example

Each of these ten types of innovation is expressed in educational environments. Impactful change 
requires innovation across many of the ten Doblin innovation types, as in a project-based learning 
(PBL) curriculum, which is designed to deliver the kinds of graduate capabilities being requested by 
engineering employers (ACED, 2021; Kolmos et al., 2004).

1 Altering the curriculum is a change of channel (experience innovation). Students now engage in 
learning through more design tasks and fewer lectures and tutorials. This may be accompanied 
by another channel innovation, such as greater reliance on self-directed learning, supported by 
educational technology.

2 Such curriculum changes are designed to alter the product performance, through graduates with 
improved workplace capabilities (an offering innovation).

3 To achieve these changes, it is also necessary to change our teaching processes (configuration). 
Our academic staff must develop new skills and confidence to facilitate design-led learning.

4 This shift to a project-based curriculum creates new brand opportunities, through marketing a 
new kind of engineering education, attracting those students who are looking for a practice-
focused education (experience).

5 We might also consider new ways of engaging with customers through outreach to schools, in-
house design competitions for schools, and other means to engage high school students in the 
new educational model (experience). Similarly, we might engage industry through guest lectures, 
industry-sponsored projects, internships, and so on.

6 There are further opportunities suggested by the ten types of innovation. Students could be pro-
vided with better service to support their learning. Students often struggle with project-based 
learning at the start. Service could include training and handbooks to help them through this first 
stage of learning. The curriculum might also be structured so that senior students work with 
junior students, enabling knowledge transfer to the new students.

7 Networking is another configuration opportunity. For example, CDIO is a global network of 
educators committed to a certain style of project-based learning (CDIO, 2021; Crawley et al., 
2014). Through the network, members can access syllabus guidelines and examples of good 
practice, such as projects, from around the world. Annual conferences support knowledge trans-
fer between individuals and institutions.
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8 The profit model must also be considered (configuration). Project-based learning is often seen as 
more expensive than traditional methods, yet some universities have operated successfully for 
almost 50 years using this curriculum model (Kolmos et al., 2004). Teaching processes must 
adapt to make sure that costs are contained. In fact, the greatest value is achieved when students 
become truly responsible for their own, and each other’s, learning. We see this in autonomous 
teams, such as the Formula SAE competition, where students work together to complete the 
designated mission (SAE International, 2021).

9 Finally, we come to the product system (offering). Can the project-based curriculum become part 
of a larger ecosystem of products? The traditional approach would be to develop a follow-on set 
of postgraduate qualifications. Other approaches could include using the projects as central to 
engaging with industry in terms of undergraduate projects, postgraduate projects, industry pro-
jects, consulting projects. Thus, the engineering school becomes a knowledge factory, engaging 
with the community on a range of levels, where the project is the central concept and enabling 
process.

10 As the product system changes, the structure of the organization can adapt to truly bring teach-
ing and research together in a seamless way (configuration). PBL is a research-oriented means of 
teaching. The undergraduates become part of the research team.

PBL is an example of a mature innovation that has evolved to touch all of Doblin’s dimensions. 
Other innovations are more directly clustered within different parts of the Doblin framework.

3.3  Experience Innovations

Online learning is one innovation currently transforming engineering education. Universally avail-
able, online engineering knowledge means students now need ways of knowing what they need to 
know. We are moving from a “just in case” learning system towards a “just in time” system. Students 
do need fundamentals, but they don’t need four years of fundamentals. Quickly they need to move 
into problem-solving mode through projects (Prince, 2004; Prince & Felder, 2006).

There are many successful examples of PBL, and all the most innovative engineering schools 
engage students in projects, usually from the first semester onwards (Bertel et al., 2021; Froyd et al., 
2012). Students also need real projects, and they will get these through industry projects on campus 
and by students working in industry, for example, through internships and work placements.

There are emerging educational models where working is a key part of engineering education 
(Lindsay & Morgan, 2021; Ulseth et al., 2021; Boyle et al., 2022b; Morris et al., 2022; Fitzgerald 
et al., 2022). This is a return to cadetships from the 60s and 70s, when students worked full-time 
and studied part-time (very demanding, with high attrition), or via sandwich programs where they 
alternated between work and study. Other models are bringing industry on campus so that students 
are engaged in industry-like situations from week 1 (Mann et al. (2021), Ulseth et al. (2021)).

The REEdI project in Ireland (Boyle et al., 2022a) uses technology to change the student experi-
ence, using virtual and augmented reality (VR/AR) experiences into the curriculum to improve 
both authenticity and accessibility for the students. Similarly, COVID-19 emergency teaching shone 
a light on the challenge of delivering meaningful hands-on engineering experiences for students 
learning remotely with technology (Graham, 2022).

Other themes that emerged from Graham’s work include the development of transversal skills 
(Ulseth et al., 2021), student-centered cultures, entrepreneurial mindsets (Svanström et al., 2012), 
sustainability (van Grunsven et al., 2021), equity and diversity (van Grunsven et al., 2021), ethical 
development (Lavi et al., 2021; Adams et al., 2021), and creativity and innovation (Loh et al., 2021). 
All these require changes to the student experience if they are to be implemented successfully.
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All these are dimensions of disruption in engineering education. They have the power to create 
meaningful impact on student learning experiences and bring value to the organizations the gradu-
ates will serve. However, branding and messaging become essential. Beyond just implementing strate-
gies in any of these areas, there must be effective communication to potential future students and their 
families, as well as to the companies the graduates will serve. Furthermore, we cannot underestimate 
the importance of bringing the wider academic community within our institutions along with us 
on the journey. Without acceptance by these stakeholders, the disruption will not be sustainable 
(Merton et al., 2004).

3.4  Configuration Innovations

Networking is probably the most overlooked path to innovation. Despite the significant overlap 
between the many programs offered by our engineering schools, academics often teach “their” sub-
ject in isolation. Consortia could work together to share resources, such as online tutorials, worked 
examples, projects topics, electives, reducing preparation time, while improving quality and cover-
age, but for the most part, we only go as far as adopting a textbook to replace bespoke lecture notes.

The CDIO consortium is a successful exception to this rule: an international community of project- 
based learning practitioners. CDIO has subsequently expanded to over a hundred institutions world-
wide, easily the most successful example of networking in engineering education. There have been 
other consortia, for example, the coalitions funded by the NSF in the 1990s (Borrego, 2007; Coward 
et al., 2000), and the European Union has also funded many consortia (e.g., Erasmus and similar 
 programs). However, except for CDIO, most fail after funding comes to an end. Are consortia 
 destined to fail? There needs to be a return on investment for these innovations, for example, in 
the form of decreased costs (more efficient teaching practices), more students (economies of scale), 
 better students (reduced cost of teaching), and so on.

A smaller-scale example is the EWB Challenge (Engineers Without Borders, 2021). Each year, 
the Challenge focuses on a community in a developing country, requiring first-year students to find 
engineering solutions to improve the lives of people in that country. This is usually the first chance 
for students to see the connection between engineering and social benefit. This is an interest-
ing example of networking, given that it was initiated by a non-university organization, somehow 
overcoming the natural tendency of academics and students to steer away from “not invented here.”

A related opportunity is academic development, enabling new pedagogical ideas to be introduced 
more quickly, such as alternative forms of assessment, group-based collaborative learning, profes-
sional skills, reflective practice, project-based learning, studios, and so on. Australia had considerable 
success through federal government funding of university consortia from 1990 to 2010 (Universities 
Australia, 2021). Sadly, these programs were discontinued, but they left behind many academics who 
had upskilled themselves in collaboration with colleagues from other universities. The Human Capi-
tal Initiative run by the Higher Education Authority in Ireland is another example of government 
funding university consortia (Higher Education Authority Ireland, 2022).

Business models are another key challenge for universities to consider. Universities tend to focus 
on teaching degrees. We recruit students into those degrees and graduate some of them (usually as 
few as 60% of them). However, at the heart of our degrees are subjects. These are our basic products. 
Could we make some of our subjects into more profitable products? Further, what are students paying 
for? They are no longer paying for lectures and tutorials. They may be paying for access to a com-
munity of learners and bespoke, block mode learning, on-campus challenges, global opportunities, 
and so on. Certainly, this is a very different model to delivering content to 500 students in a lecture 
theater. The teaching needs to be much more student-focused and career-directed. The question is, 
can this be translated into an offering that students (and governments) can and will pay for?
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Other industries have already been through this transformation – gyms do not make their own 
exercise bikes or free weights but instead focus on the experience and support they can craft around 
them. In higher education, the textbook is an illustration of a mature disruption of this type; a small 
handful of publishers (Pearson, Wiley, Macmillan, Cengage, etc.) provides a standardized resource 
to us all. Many of these publishers are now looking to develop smart online tutorial systems and are 
competing with a host of new educational start-ups (EdX, Coursera, Khan Academy, Codecademy, 
etc.) as they do so.

3.5  Offering Innovations

When considered through the Doblin lens, there are few examples of innovations in the offering 
category. While there is a rich diversity of “product” that different institutions sell – a technical 
education, a credential, graduate employment, a learning community, a pedigree – most of this 
differentiation manifests in other forms of innovation. Engineering degrees are somewhat of a 
commodity: the four- or five-year accredited degree that makes an engineer. The innovations/
differentiations seem to be in how institutions deliver that product and in how students experi-
ence it.

Engineering degrees are not usually coupled with a complementary product or service. Double 
degrees may fall into this category, as do co-op work placements. Lifelong learning has been talked 
about for 30+ years but has not yet manifested as a complementary product or service. We have not 
moved from “education as a product” to “education as a lifelong service.”

4  Disruption Isn’t Meant to Be Easy . . .

Disruption happens as the “entrant” delivers a more functional model of learning to small, often 
neglected, audiences. The entrants are largely ignored by the “incumbents” as they move up market. 
Disruption occurs when the mainstream audiences begin demanding the disruptive model. One 
thing that makes it hard is that disruption can take a very long time to occur. By Christensen’s defini-
tion, it might be argued that disruption isn’t occurring yet in engineering education. There certainly 
are many examples of entrant disruptors and, as stated previously, many functional features of effec-
tive models. However, to date, there has not been widespread mainstream demand for or adoption 
of radical new teaching models (Sorby et al., 2021).

4.1  Continuous Improvement Mindset in Disruption

Implementing disruptive models of education is neither linear nor simple. Often, those looking 
to implement change want to find a model that works elsewhere and then copy and paste that 
model. This is a recipe for disaster, as it fails to acknowledge the differences in social context 
between the two locations. It also assumes that the model being copied is linear and static when 
in fact disruptive models are non-linear and dynamic. They are, instead, complex adaptive 
systems.

Complex adaptive systems require an instrumentation and control approach where there is 
continual monitoring of the system, resulting in appropriate actions from the input – probe, 
sense, and respond, as Snowden and Boone (2007) have said. Intentionally implementing feed-
back is a component in any engineering design cycle; thus, disruption, like engineering design, 
requires such a continuous improvement approach. The effectiveness of the learning can thus 
be continually improved during the implementation of the disruptive curriculum (Noor, 2013). 
Thus, those looking to implement should treat any innovation model as a complex adaptive 
system.
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Ruth Graham identified the attributes of emerging and sustaining engineering education world 
leaders through Graham (2018) and CEEDA (2021). Of the many attributes identified, the focus on 
continuous improvement aligns with complex adaptive systems.

Looking across the innovative approaches described in the Special Issue, two features stand 
out. The first is an emphasis on continuous change. An appreciation that change is not a single 
moment or stage, but an ongoing process, runs as a thread through the articles, and can be 
seen in the continuous improvement model adopted at Iron Range Engineering that led to the 
establishment of the Bell program (Ulseth et al., 2021).

(Graham, 2021)

When considering nearly any model of learning, an essential component of the model is reflection 
(Dewey, 1933; Kolb, 1984; Schön, 1987). Reflection is a metacognitive act whereby the learner 
connects the learning to prior learning, assesses its value and contexts, and projects its future value. 
Reflective practice is essential for the ability of emerging engineering practitioners to nimbly meet 
the ever-changing needs they encounter while tackling the world’s complex problems (Sheppard 
et al., 2008). Yet reflection is woefully missing as an intentionally developed skill in most engineering 
education (Ulseth & Johnson, 2017). At best, reflection is tacitly developed in traditional engineering 
models. The act of reflection is core to the engineering design process and the probe-sense-respond 
approach to complex problem-solving. Therefore, disruptors in engineering education need a level 
of reflection built not only into the curriculum but also into the continuous improvement processes 
of the program team.

4.2  The Journey of Innovation

Disruptive models need to use multiple Doblin dimensions as they move towards maturity. The 
kinds of innovation that are necessary to begin a disruption differ from those that are required to 
maintain it and to scale it; a deliberate trajectory is required. What may start as a different classroom 
experience may then require different channels to deliver that offering, networks within and beyond 
the institution to be scalable, and may eventually need to change the processes and even the structure 
of the institution.

What distinguishes the great from the good are those that provide value when innovating at the 
configuration level. It is not enough to just innovate to stop your disruption from being squashed; it 
is necessary that the innovation provides value on the configuration dimensions as well.

It is on these trajectories that the importance of leadership becomes clear. Successful and sus-
tainable disruptions have leaders that work across all of Doblin’s innovation types. In some places, 
this could be a single champion who is able to adapt roles as the project matures, but this is seldom 
the case. Most disruptions are instead successful with a team who can shepherd the disruption as it 
evolves through the different types of innovation and different leaders who are accountable for the 
kinds of work associated with each. Disruption is a journey, a vector that moves from the disrup-
tive idea that manifests on a single dimension to the disruptive model that manifests across multiple 
dimensions. To make this journey successful, it is essential to approach it with the perspective that it 
will evolve over time; a continual improvement mindset is required.

4.3  Barriers to Disruption

Practicing disruptors encounter common roadblocks. One of the biggest is when the incumbents 
decide not to ignore but instead seek to eliminate the innovators, a common phenomenon carried 
out by entrenched and powerful curriculum or accreditation committees. Others include rigid 
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physical infrastructure, technology limitations, enrolment sizes (too big or too small), government 
regulations, and industry demands. One of the most common barriers to disruption is in fact one 
of the key themes of disruption – expectations. While those driving the change may have already 
moved their expectations, other stakeholders can often provide inertia or resistance.

External accreditation is often presented as a roadblock to implementation; the perception 
that “it will never get accredited” undermines the implementation of change. This perception is 
in fact particularly pernicious because it is built upon a mistaken understanding of the goals of 
accrediting bodies. Accrediting bodies desire the better attributes of the newer models and are 
often dismayed by the lack of change made by those who support the incumbent model. This 
view is a carry-forward from a previous era of accreditation, where accreditation was more of a 
“protector of the status quo” (Froyd et al., 2012). Unfortunately, external accreditation is of such 
value to institutions that they may be unwilling to take risks in this space, even when those risks 
would be welcome.

Another perceived barrier to innovation is the issue of scale. Many engineering schools operate 
at very large scales, with thousands of students. There is a misconception that because these institu-
tions operate at scale, any innovation must also commence at scale. Disruptions must be scalable, 
but they can start small, even within large institutions, such as the NEET program at MIT (Lavi 
et al., 2021).

A real challenge is that of the “pioneer cohort.” When a disruptive model is implemented, the 
student engineers in the model are the pioneers that can make or break the success of the innovation. 
To their benefit, they usually develop a level of resilience that is unparalleled in a traditional program, 
as they must persist through the constantly changing environment around them – a powerful out-
come in transversal skill development. However, they lack a ready-made identity, which is inherent 
when people before them have succeeded both in the model and after graduation.

This lack of identity often results in a built-in lack of confidence in the new program and the 
people delivering it. Learning to be an engineer is an inherently difficult quest in any model and 
requires change and resilience on the part of the students. Being part of a pioneer cohort provides 
the alternative of making the new model the scapegoat – they can question the validity of the 
program rather than engage with and overcome the challenges they encounter. Understanding the 
attributes of pioneer cohorts can lead new disruptors to be ready for and expect these challenges, 
oftentimes even mitigating the issues before they emerge.

4.4  The Role of Faculty in Disruption

Key stakeholders in the disruption process are the faculty who teach engineering programs. There is 
a well-entrenched traditional model of teaching engineering which is thoroughly embedded in the 
processes and structures of the institution. While some innovators will happily be early adopters of 
any change that comes along, the majority of faculty will be more circumspect in embracing change. 
Therefore, influence is required to ensure academics have a willingness to embrace and understand 
the template models of disruptive engineering programs available. They need to have a willingness 
to change and upskill, to be able to effectively drive the curriculum reforms required in their con-
text. In addition, they need to understand the impact of disruptive technologies in the teaching and 
learning process and champion the inevitable cultural changes that are required.

We now need faculty to start thinking the way we want our engineering graduates of the future 
to think. They need a broad knowledge in not only engineering but also socioeconomic factors, 
they need an entrepreneurial attitude, they need to be disruptive thinkers focused on innovation and 
value creation for their university, and they need to be capable themselves of working in interdisci-
plinary teams of specialists, engineers, and stakeholders. If they don’t think like this, how can they 
instill this mindset in our future engineers?
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4.5  Helpful Change Models

At a more macro level, it is important for us to be aware of how higher education institutes are 
complex ecosystems and how an understanding of this complexity can help plan and drive inno-
vation across the configuration, offering, and experience for a particular organizational context. 
Otherwise, we could end up perplexed as to why our organizations, our leaders, our departments, 
our curricula, our customers, or our teaching strategies remain stagnant and impervious to sustained 
innovation. Therefore, an understanding of organizational theories can be advantageous. Manning 
(2017) describes this complexity in higher education and how organizational theory was, and can be, 
further used to help higher education institutes to reinvent themselves and become more innovative.

Leadership style and change management have critical parts to play in the innovation process. 
There are many different change and leadership models referenced in the literature (Borrego & Hen-
derson, 2014; Bush, 2015; Froyd, 2014; Kolmos et al., 2016; Vlachopoulos, 2021). Bush describes 
the linkages between organization theory with different types of leadership in higher education and 
how the connection (among other things) has an impact on innovation and change management. 
The author surmises that the four aspects of organizations that theorists study are structure, goals, 
culture, and context. One could argue that these aspects are closely aligned to Doblin’s configuration 
subdomain, organizational design (“Make form follow function and align infrastructure with core 
qualities and business processes”).

The link between culture, change, innovation, and leadership has been referenced in engineering 
education reform literature since the early 2000s (Merton et al., 2004) and is consistently identified 
as an important connection in higher education in general (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017; Borrego & 
Henderson, 2014; Bush, 2015; Froyd, 2014; Reinholz & Apkarian, 2018; Vlachopoulos, 2021).

5  But It Can Be Delightful . . .

5.1 A New Mindset for New Challenges

Disruption is a mindset as much as a process. For most of us, we are disrupting our business before 
someone else does. This may take several years, as we roll in new programs, across multiple disci-
plines. There will be transition issues, sometimes for hundreds of students, as old subjects are phased 
out and new ones replace them. There can be turmoil and unhappiness for both students and 
academics.

However, there is also delight when students see learning in a new light (Hadgraft et al., 2018):

Open-ended scope, freedom, and creativity. I liked how I had freedom to learn using my own 
practical experiences, instead of a regimented assessment schedule.

We are training a new mindset that sees the world from a disruptive point of view. Increasingly 
complex engineering problems require new solutions; there are no old solutions to copy. Disruption 
must be a habit in every classroom if we are to graduate professionals with this mindset.

Our old programs have, instead, mostly relied on applying known theory to known problems, as 
if the problems in the world were unchanging. These curricula were inspired by the post–World War 
II explosion in science and engineering. Our current world faces many challenges, at increasingly 
large scales. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, 2021) describe the global 
challenges that we will face over the next 50 years, and we need engineers who can engage with 
these problems. Engineering graduates need to demonstrate awareness and application of the SDGs 
and understand their importance for the engineer’s role in society. It is important to build the SDGs 
into individual subjects in engineering degrees. For example, a key part of the REEdI program is 
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that students are required to demonstrate awareness and application of the SDGs in their on-campus 
projects, workplace tasks, and industry projects (O’Sullivan et al., 2022).

5.2  Maintaining the Disruption

Ongoing disruption is hard to maintain. It’s easy to run this year’s project like last year’s, go through 
the motions, take it easy. Industry partnerships help us break out of this laziness. Industry problems 
change regularly and usually have a level of difficulty that stretches students beyond what they think 
they can achieve. These problems create an edgy environment that can stress some students (and aca-
demics!). Our job is to project-manage our students, keep them on track, help them be less stressed, 
but encourage them to seek novel solutions to these problems. We should encourage excellence 
through innovation.

This changes how we design subjects, semesters, whole curricula. Our fondness for outcomes-
based education has tended to constrain our subject design, handcuffing us with a set of learning 
outcomes that can be too specific, often focusing only on technical outcomes. Instead, we need 
meta-learning outcomes that define program-level concepts, not the textbook contents page. For 
example: engage with stakeholders to identify a problem; apply design and systems thinking to 
respond to the identified problem; apply technical skills to develop, model, and/or evaluate designs; 
demonstrate effective collaboration and communication skills; and conduct critical self-, peer-, and 
group review for continuous improvement (Hadgraft et al., 2018).

Self- and peer review are essential skills for us as much as for our students. We must put our 
practice under the microscope, seeking constantly to refine and improve our practice. Agile meth-
odology is one approach that relies on constant review of progress (wrike.com, 2022). The semester 
is broken into a series of sprints, for example, weekly or fortnightly. Teams present their work at 
each scrum or stand-up meeting to report progress and to state what will be accomplished next. 
Any difficulties can be quickly resolved at those meetings. This keeps students on track and resolves 
difficulties that they might have. In this way, the academics project-manage the student teams to 
completion. This is helpful for those students who might feel a bit lost when confronted with a 
problem that they have not seen before.

However, we also need to be on the lookout for new possibilities, new ways of disrupting our-
selves, before we become too comfortable with how the subject, major, or program works. Students, 
too, should be on the lookout for new tools and new ways of working together and new people to 
work with. Diversity brings new challenges as well as new ways of looking at problems. Problems are 
increasingly transdisciplinary. Without this disruptive mindset, we fall back into old ways of think-
ing, turning out last year’s design, when a new solution is required.

Of course, disruption can be uncomfortable. We know that each problem we face will bring 
challenges we haven’t seen before. However, the key shift is in our problem-solving capabilities. We 
are shifting from a focus on being able to solve specific technical problems (circuit analysis, thermo-
dynamics) to a focus on multidisciplinary problems, requiring multi-stakeholder input. There are 
recognized problem-solving processes for these sorts of problems, such as Fleming (2021) or Fogler 
and LeBlanc (2007); it’s just that traditional programs have not taught them. Equipped with these 
meta-problem-solving skills, new problems are not just less challenging; they become positively 
exciting!

6  And It Never Ends

Higher education is a well-established marketplace, with heavily entrenched traditional models of 
learning. There is a long history of innovation in higher education, some successful and some less so. 
The confluence of ever more powerful technology, changing expectations of industry and students, 
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and external shocks, such as pandemics, means that engineering education is ripe for wide-ranging 
disruption.

Doblin’s ten types of innovation provide a framework to consider the ways in which innovation 
and disruption take place in engineering education. While we may project to the world that we offer 
a wide range of different offerings to potential students, the Doblin lens shows us that what we offer 
are mostly different experiences and configurations of a substantially similar offering. Reflecting on 
the kinds of innovations we pursue assists us in identifying what can truly become disruptive.

Sustainable scalable disruption requires innovation in the configuration domains. Disruptions 
within existing institutions require innovation in the processes and/or the structures of those institu-
tions, as they reinvent the way they go about their operations. Disruptions beyond an existing insti-
tution require innovation in the network dimension, sharing the ideas beyond a single organization.

Disruptions that begin as start-up organizations avoid the challenges of reinventing an existing 
culture within existing structures and processes, but they do so at the expense of a lack of existing 
infrastructure and with the significant challenge of having to innovate (often unsuccessfully) in the 
profit model dimension. A blank page is by no means essential for disruption – it merely changes the 
nature of the disruption trajectory.

What is essential is the mindset of continuous improvement. Disruption can only progress when 
there is a commitment to making the experience, configuration, and offering better and a willing-
ness to adapt to the different needs and risks of innovating in each of these dimensions. For the early 
adopters among us, change is comfortable, and we are willing to try and fail and try again. The late 
adopters among us support the sustainable disruptions that have the full spectrum of innovations 
covered. Fortunately, the mindset for disrupting engineering education is the engineering design 
mindset – the mindset that we want to instill in our graduates. Continuously improving what we do 
will enable our graduates to continuously improve what they do and to better serve their profession, 
their communities, and their societies as they practice as professional engineers.

7  Lastly, We Leave You With This Thought . . .

Being disruptive is not about a single product – it is much more. We have shown through this 
chapter that a combination of innovations, inspired by Doblin’s framework, will produce impact-
ful and powerful results. We suggest that action research is the paradigm that best fits the insights 
from the Doblin model. Disruption changes over time, and so does the kind of innovation that 
you need.

Whether you are an academic, an action researcher, or tasked with a change management ini-
tiative at your organization, we encourage you to take this framework and utilize it as a diagnostic 
tool to analyze your current state or use it to formulate a proposed new endeavor. No doubt the 
opportunities uncovered will look different depending on the context of your institution. Let Dob-
lin’s framework give you insights, let it highlight the opportunities, and let it illuminate the research 
questions that are ready to be explored. The value of this new model is the novelty of applying the 
Doblin lens. Our “call to action” is to use a deliberate process for innovation. As we’ve shown, suc-
cessful innovators have disrupted across many dimensions, though from all appearances they have 
done so intuitively. Now, the intuitive approach is no longer necessary. The Doblin framework is 
available for future disruptors to use as a guide, deliberately and explicitly.
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The Role and Use of Theory in 

Engineering Education Research

Andrea Goncher, Ashish Hingle, Aditya Johri, and Jennifer M. Case 

1  Introduction

There have been scholarly and practice-oriented publications related to engineering education for 
almost as long as there have been formal engineering programs of study, but in the last few decades, 
engineering education research (EER) has emerged as a distinct field of inquiry (Jesiek et al., 2009). 
EER has a substantial literature outlining how research in this field should be undertaken and what 
counts as quality research (Streveler & Smith, 2006; Johri & Olds, 2014; Klassen & Case, 2022). 
The field draws on a range of social science theories and methodologies to undertake investigations 
to inform the improvement of engineering education, and thus, it can be stated that EER is largely 
applied social research, that is, it is “research that attempts to solve a concrete problem or address 
a specific policy question and that has a direct, practical application” (Neuman, 2014, p. 1). This 
does not preclude advancing scientific understanding, but the use of knowledge to solve a problem 
inspires that goal (Stokes, 2011).

Since each field or discipline has many tacit practices through which knowledge is generated 
and shared, newcomers, especially those from different epistemologies, often face “conceptual dif-
ficulties” in their effort to learn a new domain. In work that examined these difficulties during the 
early formation of the EER field, Borrego (2007) identified five features that were problematic, in 
terms of conceptual boundary-crossing, for researchers who were trained primarily in engineering 
disciplines and were starting out in EER:

1 The open-ended nature of research questions (“why” or “how” questions as opposed to closed-
form yes-or-no questions);

2 The need for a theoretical framework to guide educational research;
3 The use of qualitative or mixed research methods as a complement to quantitative approaches;
4 Difficulty in definition and measurement of constructs or variables for educational research; and
5 The need to work within interdisciplinary configurations to make up for the lack of individuals 

trained in both engineering and social science methods.

In the 15 years since the publication of that article, there have been more systematic review articles 
that provide a critical and comprehensive overview of development within the field. These analyses 
have examined the work bibliometrically, using citations or other relevant information, and through 
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qualitative analysis of papers (Brozina et al., 2021). They provide a window on development within 
EER in terms of methods, topics, and co-authorship (Malmi et al., 2018); Wankat et al., 2014; Wil-
liams et al., 2014; Xian & Madhavan, 2014). Overall, there is now substantially published literature 
in the field, with many discussions in relation to how to pose research questions, what methods 
to use, and so on. The field has made progress, in terms of codified knowledge, that has poten-
tially made it easier for those trained in other disciplines to socialize into EER. However, except 
for Malmi et al. (2019), which refers to the use of theories, none of the other studies have looked 
specifically at theoretical frameworks. Yet theoretical development is often seen as paramount for 
the advancement of any field (Kemnitzer, 2008), and from early on, EER scholars also noted the 
need for both theoretical and methodological sophistication to inform its status as a field (Froyd & 
Lohmann, 2014).

In discussing what they consider as a “theory deficit” in higher education research, Hamann and 
Kosmützky (2021) give a description which could easily apply to EER: “A lot of research in the field 
is done in a demand-oriented mode for policy and practice, often based on normative questions” 
(p. 468). They caution that this theory deficit limits the capacity of the field for ongoing growth and 
development. To this end, they propose the notion of “theory work”:

With this notion we suggest understanding theories not as sterile and disembodied knowledge 
and, ultimately, uniform sets of propositions, but as tools that can be used for different purposes. 
Consequently, working with theories can be conceived of as a craft that can – and should – be 
made explicit, maintained, and trained.

(p. 469)

Our main aim in this chapter is, therefore, to advance this orientation towards “theory work” for EER 
by building on previous scholarship on the role of theory in engineering education, by attending to 
the role it can play, and by looking at theories and theoretical perspectives that some recent scholars in 
the field have used to make this work explicit. We also discuss terminology and constructs that under-
pin theoretical work, such as paradigms, concepts, frameworks, and models (Hughes et al., 2019).

2  Theories and Theoretical Frameworks

One of the unintended consequences of a move towards greater engagement with theory at a rela-
tively quick pace within EER has been a lack of clarity within the field on the role of theory and, 
increasingly, paucity of common ground around what constitutes a theory and when designing a 
research study or presenting findings (Johri, 2010). These are thorny matters and not limited to 
engineering education; for instance, our allied field, computing education, is grappling with similar 
questions (Nelson & Ko, 2018).

A theory is a system of interconnected abstractions or ideas that condenses and organizes knowl-
edge in relation to a phenomenon in the world (Neuman, 2014). A theory or theoretical explana-
tion uses a collection of carefully considered concepts, has logical consistency, and is embedded 
within a larger arrangement of similar explanations. In other words, any social theory is a compact 
way to describe and expand our understanding of the social world such that our understanding 
moves from a specific situation (e.g., students from the first-year engineering program at university 
X get better grades on a standardized assessment than students from the same program at university 
Y) towards general understanding and knowledge (e.g., students who are taught using open-ended 
problem-solving followed by multiple-choice exams tend to do better on standardized exams than 
those in a similar program who are taught primarily using lectures and multiple-choice exams) 
(Neuman, 2014).
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Theory serves many useful functions in relation to research and writing. First, theory situates 
our findings or ideas in an existing scholarly conversation and shows clearly how our findings 
or arguments build upon or transcend prior work (Jawitz & Case, 2009; Case, 2008). Second, 
theory helps us provide succinct and coherent explanations for real-world behavior. Causality, 
the primary criterion of a theory in the natural sciences, is the ability to explain how observed 
phenomena are connected and is the ultimate goal of any theory (Fiske, 2004). The usefulness of 
theory is its interpretative function. Through it, we contextualize the world around us and our 
actions in the world. Third, theory shapes the design of a study and guides us in constructing 
knowledge right from the very beginning of a research endeavor. Underpinning a research design 
with theory helps avoid regurgitation and results in creative outcomes to help build and grow a 
body of knowledge. Fourth, theory assists us in the diffusion of research results by providing a 
guiding framework, a narrative structure, a discourse, or a schema to assist us in talking about our 
work and its usefulness. Coherence is the basic idea that arguments flow from each other, and 
contradiction is avoided. A theory tells a good story by revolving around an interesting problem 
with an equally or more exciting answer and is parsimonious in the telling of the story by being 
simple and effective.

From a traditionally positivist perspective, theory should be testable by other scholars, and it 
should be fertile in generating interest and scholarship (Fiske, 2004); (Jamieson & Lohmann, 2009; 
Watson, 2009). In this paradigm, theories help in addressing four central goals of empirical work: 
analysis, explanation, prediction, and prescription; theories that do this work can themselves be 
further classified as (1) theory for analyzing, (2) theory for explaining, (3) theory for predicting, (4) 
theory for explaining and predicting, and (5) theory for design and action (Gregor, 2006). We refer 
interested readers to Appendix 1 on p. 488 in Hamann and Kosmützky (2021) for further articula-
tion of different conceptions of theory and theorizing, drawing on the work of Merton, Abend, 
and Krause.

Another useful way to understand theory is to look at what it is not. Sutton and Staw (1995) 
outline five common elements appearing in research papers that signify superficial uses of theory: 
references, data, diagrams, variables, and hypotheses. They argue that theory must be used, not sim-
ply referenced. They argue that authors need to go beyond providing a token laundry list of theo-
retical references and, instead, need to present an “explanation of why the theory or approach leads 
to a new or unanswered theoretical question” (p. 373). They argue that theories must be USED in 
theory-informed research to (1) explain why certain patterns were observed in the data, (2) specify 
how variables were generated and how they are connected, (3) spell out the underlying logic behind 
visual representations used in a paper, and (4) present logical arguments as support for why certain 
relationships should occur.

A theoretical framework refers to a selection of theories assembled to inform a research design. This 
is the most common understanding of the term, although some researchers make a further distinc-
tion between theoretical, conceptual, and analytical frameworks as follows (see Imenda, 2014; Neu-
man, 2014; Wimmer & Dominick, 2013; Magana, 2022 for further details):

• Theoretical frameworks must consist of elements of a theory or a set of theories and must talk 
about how that shapes the research and how the research might add to the framework, clarify 
elements of it, or make some contribution to it.

• Conceptual frameworks include sets of concepts that can be derived from theories but also from 
personal experience or other empirical work that is not necessarily theory-driven.

• Analytical frameworks are a combination of theoretical and conceptual frameworks and con-
structed primarily to guide empirical work or analysis but can also be used in the review of 
prior work.
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In addition, like theories, although the most common use of frameworks is to guide the research 
study, they are also used to interpret and discuss the findings. This is especially the case when the 
findings are meant to extend or revise the original framework.

3  Paradigms

Theories are always embedded within broader paradigms (Wimmer & Dominick, 2013). A research 
paradigm offers a structure to undertake research by integrating the philosophical assumptions and 
providing models and techniques to assist with the methodology, including data collection and 
analysis (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). According to Neuman (2014), “[i]t organizes concepts, theo-
retical frameworks, and research methods” (pg. 60). A paradigm is thus an overarching term that 
encapsulates the researcher’s worldview, how they see the phenomenon at hand, and how they 
justify going about research. Embedded within paradigms are both ontology and epistemology. 
Ontology refers to our views on the nature of the world, and epistemology refers to our views on how 
we come to know about the world (Baillie & Douglas, 2014). All these choices are often not made 
explicit by researchers, but attempting to do so will assist with the selection of concepts and theo-
ries we use and how we use them. Within educational research in particular, the role of paradigms 
has been contested for a long time (Rist, 1977), including in discipline-based research (Szyjka, 
2012), and many articles provide guidance on the application of paradigms (Van Merriënboer & 
De Bruin, 2014).

The debate around the most appropriate paradigms in social sciences, their pros, cons, and useful-
ness, is ongoing and probably never-ending, but at this time within the academic community, most 
people can agree that there are three paradigms of research and scholarship under which most of us 
operate (Crotty, 1998). The first, the postpositivist paradigm, is the most common and widely used 
approach within the social sciences, especially in North America and Europe, and in this approach, 
the social sciences are seen as akin to the natural sciences, with similar assumptions about objectivity 
and facts and the research process (Jawitz & Case, 2009). Positivism is thus typically a starting point 
for EER researchers who were trained in science or engineering (Douglas et al., 2010; Kellam & 
Jennings, 2021). Here it should also be noted that increasingly researchers use the term postpositiv-
ism, which is a more refined take on positivism that acknowledges fallibility as a core part of the 
research process.

The second paradigm is interpretivism, and for interpretive researchers, social life is different from 
the natural world in fundamental ways, and they argue that, rather than borrowing scientific princi-
ples from the natural sciences, there is a need to develop unique ways of examining human social life 
by understanding the meanings humans attach to their experiences. The third paradigm is the critical 
approach, which shares many features with interpretivism but focuses on inequality and injustice in 
society and aims for change by putting knowledge into action. Why does the paradigm we function 
under matter? Primarily because encapsulating our worldview guides how we can and want to know 
the world and what we want to say about it; in other words, it shapes any form of empiricism we 
undertake, but more importantly, it shapes the ideas we have about the world.

4  Epistemological Tensions and Theoretical Pluralism

The social world is complex, and each theory or paradigm can only illuminate a particular “slice” of 
that reality. The argument has thus been made for the need for the deployment of multiple theories 
in higher education research (Ashwin, 2009) since there is no one theory that can capture all poten-
tially important aspects of a phenomenon like engineering education. This is likely a challenge for 
those schooled in engineering, where there tends to be more agreement on the nature of scientific 
phenomena and how they might be conceptualized.
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The tension between different ways of knowing, or epistemological tensions, are increasingly vis-
ible within EER. Kellam and Jennings (2021) point to the difficulties in having positivist-oriented 
reviewers giving comments asking for generalizability and statistical power in relation to their pro-
posal, which was framed in the postmodern tradition. They survey recent research in EER and 
analyze “voice,” showing what they identify as a tension between positivist and postmodern voices 
in the field. Seniuk et al. (2018) provide a collaborative autoethnography reflecting on how these 
epistemological tensions influence doctoral students in the field.

In this chapter, we want to move past this tension and advocate for theoretical pluralism in this 
field, similar to the calls for methodological pluralism already so well established (Beddoes, 2014; 
Case & Light, 2011). Not everyone needs to use every theory; in fact, this most probably would 
not make sense, given that we need scholars who can develop a deep understanding of particular 
theoretical orientations, but we need to advance mutual understanding of what people are doing 
with theory, what particular theories are good for, and where their limitations reside. The following 
section aims to explore this further.

5  The Use of Theories in Engineering Education Research

We conducted a study looking at gray literature to illustrate recent use of theory in EER (Hingle 
et  al., 2022). Gray literature refers to information sources within the field that do not appear in 
traditional venues, such as conferences and journals, and that include outputs such as dissertations, 
research proposals, and technical reports, as well as, increasingly, online repositories and archives, 
such as arXiv (Adams et al., 2016). In the chapter, we specifically analyzed abstracts of funded US 
National Science Foundation (NSF) research and US-based PhD dissertations, focusing on the time 
period 2011–2021 (Hingle et al., 2022). These gray literature sources, that is, research not published 
in traditional venues, are essential to understanding research and topic trends within the domain as 
they are milestones for research and scholarship. Gray literature, especially dissertations and research 
projects, are also representative of the most recent and current scholarship in the area. Our chapter 
focused on mapping the use of theoretical underpinnings, including, “model,” “conceptual framework,” 
“theoretical framework,” and “theory” (Passey, 2020), in dissertations and NSF-funded research. We 
used this approach as a starting point to understand any trends in how researchers undertaking EER 
intended to shape (Jesiek et al., 2011), define, and ground their study’s focus, methods, and con-
textual considerations with the use of theory. In the rest of the section, we focus on a few theories 
identified through our analysis, and for readers interested in a larger list of theories that have been 
used across engineering and computing education research, we refer them to Appendix A.

The term “theoretical framework,” which signals a mobilization of existing theories towards a 
particular study, informing its research design and facilitating a shared understanding of how research 
and scholarship are interpreted, was prevalent in the gray literature we explored. We identified par-
ticular theories used and found some broad families of theories that appeared prevalently:

• Social cognitive theory
• Motivation theory
• Identity theory
• Socialization theory
• Change theory

While these theories are typically put to work in conceptualizing learning in EER, they are theo-
ries that play on a much broader stage in the overall social sciences (for a review of theories focused 
specifically on learning practice, see Newstetter & Svinicki, 2014). One set of theories points to 
key theorizations of the individual, focusing on cognition, motivation, identity, and socialization. 
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It will be observed here that EER has tended to theorize at the individual level when it comes to 
the unit of analysis, as is common across many other fields of education research, given the largely 
psychological leaning of the field (Woolfolk et al., 2008). Even theories of socialization are pre-
dominantly looking at how the individual comes to be socialized. Identity theories also typically 
understand the formation of identity in the social context, but the focus for theorizing is on the 
individual.

We further identified a set of theories from the preceding list that aim to integrate theory and 
empirical research versus theories used largely to interpret and understand findings (Gregor, 2006). 
These “middle-range” theories (Merton, 1949; Lenz et  al., 1995) utilize theory with analytical 
elements to guide empirical research. This analysis led to the following groupings of theories with 
similar orientations towards particular aspects of engineering education:

On Learning

• Cognitive load theory – a learning theory that describes the limitations on how many ideas a 
learner can hold in their head at one time.

• Communities of practice – on how novices learn to become experts within the context of join-
ing a community.

• Self-efficacy – a learning theory that emphasizes the need for learners to self-regulate their 
learning.

• Situated learning – a learning theory that emphasizes the context in which learning occurs.
• Socio-constructivist learning theory – a variation of constructivist learning theory that recog-

nizes the agency of the individual learner in making sense of things but also acknowledges the 
significance of the social context.

On Individual Choice (Including Careers)

• Social cognitive career theory – on the process of career choice.
• Expectancy-value theory – a theory of how individuals make decisions based on both the likeli-

hood of success and the value of the task to the individual.

On Power Relations in Society

• Intersectionality theory – on how various markers of difference (race, class, gender, etc.) com-
bine to place individuals in positions of marginality in the context of oppressive power relations.

• Social capital theory – a theory that understands social power relations in terms of capital that 
is not only economic, and is mobilized through habitus to obtain advantage in the social field.

• Community cultural wealth – a theory that contrasts itself to Bourdieu’s theory of capital by 
emphasizing that those from seemingly low socioeconomic statuses draw on resources within 
the community that allow them to advance.

On Organizational Change

• Collective impact framework – an organizational change theory that emphasizes the need for 
collective and coordinated action.

• Diffusion of innovation – a theory that describes the spread of new ideas.
• Kotter’s 8-step model of change – a model of change that outlines distinct steps for organiza-

tional change to be effective.
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It is not surprising that a range of learning theories is present, since a core of the work continues 
to look at how to improve student learning outcomes in engineering education. The theoreti-
cal bases for studies of student choice of career also signal a longstanding interest for investiga-
tions in EER. It is interesting that this analysis did not yield any distinct theories of teaching or 
curriculum.

The prevalence of sociological theories in relation to power relations in society and, specifically 
speaking, to the marginalization of race, gender, and other such markers of diversity signals a signifi-
cant area where the field of EER has been growing dramatically in its focus and theoretical grasp. 
Finally, the appearance of organizational change theories signals that funding priorities in this area in 
the United States are shifting the field productively.

It is interesting to compare this analysis with the overview of theoretical areas that was developed 
some years ago in the exercise to produce an EER taxonomy, led by Finelli and colleagues (Finelli 
et al., 2015). The taxonomy signals a significant focus on affective, cognitive, and developmental 
theories (of the individual). Critical theory and intersectionality are briefly featured in the taxonomy, 
but no other sociological theories of power relations appear. There is no mention of organizational 
change theories or epistemological theories (Baillie  & Douglas, 2014). Given that the work on 
the taxonomy was done around 2012–2013, this probably reflects the changes in the use of theory 
within EER.

Having looked at the range of theories, we now dig deeper into a few selected theories, each 
aligned with one of the larger paradigms, to examine their use in-depth, including the nature and 
range of concepts used and some exemplar uses of the theory. Our aim here is to build on the point 
earlier about the need for epistemological pluralism in EER. There is no one “right” paradigm, and 
similarly, there is no “right” theory. What matters is the question that the researcher is asking and 
how they mobilize both theory and method to accomplish their aim.

5.1  Social Cognitive Career Theory – Theorizing Within a Postpositivist 
Paradigm

Our first example, from the postpositivist tradition, is social cognitive career theory (SCCT), which has 
been employed by researchers in both dissertations and research proposals. We characterize this the-
ory under the postpositivist paradigm because of the foundational definition and characterization of 
the theory (Lent et al., 2002). According to the proponents of the theory, SCCT incorporates three 
central variables, that is, factors that can change, from general social cognitive theory: (1) self-efficacy, 
(2) outcome expectations, and (3) personal goals. These three variables are seen as basic “building 
blocks” of career development and represent key mechanisms, that is, a system of interacting components, 
by which people are able to exercise personal agency (p. 261). Lent et al. (2002) also state that the 
SCCT framework organizes career-related interest, choice, and performance into three interlock-
ing models, that is, system of related concepts. In their paper, they present an overview of these models, 
focusing on the interplay among the central social cognitive variables in guiding career development 
and discussing how these variables operate in concert with other personal and contextual aspects of 
persons (p. 264). In the same chapter, on pages 266 and 269, they present figures that outline differ-
ent hypothesized connections for each factor, and discuss mediator and moderator variables. Finally, 
even when discussing reviews of research on SCCT, the authors highlight the predictive power 
of the SCCT, the support for causal relations, and the quantifiable differences across social groups 
(p. 280; also see Sheu et al., 2010). The use of words such as models, variables, prediction, and causal 
relations all points to the positivist tradition, where the goal is to undertake social science research in 
a scientific manner that is modeled after the natural and physical sciences and where prediction and 
causal modeling is the primary goal.
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Within engineering and computing education research, many scholars have used SCCT and 
primarily in the positivist tradition to examine gender differences in career choices, in student 
motivation for specific careers, and for predicting academic interests and goals of students (Car-
rico & Tendhar, 2012; Inda et al., 2013; Lent et al., 2008). We illustrate the use of SCCT through 
an example which applies the framework to a dissertation study. We selected this example to high-
light how the framework was applied in the research design and analysis that allowed the researcher 
to utilize empirical results to extend the analytic generalizability of social cognitive career theory. 
Young (2017) used SCCT to guide the qualitative study on engineering student participants in a 
co-op development program (CDP).

Using theory to modify or extend an existing theoretical framework is important to guide further 
research rather than using it as cited work (Malmi et al., 2018). Young’s use of social cognitive career 
theory (SCCT) allowed her to situate her findings and provide explanations of real-world behavior 
and practice. The use of theory in this study is a good example of how she used SCCT to situate the 
study’s findings in existing scholarship and extend the analytic generalizability of the theory.

Young (2017) used the framework to predict and discuss results related to participants’ career 
decision-making and how their choices were influenced by engagement in a co-op development 
program. The study’s research questions were grounded in SCCT and operationalized how learn-
ing experiences shaped outcome expectations and career actions. The theoretical framework in this 
example played an important role in the concluding rationale and implications for future research, 
policy, and practice. The outcomes of this work informing student-centered university–industry 
partnerships aimed at supporting workforce development and, grounded by SCCT, is a good exam-
ple of the conceptualization of theory to structure education and the workplace.

Another contribution from this example resulted in the creation of operationalized definitions of 
learning experiences embedded within SCCT and linked the identified student experiences that led 
to an early career within the engineering industry. Our earlier discussion on the potential ambiguity 
in defining the terminology, for example, concept, construct, and framework, associated with theory in 
EER can pose difficulties for researchers trying to utilize theory for interpretive function. Young’s 
operationalized definitions can provide guidance for researchers who intend to understand and use 
SCCT in their research design and analysis.

5.2  Situated Learning – Theorizing Within an Interpretivist Paradigm

Compared to SCCT, situated learning has a broader realm as a theory, and its definition is less precise 
and states primarily that humans learn in practice through legitimate, recognized, peripheral par-
ticipation in a community where they are guided towards developing expertise by those who are 
established practitioners (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The constructs or concept clusters associated with 
situated learning are “cognitive apprenticeship,” “communities of practice,” and “legitimate periph-
eral participation,” among others (see Collins et al., 1989; Lave, 1991, 1993; Wenger, 1999). Within 
EER, aspects of situated learning are commonly used (Johri & Olds, 2011; Johri et al., 2014), and 
scholars have deployed it for research on engineering practice (Buch, 2015), transition to profes-
sional work (Lutz & Paretti, 2021; Reich et al., 2015), disciplinary participation (Peters, 2018), con-
ceptual change (Bornasal et al., 2018), and engineering leadership, (Rottmann et al., 2018) among 
other purposes.

From within our dataset of dissertations, one exemplar is Radhakrishnan (2020). Radhakrishnan 
(2020) draws from the theoretical framework of situated learning and communities of practice (CoP) 
to discuss the outcomes of a three-phase professional development program for aspiring engineering 
teachers at an alternative school in western Kenya. This dissertation study uses theory in the broader 
realm to contribute to practice through the design and implementation of a professional develop-
ment program, guided by learning as participation in a community of practice. Situated learning 
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provided a structural framework for this dissertation work, focusing on the ideas that learning is a 
social process and constructed dynamically within particular social and physical environments. Situ-
ated learning and communities of practice provided the framework for both the design and evalu-
ation of this research on professional development programs for engineering teachers in a specific 
context. Understanding the context, that is, Tumaini context, was necessary to understand the culture 
of the community. The results of Radhakrishnan’s (2020) work are design outcomes that are based 
on a situated understanding of the theory in a “fragile context” (p. 47) and design principles that are 
transferable in comparable settings. Radhakrishnan’s use of situated learning as a critical framework 
and communities of practice to frame the study design provides a good example of how frameworks 
can complement one another. It is important to explicate how theory is used in a study, especially 
for research intended to generate new knowledge. The theoretical framework should be the base for 
conducting research. Radhakrishnan leveraged the critical facets of situated learning and communi-
ties of practice to explain, inform, and provide support for the intended outcomes of the study. For 
example, CoP focuses on the formation of community, interconnections to practice, and construc-
tion of identify, all of which align with the significance of the study and Radhakrishnan’s overarching 
goal of long-term success and sustainability. This is a good example of how a theoretical framework 
can be used to contextualize the study and provide links between theory and the experiences of 
real-world practice and behavior.

5.3  Intersectionality – Theorizing Within a Critical Paradigm

Critical theories are used to describe and critique existing social contexts or structures and aim for 
change. Intersectionality, a theoretical perspective that emerged from feminist studies and is now 
used across a range of critical theories, argues that lived experiences and social categories of gender 
vary, often dramatically, by race, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, age, and other interconnected 
dimensions of difference and inequality (Bilge, 2010; Dhamoom, 2011; McCall, 2005). Coined by 
legal scholar Crenshaw (1989), the term intersectionality emerged when women of color formulated 
a critique of gender analyses based on experiences of White middle-class women that ignored the 
voices and stories of women of color and those without economic privilege. These scholars argued 
that gender never operates independently of other markers of identity or dimensions of difference 
(i.e., race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, age, nationality, etc.). Particular contexts may make one or 
another of these markers more or less salient for certain individuals or groups (Hulko, 2009). The 
intersectional approach guides the analysis towards examination of the mutual constitution of identi-
ties, social practices, and structures that produce and maintain hierarchies of difference (Bilge, 2010). 
Intersectionality examines the construction of social categories and its impact on discrimination 
or disadvantage. One context for examining intersectionality is engineering identity. Studies that 
employ intersectionality as a theoretical framework examine how categories such as race, gender, 
ability, sexual orientation, and other biological, social, or cultural categories intersect. In her ethno-
graphic study of an engineering college, Tonso (2007) points out that “engineer” is itself a powerful 
social category that operates to privilege some forms of behavior and marginalize others in particular 
contexts.

Other types of critical theoretical frameworks employed in engineering education include criti-
cal agency, community cultural wealth, funds of knowledge, and Bourdieuian frameworks (Mejia 
et al., 2018). We selected another example dissertation study which applies a critical agency frame-
work and highlights using EER to further existing theory and the field. Godwin’s (2014) disserta-
tion work builds on critical agency theory by validating and refining the framework to understand 
how critical engineering agency is developed within a community of practice. The research in this 
example built on previous work that identified relationships of CEA and used a qualitative phase 
to explain and interpret results, utilizing the interpretive power of theory (Malmi et al., 2019). 
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We selected another example dissertation study which applies a critical agency framework and 
highlights using EER to further existing theory and the EER field. Godwin’s (2014) dissertation 
work builds on critical agency theory by validating and refining the framework to understand how 
critical engineering agency (CEA) is developed within a community of practice. The research in 
this example built on previous work that identified relationships of CEA and used a “mixed meth-
ods” approach to explain and interpret results, utilizing the interpretive power of theory (Malmi 
et al., 2019).

Godwin (2014) takes a pragmatist approach in her study to leverage mixing approaches and 
methods. The “mixed method” approach allows for the triangulation of results and the ability to 
explicate new theory. While triangulating results is useful in validating the results of most studies, it 
is particularly helpful in this work that aims to draw connections between individual frameworks, 
for example, agency, identity, role confidence, and social cognitive career theory. In this example, 
Godwin first highlights the issues women face in engineering and aims to address the gender gap 
through affective framing. We know that the intersectional approach guides an analysis of multiple 
categories and the way in which they shape each other. To understand the ways in which women 
choose engineering requires an understanding of multiple factors, including gender and identities. 
The critical engineering agency (CEA) framework utilizes multiple identities as well as student 
agency beliefs. Godwin provides rationale for why the CEA framework is appropriate to her study in 
that it allowed her to study multiple factors and go beyond individual women in engineering expe-
riences. One way to use a theoretical framework is to apply the theory in a novel context (Malmi 
et al., 2019); Godwin also points out that CEA has been used in math and physics education but is 
a more novel application in EER.

Overall, this dissertation used a primary theoretical framework, that is, critical engineering agency, 
to serve the purpose of the study; “understand the framework of Critical Engineering Agency and 
highlight the ways this framework can empower women to choose engineering” (p. 25); inform the 
specific research questions, for example, “how does CEA, as an explanatory framework describe 
students’ choice of engineering?” (p. 27); guide the research design and analysis; and develop an 
explanatory structural equation model for CEA so educators could understand student choices and 
beliefs related to engineering.

6  Recommendations and Conclusion

In this chapter, we have discussed the role of theory in engineering education research (EER) by 
elaborating on the utility of theory and working through a few key constructs, such as theory, 
theoretical framework, and paradigm. We have highlighted three different paradigmatic traditions 
of research in social sciences and how they have been deployed within EER, including a theory or 
theoretical framework within each paradigm. We have also provided a list in Appendix A of theories 
that have recently found use within engineering and computing education research.

Can a theory that has been posited within a specific paradigm only be used within that paradigm? 
Not necessarily. Researchers often use concepts or constructs across paradigms, but it is uncommon 
for highly positivist theories to be easily adopted into an interpretivist paradigm and especially in a 
critical paradigm. There have been attempts, though, to take theories from an interpretivist tradi-
tion and formalize them for use within a positivist tradition. For instance, many researchers have 
formalized situated learning, especially concepts such as “community of practice.”1 Finally, it would 
be antithetical for those working within the critical paradigm to formalize their theoretical work, 
although an interpretive stance might work for an empirical exploration. Similarly, for many inter-
pretive scholars, a critical stance in their work is easier to deploy.

The use of theoretical frameworks provides a foundation for conducting research with the goal of 
advancing knowledge in the engineering education field. The successful use of framework(s) should 
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help novice and experienced researchers organize, explain, describe, and interpret information. 
A recommended process, or step-by-step guide, is provided in the following text to facilitate readers 
in their implementation efforts. We also understand the context may vary depending on the project 
or study, so it is important to note that the following guidelines are meant as scaffolding to use a 
theoretical framework to ground and guide your research, and with experience, most researchers 
develop their own preferred underpinnings.

1.  Examine your position and the discourse around your research philosophy. Consider how a 
theoretical framework will be used to define, frame, or ground your study given the paradigm(s) 
under which you will operate.

2.  Identify possible suitable framework(s) and deliberate on its appropriateness, ease of application, 
and explanatory power. Although the literature review and theoretical framework should be 
two separate sections in your paper, we recommend that you read both the original sources and 
secondary sources of the theoretical framework(s). A study (Malmi et al., 2019) analyzing the 
use of theoretical frameworks found that very few published papers cited, or accurately cited, 
the original source. Secondary sources can also be very informative to your study, and talking 
with researchers that have applied, or tried to apply, a potential theoretical framework can also 
provide insight into how your approach can be successful in terms of aligning with your study’s 
problem, purpose, and significance.

3.  Consider the purpose(s) of your selected framework. Will you use it to develop your research 
questions? Will you use it to analyze your data or evaluate your design? Your theoretical 
framework(s) should provide guidance for how your work addresses the gap in the literature 
and should then facilitate the framing and formulation of your research questions.

4.  Verify that your theoretical framework aligns with your study’s problem, purpose, and signifi-
cance. Now, consider how your theoretical framework(s) will guide you in selecting a method 
for data collection and analysis. Identifying a theoretical framework yet failing to explain how it 
is applied to research design can be a struggle for novice researchers, as well as more experienced 
researchers in the engineering education field. It is important to consider how it informs your 
data collection and analysis.

5.  Use the appropriate theoretical framework to inform the discussion of your findings and rec-
ommendations based on the data analysis. You should also demonstrate how, and why, the 
theoretical framework you selected was more appropriate to your study (compared to alterna-
tive theoretical frameworks). Thinking about how you will apply the theoretical framework – 
especially in steps 4 and 5 – will be critical. Without a theoretical framework for your study, you 
may be presented with no perspectives or an endless number of perspectives on how to interpret 
your findings and how to focus on potential explanations. Using a theoretical framework as a 
lens will help you make sense of your data and provide conclusions, implications, and recom-
mendations based in theory.

To conclude this chapter, we consider the developments that have been seen in the field in the dec-
ade or so since Johri (2010)’s editorial calling for more attention to theory in EER. There are regular 
special issues by journals that publish research produced within particular theoretical traditions or 
that compare and contrast different theories appropriate for specific problems in the field (e.g., most 
recently, a two-volume special issue in Studies in Engineering Education on “Theory and Methods in 
Engineering Education”; Vol. 1, Issue 2 (2020), and Vol. 2, Issue 1 (2021)). The field now has con-
ference papers that use a range of theory across venues. The suggestion to have constructive review 
processes for journals that are directed towards feedback and revision to highlight theory use and 
development has been implemented and even institutionalized through programs such as peer sup-
port (Jensen et al., 2022).
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The suggestion that researchers should be encouraged to share data and combine smaller studies 
they have undertaken into larger articles that are more theoretically grounded has not had much 
success (Johri et al., 2016). The field is still grappling with the issue of democratizing data, especially 
qualitative data that relies on interpretive analysis. The use of theories in empirical work as well as 
proposed empirical work within EER can be best described as “muddy waters,” and by that, we 
mean that there is a lack of consistency in how to use theories, including the use of the same theory 
across studies. Dissertations and proposals are not finished products, and hence, it is not at all surpris-
ing to see how theories are used therein. It is for this reason that they also serve as an indicator of 
what those new to the field or those proposing new research are thinking about these issues.

A final aspiration outlined in the editorial was for the field to develop disciplinary theories unique 
to engineering education that might be taken up by other fields and to show a clear path from theo-
retical work to practice; the field has not had much success with either of these aspirations. How 
does one go about doing this, and how has this been done in the field in recent years, especially in 
research studies and not just published journal or conference articles, where much of the presenta-
tion is post hoc?

These observations about EER are not meant to be criticisms but a reflection on where the field 
stands and the directions it might take. As a relatively new and vibrant field, EER is changing in 
nature (as evident by many of the chapters in this volume), and therefore, the uptake of theory as 
well as contribution to theory are both becoming more common and are likely to keep growing in 
the future.

In the end, having made arguments for a practical and usable notion of theory, we acknowledge 
the inherent limitations of taking a highly instrumentalist approach to research. Instead, we want 
the community to recognize the role theory can play in expanding our limitations as scholars – “the 
contingency that has made us what we are, the possibilities of no longer seeing, doing or thinking 
what we are, do or think?” (Mahon, 1992, p. 122). Theory-making and theoretical thinking can 
also be a work that brings joy and beauty to our scholarship. It can also, as has been argued by many 
recently, be a force for change. As Ball (1995, p. 266) contends, theory can actually serve as a means 
for thinking differently and

offers a language for challenge, and modes of thought, other than those articulated for us by 
dominant others. It provides a language of rigour and irony rather than contingency. The pur-
pose of such theory is to de-familiarise present practices and categories, to make them seem less 
self-evident and necessary, and to open up spaces for the invention of new forms of experience.

This does not imply that theory is simply critical but, instead, that it is full of possibilities and free-
dom to work “’on and against’ prevailing practices of ideological subjection” (Ball, 1995, p. 267).
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Note
 1 This trend hasn’t always been welcomed by the originator of a theory. For instance, Jean Lave in many 

instances has had issues with formalization of situated learning as she believes that dilutes the whole idea of 
it being a practice theory (where the meaning people make of it is through their participation and not some 
external measure).
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1  Introduction

Engineers and engineering students often identify their work as rational, beyond emotion, and 
engineering is often characterized as purely scientific, involving technical solutions to real-world 
problems (Cech, 2018; Lönngren, Adawi, et al., 2021; Polmear et al., 2018). However, engineering 
education and practice are embedded in contexts with complex social relationships, power structures, 
and conflicting value systems (Cech, 2018). Dealing with engineering problems in these contexts 
requires knowledge and competencies to collaboratively explore diverse perspectives on a problem 
and develop socially, ecologically, and economically sustainable technological solutions (Holmén, 
2020; Lönngren et al., 2016; Van den Beemt et al., 2020). Engineering education researchers have, 
for example, demonstrated how emotions matter in engineering ethics and sustainability, social 
justice work, technological risk management, problem-solving, student development, retention, as 
well as diversity and inclusion (Hess et al., 2020; Kellam et al., 2018; Lönngren, Adawi, et al., 2021; 
Roeser, 2012a). These findings are also in line with research in science education (Davidson et al., 
2020; Sinatra et al., 2014), sustainability education (Ojala, in print), and many other educational 
contexts (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2014a; Zembylas & Schutz, 2016).

Dealing with engineering and sustainability problems requires, for example, critical emotional 
awareness (Ojala, in print), empathy (Bairaktarova  & Plumlee, 2022; Hess  & Fila, 2016), emo-
tional intelligence (Lappalainen, 2015), emotional engagement (Gelles et al., 2020), and an ability to 
navigate conflicting emotion norms (Lönngren, Adawi, et al., 2021). In the engineering education 
literature, empathy has been described as necessary for (a) enabling engineers to design artifacts and 
processes that meet user’s needs, (b) working with communities and clients whose background is 
different to their own, (c) communicating effectively with colleagues and clients, (d) building teams 
and resolving conflicts, and (e) responding appropriately to the ethical dilemmas that engineers face 
(Hess & Fila, 2016). A range of specific emotions (including joy, frustration, pride, shame, and guilt) 
has also been identified as important in the work and learning of engineers (e.g., Bates & Wilson, 
2008; Huff et al., 2021; Warner, 2006).

Emotions are also important for engineering educators and other academic staff. For exam-
ple, educators are expected to manage their own emotions (Adams & Turns, 2020; Decuir-Gunby 
et al., 2009; Lawless, 2018), understand and deal with students’ emotions (Husman et al., 2015), 
engage students in critical emotional praxis (Chubbuck & Zembylas, 2008), cultivate a constructive 
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emotional climate (Bates & Wilson, 2008; Giannakos et al., 2014), and build positive, emotional, 
and caring relationships in the classroom (Nair & Bulleit, 2020; Quinlan, 2016; Tormey, 2021).

Clearly, to reform engineering education for the 21st century – and equip students with the 
knowledge, competencies, and confidence to contribute to solving future sustainability challenges –  
it is vital for engineering education research to engage with emotions in teaching and learning.

1.1  Purpose and Outline

This chapter introduces the complex and multidisciplinary field of research on emotions in engi-
neering education (EEE), which draws on psychological, sociological, and philosophical perspec-
tives and employs a wide range of research methods. Thus, we hope to support researchers new to 
EEE in navigating and contributing to this nascent field of research.

The chapter starts with a discussion of how emotions are defined in different disciplinary contexts 
and how emotions, components of emotion, and emotion-related phenomena can be measured. 
We then provide an overview of theoretical perspectives that are commonly applied in the mul-
tidisciplinary emotion research literature. Equipped with a broad understanding of what emotion 
research can entail, we turn our attention to engineering education and the nascent field of EEE. 
We summarize four dominant themes in the existing literature, which were identified in a recent 
scoping review (Lönngren, Bellocchi, et al., 2021): (1) academic emotions, (2) emotions and ethics, 
(3) emotional intelligence and other socio-emotional competencies, and (4) mental health. Based 
on existing research and our own experiences of conducting EEE research, we then provide advice 
for researchers and doctoral students who plan to pursue EEE research. Finally, we outline currently 
underdeveloped research areas, arguing that more EEE research is needed that employs sociological 
perspectives, mixed- and multi-methods approaches that do not (solely) rely on self-report measures, 
studies focused on cultural and gender differences in how emotions are experienced and expressed 
in engineering education, mental health, as well as engineering educators’ and other staff members’ 
emotions and emotion practices.

2  Challenges in Defining Emotion

For centuries, philosophers, physicians, psychologists, and more recently, neuroscientists have stud-
ied the relationship between emotion and reason (Lazarus, 1999). From Cartesian philosophical 
perspectives of the relationship between mind and body to current discussions of whether human 
emotion is a cognitive or noncognitive phenomenon (England, 2019), the study of human emo-
tion is entangled with disciplinary, ideological, cultural, and political ideas about what it means to 
be human and how we should live our lives. Moreover, historians of emotion have shown that the 
study of emotion is influenced by constantly evolving sociocultural and disciplinary trends (Frevert, 
2014). Even within the same research discipline, such as psychology, consensus is difficult to reach 
(Kleinginna & Kleinginna, 1981), and a wide range of definitions and conceptualizations is today 
used in emotion research (Bellocchi, 2019). Most emotion researchers, however, “generally agree 
that emotions are episodes with multiple components that are shaped by evolutionary and social 
contexts and can be expressed in a variety of ways” (Shuman & Scherer, 2014, p. 19).

This general agreement on defining emotion as episodical (relatively short-lived) and componential 
(consisting of multiple factors, processes, or components) is mirrored in Kleinginna and Kleinginna’s 
(1981) attempt to provide a consensual yet theoretically flexible definition of emotion, which was 
based on an analysis and compilation of 92 different definitions available at that time:

Emotion is a complex set of interactions among subjective and objective factors, mediated by 
neural/hormonal systems, which can (a) give rise to affective experiences such as feelings of 
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arousal, pleasure/displeasure; (b) generate cognitive processes such as emotionally relevant per-
ceptual effects, appraisals, labeling processes; (c) activate widespread physiological adjustments 
to the arousing conditions; and (d) lead to behavior that is often, but not always, expressive, 
goal-directed, and adaptive.

(p. 355)

Today, Scherer’s (2005) component model of emotion is widely cited in emotion research. In 
this model, Scherer described emotion in terms of five components: (1) motor expression, such 
as gestures and facial expressions; (2) neurophysiology, including arousal and biomarkers; (3) sub-
jective feeling; (4) motivation; and (5) cognition. Further, emotion was defined as “an episode of 
interrelated, synchronized changes in the states of all or most of the five organismic subsystems in 
response to the evaluation of an external or internal stimulus event as relevant to major concerns of 
the organism” (Scherer, 2005, p. 697). Another component model was proposed by Thoits (1990), 
who described emotions as subjective experiences resulting from the interrelation of four compo-
nents: (1) situational cues, (2) physiological changes, (3) expressive gestures, and (4) words referring 
to emotions.

Irrespective of which definition is employed, emotion is often distinguished from related phe-
nomena, such as affect, mood, and feeling. While precise definitions of these terms vary between 
disciplines and individual studies, most researchers agree on a few basic tenets. For example, affect 
is often used as a broad construct encompassing emotions, feelings, moods, sentiments, as well as 
non-emotional constructs, such as motivation, interest, and attitudes (Shuman & Scherer, 2014). 
According to Zembylas (2021), affect “encompasses a variety of sensorial processes, experiences, and 
relations and refers generally to the body’s capacities to act, to engage, to resist, and to connect; the 
term ‘emotion’ is often used to signal social and cultural constructs and conscious processes” (p. 770). 
Feeling is, at least in component models, typically defined as corresponding to the conscious and sub-
jective experience component of emotion (Shuman & Scherer, 2014). Finally, mood is understood 
as more diffuse and longer-lasting than emotion. Also, while emotions are generally considered to 
be “about something” (e.g., being angry at something another person has done), moods may not 
have such an object, and they can, for example, be caused by hormonal changes alone (Fridja, 2008; 
Shuman & Scherer, 2014). We do not propose that engineering education researchers should agree 
on consensus definitions for each of these concepts – which would unnecessarily limit the scope of 
research questions that can be addressed. However, as for any other topics researched in engineering 
education, it is important to clearly define emotions and any related terms that are used in a study. 
For a detailed discussion of challenges in defining emotions in education research, we refer readers 
to Shuman and Scherer’s (2014) overview in the International Handbook of Emotions in Education 
(Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2014a).

In an ongoing systematic review of EEE research, Lönngren et al. (Lönngren, Bellocchi, et al., 
2021; Lönngren et  al., forthcoming) found that many engineering education researchers do not 
define what they mean by emotion and sometimes even use the term interchangeably with related 
– but distinct – concepts, such as affect and feeling. This lack of conceptual clarity in the field is 
problematic, especially given the interdisciplinary nature of engineering education research, where 
researchers draw on a wide range of disciplines (e.g., education, sociology, psychology, philosophy, 
management, etc.). Different disciplines tend to employ different types of emotion theories, which 
influences what emotion phenomena can be studied and how results can be interpreted and trans-
ferred between empirical contexts. Thus, in an interdisciplinary field such as engineering education, 
researchers can be expected to draw on a range of conceptualizations of emotions and other affec-
tive phenomena. These conceptualizations need to be made explicit to allow readers to adequately 
interpret and judge research findings (Turner, 2009).
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3  Theorizing Emotions

Most educational emotion research has so far been informed by psychological, sociological, and 
critical theories (Chubbuck & Zembylas, 2008). Existing EEE research has almost exclusively relied 
on psychological theories, while sociological and critical perspectives have not yet been widely used 
(Lönngren et al., forthcoming). In this section, we describe both types of theories, aiming to sup-
port readers in making informed decisions regarding which types of theories to use in which types 
of EEE studies.

3.1  Psychological Theories – Linking Emotion and Cognition

From psychological perspectives, emotions are conceptualized as complex, intrapersonal phenomena 
that result in physiological, neurological, and cognitive changes in individuals. These perspectives 
are commonly used to explore (a) the function of emotion in mediating a person’s response to their 
environment and (b) the ways in which emotion and cognition interact in this process.

In education research, emotions are often understood as mediating how students and educators 
respond to events related to teaching and learning (Shuman & Scherer, 2014). For example, a stu-
dent who performs less well than expected on an exam may experience physiological changes (e.g., 
adrenaline, heart rate, blood flow) which are part of an experience of anxiety or anger and which 
may lead to reactions to the situation (e.g., argue with the instructor or decide not to invest energy 
in the course; Zeidner, 2014). Emotion researchers in this tradition highlight the role of appraisal, 
that is, the processes through which individuals evaluate whether a phenomenon or situation is in 
line with their own values and goals (Moors et al., 2013).

Appraisal is theorized to occur through two processes. First, primary appraisal is described as rapid, 
automatic, and unconscious. It does not generate emotions per se but locates the person on a valence 
dimension (ranging from displeasure to pleasure) and an activation dimension (ranging from low- 
to high-energy responses) (Murphy & Zajonc, 1993; Russell, 2003; Zajonc, 1980). Thus, primary 
appraisal regulates readiness (Fridja, 1986, 2007) to respond to a given situation. Secondary appraisal 
involves cognitive evaluation of a situation, resulting in more nuanced placement on the valence and 
energy dimensions – allowing the person to experience distinct emotions, such as boredom, fear, 
anger, or awe (Oatley et al., 2006).

3.1.1  Emotion-Related Phenomena Based on Psychological Theories

In education research (including EEE), cognitive appraisal theory underlies, for example, the widely 
used framework of academic emotions (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2012, 2014b), describing four 
groups of emotions. First, achievement emotions are associated with appraisal of one’s own academic 
performance, for example anxiety, pride, or shame regarding exam results. Second, epistemic emotions 
are linked to appraisal of cognitive processes involved in the development of new knowledge. For 
example, students who encounter facts or ideas that are not readily integrated into their existing 
mental models may experience curiosity, anxiety, or frustration as they try to make sense of the 
new information. Third, topic emotions involve appraisal of the topic or subject matter that is studied. 
Examples include climate anxiety (anxiety and distress about the implication of climate change) and 
love of mathematics. Finally, social emotions are linked to appraisal of social relationships in educa-
tional settings. They may include appraisal related to others’ achievement (e.g., awe, envy, admira-
tion), psychological safety (e.g., trust, confidence, anxiety), or affection (e.g., love, joy, loneliness).

Indeed, some of these emotions are not simply related to academic settings but can be related 
to other types of performance, including aspects of performing the roles of an engineer. Engineers 
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may experience pride and shame related to achievements, envy, and anger related to working 
in social teams, and curiosity and frustration related to problem-solving (Davis, 2017). Thus, 
these appraisals are relevant both to the engineering and the education dimensions of the domain in 
question.

In Western cultures and philosophy, the predominant traditions of thought have generally con-
ceptualized emotional appraisals as a source of bias and a negative force in human judgment: “more 
primitive, less intelligent, more bestial, less dependable, and more dangerous than reason” (Solomon, 
2008, p. 3). By the 1990s, however, this has begun to change as emotion was increasingly seen as 
important and potentially valuable both in contributing to reason and judgement (e.g., Damasio, 
1994) and to social life (e.g., Hoffman, 2000).

One way of conceptualizing how emotion links to reason and judgment was the idea of emotional 
intelligence, which sought to articulate a model of how emotion and cognition were linked and how 
these links could be regulated. This idea became particularly influential at this time and widely 
popularized through the work of Goleman (1995, 2013, 1998), especially in management and lead-
ership disciplines. The original emotional intelligence model, as articulated by Mayer et al. (2000), 
conceptualized emotional intelligence as involving the ability to (a) perceive and express emotions, 
(b) understand emotions and emotional change processes, (c) use emotions to facilitate particular 
types of cognition (e.g., using positive emotions to facilitate creative thinking), and (d) regulate 
emotions in oneself and others. In this model, emotional intelligence is defined as “the subset of social 
intelligence that involves the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions, to dis-
criminate among them and to use this information to guide one’s thinking and actions” (Salovey & 
Mayer, 1990, p. 189). While Mayer and Salovey (1993) conceived emotional intelligence as an innate 
set of cognitive abilities (i.e., not really an emotional phenomenon), other researchers (e.g., Bar-On, 
Goleman, and Petrides) developed models which saw emotional intelligence as being closer to a 
personality trait (Corcoran & Tormey, 2012). Petrides et al. (2004) define trait emotional intelligence 
as “a constellation of emotion-related dispositions and self-perceived abilities” (p. 575), which could 
also be described as trait emotional self-efficacy – it concerns peoples’ beliefs about their own emotions 
(Petrides & Mavroveli, 2018).

Another approach to linking emotion to reason and judgment is found in research on moral 
reasoning, where emotion is described as providing an initial ethical appraisal of a situation that can 
contribute to ethical or moral action. In psychology, this perspective is associated with the social 
intuitionist perspective of Haidt (2001, 2003), and in philosophy, it is associated with the work of 
Nussbaum (2001, 2004) and Roeser (2012a). In engineering, for example, Roeser (2012a) argues 
that emotions improve judgment since

we need moral emotions in order to be aware of moral aspects of risky technologies. . . . Purely 
rational reflection would not be able to provide us with the imaginary power that we need to 
envisage future scenarios and to take part in other people’s perspectives and to evaluate their 
destinies.

(p. 106)

3.2  Sociological and Critical Theories – Linking Emotion and Social 
Contexts

Sociological and critical theories conceptualize emotions not as uniquely biological or psychologi-
cal but as primarily social phenomena. These theories can be used to study (1) “the social nature of 
emotions” (Bericat, 2016, p. 495), treating emotions as social constructions, and (2) “the emotional 
nature of social reality” (ibid.), treating emotions as contributing to the construction of social reality. 
Studying the social nature of emotions, sociologists and social psychologists have, for example, used 
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discourse analytic approaches to explore how emotions emerge in interaction in and across diverse 
cultural, temporal, spatial, and relational contexts. They have also explored how linguistic descrip-
tions and bodily expressions of emotions are used in interaction to negotiate social realities and 
relationships (Edwards, 1999; Pepin, 2008; Wetherell, 2013). From this perspective, emotions are 
understood as complex “intersections of language, desire, power, bodies, social structures, subjectiv-
ity, materiality and trauma” (Zembylas, 2016, p. 546). Studying the emotional nature of social reality, 
feminist and critical scholars have explored how social structures – such as cultural ideologies, beliefs, 
and social norms – constrain and construct interpretations, expressions, and arousal of emotion 
(Stets & Turner, 2008; J. H. Turner & Stets, 2005). They have explored, for example, how emotions 
are constructed as separated from reason and rationality (Ritzer, 2011) and how conceptualizations 
of emotion may reproduce – and resist – power structures and social inequalities (Ahmed, 2014; 
Boler, 1999; Zembylas, 2007b).

3.2.2  Emotion-Related Phenomena Based on Sociological and Critical 
Theories

In sociological research on emotions in education, Bourdieu’s work has been highly influential. Most 
importantly, his work on habitus has been leveraged to challenge pervading dualism between con-
cepts such as mind/body, objective/subjective, and emotion/cognition (Bourdieu, 1990; Cotting-
ham, 2016; Zembylas, 2007a). Another influential idea based on the work of Bourdieu is the notion 
of emotional capital, which Cottingham (2016) defined as “one’s trans-situational, emotion-based 
knowledge, emotion management skills, and feeling capacities, which are both socially emergent 
and critical to the maintenance of power” (p. 454). While emotional capital is similar to emotional 
intelligence in that it involves identifying emotion as a resource, it locates this resource not within 
individuals but in macro-social structures, unequally distributed and linked to social power. In edu-
cation research, this notion “offers a tool for thinking about ways in which emotion practices are 
regulated within an educational context” (Zembylas, 2007a), for example, in discourses about the 
importance of fostering emotional intelligence and regulation in individual students.

Research on emotional capital has also been linked to Hochschild’s (1979, 1983) work on feel-
ing rules and emotional labor. Feeling rules are social norms regarding who is expected to feel which 
emotions, how to feel them, and in which situations (Hochschild, 1979). Emotional labor is the effort 
professionals perform when they express emotions that are socially expected but not aligned with 
their inner feelings, or when they try to correct inner feelings to align with social norms and expec-
tations (Hochschild, 1983). Emotional labor has been shown to be pervasive in educational settings 
since teachers often suppress negative emotions to “convey support, encouragement, and a safe place 
for their students” and “sustain an outward appearance that produces a particular state of mind in 
their students” (Fraser & Brandt, 2013, p. 146). Educational researchers have, for example, explored 
teachers’ emotional labor in higher education (Lawless, 2018), science education (Zembylas, 2004), 
social justice education (Rivera Maulucci, 2013), and many other contexts and disciplines.

Emotions in education have also been explored from feminist and critical perspectives. Many 
educational researchers in this field have drawn on Boler’s (1999) work on emotions and power 
in education, exploring “how emotions are an invisible presence in education, and how emotions 
are disciplined to maintain social control” (p. 22), thus upholding gendered and racialized power 
structures. Ahmed’s (2014) work on emotional politics and affective economies has also been highly 
influential in research on emotions in education. Ahmed theorized emotions as cultural practices 
that bind communities together while simultaneously positioning others on the outside; emotions 
are “produced, circulated and capitalised on to achieve political purposes such as unity or conflict” 
(Zembylas, 2007a, p. 458). Ahmed’s theories have, for example, been used to explore how “emo-
tions are strategically and politically used to frame [educational] policies” (Lindgren & Rönnberg, 
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2018, p. 57). Other researchers have explored the political effects of specific emotions in education, 
for example, how disgust can contribute to racial discrimination (Matias & Zembylas, 2014) and 
how shame can contribute to constructing affective connections in intercultural education (Zem-
bylas, 2008).

In conclusion, education research has demonstrated the usefulness of sociological and critical 
perspectives in exploring the role of emotions in teaching and learning. Unfortunately, we found 
very few studies employing these perspectives in the EEE literature (Lönngren et al., forthcoming). 
Cech and Sherick’s (2015) work provides an example of how engineering education researchers 
can study cultural and structural dimensions of EEE. Through the concept of the ideology of depo-
liticization, they explored engineering students’ disengagement (that is, lack of activating emotions) 
with ethics and social justice issues and the societal consequences such disengagement can have. 
Another example can be found in Adams and Turns’s (2020) case study of educational innovation, 
which included analyses of, for example, discourses of innovation, distributed structures of course 
coordination, emotions triggered when innovators break social norms, and innovators’ emotional 
labor. Finally, a study by Lönngren et al. (2021) employed positioning theory to explore engineering 
students’ reflections on how to deal with a sustainability problem. They showed how engineering 
students negotiated and related to conflicting discourses of engineering as (1) purely rational (that is, 
unemotional) and (2) requiring empathy (that is, involving emotionality).

4  Methods and Methodologies for Emotion Research

Research on emotions can use a broad range of methods and methodological approaches (Lindblom-
Ylänne, 2019; Zembylas & Schutz, 2016), employing different “measurement paradigms” (Shuman & 
Scherer, 2014, p.  17, italics in original). Irrespective of which combination of methods is cho-
sen, however, researchers need to ensure proper alignment between research methods, definitions, 
and theories of emotions. Different theoretical perspectives point researchers’ attention to different 
aspects of emotions, which can be investigated through different types of methods and methodolo-
gies and will result in findings that are applicable to, and relevant for, different types of challenges in 
engineering education (Shuman & Scherer, 2014). To guide new EEE researchers in purposefully 
selecting and combining methods, we provide an overview of methods used for studying different 
aspects of emotions and emotion-related phenomena and examples of how these types of methods 
have been used in existing EEE research.

4.1  Types of Emotion Measures

So far, most emotion research in education has employed self-report measures, that is, research subjects’ 
descriptions of their own emotions. Self-report measures can be collected with quantitative (e.g., 
surveys), qualitative (e.g., interviews), and multi- or mixed-methods studies, and they are generally 
relatively easy to collect and analyze. Self-report measures are particularly useful for exploring the 
subjective feeling, motivation, and cognition components in Scherer’s (2005) model, but they can 
also be adapted for analyzing motor expression and conscious, neurophysiological processes. How-
ever, self-report measures are only useful if (1) subjects are cognitively aware of what they feel and 
what they want to achieve; (2) subjects’ interpretations and reporting of their own emotions is not 
unduly influenced by, for example, a desire to please the researchers; and (3) subjects and researchers 
share similar linguistic and cultural ways of talking about emotions (Pekrun & Bühner, 2014; Shu-
man & Scherer, 2014).

To analyze the motor expression component of emotion, observational methods are particularly 
useful, focusing on participants’ emotional behavior, including verbal expressions (i.e., speech), as 
well as non-verbal expressions (e.g., facial, vocal, or bodily displays). These methods can be used in 



Emotions in Engineering Education

163

experimental settings, but they have been more often used in non-experimental settings and field 
research. In fact, the specific situation in which emotional behavior is displayed can provide informa-
tion about “potentially emotion-eliciting events and the context in which they occur” (Reisenzein 
et al., 2014, p. 584). Therefore, situational descriptions are often used to inform analysis and inter-
pretation of emotional behavior (J. C. Turner & Trucano, 2014). An important limitation in using 
observational methods is that they primarily provide information about emotional behavior – rather 
than the actual emotions participants experience (Reisenzein et al., 2014).

Finally, physiological methods can be used to measure the ways in which emotions influence 
research participants’ physical bodies (e.g., heart rate, blood pressure, sweating, or cortisol levels). 
They are well-suited to attend to the short-term neurophysiologic component in Scherer’s (2005) 
model. They may be particularly useful for exploring nonconscious emotional processes in teach-
ing and learning (Immordino-Yang & Christodoulou, 2014). However, interpreting physiological 
data is challenging, since “it is not yet fully understood how specific psychophysiological changes 
relate to particular emotions” (Immordino-Yang & Christodoulou, 2014, p. 616). For example, a 
high level of physiological arousal, measured as increased heart rate and blood pressure, could sig-
nal anxiety but also excitement. In addition, physiological measures can only provide data about 
phenomena that are easily measurable. Solely relying on these types of measures may also result 
in low reliability and replicability as important situational factors may be missed. Physiological 
measures should therefore always be combined with self-report and observational measures to 
allow researchers to triangulate and make sense of physiological data in relation to specific educa-
tional situations (Fulmer & Frijters, 2009; Immordino-Yang & Christodoulou, 2014; Villanueva 
et al., 2018).

In the EEE literature, most published research has relied on self-report measures. Of these, quan-
titative approaches have been used most often, followed by qualitative, multi-methods, and mixed-
methods approaches. The literature also includes a substantial number of non-empirical, conceptual 
studies and a few studies employing physiological measures (Lönngren, Bellocchi, et al., 2021).

4.2  Quantitative Methods

The EEE literature (as well as the broader literature on emotions in education) is dominated by 
studies employing quantitative methods, typically relying on self-report measures. This dominance 
mirrors a strong focus in the EEE literature on emotional intelligence (Section 5.3), a theme that 
is often explored through psychometric instruments developed for experimental research in psy-
chology. The most-used instruments are summarized in Table 8.1 (for emotional intelligence) and 
Table 8.2 (for other emotion-related phenomena). Arguably, the convenient and seemingly objec-
tive approach these instruments offer may appeal to engineering education researchers who have a 
background in science or engineering disciplines. Indeed, these instruments have been shown to be 
useful for exploring specific emotional phenomena, such as emotional intelligence or exam anxi-
ety. However, used in isolation, these instruments do not provide enough information to develop a 
complete understanding of complex emotional phenomena and how these phenomena may play out 
in different cultural and situational contexts (Pekrun & Bühner, 2014).

4.3  Physiological Methods

Physiological methods have not yet been widely used in EEE research. Notable exceptions, however, 
are found in the work by Villanueva et al. (2015, 2018), who used measures of electrodermal activ-
ity, cortisol levels, and serum amyloid A (SAA) proteins to study students’ engagement and emotions 
in different educational settings, including exams. Villanueva et al. (2016, 2019) have also provided 
experimental protocols for conducting these types of studies. Additional examples of this type of 
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Table 8.1 Examples of Commonly Used Quantitative Instruments for Researching Emotional Intelligence

Instrument Purpose/Aim Source

Mayer-Salovey-Caruso 
Emotional Intelligence 
Test (MSCEIT, Mayer & 
Caruso, 2002)

Tests emotional intelligence as a set of 
four abilities through a set of questions 
which are scored as having correct 
answers.

Operated by a commercial 
publisher; use requires payment.

Schutte Emotional 
Intelligence Scale/
Assessing Emotions 
Scale (Schutte et al., 
1998)

A 33-item self-report questionnaire aiming 
to test emotional intelligence abilities by 
asking respondents how good they are 
at particular tasks.

Published in Schutte et al. (1998) 
and freely available to use.

Bar-On Emotional 
Quotient Inventory 
(EQ-I, Bar-On, 1997)

Tests EI as a mixed set of skills, 
competencies, and abilities tested by 
participants ranking their agreement 
with a set of 133 statements.

Operated by a commercial 
publisher; use requires payment.

Trait Emotional 
Intelligence 
Questionnaire (TEIQue, 
Petrides et al., 2007)

Tests emotional intelligence as a facet of 
personality through participants ranking 
agreement with a set of statements. 
Available in long format (153 items) and 
short format (30 items).

Available through the London 
Psychometrics Laboratory at 
University College London; 
donations requested, but not 
required.

Table 8.2  Examples of Commonly Used Quantitative Instruments for Researching Emotional Phenomena 
Other Than Emotional Intelligence

Instrument Purpose/Aim Source

Achievement Emotions 
Questionnaire (AEQ, 
Pekrun et al., 2005)

Assesses college students’ emotions related to 
attending class (80 items), studying (75 items), 
and being tested (77 items) through a self-report 
questionnaire in which participants rate their 
agreement with short sentences.

Published in the 
technical manual; 
freely available.

Positive and Negative 
Affect Schedule (PANAS, 
Watson et al., 1988)

Assesses mood with two scales measuring 
positive and negative affect through a 20-item 
questionnaire in which respondents indicate how 
often they have felt specific emotions over the past 
week. A 60-item version is also available.

Published in the 
technical manual; 
freely available.

research are found in science education. For example, pulse rate and blood oxygen saturation meas-
ures have been used to analyze teachers’ expression of emotions in relation to physiological changes 
(Tobin et al., 2016) and the role of emotions when sensitive and controversial topics are discussed in 
science education (Calderón, 2016).

There may be several reasons for the relative lack of EEE research employing physiological meas-
ures, in addition to the general challenges associated with these measures described earlier. First, 
physiological measures are difficult to collect in authentic classroom settings (Immordino-Yang & 
Christodoulou, 2014; Sinatra et al., 2014), not least due to ethical and data protection issues. Sec-
ond, in interdisciplinary collaborations, scholars trained in engineering may be more likely to take 
on the role of designing the technological aspects of measurement systems rather than analyzing the 
role of emotions in education. Finally, much EEE research to date has focused on emotional intel-
ligence, which is typically measured through quantitative instruments.
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4.4  Qualitative Methods

Even though quantitative methods have been most frequently used in EEE research so far, the EEE 
literature also includes studies employing a range of qualitative methods, including self-report meas-
ures (e.g., interviews), artifact analysis (e.g., student writing or course descriptions), and observation 
(Lönngren, Bellocchi, et al., 2021). Interviews have, for example, been used to explore emotions in 
terms of engineering students’ lived experience, identity development, or positioning (e.g., Huff et al., 
2021; Kellam et al., 2018; Lönngren et al., 2020). Artifact analysis of course documents and written 
reflections have been used to inform a study on engineering students’ experiences of perplexity in 
a design innovation course (e.g., Ge & Leifer, 2020). Finally, observations have been used to study 
how engineering students and educators express emotions in social interaction, for example, during 
a lecture or student group work (e.g., Lönngren, Adawi, et al., 2021; Tanu et al., 2017; Wells, 2005).

The field of EEE research may benefit from using qualitative methods more often and more 
intentionally. Qualitative methods may be particularly useful for expanding EEE research on  
emotions in social interaction, for example, exploring how emotions and emotion norms are co- 
constructed in specific educational contexts. Qualitative observational methods can be used to 
study co-construction of emotions in real time, as it unfolds during observed interactional episodes 
(Hufnagel & Kelly, 2018; for example, Lönngren, Adawi, et al., 2021), as well as over time through 
ethnographic observations (e.g., Chubbuck & Zembylas, 2008; Zembylas, 2004). Artifact analysis 
can provide insights about how co-construction occurs asynchronously over time. For example, 
researchers could analyze how emotions play out as students produce texts (e.g., Zembylas et al., 
2008) or physical products in design projects. Finally, interviews can elicit real-time emotional co-
production (e.g., between researcher and participant) and relate back to previously experienced 
emotions, thus allowing researchers to explore longitudinal social construction of emotions across 
different contexts (i.e., typically also including/engaging people who are not actively involved in the 
research; for example, Chubbuck & Zembylas, 2008).

4.5  Multi- and Mixed Methods

EEE researchers can choose from a wide range of methods to explore emotions, components of 
emotions, and emotion-related phenomena. However, studying emotions by employing a single 
type of data may lead to incomplete understandings of emotional phenomena. In fact, educational 
researchers have stressed the need for multi- and mixed-methods approaches in emotion research 
to be able to do justice to the inherent complexity of emotions, the multitude of ways in which 
emotions can be defined and theorized, and the diverse roles emotions play in teaching and learn-
ing (Lindblom-Ylänne, 2019; Schutz et al., 2016). In addition, mixed- and multi-method research 
studies can allow researchers to combine benefits and mitigate drawbacks associated with individual 
methods (Fulmer & Frijters, 2009). It is also important, however, to be aware of the challenges 
associated with synthesizing data collected through different approaches: mixed- and multi-methods 
studies need to be carefully designed regarding each individual method, combination of data and 
findings across methods, and alignment of theoretical perspectives associated with each method 
(Choudhary & Jesiek, 2016). The nascent body of EEE research includes a few studies employing 
mixed-methods (e.g., Hess et  al., 2020; Tafur Arciniegas, 2015) and multi-methods (e.g., Leicht 
et al., 2009; Villanueva et al., 2018) approaches. As the field matures, we expect that many more 
studies will benefit from intentional and purposeful combination of different research methods.

5  Prominent Themes in the EEE Literature

Having discussed theoretical and methodological perspectives that frame the scope of possibilities in 
conducting emotion research, we now turn our attention to extant research on EEE. Specifically, 
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we describe four prominent themes in the EEE literature, based on a recent scoping review of the 
literature (Lönngren, Bellocchi, et al., 2021).

5.1  Academic Emotions

While the framework of academic emotions is seldom applied explicitly, the EEE literature includes 
studies on all four types of academic emotions (achievement, epistemic, topic, and social emotions).

Achievement emotions. In the wider educational literature on emotions, there is a strong focus 
on achievement emotions. This literature is dominated by research on achievement in terms of 
educational outcomes, most often test anxiety. But achievement emotions have also been related to 
educational processes, such as students’ perceived ability to focus during a lecture or to engage with 
a practical task (Pekrun & Perry, 2014). Surprisingly, the focus on achievement emotions appears 
to be less pronounced in the EEE literature, but there are a few studies on the influence of emo-
tions and emotion-related competencies on achievement (Anand et al., 2016; Rizwan et al., 2019; 
Skipper & Brandenburg, 2013; Villavicencio, 2011), students’ emotional experiences of examina-
tion (Villanueva et  al., 2019), students’ coping strategies for dealing with achievement emotions 
(Bélanger et al., 2007; Deveci, 2016), and ways in which educators can help students reduce test 
anxiety (Bellinger et al., 2015).

Epistemic emotions. Epistemic emotions can be triggered when learners’ views of knowledge and 
learning are challenged. In engineering education, students’ views are likely to be challenged when 
they are confronted with uncertainty and ambiguity, or when they are required to take responsibility 
for their own learning (Ge & Leifer, 2020; Lönngren et al., 2019). These situations are more likely 
to occur when educators use pedagogical approaches that emphasize active learning, teamwork, 
interdisciplinary interaction, and open-ended problem-solving (Owens et al., 2020). It is therefore 
not surprising that much of the existing EEE research related to epistemic emotions has focused on 
design tasks (Adams & Turns, 2020; Ge & Leifer, 2020; Villanueva et al., 2018), teamwork (Leicht 
et al., 2009; Sunderland et al., 2014), and problem- or project-based learning (Chance & Williams, 
2020; Deveci & Nunn, 2016).

Social emotions. Pedagogical approaches that challenge students epistemologically may also pose 
social challenges. For example, engineering students have been shown to experience social anxi-
ety related to their role and status in teamwork and anxiety related to speaking in front of peers 
and teachers (Mohd Radzuan & Kaur, 2011; Vitasari et al., 2011). Emotions have also been shown 
to be important in student–teacher relationships (Tormey, 2021). Another strand of EEE research 
has focused on emotions related to diversity, equity, and inclusion issues, such as students’ sense of 
belonging (Rohde et al., 2018), experiences and expressions of emotion in underrepresented groups 
(Decuir-Gunby et al., 2009), and a range of emotions related to students’ social identities (Martin 
et al., 2019). However, these studies have only begun to scratch the surface of the complex array 
of ways in which social emotions emerge in, and impact on, in engineering education. There is a 
clear need for more research in this area, for example, on emotions in student–teacher relationships 
(Tormey, 2021), the emotional experiences of social inequalities (Rodriguez, 2017), and emotions 
in social justice education (Chubbuck & Zembylas, 2008; Zembylas, 2012).

Topic emotions. Topic emotions have so far mostly been researched in relation to broad discipli-
nary topics, focusing on students’ emotions related to mathematics (Jaltare & Moghe, 2020; Jamil 
et al., 2011), programming (Giannakos et al., 2014), and writing (Quinto & MacAyan, 2020). More 
research is needed to understand emotions related to specific topics in engineering education, such 
as emotions triggered in teaching and learning about sustainability, social justice, inequality, or norm 
criticism (Kalonaityté, 2014; Lönngren et al., 2019; Ojala, 2013; Zembylas & Chubbuck, 2009). 
Research should also explore a range of topic emotions, beyond the current dominance of research 
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on anxiety. Research focused on ethics is relatively strong in EEE, which will be discussed in the 
next section.

5.2  Emotions and Ethics

Historically, emotions have been regarded as problematic in moral decision-making since they were 
thought to introduce “biases that threaten objectivity and rationality” (Roeser, 2012a, p. 107). Three 
distinct but related challenges to this view have been offered in the EEE literature, focusing on (1) 
care ethics, (2) emotional empathy, and (3) other moral emotions.

Care ethics. This perspective has its roots in the work of Gilligan (1982), who argued that an 
understanding of moral judgment as rationalistic and individualistic reflects masculine biases. She 
showed that boys typically make moral judgments by applying values and rules, while girls typically 
focus on social relationships and consider moral problems in terms of how their social network 
should respond. Gilligan’s (1982) work helped launch a feminist ethics of care (Fisher & Tronto, 1990; 
Noddings, 1988, 2012), exploring moral judgments in terms of peoples’ vulnerability and the situ-
ated relationships in which people interact. EEE research on care ethics is not yet well developed 
(Van der Poel & Royakkers, 2011), but a few studies have explored it in relation to, for example, 
engineering design (Pantazidou & Nair, 1999) and social justice in engineering practice (Riley et al., 
2009). While emotion was not the central focus of this work, care ethics was originally developed as 
a counterpoint to overly cognitive accounts in mainstream moral psychology and philosophy (Gil-
ligan, 1982), and it is therefore clearly relevant for EEE research.

Emotional empathy. Defined as “an emotional state triggered by another’s emotional state or situ-
ation, in which one feels what the other feels or would normally be expected to feel in his [sic.] 
situation” (Hoffman, 2008, p.  440), emotional empathy is crucial for understanding other peoples’ 
vulnerability. In engineering education research, Walther, Miller et al. (2017), and Walther et al. 
(2020) developed a model of empathy as a learnable skill. Hess and Fila (2016) and Hess et  al. 
(2020), on the other hand, defined empathy not as a skill but as cognitive or affective positioning of 
oneself with respect to others. They also explicitly linked empathy to engineering students’ ethi-
cal development. Finally, Lönngren et al. (2021, 2020) identified empathy as an emotion norm in 
engineering education, allowing students to position themselves as empathetic and, thus, emotional 
human beings. Moreover, the role of empathy on engineering design and design thinking has been 
explored by Bairaktarova et al. (2016) and Bairaktarova and Plumlee (2022). One of the pedagogical 
techniques used to strengthen engineering students’ understanding of users’ needs, the empathy map 
technique, focuses on categorizing users’ emotions and feelings as a guiding premise of empathic 
design (Bairaktarova et al., 2016).

Other moral emotions. In recent years, the focus in EEE research has been broadened from empathy 
to a wider range of moral emotions. For example, Huff et al. (2018, 2021) explored the moral emo-
tion shame through interpretative phenomenological analysis, and Gelles et al. (2020) identified anger 
as an important emotion in fueling advocacy against unjust academic structures. In the wider litera-
ture, moral emotions have been explored in relation to individuals’ ethical judgment and behavior 
in several ways. First, moral emotions have been theorized as sources of moral insight, which, in turn, 
can be processed cognitively and contribute to intentional risk assessment in engineering: “Emo-
tions such as fear, sympathy, and compassion help to grasp morally salient features of risky technolo-
gies, such as fairness, justice, equity, and autonomy that get overlooked in conventional, technocratic 
approaches to risk” (Roeser, 2012b, p. 820). Sunderland (2014; Sunderland et al., 2013, 2014) used 
this approach to explore emotions in engineering ethics education. Second, moral emotions have 
been conceptualized as sources of moral intuitions, which may be less amenable to cognitive process-
ing but still influence ethical judgment and behavior (Greene & Haidt, 2002; Haidt, 2003). There is 
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today general agreement on the importance of emotions in engineering ethics education, but more 
research is needed to better understand how different types of emotional information, experiences, 
and processes influence ethics learning in engineering education.

5.3  Emotional Intelligence and Other Socio-emotional Competencies

The emotional intelligence concept was first developed by Salovey et al. (2008), who highlighted the 
synergistic relationship between emotion and reason:

Humans are not, in any practical sense, predominantly rational beings, nor are they predomi-
nantly emotional beings. They are both. Thus people’s abilities to adapt and cope in life depend 
on the integrated functioning of their emotional and rational capacities.

(p. 535)

Salovey et al. (2008) described emotional intelligence in terms of four components: (1) ability to 
perceive, appraise, and express one’s own emotions, as well as perceive and appraise others’ emotions; 
(2) ability to use emotions to facilitate cognitive activities, such as problem-solving; (3) ability to 
understand and analyze emotions, including the ability to label emotions with appropriate words and 
recognize relationships between emotions; and (4) ability to manage emotions, in oneself and others.

Reviewing the EEE literature, Lönngren et  al. (Lönngren, Bellocchi, et  al., 2021; Lönngren 
et al., forthcoming) identified emotional intelligence as one of the most frequently researched top-
ics. EEE studies in this area have focused on (1) emotional intelligence and other socio-emotional 
competencies of engineering students (e.g., Bhave et al., 2020; Botello Ojeda & Fragoso Luzuriaga, 
2015; Carballeira et al., 2019; Luisa Casado et al., 2016; Tekerek & Tekerek, 2017) and (2) emotional 
intelligence in association with other variables, such as self-regulation (Saibani et al., 2015), coping 
strategies (Bélanger et al., 2007), teamwork (Deveci, 2015; Lee et al., 2018), academic performance 
(Anand et al., 2016; Rizwan et al., 2019; Skipper & Brandenburg, 2013), leadership (Lappalainen, 
2015), entrepreneurship (Anesukanjanakul et al., 2019), and employability (Xu, 2013).

While emotional intelligence receives a lot of attention in EEE, the concept has sometimes been 
used uncritically, and some authors have referred to popular work (e.g., Goleman, 1995) rather than 
scientific publications (Lönngren et al., forthcoming). Uncritical use of the concept is problematic 
for several reasons. First, it risks perpetuating a dualistic understanding of emotion as different and 
separated from reason, since “to argue that emotion needs to be included in education . . . through 
emotional intelligence skills . . . is to assume that emotion is not already part of reason” (Zembylas, 
2016, pp. 542–543). This risk is particularly problematic in engineering education, where educa-
tors struggle to teach topics such as ethics, sustainability, and human-centered design. Discussions 
about these topics are difficult to reconcile with the prevailing rationality discourse in engineering 
(Lönngren, Adawi, et  al., 2021; Roeser, 2012a), and it would therefore be unfortunate if emo-
tional intelligence research contributed to strengthening these discourses. Second, calls for emotional 
intelligence are often based on problematic assumptions that students and educators should engage 
in individual, emotional self-control and self-improvement – they are expected to conform with 
dominant emotion norms, irrespective of whether those norms are beneficial for teaching, learning, 
and responsible engineering practice. Increasing homogeneity in emotion practices can also lead 
to reduced diversity, inclusion, and creativity in engineering classrooms (Boler, 1999; Webb, 2010; 
Zembylas, 2007a, pp. 456–458). Finally, emotional intelligence has often been theorized as an anti-
dote to undesirable, “untamed,” and even dangerous emotion. Such emotions have often been asso-
ciated with women and underrepresented groups, who risk being stereotyped as overly emotional 
and – consequently – less able to assume positions of political or financial power. Thus, uncritical use 
of emotional intelligence risks perpetuating existing power hierarchies and inequalities (Boler, 1999).
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In addition to emotional intelligence, EEE researchers have explored a range of other socio- 
emotional skills, including motivation and emotional regulation (e.g., Cheng, 2017), transversal 
competencies (e.g., Luisa Casado et al., 2016), professional skills and generic skills (e.g., Pertegal-
Felices et al., 2010), and self-efficacy (e.g., Lappalainen, 2015). There is also an emerging body of 
research on grit in engineering education (Direito et al., 2021; Duckworth et al., 2007). Unfortu-
nately, like emotional intelligence, these concepts have often been used uncritically and inconsist-
ently (Direito et al., 2021; Zembylas, 2016). It would therefore be useful if future EEE research on 
emotional intelligence could adopt critical and sociological perspectives to develop a more nuanced 
understanding of the social and educational consequences that may result from teaching emotional 
intelligence in engineering education.

5.4  Mental Health

The World Health Organization (2022) defines mental health as “a state of mental well-being that 
enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realize their abilities, learn well and work well, and 
contribute to their community” (para. 1). In line with this definition, we understand mental health 
as a multidimensional construct that involves (1) competency in completing tasks, (2) interpersonal 
connection with others, and (3) intrapersonal peace with oneself. A  large body of psychologi-
cal research highlights how emotions and emotion-related phenomena (e.g., emotion regulation, 
anxiety, depression) are relevant to understanding mental health (Berking & Wupperman, 2012; 
Cisler et al., 2010; Joormann & Stanton, 2016). It is therefore not surprising that mental health is a 
relatively common research focus in the EEE literature (Lönngren, Bellocchi, et al., 2021), where 
mental health is often explored in relation to students’ academic performance and performance-
related emotions, particularly anxiety. Some studies focus on overall academic performance (e.g., 
Jamil et al., 2011; Villavicencio, 2011); others explore performance in specific tasks, such as, pro-
gramming (Jaltare & Moghe, 2020), working in high-voltage laboratories (Güneş & Özsoy-Güneş, 
2016), exams (Bellinger et al., 2015; Ramming & Mosier, 2018), delivering presentations (Mohd 
Radzuan & Kaur, 2011), or technical writing (Quinto & MacAyan, 2020).

Most of the published EEE studies on mental health aimed to understand how students could 
better regulate their emotions to meet the demands of existing tasks in the existing curriculum. 
The curriculum itself, on the other hand, has often been perceived as, fixed and existing tasks have 
seldom been scrutinized. Much of this research has also focused on what is healthy and desirable for 
the engineering profession (i.e., competent engineers) and less on what is healthy for individuals 
within engineering education and practice. Hypotheses or research questions in this line of research 
have typically conceptualize emotion as a phenomenon that, if not well regulated, would inhibit 
learning as marked by academic performance or engagement. In other words, most of the existing 
EEE research mental health has employed deficit framings of mental health, for example, associating 
certain emotional states with mental health disorders. Positive and neutral emotional states associated 
with mental health, such as enjoyment or relaxation, have received less attention.

There is also an emerging body of EEE research on mental health in relation to care (Section 5.2) 
rather than students’ performance and productivity (e.g., Berdanier et al., 2020; Danowitz & Bed-
does, 2020; Stefl, 2020). This strand of research is often focused on social emotions (Section 5.1), 
as well as issues of identity and belonging. For example, Wilson and Wilson (2020) analyzed how 
students from underrepresented groups experienced emotions that exacerbated their sense of isola-
tion in engineering education. Further, Huff et al. (2021) and Sharbine et al. (2021) explored how a 
specific emotion, shame, can threaten students’ sense of belonging and well-being. Employing a more 
conceptual approach, Tormey (2021) proposed a model for student–teacher affective relationships in 
higher education in which emotions were related to affection, attachment, and psychological safety. 
Finally, Jensen and Cross (2021) highlighted the complex relationships between engineering identity, 
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cultures of stress, and mental health, amplifying the need to investigate mental health in engineer-
ing education for its own sake, rather than in the interest of increased performance in academia and 
engineering practice.

6  Practical Advice for EEE Research

Based on our review of the existing EEE literature (Lönngren, Bellocchi, et al., 2021; Lönngren 
et al., forthcoming) and our own EEE research (e.g., Direito et al., 2021; Huff et al., 2021; Lönngren, 
Adawi, et al., 2021; Tormey, 2021), we offer four points of advice for researchers and doctoral stu-
dents who plan to pursue EEE research.

1 Get familiar with the existing EEE literature, as well as emotion literature from the wider field of edu-
cational research. Only if we are aware of previous work can we contribute to the collective 
endeavor of developing new knowledge – which then can be used to achieve real change in 
engineering education practice. It is also helpful to read emotion literature from other dis-
ciplines, such as psychology, philosophy, or sociology. Such reading helps develop a broader 
understanding of the wide range of emotion-related phenomena that can be researched and the 
large array of theoretical and methodological approaches that are available.

2 Define what you mean by “emotion.” As discussed in Sections 2 and 3, different disciplines 
define emotion in different ways. Therefore, just like any other theoretical concepts used 
across disciplines, emotions and emotion-related phenomena need to be properly concep-
tualized, enabling others to understand the assumptions on which the research is based. 
Moreover, it is important to make informed and intentional choices of how to conceptualize 
emotions. Due to the contested nature of “emotion” in different disciplines, definitions and 
theories of emotion are not neutral and may position the research within long-standing 
academic debates. For example, defining emotions as purely neurobiological phenomena –  
ignoring the ways in which emotions are shaped by language, culture, and power rela-
tions – also means defining out of emotions many of the features that are most interesting to 
social scientists and many educational researchers. Unfortunately, clear conceptualizations of 
emotion are today often missing not only in the EEE literature (Lönngren et al., forthcom-
ing) but also in other emotion research (Pepin, 2008). One reason may be that emotions 
are ubiquitous in all human practices, which may lead us to assume that everyone thinks of 
emotions in the same way.

3 Ensure appropriate alignment between theoretical perspectives, data collection methods, analytic approaches, 
and research questions. Such alignment is a prerequisite for high-quality research in engineering 
education (Huff et al., 2020; Sochacka et al., 2018; Walther, Sochacka, et al., 2017). Alignment 
is also important in emotion research, since different theoretical perspectives “suggest different 
structures and measurement of emotions” (Shuman & Scherer, 2014, p. 25). While we found 
relatively high degrees of alignment in the EEE literature (Lönngren et al., forthcoming), we 
suspect that much of this alignment is due to the availability and frequent use of published 
measurement instruments (Tables 1 and 2) for which standard procedures for data collection 
and analysis have been established. In addition, around one-third of published EEE studies 
(Lönngren et al., forthcoming) did not conceptualize emotions or emotion-related phenom-
ena in any way. For that part of the literature, it was not possible to assess alignment between 
theories, methods, and research purposes, which means that misalignment may be much more 
common than the levels found in our literature review. As the field matures, we hope for 
more intentional conceptualization and a greater variety of theoretical perspectives and research 
approaches. These developments, we believe, will greatly increase the need for EEE researchers 
to pay careful attention to theoretical and methodological alignment.
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4 Commit to emotion as an intentional, primary research focus. In previous EEE studies, emotions 
have often been studied as incidental phenomena, that is, emotions emerged as salient phe-
nomena in research that originally intended to explore something else. For example, many of 
the existing studies have focused on improving learning of professional competencies, where 
emotions are identified as barriers or facilitators for such learning. Intentional research design is 
crucial for achieving alignment between theories, methods, and research questions. It also ena-
bles researchers to explore emotion-related phenomena in more depth, which in turn creates 
opportunities for leveraging EEE research for educational change. Finally, intentional design is 
important for safeguarding ethical conduct. Participants may share sensitive personal data, such 
as information about their mental health, and we need to ensure that these data are handled 
appropriately.

7  Widening the Scope of EEE Research

In Section 5, we have described four dominant themes in the EEE literature. Here, we outline six 
thematic, theoretical, and methodological opportunities for widening the scope of EEE research.

First, EEE research needs to attend to a diversity of emotional phenomena, beyond emotional 
intelligence. The strong dominance of research on emotional intelligence today risks perpetuating 
a narrow understanding of the role of emotions in engineering and engineering education. Some 
examples of under-researched emotional phenomena in research from sociological and critical per-
spectives are feeling rules and emotional labor (Hochschild, 1979, 1983) and emotional capital (Cotting-
ham, 2016; Zembylas, 2007a). In research from psychological perspectives, social emotions (Pekrun & 
Linnenbrink-Garcia, 2012; Tormey, 2021) deserve more attention. The concept of social emotions 
may also provide an opportunity to bridge individual (psychological) and sociological perspectives 
in EEE research.

Second, EEE research should explore the role of emotions in different educational settings and 
with diverse participants. Today, mirroring the wider field of engineering education research, most 
of the existing EEE research has focused on higher education. While a few studies have started to 
explore other educational levels, including secondary education (McEneaney & Nieswandt, 2017; 
Sánchez-Martín et al., 2017), primary education (Campbell & Jane, 2012; McMahon, 2012), pre-
school (Ismail et  al., 2017), pre-kindergarten (Lippard et  al., 2017), informal education (Ofori-
Boadu et al., 2019), as well as transitions between educational levels (Budny et al., 2010; Du-Plessis & 
Steyn, 2006), studies in these contexts are still scarce. Most EEE research has also concentrated on 
students, with only a few studies focusing on engineering and technology educators’ emotions 
(Jha & Singh, 2012; McMahon, 2012; Rodriguez, 2017) or emotions in professional engineering 
contexts (Guntzburger et al., 2018; Lappalainen, 2015). More research is clearly needed on educa-
tors’ and other staff members’ emotions as well as emotion practices in diverse educational settings.

Third, cross-disciplinary research is needed to understand differences and similarities in the role 
of emotions in teaching and learning across engineering disciplines. In EEE, emotions have been 
studied in a variety of engineering disciplines, such as architectural (Saibani et al., 2012) and con-
struction engineering (Owusu-Manu et  al., 2019), biomedical (Hess et  al., 2020) and chemical 
engineering (Botello Ojeda & Fragoso Luzuriaga, 2015), computer engineering (Bélanger et al., 
2007; Pertegal-Felices et al., 2010), industrial engineering (Lee et al., 2018), manufacturing engi-
neering (Brubaker et al., 2019), and marine engineering (Chung et al., 2019). These studies have 
shown that emotions are important in many engineering disciplines. However, the existing studies 
were not conducted in such a way to allow direct comparison across contexts, and we are therefore 
not yet able to draw conclusions regarding similarities and differences in how emotions influence 
teaching and learning across engineering disciplines. This is unfortunate since research has shown 
that the specific ways in which emotions influence teaching and learning can be discipline-specific 
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(Goetz et al., 2006). Hess et al.’s (2020) study on empathy in biomedical engineering provides a 
clear example of discipline-specific emotions – the study focused on students’ emotions as they are 
confronted with having to test and euthanize research animals as part of their laboratory coursework 
(and future profession). A better understanding of disciplinary variation of the role of EEE would 
also contribute to developing a better understanding of how EEE research can be transferred and 
translated between educational contexts.

Fourth, EEE research needs to pay more attention to cultural contexts in which the research 
is conducted. Emotions may be experienced and expressed differently across cultural contexts, 
which creates challenges for interpreting cross-cultural differences and may result in misrepresen-
tation of emotions in non-Western contexts (DeCuir-Gunby & Williams-Johnson, 2014). EEE 
research should therefore be conducted within and across diverse cultural contexts and employ 
theories and methodologies that are culturally relevant for the respective contexts (ibid.). While 
the existing EEE literature has been produced by authors in many different countries, research 
conducted by authors affiliated with institutions in North America, Europe, and Asia is still 
strongly over-represented (Lönngren, Bellocchi, et al., 2021). This distribution of authors reflects 
similar, and equally problematic, trends in engineering education research at large (Williams 
et al., 2014).

Fifth, we see a need for more EEE research drawing on sociological perspectives (Lönngren, 
Adawi, et al., 2021). Such research would, for example, allow the field to explore the role of emo-
tions in creating, maintaining, or challenging power hierarchies in engineering education:

Paying attention to the politics of emotions in [education] means analyzing and challenging 
the cultural and historical emotion norms with respect to what emotions are, how they are 
expressed, who gets to express them and under what circumstances. .  .  . [T]here is always 
something “political” in which teachers and students are caught up as they relate emotionally to 
one another across classroom spaces, because power relations are unavoidable; there are always 
emotion norms caught up in subject-matter epistemologies and pedagogies, emotion discourses 
and emotional expressions in the classroom.

(Zembylas, 2016, p. 545)

Sixth, there is a need for more research employing methods that do not (solely) rely on self-report 
measures. For example, EEE researchers could explore research methods employing measurement 
of physiological markers (Villanueva et al., 2018) and observation of emotions in social interaction 
(Lönngren, Adawi, et al., 2021). Due to the complexity of emotions, there is also a need for more 
multi- and mixed-methods EEE research (Schutz et al., 2016).

8  Concluding Thoughts

Despite the well-documented importance of emotions for engineering education and practice, most 
engineering education today still prioritizes cognitive aspects of learning. Hoping to contribute 
to a better understanding of emotional aspects and their importance for engineering education, 
we have introduced widely used disciplinary and theoretical perspectives in emotion research, as 
well as a range of methods and methodologies that can be used to explore emotions, components 
of emotions, and emotion-related phenomena. We have also outlined the emerging field of EEE 
research, describing four dominant themes in the literature: (1) academic emotions, (2) emotions 
and ethics, (3) emotional intelligence and other socio-emotional competencies, and (4) mental 
health (Lönngren, Bellocchi, et al., 2021; Lönngren et al., forthcoming). Finally, we have provided 
practical advice for EEE research and outlined areas for future research. There clearly is a large and 
rapidly growing interest in EEE, and we see many opportunities for further research and practical 
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applications as we strive to reform engineering education for the 21st century. We invite other 
researchers and doctoral students to join the emerging conversation and to connect with other EEE 
researchers in the Emotions in Engineering Education Network (EEEN, n.d.).
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1  Introduction: Relevance of Identity in Engineering Education

Identity, in the context of engineering education and practice, is a well-studied phenomenon marked 
by an extensive body of literature. As put by Tonso (2014), “engineering education and engineering 
identity are two sides of the same coin that mutually shape one another” (p. 278). Identity is a use-
ful conceptual tool to understand chronic problems of engineering education and practice, such as 
attrition and inequity. Yet the field of identity research in engineering education stands at an impor-
tant precipice for evolution into how we can leverage identity research to enact systemic change in 
engineering programs. Identity research will evolve not by simply growing the number of studies 
on identity in engineering education but by developing an integrated perspective of what it means 
to become an engineer, by expanding the scope of why we should study identity, and by framing 
identity studies to cohesively dialogue with the broader literature on professional identity.

On the face of it, identity is a concept that seems readily understood. Identity, as put by Vignoles 
et al. (2012), “involves peoples’ explicit or implicit responses to the question, ‘Who are you?’ ” (p. 2). 
This definition, albeit concise, illustrates the complexity of processes that occur on an intrapsychic 
level within individuals who are considering this question. Such a conceptualization recognizes that 
individuals are engaging this question in ways that enter their consciousness and in ways beneath the 
surface of their awareness. This conceptualization also highlights that, while identity certainly does 
involve individuals, broader societal contexts structure or elicit these questions from such individu-
als. And in relation to the singular–plural ambiguity of the second-person pronoun in the question 
“Who are you?” identity resides in the agentic and interior worlds of individuals, in the structural 
and social worlds of groups that comprise such individuals, and in the dynamic dialectic that occurs 
between agentic individuals and structural contexts (Vignoles et al., 2012). While such a pluralistic 
conception only amplifies the complexity of the identity construct, it also enables opportunities for 
expanding the horizon of identity inquiries in engineering education research.

The complexity of identity is useful to understand chronic issues that vex engineering educators 
and engineering education researchers. How might more students persist in finishing their engineer-
ing degrees and entering the workplace? Who do dominant practices of engineering programs or 
workplaces include and exclude? Researchers may understand these questions and more through 
the concept of identity. By interrogating the collective and sociocultural narratives of identity that 
permeate professional spaces, we gain insight into how we might reauthor dominant narratives to 
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be equitable for individuals of diverse social backgrounds. Investigating how students make sense of 
their learning and professional practice as a phenomenon of understanding who they are as indi-
viduals allows us to elucidate how students can positively construct an identity of who they are as 
engineers.

However, engineering education researchers need no defense on the relevance and timeliness of 
investigating identity as a phenomenon. Indeed, we are aware of two previous handbook chapters 
(Godwin et al., 2020; Tonso, 2014) that characterized the state of the field of engineering identity 
research and two systematic literature reviews developed for the same purpose (Morelock, 2017; 
Rodriguez et al., 2018), endeavors that were only possible with a corpus of literature on engineer-
ing identity. Each of these reviews addressed diverse theoretical frames of identity, varying from 
examining the individual to the collective culture that constrains or propels individuals. Authors of 
these reviews recommended that future research include more theoretical and operational precision 
in framing identity (Morelock, 2017; Rodriguez et al., 2018), more quantitative studies (Godwin 
et  al., 2020; Morelock, 2017; Rodriguez et  al., 2018), and more connection between identity 
research and interventions that secure a positive and inclusive engineering identity (Godwin et al., 
2020; Tonso, 2014).

Studies of identity in engineering education grew substantially in the four years immediately pre-
ceding Morelock’s (2017) systematic literature review (2010–2014), based on peer-reviewed sources 
gathered in April 2014. Since 2014, the number of publications related to identity in engineer-
ing education has continued to increase dramatically. For example, we gathered all articles, which 
included identity in the title or as an author-supplied keyword, published through 2021 in the Aus-
tralasian Journal of Engineering Education, European Journal of Engineering Education, and the Journal of 
Engineering Education (n = 54). This international sample journals connected to engineering educa-
tion professional societies (i.e., AAEE, SEFI, ASEE) published approximately 75% of these articles 
centered on engineering identity (n = 40) between 2015 and 2021 and 50% (n = 27) between 
2019 and 2021. Such a publication trend demonstrates how engineering education researchers have 
increased their collective examination of identity as a way to understand relevant phenomena within 
engineering education research and practice.

In the sections that follow, we explore the state of engineering education research by examin-
ing three key perspectives of understanding identity as (1) personal, (2) social, and (3) sociocultural. 
Beyond simply describing these frameworks, we evaluate their treatments of systemic problems in 
engineering education (e.g., persistence, equity, engagement). We then illustrate the benefits and 
trade-offs of each identity perspective by considering how each framing might influence the study 
design and knowledge claims of a common example – the case of studying marginalized students. 
Finally, we conclude with recommendations on how the already-robust field of identity research in 
engineering education and practice can evolve to address chronic and systemic issues of engineering 
education.

2  Theoretical Perspectives of Identity

We organize our review of literature on engineering identity by discussing three perspectives with 
which investigators might examine the construct: as a personal phenomenon experienced by an 
individual, as a social phenomenon in which an individual adopts a role within a context, and as a 
sociocultural phenomenon in which the context is at the center of the investigation. These three 
broad perspectives are not meant to describe the totality of identity conceptualizations. However, 
they do align with not only dominant frameworks in the field of engineering education research 
(Villanueva & Nadelson, 2017) but also with categorizations in the field of identity research more 
generally (Vignoles et al., 2012). For each perspective, we discuss key theoretical conceptualizations 
and demonstrate how these perspectives manifest in the engineering education literature (refer to 
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Table 9.1). Additionally, we explore the ways that each perspective is useful to investigate identity, 
depending on the aims of the particular studies.

2.1  Personal Identity

In his theory of psychosocial development, Erik Erikson (1959) framed identity as a personal phe-
nomenon. Specifically, he understood identity to be the central focus of an individual in the stage of 
adolescence, and that through this formative period, an individual would define themself in a consist-
ent, unitary manner. Although other perspectives on identity later emerged to frame the construct as 
something that was more defined by social and contextual factors (Huff, 2019; Tonso, 2014), Erikso-
nian perspectives on identity that center on the individual have persisted in psychological literature.

Building on Erikson’s work, Marcia (1966) developed the concept of identity statuses as a way to 
recognize how individuals engage with their identity through both commitment and exploration. 
Further, Kroger et al. (2010) named three significant dimensions of identity with which individu-
als interact through commitment and exploration: vocation, ideology, and sexuality. Arnett (2004) 
extended identity explorations to be the core feature of emerging adulthood, that is, the period fol-
lowing adolescence in which individuals are seeking to explore identities and achieve autonomy in 
relation to their social environment. Arnett further highlighted that emerging adults are particularly 
attentive to exploring identity in relation to love and work. Erikson’s conceptualization of identity 
also influenced subsequent theorization of possible selves (Oyserman & James, 2012), that is, the 
identities of the future that an individual envisions for themself. Such a concept readily links to one’s 
motivation to become a certain identity, including through career pathways.

However, while personal identity theory recognizes that individuals do shape their understand-
ings of themselves through contexts such as the workplace, there is little research in psychology that 
examines how individuals integrate personal identity across multiple domains. One useful construct 
to considering how an individual’s core personal identity might interact with their professional 

Table 9.1 Perspectives of Identity in Engineering Education Research (EER)

Theoretical Perspective Central Question in EER Nature of Identity Influential Frameworks in 
EER

Personal Who am I as an engineer? Individuals personally 
construct or experience 
identity.

Erikson, 1959; also 
Arnett, 2004; Marcia, 
1966; McAdams, 2012; 
Oyserman & James, 
2012.

Social Who am I as an engineer? Social contexts primarily 
constrain or otherwise 
define identities that 
individuals adopt (or 
not).

Tajfel & Turner, 1986; 
Hogg & Terry, 2000; 
Stets & Burke, 2000; 
also Gee, 2000; 
Carlone & Johnson, 
2007.

Sociocultural Who are we (or they) as 
engineers?

Sociocultural contexts 
construct identity for 
groups of individuals.

Holland et al., 2001; also 
Faulkner, 2000; Gee, 
2000; Stevens et al., 
2008.
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identity is contextual identity integration, which “involves the fit of the multiple identity domains 
that individuals consider important to who they are, or are forced to deal with due to social-
structural factors” (Syed & McLean, 2016, p. 111). Syed and McLean (2016) develop their general 
understanding of identity integration as a phenomenon connected to McAdam’s (2012) framing of 
narrative identity. Indeed, the perspective of narrative identity is quite distinct from the previously 
discussed work of Marcia (1966) as it defines identity to be “an internalized and evolving story of 
the self, providing a person’s life with some semblance of unity, purpose, and meaning” (McAdams, 
2012, p. 100). From such a perspective, an individual’s roles in multiple contexts might cohesively 
merge through the narrative that they develop to unify how they enact identity in contextual 
domains.

Thus, from a personal identity perspective, one’s identity in relation to their profession is a 
dimension of a holistic, personal identity. When approaching engineering identity research from a 
personal identity orientation, an investigator seeks to understand how individuals engage the ques-
tion “Who am I as an engineer?” The study’s focus is on the individual, and the context of participa-
tion in engineering education and practice is peripheral to understanding something more holistic 
than professional practice alone. Furthermore, an individual’s goals in exploring their identity in 
relation to their profession are more related to understanding their overall sense of identity rather 
than simply developing as a proficient professional.

Adopting a personal identity perspective in engineering education research is useful when we 
want to understand identity as a developmental phenomenon that occurs within individuals. For 
example, in their study on how first-year engineering students identified with their field, Meyers 
et al. (2012) built on Arnett’s (2004) conceptualization of emerging adulthood to survey the extent 
that students were exploring or committing to the identity of being an engineer. Although the goal 
of their study was to conceptualize an Eriksonian stage model of identity development, their results 
did not support a clear pathway. However, they did demonstrate a positive association between 
persistence in the plans to work as an engineer and the extent to which students identified with 
this profession. Anchored in the concepts of identity commitment and exploration (Marcia, 1966; 
Luyckx et al., 2008), Li et al. (2021) demonstrated the validity of applying an adapted form of the 
Utrecht-Management of Identity Commitments Scale (U-MICS; Crocetti et  al., 2008) to assess 
identity formation of engineering students. Both of these works envisioned identity as a develop-
mental phenomenon on the terms of student, and both administered surveys that exclusively assessed 
identity in the particular context of being and becoming an engineer.

Personal identity has been functional for engineering education research that is also interested in 
answering research questions related to motivation (Bennett & Male, 2017; Godwin & Kirn, 2020; 
Kajfez et al., 2016). For example, in their study that assessed the motivation and teacher-identity  
formation of engineering graduate teaching assistants, Kafjez et  al. (2016) generated a context-
specific developmental model called the longitudinal model of motivation and identity (LMMI). 
Anchored in the foundations of the possible selves theory (Oyserman & James, 2012) and self- 
determination theory (Deci  & Ryan, 2002), this model demonstrated how future versions of a 
faculty identity were synergistic with motivational constructs of graduate teaching assistant perfor-
mance (e.g., autonomy, competence, relatedness).

Personal identity is particularly conducive to examine identity as a holistic phenomenon in an 
individual. In their interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) study of identity in engineering 
students who transitioned from school to workplaces, Huff et al. (2019) found their participants to 
demonstrate a holistic sense of commitment to identity through their pursuit to practice engineer-
ing but a delayed sense of exploration in relation to non-professional domains of their identities. 
Connecting their findings to theoretical perspectives of Arnett (2004), Marcia (1966), and McAd-
ams et  al. (1996), Huff et  al. (2019) questioned the overall benefits of rushing to commitment 
toward engineering. Such rigid identity commitment might come at the expense of overall identity 
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development, which occurs amid social relationships that intensive professional education settings 
generally undervalue. Huff and colleagues (2021) build on this work to further examine the experi-
ence of professional shame in engineering education, an emotional state that involves a feeling that the 
whole, or global, self is inadequate when failing to meet perceived identity-relevant standards in a 
professional domain.

Studies adopting a personal identity approach have yielded many insights into the power of iden-
tity development as a personal and agentic journey. By understanding the complexity of identity in 
the human stakeholders of engineering education and practice, we may better understand how to 
care for these stakeholders’ holistic needs rather than only improving their professional competencies.

2.2  Social Identity

Social identity provides a framework of how one understands who they are in relation to others 
in a group context. Tajfel and Turner (1986) understood social identity as a way to characterize 
how individuals evaluate and ultimately classify themselves as belonging to certain groups or not. 
Through social comparison, an individual self-categorizes as either being similar enough to be part 
of the in-group or different enough to be part of the out-group (Stets & Burke, 2000). This social 
comparison can either result in an affirmation of their status in the in-group or accentuate the dif-
ferences between the self and the in-group (Hogg & Terry, 2000; Stets & Burke, 2000).

Claims to a social identity mean being like others in the group, often resulting in uniformity of 
perception and action among group members. Such uniformity can yield social stereotyping of in-
group and out-group members, which, in turn, fosters homogeneity (Haslam et al., 1999; Stets & 
Burke, 2000). This homogeneity then reinforces the stereotypes and reproduces and validates the 
norms and values of the group. The negotiation of the individual with group engagement or mem-
bership is a function of self-categorization, often described as belongingness, which aids an individ-
ual in their self-categorization. If a person determines that they do indeed belong to or fit with the 
group, they will have achieved identity salience or the activation of an identity (Stets & Burke, 2000).

Upon activation of a social identity, the person must assume the group’s norms and values and 
also function to maintain the group’s identity standard. The individual becomes categorized into a 
certain predefined and socially constructed role, which forms the parameters of how others might 
recognize them and how they might perform that role. This activated identity provides a definition 
of who a person perceives they are in terms of the defining characteristics of the social identity they 
have assumed (Stets & Burke, 2000). Social identities are then not only descriptive and prescriptive 
but also evaluative in nature – meaning, they regulate behaviors and norms in that social category. 
Specifically, social identities lead members of that category to not only adopt the behaviors and 
norms but also maintain them across the group (Terry et al., 1999). Thus, a social identity perspec-
tive helps us understand how group identities guide choices and behaviors and provide strength 
in the collective. However, this theoretical perspective also provides context for the oftentimes-
destructive nature of maintaining norms and values in a categorization.

While not explicitly linked to the body of research stemming from the social identity conceptu-
alization of Tajfel and Turner (1986), we might also classify Gee’s (2000) perspective of identity as 
having similar aims of the social identity framework. Gee (2000) conceptualized identity as anchored 
in four dimensions: nature, institutions, discourse, affinity. Although his work stratifies the social 
and sociocultural perspectives of identity research, Gee (2012) provided a means of connecting the 
four dimensions to inclusive and exclusive practices that could foster beliefs around belonging to 
the in-group. He gave a concrete means of understanding how language, for instance, can act as an 
invitation to be part of the in-group or how nature or our natural identities can serve as a barrier to 
the in-group. Investigators who adopt Gee’s perspective of identity, particularly in science educa-
tion (Carlone & Johnson, 2007) and engineering education, are concerned with how an individual 
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navigates the institutional, affinity, or discursive contexts of engineering programs and workplaces 
(Allie et al., 2009; Blair et al., 2017; Capobianco et al., 2012; Faber et al., 2020; McNair et al., 
2011), in particular, whether their appearance, engagement, or lexicon afford them membership to 
engineering in-groups.

The social identity perspective accounts for the dominant trend of engineering identity research, 
seeking to answer the question, “Who am I as an engineer?” Engineering education researchers who 
have conducted studies from a social identity perspective have made some of the boldest advance-
ments in developing identity theory within engineering education contexts. For example, by adapt-
ing Carlone and Johnson’s (2007) model of science identity, which included three components of 
performance, recognition, and competence, Godwin et al. (2016) administered a large-scale sur-
vey study to demonstrate that engineering identity was well-established based on three interrelated 
components: performance/competence, interest, recognition. Their work gave the engineering education 
research community a means of measuring engineering identity with strong validation evidence for 
items in a survey instrument to measure the extent that individuals identified as engineers.

A social identity perspective is useful to characterize how individuals navigate systems of engi-
neering education and practice, emphasizing not only the individuals themselves but also the ways 
that a student or professional interacts with the group identities within engineering cultures. In 
their grounded theory investigation of civil engineering students, McCall et al. (2020, 2021) sen-
sitized themselves to social identity perspectives to generate contextually robust claims of how civil 
engineering students negotiated their identities amid their professional socialization. Their findings 
yielded a model for understanding the specific identity navigations of students based on the edu-
cational processes that occur within engineering programs. By making the negotiation of identity 
visible, their model is meant to “challenge existing sociocultural norms that constrain conceptions of 
what engineering is and who can enter the profession” (McCall et al., 2021, p. 394).

The social identity perspective also anchors engineering education research that examines how 
individuals navigate participation in multiple groups, particularly systemically marginalized identities 
in engineering degree programs and workplaces. In their IPA study of Black women engineers, Ross 
et al. (2021) examined the lived experiences of identity in participants who identified as Black, as 
women, and as engineers. Rather than framing the participants’ membership in historically margin-
alized social categories of race and gender, Ross et al. (2021) demonstrated how the intersectional 
power of their participants’ identifications – as Black, women, and engineers – forged identities of 
resilience amid the hardships they encountered in engineering workplaces.

Social identity provides a means of understanding a person’s ability to navigate the complex rela-
tionship between self and acceptance to the engineering in-group. This perspective provides a means 
to understand identity development and salience with careful consideration for the impact and influ-
ence of norms, values, acceptance, and rejection within the engineering community.

2.3  Sociocultural Identity

As previously reviewed by Tonso (2014), key theoretical movements within the fields of anthropol-
ogy and cultural studies informed the foundations of engineering identity research from a socio-
cultural perspective. One key framework that remains influential in engineering education research 
is Holland et al.’s (2001) model of cultural productions of identity, which emphasizes the ways that 
individuals are both identified (by others) and identify (themselves) with certain culturally produced 
identities. Holland et al.’s (2001) conceptualization of identity informs the research focuses of mul-
tiple investigations in engineering education research (Bahnson et al., 2021; Gonsalves et al., 2019; 
Stevens et al., 2008), and their framework influenced Stevens et al.’s (2008) well-regarded concept 
of Becoming an Engineer, in which they defined identity as “a double-sided process of positioning 
ourselves and being positioned by others” (p. 357).



Integrative Perspective of Identity in Engineering Education

189

Specifically, in their person-centered ethnography, Stevens et al. (2008) captured how engineer-
ing identities changed over time with sensitivity to how institutional programs shaped the identifica-
tions of their members. Differences in this conceptualization from the personal and social identity 
perspectives are subtle but important. Personal identity focuses on individuals and their internalized 
conceptualizations of who they are. Social identity focuses on a person in relation to others and the 
processes that accompany in these interactions. Sociocultural identity demonstrates a strong focus on 
the structural environment of programs operating on the identity processes of individuals (Stevens 
et al., 2008). For example, using a sociocultural identity perspective, Stevens et al. (2008) challenged 
programs to afford inclusive pathways to becoming an engineer rather than the once-dominant 
and restrictive metaphor of the pipeline. This framing of engineering identity from a sociocultural 
perspective has served as the basis of other investigations that demonstrate sociocultural claims and 
criticisms of engineering programs (Danielak et al., 2014; Sochacka et al., 2016).

From a sociocultural perspective of identity, we might learn how dominant forces in engineering 
cultures structurally constrain the full participation of individuals with minoritized identities. Here, 
the boundary between examining the culture and the identities that are privileged or marginalized 
within the culture becomes blurry. Prior research on sociocultural identity in engineering education 
tends to examine how institutional structures shape a collective engineering identity, interrogating 
the question, “Who are we (or they) as engineers?”

Engineering education research that examines identity from a sociocultural position often aims to 
elucidate systemic explanations of how powerful social forces that dominate the collective identity 
of engineers tend to marginalize students or professionals (Du, 2006; Faulkner, 2000, 2007; Paw-
ley, 2009; Secules et al., 2018; Sochacka et al., 2021; Tonso, 2006). For example, Faulkner’s (2000, 
2007) ethnographic research on gendered patterns of engineering workplaces frames engineering 
identity with a clear demarcation of the technical and social, noting how discourse of engineering 
identity (Gee, 2000, 2012) tends to privilege technical features while excluding social elements that 
are, in fact, deeply intertwined with engineering work (Trevelyan, 2007). Tonso’s (2006) ethno-
graphic investigation into engineering teams highlights the idiosyncratic and gendered identities of 
engineering students within a specific campus culture as a way of illuminating who belonged to the 
culture of engineering at that campus. And Downey, Lucena, and their colleagues completed several 
studies from an anthropological perspective that demonstrated the identities of engineering based 
on how various nations identified explicit and implicit competencies (Downey & Lucena, 2004; 
Lucena et al., 2008).

While a sociocultural approach might elucidate identity development of an individual, it does so 
by foregrounding an understanding of the cultural setting in which identity processes occur. Such 
approaches prioritize an understanding of the context and structures as a mode of understanding 
those externals factors on identity development.

3  Identity Framing at Work: Students from Marginalized 
Backgrounds

To illustrate the benefits and trade-offs of each of the previously described ways of framing identity, 
we examine the possible choices that an investigator could make in designing a study to examine 
the identity experiences of students who hold at least one identification in a marginalized social 
category in engineering education. We demonstrate this example based on the proliferation of such 
studies in the engineering identity literature (Rodriguez et al., 2018). In this discussion, we consider 
the nature of the social reality under investigation as a way to examine theoretical validation, a core 
investigative choice that anchors subsequent decisions about research methods (Walther et al., 2013, 
2017). Our goal is not to discuss methodological choices of the investigation but rather to recognize 
how any of the aforementioned frameworks might anchor an identity study, with each framework 



James L. Huff and Monique S. Ross

190

establishing utilitarian benefits and trade-offs. Because we are examining the context of marginaliza-
tion, we begin our discussion by first considering the dominant treatment to such studies, that is, 
a social identity perspective. Then, we move towards the two other perspectives to understand the 
same context with different ways framing the social reality.

Adopting a social identity perspective to understand the experiences of students from multiple 
marginalized backgrounds represents the ostensible choice for such an investigation. Indeed, such a 
perspective, anchored in understanding the person in relation to a specific context, undergirds the 
assumptions already conceptualized when identifying the choice to study marginalized individuals 
in engineering education. First, such phrasing recognizes individuals based on their connection to 
a broader social identity of groups. At the outset, social identity informs our assumptions, not only 
in relation to engineering itself, but also in relation to the intersections of identities of gender, race, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, first-generation status, or any other number of marginalized identifica-
tions in engineering education. Second, by framing identifications as marginalized, we are designating 
certain social identifications as members of the out-group in engineering education, a concept that is 
central to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).

The choice to frame our phenomenon through a social identity perspective carries some advan-
tages that could advance important knowledge claims in engineering education research and prac-
tice. For example, if the underlying goals of our investigation are to bolster retention of students 
within engineering degree programs, then a social identity perspective can help us examine the 
relationship between engineering programs, as they currently stand, and students’ choices to persist 
with or depart such programs. Furthermore, if the goal of our study is to align the identifications of 
students with an aspirational vision of what it means to be an engineer (e.g., for students to pursue 
engineering practice), then a social identity perspective perhaps best supports such an investigation 
of identity.

However, if we define engineering identity too narrowly, adopting a social identity perspective can 
reify additional barriers to participation for those who are seen as and see themselves as deviating 
from the norms, values, and perceptions of who can perform in engineering. Prior work sug-
gests that majority-shaped perceptions of what it means to be an engineer demonstrate gendered 
and classist assumptions (Berge et al., 2019). Further, the absence of equity for African American, 
Indigenous, Latiné/x/a/o, and Hispanic students in engineering education leaves a racialized land-
scape (Harper et al., 2009; Holly et al., 2022). Extant research on identity has taken care to explore 
ontological beliefs about what or who an engineer is, and such inquiry gave us a view into norms, 
values, and perceptions of the discipline (Hatmaker, 2013; Jorgenson, 2002). Likewise, deconstruct-
ing the identity framework further into subconstructs (e.g., interest, performance/competence, and 
recognition) gave us a means of parsing out the factors that contribute to or detract from the devel-
opment of an engineering identity (Capobianco et al., 2012; Godwin et al., 2016; Godwin & Kirn, 
2020; Patrick et al., 2018). But how has choosing to adopt an engineering identity pushed students 
to make a binary choice between being an engineer and upholding other marginalized identities in 
engineering education and practice? Ross et al. (2021) described how Black women that were in the 
engineering industry for ten or more years merged their social identities (Black and woman) with 
their engineering identity, but what about those who did not remain in the engineering industry? 
Could it be that they were not willing or able to merge their identities and instead grappled with the 
incongruence between who they were and who they wanted to be? When adopting a social identity 
perspective to frame investigations, investigators might inadvertently perpetuate narratives of mar-
ginalization by upholding the engineering group identity as fixed and unchangeable while pushing 
students to conform to an identity that causes them to sacrifice central elements of who they are.

By adopting a sociocultural identity perspective, investigators may focus on the socially con-
structed realities that constrain marginalized individuals who are attempting to navigate systems 
of engineering education rather than on the identities of individuals themselves. The roles of the 
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individuals in the study are to inform and demonstrate a broader sociocultural environment that 
shapes or constrains identity, in this case, how systems of engineering education serve to marginalize 
or privilege individuals based on social identifications.

Studying identity phenomena from a sociocultural identity perspective is useful when the inves-
tigator aims to demonstrate claims related to how sociocultural norms and messages of engineering 
education programs (e.g., Faulkner, 2007; Pawley, 2009; Secules et al., 2018; Sochacka et al., 2021). 
Moreover, in the case of studying the experiences of students who come from marginalized back-
grounds, such a perspective can anchor the investigation to understand the social systems of educa-
tion that are doing the marginalizing. If we desire to promote education systems that are equitable 
and just for the students that comprise them, then a sociocultural perspective can inform us of how 
our messages and norm-setting behaviors may be problematic to individuals who do not align with 
the dominant narratives of engineering education and practice. Adopting sociocultural perspectives 
of identity comes with compelling affordances that can lead to improving systems of education.

However, such a perspective also comes with trade-offs related to its intentional de-emphasis 
of individuals within sociocultural systems. For engineering educators who work with students, 
there is an immediate need to know how to support the choices, success, and agency of individual 
students who are navigating systems that are marginalizing to them. Sociocultural perspectives of 
identity illuminate problematic features of dominant narratives that pervade engineering education 
and remove the invisibility of such narratives in ways that undermine their dominance (McLean & 
Syed, 2015). Yet such a perspective can leave the individual needs of the marginalized student unmet 
by the education system that they must navigate. Thus, when adopting a sociocultural perspective 
of identity, we encourage investigators to connect their findings to engineering education research 
that does highlight strategies which support individual and agentic needs in navigating engineering 
education.

Finally, by adopting a personal identity perspective on the identity experiences of students from 
marginalized social backgrounds, investigators can emphasize the lived experiences of such students 
on their own terms rather than limiting the relevance of their identities to how they participate in 
engineering education and practice. Such a choice in framing identity allows for the investigator to 
regard the individual students as a whole person who is developing in ways that are more compre-
hensive and more complex than their development of competencies as engineers. Such a framework 
may also allow investigators to examine features of developing a positive identity through identity 
commitment (Li et al., 2021) or sustaining motivation to become engineers (Godwin & Kirn, 2020; 
Kajfez et al., 2016), but we encourage investigators to consider how such constructs operate within 
the holistic development of the individual rather than their development in a professional domain. 
Thus, career choice and persistence or engagement in a major are manifestations of overall human 
development rather than the end outcomes themselves. Upholding a personal identity perspective 
enables the investigator to honor that individuals carry interior worlds that hold relevance beyond 
their professional identities. Such framing is conducive to producing insights of how students can 
exercise personal agency in making career decisions or the ways in which an individual can navigate 
choices that facilitate emotional resilience and well-being (Huff et al., 2021). By understanding the 
personal identities of engineering students, we come to regard them as holistic individuals with 
human needs. Such understanding is necessary if we want to understand how engineering education 
programs can foster holistic care and compassion for the individuals therein.

The trade-offs of adopting a personal identity perspective lie on the reverse side of the benefits 
of maintaining a social or sociocultural perspective on identity. The emphasis on whole individuals, 
particularly among those marginalized in engineering education and practice, may come at the cost 
of not recognizing or challenging the systems that embed them. While identity reflects processes 
that are well-understood to occur within individuals, focusing narrowly on intrapsychic experi-
ences means that we may risk focusing on the failures or shortcoming of the individuals rather 
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than challenging the failures of the systems. Furthermore, adopting a personal identity perspective 
may lead to outcomes that meet the needs of whole individuals but at the expense of practical out-
comes of education, such as supporting student success and retention within a major. Therefore, we 
encourage researchers who adopt a personal identity perspective to develop their knowledge claims 
in dialogue with other approaches to studying engineering identity that emphasize social or socio-
cultural perspectives. We further amplify the need for investigators to frame personal identity with an 
anti-deficit approach that explores the assets of these students and their approaches to persistence and 
success in engineering (Harper, 2010) on the terms of their lived experience and not on the terms 
of engineering professional standards.

In summary, the framing by which investigators understand identity significantly limits or advances 
how we produce relevant theoretical understanding in our studies, regardless of our methodological 
choices. Which perspective is the most suitable for advancing research on identity in engineering 
education and practice? We contend that each of these perspectives carries affordances and trade-
offs. As such, researchers should align their identity perspectives choice with their goals. We do not 
recommend that investigators attempt to take on all perspectives in a singular investigation but rather 
demonstrate self-awareness as to how one’s study is in dialogue with other research in engineering 
education that frames identity from diverse theoretical perspectives.

4  Recommendations for Identity Research in Engineering Education

The body of identity literature in engineering education research has advanced from a topical inter-
est of few scholars to a wide and diverse field of research. In the following subsections, we offer three 
recommendations on how engineering identity research might evolve to a transformative force to 
develop well-being of engineering individuals and justice and advance equity within engineering 
cultures.

4.1  Cultivate an Integrated Perspective on Identity in Engineering: 
Moving Beyond a Definition and Defense

As we demonstrated in the previous section, identity is a multifaceted construct that we cannot 
fully understand by any singular perspective. We have reviewed three perspectives that we believe 
to represent the existing body of engineering education research, but more perspectives (e.g., neu-
roscientific, postmodern) serve to advance knowledge claims beyond the scope of what we have 
reviewed here. We encourage investigators, when designing inquiries, to locate the core theoreti-
cal premises that undergird how they understand the identity phenomenon. While engineering 
education researchers have demonstrated a keen awareness of how they theoretically frame identity, 
such framing often appears in a way that defends the rationale for choosing a particular framework 
to investigate research questions. Although this approach is helpful in guiding the reader towards 
understanding the benefits of a theoretical framework, such argumentation often minimizes and 
overshadows the limitations of the perspective.

Rather than defending frameworks as comparatively superior to others, we can include clear, 
reflective exposition of how our theoretical perspectives allow us to focus on certain aspects of 
social realities while acknowledging and deliberately stating that such a focus moves some features of 
identity to the periphery. The defense of the theoretical positioning is critical to understanding the 
approach, but we should clearly state what we sacrifice by this decision.

We do call for an integrated perspective of identity in engineering, but this is a feat that one 
investigator or one article cannot accomplish. Rather, as we discuss our knowledge claims based on 
empirical findings for a particular study, we can advance toward an integrative perspective of identity 
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in engineering education by positioning our work in dialogue with related work that adopts differ-
ent perspectives of identity.

4.2  Expand the Motivations for Studying Identity: Leaning Into Anti-
Deficit Framing

The body of research on identity in engineering education primarily focuses on possible explana-
tions for why students may engage, persist in, or be retained by the profession. The approach to 
such studies ranges from examining the systemic inequities within engineering cultures to advanc-
ing psychological perspectives of why students may or may not identify as – and thus continue their 
professional formation as – engineering students or engineers. Such an impetus for identity research 
certainly serves to advance the profession of engineering, but it presumes that students becoming 
engineers is an inherently positive outcome.

Conducting identity research to foster perseverance in students or to create more inclusive spaces 
for students are worthwhile goals of engineering education research, but we must now push further 
to expand into other branches of identity theory that do not presume that engineering identity is a 
decisively positive achievement. Leveraging the previously discussed perspectives, coupled with an 
anti-deficit framing, we might grow the body of knowledge around those that do not identify as an 
engineer or reject the identity due to incongruence with their other identities. Such an investigative 
orientation might result in questions like: How do students and professionals distance themselves 
from what it means to be an engineer? How might we promote healthy decision-making processes 
for leaving engineering education and practice rather than assuming that all forms of leaving are 
negative? When students leave engineering education or practice, how might their identities as 
engineers transform subsequent domains of education or practice? How might we promote the 
well-being of all students and professionals in engineering, regardless of the extent to which they 
commit to the field?

Furthermore, we might strengthen the field of identity research by examining the assets of stu-
dents from systemically marginalized groups rather than only on their marginalization. Such a con-
sideration builds on asset-focused counternarratives of identity (e.g., Rincón & Rodriguez, 2021; 
Ross et al., 2021; Verdín, 2020). What roles can marginalized students assume within engineering? 
In absence of ascribing to the dominant narratives of engineering identity, might we instead explore 
what they wish to accomplish and contribute to elevate the discipline without restricting the bound-
aries of how they assume such an identity?

The dominant focus of prior identity research has helped us understand engagement, reten-
tion, and persistence of engineering students. However, what if this commitment to advancing the 
engineering profession has also acted as an impediment to engagement for those who find them-
selves oppressed by the system? Expanding the body of work in the realm of sociocultural identity 
could yield a more in-depth understanding of how engineering cultures forge or dismantle identi-
ties within marginalized people. In what ways does oppression manifest in engineering education? 
Likewise, inquiry into personal and social identity experiences can advance understanding of the 
discipline from a nondominant perspective, yielding the nuance needed to actively make engineer-
ing education more equitable based on the needs of individual and the social identifications they 
represent.

By opening the scope of identity research to address a range of questions that do not presume the 
goal of advancing engineering identities as a positive outcome, we do not compromise the work that 
does seek to promote such identity development. Rather, we open the scope of ways that engineer-
ing education can facilitate positive spaces for overall human development, beyond but also includ-
ing individuals’ developmental trajectories of who they become as engineers.
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4.3  Build a Cohesive Field of Scholarship on Identity in Engineering

Finally, we recommend advancing the scope of identity research by committing to dialogue with 
other research that makes claims about engineering identity. Beyond ensuring that we cite other 
engineering education research, this commitment to dialogue means that we allow other perspec-
tives in engineering identity to inform our theoretical framing and that our findings dialogue with 
the claims of others when we make sense of the findings. In other words, we engage other engineer-
ing identity not only in the background literature section but also in the theoretical framework and discus-
sion sections that commonly limit the treatment of literature to core frameworks of identity outside 
of engineering education research. In short, we should ensure that we support our methodological 
choices with the work of other identity scholars in engineering education when framing our work 
and when making sense of our findings. How does our work confirm, conflict, and extend the body 
of knowledge on identity in engineering education?

Committing to such a dialogue holds critical implications for how we report the findings of 
empirical studies on identity. Authors should clearly state their understandings of identity and their 
knowledge claims related to identity. In the extant literature on identity in engineering education, 
many authors describe what they learned about identity-relevant constructs, but not always on how 
the results shaped their theoretical understandings of identity itself. Have their findings confirmed or 
extended their presuppositions of identity? Or do they stand in tension with prior understandings of 
identity? Such trend in engineering education research may result from the dominance of qualita-
tive studies on identity in engineering education (Godwin et al., 2020; Morelock, 2017; Rodriguez 
et al., 2018) that intentionally do not generate broad-sweeping claims through statistical inferencing. 
As qualitative researchers ourselves, we contend that while qualitative research should uphold an 
 idiographic focus of generating knowledge claims, it should still advance concerns of generalization –  
not through making inferential claims of how broadly applicable the findings are, but by enriching 
contextual insights that position the findings in dialogue with other insights of engineering educa-
tion research (Kirn et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2022) and by extending our understanding of engi-
neering identity. Regardless of our chosen methodologies, the substance of our discussions should 
not stop at summarizing descriptive findings but should also include novel claims about the identity 
frameworks that informed our investigations.

5  Concluding Statement

In engineering education research, we stand at a critical opportunity to expand the scope of how we 
understand identity in the context of the engineering profession. Such a task is not possible by an 
isolated investigator but rather by a body of complex yet cohesive work. In quick fashion, the field 
of engineering education research has converged onto the construct of identity to primarily identify 
explanations that support retaining students on their pathways to becoming engineers. We instead 
wish to amplify the perspective of Hanson (2014):

When we think of students as a human form of capital, the view potentially restricts our intel-
lectual terrain. We run the risk of limiting ourselves to questions about what students know 
or how they perform prescribed tasks. We lose sight of the notion that schools allow people to 
forge new selves.

(p. 10)

When we examine identity as a phenomenon of retention alone, we limit our understanding of 
how we can affect holistically positive change for engineering programs and students. By cultivat-
ing an integrative perspective on identity research, expanding our motivations to study identity, and 
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committing to deeper dialogue within the field engineering identity research, we advance a trans-
formative, equitable, and caring system of engineering education.
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1  Introduction

Understanding how people learn engineering and how to prepare better engineers has been a central 
concern since the formalization of engineering education (Froyd et al., 2012). Yet from the 1960s 
to the 1980s, “engineering education journals and conferences remained focused on the mechanics 
of classroom instruction” (Felder et al., 2005, p. 9). In the 1980s and 1990s, engineering education 
began to be guided by theories of cognition and conducted via social science research methodolo-
gies. A more recent theoretical and empirical focus on learning has been influenced by disciplines 
beyond engineering education, notably the interdisciplinary learning sciences field. In prior reviews 
drawing on this interdisciplinary perspective, Johri and Olds (2011) and Johri et al. (2014) outlined 
and discussed analytical aspects of situated learning in engineering. A situated approach conceives of 
cognition and knowledge “as distributed among people and their environments, including objects, 
artifacts, tools, books, and the communities of which they are a part” (Greeno et al., 1996, p. 17), 
where people draw on their mind, the natural and designed physical environment, other people, and 
social norms to accomplish goals (Gutiérrez, 2008; Lahlou, 2018; Nasir et al., 2020; Pea, 1993b).

This chapter adds to the focus on engineering learning and expands on these prior reviews of 
situated learning by highlighting critical and cultural aspects and approaches to the analysis of engi-
neering learning. Our orienting constructs for the discussion are power and culture, two aspects of 
engineering learning which some studies background. With this orientation, we discuss a number 
of additional dimensions of critical cultural analysis: knowledge, identity, agency, language practices, 
discourse, and sociomateriality. We note how an analysis of power and culture extends our analytical 
attention towards central aspects of learning that otherwise tend to be overlooked.

2  Orienting Constructs

2.1 Critical Perspectives and Power

We contrast critical perspectives on learning with colloquial accounts and perspectives on learning 
from individualistic disciplines such as psychology that do not centrally attend to power. Stemming 
from critical theory (Blake & Masschelein, 2003), critical perspectives are approaches to examin-
ing systems of power and oppression. Originally, critical theorists dealt with class politics and the 
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reproduction of the power relations of social class (Willis, 1977). Founding critical theorists are 
sometimes critiqued for this singular focus on social class. Other related critical theories speak to 
the axes of oppression that were left out by that earlier exclusive focus on class concerns. Critical 
race theory deals with the power relations in race and White supremacy (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995). Feminism focuses on gendered systems of power and patriarchy; Black and Latinx feminism 
deals with the subversion of the power of women of color (Ohito, 2020). Further critical theories 
such as queer theory and crip theory address power in systems of heteronormativity and ableism, 
respectively (Pawley & Slaton, 2015). Additionally, intersectionality helps extend the single critical 
analyses to consider the ways multiple systems of power and oppression intersect in social systems, 
settings, and experiences (Crenshaw, 1989, 2016).

In a broad sociological sense, power is what dominant groups hold that allows them to pursue 
their interests in spite of others’ opposition or resistance (Giroux, 1983). Power is also the opposite 
of oppression, for example, the system of race affords power to White people and, to a lesser extent, 
those with proximity to them (e.g., some Asian people in United States STEM contexts), as it 
oppresses groups with less proximity to White people, that is, Black, Latinx, and Indigenous people 
in United States contexts. While critical theorists sometimes provide circular definitions (i.e., power 
is what powerful people hold over less-powerful people), there are useful discussions about different 
forms of power (authoritarian, distributed), how it is wielded (passive, active), and what happens 
in reaction to power wielding (self-conforming, rebellion) (Foucault, 1982). Power can be a useful 
construct for local instances of learning, for analyzing who is rendered powerful through interactions, 
discourse, environmental affordances, or epistemological values. When we position some learning 
sciences or education research as critical, we mean that it contends with such power relations. These 
local power analyses are often situated within larger contexts of power relations and can therefore 
help us explain broader phenomena of inequities in everyday contexts. Critical theorists argue that 
fundamental change towards a more equitable society can occur only by an analysis that begins by 
acknowledging the existence of systems of oppression. Relative to other research perspectives, criti-
cal theorists move towards reflective, action-oriented, and participatory approaches to their research.

In critical perspectives, learning environments are cultural and political sites of contestation and 
struggle among differentially empowered cultural and economic groups (Giroux, 1983). Critical 
theorists argue for a re-examination of the current state of affairs regarding how we teach, what we 
teach, and how our status quo is perpetuated. Giroux (1983) argues that in the intersection of theory 
and practice, “various groups come together and raise the fundamental question of how they may 
enlighten each other, and how through such an exchange (of theoretical positions) a mode of prac-
tice might emerge in which all groups may benefit” (p. 240). If engineering learning is conceived 
in terms of access to valued participation within the complex systems of relations that characterize 
contemporary society, then research on engineering learning must centrally involve attention to the 
organizing of processes through which people move along trajectories into their futures. These pro-
cesses include the conditions in which people become recognized, or not, as valued participants in 
social worlds (de Royston et al., 2020; Gee, 1999; Penuel & O’Connor, 2010; Taylor, 1992). Critical 
approaches elucidate these processes and possibilities.

2.2  Culture

Although culture is often a disputed construct (McDermott & Varenne, 2006) as it is pervasive and 
complex, it is useful and worthy of our effort to operationalize it. The word culture encompasses a 
range of meanings that intersect learning settings. Nasir et al. (2022) define culture as

the constellations of practices communities have historically developed and dynamically shaped 
in order to accomplish the purposes they value, including the tools they use, the social networks 
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with which they are connected, the ways they organize joint activity, and their ways of concep-
tualizing and engaging with the world.

Clancey (1997) summarized the interconnections of culture and learning by highlighting their per-
vasiveness, stating:

The idea that knowledge is a possession of an individual is as limited as the idea that culture 
is going to the opera. Culture is pervasive; we are participating in a culture and shaping it by 
everything we do. Knowledge is pervasive in all our capabilities to participate in our society; it 
is not merely beliefs and theories describing what we do.

(p. 271)

Thus, culture includes our knowledge, practices, and development towards societal participation. In 
this way, culture is at once intersubjective – agreed upon and built across individuals – and subjec-
tive, or individually interpreted. This duality is highlighted in Holland et al.’s (1998) concept of 
figured worlds, which emphasizes how overlapping cultural worlds are figured (i.e., created and given 
meaning) by its many participants. In engineering education, several relevant “worlds” or different 
overlapping cultures include the disciplinary culture of engineering, divergent cultures of specific 
sub-disciplines of engineering, university cultures, classroom cultures, and national cultures. Culture 
can also be usefully defined in opposition to structure (indicating the environment, policies, systems –  
the tangible or hierarchical framework that people move through) and agency (indicating choice, 
improvisation, free will – the ways that individuals can choose to engage in culture and structure).

McDermott and Varenne’s (2006) framework for culture suggests three stages of cultural analysis 
for examining “educational problems,” which in this case could include attrition, poor grades, school 
failure, etc. Consistent with this chapter’s focus on power, we could see McDermott and Varenne’s 
three stages as increasingly incorporating dimensions and aspects of power. First, the frame of culture 
as a deficit (or individual trait) fairly simply and uncritically roots a problem in an individual’s innate 
traits (or, problematically, “lack of culture”). In engineering education, we often label this stage as a 
“deficit framework.” Although explicitly, deficit views are widely known to be disfavored in engi-
neering education circles, the larger tradition of locating engineering problems within individual 
traits is more prominent than such collective agreement might suggest. Individual psychological 
constructs such as grit, self-efficacy, identity, motivation, or other cognitive assessments highlight 
individual rather than relational or systemic aspects. While these psychological constructs can be use-
ful in a cultural or a critical analysis, if uncoupled from a broader reckoning with the ways in which 
a particular context helps create students as not gritty, lacking in self-efficacy, or unmotivated, they 
root successes and failures in individual traits, re-inscribing existing power dynamics, and are unable 
to provide critical feedback for improving institutional systems and cultural interactions.

Second, the interpretive frame of culture as difference (or socialized difference) complicates the 
individual trait analysis with a power analysis for how broad differences in socialization (including 
privilege and oppression) shape the experience and abilities of different sets of students. Here we 
might locate some simple versions of “assets” frameworks which argue for the valuable and different 
perspectives of some particular demographic, often one or more minoritized groups. This increased 
interrogation of power ends up creating more valuable scholarship that can, in many cases, help 
demonstrate the valued perspectives of marginalized students. However, purely socialized difference 
perspectives tend to underemphasize the power dynamics that help create privilege, oppression, and 
the undervaluing of particular students’ perspectives in a classroom. Socialized difference lenses are a 
step forward from the individual trait views and thus can help provide a “teachable moment” to those 
in the community who may still cling to deficit views. But for the most part, they leave oppressive 
systems uncritiqued and unchanged.
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Finally, consider the frame of culture as the construction or production of an educational fact. 
Cultural production focuses specifically on the structures that enable a novel cultural production shift 
away from an oppressive norm (Carlone & Johnson, 2012). Cultural construction examines the pro-
cesses of culture that reproduce categories of educational problems and locates students within them 
(McDermott & Varenne, 2006). Each of these latter two frameworks have the advantage of integrat-
ing power into analyses of educational culture for deepening our understanding of the enactment of 
oppressive systems. These forms of cultural analysis can yield specific critiques and suggest actionable 
reforms. An example of a critical analysis of the construction of an educational and cultural fact will 
be provided in the first example study.

3  Critical Cultural Analysis of Engineering Learning

In subsequent sections, we review critical cultural approaches to analyzing learning in engineering. 
We introduce specific constructs to help clarify those critical approaches, including knowledge, 
identity, agency, language, discourse, and sociomateriality. We then illustrate critical cultural analysis 
regarding several of these constructs through two focal empirical examples.

3.1  Knowledge

A critical cultural analysis can consider the dimension of valued knowledge or what forms of know-
ing are considered most valuable (Warren et al., 2020). The official curriculum inside a classroom 
helps shape what students are intended to know, whereas null curriculum (what is not taught or 
not said) and the hidden curriculum (what unspoken strategies or lessons help one navigate the 
classroom) are also ways that classroom curricula can convey power (see Chapter 18, this volume; 
Villanueva, 2018). A particular curriculum will align with a particular expectation for the norma-
tive student, what prior knowledge the student brings to the classroom, what terminology requires 
defining, and what cultural references or idioms should be familiar (or not used) for effective partici-
pation. The funds of knowledge framework establishes an assets-based framework that contends with 
the power associated with typical classrooms. Funds of knowledge research originally focused on 
resisting the dominant curriculum devaluing Mexican American students (Moll et al., 2009; Wilson-
Lopez et al., 2016). Although some perspectives on funds of knowledge reduced it to a simplistic, 
uncritical analysis of students’ differing unique cultural perspectives, revisiting the historical context 
of the framework’s development suggests critical focus on how teachers conceive of their students 
and how they can reorient curriculum (Secules & Mejia, 2021).

More broadly, epistemology, or “how you know what you know,” factors into many aspects 
of critical cultural analyses of education. Epistemologies are important because disciplines such as 
engineering and education are inherently concerned with producing knowledge through ways of 
knowing that are collectively sanctioned. The learning sciences field has discussed epistemology in 
terms of how students reason about physics (Hammer, 1996), engage in argumentation (Osborne & 
Patterson, 2011), and relate humans to the natural world (Medin & Bang, 2014). Engineering has 
begun to discuss the epistemologies and philosophies of engineers (Bucciarelli, 2003; Montfort 
et al., 2014). There are divergences among scholars concerning whether to discuss epistemology as 
relatively stable/static, as dynamic resources (Elby, 2009), or as rooted in evolving cultural under-
standings (Bang & Medin, 2010). Epistemic practices (e.g., discipline-specific knowledge domain 
practices) are also constructed through social interactions among people through their concerted 
activity toward shared sensemaking and “professional vision” (Goodwin, 1994). The disciplinary-
specific uses of language, including signs and symbols, are characteristic of epistemic cultures (Good-
win, 2013; Knorr-Cetina, 1999; Stevens, Johri, & O’Connor, 2014). Through discourse processes, 
members of a group frame opportunities to define what counts as knowledge and how to adjudicate 
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knowledge claims. Such discourse requires communicative knowledge about how to participate in 
a cultural group and includes not only the functional aspects of relevant semantics but also relevant 
background knowledge. Further, scholars have argued that to not include a diversity of voices (in 
what is created through engineering, by whom, and for whom) is to deny the field of the wealth of 
knowledge and experiences which different voices bring to the field (Pérez et al., 2021).

3.2  Identity and Agency

Engineering identity is often discussed in terms of survey statements, like “I identify as an engi-
neer,” or some combination of similar constructs. This unitary view of identity should be com-
plicated by additional interactional factors, such as Stevens et al.’s (2008) three-dimensional view, 
including engineering identity, accountable disciplinary knowledge, and navigation. Interactions 
and culture are at play in how identities are constructed and made visible. Further, a unitary view 
of engineering identity leaves out the broader context of how power intersects with that choice. 
An effective disciplinary identity can be constructed by a classroom environment (Carlone et al., 
2011; Esmonde, 2009; Gresalfi et al., 2009), and a disciplinary identity can be in alignment or in 
conflict with a personal identity, such as racial identity (Berhane et al., 2020; Carlone & Johnson, 
2007; Martin, 2007; Nasir, 2002). For Black students in STEM disciplines, there is additional 
identity work embodying emotional and mental labor associated with identifying with a discipline 
normatively associated with White people. Any identity is personal and performative/semiotic 
(Gee, 2000). For example, we signal and perform our gender as we enter classroom spaces and 
co-create gendered classroom cultures for others (Secules, Gupta, Elby & Turpen, 2018). A sim-
plistic analysis of identity ignoring power dimensions is likely to miss the ways in which specific 
identities are not easily or equally accessible to all students. For more on engineering identity, see 
Chapter 9 (this volume).

Agency could be seen as one important operationalization of power, that is, the range of actions 
that are possible for a specific person in a particular context. Classroom activity structures are com-
prised of complex and unpredictable sets of social interactions, and thus the effective agency of each 
classroom participant is defined in relation to other participants. Both enacted and perceived agen-
cies are important for student experience (Ko et al., 2014). We can think about dominant power and 
how marginalized individuals can create resistance (e.g., as individuals narrating their experience: 
Secules, Gupta, Elby & Tanu, 2018), but we also must consider the degrees of agency people hold 
within a system. Professors and instructors often see their agency as constrained by ABET accredita-
tion or county standards, by what their students will or can do, by supervisors or standardized tests 
or evaluators, yet their agency is, in most cases, significantly greater than the agency experienced by 
their students. Professors also have agency to reproduce or resist a dominant cultural norm for their 
students (Carlone & Johnson, 2012).

3.3  Example Study on Knowledge, Culture, Identity, and Agency

Secules, Gupta, Elby, and Turpen (2018) described an introductory programming course for elec-
trical engineers. Doing embedded observations inside the course over multiple semesters, Secules 
(researcher) noticed a pattern where one or a small subset of students became disengaged and dis-
couraged during activities. In a post-semester interview, a participant who tended to be slower than 
his classmates in lab said he thought he “just didn’t have the brain for programming.” While this 
phenomenon, which Secules et al. broadly named being “not cut out for engineering,” could have 
been interpreted purely psychologically, as self-efficacy or beliefs about one’s abilities, Secules et al. 
were inspired by the cultural construction framework to investigate the cultural and structural root 
causes of the phenomenon of feeling “not cut out for engineering.” These roots included seating 
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arrangements, gender and status interpretations, interactions between students, and student interac-
tion with instructors.

The knowledge valued in the classroom, the epistemological dimensions, was a specific interest 
to co-authors Gupta and Elby and structured many of the initial protocol designs. There was express 
attention to whether programming/coding was viewed as authentic engineering and how success 
or failure of a code was both a tangible and a knowledge-building act. Secules also attuned towards 
the knowledge individuals brought into the classroom and how it was valued. The students who 
tended to come to believe they were “not cut out for engineering” in this course were most likely 
to enter without a programming background but having other foundational electrical engineering 
knowledge (e.g., electrical systems in buildings). They may have believed they were one of the only 
ones without that valued knowledge since others (typically more privileged in terms of knowledge 
and identity) were prominently performing their fluidity with coding vocabulary in lecture and 
their speed in completing lab tasks. A major feature of knowledge presentations came in Power-
Point lecture texts, which tended to feature esoteric language without scaffolding using more shared 
vocabulary. The interactions and texts in class communicated a particular epistemological underpin-
ning to the course, that a formal knowledge of coding was valued over an intuitive or layperson’s 
understandings of electrical and computational concepts.

Many identities were at play in the programming course. Secules et al. mapped out seating pat-
terns that included gender, which was prominently noticed and even “spotlighted” (McLoughlin, 
2005) by instructors and students, and relative status in terms of programming experience (see 
 Figure 10.1 and 10.2). The gendered knowledge performances of men in the course helped concre-
tize the effective identities of students as capable of programming or “not cut out for” it. Students 
were able to identify both gender and status patterns; however, these correlations were sometimes 
inaccurate and speak to the limited knowledge we have when identifying each other. For instance, 
some women students were not looked upon with programming expertise even when they were 
typically finishing lab quicker and more efficiently than their peers (a marker of status for men in the 
lab). Some men were perceived as having programming expertise because they expressed confidence 
and bravado in lab, but privately they expressed insecurity that they lacked as much programming 
experience as they claimed.

Secules et al. looked at these inequities that interrelated with knowledge and identity domains 
as an opportunity to consider the typical unit of education research analysis. When looking at the 
individual, one might diagnose problems in terms of a learner’s individual deficits (i.e., individual 
trait lens) or as the unfortunate socialization of broader systems in society that shape the individual 
(socialization lens). While these two lenses have some purchase, they narrow the understanding of 
the complex interplay happening within classroom spaces, and they are unactionable, as it generally 
does not work to “fix” the student or society. Instead, Secules et al. suggested looking at culture as 
the unit of analysis. In this case, culture includes the patterns of interactions that tended to take place, 
the normative assumptions and interpretations, the roles and course structures that were taken for 
granted as ordinary in that setting, and a larger set of engineering and educational cultural influences 
beyond the classroom. In particular, many of the laboratory challenges seemed to be rooted in a 
culture of competition and meritocracy as students (particularly men) attempted to perform compe-
tence for one another in terms of coding speed and success. This culture had negative consequences 
on students with less programming background (typically all the women and some of the men) who 
could not keep up with the norms of the class competition on individual assignments and who expe-
rienced a double bind on paired assignments. While apprenticed learning is theorized as having great 
potential for enabling a novice to become more familiar with a community of practice (e.g., coding), 
in cases where the value of competition and performance outweighs learning, a novice learner was 
either consistently sidelined (in expert–novice pairing) or overtly stressed (in novice–novice pairs).
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Finally, this example foregrounds the limited but significant agency (individual power) of each 
actor in a classroom setting. Some actors had more agency than others – the instructor had signifi-
cant agency to set course structures and to invoke a value system for the class. He also had some 
agency towards the cultural norms, although he was outnumbered by the students and the norma-
tive interactions and interpretations they made. Dominant/privileged students had the agency to set 
many aspects of the course culture – some dominant male students made a game of trying to dis-
tract class time using advanced questions. When asked, the professor would comment, “That’s way 
beyond the scope of the course,” but would proceed to give an extended detailed answer, derailing 
the course from more basic content while amusing the dominant students. The result was multiple 

Figure 10.1  and 10.2  Artifacts from programming course for electrical engineers. Top: Example 
PowerPoint slide. Bottom: Typical seating chart, gender, and approximate 
status.

Source: Figure adapted from Secules, Gupta, Elby, and Turpen (2018).

Slide 27
/* example #02 electric field calculation
* Written by Phil
* Version 1.3 Last updated Sept 3, 2014 */
#include <stdio.h>
#define CHARGE -1.602e-19 /* new feature */
#define EPSILON_0 8.854e-12
#define PI 3.141592654
/*Pre-processor directive “define” generates symbolic constants. Constants 

are replaced in code by numeric values before compilation.*/
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negative consequences for nondominant students who had significantly limited agency to protest 
or disrupt that norm. In labs, nondominant students also had significantly limited agency, finding 
themselves either slowest in terms of individual labs or in a double bind in terms of their group lab 
pairings. While marginalized students have limited agency, a parallel study by these authors (Secules, 
Gupta, Elby, & Tanu, 2018) emphasized that marginalized students can have other forms of agency, 
including the power to narrate and reinterpret the meaning of events.

3.4  Language Practices and Discourse

Situated learning scholars have found that an understanding of language and discourse is crucial 
for the empirical study of engineering learning. By language we mean the dynamic and complex 
communicative practices or repertoire of groups of speakers (e.g., the African American vernacu-
lar English of the Texana communities in North Carolina) or the ways people convey meaning in 
meaningful social contexts. By discourse (e.g., disciplinary discursive practices or classroom discourse) 
we mean the verbal or nonverbal acts of communication (written texts, interactions) and the con-
texts they create when speakers enact their discourse. We can also distinguish between the (“capital 
D”) Discourse, the official or sanctioned communicative practices of a discipline, and the (“lower-
case d”) discourse of classrooms and interpersonal interactions.

Communication through language is an inherent part of all disciplines, and it is crucial for engi-
neering and science learning (Kelly, 2014). In envisioning the future, the National Academy of 
Engineering pointed to the necessity of successful engineers to effectively communicate with the 
public, particularly within a growing multilingual and multicultural marketplace (National Academy 
of Engineering, 2005). The expectation is that US engineers represent “a minority culture” which 
will require “flexibility and respect for different ways of thinking and social values” (p. 152). For 
instance, in a study of engineering practices in six different industry contexts, Anderson et al. (2010) 
found that engineers pointed to conveying ideas effectively as the most important skill to have in 
their profession. Language is a tool by which we construct our technological and scientific reality 
(Halliday & Martin, 1993; Osborne, 1998, 2019) and engage in disciplinary practices (Cornelius & 
Herrenkohl, 2004; Lemke, 1990). At its core, language is also important for students’ engagement in 
disciplinary practices such as explanation and argumentation (Collins & Ferguson, 1993; Ohlsson, 
1996; Osborne & Patterson, 2011; Perkins, 1997) or analysis of written information (Millar, 2006; 
Norris & Phillips, 2003).

Due to the field’s history, engineering education has primarily focused on dominant languages 
and disciplinary nomenclature (e.g., English, German; academic varieties) as language practices 
(Dong et al., 2004; Mabogunje & Leifer, 1997; Song & Agogino, 2004). Although engineers work 
in societies where language diversity is the norm (more than 300 languages are spoken in the United 
States, US Census, 2020), they are often trained only in dominant languages (e.g., English). When 
engineers learn about their technical expertise in languages other than English, it is typically con-
sidered a foreign language competency, even if they are heritage speakers – those who have learned 
the language informally in their communities (Crawley et al., 2014). In discussing language training 
in engineering, the focus is typically on developing ways of speaking for the purpose of working 
in international settings where languages other than English are spoken instead of “taking advan-
tage of people’s capabilities and languages” (National Academy of Engineering, 2002) for doing 
engineering.

Even though scholars agree on the significance of language for learning in context, there is disa-
greement on what language is and the role power plays in notions of language. For instance, socio-
linguists and anthropologists have challenged a portrayal of bilinguals as two monolinguals inside one 
mind (Flores & Rosa, 2015; Heller, 2007; Pennycook, 2006). Cook (2016) argues for deconstruct-
ing the idea of separate languages by focusing on language practices instead, or “the overall system 
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of a mind or a community that uses more than one language” (p. 7). These scholars understand 
languages and their boundaries (the imaginary separation that determines the differences between 
English and Spanish) as social constructions. These boundaries between how some speakers talk ver-
sus others are rooted in historical and political processes, leading to narrow definitions of languages 
as discrete and named entities, associated with structures of power around nations and states (García, 
2009; Rosa, 2016; Valdés et al., 2015), as well as disciplines such as engineering and science. These 
power dynamics position nondominant speakers (e.g., Spanish speakers in the United States) and 
their talk differently in a society reigned by normative ideologies (Blommaert & Rampton, 2011). 
These social norms of standard language in the classroom (e.g., the idea of a singular academic way 
of speaking in STEM or of a dominant standard language such as English as the lingua franca) may 
fail students from underrepresented groups because they create a divide between the realities of their 
communities and school (Brown, 2021; Calabrese-Barton et al., 2013; Fang, 2005; Lemke, 1990).

In contrast with a view of language defined by clear boundaries, sociocultural theorists empha-
size a spectrum of shared and contrasting language practices across people, groups, and contexts 
(García & Wei, 2014, 2015; Valdés et al., 2015). Bilingual science education scholars highlight the 
ambiguous nature of language boundaries, dictated by dominant groups, and the ways these divisions 
often unjustifiably recognize only certain language practices in engineering and science as legiti-
mate forms of participation (Hamman, 2018; Poza, 2017). Brown (2004) demonstrated differential 
appropriations of disciplinary discourses that resulted in the diminution of students’ opportunities 
to learn, indicating that interactions are dominated by power disparities between the profession’s 
discourses and those of ethnic minorities. Power structures in engineering position the discursive 
practices of dominant groups as the legitimate forms of participation in the discipline, denying tra-
ditionally underrepresented groups access to opportunities for equitably engaging in engineering 
practices. Science education scholars have suggested the benefits of effectively teaching students to 
navigate between their day-to-day experiences and their realities in the classroom through crossing 
cultural borders between the practices of their locale and disciplinary practices (Aikenhead & Jegede, 
1999). Other researchers have expanded this notion by suggesting the appropriation of day-to-day 
discursive practices into the teaching and learning of science and engineering to develop a deeper 
appreciation of the disciplinary ways of speaking and knowing (Brown, 2004; Gee, 2006; Lee & 
Fradd, 1996). In their study of innovation in Indigenous learning, Rosado-May et al. (2020) argue 
for co-constructing forms of knowledge across cultures by “respecting and using Indigenous forms 
of learning and knowledge systems, in conjunction with Western approaches” (p. 92).

Both societal-level Discourse and classroom discourse can be representations of the “culture of 
power” of dominant society (Delpit, 1988; Lee & Luykx, 2014). According to Delpit (1988), Black 
and Brown students and those from low socioeconomic backgrounds must be explicitly taught about 
the hidden and visible rules behind the practices of power. Although Delpit talks about Discourse 
as it applies to broader societal narratives, the knowledge and practices of fields such as engineering 
are also a form of Discourse. Dominant Discourses associated with engineering include a valuing of 
technical knowledge over the sociocultural and political factors which influence the work of engi-
neers (Cech, 2014; Pérez et al., 2021; Trevelyan, 2010).

Disciplinary practices emerge through processes in which participants define how ideas are con-
veyed and what kinds of contributions are valued and legitimized within the community (Cun-
ningham & Kelly, 2017). Scholars have referred to “the several languages of design” to acknowledge 
the multiplicity of ways in which engineers tailor their speech for different purposes with audiences 
(Dym, 1999; Dym et al., 2005). According to the authors, effective engineering requires uses of 
multiple modalities (e.g., inscriptions, mathematical models, statements, etc.) to communicate ideas 
in the forms of human cognition and cultural practices known as engineering. The authors argue 
for expanding the language of engineering beyond mathematics to incorporate multiple modes of 
communicating, including sketches and graphical representations. However, these perspectives have 
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nonetheless reinforced normative views of language by focusing on the usage of particular words to 
indicate levels of design creativity (Dym et al., 2005). This stance perpetuates a limited idea of valued 
language in engineering instead of more expansive language practices generated in the context of 
communities (Creese & Blackledge, 2015; García, 2017; García & Wei, 2015).

3.5  Sociomateriality

Physical and material aspects of engineering and engineering learning processes are important but 
sometimes overlooked in studies focused on cognition or communication. A dual focus on social 
and material aspects (or, sociomateriality) can help alert us to changes brought about by shifting 
material affordances of learning practices and consequent changes in social affordances, and thus in 
the overall engineering practice (Guerrettaz et al., 2021; Johri, 2011; Johri, 2012; Pea, 1993a). The 
rise of online learning exemplifies new sociomaterial configurations, including AR/VR and simula-
tions (Hopwood et al., 2016), that have changed how engineers learn (see Chapter 23, this volume). 
Another example is the rise of Makerspaces, which borrow some features from labs or after-school 
clubs but are unique in other sociomaterial aspects and have spawned new language and cultural 
practices (Kumpulainen & Kajamaa, 2020). As sociomaterial affordances vary, so do the opportuni-
ties for learning and associated outcomes of learning in these new configurations (Johri, 2011; Johri, 
2022). Sociomateriality also foregrounds how the products of engineers and engineering – the arti-
facts, objects, and infrastructures they create – shape our world (Styhre et al., 2012). For instance, 
climate change and sustainability are a core concern of engineering from a natural world perspective 
but are also important in their collective impacts on lives and livelihood, migration, transportation, 
energy, and food supply chains; engineers need to understand and respond to these sociomaterial 
problems (Baumann & Lindkvist, 2021). Since engineering is a highly sociotechnical practice, mate-
rials play an essential role in coordinating engineers’ distributed practice (Trevelyan, 2010).

The conveying of language and concepts through media and representations is another form of 
sociomateriality (Björkman & Harris, 2018; Borning et  al., 2020; Johri, 2020; Pea, 1992; Styre, 
2017). For example, inscriptions – “graphical representations recorded in and available through some 
medium such as paper and computer monitors” (Roth & McGinn, 1998, p. 35) – connect language 
and other forms of representations to the physical world (Latour, 1992; Roth, 2013). Inscriptions are 
a way to articulate and bring together the practices of engineering and those of communities (Roth, 
2013; Johri et al., 2013). In particular, the existence or production of “pictorial inscription, and 
the gestures it affords, contribute to the emergence of culture and engineering language” (Roth & 
Lawless, 2002). This view of inscriptions centers on interaction analysis of language practices and 
associated gesture uses as crucial for understanding their development in engineering, where “use is 
experienced in concrete relations rather than existing in ephemeral ‘mental frameworks’ and ‘mental 
constructions’ ” (Roth, 2013; Wittgenstein, 1997). Within engineering and science, expertise and 
competencies develop through the use and conversational exchange of inscriptions with others in 
multi-turn media-rich learning conversations (Pea, 1993a). Therefore, it is insufficient for novices 
to simply observe inscriptions or inscription-related activities, such as books or lectures, since they 
need to “actively participate in engineering-related talk where specific inscriptions are used or dis-
cussed (Johri et al., 2013, p. 14).”

The situated aspects of sociomaterial contexts where learning takes place are also highlighted 
through a critical cultural lens. Learning contexts and environments can send important signals to 
learners about what is accepted behavior, sanctioned discourse, valued knowledge and language 
practices, and recognized participation in a specific context. Formal learning contexts and informal 
learning contexts come with different sets of cultural rules, norms, and logic, which make visible 
different legitimate performances (McDermott, 1993). Harrison and Dourish (1996) suggested the 
term “space” for environments defined by their material and geometric properties. They suggested 
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“place” for sociomaterial contexts defined by the ways that human activities occur within that envi-
ronment. “Space” describes geometrical arrangements that structure, constrain, and enable certain 
forms of movement and interaction that are significant for learning and engineering practices. For 
instance, a lectern and stadium-style seating may invoke a hierarchical power relationship of a pre-
senter onstage; a circle of chairs or roundtable may invoke a democratic relationship. “Place” focuses 
on features that are not inherent to the material structure but acquire recognizable and persistent 
social meaning during the course of interaction. The material constraints of spaces in engineering 
are not neutral in their material and geometric properties but imbue the power relations of eco-
nomic, political, and social forces (Costanza-Chock, 2018, 2020; Winner, 2017). Places are socially 
constructed and therefore can be socially changed (Calabrese Barton et al., 2021; Calabrese Bar-
ton & Tan, 2019; Leander et al., 2010). Perhaps the circle of chairs includes a leader or dominant 
participant who controls the discourse and makes their center position the focus of attention. In 
this configuration, the space of the circle of chairs with its democratic affordances has been socially 
constructed as a place which endows more power to select participants.

3.6  Example Study on Language, Discourse, and Sociomateriality

Pérez researched a translingual engineering design summer program for elementary and middle 
school students in Northern California where students learned about engineering design in three 
lessons facilitated in English, Spanish, and both languages, respectively ( Joehnk, 2021). Through 
video analysis and semi-structured interviews, the authors documented factors beyond flexible lan-
guage norms in the classroom or translanguaging that influenced students’ uses of their language 
resources (e.g., speaking in Spanish or Spanglish to explain their ideas). Translanguaging as a theory 
and pedagogy proposes to free the bilingual child from the social constructions of language bounda-
ries (García, & Wei, 2015), allowing learners freedom to engage in language practices of their com-
munities (e.g., explaining their prototypes drawing on the home language practices) in the classroom 
when engaging in disciplinary talk. In a post-interview, students mixing language practices and 
transgressing boundaries (e.g., speaking Spanish in the English-only lesson) to explain their ideas 
in engineering stated they engaged in language mixing as a playful, “deficient,” or “accidental” act.

While this phenomenon could be interpreted from a cognitivist perspective of learning and 
language (where people “have” language in their minds), the authors instead were inspired by socio-
cultural theories and situated learning that position people and communities as “doing” and being 
through language (practices). The goal of this theoretical position was to investigate engineering talk 
and learning in social interaction within meaningful contexts and to alternatively imagine learning 
environments that are linguistically inclusive for multicompetent learners (those who live between 
languages and cultures, Pérez, 2022). In imagining the alternative reality of the translingual informal 
learning contexts (“alternative” because of the absence of opportunities for nondominant language 
practices in engineering classrooms), the authors considered students’ engagement in the creation of 
the learning activity itself – designing efficient modes of transportation or alternative energies. They 
also pondered the learners’ prior experiences with language in and out of school or the engineering 
language practices in the classroom and those in their communities. Finally, the authors considered 
the kinds of messages students have received about legitimized ways of engineering talk or the Dis-
courses of the discipline about valued engineering discursive practices.

In considering context in and out of the study setting, the authors focused on power disparities 
and potential incongruities between the disciplinary Discourses (e.g., conceptions of what it means 
to do and be an engineer) and those of underrepresented communities. They highlighted students’ 
dexterity in explaining their prototypes by connecting scientific ideas with the sociomateriality. 
For example, Sharky (a Mexican American elementary student who grew up in a Spanish-speaking 
household) drew parallels between his household fan and the design of the windmill blades in his 
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team’s prototype. Speaking a nondominant English variety known by students as Spanglish, Sharky 
made this connection to explain air flow across the blades while moving his fingers through the dif-
ferent blades. The authors also pointed to the awareness about audience and ways to best convey the 
message as shown in students’ single lexical switches within a sentence to explain the same idea (air 
flow in blades) in both languages, depending on the language background of those listening to the 
student’s explanation.

Even though students demonstrated understanding of language as a tool and medium for learning 
and conveying ideas, broader social norms in engineering learning influenced their perceptions and 
use of nondominant languages in class and whether they exploited opportunities to draw on their 
available repertoire. Even though the program allowed students to use the ways of talking in their 
communities, many students did not engage in nondominant language practices, and those who 
did (including Sharky) saw it as something accidental or deficient. During the interviews, students 
pointed to disciplinary and social expectations about language use as contributing to their percep-
tions of engaging with language mixing.

4  Conclusion

With our positioning of knowledge, identity, agency, language practices, discourses, and material-
ity as topics for critical cultural analysis, one might ask, “What is not critical cultural analysis?” 
Indeed, even these topics are not comprehensive, and we agree that any topic is open to a critical 
and cultural analysis. To take a critical perspective on something is to think about how power 
is affecting it, and each facet of engineering learning that we investigate could uncover new 
and important aspects of power. Something ordinary, like a lectern or a circle of chairs or the 
insistence on a formal address for instructors, can provide subtle but significant connotations of 
power. Critical analysis enables the scrutiny of power dynamics across many everyday and seem-
ingly innocuous aspects of learning. Engineering education research and practice always involves 
language, but a critical cultural analysis can probe the power differentials between dominant 
and nondominant ways of speaking in engineering. A cultural perspective problematizes norms, 
“makes the familiar strange,” and considers practices and ways of being that are overlapping 
between the individual, familial, ethnic, disciplinary, and institutional. We contend that an analy-
sis of engineering education not examining power will likely perpetuate a status quo inequity, 
while an analysis of power without attention to the cultural, interactional, and situated nuances of 
engineering learning will likely miss the subtleties of interactions through which those inequities 
become perpetuated.

Although we have noted the consequential possibilities that a critical cultural analysis of engi-
neering learning can afford, we also note its relatively small uptake to date. Much of the scholarship 
cited derives from the learning sciences or science/math education communities. While there is 
potential for inspiration and collaboration across disciplines, the engineering-specific issues out-
lined here will require an engineering-specific analysis. Contrary to a vision of research insight 
and impact that is predicated on increasing scale, we suggest an opportunity for the community to 
have greater understanding of and impact on the everyday and ubiquitous instances of engineering 
learning. While the studies we have outlined in the preceding text have merely scratched the surface 
of prospective applicability of critical cultural analysis, we suggest a vision for collective impact by 
critical inquiry into the consequences of engineering learning practices in local settings and looking 
in partnership to make learning more equitable and inclusive.

We suggest the following for readers hoping to engage a critical cultural analysis of engineer-
ing learning. For engineering education researchers seeking to further a critical cultural analysis 
in their work, we hope the topics suggested forge a starting point for further reading. In addition 
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to the theories and scholarship discussed, we suggest an engagement with the methodological 
approaches associated with the learning sciences, including analyzing classroom video (Derry 
et al., 2010), discourse and interaction analysis, ethnography, design-based research, and partici-
patory and action research. Those who are looking for inspiration for further studies may look at 
some of the example topics outlined and see what adaptations of context, theory, and method will 
help extend our understanding of the topic. For the intellectual community of authors, review-
ers, mentors, and funders who may have the opportunity to produce or support critical cultural 
analysis scholarship, we ask for an open mind regarding this often-local and nuanced work that 
promises outsized impact on our collective understanding. Finally, for educational practitioners 
and other stakeholders of engineering learning, we hope the topics help attune readers to mecha-
nisms for the reproduction of the inequities of the engineering discipline and sites of resistance 
and change.
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1  Introduction

For many decades now, science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields have 
called to broaden the participation of women and minoritized populations – or populations that have 
less power or representation because of historically established social constructs (e.g., race, gender, 
national origin) that resulted in systemic disadvantages. Engineering is just one STEM field that 
has sought to increase the number of minoritized populations (Su, 2010) with unimpressive results. 
Although more minoritized students are earning engineering degrees, the percentage of minoritized 
engineering graduates employed in engineering occupations in the United States continues to be 
stagnant (National Science Board, 2018). Centering diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in engi-
neering education research is fundamental for the transformative changes in organizational culture 
needed to increase the percentage of minoritized engineering graduates employed in engineering  
occupations in the United States, as well as the participation of minoritized engineers in many other 
areas. This trend of participation is also present in other countries, where diversity-based discourse 
has gained momentum. According to Pineda and Mishra (2022), different arguments have been used 
worldwide to increase diversity in higher education, including economic benefit, social justice–ori-
ented actions, and equity. Although the framing of DEI efforts may not be the same as in the United 
States, interest in increasing participation and representation of those who have been historically 
minoritized seems to be driven primarily by the Global North (Pineda & Mishra, 2022)

Recently, scholars – particularly in the United States – have asserted that DEI initiatives need 
to occur through anti-racist approaches (Coley et al., 2021; Cross, 2020; J. Holly Jr., 2020; Long 
III, 2020), but DEI “success” is still usually measured by how many underrepresented individuals 
are able to enroll or complete programs (Hurtado et al., 2012). Countries where colonization, as 
well as de jure and de facto segregation, played an important role in shaping the social fabric seem 
to connect with this anti-racist approach to DEI and decolonization efforts, such as those in South 
Africa (Pineda & Mishra, 2022; Williams et al., 2021) and countries in the Caribbean (Sappleton & 
Adams, 2022). Nonetheless, many institutions may opt for DEI discourse to maintain – rather than 
disrupt – the established historical norms and prevent radical change. For instance, DEI work has 
not been able to address high poverty rates, systemic bias, or unfair remedial placement that impacts 
minoritized students in engineering education. Most DEI initiatives continue to focus on increasing 
the numbers of minoritized students and diversifying the student body (Hurtado et al., 2012) even 
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though engineering education scholars have argued for increased and different approaches to DEI 
work (Long III & Mejia, 2016). And even with this focus, DEI efforts have failed to increase the 
number of engineering faculty of color present in many US campuses (Cross, 2020).

As we explore in this chapter, one fundamental problem is the multiple meanings of DEI. In the 
United States, the phrase “diversity, equity, and inclusion” can broadly refer to research or practices 
that focus on individual constructs without always remembering to question privilege, personal 
interests, or systemic hurdles as well. In other parts of the world, according to Pineda and Mishra 
(2022), the semantics of diversity vary across regions, and no universalized consensus exists on DEI, 
but most of its application is directed toward STEM and medicine in the United States and Canada, 
while in the UK, Ireland, Oceania, and the rest of Europe, DEI efforts are focused on teaching 
practices (Pineda & Mishra, 2022). Similarly, the meaning of diversity seems to focus more on race 
and ethnicity in the United States, Canada, the UK, and Ireland, while gender and cultural diversity 
seem to be more prominently aligned to DEI efforts in Oceania and the rest of Europe. On the 
contrary, the Global South embraces different meanings for DEI that range from quality evalua-
tion and disability to multiculturalism, race, and gender (Pineda & Mishra, 2022). Although DEI 
emerged in the United States to inform strategic plans to diversify the student body, calls to situate 
the internationalization of DEI work are becoming more common but certainly need to be ampli-
fied (Özturgut, 2017; Pineda & Mishra, 2022). In an effort to expand DEI work that addresses more 
than broadening the participation of minoritized populations, engineering education researchers are 
examining what DEI-based research means and entails for the field.

We discuss how the terms “diversity,” “equity,” and “inclusion” have been utilized in engineering 
educational research and systems. The term “diversity” possesses multiple meanings in engineering 
education research, meanings dependent on the end goals of the groups using the term as well as 
the premises behind the term; the same can be said about “equity” and “inclusion.” These semantic 
divides make it difficult for us to discuss what DEI work means, because scholars are using the same 
words but defining them – and measuring their outcomes – quite differently. The meaning of a term 
reflects material, institutional, and political agendas. We assert here that motivations for and framing 
of DEI research in engineering education research need to move beyond economic benefits.

Throughout this chapter, we interrogate the meaning of “diversity, equity, and inclusion” within 
the context of engineering education research, primarily from a US perspective. We follow a US 
perspective because of our training and situatedness, but also to expand on the argument that DEI 
efforts are primarily applied to STEM research contexts in the United States and Canada as opposed 
to other regions where the focus is on teaching (Pineda & Mishra, 2022). We also describe how the 
framing of DEI work reflects the sociopolitical agendas of those of us engaged in this work. DEI 
efforts are often framed in neoliberal terms, especially in STEM, and perhaps even more so in engi-
neering. We believe we need to transform the world of engineering education research at the same 
time we (re)interpret what DEI means. As de Sousa Santos (2015) argues, transformation requires a 
collective (re)interpretation of the world. DEI work and its (re)interpretation is a collective task to 
revolutionize how DEI in engineering education research is both theorized and put into practice. 
Moreover, we argue that DEI should be used not only to rebrand institutions of higher education in 
the Global North but to relinquish the power that these institutions yield over the global discourse. 
We end with a call to action for researchers engaged in DEI work and those who participate in 
DEI-based research, specifically inviting others to center their work on methodological activism and 
engage in pluralistic research approaches.

2  Authors’ Positionalities

We start by reflecting on our positionalities and how they influenced our work on this chapter. 
Using Secules and colleagues’ (2021) framework, we each examined our positionality with respect 
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to the research topic, epistemology, ontology, methodology, researcher-as-instrument, and com-
munication, and we included our reflection here. In doing this, we discovered that the salient lived 
experiences at play in our process and the final product were quite different for each of us; Alex 
primarily reflected on his ethnic identity and its relationship to his educational experiences, and Julie 
primarily reflected on how her identity as an academic was related to the experience of co-authoring 
with Alex for the first time.

Alex: I self-identify as a gay Latino – more specifically Mexican American – who currently resides 
in the United States Southwest but spent his formative years (3–15 years old) in a small town in Mexico.  
My experience is informed not just by my educational background but also by my lived experi-
ence: unwillingly immigrating to the United States; experiencing deficit ideologies in school in 
the United States for not speaking English; being denied the opportunity to participate in STEM 
spaces; observing neoliberal realities imposed on my community (and its resulting inequities) after 
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was signed between Canada, Mexico, and 
the United States; and eventually becoming an atravesado in engineering like many other Latinos/
as/xs because we are often seen as invalid inhabitants of engineering – a transgressor who does not 
belong in a White-dominated space (Mejia et al., 2022). The research topics and questions I choose 
to work on are informed by this lived experience because my identity and my close proximity to 
issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) are strongly tied to who I  am as a researcher and 
individual. I do recognize, however, that my training in engineering education involved immersing 
myself in the colonial project of education, and I am “a product of colonial educational systems” 
(Secules et al., 2021, p. 28). Nonetheless, I continue – to the best of my ability – to reject remnants 
of coloniality in my own epistemology. The lens I use in this chapter is without a doubt influenced 
by my place-based training in the United States, and I may sometimes consciously or unconsciously 
base my framing of DEI on ideologies prescribed primarily by the Global North (Pineda & Mishra, 
2022). In this work, although mostly informed by US-centric framings, I  invite readers to think 
about diversity, equity, and inclusion not as a rebranding act for institutions of higher education and 
engineering education programs but to examine their own approaches to DEI issues.

Julie: I will come out and say the thing I think needs to be said. I do not have a PhD in engi-
neering education. Alex does. I was already a faculty member when the first PhD programs were 
being formed in the United States. With graduate training in materials science and engineering, 
my engineering education research work originated with one of the National Science Foundation 
(NSF)–funded Rigorous Research in Engineering Education cohorts. Essentially, this was a five-day 
crash course in what Alex has spent years learning in graduate school. I spent the first five, six, or 
maybe even seven years as a faculty member (in one of the PhD programs, nonetheless) apologizing 
for becoming a qualitative researcher. I really did. Look at my early publications (on second thought, 
please don’t!) – I downplayed small sample sizes and lamented “lack” of generalizability. It was not 
until I was tenured that I  felt comfortable moving from the interpretive paradigm (itself a major 
stretch from my formal training) to one that was critical. By that time, I was the program director 
for engineering education in NSF’s engineering directorate, the editor-in-chief of Journal of Women 
and Minorities in Science and Engineering, a journal that focuses on DEI scholarship, and had long held 
several DEI-related positions in national professional organizations. So to say I came to the critical 
paradigm late seems like an understatement. And here I was, co-authoring a chapter on critical DEI 
scholarship with Alex Mejia, who, as far as I knew, was a critical DEI researcher from Day 1. We are 
different generations of engineering education scholars. Could I keep up? Would my ideas pale in 
comparison? I was nervous. My admiration for him as a person and his work convinced me it would 
be okay. To write 10,000+ words with someone you have never collaborated with before is – well, it 
could have been really difficult, but actually it was not. I think that was because of the mutual respect 
we had for each other’s ideas and each other’s places on our individual and collective scholarly jour-
neys. Initially, I think we had two different visions for what the chapter could be. Ultimately, I think 



Critical Perspectives on DEI Research in Engineering Education

221

we merged them nicely. Starting with the outline and continuing into the final draft, we worked 
hard to give each other the space to say what we each thought needed to be said. We trusted in 
each other’s experiences, in each other’s positionalities in the world of DEI scholarship. That spirit 
has shaped our chapter. I hope it also helped bridge the “generation” gap in engineering education 
DEI scholars.

Readers will note that we used our experiences as Americans at institutions in the United States 
to write about the state of DEI engineering education scholarship from a US-centric perspective. 
This focus is very much a product of our academic history and expertise, rather than a reflection of 
the value we place on worldwide engineering education scholarship.

3  Views on Diversity

Across engineering education literature in the United States, interpretations of the term “diversity” 
are inconsistent. Most researchers associate diversity with access to engineering (Chubin et al., 2005; 
May & Chubin, 2003; McGee & Bentley, 2017; Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). Engineering education 
researchers have also framed diversity in terms of (a) numbers (Fletcher et al., 2021; Revelo et al., 
2017), (b) culture (Atadero et al., 2018; Ikram et al., 2016; Godfrey & Parker, 2010), (c) economic 
benefits (Commission on the Advancement of Women and Minorities in Science, Engineering, 
and Technology Development, 2001; Vandenberghe, 2021), and (d) hierarchy (“Diversity,” 2008). 
Researchers have adopted these four understandings of diversity in engineering education research, 
but rarely all at the same time in the same study or program.

The first framing of diversity involves counting the number of individuals included in a sample 
while sometimes considering specific demographic and nondemographic criteria such as race, gen-
der, age, or ethnicity as attributes that encompass diversity in the sample. Conceptualizing diversity 
solely in numeric terms can be dangerous, particularly if diversity is defined at the collective level 
and not the individual level or used as a justification to disregard systemic barriers in the name of sta-
tistical significance (Revelo et al., 2017). As indicated by Qin et al. (2014), “[d]iversity is concerned 
with differences (e.g., personal attributes) between people; however, there are numerous attributes 
that differentiate people” (p. 136). Some engineering education research studies have strategically 
agglomerated data under the premise that statistical significance is necessary to demonstrate differ-
ences (Revelo et al., 2017; Revelo & Stepin, 2018). The justification for this agglomeration of data 
creates the impression that minoritized groups may be representative of monolithic populations 
(Revelo et al., 2017). As researchers in engineering education continue to engage in DEI-based 
research, it can be important to recognize that increasing numbers in a sample do not necessarily 
mean that differences among individuals have been taken into consideration. And it is important to 
consider that demographic characteristics represented in numbers may not create the changes desired 
as we researchers move toward an internationalization of DEI work. A contextual understanding of 
power, privilege, and systemic barriers is needed, including paying attention to socioeconomic sta-
tus, first-generation status, and immigration status, and the implications of these factors in accessing 
and participating in higher education globally (Özturgut, 2017).

The second framing of diversity involves describing individuals in terms of cultural markers. Engi-
neering education researchers have engaged with social theory to understand diversity in terms 
of culture. However, engineering education researchers have often oversimplified the construct of 
culture, assuming culture to be static and regularly descriptive of a system of behavioral norms 
(Secules & Mejia, 2021). The oversimplification of culture as a static construct has led to the uncriti-
cal analysis of how deficit ideologies have permeated the engineering education literature (Mein & 
Esquinca, 2017; Mejia et al., 2018). That is, it is assumed that individuals (primarily individuals from 
low-income, historically minoritized groups) carry deficits that need to be fixed. These deficits, 
according to proponents of deficit thinking, are the result of the inadequacy of the home to prepare 
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individuals and their subsequent failure in school (Valencia, 1997, 2010). Because researchers have 
chosen to describe minoritized populations in engineering education research in deficit-oriented 
ways, essentialization of their cultures has occurred in DEI-based research. Although conceptualiza-
tions of diversity in terms of culture in engineering education research has increased over the years, 
we believe that it should be done carefully, given that pragmatic interpretations of culture can lead to 
oppressive marginalization. For example, a narrow framing of culture can lead to the perception that 
sociocultural processes occur in isolation, thus ignoring the material and lived realities of individuals 
and (re)producing deficit ideologies that hurt marginalized populations.

When engineering education researchers seek to describe diversity through differences in cul-
ture, understanding culture becomes the vehicle by which researchers define, analyze, and evaluate 
a population. Qualitative research approaches in engineering education have shaped how culture is 
studied in the field. Godfrey and Parker (2010), for example, described the cultures of engineering 
in terms of ways of knowing, doing, and being. They analyzed how faculty and students recog-
nized one another as members of the world of engineering by the ways in which they behaved, 
believed, or acted. They warned readers about essentializing culture and normalizing certain atti-
tudes, behaviors, and belief systems of engineering and engineers, which can lead to the lack of 
recognition and the invalidation of other forms of knowing, doing, and being, thus negatively 
impacting minoritized students. For example, they illustrated that engineering students and faculty 
often argue that engineering solutions are gender- and race-free (Godfrey & Parker, 2010), thus 
denying the validity and existence of ways of knowing and being that deviate from the normative 
White, Eurocentric worldviews.

The third framing researchers use to approach diversity is through the economic motive argu-
ment. That is, they promote the notion that increasing diverse ideas, cultures, or races will result in 
economic benefits. These arguments are primarily seen in studies that seek to examine the practice 
of engineering in a globalized world and the importance of diversity to promote innovation, effi-
ciency, and improved quality (Chubin et al., 2005; LaFave et al., 2015; Vandenberghe, 2021). Both 
the concept of diversity as well as the concept of economic benefit have been central to engineering 
(Chen et al., 2019). In a field where profits are highly valued (Chen et al., 2019) and meritocracy 
and objectivity are the norm (Cech, 2013; Slaton, 2015; Riley, 2008), diversity is lauded as a beacon 
for innovation. Roughly, the economics-driven diversity claim goes something like this: diverse 
engineers bring diverse ideas and diverse approaches to the table, which encourages more innova-
tive results and higher profits, or more productivity, which leads to more prestige, funding, and 
publications.

We strongly assert that engineering education researchers need to consider their ethical reasons 
for doing DEI work when diversity is approached through an economic motive argument. Chen 
et al. (2019) argue that when the economic argument is used for DEI initiatives, it negatively impacts 
women and minoritized populations. For example, women and minoritized individuals are seen as 
people that “take care” of others and are therefore better suited to undertake tasks that involve affec-
tive labor. However, affective labor is typically not beneficial to the institution unless it produces 
capital (Weeks, 2007), and it negatively affects women and minoritized individuals by devaluating 
diversity efforts if capital gains are not achievable. Thus, efforts to diversify the institution become 
viable and feasible if, and only if, they will lead to an increased revenue. When we, researchers, choose  
to center economic motive arguments for diversity, we risk detrimental impacts on historically mar-
ginalized populations. The economic motive argument for diversity is not exclusive to the United 
States context; this is an argument that has been widely used across the globe (Dlouhy & Froidevaux, 
2022; Reader, 2006; Vandenberghe, 2021). In the United States, however, this narrow conceptual-
ization of diversity in capitalist terms has created a system where institutions of higher education seek 
to improve the numbers of minoritized individuals on their campuses to have access to streams of 
funding (such as the case of Hispanic-serving institutions in the United States) (Garcia, 2018, 2020) 
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or promote projects in the name of development while ignoring the systemic barriers imposed by 
the institutions themselves.

Although measuring diversity remains a challenge, measuring economic benefits seems more 
straightforward. It may be that this perceived “ease” of tracking outcomes is one of the reasons that 
diversity is often framed and approached in terms of economic impact. In engineering education 
research, this economic framing creates an even more conspicuous disparity between the privileged 
(i.e., the researcher) and the oppressed (i.e., marginalized populations). Understandably, tensions and 
hostility emerge when power dynamics are ignored, particularly when the researcher benefits the 
most, instead of the community being studied. Researchers recognize that diversity can be a tool to 
achieve economic success because diversity in the workplace or in particular projects signifies pro-
gress, access to global markets, and as a result, more profit (Qin et al., 2014).

The fourth way in which researchers frame diversity is in terms of stratified hierarchies. Hierar-
chies allow for social functioning, including adoption of values, beliefs, or behaviors. That is, diver-
sity defined by stratified hierarchies acknowledges the historical ways in which groups have existed, 
particularly through the lenses of power, privilege, and wealth. As indicated by Phillips et al. (2018), 
“[h]ierarchy is a social dimension that emerges only within group contexts and cannot be perceived 
within a single individual” (p. 8). Studies have shown that visual cues for perceptions of hierarchy 
help people understand whether or not they belong, determine the roles people play in a group, 
and contribute to the identification of in-group dominance (Phillips et al., 2018). Several studies in 
engineering education have reported on the experiences of historically marginalized populations in 
engineering through an analysis of hierarchies (Faulkner, 2000, 2007). For example, Tonso (2006) 
explored how the establishment of hierarchies among engineering students impacted the dynamics 
of teamwork. Interactions among students are impacted and lead to the development of identities –  
as identifiers – that dictate who belongs in engineering and who does not. These established hierar-
chies and identities ultimately serve to marginalize certain individuals by the creation of in- and out-
groups (Faulkner, 2000). Recognizing that stratified hierarchies impact diversity in different ways is 
important because it acknowledges the historical and sociocultural practices (i.e., the socialization 
processes) that impact diversity.

We situate our work and our understanding of diversity inside these framings and approaches 
to diversity as it has been described in engineering education research. We argue that looking at 
diversity through one of these conceptualizations instead of analyzing diversity through a critical 
understanding of all these frames will not result in transformational changes. As we design DEI 
initiatives and research, we advocate for approaching diversity holistically, and by that we mean that 
we, researchers, deem that a consideration of diversity that encompasses all the framings presented 
here is necessary. Framing diversity as a complex set of variables provides us as researchers with an 
opportunity to understand big systems and context while we study how individuals situate them-
selves in space and time and relative to one another. For example, research in engineering education 
has focused on – and erroneously embraced – the idea that Latinos/as/xs are a monolithic group, 
thus highlighting the lack of understanding within group differences (Revelo et al., 2017). If we 
reject DEI research typically grounded on framings of diversity in terms of numbers, we can move 
the field past these simplistic notions about diversity.

4  Views on Equity

Framings for the term “equity” also vary and tend to be context-specific. The meaning of the term 
“equity” reflects material, institutional, and political agendas. Brand (2015) asserts that “equity is not 
a static concept but one that different social groups actively construct to make claims on the state to 
support their own interests” (p. 249). Thus, it is important for researchers and others who engage in 
equity work to consider their positionality (Secules et al., 2021). Positionality involves one’s personal 



Joel Alejandro Mejia and Julie P. Martin

224

values, beliefs, views, experiences, education, and perspectives that dictate how one understands the 
world around them and their position in it. We are aware that asking researchers to engage in deep 
reflection on their own positionality is in direct conflict with those in higher education who still 
maintain that researchers can design studies, collect data, and interpret results without bias. As the 
researcher engages with the world, their definitions, priorities, and actions will take form according 
to what is conceptualized as equity and, to a certain degree, their own interests.

It is important to bear in mind that equity can be bounded by space and time and deliberately 
defined according to what the researcher holds most important. The researcher determines the 
population that will be studied, the criteria for such selection, and eventually, how to analyze and 
interpret the data collected; researchers choose to deeply engage with historicity, criticality, position-
ality, or situatedness, or they choose not to, thus furthering inequities (Secules et al., 2021; Secules & 
Mejia, 2021). Failing to critically think about identity, community membership, and power dynam-
ics prevents the researcher from fully embracing the complex nature of equity research (González 
et al., 2011; Secules & Mejia, 2021). To achieve equity, researchers in engineering education should 
critically think about and define how the practices, policies, and systems affect the experiences, 
outcomes, and access of those who participate in the research, and work toward dismantling those 
structures.

In engineering education research, researchers tend to frame equity in two broad ways: (a) a 
movement toward methodologies that engage researchers in providing equal access throughout the 
research process and (b) a movement toward research resulting in the weakening or disruption of 
imbalanced power structures to provide equal access to engineering. These two fronts are inter-
related. The first is scholarship-oriented, while the second one is action-oriented. Research that 
incorporates pluralistic, cultural, and decolonial methodological practices contributes to the chal-
lenging of deficit ideologies embedded in past and present research activities.

First, we believe researchers in engineering education should continue to frame equity in dynamic 
and shifting ways as sociopolitical and sociohistorical contexts emerge and change. Researchers 
who are committed to the idea of providing equal access throughout the research process and also 
who acknowledge historical, political, social, and material privilege and oppression of the groups 
involved in the research process (whether these are in-groups or out-groups) end up doing research 
that impacts the researchers as well the participants. As Artiles (2019) has rightly claimed, “[e]quity 
research cannot disregard history” (p. 326). Equity-mindedness requires a recognition of the histori-
cal context, who participates in the research and to what end, the impact of that history on the 
research process, the interpretation of results and the implications for equal access, and the resulting 
actions taken to address injustices done in the past. For example, the insistence on the “colorblind-
ness” in engineering education research that has persisted throughout the years has created a racial-
ized version of minoritized groups while ignoring the White supremacist nature of the discipline 
(Mejia et al., 2020; Pawley et al., 2018).

Second, researchers in engineering education who seek to dismantle systemic structures that 
prevent equal access to engineering for all individuals tend to adopt more critical action-research 
practices. Researchers in engineering education have called for critical equity research that weakens 
or disrupts imbalanced power structures (Cross, 2020; J. Holly Jr., 2020; Long III, 2020; Mejia et al., 
2018; Pawley, 2017; Slaton & Pawley, 2018) to reach a stage of liberation where the minds are liber-
ated and the playing field is leveled for all (Freire, 2003). The movement to dismantle power struc-
tures has led to the conceptualizations of equity in engineering education to be described in terms 
of providing access to engineering spaces (Capraro et al., 2013; Ferreira, 2002; Villanueva Alarcón 
et al., 2021), achieving gender parity (Bilimoria & Liang, 2012; Franzway et al., 2009; Sharp et al., 
2012; Slaton, 2015), countering deficit notions (Harper, 2010; Mejia et al., 2018; Secules & Mejia, 
2021), and transforming approaches to engineering education research that move toward asset-based 
framings (Castaneda & Mejia, 2018; Martin et al., 2022b; Mejia et al., 2018; Mejia et al., 2019; 
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Wilson-Lopez et al., 2016). Researchers focused on equity in terms of access ask how easy or how 
difficult it may be for individuals to enter certain spaces, procure resources, secure opportunities, or 
achieve equal opportunity. Researchers focused on equity in terms of gender parity may seem to be 
limiting their research to one population, but in fact, they draw from critical perspectives to argue 
for the dismantling of structural and institutional barriers that negatively impact multiple populations 
(Slaton, 2015). Gender equity work in engineering education has served the purpose of pushing 
the field to critically analyze the programs, policies, and practices that impact not only women but 
also Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) (DeAro et al., 2019; Torres, 2012). Finally, 
researchers seeking to counter deficit notions in both methodologies and research approaches refer 
to the importance of (re)framing how communities are portrayed while acknowledging them as 
holders and creators of knowledge (Delgado Bernal, 2002; Delgado Bernal & Villalpando, 2002). 
Although these trends are increasing in the field, we note that only a small amount of research in 
engineering education addressed equity in terms of curriculum, and we continue to see curriculum 
that fails to provide culturally responsive engineering education (Gelles et al., 2020; Gelles et al., 
2021; Hoople et al., 2020), pointing to opportunities for engineering education research to contrib-
ute to changing the trend.

5  Views on Inclusion

Inclusion refers to the fair, equitable, and healthy participation of all individuals within an organi-
zation or community while increasing the presence of marginalized populations. Inclusion also 
involves the presence of spaces where individuals feel valued and acknowledged (Özturgut, 2017). 
Historically, inclusion has been defined according to the needs of the majority, and it has benefited 
people in positions of power the most while disregarding the experiences of minoritized individuals 
(Qvortrup & Qvortrup, 2018). More recently, inclusion efforts in engineering education research 
have examined this history, asking who participates in the research, for what purpose, for what ends, 
and for whose ultimate benefit. Researchers in engineering education have adapted their concep-
tualizations of inclusion as historical and sociopolitical contexts of engineering that are more deeply 
understood by the research community.

While efforts to increase students’ opportunities to learn engineering and participate in engineer-
ing inclusively have grown, the promise of “engineering for all” remains elusive. For example, in the 
United States context, educational policies such as the 1988 reauthorization of the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) – and ultimately No Child Left Behind (NCLB) – are credited as 
the fuel that ignited the movement toward national testing and standardization that disproportion-
ally affected minoritized students by creating a one-size-fits-all approach to education (Penfield & 
Lee, 2010). The one-size-fits-all approach has negatively impacted engineering education research 
as well. We can see how these one-size-fits-all policies in engineering and technology assessments –  
particularly in K–12 education settings – that use standardized assessments on the national level in the 
United States, such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Technology and Engi-
neering Literacy (TEL) Assessment (National Academies of Sciences et al., 2017, 2018), are developed 
for and privilege native speakers of English. While such assessments may yield valid scores for students 
from the dominant culture who are native English speakers, there is little doubt that assessments yield 
valid scores for minoritized students, especially students from emergent bilingual populations (Pen-
field & Lee, 2010) and even students with disabilities or neurodivergent. Similar standardization pro-
jects have increased around the world, bringing with them a myriad of challenges for inclusion, most 
importantly the ways in which standardization has shaped educational policies (Al’Abri, 2011; Roldán 
Vera & Robles Valle, 2020; Ross & Gibson, 2007). As individuals and organizations that hold power 
in the decision-making process throughout research activities – not only as external participants of the 
communities being studied but also as members of those groups – researchers would be wise to ask the 
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critical question: “Who benefits and who loses as a result of my conceptualization of inclusion?” Ignor-
ing the history and sociopolitical contexts that surround inclusion initiatives keeps the door open for 
numerous pitfalls and contradictory results between the aims of inclusion and the intended beneficiary.

Diversity in engineering education research may seek to broaden the participation of minor-
itized individuals in terms of numbers, but inclusion demands accountability for those diversity 
efforts to transform equitable access to engineering. While many engineering education research-
ers have sought to engage in inclusive research, some of the research seems to focus primarily on 
educational practices rather than engaging methodological dimensions of research inclusion, such 
as levels of inclusion, arenas of inclusion, and degrees of inclusion (Qvortrup & Qvortrup, 2018). 
Inclusion demands different strategies aimed at achieving social justice while validating individual 
diversity (i.e., lived experiences) (Puritty et  al., 2017) as well as promoting opportunities that 
enhance human capabilities (Leydens & Lucena, 2017). As noted by Puritty and colleagues (2017), 
inclusion refers to how individuals “are treated and how they feel” (p.  1101) and requires that 
researchers acknowledge that structural biases exist and influence how individuals experience their 
lived reality in those spaces.

Inclusion provides the space for all individuals to feel respected, engaged, motivated, acknowl-
edged for their contributions, and valued. As researchers, focusing on inclusion means intention-
ally making an effort to remove barriers that may otherwise be present while critically engaging in 
reflexive practices that contribute to the elimination of research bias. These multiple frames of refer-
ence are necessary to consider if DEI work is to be implemented in engineering education research.

6  Calls to Action

Leading scholars have recently begun calling for researchers in the field to reject using deficit-
oriented approaches to research and instead to shift motivation for DEI research to social justice 
concerns. In doing so, our research will be stronger when it recognizes the complex aspects of diver-
sity – not just the numerical or perceived “culturally salient” or “measurable” characteristics – and 
explicitly addressing equity and inclusion as inherently valuable, regardless of economic outcomes. 
By working in interrelated (a) critical, (b) methodologically robust, and (c) pluralistic ways, engi-
neering education researchers can advance the movement toward socially just research that results in 
more transformational consequences for historically marginalized people.

6.1  The Call to Be Critical

Patrick et al.’s (2022) state-of-the-art review identifies six elements of critical research methods from 
22 exemplar studies in STEM higher education. These elements are:

1 Establishing a critical reflection of author positionality.
2 Acknowledging and describing the historical or social context for oppression.
3 Engaging participants.
4 Maintaining consistency of critical approaches across the theory, methods, and discussion of 

published manuscripts.
5 Providing a deep explanation of critical race theory tenets emphasized in the study.
6 Providing implications sections in published work that seek to disrupt power structures.

Here we highlight the first two elements identified in the review. We refer readers to their review 
for more details and examples. In accordance with these authors’ suggestion, we encourage research-
ers to look beyond engineering education to other STEM and/or science education studies and 
higher education fields for other exemplars (Calabrese Barton & Tan, 2009; Harper, 2010; Marx, 
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2016; McGee & Bentley, 2017; Mejia et al., 2018; Peterson, 2021; Secules et al., 2021; Secules & 
Mejia, 2021; Tan, 2011; Villanueva Alarcón et al., 2021).

Scholars have challenged engineering education researchers to do a better job of discovering, 
naming, and exploring the historical, social, and institutional contexts of their work in many ways, 
such as identifying anti-Black racism (Holly Jr., 2020), heteronormativity (Hughes, 2017; Yang 
et al., 2021), and ableism (Peterson, 2021) as origins of the oppression that has led to the need for 
DEI work in the field (Martin et al., 2022b). This contextualization has appeared in multiple sections 
of published manuscripts, including the introduction or background of a manuscript (e.g., Cech & 
Waidzunas, 2021; Martin & Garza, 2020; Yang et al., 2021; Patrick et al., 2022) incorporated in the 
author positionality statement (e.g., Secules et al., 2021; Sellers et al., 2022), or in more than one 
section (e.g., McGee et al., 2021).

Recent work in the field has also urged engineering education researchers to engage in reflex-
ive positionality work and pushed for positionality statements to become the norm in published 
research. A meaningful positionality statement goes beyond simply stating the authors’ social identi-
ties; it includes a discussion of how those identities influenced all aspects of the research design and 
implementation. While positionality statements are becoming more common in qualitive engineer-
ing education research, they are much less common in quantitative studies. Scholars have asserted 
that positionality is important, regardless of methodology, because it affects multiple areas of the 
research (Hampton et  al., 2021), including the research questions asked, epistemology, ontology, 
methodology, researcher-as-instrument, and communication (Secules et al., 2021). Secules and col-
leagues (2021) recently articulated three ways in which positionality has been used in engineering 
education: (1) acknowledging practice, (2) establishing transparency of self-attributes, and (3) con-
textualizing methodology. At least one journal in the field, Journal of Women and Minorities in Science 
and Engineering, now requires a positionality statement as a condition of publication for all manu-
scripts (Martin et al., 2022a), and others, such as the Journal of Engineering Education, encourage it.

Researchers have shown how positionality statements offer an opportunity for engineering edu-
cation researchers to describe how their DEI-focused work leads to liberatory praxis (Mejia et al., 
2018), which is a laudable ultimate goal of DEI research. The liberation process is characterized by 
achieving concientização through dialogue and thus gaining the ability to hold the most critical pos-
sible view of reality (Freire, 2003). Liberation is reached when the researcher engages in scholarship 
that is guided not just by theory but also by critical reflexivity in combination with action (i.e., 
praxis; Mejia et al., 2018; c.f. Freire, 2003). Liberatory praxis is characterized by the state in which 
the researcher has reached critical consciousness in all aspects of the research process (i.e., theory, 
reflection, and action) and enacts critical consciousness in all aspects of their work, including DEI 
research. This is especially important to highlight because not all scholars possess the same amount 
of privilege. Scholars acknowledge that publishing positionality statements has the potential to carry 
a personal and professional risk, and researchers should retain control of which identities they choose 
to publish (Hampton et al., 2021; Martin et al., 2022a; Secules et al., 2021).

Positionality statements can – and perhaps should – take different forms in order to be effective 
and liberatory. Recently published work in the field includes positionality statements written in the 
third person (e.g., Burt et al., 2018) and first person (e.g., Hughes, 2017; Mondisa, 2020). Position-
ality statements for co-authored works can be effectively written in a collective sense (e.g., Cech 
et al., 2021; McGee & Bentley, 2017) or include statements by individual authors (e.g., Cross et al., 
2021; Martin & Garza, 2020) or a combination of the two (Sellers et al., 2022). For example, here 
we highlight a few examples from recent literature.

Patrick et  al. (2022) name the positionality statement by López et  al. (2018) as an exem-
plar because of the way the authors connect their identities and commitment to critical race 
theory (CRT) to research decisions such as their commitment to preserving the experiences of 
Black students in their sample (despite being a small proportion of their sample). Leyva’s (2021) 
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positionality statement stands out because of the adherence to Milner’s framework for positional-
ity in educational research that is based on CRT, which includes researching the self, research-
ing the self in relation to others, engaged reflection and representation, and shifting from self to 
system (Milner, 2016). The author’s statement discusses how the author addressed each element 
of the framework.

Similarly, Sellers et al. (2022) used a three-tiered model for reflexivity developed by Sochacka 
et al. (2009) in which researchers examined ontological and epistemological assumptions, the influ-
ence of their personal values, and the influence of their prior experiences. This article’s positionality 
statements also include an acknowledgment of how recent US events (i.e., the murder of George 
Floyd by police and the #BlackLivesMatter movement) in combination with their positions of 
relative power as White women influenced their methodological choices. McGee (2021) provides 
excellent contextualization of the historical context of her work under a US president who was 
antiscience, and writes a unique positionality statement that establishes her motivation for the work 
in the context of a particular event, the 2013 death of Ella Kissi-Debra, a 9-year-old Black girl who 
died of respiratory failure after suffering from asthma. She goes on to establish how that example 
embodies the struggle of Black and Brown people in the United States who are “situated in dis-
proportionately hazardous environments (mentally and physically) and are offered the solution of 
being resilient against omnipresent forces of anti-Blackness, racism (individual, economic, structural, 
environmental), and greed,” and yet who are “systematically excluded from conducting the research 
that could incorporate equity into STEM” (p. 11).

6.2  The Call to Be Methodologically Robust

Engineering education scholars have urged researchers to be methodologically robust by thought-
fully choosing and honoring theories and research methods (Mejia et al., 2018; Secules & Mejia, 
2021) and for the political purpose of empowering marginalized populations through liberatory 
praxis (Mejia et  al., 2018). That is, they have called for researchers to embrace methodological 
activism because it results in “equitably consequential” (Calabrese Barton et  al., 2017) research. 
Methodological activism refers to the intentional use of research design choices as a form of activism 
to contribute to a political purpose (Martin et al., 2022b; Ong, 2005; Sellers et al., 2022; Zuberi & 
Bonilla-Silva, 2008). We echo the calls to action articulated by Cross (2020), Holly Jr. (2020), 
Secules and Mejia (2021), Martin and colleagues (2022b), Mejia and colleagues (2018), and many 
others for engineering education researchers to carefully consider their choices of research questions, 
theory, and methods/methodologies that empower marginalized populations and have potential to 
enact social change. Adhering to methodological activism means that we all work toward more par-
ticipatory and liberatory research (Mejia et al., 2022).

Research questions as methodological activism. A central aspect of methodological activ-
ism is the way in which research design decisions are made: how individuals and communities are 
framed, why the research is done with a particular population, and for what purpose. Harper (2010) 
was one of the first researchers to call for framing research questions in STEM education in ways 
that avoided deficit framing of marginalized individuals and groups. His anti-deficit examples (also 
called asset-based examples) continue to be relevant in engineering education. In the last few years, 
multiple examples of asset-based questions have been published, particularly when studying the 
experiences of people of color. Here are a few examples that serve as models:

• What are the motivational factors that influence Black men in graduate engineering programs 
at predominantly White institutions to persist? (Burt et al., 2020)

• What are the institutional and noninstitutional factors that lead to persistence in engineering 
among women of color faculty? (McGee et al., 2021)
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• What forms of resilience, particularly coping strategies, played a role in Black women’s experi-
ences of managing within-group tensions? (Leyva, 2021)

• Hypothesis: Minoritized students’ funds of knowledge will support their interest in engineer-
ing, foster self-efficacy beliefs, and contribute to their choice to pursue an engineering major. 
(Verdín et al., 2021)

In framing questions that reject deficit notions of individual participants, their families, or their 
communities, Martin et al. (2022b) called for more researchers to ask questions that critique the 
system within which participants and the study are situated. The following examples from recently 
published research illustrate this idea:

• How do mathematical contexts in P–12 education at a historically White university function as 
White patriarchal spaces to shape Black women’s within-group tensions? (Leyva, 2021)

• What ecological and sociological barriers within a college of engineering promote non- 
normative student role strain in Black male students pursuing graduate engineering degrees? 
(Burt et al., 2018)

• How can academic mentoring, as a construct, be race-reimaged? (Villanueva et al., 2019)

Theory as methodological activism. Engineering education scholars have urged other 
researchers to reconsider how the voices of marginalized populations are portrayed in their research. 
We echo their voices in calling for intentional and critical reflection, as noted by scholars such as 
Secules et al. (2021), as well as a holistic integration of reflection, theory, and action to achieve libera-
tory actions that serve historically marginalized groups, as indicated by Mejia et al. (2018). Drawing 
from Freire’s (2003) critical pedagogy, Mejia et al. (2018) urge engineering education researchers to 
use their methodology not only to describe events or experiences but also to “ask questions of power, 
privilege, and oppression” and identify ways to “fight alongside” those who are research participants 
(p.  10). Choosing theories that align with methodological activism includes using and honoring 
theoretical paradigms that were designed by or for Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) 
or marginalized communities and ones that overtly articulate causes of oppression. Currently, this 
often means drawing on theories from other disciplines and applying them to engineering education.

What follows are just a few salient examples of recent work that draws on theories from other 
fields and applies them to engineering education. Yang’s (2021) work with LGBTQ engineering stu-
dents draws on queer theory and resistance theories, including queer resistance and transformational 
resistance. Hughes’s (2017) conceptual framework uses theories of internal processes around sexual 
orientation disclosure and sexual orientation covering. Hancock et al. (2021) apply dis/ability criti-
cal race theory (DisCrit) to early childhood education via fieldwork by preservice teachers. Recent 
studies with people of color include Thomas and colleagues’ (2016) as well as Cross and colleagues’ 
(2021) use of womanist theory (also called Black feminist thought or womanism). Both are exam-
ples of research that centers on the history and experiences of women of color (and especially Black 
women). McGee’s (2021) use of structural racism unambiguously names the sources of oppression 
perpetrated on the Black population in the United States and names the Trump presidential admin-
istration and its antiscience policies as the major current source of oppression again the Black STEM 
doctoral students she studies. Mejia et al. (2022) call on engineering education researchers to validate 
and honor the voices of historically marginalized populations, particularly Latinos/as/xs, by rejecting 
any type of epistemological injustice created by systemic oppression through Borderlands Theory.

Methodological activism also involves rejecting deficit notions of marginalized populations. More 
engineering education researchers than ever are rejecting deficit-based theoretical stances (implicitly 
or explicitly). They are employing theories that explicate educational assets held by marginalized 
groups, such as people of color in Western countries. Among these, Yosso’s (2005) community 
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cultural wealth is growing in use in the US-based literature. Denton, Borrego, and Bocklage’s sys-
tematic literature review of community culture wealth (CCW) in STEM education (2020) and 
Denton and Borrego’s (2021) scoping review of Moll and colleagues’ (1992) funds of knowledge 
(FoK) in STEM education contain numerous useful examples from engineering education and some 
direction for future research. While most CCW and FoK work in the field to date has been qualita-
tive (e.g., Mejia, 2014; Mejia et al., 2014; Wilson-Lopez et al., 2016), recently some scholars have 
undertaken quantitative work (see, for example, Hiramori et al., 2021 for CCW; and Verdín et al., 
2019; Verdín et al., 2021 for FoK).

Other recent work has developed new theories to advance DEI research in engineering educa-
tion. For example, Burt et al. (2020) developed the theory of Black men’s graduate engineering 
motivation and use their article to challenge engineering colleges to “make true commitments to 
broadening participation, which means centering students – in this case, Black men – as contributors 
to STEM” (p. 2). Leyva (2021) uses Critical Race Theory (CRT) and intersectionality to propose 
a framework for mathematics education as White patriarchal space using ideological, institutional, 
and relational dimensions in a study. He argues for “structural disruption[s]” that allow Black women 
to engage in within-group peer collaboration where they are brought together in affinity spaces in 
which they are not isolated (Leyva, 2021, p. 142).

In another example, Rodriguez et al. (2020) have combined existing theories to develop a new 
conceptual framework for the US context. Their conceptual framework for computing identity 
development for Latina undergraduate students encourages educators to draw on the wealth of 
knowledge from Latinas’ backgrounds and experiences to form computing identity, which include 
(among other dimensions) community cultural wealth and funds of knowledge possessed by Latinas, 
as well as intersectionality and multiple forms of oppressions experienced by Latinas. Mejia et al. 
(2022) draw from Chicana feminist theory to argue for engineering education research that values 
the conocimiento and testimonio of Latinos/as/xs by legitimizing their voices and engaging in liberatory 
praxis. Lee and Matusovich (2016) built on Tinto’s (1987) theory of student departure to develop 
a new conceptual model of cocurricular support (MCCS) that incorporates the breadth of support 
required for retaining undergraduate engineering students and advocates/facilitates for collaboration 
between student support practitioners and educational researchers. All these examples of methodo-
logical activism are unique; they each responded to their specific context, geography, participant 
goals, researcher abilities, project time frame, funding constraints, and community liberatory aims.

Methods/methodology as methodological activism. Patrick, Martin, and Borrego’s review 
identifies authentic, equitable involvement from participants with marginalized identities as an 
important methodological component for critical DEI work (Patrick et al., 2022). We reiterate sev-
eral examples from their review and bring in a few more recent examples that have been published 
since that time. We highlight several recent studies that provide ideas for how researchers can look 
beyond interviewing to other, perhaps multiple, sources of data. Sharing power with participants 
as co-authors is one way to practice equity while doing DEI research in engineering education. 
Patrick et al. (2022) identified two articles that engaged participants as co-authors. One article they 
point to is Secules et al. (2018) because the publication describes Secules’s prolonged engagement 
with Tanu over a period of a few years via interviews. Then once an initial manuscript draft was 
written, Secules asked Tanu to become a co-author to contribute reflections that became part of the 
published work. Patrick et al. (2022) also point to Martin and Garza (2020) where the participant 
was a co-author but was engaged in the research much earlier in the process, co-constructing the 
manuscript from inception. That article centers Garza’s (participant and coresearcher) voice using 
autoethnography that includes first-person accounts of her salient life events. Holly Jr.’s (2021) cri-
tique of Martin and Garza’s collaboration points to potential for such efforts to further complicate 
issues of power, reward, and risk in shared authorship with participants. In another example, Holly 
Jr. (2020) conducted a critical autoethnography investigating his experiences teaching engineering 
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to Black boys in an after-school program. Data included in the study came from interviews, journal 
entries, videos, lesson plans, and student artifacts, among other sources.

Neither the deep impact that participants have as co-authors on the quality of research nor the 
impact the act of authorship has on participants should be surprising. Smith and Lucena’s (2016a, 
2016b) ethnographic research provided examples of how prolonged engagement with participants 
was designed to not only recognize marginalized participants as experts in their own experiences 
but also to directly benefit them as a result of their participation in the research. These researchers 
acquainted their participants with the funds of knowledge framework, then facilitated individual and 
group activities whereby participants’ experiences were validated and where participants could adapt 
the framework to their individual educational journeys. Through a different approach, Mejia et al. 
(2022) drew from the authors’ testimonios to individually and collectively reflect on the sociohistori-
cal, political, and situational events that became the backbone of their lived and material realities 
both inside and outside the bounds of engineering. The authors describe how through testimonios it 
is possible to acknowledge the voices of marginalized communities, build conocimiento, and develop 
critical consciousness as both participants and researchers.

Rethinking how participants can share their experiences beyond the traditional interview that 
tends to privilege the researcher with preset interview questions and direction is another way to 
enact methodological activism. Recent “mixed methods” studies provide additional illustrations 
of data collection approaches that go beyond traditional interviewing. Yang et  al. (2021) used a 
“mixed methods” approach to examine LGBTQ+ engineering students’ resistance and community, 
choosing focus groups over interviews for the qualitative data collection because of the potential for 
focus groups to foster connection between participants, a choice consistent with the research topic. 
Villanueva et al. (2019) used an engaging electrodermal activity in combination with interviews in 
qualitative–dominant design and “mixed methods” design. In this unique study, researchers collected 
electrodermal data while interviewing “womxn” graduate students and faculty about their reactions 
to the content. Leyva’s recent publication (2021) focuses on counterstories of the resilience and 
resistance of Black and Latina women who are STEM students and/or aspiring engineers experienc-
ing the White patriarchal spaces of mathematics education. This research similarly utilizes prolonged 
participant engagement and multiple sources of data in a cross-case methodology. Data collection 
included a short autobiographical document, questionnaire, focus group, and individual interviews.

6.3  The Call to Be Pluralistic

Lastly, we point to recent scholarship that asserts the need for DEI research to be pluralistic. A plu-
ralistic approach to research honors and recognizes members of marginalized communities that have 
been historically oppressed. Pluralistic DEI research acknowledges that DEI work is not “new.” 
Rather, it is a continuation of long struggles that emerged from liberatory movements formulated, 
driven, and accomplished by BIPOC people. As indicated by Flick (2018), researchers need to 
develop a “new sensitivity” that takes into consideration the “diversification of life worlds” (p. 4) 
since knowledge is situated in local experience, practices, and culture and not in deductive method-
ologies. Current research in engineering education frames DEI work as a measurable data point and 
not as an aspiration, which contradicts the essence of pluralistic research approaches.

We cannot ignore the fact that remnants of colonialism and patriarchy are still not only present 
in our society but also permeate through the work we perform, how we perform it, and for whom 
we perform it. These remnants are observed through militarism in engineering, which was a fun-
damental piece of the history of engineering and grounded on colonial settler perspectives. These 
perspectives have created the idea that engineers are problem-solvers (Pawley, 2009) and can decide 
what is best for others in paternalistic ways. Often, these actions are done on what is perceived to 
be “best for others” through a process in which the engineer/researcher is the solution-provider to 
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a problem framed by the engineer/researcher themselves. Engineering education researchers still 
hold a great deal of power over the populations with whom they work, and the methodological 
decisions researchers make are important (Secules et al., 2021). However, pluralism requires reject-
ing perspectives rooted in colonialism and patriarchy, and taking actions that are based on mutual 
understanding, co-construction of knowledge, and collaboration with the groups participating in 
DEI research.

There is no single articulation or consensus to fight colonialism, patriarchy, or neoliberalism in 
engineering education research – all of which are opposite to a pluralistic view of local knowledge 
and lived experiences – because as researchers, we all continue to be motivated by individualistic 
goals (e.g., obtaining funding is critical for us to be able to do our work, fund our students, and earn 
tenure). On one hand, we have invoked DEI as a pathway to achieve social change in engineering. 
On the other hand, we are part of a system where its elitist nature has obscured the purpose of DEI 
research through performative work (i.e., actions that do not benefit oppressed groups and in turn 
uplift the visibility of the oppressor). De Sousa Santos (2018) argues that partial interventions can 
produce effects opposite to those that were initially intended. Thus, partial DEI interventions and 
approaches that focus on individual gain and not on a pluralistic view should be analyzed carefully 
and reconsidered.

None of this comes without risks. Researchers working on DEI initiatives who are willing to 
decenter themselves ultimately elevate the voices of the whole (Mejia et al., 2018). It is important 
for engineering education researchers to acknowledge that BIPOC scholars have been working 
endlessly to bring DEI awareness to a community of primarily White researchers whose work has 
simultaneously impeded the progress of DEI research by not agreeing to listen and relinquish their 
own neoliberal framings of DEI. Often, we see BIPOC engineering education researchers being 
gaslighted and their DEI efforts going unrecognized. We can counter this gaslighting by decoloniz-
ing ourselves, our methods, and our practices and problematizing the fact that epistemological injus-
tice (de Sousa Santos, 2015) continues to exist in engineering education research. Nonpluralistic 
approaches to DEI research become epistemological when we assume that the only valid knowledge 
that exists is the one that is ratified by its own supremacy. We believe that engineering education 
research does not need a revolutionary approach to DEI work; it needs to revolutionize how we 
think about DEI.

7  Closing Thoughts

As the field of engineering education engages more in DEI initiatives, we urge scholars to consider 
for whom and for what purposes the DEI initiatives and research are done. The concepts presented 
in this chapter seek to encourage engineering education researchers to critically reflect on the ways 
in which they can shift the motivations for DEI research to those of social justice concerns and move 
towards enacting methodological activism and pluralism in engineering education research. We 
encourage the field to acknowledge that our closeness to Whiteness – and the historical influence of 
Whiteness in engineering education – has become a container for the theories, methodologies, and 
actions that are allowable in DEI initiatives.

DEI work in engineering education requires critical scholarship that seeks to question why things 
are the way they are to better understand such issues and how to address them. We challenge our-
selves and our colleagues to ask: “How does my positionality influence my experiences and the ways 
in which I interpret DEI work?” Most importantly, we challenge ourselves and each other to think 
about the impact of the DEI work that is being done on those that it is intended to support. Reflect-
ing on those who have left engineering (i.e., Latinos/as/xs, BIPOC people), DEI research has not 
been enough to support them or create a pathway for them to stay in the field. They will probably 
never return. Thus, what is the real purpose of DEI work, and for whom is it done? We hope that 
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the questions and calls presented in this chapter ignite an interest in challenging dominant paradigms 
in DEI research. We also hope this chapter creates more space to welcome counternarratives that 
embrace the complexity of DEI and more questions that have yet to be asked about this important 
research and work. Ultimately, as engineering education researchers, we need to think about the 
goals of DEI research: Are we working to diversify engineering education students, or are we work-
ing to homogenize “diverse” students?
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1  Introduction

There is an ever-growing need for trained science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) professionals all over the world (Fayer et al., 2017). Pre-college education, including pre-
school (beginning at around age 3) to secondary school (ending at around age 18), has the potential 
to excite, prepare, and educate students about further education and careers in STEM while pro-
moting STEM literacy for all students (NASEM, 2020). Engineering has been the component of 
STEM that has been least prominent in pre-college education. Meeting the needs of the world for a 
greater number and more diverse engineering workforce will require a complementary workforce of 
qualified educators who have engineering-specific content knowledge and specialized, pedagogical 
content knowledge to teach engineering to pre-college students (Ball et al., 2008; Magnusson et al., 
1999; Shulman, 1986; Sun & Strobel, 2014).

This chapter aims to better understand pre-college engineering teacher professional learning 
(PCE TPL) intended to meet the call for qualified pre-college engineering educators. We have 
scoped this chapter purposefully to provide a focused discourse around teacher professional learn-
ing for engineering education within the United States (US). It is our hope that our presentation 
of PCE TPL in the US will provide a starting point or case for a broader global discussion of how 
we prepare pre-college teachers to teach engineering as well as other related science, technology, 
and mathematics subjects. The decision to position the chapter in this way leverages our place in 
and knowledge of engineering education within the US. It also provides a focus that allows for 
greater depth of discussion in lieu of a broad discussion of global PCE TPL. We have included 
references to pre-college (referred to in the US as K–12) STEM education when it focuses on 
engineering education and want to recognize resources available for science and mathematics 
TPL (e.g., Loucks-Horsley et  al., 2010). It is beyond the scope of this chapter to address the 
myriad meanings of “STEM” education (Martín-Páez et al., 2019) or to dissect what has been 
done in other related fields (e.g., computer science). Additionally, our discussion of PCE TPL 
certification and accreditation is highly relevant to those teaching or aiming to teach within 
public schools but may not be as applicable for private schools that typically do not require such 
credentials.
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In what follows, we explore PCE TPL by asking and answering the following key questions in 
five sections of the chapter, respectively:

1 What is the case to be made for the need for PCE TPL?
2 How has PCE TPL changed over time?
3 What is the current landscape for PCE TPL?
4 What major levers have influenced PCE TPL?
5 What does the future landscape for PCE TPL look like?

Throughout the chapter we embed vignettes from pre-college teachers, educators, and adminis-
trators across the US. We acquired these quotes through direct solicitation of their thoughts and 
experiences to be inclusive of their voices in this discussion. Our aim is for these vignettes to remind 
readers that while we discuss PCE TPL in broad ways throughout the chapter, PCE TPL impacts the 
experiences and perspectives of individual teachers and administrators who, in turn, directly impact 
student learning.

2  Making the Case for PCE TPL

I was excited for the transformative process of changing how I taught science and, there-
fore, engineering. My district embedded engineering concepts and lessons in a very 
authentic way for students. I believe that the quality of the curriculum and the profes-
sional development provided made the buy-in for teachers abundant. To me, teaching 
engineering to all students makes sense and is necessary for our society. I also wanted to 
attract more girls to engineering at an early age, so I developed an all-girls engineering 
after-school club at my school.

– Alison Roe, Elementary School Educator, Maryland

The vignette from Alison Roe exemplifies some of the arguments for PCE TPL. When it is done 
well with high-quality curricula, teachers become partners in the process of learning and teaching 
engineering. This partnership helps motivate teachers to reach all students through engineering, 
including those who are underrepresented in many engineering fields (Fry et al., 2021). This focus 
on students echoes the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine’s (2020) Con-
sensus Study Report “Building Capacity for Teaching Engineering in K–12,” which identified four 
goals for K–12 (ages 5–18) engineering education: (1) develop engineering literacy, (2) improve 
mathematics and science achievement through the integration of concepts and practices across the 
STEM fields, (3) improve college and career readiness, and (4) prepare a small percentage of stu-
dents for matriculation in postsecondary engineering programs. Achieving these goals would mean 
empowering pre-college students’ academic success, providing innovative leadership, and helping 
humanity overcome our most challenging problems. This will require drawing upon knowledge and 
research of teachers and students within engineering education (e.g., Hynes et al., 2017; Sneider & 
Ravel, 2021) to help forge new ground in pre-college engineering teacher preparation.

It is crucial that pre-college educators be well-prepared to teach engineering, as collective teacher 
efficacy significantly influences student success (Tschannen-Moran & Barr, 2004). This begins with 
the recruitment and preparation of pre-college teachers from a variety of backgrounds to teach 
engineering to today’s youth. These backgrounds include those who are preparing to become teach-
ers, that is, pre-service teachers (PSTs), and teachers who are currently teaching, that is, in-service 
teachers (ISTs). Most PSTs and ISTs in the US have enrolled in or graduated from programs that 
focus on early childhood (ages birth to 10), elementary (ages 5 to 11), or secondary education (ages 
12 to 18). Some PSTs and ISTs may have earned a degree with a focus in one or two teaching 
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content areas, particularly those in programs focused on secondary education. It is important to note 
that not all who enter into the pre-college teaching profession do so through traditional four-year 
education programs. Some, including the authors of this chapter, earn degrees in other fields (e.g., 
engineering or a science discipline) before considering a pathway into pre-college teaching. Those 
looking to make a transition to teaching within public schools can earn state certification later, as 
part of a master’s program, or work in private schools, where no such certification is required.

The most recent report of the National Survey of Science and Mathematics Education (NSSME+; 
the plus is used for additional focus on computer science) provided multiple insights regarding the 
status of science and mathematics education in the US from a representative sample of science, com-
puter science, and mathematics ISTs (Banilower et al., 2018). The study did not include teachers 
outside of these categories (e.g., non–computer science career and technical education [CTE] teach-
ers). Engineering was positioned as a subcategory of science within the report due to the inclusion 
of engineering within the Next Generation Science Standards (“NGSS”) (NGSS Lead States, 2013) 
and A Framework for K–12 Science Education (NRC, 2012). The NGSS standards have been adopted 
by 20 of 50 states in the US, and the Framework was used by 24 additional states to develop their 
own standards (National Science Teachers Association [NSTA], n.d.). These collective standards task 
elementary, middle school, and high school science teachers with teaching or integrating engineer-
ing into their science curriculum.

The NSSME+ report also examined science, math, and computer science teachers’ preparedness 
to teach engineering. The report indicated that “few teachers at any grade level have had course-
work in engineering” (Banilower et al., 2018, p. 13), specifically 3% of elementary teachers, 10% of 
middle school teachers, and 13% of high school teachers. Few ISTs felt fairly (14%) or very well (3%) 
prepared to teach engineering. The majority (51%) felt inadequately prepared to teach engineering. 
The feeling of preparation varied depending on what was being asked of teachers and/or the specific 
engineering concept. Preparation to teach engineering content for middle and high school science 
teachers was disaggregated into helping students develop possible solutions, defining engineering 
problems, and optimizing design solutions. This further refinement of preparedness revealed mid-
dle school science teachers to feel slightly more prepared than their high school counterparts, but 
the vast majority of middle and high school teachers still felt somewhat or inadequately prepared to 
teach engineering.

3  PCE TPL Changes Over Time

I remember my supervisor of science advising me that “STEM education is the wave 
that we must catch as soon as possible.” It was clear that to address STEM education at 
the elementary level, teachers needed professional learning experiences (PLEs) on the T 
and the E of STEM. We developed a partnership with a local university and Engineering 
is Elementary (EiE) to integrate engineering into our elementary science curriculum. 
PLEs began with a subset of pilot teachers who then became lead teachers who facilitated 
subsequent PLEs on the science-engineering integrated units. Watching teachers trans-
fer their new knowledge and pedagogy into other content areas [and] after-school and 
summer school programs has been the biggest reward. I’ve gotten to see how teachers, 
administrators, and supervisors have genuinely embraced STEM education as a benefit 
to their students. Perhaps the most satisfying effect of engineering teacher training has 
been the transformed teachers and their instruction in our elementary science classrooms 
over the past ten years.

– Amy Ryan, Elementary Science Curriculum Specialist, Maryland

Amy Ryan’s supervisor referred to the “wave of STEM education” in 2008, which was when her 
school system decided to start integrating engineering into the elementary science curriculum. She 
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witnessed change in teaching engineering as a part of science education over time, beginning when 
such integration was novel and unfamiliar to teachers to the present day, when some elementary educa-
tors have been teaching engineering for well over a decade and lead TPL for other teachers in the sys-
tem. This is but one example of the growth of PCE TPL during the last two decades. What we know 
anecdotally is that the number of TPL opportunities for pre-college engineering teachers has grown tre-
mendously all over the world. There is no single clearinghouse for such opportunities, but this growth 
has been influenced by support from professional organizations, emerging pre-college engineering 
learning standards, inclusion of engineering in science content standards, and national-level programs 
and resources providing curricula and enacting corresponding professional learning experiences.

US-based professional organizations have made changes to their structures or focus to include 
supporting pre-college engineering teachers and teacher educators. The American Society for 
Engineering Education (ASEE) formed the Pre-College Engineering Education Division in 2003, 
marking a widening in the society’s focus from primarily university-level engineering education 
to including pre-college audiences and research. In 2014, the ASEE board of directors estab-
lished an association-wide committee for pre-college engineering education, now called the ASEE 
Commission on P–12 Engineering Education (ASEE, n.d. a). The International Technology and 
Engineering Education Association (ITEEA) chose to rename itself in 2010 to include engineer-
ing (formerly International Technology Educators Association) to be more inclusive to both pre-
college technology and engineering education. ITEEA today offers a variety of engineering and 
STEM TPL opportunities, including summer institutes around their Engineering by Design (EbD) 
courses and the Authorized Training Institute designed to certify TPL coaches for their EbD 
courses, through their ITEEA STEM Center for Teaching and Learning (ITEEA, n.d.). The NSTA 
began offering TPL opportunities in both STEM and engineering following the publication of 
NGSS in 2013. One notable change was the addition of their annual STEM Forum and Expo 
established one year prior to the introduction of NGSS. These changes are examples of how pro-
fessional organizations are signaling the increasing presence and need for engineering within pre-
college education.

Another sign demonstrating growth for PCE TPL is the emergence of national-level academic 
engineering standards. State-adopted academic standards, derived under the influence of national 
and expert recommendations, are a primary driver of educational curricula and the day-to-day work 
priorities of pre-college schools and teachers. Although the word “engineering” did not appear in 
the National Science Education Standards (NSES) (NRC, 1996), engineering design ideas have now 
been explicitly stated in A Framework for K–12 Science Education (NRC, 2012) and NGSS that arose 
from that framework (NGSS Lead States, 2013). This has promoted the growth of engineering 
instruction as it is integrated with science content. Such integrative or integrated-STEM education 
aims to teach individual subjects, that is, science and engineering, while capitalizing on the synergy 
that comes from using the STEM disciplines together (Moore et al., 2014). The NSSME+ Report 
(Banilower et al., 2018) notes that nearly all sampled elementary teachers teach a self-contained class 
where they are responsible for teaching science with engineering. The NGSS suggests the integra-
tion of engineering into traditionally offered, graduation-requirement science courses like biology, 
chemistry, physics, and Earth science (Blank et al., 2004). Thus, a huge proportion of US pre-college 
elementary teachers and secondary science teachers whose school systems align with NGSS are 
asked by these standards to teach engineering in the context of science.1

Standards in the engineering and technology education community have also been updated. This 
includes ITEEA’s modified Standards for Technology and Engineering Literacy (STEL) (Daugherty 
et  al., 2021) and the recently released A Framework for P–12 Engineering Education Learning 
introduced and promoted to shape what pre-college learners should know with respect to engineer-
ing education (Advancing Excellence in P-12 Engineering Education [AE3] & ASEE, 2020).
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Professional organizations and standards provide infrastructure, support, and purpose for engi-
neering education. So do individual programs and resources funded by industry, universities, and/or 
funding agencies. Many such programs now exist, including Project Lead the Way (PLTW) (started 
in 1997) (Blias & Adelson, 1998; PLTW, n.d.), Engineering Is Elementary (EiE) (started in 2003) 
(EiE, n.d.; Cunningham, 2008), TeachEngineering (TE) (started in 2003) (TE, n.d.; Zarske et al., 
2005), Engineer Your World (started in 2008) (EYW, n.d.; Farmer et al., 2012), and Engineering 
for US All (e4usa) (started in 2018) (e4usa, n.d.; Reid & Greisinger, 2021). Each of these programs 
involves professional learning experiences for PSTs, ISTs, or both in addition to providing curricular 
resources for teacher use (Daugherty & Custer, 2012). The professional learning experiences offered 
by these programs prepare teachers to use the program’s curricular materials, often by modeling 
the use of the curricular materials and preparing teachers to implement the curriculum in their 
classrooms.

4  The Current Landscape for PCE TPL

The previously noted changes over time have helped create the current landscape for PCE TPL. 
This section separates and summarizes PCE TPL for PSTs and ISTs.

4.1  PCE TPL for Pre-Service Teachers

Many pre-service teachers come to our program with a mindset that they don’t know 
what STEM is and they don’t see themselves as an engineering or STEM person. The 
main thing we try to do is to get teachers to unpack their own previous experiences 
with what might be, or count as, engineering or science. For example, we have them 
take pictures from their everyday life, which they then use to inspire science questions 
and engineering problems. This helps them recognize that science and engineering 
are all around them. We want them to leave their pre-service experiences thinking, 
“Yes, I can do STEM” and “Yes, we are all involved in STEM every day.” This shift is 
designed to help guide them into STEM spaces, ultimately to improve the learning of 
their students.

– Dr. Christopher Wright, Pre-Service Teacher Educator, Pennsylvania

Dr. Christopher Wright’s vignette opens our discussion of PCE TPL for pre-service teachers by 
highlighting how teacher education can show future teachers that STEM and engineering are con-
nected and integral to real life, including both the teachers’ lives and the lives of their students. This 
serves as a starting point for teacher educators who prioritize growing pre-service teachers’ engineer-
ing practices and habits of mind, as well as preparing them to teach engineering to K–12 students.

There are a variety of college-level programs or pathways that prepare future PSTs to teach engi-
neering content. Individuals interested in teaching engineering can choose the mechanism by which 
they may enter the profession. There is no current requirement in the US that pre-college teachers 
have an engineering degree or have taken any engineering-specific courses. Prospective teachers in 
the US generally become authorized to teach through one of four methods:

1 Earn an education degree if currently holding no degrees;
2 Seek alternative certification for teaching if holding a non-education degree;
3 Obtain advanced degrees (e.g., master’s or doctorate) if holding an education degree and inter-

ested in adding an endorsement or new license; or
4 Earn certification reciprocity if already certified and interested in additional state certifications.
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These options vary state-by-state, and shades of nuance exist even from program-to-program within 
a state.

Pre-service education programs found within education units use a variety of approaches  
(Figure 12.1). Some programs involve more time on engineering professional learning, which pro-
vides a higher chance for greater depth to the engineering content and professional learning. Others 
aim for wider breadth of engineering content, instruction, and connections to other STEM subjects. 
Worth noting is that it is impossible to assume that every educator across the country has the same 
opportunities to learn engineering due to extended time required, expertise needed, and geographic 
access. We cite some examples in the US for each of these programs across all levels of pre-college 
education to provide a sense of what is currently offered, but note that what is presented is not an 
exhaustive list.

The most common approach taken at the early childhood and elementary levels to prepare 
PSTs is the integration of engineering units of instruction within required science teaching methods 
courses (Purzer & Quintana-Cifuentes, 2019). This tactic adds engineering explicitly or implicitly 
within the existing structure of these programs without adding a course. For example, Towson Uni-
versity has been integrating engineering into elementary science methods and content courses and 
early childhood courses for over a decade (Lottero-Perdue, 2017). Courses employing such tactics 
are difficult to track because course names typically do not include the term engineering. Research on 
such learning experiences has demonstrated improved engineering teaching efficacy beliefs, deep-
ened content knowledge, refined views of engineering, improved implementation, and increased 
intentions to teach engineering (Nesmith & Cooper, 2021; Radloff et al., 2019; Yesilyurt et al., 
2021). It is also recommended that integration of engineering into such programs occur throughout 
the curriculum rather than within a single course (Capobianco et al., 2021).

Other teacher preparation programs have expanded their curricular offerings for education majors 
to include single or multiple courses dedicated to engineering education. For example, Tufts Uni-
versity offers two courses around the development of knowledge and reasoning in engineering and 
practice of teaching engineering and design that provide students in the teacher education program 
opportunities to see examples and design lessons that teach specific engineering or design concepts 
to pre-college students. These offerings expand beyond traditional engineering design-based courses 
to include maker education approaches (e.g., Harlow et al., 2018). Such courses have been shown to 
improve self-efficacy towards pedagogical content knowledge, engagement, and disciplinary knowl-
edge (Perkins Coppola, 2019).

Additional programs provide minors, concentrations, certificates, and even majors in engineer-
ing education or STEM education. Millersville University in Pennsylvania offers a minor in inte-
grative STEM education methods for early childhood education teachers (Brusic et  al., 2019; 
Millersville University, n.d.). This program is designed to teach teachers how to integrate science, 

Figure 12.1  Current means of including PCE TPL in pre-service education programs.
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technology, engineering, and mathematics in pre-K through grade 4 in developmentally appro-
priate ways using hands-on materials. North Carolina State University (NCSU) has a similar 
concentration in STEM education for elementary majors aimed to prepare future teachers to 
provide strong STEM-focused instruction (NCSU, n.d. b), while Purdue University offers a 
graduate certificate in K–12 integrated STEM education that focuses significantly on engineer-
ing (Purdue, n.d. b).

A review of “science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) educational meth-
ods” programs and majors within the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) revealed  
23 programs or majors in the US (US Department of Education, n.d.). This database provides some 
information about the number of STEM education programs but does not include minors or tracks. 
There is no option to search for “engineering education,” yet there are 86 additional programs in 
the US that result from a search of “technology teacher education/industrial arts teacher educa-
tion.” Several of these programs provide degrees in integrative STEM education or technology and 
engineering education that offer initial certification. Some examples include bachelor’s degrees in 
technology and engineering from the College of New Jersey (TCNJ) (n.d.), engineering technol-
ogy teacher education from Purdue University (n.d. a), and technology, engineering, and design 
education from NCSU (n.d. c). The NCSU program is also an example of a program that offers 
an equivalent minor for other majors and an advanced master’s degree (NCSU, n.d. a), while the 
Purdue University degree is an example of a program that provides a pre- engineering teaching 
certificate for PLTW as part of the degree requirements. Most programs at any level offer initial 
certification routes (often in CTE) as well as graduate courses for career advancement through pro-
fessional learning.

PST preparation programs are not isolated to only offerings within education units. Many 
engineering units have joined these efforts by offering engineering education or interdisciplinary 
degrees. A prime example is Ohio Northern University (n.d.), which offers an engineering edu-
cation major for prospective students interested in teaching engineering at the high school level. 
TCNJ (n.d.) provides another unique program offering a dual-major option in integrative STEM 
(iSTEM) for engineering or K–6 education majors. This approach pairs iSTEM majors with one of 
six majors, including elementary education or special education. An alternative to the dual major 
is offering an interdisciplinary program like the Engineering Plus program at University of Colo-
rado Boulder (n.d.), which allows engineering students to learn about their chosen discipline while 
including a secondary area of emphasis (e.g., teacher preparation). Such offerings align with STEM 
major recruitment programs like the UTeach program out of the University of Texas at Austin 
(n.d.), which offers pathways for STEM undergraduates (and degree holders) to obtain teacher 
certification.

Influencing all PCE TPL programs are the pedagogical approaches that teacher educators take 
when teaching how to teach engineering. A ubiquitous approach involves helping teachers under-
stand engineering practices and habits of mind by engaging in engineering design challenges them-
selves as learners (Hanson et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2019). Another approach is engaging in field 
experiences teaching engineering design challenges to pre-college students in classrooms or after-
school programs, typically with lesson planning and instructional support from teacher educators 
and/or mentor teachers (e.g., Capobianco et al., 2021). These experiences may be supported by 
various readings and discussions from teacher practitioner journals, research articles, standards docu-
ments, and/or methods texts that support engineering education.

4.2  PCE TPL for In-Service Teachers

Initially, I was a good bit terrified, and honestly, also amused, when I was asked to join 
e4usa. “How am I, a musician, going to do this in a way that is credible in terms of 
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students’ experiences and educational needs and not find myself so outside my own sense 
of self?” Turns out that my sense of what engineering is was way off. It’s not simply an 
advanced application of math and physics. Engineering is all about helping people solve 
problems. The use of things like math and physics is similarly just circumstance. Now, 
I very much see the process used to solve problems through engineering as parallel to the 
creative process. I find I am able to help my students not just see the world through a dif-
ferent lens but also see their role in the world differently. That they can make a difference. 
They can change it. That their potential is truly limitless.

– Richard Maxwell, High School Educator, Arizona

PSTs are not the only ones with options to receive PCE TPL. Like Richard Maxwell, ISTs from all 
kinds of disciplinary backgrounds also need pedagogical guidance on how to incorporate engineer-
ing into the classroom with limited resources (e.g., time, money, materials, and knowledge) (Porter 
et al., 2019). A variety of certificates, advanced degrees, and workshops is available for ISTs with 
varying amounts of dedicated time, yielding varying degrees of breadth (amount of content covered) 
and depth (amount of detail or complexity explored) (Figure 12.2).

IST offerings include many of the same approaches as noted for PSTs but may also include 
topics such as developing teacher and student engineering identities (Kouo et al., 2020); explor-
ing stereotype threat, implicit bias, and imposter syndrome as well as how those topics impact 
both teachers and their students’ choices to participate in engineering (Dalal et al., 2021; Kouo 
et  al., 2020); and assessing students’ engineering design work, particularly through a rubric-
based method that encourages both formative and summative assessment (Groves et al., 2014). 
Schools want ISTs to learn to engineer as their students do – where they create and solve real 
problems, draw from their background knowledge, and work with one another in teams (Lieber-
man, 1995). We again cite some examples in the US but note that what is presented is not an 
exhaustive list.

One set of IST options involves learning while teaching. The Tufts University Teacher Engineer-
ing Education Program (TEEP) (n.d.) certificate is a four-course, 16-credit sequence designed to 
build knowledge in engineering and expertise in teaching engineering. The certificate is offered 
online by the Tufts’ Center for Engineering Education and Outreach. Another example is Virginia 
Tech’s (n.d.) graduate certificate, master’s, and doctoral programs in integrative STEM education. 
The department offering these programs allows ISTs to teach, take online classes, and earn a master’s 
degree in lieu of a pre-service licensure option. Johns Hopkins University (n.d.) is one of several 
institutions that offer graduate coursework enabling Pre-K-to-6 teachers to earn Maryland’s STEM 
instructional leadership endorsement – a credential earned after teachers have already earned initial 
certification.

Figure 12.2  Current means of including PCE TPL in in-service education programs.
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Other options have been made available to teachers to combat the limited availability, required 
time, and needed funding of higher education programs. This has led to the more common option 
of enrolling in in-service professional learning experiences. These experiences contribute to the 
ongoing education of teachers already in the workforce. Such opportunities are designed to help 
bridge potential disconnects between current practices and innovations in teaching and learning. For 
example, the Science Learning through Engineering Design (SLED) Summer Institute for teachers 
(Lehman & Capobianco, 2012). Many licensed teachers use professional learning opportunities to 
fulfill professional learning hours to support their license renewal processes. The 2018 NSSME+ 
indicates that 25%, 34%, and 23% of elementary, middle school, and high school science teachers, 
respectively, reported that their last three years included at least one professional learning experience 
with a heavy emphasis on engineering (Banilower et al., 2018). The report expressed surprise that 
“fewer than a third of K–12 science teachers have attended professional development that focused 
heavily on deepening their understanding of how engineering is done” (p. 55).

TPL in engineering education for ISTs includes interventions ranging from in-school profes-
sional development to out-of-school research experiences for teachers (e.g., NSF Research Expe-
rience for Teachers program, RET, n.d.). One in-service strategy is to provide teachers with an 
“educative” curriculum they can use – and perhaps that the school or school system has decided 
to adopt – to teach engineering concepts. Examples include EiE, PLTW, and e4usa, which include 
robust curricula that span multiple units and/or grade levels and may even provide curricula for 
whole courses of study (e.g., a one-credit high school class). The curricula for these programs 
are used as the basis for a paired professional learning experience designed specifically to help 
teachers learn about engineering and how to teach engineering at the same time they learn to 
implement the particular curriculum (Cunningham, 2008; Kouo et al., 2020; Nathan et al., 2011;  
Singer et al., 2016).

Not all curricular professional learning experiences are as large in scope or directly connected 
to a particular curriculum. For example, TeachEngineering is an extensive repository of vetted 
engineering lessons curated by the University of Colorado at Boulder. Lessons are fully accessible 
and free to be used by any teacher, regardless of attendance in a TeachEngineering professional 
learning experience, which is designed to assist teachers in the use of TeachEngineering resources. 
Additional avenues for in-service teachers include district supported professional learning via in-
school specialists/support staff, hiring external consultants to train staff members, or independently 
seeking professional learning opportunities to satisfy personal goals and licensure renewal require-
ments. Many independent opportunities can be found through resources provided or offered by 
professional organizations (e.g., NSTA annual STEM Forum and Expo for teachers or the scholar-
ships and databases provided by the National Education Association, NEA). Engineering-specific 
organizations like the STEM Ecosystems by the Teaching Institute for Excellence in STEM (TIES) 
(n.d.), private providers such as the Knowles Teacher Initiative (n.d.), and public providers such as 
museums (e.g., the Exploratorium) also offer for-free and for-fee TPL programs in engineering 
integration.

Research exploring the effectiveness of professional learning experiences for ISTs has high-
lighted the importance of structure (Guzey et al., 2014), namely, providing teachers with hands-
on, real-world experiences that allow for a walk-through of curricular materials within a safe and 
nurturing environment for practice (Hynes & Dos Santos, 2007). Opportunities should be provided 
that promote collaboration, interaction, and collegiality with peers and outside experts (Guskey, 
2003; Hynes et al., 2007; Mesutoglu & Baran, 2021). Effective professional learning experiences can 
empower teachers, increase self-efficacy toward engineering, improve content knowledge, reduce 
perceived barriers toward teaching engineering, and increase recognition of engineering (Hammack 
et al., 2020; Havice et al., 2018; Singer et al., 2016).
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Access to PCE TPL for ISTs since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic has changed dramati-
cally. These learning experiences had largely been in-person until March 2020, when providers (and 
all educators) were suddenly thrust into designing creative ways to offer professional learning experi-
ences through alternative delivery mechanisms. For example, e4usa offered fully online professional 
learning opportunities that featured a mix of synchronous and asynchronous sessions and used a kit 
of supplies that was shipped in advance. The ASEE Pre-College Engineering Education Conference 
for P–12 Educators, which has been previously held as a one-day, in-person workshop for teachers 
since 2004, was offered online for the first time in 2021. These online offerings are not perfect, but 
they were better than having nothing at all as they increased teachers’ ability to access professional 
learning from anywhere Brown et al., 2021; Lockee, 2021).

Finally, the content of professional learning for ISTs is similar to that for PSTs in its frequent 
inclusion of engineering design challenges in which ISTs learn design challenges as students (often 
before teaching those same design challenges). ISTs are not in need of field experiences but may 
try out what they learned from professional learning experiences on the students they teach in their 
classrooms or after-school clubs. An interesting approach within the aforementioned TEEP program 
are opportunities for teachers to learn to notice salient aspects of classroom interactions within others 
and their own videos of engineering instruction (Watkins et al., 2021).

The sum of these efforts presented throughout this section and the previous for PSTs and ISTs 
highlights the variation of offerings available to future and current teachers. Important to note is that 
there is no one-size-fits-all approach to PCE TPL (Hammack et al., 2020).

5  Levers That Influence PCE TPL

My perspective about the learning process and my teaching pedagogies took a dramatic 
shift in the summer of 2009. A colleague told me about this summer program at a local 
university called Research Experiences for Teachers (RET), and she thought I would 
enjoy the challenge. The outcome from this program was that my lessons became more 
student-centered, and the embedded engineering was more student-engaging. A direct 
result of these changes is, the number of students taking physics at the school has more 
than doubled, and an introduction to engineering design class has been implemented at 
the school.

– Mike Kiser, High School Educator, Tennessee

Mike Kiser’s engagement in an engineering-focused RET experience was transformative. The rigor-
ous professional learning experience changed how he taught, that is, more student-centered instruc-
tion. It also led to the inclusion of engineering challenges in his physics classes and the addition of 
an engineering design class at this school. RET programs like the one in which Mike Kiser enrolled 
depend upon funding, in this case, from the National Science Foundation. Funding is one of three 
levers that we have identified that have influenced and continue to impact PCE TPL. This section 
explores how specific standards, licensure, and funding have and continue to help shape PCE TPL.

5.1  Standards for PCE TPL

Any and all teachers learning to teach pre-college engineering can face hurdles in their learning. 
They may (productively) struggle with the role of engineering in the core sciences (Chandler et al., 
2011; Shirey, 2015), value too highly student engagement over learning engineering skills, content, 
and mindsets (Dare et al., 2014), or view instruction of engineering as tinkering or trial-and-error 
(Roehrig et al., 2012). The abundance of professional learning opportunities and the need to address 
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early adoption issues have led organizations and researchers to orchestrate mechanisms to ensure the 
quality of learning experiences for teachers. One such mechanism is the Standards for Preparation 
and Professional Development for Teachers of Engineering (Reimers et al., 2015), which begins by 
defining three types of engineering literacy: engineering design, engineering careers, and engineer-
ing and society. The five subsequent standards aim to ensure that teachers develop sufficient engi-
neering literacy themselves to teach their students.

• Standard A requires TPL to augment teachers’ content knowledge by providing opportunities 
for them to experience engineering design practices so that they may reflect on the content of 
engineering from a learner perspective and then think about classroom implementation.

• Standard B requires TPL to help teachers develop a robust repertoire of teaching practices to 
support growing engineering pedagogical content knowledge.

• Standard C suggests that TPL should offer opportunities for teachers to seek and reflect upon 
the relationships between engineering and engineering instruction, including content and 
pedagogy, in the context of other classroom content, student learning practices, disciplinary 
practices, and teaching experiences.

• Standard D focuses on curriculum and assessment. TPL should help teachers learn about the 
merits and benchmarks of doing engineering while practicing and reflecting on their own 
assessment strategies for engineering skills, processes, and products.

• Standard E requires TPL to align to research, including having a sustained duration, a content 
focus, local coherence with objectives, local collaboration with school colleagues, and oppor-
tunities for active engagement.

An associated matrix for identifying the level to which a particular professional learning oppor-
tunity teaches these standards enables TPL providers to consider a wide range of potential topics 
for inclusion in their learning experiences. According to the matrix, no one TPL opportunity 
should endeavor to meet every substandard of every standard. ASEE has recently established a 
process using these standards to provide ASEE endorsement for high-quality professional learn-
ing programs for ISTs through the Engineering Teacher Professional Development Endorsement 
(ASEE, n.d. b).

An example program using these standards to create their TPL is e4usa. e4usa intends to demys-
tify and democratize engineering for all, including teachers and students. TPL began in 2019, with 
each teacher attending a one-week, in-person professional learning workshop. A  fully remote, 
online professional learning experience for new teachers was offered a year later, which included a 
mix of asynchronous assignments and synchronous sessions spanning two weeks. This new experi-
ence proved effective and continues to be the delivery method, especially as the program has grown 
and in-person experiences have become cost- preventative (Kouo et al., 2021). The e4usa first-year 
teacher program received the American Society for  Engineering Education (ASEE) endorsement in 
fall 2021. Table 12.1 summarizes how the program met each of the standards.

5.2  Licensure and Credentialing

One way to examine the status of PCE TPL is to examine a key end point in order to teach within 
public schools in the US, that is, required licensure or credentialing tests. There has been some 
growth in engineering items integrated into some tests. To date, engineering is not prevalent within 
existing exams to become an elementary or middle school teacher, nor is there a stand-alone engi-
neering test for elementary teachers.
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Engineering largely appears in licensure related to CTE but varies from state to state. For 
example, California has no initial teaching credential available in engineering education or STEM 
but does offer an industrial and technology education initial licensure. North Carolina currently 
has no teaching license in STEM or engineering education available. Both states align to NGSS. 
This disparity from state to state is further complicated by the variety of popular licensure tests 
(e.g., PRAXIS, Pearson, and edTPA) and the requirement of most US states and territories predi-
cating new teacher licensures on passing a disciplinary PRAXIS test. Examples include Test No. 
5442 for middle school science teachers (ETS, 2020b) and Test No. 5485 for secondary physical 
science teachers (ETS, 2021), which includes 14% focus on nature and impact of science and 
engineering. Test No. 5051 for technology education teachers (ETS, 2017) includes a 20% focus 
on technological design and problem-solving. There are no such tests to date that are specifically 
focused on engineering education, and no engineering questions within the required elementary 
PRAXIS bundle (ETS, 2020a). We suspect that licensure and other credentials would arise if more 
teaching positions became specifically focused on engineering education across all of pre-college 
education.

Table 12.1  e4usa Example: Aligning a Professional Learning Experience to the Standards for Preparation and 
Professional Development for Teachers of Engineering

Standard Examples of How the Standard Is Reflected by teachers

Standard A
Engineering Content and 

Practices

• Attend to two content/practice-based curricular threads, 
(e.g., engineering design and engineering and society) 
throughout the experience.

• Engage in teams.
• Participate in multiple engineering design challenges using 

a variety of tools, including sketching and computer-aided 
design (CAD).

• Analyze and debate about ethics case studies.
Standard B
Pedagogical Content Knowledge 

for Teaching Engineering

• Learn to teach engineering design challenges that rely on 
locally sourced problems that need to be solved.

• Receive mentorship from program coaches (veteran teachers) 
and local university or industry liaisons.

Standard C
Engineering as a Context for 

Teaching and Learning

• Discuss and reflect upon connections between 21st-century 
skills and engineering design challenges.

• Engage in design challenges that connect engineering with 
science, technology, and mathematics.

• Focus on grand challenges, such as improving water 
quality.

Standard D
Curriculum and Assessment

• Review the curriculum and other associated materials.
• Recognize embedded flexibility in the curriculum and modify 

based on teacher and student needs.
• Analyze the curriculum and relevant standards to ensure 

inclusivity of all learners at an appropriate level of support 
and challenge.

Standard E
Alignment to Research, 

Standards, and Educational 
Practices

• Participate over the course of an entire school year.
• Engage in a community of practice with other e4usa 

educators.
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5.3  Funding

National Science Foundation (NSF) grant efforts play a critical role in providing the 
funding to conceptualize, develop, implement, and assess professional development 
opportunities for pre-college engineering teachers. Our challenge is in the institution-
alization of these promising programs and practices through long-term institutionalized 
funding and the continued support at the school district level of teachers engaged in these 
grant efforts.

– Claire Duggan, Center for STEM Education Director, Massachusetts

In the beginning of this section on levers that influence PCE TPL, we shared a vignette from Mike 
Kiser, a teacher who directly benefited from a grant-funded RET program. Claire Duggan’s vignette 
not only describes the multiple ways in which NSF grant funding supports PCE TPL efforts but also 
reminds readers that funding for PCE TPL must be sustainable through ongoing funding provided 
by institutions and the government.

Federal funding by the US for pre-college engineering (or, more broadly, STEM) education at 
all levels is estimated to be between $2.8 and $3.4 billion annually, with less than half of that funding 
going to pre-college engineering education efforts (Granovsky, 2018). The Department of Educa-
tion, the National Science Foundation (NSF), and the Department of Health and Human Services 
are the primary agencies responsible for STEM education efforts among 13–15 total federal agencies 
managing 105–254 funded STEM education programs (Granovsky, 2018).

Federally funded initiatives like Race to the Top (RTTT), NSF GK–12, and the Carl D. Per-
kins CTE Act have supplied financial support to grow STEM-related programs across the US. 
Many of these funding sources were designed to sunset (e.g., RTTT and NSF GK–12) but they 
inspired change toward long-term investment in STEM. Additional sources have included univer-
sity support funneled through centers (e.g., Tufts’ Center for Engineering Education Outreach or 
NCSU’s the Engineering Place), federal or state grants, private philanthropic funding, or operat-
ing funds within school systems to support the curriculum acquisition and/or development of 
professional learning experiences. Sustained initiatives have also emerged, such as the NSF RET 
program, which began making awards in 2002 and currently provides $5.8 million per year in new 
funding to support authentic summer research experiences for K–14 educators to foster long-term 
collaborations between universities, community colleges, school districts, and industry partners 
(NSF, n.d.).

There have been and continue to be ebbs and flows in terms of funding to support pre-college 
engineering education in the US. The retirement of some programs, emergence of new programs, 
and identification of additional sources of funding stress the importance of committing to and invest-
ing in the sustainability of pre-college engineering education efforts.

6  The Future Landscape for PCE TPL

I believe the challenge for engineering educators is to both inspire students to the engi-
neering profession while at the same time preparing them for the rigor of post-secondary 
studies. The multitude of engineering professional pathways is both incredible and over-
whelming for the pre-college student. It is our challenge to provide students a sampling 
of experiences that allow them to see that at its core engineering is an awesome blend 
of creative and technical talents. Professional learning should help engineering teach-
ers learn to (1) build and utilize local connections with community, higher education, 
and business establishments in pursuit of authentic engineering projects, connections, 
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and experiences; (2) develop students’ leadership, collaboration, and project management 
skills; (3) implement assessment that emphasizes process over product; and (4) build an 
inclusive classroom culture that encourages creativity, curiosity, and confidence in every 
student.

– Jim Muscarella, High School Educator, Pennsylvania

Jim Muscarella’s vignette represents a vision of the possible outcomes of PCE TPL. He envisions 
secondary engineering teachers as being able to help students understand what engineering entails, 
assist in student growth of their creative and technical expertise, situate engineering learning in local 
contexts, implement process-oriented assessment, and support an inclusive environment. This sec-
tion builds on Jim’s sentiments by focusing on the future of PCE TPL. We’re aware that predicting 
the future landscape for PCE TPL is an impossible task. Instead, this section presents emerging and 
innovative ways to address PCE TPL paired with our aspirations for what high-quality PCE TPL 
for PSTs and ISTs might look like based on existing offerings. We consider who learns and who 
teaches engineering, how we might broaden the purposes for engineering education within PCE 
TPL, emerging approaches and tools in PCE TPL, and what levers we might hope for to support 
PCE TPL and engineering education.

6.1  Who Learns and Who Teaches Engineering?

Engineering education has become increasingly more and more open to younger and younger 
engineering learners over time. Attention was first placed within colleges of engineering and then 
in high schools. We have now come to understand that even preschoolers can engineer (Moore 
et al., 2014). Engineering education has also become increasingly open to all students. The idea 
of who can engineer has shifted from the exclusive Sputnik-era mindset to an inclusive “for us all” 
perspective. Engineering education now aims to create opportunities for all to become engineers, 
if they so choose, and for all future citizens to learn about the design of technologies and who 
designs them.

What this suggests is that teachers of all levels must be prepared to teach engineering to 
students. What is perhaps more novel is the idea that teachers of all backgrounds, ranging from 
different grade-level expertise to school setting and former life experiences, have unique talents 
and strengths to offer as teachers of engineering (Carberry et al., 2021; Dalal et al., 2020). We 
urge those who offer PCE TPL to embrace the assets that all sorts of individuals bring to engi-
neering education learning experiences (Superfine, 2021). The newness here is in seeing diverse 
backgrounds not as deficient, that is, without experience doing or teaching engineering, but 
rather as having assets to offer that can enhance the engineering education that students experi-
ence. To extend an example shared earlier, the inquisitive music teacher’s deep knowledge of 
his craft and associated technologies creates a fertile space for identifying and solving problems 
(Dalal et al., 2022).

Similarly, we must not merely acknowledge that all students can learn to engineer if given 
the right learning experiences. This is reminiscent of tabula rasa thinking, that is, filling young 
brains with good engineering experiences. PCE TPL must help teachers learn to expect that 
many of engineering’s key practices and dispositions are embodied and inherent within the 
students we teach, even the youngest learners. We urge such asset/strengths-based framing to 
become a regular feature within PCE TPL, as has been suggested for pre-college engineering 
education (Martin & Wendell, 2021). We need to value all engineering practices, including the 
use of empathy, lived experiences, or other relevant educational experiences (Lottero-Perdue & 
Settlage, 2021).
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6.2  Broadening and Making Explicit the Purpose(s) for Engineering

It is essential for engineering educators who lead PCE TPL to acknowledge that engineering educa-
tion has multiple purposes, including both technical skills and encouraging student literacy, inclu-
sion, and empowerment in engineering. The myriad purposes should be taught explicitly, with an 
aim towards including more than one purpose for teaching engineering in a given PCE TPL experi-
ence. Purposes for teaching engineering include (1) practicing the design process and habits of mind, 
(2) emulating or learning about engineers, (3) reinforcing scientific or mathematical understandings, 
(4) providing the integrative “glue” that connects STEM or STEAM, (5) serving as a tool for social 
justice, and (6) empowering change in one’s environment (Bybee, 2013; Cunningham, 2009; Cun-
ningham, 2007; National Research Council, 2009; National Research Council, 2011; Tan et al., 
2019). The purpose for any one unit or design challenge may be combinations of these purposes. 
Embedded in many of these purposes is inclusion of culturally relevant pedagogical practice and 
service learning within engineering. Both have been included in engineering education to date 
but perhaps not emphasized as much as the future warrants (Calabrese Barton et al., 2021; Lima & 
Oakes, 2006). These purposes, which can be combined with others, importantly suggest that engi-
neering has the power to empower. We encourage the inclusion of these purposes within PCE TPL 
wherever and whenever possible. Successful integration of these purposes will make teachers more 
likely aware of how to teach engineering for social justice and service, enabling them to create engi-
neering learning experiences that empower their students and serve others.

6.3  Emerging Approaches and Tools in PCE TPL

We mentioned earlier that the COVID-19 pandemic pushed PCE TPL for ISTs online with varying 
degrees of success. Some online aspects of TPL were found to be effective and have continued. We 
suspect that future PCE TPL for ISTs may continue to leverage at a minimum hybrid (online plus 
face-to-face) approaches in order to reach more ISTs. University courses may be similarly positioned 
to offer online or hybrid options for PSTs’ learning. We encourage future research studying these 
different modalities and how they may be beneficial or detrimental to teacher learning and access.

An emerging approach from mathematics and science education that could serve as a model for 
future PCE TPL is the use of mixed-reality simulations. This approach allows teachers to practice 
teaching engineering discussions with groups of avatars with a “simulation specialist” or “interactor” 
who is a highly trained human-in-the-loop (Dieker et al., 2013). Such simulations have been used 
to study and allow IST elementary teachers and PST middle school teachers to practice cross-team 
post-testing engineering argumentation discussions (Lottero-Perdue et al., 2020). They have also 
allowed PST middle school teachers to practice managing idea fixation while supporting students as 
they consider how to improve their designs (Lottero-Perdue & Mikeska, 2022).

6.4  Levers to Create and Use

Levers have influenced the current landscape of PCE TPL, so it’s safe to assume that new levers will 
need to be created and used if we want to see continued growth of such offerings for both PSTs 
and ISTs. This starts by first garnering inspiration from the experiences of other related disciplines 
who, at some point in their histories, were faced with the same fight engineering currently engages 
in today. For example, science did not become a formal focus of the curriculum until the late 19th 
century (DeBoer, 2019). Science was secondary to mathematics and literacy until changing societal 
contexts and subsequent concerns stressed the need for K–12 science education (NASEM, 2019). 
Success in including science subjects into K–12 education required a great deal of professional learn-
ing to support teachers in teaching these new subjects. A more recent example are the efforts made 
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by computer science, which began after and has already surpassed engineering in its influence on 
the pre-college curricula in the US. Advocacy from entities such as the College Board and NSF 
have greatly benefitted computer science and will be essential for engineering to find its place in 
pre-college education.

We previously discussed standards, licensure and credentialing, and funding as levers that have 
helped shape the current landscape. Updates and changes to standards, new licensure and creden-
tialing options, and expanded funding will still be major factors in achieving our envisioned future 
landscape of PCE TPL. Changes that we expect to see in these areas include more state depart-
ments including standards for engineering education, science and elementary licensure that includes 
greater attention to engineering, and funding with an eye towards ethical scaling and sustainability. 
Each will require greater emphasis and resources towards PCE TPL.

Emergent levers should aim to take advantage of new technologies and social media. Providing 
online, hybrid, virtual reality, augmented reality, etc., PCE TPL will allow such opportunities to 
reach a far greater percentage of teachers around the globe. There is energy in these spaces because 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. This energy, paired with the energy that already exists around improv-
ing overall STEM education, suggests that pre-college engineering education is potentially at the 
precipice of becoming commonplace. It will be critical that advocates for pre-college engineering 
education take advantage to ensure engineering is not somehow left out of the evolving pre-college 
education curriculum.

It’s also important that these efforts not forget those who have provided support for such efforts to 
date. A better conception of PCE TPL programs, variations across the teacher preparation landscape, 
and pre-college engineering education research will assist colleges of education to understand cur-
rent trends in teacher preparation. This would also help scholars evaluate the success of the varying 
levels of course or program time, depth, and breadth on teacher and student outcomes. Organiza-
tions like ASEE and ITEEA need to continue to provide advocacy for and guidance on how to bet-
ter prepare pre-college teachers to teach engineering. Building a repository of PCE TPL certified 
programs through endorsement programs, like the ASEE ETPDE, will help improve the overall 
quality of such experiences across the US and potentially abroad.

7  Conclusion

The goal for pre-college engineering education to support engineering literacy efforts has been 
slowly growing over the past two decades in the US. Signs of change and current state efforts in 
pre-college engineering education for teachers highlight the growth that has occurred. These efforts 
provide a foundation for amplifying guidance and encouragement for future offerings to the engi-
neering education community at large. We advocate for continued growth of professional learning 
opportunities that help more teachers to educate their students to gain engineering literacy and to 
consider engineering as a path forward.

Including engineering within compulsory pre-college education still faces an uphill battle as 
schools seek solutions for making space in the curriculum and identifying qualified teachers prepared 
to teach such content. Multiple entry points for professional learning must be provided to accom-
modate PSTs, ISTs, and others (e.g., currently practicing engineers or other college majors look-
ing to make a career change) interested in or tasked with teaching engineering at the pre-college 
level. The past and present demonstrate an unclear trajectory for what could or should come next. 
We suggest a need to continue to grow measures of quality in engineering TPL and work towards 
remaining intentionally separated from CTE. Accomplishing these next steps will be the responsi-
bility of the community to devise sustainable and scalable professional learning solutions if we are 
to truly reach the full potential for pre-college education to impact the engineering profession and 
overall engineering literacy.
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1  Introduction

Within engineering education research, graduate education within the US context is unique in a 
number of ways. There is less research on graduate education than most other education levels. We 
believe this is because graduate student experiences are highly influenced by their local context, 
including the graduate program and adviser/supervisor. Further, and perhaps because of the impor-
tance of local context, there is no culture of benchmarking data or transparency in completion rates 
and time to degree. Other aspects, such as how students are classified as master’s versus doctoral stu-
dents when their ultimate goal is a PhD, further complicate the graduate education data landscape.

Compared with other disciplines, engineering graduate education is also unique. Engineering 
tends to have a larger proportion of international students, lab and group-based collaborative research, 
and more collaborative relationships between students and adviser (i.e., more co-authorship). Thus, 
graduate education research from beyond engineering varies in its relevance to engineering. Since 
there is a lot of ground to cover, we scope this chapter to focus on studies of engineering graduate 
students (or including engineering in their coverage of STEM) in the United States conducted by 
those identifying as engineering education researchers.

Internationally, some of the biggest contextual graduate education differences are in student 
funding and required coursework (e.g., Australia and the United States (Deters et al., 2021)). For 
example, it is much more common in the United States for master’s and doctoral students to com-
plete approximately two years of coursework before focusing on research (if a thesis or dissertation is 
part of their program requirements); in many other countries, graduate education is focused almost 
exclusively on conducting research and is much more individually directed. These differences and 
varying needs in the global labor market lead to engineering PhD earners working in different sec-
tors of the labor force in different countries (Mason et al., 2022). The graduate funding situation and 
dynamics in the United States are also quite complex, since students may be funded through a com-
bination of mechanisms controlled by different stakeholders, and interactions with different types 
of stakeholders can lead to very different student experiences. For example, the federally funded 
National Science Foundation (NSF) fellowship allows students to have flexibility in their projects 
and allows them to publish their results, whereas Department of Defense or industry-funded projects 
can have higher expectations for deliverables, less freedom in what topics the student researches, and 
some restrictions on publishing due to intellectual property concerns. In other parts of the world, it 
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is more common for engineering graduate students to be fully funded once admitted to a graduate 
program. Given these important contextual differences, we made the choice to scope this chapter to 
review the literature on engineering graduate education within US contexts. We encourage readers 
to look to our colleagues’ work from around the globe for a broader view of this topic for features 
and considerations that do not necessarily translate across national contexts.

We have conducted a narrative review, which allows us to identify what has been previously 
published but can be limited by our experiences and perspectives as researchers in this area 
(Grant & Booth, 2009). We draw primarily from peer-reviewed journal articles and books in 
engineering education, as these tend to have more in-depth investigation into issues on graduate 
education. However, we do cite several conference papers, which are more commonly used for 
evaluation of specific programs for graduate students. The chapter is laid out in the following 
sections: “Why Engineering Students Pursue Graduate Education,” “Recruitment of Gradu-
ate Students,” “Engineering Students’ Skills Development During Graduate Education,” “Engi-
neering Students’ Identity Development During Graduate Education,” “Supporting Engineering 
Graduate Students’ Skill and Identity Development,” “Why Engineering Students Leave Graduate 
Education,” “Career Trajectories of Engineering Graduate Students,” “Challenges of Reforming 
Graduate Education in Engineering,” and “Opportunities for Future Research in Graduate Edu-
cation in Engineering.”

2  Why Engineering Students Pursue Graduate Education

We begin with what motivates engineering students to undertake graduate education. The most 
widely known preparation is undergraduate research (Dukhan & Jenkins, 2007), but it is difficult 
to understand whether the experience simply increases interest of students who have already self-
selected into research. In a longitudinal study that controlled for self-selection bias, Eagan et  al. 
(2013) found that STEM students who participated in undergraduate research experiences were 
significantly more likely to be interested in pursuing a STEM graduate degree. In addition to learn-
ing hands-on lab, writing, and presentation skills, students in formalized programs also learn about 
the process of doing research. For example, Issen et al. (2007) reported that students found it reward-
ing to overcome research obstacles and said the experience was pivotal in their decisions to attend 
graduate school. Additionally, the social community during and after the program, in which students 
made long-lasting friendships, was just as important as the research community during the short 
summer experience (Issen et al., 2007). In a summer research program specifically for minoritized 
students, May (1997) found that 89% of participants attended or planned to attend graduate school, 
a statistically significant finding compared to students who did not participate. Additionally, 60% of 
student researchers said that program participation helped them find funding for graduate school, a 
key concern for prospective students.

Undergraduate research experiences can affect students’ interest in graduate school without 
them realizing it. Zydney et al. (2002) surveyed alumni of the University of Delaware, asking them 
about their experiences as undergraduates without disclosing that the purpose of the survey was to 
assess long-term effects of undergraduate research experiences. Over half of those surveyed who did 
research said it was “very” or “extremely” important (4 or 5 out of a 5-point Likert scale), with scores 
increasing according to the number of semesters of undergraduate research completed. Around 87% 
of alumni who went on to earn PhDs participated in undergraduate research, compared to only 8% 
of students who did not complete any research (Zydney et al., 2002).

However, not all students who participate in research decide to attend graduate school. Wil-
lis et al. (2013) found that some mechanical engineering students were less likely to be interested 
in graduate school at the end of their research experience than they were at the beginning, as 
they found research “tedious” and “slow,” favoring working in industry where they could see more 
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immediately applied results from their work (Willis et al., 2013). Though some may find it discour-
aging that students decide not to further pursue research, this decision-making is a natural part of 
students’ discovery process. As discussed in Section 6, “Why Engineering Students Leave Graduate 
Education,” many advisers hope that students can figure out early if graduate school is right for them, 
and having an undergraduate research experience is one mechanism for helping students make that 
decision.

There are also several non-research factors that contribute to students’ decisions to go to graduate 
school. In a study of engineers 5 to 25 years after earning their PhDs, London et al. (2014) found 
that motivations to attend graduate school included passion for research or a particular technical 
area, the opportunity to pursue an academic career, or influence from a mentor. McGee et al. found 
that Black engineering PhD students were motivated to pursue advanced degrees due to passion for 
their fields, desires to be role models for other Black students interested in STEM, and aspirations 
to benefit society (McGee et al., 2016). Another important consideration is cost. As Kennedy et al. 
(2016) found in a study on students’ knowledge of financial resources to attend graduate school, the 
second-most commonly cited factor when deciding between graduate school offers was financial 
incentives (personal fit within the institution was the most important factor). They also found that a 
lack of knowledge about financial resources was a deterrent for students considering graduate school, 
as many undergraduate students did not know about funding mechanisms, such as assistantships, 
and perceived that there are not as many scholarships available for graduate school as there are for 
an undergraduate degree. Students who did receive funding, however, found this to be an incentive 
to attend graduate school, though it seemed limited to PhD students and not available to master’s 
students (Kennedy et al., 2016).

Engineering students’ skills and personal factors also contribute to their decision to pursue gradu-
ate education. Ro et al. (2017) identified three factors: mathematics proficiency, self-assessment of 
teamwork and leadership skills, and co-curricular experiences. Students with higher math profi-
ciency and self-assessed leadership skills were more likely to attend graduate school, whereas students 
with higher self-assessed teamwork skills were less likely to attend graduate school. Additionally, 
students who spent more time on non-engineering community volunteer work were more likely 
to attend a non-engineering graduate program (Ro et al., 2017). Two-thirds of study participants 
in non-engineering master’s programs were in business or management, possibly as preparation for 
careers in engineering management. Borrego et al. (2018) identified personal factors that influenced 
students’ intentions to go to graduate school. The most influential positive factor they identified was 
self-efficacy, which includes students’ belief in their abilities to learn new skills, conduct independ-
ent research, and complete their graduate degrees. Other positively correlated factors were outcome 
expectations (e.g., perceived time to degree completion, impact of having a graduate degree on 
future job opportunities) and support (e.g., positive interactions with graduate students as an under-
graduate, faculty adviser encouragement to attend graduate school, positive mentoring experiences). 
The more barriers a student encountered (e.g., lack of information about graduate school, perceived 
inability to pay for graduate school, worries about the competitiveness of application, anticipated 
low level of future support), the less likely they were to attend graduate school (Borrego et al., 2021).

While many engineering graduate students matriculate directly after earning their undergraduate 
degrees (“direct-pathway students”), a small percentage begin graduate school after several years in 
the workforce. These “returners” are an understudied student population, and their work experi-
ence gives them unique perspectives and preparation for graduate school. In a quantitative study 
on returners, Mosyjowski et al. (2017) found that prior to graduate school enrollment, returners 
reported less confidence in their ability to complete their degree than direct-pathway students, 
though confidence levels in the two groups were similar after beginning their degrees. Additionally, 
returners reported higher costs related to finances, work–life balance, and navigating a new environ-
ment (Mosyjowski et al., 2017).
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3  Recruitment of Graduate Students

Engineering graduate students, especially at the doctoral level, tend to be well-funded. For example, 
nearly three-quarters of engineering doctoral students in the United States were funded via research 
assistantships or other grants and fellowships, and less than 10% funded their programs via personal 
means (Nettles et al., 2006). There is a complex ecosystem of potential funding sources for students, 
and so many are funded through research grants, making the US graduate recruiting environment 
fiercely competitive. This competitive arena is particularly present within highly ranked institutions, 
where a program’s prestige is tied to their consistent ability to attract talented graduate students 
(Evans, 1993; Posselt, 2014; Rutter et al., 2016; Wall Bortz et al., 2020). There are several driv-
ing forces, largely stemming from the fact that there have been enormous financial investments to 
support university-based research engines, and graduate education and the research enterprise are 
strongly coupled (National Research Council, 1995, 2014). For example, the US News and World 
Report’s rankings of the best engineering schools operationalizes graduate student enrollments within 
the “faculty resources” category (25% of the ranking score), which considers more doctoral degrees 
awarded and higher graduate student-to-adviser ratios to be characteristics of higher-ranked institu-
tions. Graduate student selectivity (10% of the ranking score) is operationalized by programs’ accept-
ance rates and entering graduate students’ average quantitative GRE (standardized exam for graduate 
school admissions) score (Morse et al., 2021).

Despite the highly competitive nature of graduate recruitment processes within engineering and 
their enormous financial implications, there has been surprisingly little systems-level research from 
the perspective of institutions, with single-institution studies being the predominant research design. 
One exception is a study (Wall Bortz et al., 2020) of STEM graduate recruitment across institu-
tions which found that programs adopt the same kinds of strategies, even when those strategies do 
not align with program leaders’ stated values or graduate students’ priorities. Financial resources 
comprise the main mechanism used by programs to recruit graduate students and include fellowship 
offers, multi-year funding packages, research assistantship guarantees, or “top-off” stipends that can 
act as signing bonuses. However, as the prior section in this chapter highlighted, other factors, such 
as academic considerations, research interests, adviser fit, location, and program supports, may be 
even more important for students’ decision processes (Le & Tam, 2008). As such, there is an oppor-
tunity to enhance and demonstrate such considerations throughout recruitment. Adviser involve-
ment is critical for the graduate recruitment process within STEM fields, a factor of which many 
faculty members may not be aware (Baron, 1987; Bersola et al., 2014; Evans, 1993).

Exploring graduate recruitment processes is particularly important for a field that has been rela-
tively stagnant with respect to diversifying the student body. The engineering graduate student 
population is even less diverse than the engineering undergraduate population, which has down-
stream implications for efforts to broaden participation in engineering. Main et  al. (2020) dem-
onstrated correlations between the number of women of color faculty members in a program and 
the number of women of color who complete bachelor’s degrees in engineering. Ong et al. (2011) 
showed that mentors play an important role in women of color STEM students’ decisions to attend 
graduate school. Mondisa (2018) found that same-race mentors bring some unique relationship- 
and identity-building approaches to mentoring of African American STEM undergraduates which 
support their educational and career persistence. Thus, there are multiple positive-feedback loops 
between diversifying graduate education in engineering so that more faculty members and other 
mentors can support the next generation and diversify the engineering field more broadly. In a 
systems-level approach, Fleming et  al. (2023) illustrated the institutional pathways (and therefore 
limited institutional mobility) from bachelor’s degrees at highly ranked, not highly ranked, non-
US, and minority-serving institutions to PhDs at these same types of institutions for Black/African 
American and Hispanic/Latino PhD earners.
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Despite these many reasons to diversify graduate education in engineering, programs have strug-
gled to meet this goal. Engineering graduate recruiting is competitive, and doubly so for recruiting 
racially minoritized and women students within engineering. Posselt (2014) asserted that “attracting 
academically accomplished students from underrepresented backgrounds has become a way that 
programs evaluate themselves against one another, such that diversity itself is associated with pres-
tige” (p. 501). To understand this more specific competitive arena, Wall Bortz et al. (2021) compared 
programs’ recruitment and yield strategies with decision-making factors of minoritized students. 
Offering “diversity” fellowships was the most commonly mentioned strategy for attracting racially 
minoritized students and women in some engineering contexts, yet program leaders also cited a 
small pool of minoritized graduate students as the limiting factor (as opposed to a lack of avail-
able financial resources). Recent national-scale research focused on educational pathways of Black 
and Hispanic engineering doctoral recipients problematizes this “lack of supply” perception and 
instead argues that programs can broaden their recruitment efforts by considering bachelor’s degree 
recipients from a range of institutional types and rankings (Fleming et al., 2023; Wall Bortz et al., 
2021). Coupled with this idea, many researchers have shown that relying on GRE scores and grade 
point averages as admissions criteria systematically excludes racially minoritized and women students 
rather than considering their diverse experiences as valuable assets. Thus, broadening participation in 
graduate education within engineering requires changes to the “gatekeeping” system that currently 
characterizes admissions processes.

Wall Bortz et al. (2021) also noted a variety of other non-monetary recruitment strategies that 
aligned with minoritized students’ priorities as well as with prior literature. Such strategies include 
personal contact with faculty and program personnel (Sowell et al., 2015), leveraging professional 
faculty networks, including those at historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) and other 
minority-serving institutions (MSIs) (Sowell et al., 2015), and conveying a positive and supportive 
campus culture, including connecting with faculty and peers (Griffin & Muñiz, 2011). Relative to 
White and Asian students, Bersola et al. (2014) found that racially minoritized admitted students 
place more importance on factors such as the diversity of faculty, students, and the community; 
quality of the campus infrastructure; urbanicity; and life considerations, such as childcare and hous-
ing. Student-facing strategies, such as hosting open house events, recruiting in intentional loca-
tions, forming and supporting cohorts of minoritized students, and offering a range of professional 
development activities, were all raised by minoritized students in the Wall Bortz et al. (2020) study. 
The literature has shown that cohort-based strategies are particularly important for recruiting and 
supporting minoritized students (Bostwick & Weinberg, 2018), which is a core feature of bridge 
programs that have been extremely successful in supporting the enrollment of minoritized students 
into STEM graduate programs (Gámez et al., 2021). Given all these different considerations, unless 
the overall financial package differs significantly between institutions, money is not likely to sway 
a minoritized student from an initial preference (Bersola et al., 2014; Freeman, 1984; Jackson & 
Chapman, 1984; Wall Bortz et al., 2021). Many of these student-facing strategies would also sup-
port graduate student retention, which is another pressing issue (Nicole & DeBoer, 2020; Sowell 
et al., 2015). Therefore, investing time and resources to support recruitment and yield likely will 
have multiplicative effects on a graduate program’s culture of support of racially minoritized and 
women students.

4  Engineering Students’ Skills Development During Graduate 
Education

We turn now to what and how students learn once they matriculate into an engineering gradu-
ate program. Although graduate students in some programs learn from coursework, most of the 
engineering education research on learning during graduate study focuses on the research group/
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laboratory environment. A research group comprises students conducting research under the super-
vision of one or more advisers, often sharing equipment and methods. These groups can vary 
significantly in size, membership (i.e., undergraduate researchers, postdocs, and technicians), and 
climate (Crede & Borrego, 2012). Through their interaction with research group members, graduate 
students learn important skills, such as presenting research, receiving and responding to feedback, 
and solving and troubleshooting problems (Burt, 2017).

A small body of research within engineering education has focused on specific skills that develop 
during engineering graduate students’ programs. In a study of engineering PhD earners working in 
academia and industry, London et al. (2014) found that having a PhD provided additional knowl-
edge, skills, and attributes, including the ability to conduct scientific work and a deeper understand-
ing of fundamental concepts. Science and engineering graduate students and postdocs who mentor 
undergraduate researchers develop specific skills related to mentoring, including understanding stu-
dents’ needs, building positive working relationships with mentees, developing interpersonal skills, 
and specific character traits such as patience, flexibility, and humility (Ahn & Cox, 2016). Using a 
survey-based approach to understand students’ perceptions of different kinds of skill development, 
Grote et  al. (2021) focused on four different sets of skills: (1) research skills, (2) communication 
skills, (3) peer training and mentoring skills, and (4) teamwork and project management skills. Each 
of these different skill sets could position a student for a variety of different kinds of careers, but 
the results found a correlation between students’ predominant graduate study funding mechanisms 
and their perceptions that they had opportunities to develop certain skill sets (Grote et al., 2021). 
Receiving a fellowship is often viewed as prestigious because of the autonomy and, sometimes, pay 
rate associated with such awards, but these results suggest that receiving a fellowship could come at 
the cost of having fewer opportunities to develop a range of career-relevant skills. This finding is 
similar to research by Kinoshita et al. (2020), which used national-scale data to show that women and 
racially minoritized students funded via fellowships were more likely than other students to report 
no job offers when they completed the Survey of Earned Doctorates.

Also within the engineering education literature, writing as a skill has been highlighted as essen-
tial for graduate students’ academic and career success, even though many engineering graduate 
students select the field because it may seemingly emphasize other kinds of skills, such as math 
or statistics skills. Research conducted by Berdanier (2019) highlighted distinct rhetorical moves 
within engineering graduate students’ National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellow-
ship Program proposal materials to help students visualize different argumentation patterns that can 
be applied within their writing (Berdanier, 2019). Her subsequent research demonstrated linkages 
between prospective and current engineering graduate students’ attitudes about writing and the 
actual rhetorical patterns that appeared in their writing (Berdanier, 2021). Writing skills are crucial 
for PhD students, as they need to write dissertations in order to obtain their degrees. A dissertation 
writing workshop for racially minoritized PhD students enabled them to understand the utility of 
their dissertations in relation to their career paths, adjust their perceptions (particularly around per-
fectionism) about writing their dissertations, and improve how to plan writing (Miller et al., 2020).

There is also research into what STEM graduate students learn from interdisciplinary training 
programs. This analysis used a curriculum design framework to understand the intended outcomes, 
evidence, and learning experiences. Among interdisciplinary graduate traineeship programs, includ-
ing at least one engineering discipline, 73% listed various technical skills and knowledge, including 
grounding in multiple disciplines, 54% sought to cultivate in students a broad perspective of their 
interdisciplinary domain and ability to integrate multiple disciplines, 49% had the goal of creating 
an interdisciplinary environment for students, 42% focused on teamwork skills needed to collabo-
rate across disciplines, and 24% addressed interdisciplinary written and oral communication skills. 
Specialized coursework and team-based research were the most common approaches for cultivating 
these skills (Borrego & Cutler, 2010; Borrego & Newswander, 2010).
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There is also a recent and increasing focus on professional development for graduate students. 
In the United States, instructors generally do not receive such training, and students who are inter-
ested in an academic career find that the professional development available to them as a graduate 
student is insufficient to prepare them for the teaching aspects of those positions. Coso Strong and 
Sekayi (2018) found that many advisers and departments are not supportive of teaching or other 
non-research activities; students needed to actively seek out professional development on how to 
teach, such as through teaching certificate programs. Focused on developing the professoriate, pre-
paring future faculty (PFF) initiatives are sponsored by institutions for their own and/or external 
students and by professional societies. Funding has been available for institutions to host PFF pro-
grams, particularly aimed at increasing faculty gender and racial/ethnic diversity. These initiatives 
fall under a wide variety of formats, including workshops (Tormey et al., 2020), formal mentoring 
programs, formal courses (in which students earn credit), short courses and seminars, structured 
teaching practicum, reading and writing assignments, formal networking experiences, and research 
mentoring practicum. Though formal PFF programs were established in 1993, there are few, if 
any, reported studies on the efficacy of these programs in developing engineering faculty mem-
bers; rather, reports on PFF programs have focused on best practices and program content (Diggs 
et al., 2017). Some PFF programs are targeted specifically for students from minoritized populations 
(Diggs & Mondisa, 2022).

5  Engineering Students’ Identity Development During Graduate 
Education

Identity has emerged as a lens for studying graduate student retention and interest in various roles 
within and beyond graduate study, two areas that we focus on specifically in subsequent sections. 
To avoid overlap with the identity chapter in this volume, we focus on studies of graduate students’ 
teacher, researcher, engineer, and scholar identities. This role identity approach can be heavily influ-
enced by the roles undertaken by faculty members and, therefore, is often tied to future faculty 
programs and research questions.

Svyantek et al. (2015) examined the influence of electronic portfolios in graduate student role 
identity development, finding a mismatch in teacher identity between where students were at the 
time of the study and where they would like to be in the future. Participating students were much 
more confident in the trajectory of their researcher identities. One of the co-authors, Kajfez and 
colleagues (2016), extended this work to study teacher identity and motivation in graduate teaching 
assistants. Their longitudinal model of motivation and identity includes future faculty identity and 
recommends that graduate teaching assistants interact with faculty members who may serve as role 
models.

Kirn, Perkins, and collaborators (Bahnson et al., 2021) culminated their many qualitative and 
quantitative studies of graduate student identity with a survey instrument measuring engineer, 
researcher, and scientist identities, each with their own recognition, interest, and performance/
competence subscales. For a national US sample, they reported significant differences by engineer-
ing discipline, gender, and race/ethnicity within engineer identity, but not for researcher or scientist 
identities. Following a similar approach of adapting performance/competence, interest, and rec-
ognition identity constructs to the graduate level, Choe and Borrego (2020) related engineer and 
researcher identities to interest in academic, industry, and government careers among doctoral and thesis 
master’s students. Their results suggest a positive relationship between engineer identity and industry 
career interest and a correspondingly negative relationship of engineer identity with academic and 
government career interest. Gelles and Villanueva (2020) found that engineering doctoral identity 
evolves during graduate school, and engineering PhD students think of people who are earning 
(fellow students) or have earned (faculty) PhDs as “insiders,” and non-PhD earners as “outsiders,” 
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with defending their dissertations being a rite of passage to prove themselves to other “insiders.” The 
study’s participants described only engineering PhDs as innovative and creative problem-solvers, 
devaluing the skills and abilities of non-PhD engineers.

In general, there are many more quantitative studies of where graduate students actually end up 
in the workforce than there are qualitative studies exploring their decision processes. One notable 
exception is Burt’s (2019) work, which integrates many aspects of peer networks, adviser relation-
ships, and social identities into his theoretical model of engineering professorial intentions, which 
seeks to explain why doctoral students decide whether to pursue academic careers.

International students play important roles within the engineering graduate education ecosystem 
in many countries. For example, South Africa’s doctoral programs had an enrollment of 40% inter-
national students in 2016 (Herman & Meki Kombe, 2019). In Canada, 28% of graduate students are 
international (Universities Canada, 2014). Further, over the past decade, graduate schools in several 
nations have increased their number of international students. For instance, the number of interna-
tional graduate students in South Korea doubled from 2009 to 2017 (Ministry of Education of the 
Republic of Korea, 2018). In addition, the Institute of International Education (2016) reported an 
influx of international graduate students to US graduate programs over the past two decades, with 
over half of science and engineering PhDs earned by temporary visa holders (National Science 
Foundation, 2017). These students face many difficulties related to acculturation (the process of 
adapting to the new societal norms and behaviors of a host culture) upon arriving in their graduate 
programs, including facing acculturation stress, gaining cultural competency, and mastering another 
language (Burdett & Crossman, 2012; Newberry et al., 2011; Wang, 2008; Watkins & Green, 2003). 
Women international students face additional stressors in US graduate programs, such as feeling 
excluded in their classes and research groups, needing to work harder to overcome stereotypes, and 
experiencing tokenization. They work to overcome these barriers by speaking up in study groups 
and creating social networks where they can provide and receive support from others with similar 
experiences (Dutta, 2015). In addition to societal integration, international engineering graduate 
students also go through a process of integration into a new profession, which has its own culture. 
While they may have been engineers (by education or employment) in their home country, the 
professional norms of being in the United States can be very different (Newberry et al., 2011). For 
example, in Japan, engineering identity is strongly linked to one’s employer, whereas in France it 
is tied to where one earned their degree. German engineering identity is tied to a collective social 
responsibility, which developed as a reaction to technology’s role during World War II (Newberry 
et al., 2011). These international engineering PhD earners go on to contribute to the US engineer-
ing workforce, with almost 70% of temporary visa holders planning to stay in the United States after 
graduation (Sanderson et al., 2000). Models of idea generation show the potential impact that these 
graduates have: for each 10% increase in international students, there is a resulting 5% increase in the 
number of patent applications, 7% university patent grants, and 5% non-university grants (Chellaraj 
et al., 2008).

6  Supporting Engineering Graduate Students’ Skill and Identity 
Development

Unlike in undergraduate education, in which students can have many people providing support, 
engineering graduate students’ primary support comes from their academic program and their 
research adviser. There are different processes for student–adviser matching, which can sometimes 
depend on disciplinary norms (Artiles et al., 2023). In many engineering disciplines, students begin 
their graduate studies without an adviser, and the student–adviser matching process takes place 
without assistance from the graduate program. In other disciplines (e.g., civil engineering), a pro-
gram may assign a temporary adviser, and students and advisers find matches without the assistance 
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of the program. Finally, some graduate programs have a formal matching process (most commonly 
in chemical engineering), in which the graduate program facilitates creating student–adviser pairs 
(Artiles & Matusovich, 2022a, 2022b; Artiles et al., 2023). During the matching process, students 
consider future career prospects as well as a potential adviser’s funding, research area, personality, 
and average graduation time; advisers consider students’ academic credentials and perceptions of 
students’ research abilities (Joy et al., 2015). New graduate students learn about prospective advisers 
through information systems in the forms of research seminars, one-on-one interviews, rotation 
programs (particularly in biomedical engineering), undergraduate research experiences, and inde-
pendent study courses (Artiles et al., 2023). However, simply accessing these information systems 
does not equally provide students with the same benefits in navigating the adviser selection process, 
as students with prior research experience better understand how to use this information to develop 
criteria for choosing an adviser (Artiles & Matusovich, 2022a).

Advisers often serve to enculturate their advisees to the norms of academia (Boyle & Boice, 
1998) and socialize them to the professoriate by demonstrating the different duties a faculty position 
entails, such as supervising students, managing a research lab, serving on committees, and obtaining 
external funding (Saddler & Creamer, 2009). Students also learn about many aspects of conducting 
research from their advisers, including uncertainty, time commitment, publishing, and competition 
(Saddler, 2009). Advisers are students’ primary example for developing a faculty prototype, or their 
idea of what it means to be a professor, which can influence their interests in academic careers (Burt, 
2019) and how they themselves are as advisers, if and when they become faculty (Lee, 2008). There 
are different approaches to advising, which are not mutually exclusive: functional (acting as a project 
manager), enculturation (encouraging students to join their discipline’s community), critical think-
ing (encouraging the student to “question and analyze their work”), emancipation (encouraging the 
student to “question and develop themselves”), and developing a quality relationship (inspiring and 
caring for the student) (Lee, 2008, p. 267). Students feel supported by advisers who are approachable, 
foster good working relationships, and frequently communicate with them (De Welde & Laursen, 
2008). However, as De Welde and Laursen (2008) found, not all students consider their advisers 
“mentors”: only half of participants in their study on STEM PhD students said they viewed their 
adviser as a mentor, although an additional 21% said they still viewed their non-mentor adviser as 
a good adviser. Moreover, they found that advisers do not always provide their students with career 
advice, with 36% of participants reporting they received no career advice and 20% receiving some 
advice but less than they would have liked.

In the United States, women and racially minoritized graduate students can have very different 
experiences than their peers from majority groups (e.g., White and Asian men) (McGee, 2021a). 
Advising can be a racialized experience: in a study of Black men engineering PhD students, Burt 
et al. (2016) found that microaggressions from advisers caused the students to question their ability to 
engage in and feel less comfortable in engineering. In a study of Black engineering and computing 
PhD students, racialized experiences caused significant stress and strain, leading to academic perfor-
mance anxiety, impostor syndrome, and poor physical and mental health (McGee, Griffith, et al., 
2019). Identity as a scientist, engineer, or researcher is impacted by a student’s relationships with 
their peers and advisers, and these impacts vary for engineering PhD students from different gender 
and racial/ethnic groups (Perkins et al., 2020). Asian women’s poor relationships with their advisers 
partially cause low science interest, and women of color report stronger benefits from positive rela-
tionships with their advisers than their peers (Perkins et al., 2020). Women and racially minoritized 
graduate students face discrimination, often in the forms of racism or sexism, from peers, advisers, 
and other faculty (Corneille et al., 2019; De Welde & Laursen, 2011; Fabert et al., 2011; McGee, 
Griffith, et al., 2019), which reinforces their self-perceptions as insiders or outsiders in their pro-
grams (Bahnson, Satterfield, et al., 2022). While such discrimination is rooted in a larger histori-
cal and societal context, students are often not aware of the systemic nature of these exclusionary 
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practices (Bahnson, Satterfield, et al., 2022). Engineering education researchers interested in con-
ducting research on race- or sex-based discrimination should be aware of the Discrimination in 
Engineering Graduate Education (DEGrE) scale, a validated survey including sections on interac-
tions with a student’s adviser and other faculty, sexism, and lab culture (Bahnson, Hope, et al., 2022).

7  Why Engineering Students Leave Graduate Education

When talking about engineering graduate education, in addition to discussing the reasons that stu-
dents pursue a graduate degree and their experiences during degree completion, it is also important 
to recognize that not all students who begin a degree complete one. There are several reasons that 
doctoral students decide to leave prior to completing their PhD. It is difficult to quantify retention 
rates, as some students begin with the intention of completing a PhD but leave after completing 
a master’s degree (colloquially, “mastering out”) and are therefore counted together with terminal 
master’s students. There are not many studies of attrition in engineering graduate students. In a study 
that included graduate students from engineering and other fields, Gardner (2009) found that com-
mon reasons students provide for departing prior to PhD completion are personal problems (family 
and physical/mental health issues), departmental issues (poor advising, lack of financial support, 
department policies and politics), and graduate school being a poor fit for them personally. “Poor 
fit” also encompasses students who began their PhDs with a specific goal, but that goal changed over 
time and the students no longer needed a PhD for their new career goals. Students do not necessarily 
feel that the time spent figuring out what they wanted is a waste of time but rather a natural part of 
the maturation process (Gardner, 2009; Zerbe & Berdanier, 2019). Advisers, on the other hand, do 
not always view such changes of mind so positively and perceive students changing their minds after 
beginning a PhD as a waste of adviser time and resources. Advisers also cite very different reasons 
for student departure, including students lacking ability, drive, or motivation; students who should 
not have begun graduate school in the first place (i.e., the students should have figured out prior to 
starting their PhDs that it was not right for them); and personal problems. It is notable that there 
is only a small overlap (i.e., personal issues) between the reasons provided by faculty compared to 
reasons provided by students to explain departures.

These themes are not stand-alone reasons for attrition but are rather interconnected. Berdanier 
et al. (2020) conducted a study which used the social media website Reddit to gather reasons for 
engineering PhD student attrition, and six interconnected themes emerged: adviser role and rela-
tionship, student support network, quality of life and work, cost (both time and money), perception 
by others should they depart, and lacking or changing goals (Berdanier et al., 2020). Though the 
primary sources of students’ issues were problems with their advisers, students were more likely to 
depart if they were experiencing more than one of these themes. Additionally, a good relationship 
with one’s adviser when experiencing other detrimental factors can complicate a student’s decision 
to depart without a PhD, as students feel guilty about letting their adviser down. While it might 
seem that students’ reasons for early degree departures are the accumulation of events, a single critical 
event, such as an incident with an adviser, change in funding, or medical event, can also precipitate 
such decisions (Zerbe et al., 2022). These critical events can take place inside or outside the univer-
sity setting and appear in either a routine or unexpected context.

Attrition rates between students from different demographic groups are far from equal. US 
women engineering PhD students have an estimated attrition rate of 35%, compared with just 24% 
for men (Council of Graduate Schools, 2008). Two studies sponsored by the Council of Graduate 
Schools (CGS) investigated this further. Sowell et al. found that attrition rates are even higher for 
racially minoritized students, with 36% of racially minoritized STEM PhD students withdrawing 
from their programs prior to completion. Black/African American students had a lower completion 
rate than Hispanic/Latino students (Sowell et al., 2015). The other CGS study found that White 
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STEM PhD students had a ten-year PhD completion rate of 55%, while Black/African American 
and Hispanic/Latino students had ten-year completion rates of 47% and 51%, respectively (Sowell 
et al., 2008). The rates of students considering early degree departures are even higher. Bahnson and 
Berdanier (2022) surveyed engineering PhD students and research-based master’s students and found 
that 70% had considered leaving their programs in the previous month alone, with women consider-
ing leaving at higher rates than men, and US PhD students considering leaving at higher rates than 
international PhD students. As previously discussed, student–adviser relationships play an important 
role in students’ decisions to complete their PhD. Interviews with advisers and racially minoritized 
graduate students revealed that students placed higher value on engaging in tasks associated with 
a personal sense of identity, while advisers placed higher value on tasks that provided mastery and 
utility, such as preparing presentations and writing grants (Artiles  & Matusovich, 2020). Artiles 
and Matusovich posit that this mismatch between what advisers and racially minoritized students 
value could possibly lead to a communication discrepancy and contribute to higher attrition rates 
for racially minoritized students. Similarly, Gardner found that women and students of color also 
have higher rates of attrition because of being less integrated with their peers and program faculty 
(Gardner, 2009).

The other side of the attrition coin is student retention. Crede and Borrego (2014) conducted a 
survey of engineering graduate students across multiple institutions across the United States to deter-
mine the student demographic differences in relation to completing their PhD. Factors that were 
related to student intentions to complete their degree included their perception of their adviser valu-
ing their work, project ownership, and climate. They uncovered differences between students from 
different regions in the world; notably, students from the Middle East and India reported the highest 
rates of feeling their work is valued by their adviser and ownership of their projects. Students from 
the United States had the most positive view of their group climate, while students from East Asia 
had the lowest climate scores. Additionally, students in more competitive groups (for example, with 
competition for resources, such as adviser time, funding, or equipment) were less likely to complete 
their degree (Borrego et al., 2018).

8  Career Trajectories of Engineering Graduate Students

Many of the professional development resources for graduate students have focused on preparation 
for academic careers. Yet master’s- and doctoral-level engineering graduates end up in a variety 
of employment sectors, including industry, entrepreneurial/start-ups, government, academia, non-
profit, and postdoctoral positions across all those sectors (Fiegener, 2010; NSF & NCSES, 2017; 
Turk-Bicakci et al., 2014). A survey of engineering master’s and doctoral students found that most 
students simultaneously consider multiple careers within and outside of academia (Choe & Bor-
rego, 2020). US engineering doctoral recipients enter industry positions at rates (38%) nearly as 
high as academia (45%, including faculty and postdoctoral research positions) (Fiegener, 2010), with 
a majority (59%) of new US engineering doctorates beginning employment in private, for-profit 
industry (NSF & NCSES, 2017), and an additional 8% entering into government roles. There is 
much less career trajectory data for master’s students, even though there are over four times as many 
engineering master’s recipients as doctoral recipients (NSF & NCSES, 2015). One survey study 
from Wendler et al. (2012) found that nearly 25% of 1,500 engineering master’s graduates entered 
into government careers. Considering all of STEM, 81% of master’s recipients will enter industry or 
government jobs (NSF & NCSES, 2017).

There are also noteworthy differences by race and gender as well as expected salaries across sec-
tors. In a study of US engineers in 2010, more than half of male engineering doctorate holders 
worked in the for-profit industry sector (Turk-Bicakci et al., 2014). Black, Hispanic, and White 
women were more likely to work in government than other demographic groups, and there are 
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more Black women PhDs in government than any other career sector (Turk-Bicakci et al., 2014). 
The gender wage gap for graduate-level engineers working in government is less than in industry 
(Buffington et al., 2016), and government and industry careers have been linked with higher salaries 
as compared with academic careers (Yang & Webber, 2015). There is also evidence of differences 
by gender and race in attaining a job offer at the time a PhD student completes their program. 
Kinoshita et al. (2020) showed that women engineering doctorate holders, particularly those who 
were married, and racially minoritized engineering doctorate holders were more likely than their 
peers to have no job offers upon completing NSF’s Survey of Earned Doctorates at the end of their 
programs. Thus, despite claims that there are “supply” or “pipeline” challenges for diversifying engi-
neering, there is still evidence of systematic differences in job offers by gender and race, even among 
individuals in the United States with the highest levels of education.

The Graduate STEM Education for the 21st Century report by the US National Academies of Sci-
ences, Engineering, and Medicine (2018) lamented that many academic institutions do not have a 
student-centered STEM graduate education system with respect to helping students prepare for a 
variety of career pathways. According to the report, in an ideal STEM graduate education system:

• Students would be encouraged and given time & resources to explore diverse career options, 
perhaps through courses, seminars, internships, and other kinds of real-life experiences. . . .

• Graduate programs would develop course offerings and other tools to enable student career 
exploration and to expose students to career options. . . .

• Institutions would help students identify advisors and mentors who can best support their aca-
demic and career development. Faculty advisors would not stigmatize those who favor nonaca-
demic careers.

(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018, pp. 3–4)

Despite evidence that decreasing percentages of graduates seek entry into academic careers (Fie-
gener, 2010; NSF & NCSES, 2015), and those who do face increased competition for a limited 
number of tenure track positions (Larson et al., 2014), the majority of research and resources focus 
on academic career paths (Main & Wang, 2019), reinforcing a culture that privileges academic posi-
tions over nonacademic career pathways (St. Clair et al., 2017; Thiry et al., 2007). Many engineering 
PhD students begin their graduate studies interested in academic careers (Choe & Borrego, 2020) 
but lose interest as time goes on because of perceived norms and pressures of working in academia, 
including stressful environment, pressure to find funding, and work–life balance (McGee, Naphan-
Kingery, et  al., 2019). As Burt’s (2020) article describing the journey of one graduate student’s 
developing interests in the professoriate argues, however, much more research is needed to under-
stand how and why graduate students from marginalized backgrounds choose to pursue a career 
in academia. Overall, the messages graduate students receive about suitable PhD employment and 
their understanding of their own preparation leaves much room for improvement. Borrego et al. 
(2021) conducted interviews with STEM graduate students and highlighted a power differential 
between advisers and students that makes it difficult for students to express interest in nonacademic 
career plans. These interviews also described how students find it challenging to articulate the skills 
and preparation needed to work in industry, even when it was their intended career. Engineering 
graduates also make career choices based on nonacademic lived experiences. In studies on STEM 
PhD students of color, McGee and collaborators found that students’ career paths were influenced 
by President Donald Trump’s anti-science policies and the COVID-19 pandemic, with some stu-
dents expressing interest in work on social and racial justice (McGee, 2021b; McGee et al., 2021). 
For students who are interested in tenure-track faculty careers, the prestige of their PhD institution 
plays a significant role in where they end up: only roughly 15% of engineering faculty work at a 
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more prestigious institution than where they earned their PhDs (Wapman et al., 2022), and a non-
reportable, small number of Black/African American or Hispanic/Latino faculty who earned their 
PhD outside the US News and World Report’s top 25 engineering PhD programs works at a top 25 
program (Fleming et al., 2023).

A few prior studies address skills and preparation for PhD engineers in the nonacademic work-
force. Cox (2019) asked 40 engineering PhDs in the United States who had entered the workforce 
across an array of sectors to reflect on the most important skills necessary for career success. They 
identified communication as most important, followed by teamwork, problem-solving, and deep 
technical knowledge. Engineering PhDs in industry pointed “particularly to the ability to transition 
within and across roles in an organization and moving between technical and non-technical roles” 
(p. 31) as well as confidence-building, scientific/research skills, expertise, and flexibility to design 
their careers as advantages unique to PhD holders working in industry. Participants from this study 
recommended students be exposed to interdisciplinary and collaborative research experiences, have 
ample opportunities to practice communication and presentation skills, and also be exposed to 
industry PhDs to ask them about life in industry careers (Cox, 2019). In a similar study surveying 
100 engineering PhDs working in industry, Watson and Lyons (2011) found that the most impor-
tant skills needed by entry-level PhD engineers at the respondents’ organizations were learning and 
working independently, working in teams, written and oral communication, and solving problems, 
while the least important skills were marketing products/processes, managing others, identifying 
customer needs, and writing peer-reviewed papers. Even though writing specifically peer-reviewed 
papers was not ranked as highly needed, analysis of job postings showed that written communica-
tions skills were highly sought after by companies (Watson & Lyons, 2011). Related studies have 
also pointed to the benefits of added exposure to teaching, research, professional skills, and industry 
expectations as part of the doctoral process in STEM (Cox et al., 2011; London et al., 2014). In 
a national-scale quantitative study, Main et al. (2021b) explored the role of post-PhD early career 
management training on individuals’ subsequent career paths as leaders in industry. Findings specific 
to women PhD holders in STEM showed that expanding such professional development opportuni-
ties for women can result in boosting opportunities for women to hold leadership roles. Amelink and 
Artiles (2021) surveyed US racially minoritized engineering PhD students and found that intern-
ships and related interactions helped students figure out their career goals and understand available 
nonacademic career options by learning new ways to utilize their skill sets.

In sum, prior literature has shown that most graduate-level engineers spend at least some of their 
careers outside of academia, yet we know very little about how to prepare them for these careers. 
Cox’s (2019) landmark study identifies important skills needed in industry and makes suggestions 
for interventions. There are pockets of experiences that have been shown to support preparation for 
a variety of career paths. For example, Borrego et al. (2021) and Denton et al. (2020) showed that 
internship experiences can be promising for industry and government career preparation. Informal 
mentoring interactions around career decisions also can make it easier for students to express and 
discuss nonacademic career aspirations with program faculty (Denton et al., 2020). The rest of the 
details supporting nonacademic career paths remain to be filled in by future research, particularly on 
ways that engineering graduate programs can strategically support and position both master’s and 
PhD students for nonacademic career pathways.

Despite the growth in nonacademic pathways for engineering PhDs, a considerable proportion 
of new PhDs begins in postdoctoral positions. There are many reasons that PhD earners choose 
to accept a postdoctoral position, including that other jobs were not available, postdoc training is 
expected for one’s field, and desiring additional training in the same or a different field (Main et al., 
2021a; Stephan  & Ma, 2005). Postdoctoral work is a common and beneficial preparation for a  
tenure-track academic position. Wang and Main (2021) found that STEM PhD earners who com-
pleted a postdoc were 13% more likely to obtain a tenure-track position than those who did not. 



Gabriella Coloyan Fleming, Maura Borrego, and David Knight

276

They also found that early career average salaries are similar for people who have and have not 
completed a postdoc (Main et al., 2021a). Denton et al. (2022) explored engineering and physical 
sciences postdocs in academic, industry, and government sectors, finding that for US PhDs eligi-
ble for government postdoctoral positions, the likelihood of attaining a tenure-track position was 
comparable to that of academic postdocs, but the potential long-term salary was higher, particularly 
if they ended up in industry or government permanent positions. When hiring a postdoc, advisers 
expect postdocs to know about the scientific process, have certain levels of mastery in field-specific 
methodologies and techniques, and be strong written and oral communicators (Bahnson, Berdanier, 
et  al., 2022). During their appointment, advisers expect postdocs to master new technical skills, 
contribute to publications and grant proposals, and learn how to navigate the academic ecosystem 
in preparation for achieving a faculty position and, eventually, tenure (Bahnson, Berdanier, et al., 
2022).

People from certain demographic groups are more likely to complete a postdoc. In an analysis of 
19 years of PhD earners in science and engineering using the Survey of Earned Doctorates, Stephan 
and Ma (2005) found that women in engineering were more likely to engage in a postdoc than men, 
though the reason is unclear. Additionally, they found that people with a temporary visa were more 
likely to engage in a postdoc than US citizens and permanent residents. This finding is not surpris-
ing, given that many jobs in engineering industry and at national laboratories are restricted to US 
citizens and permanent residents and a postdoc is an option for people to obtain a visa to continue 
working in the United States. In another study, Main et al. (2021a) found that PhD earners from 
higher-ranked universities and from programs with higher percentages of graduates who go on to 
postdoctoral employment are more likely to become a postdoc.

9  Challenges of Reforming Graduate Education in Engineering

Given all that we know from prior research about how to improve graduate education, why is it 
so difficult to change? Institutions with large graduate engineering enrollments have been around 
for many years, which makes it extremely challenging to make changes. Particularly in institutional 
contexts that have strong shared governance between administrators and faculty members, organiza-
tions are intentionally designed to withstand sudden changes and shifts caused by external pressures. 
As the US National Academies (2018) wondered in their report Graduate STEM Education for the 
21st Century

dramatic innovations in research technologies, changes in the nature of work, shifts in demo-
graphics, and growth in occupations needing STEM expertise all raise questions about how well 
the current STEM graduate education system can adapt to these changes to continue meeting 
the nation’s needs.

(p. 1)

What we do not know, as a National Academies Working Group (2017) articulated in its analysis on 
graduate student mentoring, is how to effectively change graduate education to develop integrated 
networks across organizational layers – institutions, departments, programs, and individual advisers. 
Graduate education is complicated to change because there is a need to understand how to change 
the entire system.

Graduate education tends to be controlled at the individual discipline or department level as 
opposed to at higher levels of the organization, such as the college or university (De Valero, 2001). 
As has been shown by many researchers, graduate student socialization tends to happen at this dis-
cipline or departmental level (Gardner, 2007; Golde, 1998) as all processes tied to students’ time in 
programs tend to occur here, including admissions, funding, and degree requirements, all of which 
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are influenced by disciplinary norms and practices (Golde, 2005). Because disciplines drive faculty 
members’ behaviors and attitudes much more than institutions (Bowen & Schuster, 1986), it is quite 
difficult for any one university to challenge the norms of a particular discipline (Abbott, 2001). The 
net result is that the same discipline at two different institutions tends to be more similar in their 
processes than two different disciplines at the same institution. This decentralization is even more 
pronounced for engineering, as a large proportion of students are funded via research assistantships, 
which tend to be managed and controlled at the individual adviser level. Relative to life and physical 
sciences, engineering graduate education is less coupled to the undergraduate education enterprise 
from a funding perspective (i.e., in the form of teaching assistantships) (Knight et  al., 2018), so 
colleges of engineering have even fewer internal resource mechanisms to incentivize or demand 
changes in graduate education. Thus, US graduate education in engineering is a highly decentral-
ized process, which makes integrated reform strategies extremely challenging.

There are also challenges to collecting, sharing, and monitoring data about graduate educa-
tion. The graduate education community does not have the same culture of data reporting and 
benchmarking as seen at the undergraduate level. Characteristics of enrolled students and graduate 
degree recipients are reasonably straightforward to obtain, since many of the same databases report 
on all degree levels. Examples in the United States include Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (National Center for Education Statistics), American Society for Engineering Education 
(ASEE), and National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics (National Science Foundation). 
Publicly reported completion rates, however, are notoriously difficult to find. This may be in part 
because completion rates are so low. The Council of Graduate Schools (2012) estimates that master’s 
completion rates are less than 70%, and the National Academies reports completion rates of only 
60% for doctoral degrees (Ostriker et al., 2015) – both values are over a decade old despite calls for 
more recent data and concerted efforts for more transparent data reporting (National Academies 
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018). Further, retention rates across graduate programs 
can be difficult to calculate, given the variation in how students without master’s degrees who are 
admitted to PhD programs are classified in information systems, particularly when they “master out” 
by completing a master’s degree but are not retained in their PhD program. Greater transparency 
in graduate program retention rates would likely lead to better-informed decisions by prospective 
students, deeper discussions in the field of who leaves a graduate program and why, and redoubled 
efforts to improve student retention at the graduate level.

10  Opportunities for Future Research in Graduate Education in 
Engineering

Each of the areas we reviewed in the prior sections has enormous potential for additional research. 
The engineering education research community focused on US graduate education within the 
engineering disciplines is growing but is still quite small relative to the entire community. Particu-
larly because of the enormous investment in graduate education and its importance for the overall 
research enterprise, the body of literature focused on graduate education in engineering is surpris-
ingly small. As expectations for employment will continue emphasizing higher levels of education, 
understanding graduate education in engineering will become even more important in the future.

We want to explicitly point to a few topics that received little or no attention in prior work; these 
areas represent gaps in the literature base and are opportunities for future research in this area. Much 
of the prior work on engineering graduate students has focused on doctoral-level processes, experi-
ences, and pathways. However, enrollments in master’s programs are far higher than enrollments in 
PhD programs, yet we know very little about this stage of education. Understanding recruitment 
processes and why students may choose to engage in an engineering master’s degree program, for 
example, represent areas of research that have not been undertaken. As colleges and universities 
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build out professionally oriented master’s degree programs to better serve industry needs, engineer-
ing education researchers can learn a lot about these programs that bring together a unique mixture 
of students with a wide range of backgrounds and goals (Stewart & Chen, 2009). While in this 
chapter we have relied extensively on engineering education research conducted by individuals who 
identify as engineering education researchers, there is also important work being done by research-
ers in their role as practitioners of graduate education. In these cases, the emphasis is on delivering 
high-quality programs rather than publishing about them. Program details and evaluation evidence 
are more often published as conference papers, as in the case of dissertation institute, a week-long 
dissertation-writing workshop for racially minoritized students (Cruz et al., 2018; Cruz et al., 2019; 
Hasbún et al., 2016); the NSF Integrative Graduate Education and Research Traineeship (IGERT) 
program (Borrego & Cutler, 2010; Haapala et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020); and the NSF Research 
Trainee (NRT) Program (Denton et al., 2020; Duval-Couetil & Yi, 2021). There is an opportunity 
for future research investigating the long-term effects of such programs and synthesis of multiple 
graduate education innovations through systematic review or similar means, which is of particular 
interest, given the substantial amount of funding that is allocated to such programs. Another area for 
future research is considering what methods are used to investigate issues in graduate education (par-
ticularly, how large-scale quantitative data is difficult to obtain). An example of this is early degree 
departures, since institutions report this differently: as Berdanier et al. (2020) point out, only some 
departures are captured because many are characterized as master’s degree conferrals.

We also note that engineering graduate education is characterized by very high percentages 
of international students: non-US students comprise over half of the enrolled graduate student 
population (National Science Foundation, 2017). Much of US engineering education research has 
prioritized domestic students’ experiences and trajectories, and so there is an enormous opportunity 
for research to understand processes, experiences, and trajectories of international students, which 
often comprise the majority of enrollments (Silva et al., 2016). Research that has taken a closer look 
at these students tends to aggregate international students into one group, which does not consider 
the different cultures and prior systems of education experienced by these students. Disaggregating 
research approaches that consider international students’ home countries or regions more specifically 
can enhance understanding of graduate education. Moreover, in considering international differ-
ences, we see an opportunity for comparative graduate education research that explores differences 
across national and continental systems of graduate education (e.g., McQueen, 1994), which con-
nects to a theme advanced in a different chapter. In Europe, for example, the Bologna Process cre-
ated the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), which encourages the 49 member countries 
to offer (if not require) pedagogical training for instructors to cultivate an “inclusive and innovative 
approach to learning and teaching” (European Commission). Different education systems stand to 
benefit from learning from one another, and the engineering education research community can 
play a role in advancing such work.

As we note in a prior section, much of the prior research on graduate education within engineer-
ing has focused on academic career trajectories, which represents a misalignment with the predomi-
nant career paths of graduate degree holders in engineering. Although developing the professoriate, 
particularly for individuals with marginalized identities, has critically important feedback loops for 
the future of education and the field, we see a critical gap in the engineering education research 
literature on understanding nonacademic career paths of engineering graduate students. There are 
substantial opportunities for understanding how such individuals succeed once they enter a range of 
work sectors, how they uniquely contribute to the workforce, and how programs can best support 
such pathways. Disaggregating each of these ideas to consider a range of social identities represents 
important future work.

Finally, the engineering education research community can continue addressing important 
systemic issues within graduate education. As we explained in prior sections, it is challenging to 
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disentangle different elements of the complex system of graduate education. When thinking about 
advising processes, for example, there needs to be a consideration of admissions and funding pro-
cesses as well as considerations of both adviser autonomy and student agency. Systems-level research 
that interrogates this complexity across a wide range of engineering disciplinary and institutional 
contexts can help programs identify focused areas in need of reform as well as strategies for becoming 
more efficient with limited resources while also maintaining an eye on inclusivity. Finally, as is the 
case for nearly all aspects of engineering education research, US graduate education research within 
engineering must continue addressing systemic issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion. This lens 
must be applied to all aspects of the system, from recruitment processes to admissions, funding, and 
advising processes; to program-level experiences and supports processes; to preparation for a wide 
range of career trajectories; and to experiences of graduate degree holders within those subsequent 
career destinations. The engineering education research community can play an important role in 
building out new, sorely needed datasets and subsequent understanding around graduate education 
in engineering.
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1  Introduction

Over the last two decades, the engineering education community has conducted research and pur-
sued efforts to create systemic and lasting change to engineering students’ educational experiences. 
These efforts are central to the conversation sparked within the other chapters of this handbook, 
including, but not limited to: How can we help students learn x? How do we promote sense of belonging 
and engineering identity development among students? How do we acknowledge and overcome our history as 
an exclusionary discipline? How do we prepare students to be leaders and change agents upon graduation? The 
answers to these questions and the resulting changes to the system impact and are impacted by many 
stakeholders.

Nevertheless, these questions, as written, focus almost exclusively on students, with the “we” 
acting as an implicit identifier for engineering faculty. Engineering faculty play a critical role in the 
student experience inside and outside the classroom and, as such, are central to efforts of educational 
change (Dika & Martin, 2018; Herman & Loewenstein, 2017; Simmons & Lord, 2019). However, 
there is little research into who these engineering faculty members are, what impacts their sense 
of belonging and identity development within academia, or how they learn to make decisions that 
will positively impact the student experience. Overall, we argue that engineering faculty are largely 
overlooked within the engineering education literature.

Current research on engineering faculty predominantly focuses on faculty actions and perceptions 
as engineering educators. While vital research is being conducted to study engineering students, this 
research does not always lead to changes in the engineering classroom or within engineering col-
leges more broadly (Henderson et al., 2012; Herman & Loewenstein, 2017). A recent focus within 
engineering education has been the adoption of evidence-based instructional practices, along with 
ways to revolutionize engineering departments to make large-scale cultural changes to one part of 
the academic system (Borrego et al., 2010; Finelli & Froyd, 2019; Lord, Berger, et al., 2017). How-
ever, even with these new initiatives, faculty, who are ultimately responsible for implementing new 
practices (or not), are examined most often as actors within the system rather than as people who 
are engaged in the larger academic context outside of a particular initiative. To better support faculty 
teaching and development and to promote positive change in engineering education, additional 
research about engineering faculty is needed.
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The purpose of this chapter is to critically examine the limited research on engineering fac-
ulty and their roles in students’ engineering educational experiences. Henderson and colleagues 
(2011) highlighted a need for interdisciplinary research across three distinct research communities  
(i.e., disciplinary-based STEM education, faculty development, and higher education researchers). 
Specifically, they called for research to focus not only on student learning (a focus of engineering 
education and other discipline-based STEM research communities) but also on pedagogical skills, 
professional development cultural norms, organizational structures, and policies impacting faculty 
and higher education practices more broadly. This chapter leverages these findings by not only 
incorporating research from the engineering education community but also introducing faculty-
focused research from other disciplines.

In particular, we explore existing research about the ways in which faculty influence engineer-
ing education (e.g., what they do in the classroom, who they are as educators, how they approach 
research advising and mentorship, how they approach administrative positions), who faculty are (e.g., 
diversity of roles and responsibilities, academic and social identities), and how we can better support 
them within their roles (e.g., as educators and researchers). Our use of the term “faculty” aligns with 
the broad categorization of professors within higher education in the United States (US). These 
individuals may hold a PhD, the highest-level terminal degree in their field, or a master’s degree in 
some institutional contexts. We do not limit our definition to tenured/tenure-track faculty. As we 
will discuss, the specifics of job responsibilities, appointment types, and other factors impact the 
day-to-day work and overall career pathway for individuals holding one of these roles. We chose 
to structure the chapter as a survey of the existing research and key research needs. To that point, 
additional stakeholders, such as educational developers, graduate students, postdocs, and administra-
tors, will be touched upon but are not within the scope of this chapter. Lastly, due to the variation 
in higher education contexts around the world, this chapter has a primarily US-centric lens. The 
framing of the chapter, though, can provide a structure for other regional and national examinations 
of research on engineering faculty. Where possible, international research was included; nevertheless, 
we did not delve into these differences and primarily focused on the US higher education system.

1.1 Positionality

As two faculty and engineering education scholars who wear many hats in the workplace (Lee 
et al., 2017), we view this chapter as an opportunity to deeply explore the experiences of critical 
stakeholders within the educational change process and to advance the engineering education com-
munity’s understanding of existing research on faculty. Like many within this stakeholder group, 
both of us hold faculty titles but play different roles at our institutions. We have held faculty and/
or staff positions at multiple institutions, and our research and educational change work is strongly 
influenced by our previous educational experiences.

Dr. Stephanie Cutler is an associate research professor within the Leonhard Center for the Enhance-
ment of Engineering Education at Penn State and previously worked as a research specialist within 
the Rothwell Center for Teaching and Learning Excellence at Embry-Riddle Aeronautical Univer-
sity–Worldwide. Both positions focus on faculty development, primarily with respect to teaching. 
Cutler holds degrees in mechanical engineering (BS) and industrial and systems engineering (MS) 
and a PhD in engineering education from Virginia Tech. She is a White woman whose research has 
many interests across engineering education, including projects exploring the peer review process 
and how it impacts the field of engineering education, faculty identity, and other action research 
collaborations with engineering faculty exploring innovations in their classrooms. Her core respon-
sibilities center on faculty and graduate student development as well as assessment and evaluation.
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Dr. Alexandra Coso Strong is an assistant professor of engineering education at Florida Inter-
national University (FIU) but previously was an engineering faculty member at Olin College (an 
engineering-focused baccalaureate institution). She is the founding faculty of two degree programs 
at FIU and served as the inaugural graduate program director for the doctoral program. Coso Strong 
holds three degrees in engineering and began conducting engineering education research while pur-
suing her master’s in systems engineering. She is a White-presenting Latina scholar whose research 
examines educational change from a systems perspective. Her projects explore faculty and graduate 
student experiences across institutional contexts and disciplines. She also conducts faculty develop-
ment programming, but not as a core component of her position.

2  Faculty Influences on Engineering Education

To achieve sustained adoption of educational change projects, Henderson and colleagues (2011) 
emphasize the need to acknowledge and understand the complexities of the academic context. 
A faculty member’s knowledge of instructional practices, beliefs, and classroom actions influences 
how students learn, their feelings of belonging within engineering, and their persistence (Aragón 
et al., 2017; Finelli et al., 2014; Simmons & Lord, 2019). Still, the influence of faculty on engineer-
ing education extends beyond their classroom actions to their participation in educational change 
projects, perceptions on curriculum design, and mentoring and advising of students. This section 
examines the multitude of ways faculty can and do impact the student experience, by exploring 
existing research and research needs on four topics: (1) educational change efforts, (2) instructional 
beliefs and practices, (3) educational structures and culture, and (4) mentoring and advising.

2.1  Impact on Engineering Education Through Change Efforts

Researchers from various fields have investigated how to move educational practices forward using 
the principles of educational change and change theory. One area that has received specific attention 
in engineering is shifting instructional practices from more lecture-based approaches to more student- 
centered, evidence-based approaches (e.g., active learning). Traditional instructional practices 
within engineering have been characterized by the instructor lecturing (usually at a board or, more 
recently, PowerPoint slides) while students take notes. Active learning strategies (Felder & Brent, 
2009; Prince, 2004), on the other hand, encourage students to “actively” engage with the course 
content and each other. For example, a student may pair with another student to solve problems, 
creating opportunities for deeper interaction with the material. These strategies have gained traction 
as more effective instructional practices for student learning (Prince, 2004; Theobald et al., 2020). 
However, this change is rooted in the behavior and actions of faculty, and many instructors (not just 
in engineering) have been resistant to implementing such strategies.

In the 2010s, work exploring academic change through the implementation of evidence-based 
instructional strategies became pervasive within engineering education (Besterfield-Sacre et  al., 
2014; Borrego et al., 2010; Nguyen et al., 2017; Pembridge & Jordan, 2016). Much of this work 
was funded by the National Science Foundation (NSF) to explore strategies for lasting instructional 
change and factors that could foster wider adoption of evidence-based instructional practices. This 
work leveraged multiple frameworks and theories of change, with Roger’s diffusion of innova-
tion (DOI) (2003) and Henderson’s four categories of change strategies (2011) being among the 
most common. Roger’s DOI framework, for example, was developed to explore the diffusion of 
technological innovations. The framework includes elements exploring the characteristics of the 
innovation and types of adopters, which can be extrapolated to different types of innovations and 
adopters (e.g., new, evidence-based instructional strategies as innovations and faculty as adopters). 
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However, this framework has been critiqued within change research for pushing innovations from 
the outside into organizations and for its reliance on seeking adopter buy-in as compared with 
empowering adopter ownership of the innovation (Dearing & Singhal, 2020; Singhal & Svenkerud, 
2018). Henderson’s categories of change strategies are more focused on change in academic settings, 
showcasing various types of change approaches and different stakeholder groups for the different 
levels of change. One category within this framework describes the need for developing a shared 
understanding among stakeholders. Development of a shared understanding has been central in 
considering how to enable buy-in from stakeholders at multiple levels and is a focal point of recent 
NSF calls for proposals (Lord, Berger, et al., 2017). While each of these frameworks and others have 
enabled change approaches within engineering, as is discussed throughout this handbook, revisions 
to or new change frameworks may be necessary to support more inclusive, equitable, and culturally 
responsive teaching environments.

Beyond change frameworks, researchers have explored the supports and barriers for engineer-
ing faculty to pursue instructional change (e.g., Finelli et al., 2014; Shadle et al., 2017). Shadle and 
colleagues (2017), for instance, defined 18 faculty-identified barriers to change, including time con-
straints as a commonly cited barrier, as well as large class sizes, feelings of loss of autonomy within 
the classroom, feelings that new strategies would not be rewarded within the promotion process, 
and student resistance. Additionally, 15 drivers for faculty change were also identified, including 
promoting engagement, faculty wanting students to succeed, encouraging professional development, 
enhanced teaching satisfaction, and more. To further enable these drivers and overcome these bar-
riers, the Royal Academy of Engineering developed a framework for teaching rewards for faculty 
within the UK (Graham, 2018). This and similar work capture what Henderson and colleagues 
(2011) define as the complexities of the academic work environment that can affect faculty’s agency 
and willingness to engage in educational change.

Within the academic work environment, faculty do not work alone and are impacted by multiple 
levels of the university structure. “Improving engineering education will require not only a com-
mitment on the part of faculty, but also significant support, resources, and recognition on the part of 
the university” (Ambrose & Norman, 2006, p. 31). Recently, the NSF has recognized these different 
structural impacts and the culture that is embedded at each administrative level of the university. This 
recognition led to the creation of the RED (Revolutionizing Engineering Departments) Program 
(Lord, Berger, et al., 2017; Lord, Camacho, et al., 2017) to encourage department-level cultural 
change for engineering and engineering education. One key insight from the initial RED projects is 
the importance of communities of practice (Cross et al., 2021; Tomkin et al., 2019) and the value of 
creating a sense of community to foster innovation. Additional research suggests that for change to 
happen, the university must support the faculty through policies and structures that involve (1) insti-
tutional leadership, (2) finance and academic departmental influence and configurations, (3) faculty 
training and development programs, (4) physical facilities, and (5) incentives to learn, develop, and 
maintain new practices (Piskadlo, 2016).

In practice and in the literature, faculty are key constituents in engineering education change 
efforts. From existing change frameworks, we have a foundation of considerations for facilitating 
educational change in engineering. Insights from these change frameworks and large-scale change 
efforts should be leveraged to further propagate approaches to change. From a research perspec-
tive, work to adapt these frameworks to academic settings or bring in new frameworks is needed to 
further support change in engineering education. Lastly, the current research has primarily focused 
on innovation and change in classroom practices, with new approaches and structures aimed at the 
departmental level. Still, to move forward with more inclusive and equitable higher education insti-
tutions, additional research is needed to understand the structures and policies that can empower 
faculty towards change.
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2.2  Impact Within the Classroom Through Beliefs and Practices

Even with the existing research on change, educational change within engineering continues at 
the glacial pace typically associated with the academy, and faculty continue to resist change in their 
classrooms. Much of this resistance may be a result of faculty’s epistemological beliefs and the (mis)
alignment of those beliefs with the evidence base for new instructional practices. Faculty are people 
with unique experiences and pathways that affect their overall work in academia, including their 
teaching. From these experiences, each faculty member develops complex beliefs that they carry 
into their classrooms, and some have formed inflexible beliefs about how to be an effective teacher, 
based on their success as a student in similar classrooms and, in some cases, years of teaching with 
sufficiently high student evaluations. The specific construct of teacher beliefs has been extensively 
explored within education generally, especially among K–12 teachers (e.g., Fives & Buehl, 2012; 
Gow & Kember, 1993). This section will further explore the existing research on teaching and 
learning beliefs, to highlight what we know about the effect of these beliefs on classroom environ-
ments and discuss existing work within engineering education.

Starting from the student perspective, research has demonstrated that beliefs about learning more 
generally have been shown to impact the student experience, as can be illustrated through research 
on fixed and growth mindsets (Dweck, 2016). Fixed and growth mindsets, or implicit theories, refer 
to beliefs that someone’s intelligence, characteristics, and abilities are innate (in the case of fixed 
mindset, one is born with certain abilities that cannot be changed or can be changed very little) or 
are malleable (in the case of growth mindset, one can use directed practice and exert effort to grow 
and change). Encouraging a growth mindset in students has been shown to combat stereotype threat 
(Steele, 2010) and help with the overall success of students who are members of groups systemically 
minoritized within STEM and engineering (e.g., Aguilar et al., 2014; Canning et al., 2019; Rattan 
et al., 2015).

These student beliefs are compounded with faculty beliefs, which influence the instructional 
practices of faculty and the student experience in the classroom. Aragón et  al. (2018) explored 
STEM faculty mindset (as broadly defined as beliefs about general intelligence) in the context of 
the adoption of active learning, using their EPIC implementation model (exposure, persuasion, 
identification, commitment, and implementation). STEM faculty with a growth mindset were more 
likely to implement active learning. STEM faculty with a fixed mindset were less likely to be con-
vinced of the value of active learning and were less likely to implement these strategies. Canning and 
colleagues (2019) found that in courses where faculty held a growth mindset with respect to their 
students, students outperformed their peers from courses taught by instructors with a fixed mindset 
with respect to their students. Additionally, in courses with instructors who held a growth mindset, 
the achievement gap between students from minoritized populations and their counterparts who are 
members of majority groups was cut in half.

Within EER, there has been some exploration of faculty beliefs with respect to teaching and 
learning. Borrego and colleagues (2013), for instance, explored faculty epistemological beliefs 
around how students learn (or learn best) in different engineering sciences courses. Many faculty 
participants believed problem-solving helped students learn, and they recognized the shortcomings 
of lecture. Still, these participants struggled in how to make changes to their classes to better support 
learning and to align their beliefs with their practices. More recently, Ross and colleagues (2017) 
explored how a professional development workshop could impact faculty beliefs and shift per-
spectives from teacher-centered teaching to student-centered teaching. While they saw significant 
changes in faculty beliefs (towards more student-centered teaching), they did not see a shift in faculty 
practices in the classroom. Future research is needed to further explore the relationship between the 
espoused beliefs of faculty (i.e., what they perceive and say are their beliefs) and their enacted beliefs 
(i.e., instructional practices).
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There is also a need to explore other beliefs held by faculty that can impact classroom practices as 
well as other elements of faculty life. For example, Aragón et al. (2017) applied the EPIC implemen-
tation model to explore how STEM faculty ideologies (colorblind or multicultural) impacted the 
adoption of inclusive teaching practices. After completing professional development around inclusive 
teaching, faculty with a multicultural ideology were more likely to implement inclusive practices 
over their colleagues with a colorblind ideology. Within engineering education, more researchers 
are beginning to explore a broader range of faculty beliefs, including perspectives of diversity and 
inclusion (Cross & Cutler, 2017; Grifski et al., 2021).

Overall, when thinking about faculty as teachers, we need to keep in mind the different beliefs, 
attitudes, and perspectives that are informing the practices they implement and the reasoning behind 
those choices. Better understanding of faculty beliefs and perspectives can better inform faculty pro-
fessional development opportunities and the change approaches and frameworks used by engineer-
ing education scholars. With more informed approaches, we can continue to develop and enable 
faculty to further improve the student experience in the classroom and beyond.

2.3  Impact on Educational Structures and Culture

Institutional structures are like a nesting doll of contexts and influences that impact both students and 
faculty. Faculty commonly work within a department within a college within a higher education 
institution, each of which is impacted by accrediting agencies (e.g., ABET), state legislature, and the 
cultural and political environment of the country. Each of these elements (and more) contributes to 
the structures that comprise the overall education of students (e.g., the program curriculum) as well 
as the overall experiences of faculty (e.g., factors impacting promotion and tenure).

One of the areas that is underexplored within engineering is the influence faculty have on many 
of these structural elements (e.g., the overall curricular design, policies, and procedures within an 
institution). NSF’s RED Program (Lord, Berger, et al., 2017; Lord, Camacho, et al., 2017) is one 
example of a program seeking to impact change at the broader departmental level, as a way to 
enhance the student experience inside and outside the classroom. Still, the literature is limited in 
regards to studies of faculty and administrators, with the few studies exploring specific perceptions of 
certain initiatives and change strategies (Besterfield-Sacre et al., 2014; Cech et al., 2016). Few exam-
ples of research exist exploring spaces outside of the classroom that impact the culture of a program 
and opportunities for change (e.g., Berger et al., 2021; Briody et al., 2019). Briody and colleagues 
(2019), for instance, explored faculty-student interactions from the perspectives of faculty, students, 
and staff within an engineering department at a research-intensive public US university. Their quali-
tative study identified social distance between faculty and students (i.e., due to unequal status within 
the hierarchical culture of the department) as a barrier to these critical interactions (Briody et al., 
2019). Additional work is needed, however, to deeply understand the impact of faculty and admin-
istrators on educational structures and the reverse, the impact of these structures on faculty actions 
and instructional practices.

The impact of administration is also largely understudied in engineering education in compari-
son to other disciplinary-based education fields. Within medical education and criminal justice, 
for example, research explores doctoral admissions processes and the role of graduate program 
directors (e.g., Kim et  al., 2015; Puscas, 2016). Within STEM, Gomez and colleagues (2019) 
examined the strategies used and the challenges experienced by program directors to support 
their students and programs. While the study includes some engineering program directors, they 
are only a subset of the participant pool. Within engineering education, Schimpf and colleagues’ 
(2012) study of parental leave policies, on the other hand, does provide insight into the role of 
department heads and university policy administrators on policies and procedures. With its focus 
on faculty experiences as opposed to policies regarding students, this article serves as an example 
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of how we may choose to explore the impact of faculty serving in administrative roles on faculty 
or students’ experiences.

The academic workplace is a complex mechanism in which faculty are navigating and affecting. 
Additional research is needed both on how the broader institutional structures impact faculty work 
and how faculty can impact these systems and structures. Within these systems, the administrators 
(typically former or current faculty members) are typically understudied but could be critical sources 
of insights for advancing educational change as they are in positions of power and could lead or sup-
port structure or policy changes. Overall, future research efforts to enable educational change at the 
department, college, and institutional level should consider institutional structures and policies as 
well as faculty stakeholders in various administrative roles.

2.4  Impact Through Mentoring and Advising

Beyond the classroom, one of the key education roles for faculty is as a mentor. Extensive research 
exists around mentoring in academia and beyond, including resource pages (e.g., National Acad-
emy of Sciences et  al., 1997; Wisconsin Center for Education Research, 2021) and research 
(National Academy of Sciences, 2019) to help guide faculty as mentors. However, many of these 
resources and studies focus on the mentoring of graduate students, as this is often a primary 
responsibility for many faculty members at research-extensive institutions and closely tied to 
faculty research success. Contrasting this vast literature, few studies explore faculty perceptions, 
attitudes, or beliefs about their role as a mentor, with far fewer studies examining actual faculty 
mentoring practices. When thinking about future research around mentoring, researchers should 
consider different elements of mentoring, such as different groups of mentees, like undergraduate 
researchers (National Academy of Sciences et al., 1997) or postdoctoral researchers (e.g., Mena, 
2015); mentoring outside of the research context, such as mentoring in how to be a mentor 
(Tise et al., 2018) or how to teach (Calkins & Kelley, 2005); or the different mentoring roles of 
faculty, including as an undergraduate academic adviser (Allen et al., 2013; National Academy of 
Sciences et al., 1997).

2.5  Faculty Influences on Engineering Education Summary

This section outlined different ways faculty impact the educational experiences of students, from 
teaching to defining programmatic structures. In addition, it introduced research on broader educa-
tional change efforts and the role of faculty within those efforts. Overall, the role of faculty members 
within an educational system is critical to change and innovation efforts within engineering educa-
tion. However, as will be discussed in the next section, to deeply understand the beliefs and actions 
of faculty, we need to also understand them as people within the context of their positions and roles 
as educators.

3  Who Faculty Are in Their Roles and as People

Most commonly, discussions of the engineering faculty population tend to perpetuate a default 
of White male-identifying, tenure-line faculty at research-extensive (e.g., R-1), predominantly 
White institutions (Pawley, 2017). This default limits our field’s understanding of (1) the roles 
faculty hold and contexts they inhabit, (2) their role identities, (3) their pathways into and through 
faculty roles, and (4) their personal, social, and cultural identities. This section will explore exist-
ing research and research needs within engineering education, and education more broadly, in 
these four areas.
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3.1  Roles and Responsibilities in Context

Faculty roles have long been described in terms of three categories of responsibilities: research, 
teaching, and service (Adams, 2002). These responsibilities have been approached separately (e.g., 
research on faculty teaching) or in explorations of the “whole of the academic role” (Sutherland, 
2017). Yet within the research over the last 30 years, the core responsibilities have not substantially 
evolved and how we communicate about faculty roles has been slow to change (Barber, 1987). Still, 
in parts of the engineering education literature, we have begun to look at the whole of a faculty 
position, incorporating considerations of administration and leadership roles alongside the most 
commonly discussed responsibilities (Cutler et al., 2020; Edalgo et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2018). This 
expansion of our definition of faculty roles enables discussions of job crafting (Berg et al., 2007; 
Bodnar et al., 2021), or how faculty modify their roles to achieve professional goals, and what faculty 
need in terms of support to achieve their professional goals (Cutler et al., 2020; Harlow et al., 2020). 
This subsection explores how our current definitions of faculty roles are insufficient in describing the 
diversity of roles faculty hold, how we need to expand our use of theory to explore faculty respon-
sibilities and work, and lastly, how context plays a critical role in our research on faculty.

There has been a rise over the last several years in the hiring of professional track faculty (Farrell, 
2018; Fitzmorris et al., 2020). These faculty hold roles that emphasize one category of responsibili-
ties over others. For example, instructional faculty teach as their primary responsibility. Depend-
ing on their contract, they may also have service, research, and/or leadership responsibilities, but 
they are predominantly evaluated on their teaching (Coso Strong et  al., 2022; Fitzmorris et  al., 
2020). These professional track faculty also tend to hold positions not on the tenure line, which 
has raised concerns about how they are treated by their tenure-line colleagues, the extent to which 
their voice is heard in their department, how they will be promoted, and the extent to which they 
are able to impact educational change at their institutions (Coso Strong et  al., 2019; Fitzmorris 
et al., 2020; O’Meara, Templeton, et al., 2018). Within engineering specifically, Fitzmorris and col-
leagues (2020) presented narratives from participants who had experienced disrespect and exclusion 
within departmental governance, the day-to-day culture, and overarching university policies. The 
researchers conducted interviews to explore the experiences of 13 instructional faculty in electri-
cal engineering across multiple research-extensive institutions. In a quote that resonated with other 
studies (e.g., Haviland et al., 2017), one of the participants explained, “I would argue that NTT 
[non-tenure-track] faculty are almost treated as second-class citizens, that we weren’t good enough 
or smart enough or whatever” (Fitzmorris et al., 2020, p. 7). While our understanding of engineer-
ing instructional faculty is growing (e.g., Bracho Perez et al., 2021; Urquidi Cerros et al., 2021), 
research is quite limited on research faculty, professional faculty who work in centers (e.g., research 
centers, centers for teaching and learning), or faculty who hold non-tenure-track positions but are 
not captured by these categories.

As an example, over the past decade or so, there has been a rise in the hiring of contingent 
(adjunct) faculty. These faculty are typically hired on a course-by-course basis each semester and 
work part-time for university. Though many of these faculty are teaching foundational engineering 
courses, they are not included within traditional institutional structures, limiting their voices and 
ability to make change within the system. Additional research is needed about adjunct faculty in 
engineering and the ways they engage with their universities, courses, and students.

As we continue to explore these evolving position types, it is critical to recognize how assump-
tions about faculty roles impact the appropriateness of certain theories and methodologies. Fitzmor-
ris and colleagues’ (2020) work builds on work of education scholars (e.g., Crick et al., 2020; Kezar, 
2013) who determined that new theoretical models were needed when examining the experiences 
of professional track faculty to overcome potential biases and mitigate comparisons using the lens 
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of tenure-line roles. Kezar (2013), for instance, extended job satisfaction and performance frame-
works to capture the experiences of over 100 professional track faulty across three institutions. 
Within engineering education, theoretical development work focused on faculty is limited and 
highly needed to capture the diversity of roles.

Faculty responsibilities are not only a function of a particular role but also their institutional 
context. Commonly, in studies about faculty, as with many studies about students (Pawley, 2017), 
we are provided limited information about the context or the context is not used as a lens through 
which to explore and understand the results. This lack of integration of context can influence a 
reader’s interpretation, the transferability of the work, and the overall implications of the findings. In 
addition, while there may be studies that only focused on, for example, faculty from baccalaureate 
colleges, that focus is not always central to the focus of the paper.

To date, the work in engineering education on institutional contexts outside of predominantly 
White institutions is limited yet important to considerations of supporting faculty in diverse posi-
tions and roles. For instance, in Buswell’s (2021) work, participants were doctoral graduates who 
chose to pursue a faculty position at a non-R1 institution. These faculty described a sense of resist-
ance within their graduate programs as they pursued positions at non-R1s and even feelings of 
failure as they accepted those (Buswell, 2021). Given that studies have shown that graduate students 
develop conceptualizations of what it means to be a faculty member most often from their doctoral 
adviser (e.g., Bieber & Worley, 2006), these new faculty could have benefited from additional sup-
port as they made sense of differing tenure and promotion expectations, a teaching-focused work 
environment, and a different balance in responsibilities (Buswell, 2021). These differences across 
engineering faculty experiences can also arise, for example, for those in two-year institutions as well 
as minority-serving institutions (MSIs) in the United States. Recent studies by Kendall and col-
leagues (2021) illustrate engineering faculty members’ experiences pursuing educational change at 
MSIs, isolating the needs and assets at their institutions. Yet engineering education remains behind 
higher education literature and even disciplinary education literature on examinations of the faculty 
experience within diverse institutional contexts in the United States and abroad (e.g., Hubbard & 
Stage, 2009; Nuñez et al., 2010).

These discussions of the diversity of faculty roles and positions are critical, especially as they 
begin to compound with the multiple identities of faculty, impacting faculty persistence within 
academia, as well as the extent to which they can positively impact students. As we begin to advance 
our understanding of faculty roles and contexts, we need to be mindful of the tendency to compare 
the experiences across roles and contexts and to recognize the value in studying a particular type of 
professional track faculty or institutional context on its own.

3.2  Role Identities

Taylor (1999) states that “traditional understandings of academics’ sense of professionalism are nei-
ther fixed, nor closed . . . [but are] . . . social constructions – partial, patchy and incomplete” (p. 116). 
Much of the literature on academic identity aligns with this representation of a professional, aca-
demic identity, one that is a moving target with socially constructed boundaries (e.g., Archer, 2008; 
Hunter, 2020). This subsection borrows from Billot (2010), who explained that the “academic self ” 
develops as an individual reflects on what comprises “the academic” along with “their past experi-
ences and their understanding of the current situation.” Literature has already demonstrated, as previ-
ously noted, that graduate students commonly glean their understanding of the faculty identity from 
their experiences in their doctoral programs (e.g., Bieber & Worley, 2006; Reybold, 2003). Thus, 
within engineering, where engineering faculty can be situated in diverse roles and contexts, there 
is a need to better articulate what it means to hold an engineering faculty identity and how we can 
communicate that identity to future faculty.
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Vellamo and colleagues (2020) define engineering faculty identity using two dimensions – engi-
neering profession (teaching component) and academic profession (research component). The com-
ponents are complementary (i.e., developing as a researcher in the academic profession can support 
how one develops students as engineers). Yet these dimensions can also be in tension. In an explora-
tion of designing engineering courses for social justice, for example, two engineering faculty (both 
engineering education scholars) explored their experiences through autoethnographic accounts. 
These critical examinations of their faculty identity development emphasize the “profound and last-
ing influence on what constitutes engineering content – and what does not” (Leydens & Lucena, 
2017, p. 224) even as these scholars sought to incorporate social justice into their courses. Pawley 
(2009) noticed a similar pattern within narratives of what faculty perceived as “engineering” (i.e., 
applied science and math, solving problems, making things) and the nature of engineering work. 
These perceptions reflect the critical nature of understanding not only what it means to be an aca-
demic broadly but also how that identity intersects with one’s identity as an engineer. Given the 
potential impact of faculty engineering identity on student instruction, there has been significant 
work on the engineering identity as it relates to students and some with professional engineers (e.g., 
Godwin & Kirn, 2020; Morelock, 2017). Yet research on engineering faculty identity specifically 
(Vellamo et al., 2020) and how those identities may shape engagement in educational change efforts 
is limited.

While these engineering narratives capture part of what Billot describes as past experiences (how 
faculty learned and developed beliefs about engineering), another critical component of the faculty 
identity lies within an individual’s interactions with the context. Vellamo and colleagues (2020) 
explored the impact of organizational changes on engineering faculty identity in a Finnish univer-
sity setting, and their results emphasize the importance of context in defining and making sense of 
one’s identity. Gardner and Willey (2018, 2019) illustrated how an individual’s interaction with their 
disciplinary context, through professional societies and conferences, impacts identity development. 
In their studies of engineering faculty transitioning into EER in Australian institutional contexts, 
the findings point to the critical nature of peer reviews and conference participation on the faculty’s 
identity trajectory (Gardner & Willey, 2019). These findings align closely with discussions of the 
socially constructed nature of a faculty identity, as the faculty were affected by their interactions 
with other engineering education researchers and the feedback they received from those individuals.

Outside of engineering, Archer (2008) explored early-career faculty members’ experiences both 
“becoming” and “unbecoming” academics in English universities. In her qualitative exploration, she 
articulates faculty experiences of “becoming” an academic as “not smooth, straightforward, or auto-
matic, but can also involve conflict and instances of inauthenticity, marginalisation, and exclusion” 
(p. 387). Many of her interviewees discussed their identities in relation to the institution’s require-
ments for particular quantitative outcomes (i.e., total number of publications, funded grants), which 
contributed to their feelings of inauthenticity. In an exploration of higher education in the United 
Kingdom and beyond, Lamont and Nordberg (2014) explain how faculty identities are impacted by 
both structure (as defined by the culture and contexts we inhabit) and agency, through a process of 
negotiation. Thus, within engineering, we may be able to advance approaches for overcoming our 
historically marginalizing disciplinary culture by critically examining our contexts and structures 
through the lens of engineering faculty identity development.

Overall, many of these studies of identity development explore spaces of transition (e.g., the early-
career faculty, institutional changes). Outside of engineering, researchers have explored academic 
and faculty identity in instances where role conflict can occur, such as during large organizational 
structural and/or cultural changes (e.g., Quinney et al., 2017; Vellamo et al., 2020) or significant 
economical and societal challenges (e.g., limited government funding – Robinson, 2010). Addi-
tional research about engineering faculty identity may be beneficial for examining other moments of 
transition (e.g., post-tenure, transition to full professor, transition to administrative positions), in roles 
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that have a teaching or research focus (i.e., professional track faculty, adjuncts), and in the context of 
how this identity impacts or is impacted by the social and cultural identities we hold.

3.3  Pathways Into, Through, and Out of a Faculty Career

Studies of faculty pathways are dominated by a focus on critical changes (i.e., starting a faculty career, 
going up for tenure) and early-career faculty. Explorations of the entry point into a faculty career 
are commonly focused on experiences of graduate students moving into faculty roles (e.g., Austin 
et al., 2009) or particular approaches for supporting new faculty (e.g., Brent & Felder, 2000). More 
recently, studies have focused on the hiring process as a means of supporting diversity among engi-
neering faculty (e.g., Boyle et al., 2020; Simmons & Lord, 2019).

This work on entry points also serves as a reminder that much of the research on faculty pathways 
in engineering education implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) focuses on tenure-line, research-
focused faculty at predominantly White, research-extensive institutions in the United States. More 
recently, there has been an increase in studies focused on transition points for interdisciplinary engi-
neering faculty (e.g., Coso Strong et al., 2021; McCave et al., 2020). As the pathway becomes less 
linear, though, for instance, a faculty member begins their career in industry and then comes back 
to academia (Banik, 2016), the studies within engineering education are mostly limited to confer-
ence proceedings presenting single-person or small-group “lessons learned” and “best practices” 
(e.g., Birmingham, 2007; Gregg et al., 2005). Yet within other education and social science fields, 
studies of these less linear pathways and nontraditional entry points (i.e., not straight out of graduate 
school or a postdoc) are more common (e.g., Perry et al., 2019). Overall, additional work is needed 
to explore the pathways of engineering faculty who hold different roles and who arrived at their 
faculty career through different entry pathways.

The act of moving through the faculty career in engineering is also understudied. One excep-
tion are groups who have explicitly explored transitions from engineering to engineering education 
at different career stages (e.g., Gardner & Willey, 2018; Siddiqui et al., 2016). Another is the work 
of Pawley and Hoegh (2010), who sought to theorize the ways women traverse career pathways in 
STEM faculty positions. Aspects of how engineering faculty develop within their roles, which is 
discussed later in the chapter, have also been explored to some extent (e.g., Bird and Kellam (2013) 
explored the teaching journey of faculty). Outside of engineering, though, studies of faculty explore 
even more of the movement through, such as promotion and evaluation practices (e.g., Dolan et al., 
2018; Glass et al., 2011), joint appointments (e.g., Hart & Mars, 2009), as well as transitions and 
pathways of specific faculty populations (e.g., Reybold & Alamia, 2008).

A critical component of moving through the faculty career occurs after promotion, when there 
is a shift and faculty, theoretically, have more freedom with respect to advancing their career (Canale 
et al., 2013). However, this transition from early-career to mid-career can be challenging. The fairly 
clear guidance for moving from assistant to associate professor titles is replaced with less-clear guide-
lines for moving from associate to full professor, and even less-clear guidance for those promoted on 
professional faculty tracks (Canale et al., 2013). Faculty’s professional goals and motivations tend to 
change, while many also find themselves needing to balance more personal responsibilities (Rockinson- 
Szapkiw, 2019). Continued mentoring can help support faculty during this transition as faculty 
again seek to understand the expectations of their new position as a promoted, and in some cases, 
tenured, faculty member (Canale et al., 2013; Rispoli, 2019). Typically, during their mid-career, 
faculty make decisions to pursue academic leadership (Rojewski, 2018), change their research focus, 
or expand their service opportunities within the university and as part of their professional societies. 
Some universities help provide leadership programs for faculty (e.g., Davidson et al., 2001; Hornsby 
et al., 2012), but little research outlines how faculty make decisions with respect to the differing 
opportunities. Exploring faculty pathways beyond the early career is far less documented, especially 
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in engineering, and additional research into the experiences, motivations, and career decisions of 
mid-career (and late-career) faculty is needed.

Lastly, studies of leaving a faculty career pathway are very limited within the engineering educa-
tion literature, in contrast to higher education research (e.g., Park’s (2015) study of turnover and 
O’Meara and colleagues’ (2014) exploration of the decisions of those who depart from a faculty 
career). Our community needs to better understand not only the late-career decisions of engineer-
ing faculty but also the experiences and perceptions of those who choose to leave the academic 
career pathway earlier in their career. This understanding will allow us to pursue the continued 
development of more-inclusive and supportive cultures within departments and institutions (Rock-
quemore, 2016), which stand to have a positive impact on our students as well.

For many faculty, their academic journey lasts for their entire career, over 30 years in some cases. 
Exploring this journey from the decision to move into a faculty career through promotion and on to 
later career transitions should be the subject of future research. Additionally, engineering education 
would benefit from explorations of faculty decisions to change careers within academia or to leave 
academia to ensure that institutions are working to retain and support their faculty.

3.4  Faculty as People

One of the core purposes for crafting this chapter is to hold space within EER for discussions and 
explorations of faculty as people. The impact of engineering faculty on the student experience, 
learning, and identity development is well documented (e.g., Simmons  & Lord, 2019). Faculty 
social identities, however, are often left out of discussions, for example, of faculty behavior in the 
classroom and willingness to pursue education innovation. Faculty are people too. Outside of their 
role identity, they bring many different social identities (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender identification, 
sexual orientation, religion, citizenship status, parental status, marital status) and cultural identities 
into their roles. As with students, within the historically exclusionary culture of engineering, faculty 
experience marginalization for their identities from other faculty, staff, leadership, and students.

Simmons and Lord (2019), among others, remind us of the low representation of women, Black, 
Latinx people among engineering faculty in the United States. Some researchers have sought to 
amplify the voices of faculty who are members of marginalized groups in an effort to pursue change 
within the academic culture. For instance, in higher education, studies explore inconsistent service 
loads of women and faculty of color, as compared with faculty from dominant groups, and the ten-
sions this raises for promotion, work–life balance, and overall job satisfaction (e.g., Baez, 2000; C. 
Graham & McGarry, 2019; O’Meara, Jaeger, et al., 2018). Graham and McGarry’s (2019) study, for 
example, examines the experiences of mid-career faculty with intersectional identities and articu-
lates not only disproportionate service loads but also negative differential treatment.

The collective message is that even for mid-career women faculty across African, Latinx, Asian, 
and Native American Diasporas, who survive the tenure and promotion process, and are per-
ceived as thriving, there can be a tremendous toll on their physical and mental health.

(Graham & McGarry, 2019, p. 76)

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and reoccurring acts of racial injustice in the United 
States, the broader education community has engaged in critical discussions about the experiences 
of faculty of color, as well as the need to focus on anti-racism inside and outside the classroom (e.g., 
Ash, 2020; Cross, 2020; Holly Jr., 2020). From the faculty perspective, much of the work on the 
experiences of faculty of color as they navigate the academic context has occurred outside of engi-
neering (e.g., Cole et al., 2017; Hubbard & Stage, 2009; Murakami-Ramalho et al., 2010). Within 
engineering, the focus has been predominantly programmatic. Support structures through the NSF 
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sponsored programs (e.g., ADVANCE program, the Launching Academics on the Tenure Track: An 
Intentional Community in Engineering (LATTICE) program) have created community and pro-
vided resources for faculty from systemically marginalized groups. However, as Simmons and Lord 
(2019) articulate, these programs are on soft money, and faculty would benefit if these and similar 
initiatives were institutionalized. To create an academic culture that is supportive and anti-racist, the 
engineering education community would benefit from leveraging existing education research and 
critically reflecting on how the structures and culture need to change.

The COVID-19 pandemic has also made salient the long-standing challenges faculty who are 
parents face, especially women or those that take on the main caregiving responsibilities (e.g., Ful-
weiler et al., 2021; Krukowski et al., 2021). During the pandemic, multiple studies documented 
the differences in productivity levels among faculty who had parental responsibilities and those who 
didn’t (e.g., Ellinas et al., 2021; Krukowski et al., 2021). Parenting in the academy has been explored 
to some extent at different career stages (e.g., Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2019), with some work within 
engineering focused on parental leave policies (or lack thereof) and motherhood (Schimpf et al., 
2012, 2013). Given the already-low representation of individuals who are members of systemically 
marginalized groups, there is a need to amplify the voices of these scholars and to center their stories 
in the broader context of the engineering faculty experience.

As we draw attention to the faculty experience, it is important to highlight the challenges and 
consequences of the professional pressures associated with the position. Burnout has been high-
lighted as a rising result of pandemic life for everyone, including those in academia (Flaherty, 2020). 
However, the pandemic is not the only cause of faculty burnout. Sabagh et al. (2018) highlight that 
job demands, such as workload and task characteristics, combined with lack of resources, such as 
social support and rewards, contribute to faculty burnout, reducing performance and retention of 
faculty. Moving forward, faculty burnout in engineering should be explored to find mechanisms for 
creating a thriving and healthy academic community. Research in this area will need to consider the 
origins of burnout, starting from graduate education, where burnout has been explored as a factor 
in graduate student persistence (e.g., Berta & Pembridge, 2019; Cornér et al., 2017). In addition, for 
graduate students, faculty become the model for their potential future self within an academic career. 
Graduate students observing the stress and burnout of the faculty may chose a different career path-
way. Faculty must take care of themselves as a key first step to taking care of, and supporting, their 
undergraduate and graduate students. Institutions and faculty support programs should pay specific 
attention to faculty mental health and overall wellness. Further exploring the causes and potential 
mitigation strategies for burnout can help to better support faculty members’ continued success.

The people who work as faculty bring their social identities with them to the workplace, just 
like everyone else. When working to support faculty, it is important to explore and understand the 
impacts of these identities on faculty as teachers and researchers as well as members of their profes-
sional fields. Each faculty member brings expertise and life experiences that are assets we should be 
recognizing and supporting, as these assets can serve as critical resources for, as an example, creating 
inclusive and equitable learning environments.

3.5  Who Faculty Are in Their Roles and as People Summary

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, the term faculty refers to a diverse group of people who fill 
many and a variety of roles and responsibilities within an institution. Further research is needed to 
examine these different roles and responsibilities and their impact on the faculty experience. Alter-
natively, our field may benefit from more assets-based explorations of what faculty bring to their 
roles (e.g., different social and cultural identities) as well as how they transform their roles to better 
support their students, the institution, and their research field. Lastly, as engineering continues to 
evolve both as a research field and as an educational system, longitudinal examinations about how 
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the faculty work responsibilities and context change are an important area to inform decisions about 
the future of higher education.

4  Support for and Development of Faculty

Now that we’ve discussed faculty as people and the impact that they can have in the classroom, we 
move to a discussion of the work that has been done to help faculty in navigating their responsibili-
ties. There are not always easy solutions to the individual and collective challenges faced. We cannot 
simply wait until next semester and redesign a course to better support faculty. This section focuses 
on the existing work and the research needs surrounding faculty professional development – one 
avenue for further supporting and empowering current and future faculty.

It is important to note at the start of this discussion that educational development (a.k.a. profes-
sional and organizational development, faculty development) is an established and growing field of 
scholarship (Little, 2020). Both authors of this chapter have been active within the Professional and 
Organizational Development Network (POD Network) and the American Society for Engineering 
Education (ASEE), exploring bridges between the fields (Cutler et al., 2017; Strong et al., 2016). 
The members of the educational development field work directly with faculty to make changes to 
educational systems and should be brought in for their expertise in translating educational research 
to faculty practice. These professionals (sometimes faculty themselves) are another under-researched 
group within academia, particularly within engineering education. Future work exploring the impact 
of, identity of, and approaches used by these professionals is needed within engineering education.

In recent years, scholars within engineering education have sought to create more space for peo-
ple working in faculty professional development to share practices and research (e.g., Chua et al., 
2016; Cutler et al., 2017). The networks established within these professional societies created the 
impetus for the ASEE Faculty Development Division as well as pushed forward the POD STEM 
Special Interest Group (SIG). The ASEE Faculty Development Division has helped bring together 
professionals working to aid faculty in their professional development, starting as an informal group 
in 2016 with the session “Faculty Developers on Faculty Development: Join the Conversation,” then 
forming a Constituency Committee in 2018, and becoming a division in 2019. This division has 
highlighted faculty professional development networks within engineering education through the 
publication of over 100 papers at ASEE conferences (peer.asee.org). The experiences and knowledge 
of these groups of professionals can inform our community’s attempts to support not only educa-
tional development efforts but also broader holistic professional development efforts moving forward.

4.1  Educator Development

The claim is regularly made that faculty are not trained as teachers before beginning their first aca-
demic appointment, and therefore, faculty development must prioritize the teaching responsibilities 
of faculty (Ambrose & Norman, 2006; Brent & Felder, 2000). Engineering education, as a field, 
began with engineering faculty who wanted to improve their teaching and the overall education 
of future engineers (Borrego, 2007; Jamieson & Lohmann, 2009). Though the field of engineer-
ing education has been working to improve engineering education and faculty development as a 
field has primarily focused on improving faculty as educators, progress to change faculty instruc-
tional practices is still slow. As outlined by Ambrose and Norman, the minimum expectations for  
engineering faculty as educators is that they (1) “understand their students as intellectual-social-emo-
tional beings,” (2) “understand the basic principles of learning,” and (3) “understand the  components 
of effective course design” (2006).

The first of these has gained special attention at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. Even 
before, though, there have been multiple calls for more empathetic teaching (e.g., Arghode et al., 
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2013; MacCarty, 2021; Strachan, 2020), where the challenges students are facing can be acknowl-
edged and accounted for in their education. Additionally, as a result of long-standing racial injustice 
and calls for change within the existing educational structure (e.g., Cross, 2020; Holly & Masta, 
2021; L. L. Long, 2020), faculty are being called on to grow their awareness of the diversity in their 
classroom and to create inclusive learning environments with a higher urgency than in the past. Edu-
cator development initiatives must embrace these new challenges for engineering faculty and create 
effective supports and resources to enable more inclusive classroom environments that are responsive 
to the individual needs of their students.

Ambrose also calls for engineering faculty to “understand the basic principles of learning.” Within 
engineering education and faculty development, the focus on the basic principles of learning has 
been central in efforts to support active learning and principles of engagement. Allowing faculty to 
develop a more nuanced and advanced understanding of learning by broadening the basic princi-
ples regularly highlighted within the field of engineering education and educational development 
can help engineering faculty improve their teaching with a more research-informed approach. For 
example, Nelson and Brennan identified 14 threshold concepts for engineering educators (such as 
having a learner-centered focus, constructive alignment of assessments with learning outcomes, and 
inquiry into student learning) as well as the LENS faculty development model to not only highlight 
these threshold concepts but also aid engineering educators in moving from novice to expert in each 
concept (2021a, 2021b).

Finally, the third minimum expectation for engineering faculty is related to effective course 
design. When exploring early-career resources for faculty, guidelines exist for how to design a course 
with minimal effort by using resources from previous versions of the course (e.g., Fink et al., 2005). 
However, when we publish work around new courses in engineering education, it is rare for course 
design principles to be discussed (highlighted as a challenge with entrepreneurial support program 
reporting within Zappe et  al., 2021). Explicit discussion of different course elements varies by 
project and dissemination. Additional discussion and support of research-based principles of course 
design could better support engineering educators at all levels in adopting and adapting different 
approaches and course techniques.

An important audience to mention here is future faculty in the form of graduate students. The 
development of graduate teaching assistants as teachers, for instance, has been explored within the 
professional development space (Gardner & Jones, 2011; Reeves et al., 2016) as well as within engi-
neering education specifically (Fong et al., 2019; Harper et al., 2015). Where general graduate stud-
ies tend to focus on students developing into researchers (Gardner, 2008), engineering education 
scholars have contributed to research that can support the professional development of graduate 
students as teachers as well (e.g., Coso Strong & Sekayi, 2018; Torres Ayala, 2012). Teaching graduate 
students the basic principles of learning and course design places them a step ahead in their educator 
development.

Overall, extensive work has explored strategies, practices, and research around improving engi-
neering education and how faculty impact that work. However, as members of a field that is dedicated 
to improving engineering education, we must remember that we do not represent all engineering 
faculty. Just as our students are not the same – and not the same as us – not all engineering faculty 
are the same, and educational developers must remember that it is important to understand faculty as 
intellectual-social-emotional beings, to use the basic principles of learning that we are trying to pass 
along, while using effective training design.

4.2  Researcher Development

Research is regularly noted as a tenure-line faculty member’s primary responsibility, both with 
respect to how they spend their time and what they must focus on for promotion and tenure. In 
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the area of researcher development (i.e., supports and resources for improving the knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes (KSAs) related to conducting and leading research), one primary example is at the 
core of the literature: graduate school. There exists research examining how to help undergraduate 
students take an interest in graduate school through undergraduate research (Follmer et al., 2016; 
Willis et al., 2013), the experiences of graduate students as they navigate the journey to independ-
ent researcher (e.g., Brown, 2016; S. Gardner, 2008; Gonzalez et al., 2019; Lovitts, 2005), and how 
graduate students decide on a faculty career (Amelink & Edwards, 2020). Throughout the graduate 
school experience, factors such as socialization (Amelink & Edwards, 2020; Jairam & Kahl Jr., 2012) 
and departmental culture (de Valero, 2001; Golde, 2005) can impact not only graduate students’ 
decision to leave graduate school but also their decision to enter the professoriate. For additional 
discussion of research of graduate engineering education, see IHEER chapter on graduate engi-
neering education.

Limited research, however, explores the transition from graduate student researcher to faculty 
researcher (Gelso, 2006; Kahn & Scott, 1997). The KSAs needed by a graduate student are not the 
same as those needed by faculty. Faculty require the research skills developed as a graduate student, 
along with a new perspective on the larger picture of running a research program. For example, 
graduate students tend to focus on one or two projects and are responsible for conducting all ele-
ments (i.e., data collection and analysis, documentation) of those projects. Faculty members, on the 
other hand, become supervisors of the graduate and undergraduate students who are conducting the 
research. All the while, they must ensure funding is available for those students, all projects are all 
moving forward, the results are being published, and the lab is stocked with the equipment needed to 
conduct the research (which is linked to managing budgets and resources) – essentially the transition 
from graduate student researcher to faculty researcher becomes equivalent to moving from worker 
to manager (Amundsen & McAlpine, 2011). Nevertheless, few professional development resources 
are typically provided to support the development of these new skills needed for running a successful 
research program.

One often-cited professional development support for new faculty is mentoring (Edalgo et al., 
2021; Z. Long et al., 2018; Mondisa & Adams, 2020). As noted earlier, socialization and professional 
networks can impact on graduate student success. Continuing the socialization through mentor-
ing for faculty members can aid in their overall success, as well as in finding new collaborations for 
research, creating informal opportunities to learn from colleagues, and improving the broader range 
of skills needed as a faculty researcher.

Lastly, a faculty member’s research focus may shift over their career. Mid-career, and even late-
career, faculty could potentially benefit from opportunities to explore new methods and topics 
within their field or new opportunities for collaboration. This exploration is typically supported 
through a sabbatical or faculty internship (Carraher et al., 2014) or, more recently, through funded 
programs such as the NSF’s Mid-Career Advancement grant. However, figuring out how to navigate 
these and when to position these within one’s career is not often discussed. Additional exploration 
to understand researcher development needs would enable effective professional development for 
faculty across their entire career.

4.3  Design of and Structures for Faculty Professional Development

When discussing faculty development, the focus is largely on educator development – the class-
room or education-related responsibilities of faculty, as previously described at length. However, 
as already noted, faculty have multiple, often competing, responsibilities that can impact their 
overall success, including in the classroom, and the decisions they make regarding their develop-
ment. Recently, there have been calls for more holistic development support for faculty (Cutler 
et al., 2020; C. Lee et al., 2018; Whittaker & Montgomery, 2014), including within STEM and 
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engineering education (Cutler et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2018). Yet to achieve this more holistic 
design of professional development support, spaces and resources are needed within and across 
universities.

5  Call for Research on Engineering Faculty and Their Impact on 
Engineering Education

Throughout this chapter, we sought to raise awareness of the often-overlooked engineering faculty 
that play a key role in engineering education. Faculty can be the enactors of educational change 
practices, though some barriers to enacting changes have yet to be fully explored within engineer-
ing education. As a field, engineering education should recognize the myriad of factors (e.g., peda-
gogical beliefs, faculty identity development, the varying positions/roles and institutional contexts) 
that impact faculty as people and how faculty experiences and backgrounds influence their educa-
tional decisions and their interactions with students. This foundation will allow us to expand and 
refine professional development opportunities for faculty that capture their diverse responsibilities, 
experiences, and goals. We have an opportunity to build on existing interdisciplinary research on 
faculty, to identify appropriate theories and methodologies for use in this research, to redefine our 
community’s understanding of engineering faculty, and ultimately, to enhance our ability to impact 
positive and sustainable change within engineering education. Given the complex nature of faculty 
careers and experiences and the gaps that exist in the current EER, we identified five key areas for 
future research:

• Impact of faculty on instruction and education systems. How do we encourage faculty 
to change their teaching practices and/or beliefs to adopt evidence-based strategies? How do/
can faculty impact broader educational structures beyond their classroom?

• Understanding of faculty roles, identities, and pathways. What is the impact of differing 
faculty roles and responsibilities on classroom practices? What does it mean to be an engineer-
ing faculty member, and how does that vary for faculty with diverse social identities? What are 
the reasons faculty leave institutions or academia? How do faculty make decisions throughout 
their career?

• Educational development in engineering. How can educational/faculty developers aid in 
change processes? What can engineering education researchers learn from educational develop-
ment to help with dissemination and educational change?

• International contexts for engineering faculty. What could we learn in the United States 
by bringing in an international lens on the faculty experience?

• Systematic literature reviews. With the limited space within a single chapter, what areas of 
focus in faculty research would benefit from a systematic literature review?
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1  Introduction

Engineering for the 21st century requires graduates to have a broad range of competencies and 
experiences that enable them to work in a technology-dependent and globalized workforce within 
a complex sociotechnical landscape (National Academy of Engineering, 2004; SEFI, 2016). Fueled 
by both economic (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018) and equity 
(Baber, 2015) arguments, the engineering profession also needs a diverse and inclusive workforce 
that represents the communities it serves and that protects the welfare of all (Chubin et al., 2005; 
National Academy of Engineering, 2002). However, it is increasingly recognized that the engineer-
ing curriculum alone cannot fulfill these aims (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine, 2018).

Throughout the world, the engineering curriculum is densely packed with content that is focused 
on engineering science and has evolved little over the past few decades (Froyd & Lohmann, 2014). 
Learning outside of the classroom provides opportunities for students to develop key competencies 
that are needed for employability (Fisher et al., 2017; Mtawa et al., 2019; Polmear et al., 2021a; Tan 
et al., 2021) and skills that help them persist through the degree program (Kuh et al., 2008). Learn-
ing outside of formal class time also supports the engagement of students who have been traditionally 
underrepresented in engineering (Espinosa, 2011). Given the role of informal learning in support-
ing competency development and the engagement of diverse students, it is crucial for engineering 
programs to integrate these learning opportunities and to recognize their value.

Learning occurs in myriad ways and settings that contribute to students’ personal, academic, and 
professional development (Shulman, 2005). Formal learning provides structured and intentional 
opportunities in classrooms and lecture halls through which students acquire knowledge and learn 
what it means to be an engineer (Ainsworth et al., 2010). However, only a small portion of the 
educational experience occurs within the formal curriculum and class time (Bell et al., 2009; Lee & 
Matusovich, 2016). Learning is not confined to these formal settings but rather continues informally 
and sometimes implicitly throughout the daily lives and activities of students (Ainsworth et al., 2010; 
Denson et al., 2015; Kotys-Schwartz et al., 2011).

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003287483-18
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Informal learning occurs outside of the instructional and institutional setting in which individuals 
participate, often without being part of the academic program or any requirement for graduation 
(Trinder et al., 2008). The definition of informal learning is intentionally broad to capture the range of 
activities, organizations, and settings through which students learn informally. Across these contexts, 
informal learning is defined along the dimensions of being (1) non-didactive, (2) collaborative, (3) 
within a meaningful context, (4) driven by the learner’s interest, and (5) without external assessment 
(Callanan et al., 2011).

One aim of this chapter is to introduce informal learning by synthesizing the various definitions 
and disciplinary perspectives that have contributed to the piecemeal development of literature on 
informal learning. A second aim is to demonstrate the benefits and outcomes of informal learning 
that transcend the various settings, contexts, and activities in which it takes place. Pulling these 
pieces together, the chapter shows that the potential of informal learning is still being realized in 
education and research. More engagement from administrators, educators, and institutions is needed 
to provide opportunities for informal learning and recognition for the students who are participat-
ing and gaining engineering skills and experiences. More research is needed to understand the vari-
ous ways in which students engage in informal learning, the different experiences of students from 
diverse backgrounds, and ways to assess the outcomes of informal learning.

The chapter begins with an overview of informal learning, including established definitions, a his-
tory of informal learning in engineering, a description of activities and settings relevant to engineer-
ing education in the university context, and a profile of student participation in informal learning. 
The chapter focuses on two key benefits related to informal learning: (1) competency development 
within the university experience and for engineering practice and (2) broadened engagement for 
learners with considerations for diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in an international context.

To realize these benefits, the chapter identifies implications and provides suggestions for engi-
neering education and research. The chapter is intended to serve as a guide for educators, adminis-
trators, researchers, and graduate students interested in studying or implementing informal learning. 
Informal learning is an opportunity for engineering programs to broaden the skill set and holistic 
experiences of their students. Yet to fully leverage this potential, there is a need for more research on 
outcomes accrued by students who engaged in the range of informal learning activities and settings. 
Also needed are better mechanisms to recognize the outcomes that students gain.

2  Overview of Informal Learning

2.1 Definitions

Since informal learning occurs throughout an individual’s life, there are varying definitions and 
disciplinary perspectives based on context. Formalizing the vocabulary surrounding informal 
learning in engineering education is needed to help the engineering education community read-
ily identify studies on the topic and work across disciplinary and national boundaries (Kotys-
Schwartz et al., 2011).

In addition to being lifelong, informal learning is conceptualized as life-wide since it occurs in 
activities and settings outside of the classroom (Meyers et al., 2013). It is characterized as being itera-
tive and open-ended, often collaborative, and embedded in local context (Bell et al., 2009; Falk & 
Dierking, 2016; Griffin, 1998). Informal learning is immersive and spontaneous (Ainsworth et al., 
2010). It can be structured or unstructured – particularly regarding the objectives, availability of 
support, and length of time spent – but it is almost always motivated and guided by the interests of 
the learner. Informal learning is generally not formally or externally assessed (Rogoff et al., 2016). 
Informal learning stands in contrast to formal learning, which occurs in classrooms, lecture halls, and 
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laboratories, where every student is expected to achieve specific learning outcomes and performance 
indicators.

In educational research, there is a longer history of examining informal learning in the context 
of K–12 and science education. One foundational reference in this space is “Learning Science in 
Informal Environments: People, Places, and Pursuits” published by the National Research Council 
of the National Academies (Bell et al., 2009). This work provides a helpful starting place to under-
standing informal learning and identifies six “stands of learning” that typify informal environments. 
Learning in informal settings is characterized by (1) excitement, interest, and motivation to learn 
about science phenomena; (2) remembering, understanding, using, and generating science con-
cepts, explanations, arguments, models, and facts; (3) observing, exploring, questioning, predicting, 
manipulating, testing, and making sense of the natural and physical world; (4) reflecting on science 
as a way of knowing and on one’s own process of learning about phenomena; (5) participating in 
activities and learning practices with others, using science language and tools; and (6) thinking about 
oneself as a science learner and developing an identity as someone who knows about, uses, and 
sometimes contributes to science and technology (adapted from Bell et al., 2009, p. 4).

Although this chapter focuses on informal learning for university students, K–12 education pro-
vides insight into the historical development of informal learning, a larger body of scholarship, and 
a pathway into university engineering education.

2.2  History of Informal Learning in Engineering Rooted in K–12 
Education

Informal learning has always existed in cultures and communities, and discussions of informal learn-
ing in educational theory emerged in the early 20th century through the work of Dewey and Vygot-
sky (Callanan et al., 2011). Informal education was explicitly distinguished from formal education in 
the work of Scribner and Cole in the 1970s, which ushered in a greater focus on informal learning 
inside and outside schools (Callanan et al., 2011). In the decades since, programming and research 
related to informal learning have focused on pre-university (i.e., K–12, also known as primary and 
secondary school; Callanan et al., 2011; Ehsan et al., 2018; Jagušt et al., 2018).

Informal learning in K–12 has long served as an opportunity to interest younger students in 
going to university and pursuing a STEM degree. A meta-analysis of research on out-of-class STEM 
programs on K–12 students indicated a positive effect on interest in STEM (Young et al., 2016). 
Evidence shows the importance of reaching students younger than secondary/high school and hav-
ing multiple informal learning opportunities to expand pathways into STEM (Demetry & Sontger-
ath, 2020). Outreach programs offered through universities also benefit the university by providing 
a recruiting mechanism. In addition to the value of informal learning in students’ STEM interest, 
participation in out-of-class activities is considered valuable for university admission in the USA 
(Clinedinst & Koranteng, 2017).

As university engineering education has evolved, from its roots in the Industrial Revolution and a 
practical focus then to a more theoretical approach (Seely, 1999), informal learning has served as an 
important entry point into engineering education, an opportunity to complement the curriculum, 
and support workforce development (Kovalchuk et al., 2017). Over time, the activities and settings 
in which students informally learn about engineering have also grown, as detailed in the following 
section.

2.3  Types of Informal Learning: Activities and Settings

Informal learning can happen in a range of settings and through a variety of activities. Settings 
describe the environment in which people learn informally, and activities describe the actions they 
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are doing as part of their learning. Given this breadth, different typologies have been developed to 
categorize informal learning. Science education once again provides a starting point where scholars 
(Bell et  al., 2009) have identified three main types of settings where people learn science: pro-
grammed settings, designed environments, and everyday environments. These three categories are 
also recognized in the literature on engineering education (Denson et al., 2015; Kotys-Schwartz 
et al., 2011).

The first type, programmed settings, tends to “emulate or complement formal school settings” 
(Denson et al., 2015, p. 11). Programmed settings frequently involve facilitators, a fixed group of 
participants for multiple sessions, and a plan with goals and learning objectives (Kotys-Schwartz 
et al., 2011). Programmed settings may intentionally complement a formal curriculum to extend 
benefits and reinforce the learning. At a general level, they include programs that are connected to 
schools and community organizations (Bell et al., 2009).

The second categorical environment for informal learning, designed settings, involves places 
that are deliberately curated to facilitate learning. Designed settings include science and technology 
museums, civic and community learning centers, and world fairs. With the rise of community maker 
spaces and maker fairs, this type of environment, designed to facilitate informal learning of engineer-
ing, is becoming more prevalent (Martin & Betser, 2020; Wilczynski, 2015).

The third category, everyday settings, is the most fluid and accessible. Individuals encounter sci-
ence content throughout their lives and learn about the natural world through everyday encounters, 
cultural practices, Internet, and media (Bell et al., 2009). The distinguishing feature of this setting is 
that it often does not have the explicit goal of teaching or learning. Although everyday learning can 
be unexpected and opportunistic, it can also take shape through more deliberate activities, such as 
pursuing a science-related hobby.

Another prevalent scheme for categorizing informal learning settings in engineering education 
is organized into co-curricular and extracurricular (Simmons et al., 2018; Simmons et al., 2017). 
Co-curricular activities often extend the formal curriculum and may be explicitly tied to formal 
academic learning. Co-curricular activities can include co-ops, internships, service projects, and 
some activity in clubs and organizations. They are connected to (and reinforce or mirror) the for-
mal academic curriculum, and they may even accrue credit towards graduation, but they are not 
a required component of the student’s selected degree program. Usually, they are separated from 
academic coursework, ungraded, and occurring outside of class hours.

Extracurricular activities are less explicitly tied to the curriculum than co-curricular activities, 
even when they are provided by the academic institution. Extracurricular activities are consistently 
defined as engagement outside academics – and, more specifically, outside required coursework. 
Thus, extracurricular activities could include sports, jobs, community service, student govern-
ance, politics, arts, religion, hobbies, clubs, and other personal development or personal interest 
organizations.

In engineering, programmed settings for informal learning frequently include the types of co-
curricular and extracurricular activities described previously (Fisher et al., 2017). This categorization 
mirrors the K–12 approach, which Kotys-Schwartz et al. (2011) recommend adapting in engineer-
ing education, and distinguishes (1) the “associated model,” which is closely tied to and aligned with 
weekly objectives of the formal curriculum (curricular); (2) the “coordinated model,” which relates 
to the general curriculum but is not tied to weekly outcomes (co-curricular); and (3) the “integrated 
model,” which runs completely separate from the curriculum (extracurricular).

Within these typologies and broader categories, there is a wide range of activities and settings 
relevant to engineering education. Examples are displayed in Table 15.1. These informal learning 
opportunities are highlighted because they are commonly associated with universities and engineer-
ing programs (Kotys-Schwartz et al., 2011; Simmons et al., 2018). Due to their proximity to engi-
neering education and practice, these activities and settings also provide opportunities for researchers 
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Table 15.1 Examples of Informal Learning Opportunities in Engineering Education

Type Definition within Informal Learning Example Reference(s)

Disciplinary 
professional society

Student chapters affiliated with 
engineering professional 
organizations that provide 
access to design competitions, 
networking events, and career 
resources.

Evans et al. (2001)

Design competition 
teams

Student teams that design and build 
a vehicle or device or develop 
a solution to an engineering 
challenge and compete against 
teams at other universities. 
The competitions are typically 
organized by professional societies, 
government agencies, and 
nonprofit organizations.

Wolfinbarger et al. (2021)

Service learning 
and community 
engagement

Community-based projects at a scale 
ranging from local to global that 
are not situated in a course.

Swan et al. (2013), Litchfield et al. 
(2016)

Research Undergraduate research experience 
outside of class time or course 
credit.

Carter et al. (2016)

Identity-based 
organization 
(can be related to 
engineering or not)

Activity or society associated with 
a particular personal or group 
identity (e.g., race, ethnicity, 
national origin, religion, gender, 
sexual orientation).

Revelo Alonso (2015), Ross and 
McGrade (2016)

Living learning 
community

Program in which students live 
together in a campus residence hall 
and participate in curricular and 
co-curricular activities.

Maltby et al. (2016)

Study abroad Educational program or opportunity 
(usually as a collaboration between 
universities) outside the country 
where the student is completing a 
degree.

Parkinson (2007), Berger and Bailey 
(2013), Klahr and Ratti (2000)

Internship, work 
placement

The learning environment is an 
authentic workplace setting that 
usually forms part of the curricular 
activities with associated learning 
objectives. The student is expected 
to observe, participate in, and 
complete tasks usually with 
supervision and/or mentorship.

Winberg et al. (2011)

Sports Sports and athletic activities within 
or outside the higher education 
institution.

Muñoz-Bullón et al. (2017), Miller 
and Hoffman (2009)
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and practitioners to study and leverage their potential for competency development and broadened 
engagement.

2.4  Informal Learning in the Workplace

The transition of engineering graduates into the workplace requires the recontextualization of the 
knowledge, skills, competencies, and practices that students acquire. Graduates are often described as 
underprepared for the demands and expectations of the workplace, particularly in recent research on 
the employability of graduates (for example, Trevelyan, 2019). Although many attempts have been 
made to close the gap between university undergraduate engineering curricula and practice, these 
efforts have had limited success (Trevelyan, 2019).

Work placement programs are a strategy for helping prepare engineering students to transition 
into the workplace after graduation. While such programs are offered by many universities around 
the world, Eraut (2004) makes the point that “it is usually the work that is structured and not the 
learning” (p. 247). Despite the complexities of the workplace aligning with outcomes of the formal 
curriculum, there are many studies (e.g., Jackson, 2013) reporting the value of work-integrated 
learning for development of the competencies and skills appropriate for the employability.

The “messy, complex, everyday complexities of work” (Dean et al., 2012, p. 11) provide valuable 
opportunities for informal learning. Such learning, according to Eraut (2004), can include delibera-
tive learning, which is planned and intentional; reactive learning, which, “although . . . is intentional, 
occurs in the middle of the action, when there is little time to think” (Eraut, p. 250); and implicit 
learning, which occurs independently of conscious efforts to learn. Ngonda et al. (2022) identify 
factors that could facilitate or constrain student learning in an authentic work environment, which 
include the student’s organizational environment, the type and scope of work allocated to the stu-
dent, the availability of industry mentors, and self-efficacy and agency.

Although what is learned and how it is learned may be less predictive than in the formal cur-
riculum, the workplace has the potential to provide unparalleled opportunities for the development 
of knowledge, competencies, and skills appropriate for engineering practice.

2.5  Student Participation in Informal Learning

During the higher education experience, formal learning comprises a small portion of students’ time. 
In the USA, the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) collects annual data at hundreds 
of universities regarding how first-year and senior (final-year) students participate in activities and 
spend their time (NSSE, 2020). Engineering students spend on average 19 hours per week prepar-
ing for class, with 42% of seniors reporting spending more than 20 hours per week, which is higher 
than students in other majors (NSSE, 2011). Outside of academic activities, engineering students 
spend an average of 6 hours per week on co-curricular activities (NSSE, 2011). The NSSE provides 
some data on the specific activities in which students are participating. Table 15.2 displays data from 
281,136 first-year and senior (final-year) students from 491 universities in the USA in 2019. Large-
scale quantitative research on engineering undergraduate student engagement in informal learning 
is limited, but additional data on engineering student participation in informal learning activities can 
be found in work by Wilson and colleagues (2014) and Simmons and colleagues (Simmons et al., 
2018; Simmons, Ye, et al., 2018).

Table 15.2 is provided to show engineering student participation within out-of-class activities 
that are commonly offered at higher education institutions in the USA. A similar survey was con-
ducted in Europe through the European Student Engagement Project (STEP), which examined 
how students engage inside and outside higher education curricula, with a focus on the development 
of transversal skills (European STEP, 2019). The survey included sports, peer mentoring, law clinics, 
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artistic/cultural activities, student unions, and student associations as activities within the higher 
education institution that are considered part of student engagement.

South Africa similarly conducts a national survey, the South African Survey of Student Engage-
ment (SASSE), adapted from the NSSE (SASSE, 2021). Survey data is collected from first-year 
and senior (final-year) students to measure engagement based on four themes, namely, academic 
challenge, learning with peers, experiences with staff, and the campus environment. In addition, 
students report their participation in 15 co-curricular activities that are seen to have high impact for 
learning (Kuh, 2008). In this survey, engineering is included in a category with science and technol-
ogy, and this overall group reports the highest rates of participation in service learning, peer learning 
support, and working with students (e.g., group work) of all student categories.

2.6  Cultural and National Context

Opportunities for informal learning are not uniform across institutional contexts. Whereas higher 
education institutions in the USA leave room for student choice within the formal curriculum 
(providing several open electives in a student’s graduation requirements, as well as general educa-
tion requirements that allow for free choice within specified themes such as history, humanities, or 
languages), the curricula in other parts of the world may not leave much, or indeed any, free choice 
of modules for students.

In Europe, for instance, the Bologna process standardized the first (ordinary bachelor’s) engineer-
ing degree into a three-year program, which is technically focused and affords the student little to 
no room for self-selection in the curriculum. Europe did, however, implement a wide-scale Erasmus 
program that facilitates credit transfer across European universities, thus enabling some students to 
study outside their home countries. Efforts are underway to align university curricula across the con-
tinent, through university alliances and a European universities initiative, which “will enable students 
to obtain a degree by combining studies in several EU countries and contribute to the international 
competitiveness of European universities” (O’Malley, 2021, para. 10). These programs provide a 
somewhat-higher level of flexibility for students, at the formal level.

In the USA, residential campuses (where most students live on or near campus) typically provide 
a range of informal, extracurricular, and co-curricular activities. This is also true of residential cam-
puses in South Africa. Likewise, in the UK, “three quarters of students are classified as ‘movers’ or 
students who study away from their parental/guardian home, with the average student choosing to 
travel 91 miles for their university education” (Chipperfield, 2019, para. 1). To continue attracting 
students to make this commitment of time and money, Chipperfield (2019) explains, universities in 
the UK and elsewhere “are looking at their offer more holistically – ensuring a structured academic 
curriculum alongside an informal education program with a focus on developing skills, social events 
and a large range of sports activities.” Residence life activities seek to build a sense of community and 

Table 15.2 Engineering Student Participation in Co-Curricular Activities

Activity Student Participation (%)

First-Year Senior (Final-Year)

Internship/co-op - 48
Study abroad - 14
Service learning 53 60
Research 5 22
Living learning community 13 22
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learning outside the formal classroom and have been an important part of universities’ move toward 
informal learning in the UK, USA, and beyond.

In places where students do not reside on or near their campuses but rather continue living with 
their families or commuting from elsewhere, they may engage in paid employment or in community 
activities more than in university-sanctioned clubs and societies. Moreover, in non-Western parts 
of the world, informal learning may take forms not defined in this chapter. The format and type 
of learning may fall outside Anglicized or American perspectives and definitions. Even in Western 
places, opportunities to engage in “living learning communities” and professional “sororities and 
fraternities” may be limited. Yet individuals may still learn and develop engineering-related com-
petencies by participating in other activities. In such scenarios, work placements, competitions, 
and service projects may be integrated into the required curriculum rather than offered as elective 
modules or optional activities.

In South Africa, elective modules and work placements are classified as part of the formal engi-
neering curricula (ECSA, 2022), with a range of optional opportunities provided by both the uni-
versity and external organizations. Available options include service-learning, competitions, and 
mentoring programs. Work placements are also integrated in some universities in Australia (Blicblau 
et al., 2016), the UK (Tennant et al., 2018), Ireland (GTI Futures Ltd., 2022), and elsewhere.

Across these activities and settings, project-based learning (PBL) can be employed. In engineering 
education today, much attention is paid to studying the process and outcomes of PBL. A systematic 
review conducted in Denmark by Chen et al. (2021) analyzed 108 empirical research papers on 
PBL implementation that were published between 2000 and 2019. Chen et al. found that this active 
learning format was being used and reported in the literature at four different levels. The authors 
called one of these the “project level,” explaining that it is conducted outside the required curricu-
lum. This level could also be labelled “co-curricular” or “extracurricular,” as these characteristics 
distinguish it from PBL provided at the other levels (individual course, set of courses, or program 
curriculum). This example illustrates that scholars outside the USA may be using terms besides 
“informal learning” to describe similar or related concepts.

Although the systematic review by Chen et al. (2021) did not mention “informal learning” 
(Chen, 2022), it stated that “during the professional socialization process [for engineers], students 
could have opportunities to interact with peers, including in-team collaboration, after-class com-
munication, and other formal or informal interactions” (p.  18). This highlights that the term 
informal learning may not be as prevalent outside the USA, and that scholars in other places may 
be studying associated issues but using other keywords (like PBL). Apparently, PBL research may 
be more common outside the USA than inside it, considering that the systematic review of PBL 
implementation conducted by Chen et al. (2021) identified 27 relevant publications from inside 
the USA, with 81 originating elsewhere. Researchers elsewhere may be more concerned with 
the group-based and hands-on aspects of learning than with considering if the activities accrue 
credit or not.

It is also worth considering that, because important informal learning may be happening com-
pletely outside the academic environment, educators may not notice the many ways they might 
harness the power of, or connect to, these nonacademic environments in ways that support students’ 
informal learning of engineering. It is crucial, therefore, to broaden our understanding of what 
counts as learning, since these opportunities outside of the classroom can be formative in students’ 
engineering knowledge and socialization.

3  Benefits and Outcomes of Informal Learning

Research on education has historically focused on formal learning. However, empirical and theo-
retical work in the past few decades has illuminated the important interplay between formal and 
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informal learning in achieving desired outcomes. Informal learning via out-of-class activities sup-
ports a range of outcomes, which Kuh (1993) organized into five factors, based on a qualitative 
study of 149 seniors from 12 USA institutions. These five factors involve (1) practical compe-
tence, which includes self-management and contribution to society; (2) personal competence, 
which includes self-awareness, autonomy, confidence, social competence, and purpose; (3) cogni-
tive complexity, which describes reflective thought and knowledge application; (4) knowledge 
and academic skills, which relate to the acquisition and valuation of skills; and (5) altruism and 
estheticism, which entail awareness of others and the ability to collaborate.

Notably, such benefits are not uniform or universal. In fact, Wilson and colleagues (2014) 
pointed out that evidence is mixed regarding the impact of co-curricular participation on academic 
outcomes. It is thus important to consider the type of informal learning, the targeted outcome, and 
the disciplinary and demographic characteristics of the students. In engineering education, learning 
outside of the classroom has emerged as an opportunity to develop nontechnical and professional 
competencies that are desired by employers but afforded limited space in the curriculum.

3.1  Persistence

Learning occurs within and beyond class time as students are involved inside and outside the 
classroom. Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement posits that the more energy a student puts 
into learning, the higher the learning gains will be – and that gains are in direct proportion to the 
quality of the effort expended. One implication of this theory is that participation in extracur-
ricular activities contributes to the decision to persist through university (Astin, 1984). A sys-
tematic literature review on persistence of transfer students found student integration, including 
learning communities and campus involvement, was a key factor (Smith & Van Aken, 2020). 
Although the effects of informal learning in engineering often center on competency develop-
ment and workforce preparation, as detailed in the following, it is important to note the benefits 
are also being realized during the undergraduate experience in helping students progress toward 
degree attainment.

3.2  Development of Nontechnical and Professional Competencies

Engineering practice is constantly evolving in response to technological, environmental, and societal 
changes. To keep pace with these changes and to anticipate future needs, engineers are expected 
to demonstrate a broad range of competencies. The past few decades have ushered in growing 
recognition that engineers need to develop professional, interpersonal, and intrapersonal skills to 
work effectively on international and interdisciplinary teams, account for the societal context of 
engineering solutions, design for a range of stakeholders, communicate with various audiences, and 
make ethical decisions (ABET, 2018; International Engineering Alliance, 2013; National Academy 
of Engineering, 2004).

However, the broadening of engineering competence has been accompanied by the tightening 
of curricular space. Engineering programs around the USA are reducing their credit hours to make 
the engineering degree more manageable in four years (Williamson & Fridley, 2017), and as we have 
noted, in some parts of the world, the engineering bachelor’s is condensed into just three years. This 
has created a squeeze for programs to offer the requisite courses and to achieve and document the 
student outcomes mandated by accrediting agencies. With a finite number of hours in the curricu-
lum, informal learning has emerged as a more flexible opportunity for developing the competencies 
and experiences that engineering students need to be workforce-ready. Informal learning can pro-
vide forms of engagement and cultivate competencies that are otherwise limited in the curriculum 
(Garrett et al., 2021).
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The following subsections focus on three competencies (leadership, ethics, and communication) 
that are highly demanded in the engineering workforce but have been found to receive insufficient 
attention in the engineering curriculum (Bodmer et al., 2002; Grant & Dickson, 2006).

3.2.1  Leadership

Within engineering, leadership is recognized as a crucial competency for individual advancement, 
organizational innovation, and societal problem-solving (Klassen et al., 2020). Recent scholarship 
has highlighted informal learning as a way for students to develop and practice leadership skills. 
Activities outside of the classroom provide different forms of engagement that can support leader-
ship development through experience (Knight & Novoselich, 2017). For example, participation 
in design competition teams can support students’ identity development as engineering leaders, by 
providing them experience with shared decision-making, peer coaching, and task management on 
complex projects (Wolfinbarger et al., 2021).

A survey of engineering faculty members and administrators revealed consensus among respondents 
that leadership is most effectively developed in extracurricular activities (Novoselich & Knight, 2014). 
Civil engineering students similarly reported attaining leadership through out-of-class activities, espe-
cially female and first-generation students when compared to male and continuing generation students, 
respectively (Polmear et al., 2021a). With a focus on situated and self-driven learning, context, and 
application, informal settings provide opportunities for students to engage in the process and develop-
ment of leadership skills while supplementing formal leadership instruction in the classroom.

3.2.2  Ethics

Engineers are expected to protect public welfare and demonstrate professional responsibility 
(National Society of Professional Engineers, 2019). The undergraduate experience is instrumental 
to professional ethical development, as future engineers are equipped with the skills and values of the 
profession. On a global scale, accreditation has served as a powerful lever for the integration of eth-
ics in the formal engineering curriculum (ABET, 2018; International Engineering Alliance, 2013).

Despite significant growth in ethics education and research over the past few decades, research 
with engineering faculty members (Polmear et al., 2019), industry employers, and alumni (McGinn, 
2003) has indicated that instruction in ethics is insufficient. Structural factors, such as limited cur-
ricular space, the assumed dichotomy of social and technical realms (i.e., sociotechnical dualism), 
and cultural norms, which include the marginalization of nontechnical skills and the educators who 
teach them, have challenged the integration of ethics in the curriculum (Martin & Polmear, 2022; 
Newberry, 2004; Polmear et al., 2018).

Most instruction and research have focused on the formal curriculum (Hess & Fore, 2018), but 
the quantity and quality of engineering students’ participation in co-curricular activities also con-
tribute to their ethical development (Finelli et al., 2012), and ethics can be an outcome of out-of-
class engagement (Polmear et al., 2021b). Undergraduate engineering students reported exposure 
to ethical decision-making through co-curricular activities (Burt et al., 2011), and project-based, 
informal learning in Engineers Without Borders helped students develop ethical responsibility (Lee 
et al., 2017). Engineering educators have also reported that students in their program learn about 
ethics via co-curricular activities (Bielefeldt et al., 2020).

3.2.3  Communication

Communication is another learning outcome expected by accreditation agencies and a professional 
skill desired by employers. Engineering students have attributed communication skill development 
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to co-curricular activities (Kovalchuk et al., 2017). Engineering students who participated in under-
graduate research grants and projects reported higher communication skills compared to students 
with similar backgrounds and experiences who did not participate in these types of research activi-
ties (Carter et al., 2016). The social context of informal learning facilitates communication through 
opportunities to work with others and articulate ideas.

3.3  Broaden Engagement of Diverse Learners

Calls to increase the number of engineering graduates and diversify the engineering profession are 
often accompanied by recognition of the need to attract and retain students from demographic 
groups that have been traditionally underrepresented in engineering (Chubin et al., 2005; National 
Academy of Sciences, 2002). Participation in informal learning is one strategy to support engage-
ment, persistence, and competence for all engineering students and can be particularly impactful for 
underrepresented students (Simmons, Van Mullekom, et al., 2018; Polmear et al., 2021a). However, 
the outcomes and benefits are not evenly distributed due to challenges with access and equity in 
informal learning (Bell et al., 2009).

There can be structural and cultural barriers to participation in informal learning. “Learning 
begets learning” (Noy et al., 2016, p. 56); thus, inequities in access to informal learning starting in 
pre-K to fifth-grade informal learning (Bell et al., 2009) can continue to be compounded through 
higher education. Lack of time as well as schedule and cost were the reasons most selected by 
undergraduate engineering students for not participating in out-of-class activities (Simmons, Ye, 
et al., 2018).

The broad view of participation described in the overview section does not, therefore, capture 
the variations and nuances across the population of engineering students. Prior research has shown 
that demographics influence students’ involvement in co-curricular activities, and that there are dif-
ferences across the type of activity and level of involvement. Among engineering students, women 
have reported higher engagement in out-of-class activities relative to men (Millunchick et al., 2021) 
and greater participation in living learning communities, fraternities/sororities related to their engi-
neering field of study, service, international experiences, identity-based organizations, and engineer-
ing outreach support (Simmons, Van Mullekom, et al., 2018).

Research has shown that female students may find engineering more appealing when it has clear 
or explicit social or environmental relevance (Du & Kolmos, 2009; Kolmos et al., 2013), and the 
interest in social and environmental relevance is likely to influence a student’s motivations to engage 
with informal learning as well. For example, engagement by women in Engineers Without Borders 
is twice as high as in engineering education as a whole (Amadei & Sandekian, 2010).

Students from low-income families are less involved in activities outside of class than their peers 
(Simmons, Ye, et al., 2018), and first-generation college students are less likely to be involved than 
continuing generation students (Simmons & Chau, 2021). However, recent work by Millunchick 
and colleagues (2021) indicates that demographic factors may be only part of the story. Participation 
in co-curricular activities can be predicted by a combination of utilizing proactive behaviors (includ-
ing general socializing behavior and feedback-seeking behavior) and of knowledge of higher educa-
tion systems (e.g., having university preparatory experience, family ties to the university, or relatives 
who studied at university and understand how to identify, name, and navigate university systems, 
opportunities, and support structures). In the study by Millunchick and colleagues, participation in 
design competition teams and professional societies was best predicted by proactive behavior – while 
participation in research was best predicted by a combination of demographics and knowledge of 
higher education.

Another consideration related to access and equity is the climate within the informal learning set-
ting, which can support or impede inclusion. For example, design competition teams are one of the 
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most common co-curricular activities among engineering students in the USA (Wilson et al., 2014). 
However, design competition teams can represent homogenous environments dominated by White 
males in which cultural and structural factors contribute to systematic exclusion (Walden et  al., 
2015). Women have felt discouraged from participating due to perceiving gendered stereotypes and 
disregard for their contributions (Foor et al., 2013).

The culture is also exclusionary for students who must work or commute and thus cannot 
fulfill the “pervasive ethos of commitment” within these teams (Foor et al., 2013, p. 18). On the 
other hand, informal learning in out-of-class settings can contribute to the academic success and 
persistence of groups traditionally underrepresented in engineering. For example, participation in 
the Society of Hispanic Professional Engineers provided a sense of community, family-like connec-
tion, and mentorship that supported Latino/a/x students’ engineering identity development (Revelo 
Alonso, 2015). Inconclusive research findings regarding the benefits of informal learning in differ-
ent environments and for different groups suggest the need for further research to understand these 
contextual variations and increase access and inclusion for all students.

4  Considerations for Practice

This section provides considerations and recommendations for practitioners to facilitate informal 
learning in ways that realize its value related to competency development and broadened engagement.

4.1  Designing Informal Learning Opportunities

Regardless of the specific setting or activity, there are guiding recommendations for informal learn-
ing (Bell et al., 2009). The environment should be developed for specific learning objectives, be 
interactive, provide different ways to engage, encourage learners to draw on their past knowledge and 
experience, and stimulate lifelong learning. More purposeful and effective use of informal learning 
environments can support the shift in engineering education away from traditional  delivery-focused 
transmission-of-content models toward constructivist approaches, which focus on the student, rather 
than content, and leverage how students learn through social interactions and past experiences 
(Hein, 1991).

These more innovative constructivist approaches use active, collaborative, and increasingly infor-
mal learning to help improve the analytical, problem-solving, technical, and collaboration skills 
needed to solve contemporary engineering challenges (Chang et  al., 2009). Moreover, engag-
ing with engineering outside formal curricula allows students to “ ‘experience engineering’ in an 
authentic environment” (Kotys-Schwartz et al., 2011, p. 1) and to develop crucial competencies.

4.2  Designing Informal Learning Spaces

Built environments can also support various types of learning and serve as “third teachers” for 
immersive and experiential learning. Campos Calvo-Sotelo (2010) asserts that universities must 
be designed to support the social and psychological development of students as well as their intel-
lectual growth. The author’s principles for planning an educational campus include helping people 
bond with the place and with each other – thus fostering a community of learning by stimulating 
personal contact – with spaces and buildings serving multiple functions, to bring disparate factors 
together.

Such places also should promote the psychological well-being of community members by pro-
viding spatial, emotional, and intellectual harmony (Campos Calvo-Sotelo, 2010). Campus spaces 
can expose people to nature and art and provide lessons in sustainability, having to do with geogra-
phy, climate, and biodiversity (Chance, 2010, 2012; Fox, 2007). Moreover, campus designs can help 
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tie members to larger social, cultural, and political contexts, and they can encourage increasingly 
innovative modes of learning and teaching.

In a follow-up to the work by Campos Calvo-Sotelo (2010), Carreira and Heitor (2014) 
investigated how the design of spaces on university campuses affects learning. They focused spe-
cifically on how spaces influence social interactions related to acquiring, transmitting, generat-
ing, and sharing knowledge. Carreira and Heitor developed a matrix for evaluating the learning 
supported by various types of spaces (see Table 15.3). Informal learning that involves a mix of 
contemplation and social interaction, these researchers found, can be best supported in the pur-
poseful design of green spaces, cafés and cafeterias, atriums, circulation spaces, and iconic places 
on campus.

From the field of engineering education research, Chang et al. (2009) reported a preliminary 
study regarding the use and benefits of campus spaces at the University of Melbourne. The spaces 
under investigation were designed to support the learning of information by enabling student-
centered and small-group learning. One of the ways that planners achieved this was by providing 
casual-feeling bar- or café-style seating. Communal spaces were arranged for small groups rather 
than individual learners and designed with attention to light, color, density of activity, provision 
of electric sockets, pervasive Wi-Fi, and the like. These communal spaces were placed close to the 
students’ formal classrooms, and they were made available for students’ use around the clock via 
swipe-card access.

In similar fashion, Chance and Cole (2014, 2019) provide a case study of techniques used in one 
K–12 school district in the USA to build, teach, and operate with environmental sustainability at 
the core. Readers interested in learning more about designing learning spaces are further directed 
to Fraser (2014) and Strange and Banning (2001). Fraser provides a reference book on the next 
generation of learning spaces. Strange and Banning consider the role of design and space (physical 
environments) as well as humans and organizational environments to foster success, promote safety 
and inclusion, and build a community of learners.

4.3  Recognizing Student Participation in Informal Learning

As described in the section “Benefits and Outcomes of Informal Learning,” engineering students 
develop a range of competencies via out-of-class learning that contribute to their undergraduate 
experience and workforce preparation. However, since this learning is outside the curriculum, it is 

Table 15.3 Learning Modes vs. Categories of Spaces Matrix

Presentation Seminar Brainstorm Study Simulation Contemplative Social

Amphitheater ✓✓ X ✓ - XX - ✓
Library XX XX X ✓✓ X ✓ -
Learning space - - ✓✓ ✓✓ ✓✓ - ✓✓
Simulation space ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓✓ ✓✓ ✓✓ -
Green spaces XX XX ✓✓ ✓✓ XX ✓✓ ✓✓
Reflection space XX XX X XX XX ✓✓ X
Café and cafeteria XX XX ✓✓ ✓ XX ✓✓ ✓✓
Atrium - - ✓✓ ✓ - ✓✓ ✓✓
Circulation XX XX ✓ X X ✓✓ ✓✓
Iconic place X X ✓✓ ✓ X ✓✓ ✓✓

Legend: XX, not recommended; X, unsuitable; –, suitable; ✓, recommended; ✓✓, highly recommended.
Source: Content adapted from Carreira and Heitor (2014).
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often not recognized or assessed. Although students can include activities, organizations, and jobs on 
their résumés and curriculum vitae, specific skills they acquire are typically not reflected in formal 
documents or academic transcripts. As a result, it can be difficult for employers to evaluate appli-
cants’ competencies. One approach that has emerged to address this challenge is a co-curricular or 
experiential transcript, an electronic documentation of student participation in learning outside the 
curriculum (Parks & Taylor, 2016).

Another system that has gained traction is microcredentialing, the validation of skills gained 
through learning activities that are linked to workforce demands (European Commission, 2022). 
Microcredentials can be earned by students and practitioners alike; they provide evidence of learn-
ing and/or achieving specified outcomes by way of short courses or modules that are transparently 
assessed (Ruddy & Ponte, 2019). Typically, a certification or digital “badge” is conferred on those 
who successfully complete the course. The certificates that one can earn via LinkedIn Learning and 
subsequently post to one’s LinkedIn profile illustrate the popularity of relatively new microcreden-
tialing programs (Du, 2021). Readers are referred to Chapter 16 within this handbook on non-
degree credentials for a detailed account of how such credentials can shape education, employment, 
and equity within engineering.

Practitioners and programs should consider how to recognize competencies gained through 
informal learning to leverage the value of these learning opportunities and support students in their 
employability.

5  Considerations for Research

This section provides considerations and recommendations for researchers to examine informal 
learning in ways that realize its value related to competency development and broadened engage-
ment. The section begins with theoretical perspectives that have been historically employed to 
understand students’ outcomes and experiences and framework that may aid future investigations. 
The section also offers areas for future research. Research on assessment in informal learning has 
been highlighted as scarce (Kotys-Schwartz et al., 2011) and is important to understand students’ 
competency development. Mental health is also highlighted since it is a growing area of focus in 
engineering education generally, and more work is needed to understand the effect of informal 
learning on mental health.

5.1  Theoretical Perspectives

Various theoretical perspectives have been developed and applied to understand students’ experiences 
and outcomes in university education, both inside (formal) and outside (informal) the classroom. 
Research on students in university often follows development or impact approaches (Kuh, 1993).

Development approaches describe discrete, and somewhat-linear, developmental stages during 
which changes in the cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains are examined. They are rooted 
in psychology and emphasize intrapersonal, rather than environmental, influences. Kuh (1993) cites 
Baxter Magolda’s (1992) study of co-curricular influences on cognitive development as an example 
of this approach.

On the other hand, impact approaches emphasize the interaction between the individual and the 
environment to explain outcomes associated with the university experience. Foundational research 
using this approach includes Astin’s (1984, 1993) input-environment-output (I-E-O) model, with a 
focus on student involvement. In addition, Tinto (1987) applied the impact approach with a focus 
on social and academic integration to develop a framework for understanding students’ decisions to 
depart from university. Weidman (1989) extended the I-E-O model to conceptualize undergraduate 
student socialization.
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These models, and more recent work that has employed and revised them (e.g., Terenzini & 
Reason, 2005), share four basic elements: student characteristics, institutional characteristics, stu-
dent interactions with faculty members and peers, and interactions with the academic environ-
ment (Pascarella, 1985). Within the impact approach, informal learning is conceptualized as part 
of the academic environment or organizational context and peer environment. Recent scholar-
ship in engineering education has employed this approach to understand the impact of informal 
learning. Millunchick and colleagues (2021) used Weidman’s (1989) model of socialization to 
examine undergraduate engineering students’ participation in co-curricular activities based on 
their pre-university preparation and knowledge of how higher education systems work, proactive 
behavior, and demographics. As another example, Lee and Matusovich (2016) employed Tinto’s 
model of departure to develop a conceptual model of co-curricular support for undergraduate 
engineering students. Knight and Novoselich oriented their study of curricular and co-curricular 
influences on undergraduate engineering students’ leadership in Terenzini and Reason’s (2005) 
I-E-O model.

Engagement is another theoretical lens for examining informal learning; it draws in part on 
Astin’s theory of involvement (1984) and Tinto’s theory of integration (1987). Engagement broadly 
links activities and experiences within higher education to their outcomes. Engagement research, 
and the work from which it builds, demonstrates that the impact of higher education is dependent 
on students’ efforts and involvement in formal/curricular and informal/co-curricular opportunities 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).

Engagement serves as the conceptual framework for the National Survey of Student Engagement 
(NSSE) (National Survey of Student Engagement, 2013) used in the USA and replicated elsewhere. 
The resulting student survey, the College Student Report, collects data from first-year (freshman) 
and final-year (senior) students in the USA and Canada on how they spend their time and what they 
gain during their undergraduate experience. Since 2000, six million students from 1,650 institu-
tions have participated in the survey, providing a profile of student engagement inside and outside 
the classroom.

Applications of this theory in the context of engineering education research have demonstrated 
the contribution of faculty members to student engagement via experiences in-class and out-of-
class (Chen et al., 2008), the link between co-curricular participation and academic engagement 
(Wilson et al., 2014), the role of communities outside the classroom in shaping student engagement 
and outcomes (Allendoerfer et al., 2012), the development of ethics as an outcome of out-of-class 
engagement (Polmear et al., 2021b), and the attainment of outcomes across a range of out-of-class 
activities and student demographic groups (Simmons, Van Mullekom, et al., 2018). Research on 
informal learning through the lens of engagement indicates the importance of students’ efforts and 
involvement associated with their outcomes, while also accounting for the different types of activi-
ties and characteristics of students, thus providing more granularity.

Another theoretical perspective relevant to informal learning in engineering education is “situ-
ative learning.” The foundation of this theory is that all learning happens in a particular place, at 
a given time, and thus, knowledge develops through a social context (Johri & Olds, 2011). The 
situative perspective is applied to informal learning because it emphasizes active participation, com-
munity membership, and student self-direction (Newstetter & Svinicki, 2013). Johri and colleagues 
(2016) detailed three analytical features of situative learning and their implications for informal 
learning: (1) the social and material context accounts for the tools and representations in a set-
ting and their contribution to learning; (2) activities and interactions describe the teamwork and 
modality of informal learning that shape students’ engagement; and (3) participation and identity 
examine the role of community and participation in identity formation. Situative learning has been 
used to frame community and service-learning, design competitions, and internships (Newstetter & 
Svinicki, 2013).
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This brief overview of theoretical perspectives relevant to informal learning captures the various 
ways in which the higher education experience has been conceptualized in terms of how students 
navigate the university experience and what they gain as a result. Broadening the lens to outside 
the classroom puts into focus the myriad ways students learn and develop during the undergraduate 
experience and the outcomes they attain.

5.2  Areas for Future Research

Given the piecemeal development of literature in informal learning (Bell et al., 2009), the number of 
activities and settings that fall within informal learning, and the range of outcomes that can be devel-
oped, there are many directions for future research. To continue realizing the potential of informal 
learning for competency development and broadened engagement, the following sections highlight 
assessment and mental health.

5.2.1  Assessment

Despite the growing visibility and popularity of informal engineering settings, “little research has 
been conducted to actually define what constitutes appropriate content for informal learning models 
or to assess the degree to which these informal experiences impact students” (Kotys-Schwartz et al., 
2011, p. 1). There is evidence that informal learning activities provide skills and experiences that 
support engineering students’ competency development and their transitions into the workforce 
(Kovalchuk et  al., 2017). However, research in this space often relies either upon students’ self-
reported skills and gains or upon internal evaluations of program objectives.

Based on an extensive review of informal learning in engineering, Kotys-Schwartz and col-
leagues (2011) concluded there is a dearth of validated tools for assessing gains and benefits. Further-
more, informal learning can be tacit and unintentional, and it can occur in settings out of the reach 
of traditional assessment. Competency development in engineering happens in a complex social 
system, which contributes to “accidental competency,” in which this wider context, including infor-
mal learning outside of the classroom, affects students’ professional formation (Walther et al., 2011).

Assessment thus remains a challenge, and there is a need for instruments and methods to capture 
the short- and long-term impacts of informal learning across a range of settings (Noy et al., 2016). 
Given both the existing evidence on the benefits of informal learning and the broad range of activi-
ties that fall within informal learning, assessment is a promising future direction of research. Scholars 
should consider the interpersonal, intrapersonal, and professional competencies that students gain by 
participating, while accounting for the context in which these competencies are being developed, 
and for which groups of students.

Assessment and evaluation are critical components in broadening the participation of students 
who have been historically underrepresented and marginalized in engineering (Holloman et  al., 
2021). Such assessment can determine the effectiveness of informal learning programs and interven-
tions and their impact on aims, such as recruiting and retaining diverse students or improving the 
experience of diverse undergraduates. A literature review on assessment in engineering education 
related to broadening participation indicated a focus on K–12 programs while identifying a need to 
plan outcomes, collect data, and implement change (Holloman et al., 2021).

Another question in assessing informal learning is what constitutes informal learning and what 
activities and settings are valued within academia and the workforce. It is important to consider how 
the value of informal learning opportunities is being weighted, both formally through evaluation 
and informally through messaging students receive. The latter connects to the hidden curriculum: 
the tacit lessons and attitudes that students learn related to what they should value and how they 
should behave (Hafferty, 1998; Villanueva et al., 2018); the hidden curriculum is further discussed 
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in Chapter 18 of this handbook. Future research could explore the messages that students receive 
related to if and how they should participate in informal learning, as this could help illuminate the 
role of informal learning in engineering education and identify what is enabling or impeding stu-
dents’ engagement.

5.2.2  Mental Health

Mental health is a growing area of attention and scholarship in engineering education. For example, 
Jensen and Cross (2021) found high self-reported levels of stress, anxiety, and depression among 
engineering students in the USA and noted the relationship between inclusion, engineering identity, 
and mental health. A review of literature on engineering graduate students’ mental health found the 
important role that social support, faculty member interaction, and belonging play in mental health; 
the authors called for additional research in this area (Bork & Mondisa, 2022).

Participation in co-curricular activities has been associated with subjective well-being, which 
describes individuals’ general satisfaction and emotional state (Hossan et al., 2021). Extracurricu-
lar engagement has also been found to support well-being and belonging (Winstone et al., 2022). 
Although the studies by Hossan et al. and Winstone et al. examined to what extent students partici-
pated in such activities, future work could untangle the multiple informal learning environments to 
understand their potential effect on mental health while also accounting for access and impact for 
students from diverse backgrounds.

6  Conclusions and Future Directions

Engineering education scholars are constantly examining how to better prepare graduates for work-
force demands and societal needs. Challenges related to sustainability, technological development, 
and employability (Hadgraft & Kolmos, 2020) and calls for DEI have highlighted the importance of 
developing competencies to address these challenges and to provide pathways for diverse learners, 
which have resulted in needing to look outside the formal curriculum to educate future engineers. 
Informal learning offers non-didactive, collaborative, and contextual opportunities for students to 
learn – opportunities that are driven by students’ interest (Callanan et al., 2011). Most research on 
informal learning has focused on science and K–12 education, but the interplay between under-
graduate engineering education and informal learning is critical.

Research in higher education demonstrates the need to examine the impact of the undergraduate 
experience holistically by accounting for learning in both formal and informal settings. By better 
understanding the diversity of informal learning environments, the ways they are experienced by 
students, and the outcomes students gain, educators can design better, more effective ties between 
formal and informal learning. The heterogeneity of informal learning activities and settings available 
today is a strength that can be built upon, but students do not have equal access to these opportuni-
ties. There is a need to broaden participation in informal learning among those who have already 
joined engineering – and to use informal learning to help attract more, and increasingly diverse, 
participants to join engineering.

There is also a clear need to build awareness and understanding of the many structural and cul-
tural barriers that prevent access and to recognize the compounding effect that existing inequities 
cause. Students with the highest levels of social and economic capital are also those who can afford 
the time away from family obligations and paid employment, which will let them spend time and 
money in clubs and other optional learning activities.

Looking at issues of equity and inclusion and recognizing that much of the research on informal 
learning comes from the USA and other English-speaking countries, there is a need to expand 
our definitions and understandings of informal learning. Engineering education can benefit from 
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research that asks students in a diversity of national locations, cultural contexts, and demographic 
groups about out-of-class activities they engage in, where they apply, build, gain, or develop their 
engineering skills, knowledge, and values. It is likely educators and researchers are not identifying or 
recognizing the full range of settings.

Informal learning represents an opportunity to prepare current and future generations of engi-
neers for 21st-century challenges by cultivating the requisite competencies and engaging students 
with a range of backgrounds and experiences. Research and practice can leverage the benefits of 
informal learning, helping design effective and inclusive learning activities, examining outcomes 
across settings and learners, and extending our understanding of what counts as learning.
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1  Credentials in Engineering

Over the last decade, there has been a proliferation of different kinds of non-degree credentials 
beyond the traditional degree, including certificates, certifications, and licenses. These credentials 
differ in who awards them, what learning or skills they recognize, time to completion, accreditation 
criteria, and their longevity or revocation process (Corporation for a Skilled Workforce, George 
Washington Institute of Public Policy, & Workcred, 2020; Workcred, 2021). Online learning has not 
only increased access to training and professional skill development but also widened the constella-
tion of educational providers beyond academic institutions (see Gregg & Dabbagh, Chapter 22, this 
volume). Increase in informal learning opportunities in engineering have further made the issue of 
credentialing important within the field (see Polmear et al. Chapter 15, this volume).

The 2020 Strada-Gallup Survey of a nationally representative sample of approximately 14,000 
students documents the growing prevalence of non-degree credentials in the US workforce; 40% 
of working adults have completed a non-degree credential or education program, compared with 
46% who have completed a college degree. Overall, 20% of adults report a non-degree credential 
as their highest level of education, which is more than double the number of adults that report an 
associate degree as their highest level of education. Approximately one-third of the survey respond-
ents have a professional license or certification, and one-fifth have earned an educational certificate. 
Demographic analysis showed that non-degree credentials are being awarded to individuals from all 
different educational backgrounds (Strada Center for Education Consumer Insights, 2021).

In the United States, the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) workforce 
includes over 36 million people who hold jobs that require STEM knowledge and expertise and 
represent nearly a quarter of the total US workforce. STEM education in a variety of forms provides 
workers with the necessary knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to contribute to the STEM work-
force (National Science Board, 2021).

Community colleges are often sought out as a pathway into a four-year institution as well as an 
entry point into the science and engineering (S&E) workforce by offering associate’s degrees and, 
increasingly, non-degree credentials, such as certificates which may be offered independently or 
embedded within the degree program. As students make progress towards their degree – even if they 
do not complete it – they will be better positioned to demonstrate and reflect the industry-relevant 
skills that they acquired through the certification. In 2019, community colleges awarded 258,000 
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certificates in science and engineering technologies, highlighting how non-degree credentials are 
being positioned as postsecondary education programs which can support individuals to earn a first 
credential (National Science Board, 2021).

A growing number of non-degree credentials are also being used to supplement the training 
and education of individuals who already hold a four-year degree (Columbus, 2019). The number 
of non-degree credentials awarded in engineering is likely to expand since National Science Board 
numbers do not account for the additional certificates, certifications, badges, and licenses issued 
annually by professional societies, certification bodies, state licensure boards, and companies. In the 
engineering workforce, non-degree credentials play distinct roles by providing value that can be 
distinguished from an engineering degree.

1.1  Relevance to the Current Engineering Educator Ecosystem

Engineering was first established as an educational program in the United States in 1802. It was 
modeled after the first engineering schools in France, for example, the “establishment of the US 
Military Academy at West Point in 1802 . . . was to train an elite of engineers; it was modeled on 
the French Ecole Polytechnique, founded a few years earlier in 1797” (Collins, 2019, p. 217). From 
its earliest formalizations as a field of both learning and work, engineering has been elusive to most 
people. Women, people of color, lower-income, and first-generation degree seekers were often 
excluded, which is still true for many undergraduate engineering programs today: 24% of enrolled 
undergraduate engineering students identified as female, 45% as non-White, and nearly 10% as part-
time students (ASEE, 2021). Similarly, for those in engineering occupations, Pew Research Center 
(2021) found that 15% of those in engineering jobs in the United States identified as female and 
29% as non-White.

Non-degree credentials have the potential to change this dynamic by offering more inclusive 
pathways to the engineering workforce relative to degrees which may lead to greater representa-
tion and accessibility for a wider group of individuals. According to the US Census Bureau’s 2019 
American Community Survey of 50 million employed college graduates ages 25 to 64, of the 37% 
who reported holding a bachelor’s degree in science or engineering, only 14% worked in a STEM 
occupation (Cheeseman Day & Martinez, 2021). While engineering continues to have one of the 
highest persistence rates at the bachelor’s level and computer and information sciences at the associ-
ate degree level, improvement in the overall persistence and retention rates for the 2.3 million people 
entered college for the first time in fall 2020 are still below pre-pandemic levels and uneven across 
institution sectors (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2022).

Engineering educators are uniquely positioned to support diverse learners across their academic 
and professional trajectories at a moment when the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (2022a) has esti-
mated that the demand for engineering graduates is expected to grow 6% from 2020 to 2030 and 
a projection of 146,000 new jobs will be added. However, the retirement patterns and aging of the 
science and engineering workforce are well documented (National Science Board, 2014, 2016) and 
will need to be addressed, particularly in the context of other risk factors, including limitations in 
the ability to recruit and retain undergraduate students (e.g., Seymour & Hewitt, 1997; Seymour & 
Hunter, 2019), women (Fouad et al., 2020; Frehill, 2012), and other talent from abroad (National 
Academy of Sciences, 2003).

1.2  Global Implications of Non-Degree Credentials

The United States is the most credentialed society in the world (Collins, 2019), and therefore, 
understanding how non-degree credentials operate in the United States and facilitate mobilization 
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into engineering programs and the workforce has important implications for non-US contexts (Gas-
ton & Van Noy, 2022).

Diaz et al. (2022) examined the shift in the Americas from degrees to non-degree credentials 
(or alternative credentials) and identified the strengths of non-degree credentials. They note that 
the wage and employment benefits seen in non-degree credentials in the United States have also 
been demonstrated in Latin America. Further, they argue that certain occupations are more open to 
non-degree credentials than others, including electro-technology engineers, engineers (a variety of 
specialties), and architects, planners, and designers. These occupations are likely to value skills over 
credentials, which can be signaled by non-degree credentials as well as degrees.

For example, in regions of the Global South,1 where many educational institutions are run by 
the government and industry’s confidence in graduates’ practical technical skills is low, non-degree 
credentials can have a large impact in bridging the gap between education and employment. Learn-
ers can earn non-degree credentials to signal specific skills, earned technical competencies, as well as 
professional development and employability skills.

In this context, non-degree credentials may better facilitate the placement of engineering gradu-
ates into technical work by complementing their current training and providing employers with 
more quality checkpoints beyond the standard unitary degree or certificate. Nevertheless, future 
work will need to explore how engineering employers in different countries interpret non- degree 
credentials, assign value to novel non-degree credentials, how non-degree credentials impact hiring 
and promotional decisions, as well as how traditional higher education institutions cooperate with 
non-degree-credentialing organizations. A growing number of scholars are exploring the relation-
ships among the global engineering education curriculum and experiences, credentials, and hiring 
practices (Diaz et al., 2022; Kusimo & Sheppard, 2019; Matemba & Lloyd, 2017; Trevelyan, 2014).

2  Overview of Non-Degree Credentials

Non-degree credentials in engineering are often stacked, embedded, or aligned with degree pro-
grams. They may be offered by educational programs at colleges and universities to supplement 
and enhance their educational offerings for both degree-seeking and non-degree-seeking learners. 
The professional engineer (PE) license is perhaps the most widely used model, where a four-year 
bachelor’s degree is a prerequisite along with the requirement to pass an assessment and professional 
practice.

Non-degree credentials which are “stacked” this way are designed to meet the needs of stu-
dents, employers, and communities by (1) providing greater flexibility for students; (2) addressing 
the evolving and emerging needs of employers and potentially strengthening partnerships between 
academia and industry; (3) increasing access to postsecondary education and persistence to a 
degree or credential, particularly for underserved populations; and (4) providing another means 
for colleges and universities to respond to technology advancements that may require additional 
education and training (US Department of Education, Office of Career, Technical, and Adult 
Education, 2021).

Table 16.1 provides an overview of the different types of credentials often applied in engineering, 
the types of organizations that issue them, and other distinguishing characteristics. The credentials 
listed in Table 16.1 – degrees, licenses, certificates, and certifications – are well-established, and 
there is typically consensus on their main distinguishing characteristics. For example, certifications 
are third-party, independent competency assessments related to an occupation. They are typically 
time-limited and renewable, indicating that their holders are current in their mastery of competen-
cies represented by the certification.

Certificates are much more variable as they can be awarded for multiple reasons, including par-
ticipation, completion of a series of courses, or mastery of competencies. Many higher education 
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institutions award certificates (in addition to degrees), which also vary widely in the number of 
courses needed for completion.

Two other non-degree credentials – badges and microcredentials – are still being defined in dif-
ferent ways by different credential issuers and therefore were not included in Table 16.1. For the 
purposes of this chapter, badges are defined as either (1) digital representations of an already-awarded 
credential, that is, a badge is issued for a certificate earned for an online training course; or (2) origi-
nal digital credential recognizing skills, achievement, or learning.

Similarly, for the purposes of this chapter, a microcredential is defined as a non-degree credential 
recognizing a smaller set of skills, achievement, or learning than other non-degree credentials issued 
by an organization. Therefore, a microcredential for a certification body would represent a narrower 

Table 16.1 Characteristics of Different Types of Credentials for Engineering

Degrees License Certificate* Certification

Awarded by Education 
institutions 
(colleges and 
universities)

Government 
agencies

Education and 
training providers, 
employers, 
labor unions, 
and industry 
associations

Industry certification 
bodies

Awarded for Course of study Meeting 
requirements of an 
occupation

An exam at the end 
of a training or 
education course 
or a onetime 
assessment

Third-party, 
independent 
competency 
assessment

Indicates Education, 
successfully passed 
courses

Legal permission Education/
knowledge/skills

Skill mastery/
competencies

Time to 
complete

Variable, generally 
2 years or more

Variable Variable, generally 
less than 2 years

Variable

Time and 
renewal 
requirements

No time limit, 
no renewal 
requirement

Time-limited, 
renewal generally 
required

Often no time 
limit, no renewal 
requirement

Time-limited, 
includes 
recertification

Revocation 
process

Cannot be revoked Can be revoked for 
incompetence or 
unethical behavior

Cannot be revoked Can be revoked for 
incompetence or 
unethical behavior

Examples Bachelor of Science 
in Engineering, 
Associate’s Degree 
in Engineering 
Technology

Professional Engineer 
License

Amazon Web 
Services Certified 
DevOps Engineer 
Professional; 
IEEE Continuing 
Education Course 
Certificates

Certified Systems 
Engineering 
Professionals; 
Project 
Management 
Professionals

Standards for 
accreditation

National, regional, 
or programmatic 
(ABET)

State law defines 
scope of practice

ANSI/ASTM E2659–
18, a globally 
recognized 
American National 
Standard

ANSI/IS/IEC 
17024:2012, an 
international and 
national standard

* There are many types of certificates. Some examples include certificates of participation, certificates of achievement, 
certificates of completion for apprenticeships, and assessment-based certificates.

Source: Adapted from Workcred (2021).
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set of competencies than a certification, whereas a microcredential for a university would represent 
mastery of fewer learning outcomes than a certificate.

These different characteristics can support learners and workers in different ways. Table 16.1 also 
reflects the expansion of the credentialing landscape within academia and industry, presumably in 
response to evolving learner needs.

2.1  Issuers of Non-Degree Credentials

Non-degree credentials in engineering are issued by a wide variety of organizations (see Table 16.2): 
higher education institutions issue badges, certificates, and microcredentials; companies issue badges, 
certificates, certifications, and microcredentials; professional associations issue badges, certificates, 
certifications, and microcredentials; state agencies issue licenses; and other nonprofit and for-profit 
providers issue badges, certificates, certifications, and microcredentials.

As reflected in Table 16.2, non-degree credentials in engineering are issued by a wide variety 
of organizations. Notably, higher education institutions (colleges and universities, 18%; community 
colleges, 12%) issue fewer than half of all non-degree credentials awarded (Strada Center for Educa-
tion Consumer Insights, 2021).

Approximately half of degree holders have also been awarded a non-degree credential. Nearly 
half of working-age adults with a college degree have combined a non-degree credential with a 
bachelor’s (47%) or associate’s (51%) degree (Strada Center for Education Consumer Insights, 2021). 
Individuals benefit from holding both non-degree credential(s) and degree(s). Looking more closely 
at the STEM workforce, for those workers in S&E-related occupations, certifications and licenses 
are held by over half of those with a bachelor’s degree (69%) and those without (53%) (National Sci-
ence Board, 2021). In comparison to people with only a college degree, those with college degrees 
and non-degree credentials reported stronger agreement that their combined education helped them 
achieve their goals, was worth the cost, and made them more attractive job candidates. Consistent 
with human capital theory (Becker, 1993), individuals who hold a certification and/or a license are 
more likely to be employed, earn more, and believe they have a good job or career compared with 
someone who does not – at every educational level (Strada Education Network, Gallup, Inc., and 
Lumina Foundation, 2020).

2.2  Important Functions of Non-Degree Credentials in Engineering

More specifically, non-degree credentials in engineering provide at least five potential functions to 
their holders (detailed in the section that follows), with many providing more than one: signaling 
specialized skills within a degree program, signaling technical competency, signaling interdiscipli-
nary and out-of-degree specialization, signaling professional development, and enabling non-degree 

Table 16.2 Type of Non-Degree Credentials Most Commonly Awarded by Type of Institution

Credential/Institution Badges Microcredentials Certificates Certifications Licenses

Higher education + + +
Companies + + + +
Professional 

associations
+ + + +

State agencies +
Nonprofit and  

for-profit providers
+ s + +
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pathways to engineering careers. These functions are realized independently of a degree and repre-
sent knowledge, skills, and abilities which are relevant to specific engineering occupations.

2.2.1  Signaling Specialized Skills Within a Degree Program

Non-degree credentials can signal that their holder has developed specialized skills within a degree 
program. In a report investigating how microcredentials could improve engineering education in 
New Zealand, non-degree credentials in engineering education can be thought of as “at least, a 
complement to more substantial qualifications, and may further facilitate a shift from a one-badge 
(e.g., a bachelor’s degree) to multiple ‘badges’ of competency” (Mischewski, 2017, p. 14). This aligns 
with “signaling theories,” which suggest that job seekers who are awarded a credential upon com-
pletion of education or additional training may possess skills or characteristics that are valuable to 
potential employers (Bills, 2003).

As students make progress towards a degree, they can acquire traceable and stackable marketable 
professional and technical knowledge and skills along a career pathway that is aligned with their 
academic interests. For example, the University System of Georgia has developed the nexus degree, 
which represents a new degree program and a targeted academic credential that can be earned in 
conjunction with a bachelor’s degree or independently. The nexus degree is aimed at individu-
als who wish to specialize or transition into a high-demand career sector, such as cybersecurity, 
mechatronics, or blockchain.

By using this approach, the nexus degree addresses a recommendation made by the American 
Society of Engineering Education (ASEE) Corporate Member Council (ASEE, 2020) to strengthen 
the relationship between academic and industry partners through curriculum focusing on content 
on emerging technologies, experiential learning, such as internships, co-ops, apprenticeships, and 
credentialing via certificates and badging. This recommendation was a response to the ASEE survey 
of 350 recent engineering graduates which found that only 5% of respondents felt very prepared 
and only 18% felt somewhat prepared in security knowledge related to data, cyber, etc. The practice 
of embedding non-degree credentials into bachelor’s degree programs offers learners the ability to 
gain and signal more technical knowledge and skills along with a strong academic background in 
engineering (Workcred, 2020).

Taken in the context of the “unbundling” of higher education (Cliff et  al., 2022; Gehrke & 
Kezar, 2015; Higgs, 2019), non-degree credentials could also compel institutions to utilize digital 
technologies that help with specialization, collaboration, avoiding duplication of efforts, and finding 
economies of scale. In practice, non-degree credentials support the reality of all engineering learners 
wishing to differentiate themselves from other learners both within and outside of their program, 
leading them to a closer “skills fit” for future work roles and tasks that most align with their interests. 
Desires for differentiation among engineering learners is happening for a multitude of reasons, for 
example, to specialize in areas for a particular work role or passion project, to feel a greater sense of 
ownership over a rigid degree program, and to highlight personal individuality and pursue interests 
that create a more well-rounded educational experience.

This specialization is commonly seen through certificate programs which are offered alongside 
baccalaureate engineering programs or as postgraduate offerings. For example, at the postgraduate 
level, Johns Hopkins University offers postgraduate short-term certificate programs, including for 
cybersecurity and systems engineering. These programs are intended for individuals who already 
have an undergraduate degree in engineering or another related technical field. Certificate pro-
grams within engineering degrees can also offer an individual the opportunity to develop skills and 
knowledge related to the practice of engineering but which are not strictly technical. For example, 
the University of Colorado–Boulder offers undergraduate certificates in engineering leadership and 
engineering management in their College of Engineering and Applied Science. When combined 
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with a degree, these types of non-degree credentials demonstrate that an individual has all the tech-
nical skills typically associated with their degree program as well as an understanding of the broader 
context needed to practice as an engineer.

Badges which can be embedded in an engineering degree program can also allow an indi-
vidual to showcase their individual pathway within that degree program. Since badges are often 
represented digitally, they allow issuers to include information about the skills represented by 
that badge (such as the description, criteria, and evidence) and store them in the badge metadata. 
This means that a university could issue different badges to learners enrolled in the same senior 
engineering project course based on which skills were earned through their specific projects. 
Faculty can also use a series of badges embedded in courses to show proficiency of skills that are 
specific to the course or even to a specific learner. Open badges can be used to provide context 
for how the competencies in the badge were assessed, list the specific competencies represented 
by the badge, or provide evidence of learning beyond technical competencies, such as leadership 
or teamwork (Hickey & Schenke, 2019; Hickey et al., 2020; Hickey & Buchem, 2021). While 
much of this research is not specific to engineering education, it is likely to apply to engineering 
courses or projects.

2.2.2  Signaling Technical Competency

Non-degree credentials can signal specific technical competencies. This means that individuals at all 
levels of education can signal new technical abilities they have developed. For example, universities 
are working to develop new non-degree credentials to support regional workforce needs: MIT is 
leading the AIM Photonics Academy to develop a certificate program in advanced manufactur-
ing and integrated photonics to support students at regional colleges who seek to enter a career in 
photonics.

Often, these types of non-degree credentials are narrowly focused. For example, the American 
Society of Civil Engineering offers certificates in multiple areas, including structural earthquake 
engineering for buildings, geographic information systems for asset management, and port engineer-
ing. When used for this purpose, certificates typically signal completion of a curriculum or training 
program and are more typically offered by higher education institutions and professional engineering 
associations. Certifications can also be used to signal specific technical competencies and are typically 
agnostic of where those skills were acquired. Certification bodies, which can include professional 
engineering associations, commonly offer these non-degree credentials.

In rapidly changing engineering fields, competencies captured by non-degree credentials are 
much more likely to be up-to-date than degree programs for multiple reasons. First, many certifi-
cation bodies offering technical credentials revise their assessments at regular intervals, and holders 
must pass updated assessments to maintain their certifications. Second, a two- or four-course certifi-
cate program can be easier to update regularly than an entire degree program, potentially resulting in 
more current and timely curricula. Engineering-related jobs in these fields may require both degree 
and non-degree credentials as evidence that professionals are staying current on advancements in 
their fields and maintaining relevant skills and abilities.

2.2.3  Signaling Interdisciplinary/Out-of-Degree Specialization

Non-degree credentials can signal interdisciplinary/out-of-degree specialization. These credentials 
can complement engineers at all educational levels because they do not require specific technical 
prerequisites. Many different types of credentials can play this role, including certificates, certifi-
cations, and badges, and they can focus on broadly applicable skills, such as big data analytics or 
logistics.
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For example, project management is a highly sought-after skill set which can be used to support 
planning, coordination, and change management. The Project Management Institute is an organi-
zation which offers certifications for individuals seeking to provide evidence of or improve their 
project management abilities. While they offer their own online education/training programs to 
prepare for their certifications, they also partner with more than 800 organizations that they approve 
to provide education/training aligned with their certifications, including the California Institute of 
Technology and the University of Texas at Austin’s Center for Professional Education.

Alternatively, these non-degree credentials may focus on regulatory frameworks and/or soci-
etal or policy implications relevant to engineering professionals. For example, George Washington 
University offers a postgraduate certificate in environmental systems management that encompasses 
policy, technical, regulatory, and social considerations relevant to professionals working in environ-
mental management.

2.2.4  Signaling Professional Development

Non-degree credentials can signal professional development after earning an engineering degree. 
According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (2022b), the median age of employees working 
in architectural, engineering, and related services was 43.3 years, and nearly 67% were 35 years or 
older. These individuals are likely to have earned their engineering degree more than a decade ago. 
While some may have returned to earn another degree, the majority of these individuals will use 
non-degree education and training programs to signal their continued professional development.

Professional societies for engineers as well as other providers have developed a substantial number 
of non-degree credentials to support the need for continued professional development. For example, 
the Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) offers a credentialing program consisting 
of certificates and badges for engineers seeking professional development. Additionally, some cre-
dentials are specifically targeted for engineers at different points in their career pathway, such as the 
certificates offered by the IEEE Electronics Packaging Society, one of which is aimed at early-career 
engineers and two of which are more advanced.

Higher education institutions also offer these opportunities, both through their traditional gradu-
ate programs or through continuing education. For example, the Ohio State University offers boot 
camps and certificates through its College of Engineering Professional and Distance Education, 
which include programs in sustainable engineering, corrosion, and data analytics.

While other non-degree credentials can be used, certifications are the main credential that can 
signal continued professional development. Like the professional engineer (PE) license, evidence of 
continued competence is necessary in order to remain valid. While some certifications call for more 
frequent recertification, the majority will require evidence of continuing education or re-taking the 
assessment every three years. This stipulation means that certifications and PE licenses are the only 
non-degree credentials in engineering which signal lifelong professional development.

2.2.5  Enabling Non-Degree Pathways to Engineering Careers

Non-degree credentials create a pathway into engineering outside of traditional degree programs. 
While the majority of the 21.7 million people who work in S&E occupations and S&E-related 
occupations hold a bachelor’s degree or higher, one-third of these workers who use S&E skills in 
their jobs do not have a bachelor’s degree (National Science Board, 2021). Some of these individuals 
may have entered these roles based on their work experience, but others are likely to have earned 
non-degree credentials and used the competencies gained to enter engineering occupations.

Badges, certificates, and certifications are the most likely to support this type of occupational 
entry. For example, some postgraduate certificate programs in engineering do not necessarily require 
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a baccalaureate degree in engineering, unlike full master’s degree programs. As a result, these certifi-
cate programs can support individuals with non-engineering degrees to earn non-degree credentials 
in engineering and more easily enter an engineering occupation. This approach may serve to expand 
the diversity of engineering professionals rather than limiting it to those who already have a bach-
elor’s degree in engineering (more on this point in Section 3).

One prominent example of this approach is the Massachusetts Institute of Technology MicroMas-
ters Program in Principles of Manufacturing. While an engineering background is recommended, 
there are no educational prerequisites for enrollment in the program. Additionally, individuals can 
earn individual certificates as they progress through the curriculum, which can benefit learners who 
are not able to complete the entire program. This approach of incremental credentialing exemplifies 
why non-degree credentials provide a more comprehensive portrait of knowledge and skills attain-
ment than traditional measures of educational attainment (i.e., degrees) (Columbus, 2019).

Non-degree credentials offer a strategy for individuals to be recognized for the skills they have 
developed, regardless of whether those skills are products of a degree program or not. For exam-
ple, the Education Design Lab, a nonprofit organization that addresses equity disparities in the 
education-to-workforce trajectory, has developed a series of digital badges which learners can earn 
to showcase skills like initiative, resilience, time management, and persistence that have been devel-
oped informally through their lived experiences. As employers increasingly consider and implement 
skills-based hiring practices, non-degree credentials can provide an entry to individuals who have 
not earned an engineering degree but have the skills relevant to work in an engineering occupation.

This quality of allowing individuals to represent their skills more fully is a significant advantage 
of non-degree credentials and is likely to increasingly benefit people of color and first-generation 
learners who have been underrepresented as engineering degree-holders. These skills include both 
the technical skills necessary to perform in an engineering occupation, as well as the 21st-century 
skills employers are demanding (Pistrui et al., 2020).

3  Benefits of Non-Degree Credentials

Within the field of engineering, non-degree credentials represent a timely opportunity to strengthen 
strategic relationships between industry and academia, rapidly respond to the evolving needs of the 
engineering workforce, and broaden access to engineering concepts, tools, and skills. Trends in 
demographic representation within engineering have been stubbornly stagnant for decades (ASEE, 
2021), while the demand for high-quality engineering talent around the world has continued to 
increase in most developed countries, where accurate data on the engineering workforce is available 
(Royal Academy of Engineering, 2020).

High-quality engineers are often in demand by employers who find their critical thinking and 
problem-solving skills invaluable. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has shifted the global science 
and engineering enterprise and highlighted important capacity-building areas, including investments 
in research and development, creating a more inclusive STEM workforce, and improvements in pri-
mary and secondary STEM education as well as recruiting, training, and retaining talent (National 
Science Board, 2022). Researchers argue that:

[T]o prosper in the Industry 4.0 ecosystem, individuals and organizations will be required to 
develop 21st century skill sets. The talent pipeline is failing to provide sufficient quantities of 
workers and calls for stepping up Industry 4.0 reskilling have become ever more urgent.

(Pistrui et al., 2020)

In what follows, five key benefits of non-degree credentials in engineering are highlighted for 
their significance and contributions to the engineering workforce.
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3.1  Promoting Lifelong and Life-Wide Learning of Engineering Skills 
for All

In addition to encouraging lifelong learning to enhance the quality of current engineers and 
trainees, non-degree credentials would allow non-engineering majors to be recognized for their 
acquired engineering knowledge, skills, and abilities by quantifying their skills through a creden-
tial. Whether through nontraditional, informal, or experiential means, non-degree credentials 
offer a way to reward and acknowledge these individuals. The potential for this new technology 
and method of tracking acquired skills has a global reach that extends beyond implications in the 
United States.

A report from Mastercard Foundation (2020) on the state of secondary education in sub-Saharan 
Africa stated: “By mapping and benchmarking skills acquired, national qualifications frameworks 
have the potential to enable youth to move between informal training and formal education” (p. 8). 
The systems currently being developed to support non-degree credentials may offer insight into how 
prior learning can also be recognized and validated in regions of the world where acquiring jobs 
and higher wages is not only vital to survival (Afeti & Adubra, 2012) but is also a means to recog-
nize both formal and informal learning experiences. In fact, previous scholars have noted that the 
relationship between employment and higher educational attainment may be stronger and thus may 
matter even more in less-developed countries (Berntson et al., 2006, p. 226).

In a joint report by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Harvard University’s Center 
for International Development, Ellis et al. (2016) elaborated on how years of formal education do 
not directly translate into increased economic prosperity for most emerging economies (as they 
tend to in advanced economies such as the United States), but rather, pushing for more specific and 
specialized schooling has a greater net positive impact on a country’s GDP (Hausmann et al., 2013). 
Leveraging non-degree credentials to build portfolios, chart specialized career paths, and recognize 
prior learning experiences may be a disruptive innovation for learners all over the world hoping to 
enter technical fields and command a higher wage.2

Promotions of “engineering skills for all” has led to initiatives around diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion in engineering gaining renewed traction in higher education institutions and the workforce. 
At the heart of the desire to increase representation within the field lie two important categorical 
spheres for engineering: (1) supporting learners in pursuit of engineering degrees and (2) supporting 
the engineering workforce that encompasses a wide array of educational pathways, credentials, and 
work roles.

3.2  Supporting Engineering Learners and Degree Seekers

Two important functions identified for non-degree credentials (Section 2) that benefit engineering 
learners and degree seekers are signaling specialized skills within and outside of a degree program, 
which may lead to more equitable outcomes for engineering learners. One lever for improving rep-
resentation within engineering education is through increasing successful retention efforts.

Scholars in engineering education have shown that one reason women and people of color are 
more motivated to join engineering is when it shows potential for social impact in their communi-
ties (Bielefeldt, 2018; Brubaker et al., 2017), which often clusters them into engineering majors with 
clearer prosocial motives, such as civil and environmental engineering, biomedical and bioengineer-
ing, and chemical engineering. One potential mechanism for why underrepresented engineering 
learners have high attrition rates within engineering is that they do not see the direct relevance 
of their skills to the type of careers or communities they care about (Lyon & Green, 2020; Rulif-
son & Bielefeldt, 2017). Non-degree credentials allow learners to acquire specialized skills in fields 
that complement personal learning goals and interests, both those within and outside their degree 



Helen L. Chen, Abisola C. Kusimo, and Isabel Cardenas-Navia

346

programs. Examples of specialized skills may include a LEED certification, a Six Sigma certification, 
or a project management certificate.

Financial constraints imposed by engineering programs are another barrier to representation that 
non-degree credentials may help alleviate by broadening the pathways into engineering education 
for a wider variety of learners, for example, those with diverse backgrounds, multiple academic 
interests, pursuing school part-time, and participating in distance/online learning. In particular, 
for part-time learners and those that do not go on to complete their degree program, non-degree 
credentials can be earned in place of individual course credit. Thus, even if a learner does not 
earn a degree, they still earn digital credentials from a university reflecting a part of their skill sets. 
Additionally, learners who choose to major in other academic fields (e.g., due to financial or time 
constraints) with hopes of still joining the engineering workforce would be able to formally demon-
strate their specific engineering competencies and skills acquired throughout their academic journey. 
Examples of engineering competencies typically covered outside of the formal engineering educa-
tion program include cybersecurity analysis and user experience design.

3.3  Diversifying the Engineering Workforce

The three remaining functions identified for non-degree credentials (Section 2) which may benefit 
the engineering workforce include (1) signaling technical competency; (2) documenting ongoing 
professional development, skilling, and reskilling over one’s engineering career; and (3) enabling 
non-degree pathways into engineering careers. In this section, we expand upon how each of these 
functions can lead to use cases with more equitable outcomes for the engineering workforce.

First, non-degree credentials enable staying up-to-date in technical competencies and emerg-
ing fields in a fast-changing world, where policy, environmental considerations, and technological 
breakthroughs force engineers either into lifelong continuous learning or obsolescence. With engi-
neering being such an expensive major, it’s likely that even with a degree, the quality of training 
across academic institutions is not standardized: access to state-of-the-art facilities, multimedia learn-
ing materials, and industry-experienced staff is often reserved for only a few elite programs around 
the world. Non-degree credentials may enable more individuals, both degree and non-degree hold-
ers in engineering, to get more practical and up-to-date technical competencies that are valuable in 
industry by providing “just-in-time” skills and training throughout one’s career. Individuals histori-
cally underserved and underrepresented in engineering can leverage non-degree credentials to help 
signal their technical abilities, especially in emerging fields their academic institutions may not have 
had the resources to support (e.g., AI/machine learning, robotics, and renewable energy).

Second, pursuing professional development opportunities represents ways of showing sustained 
commitment to their field and an adaptability to the changing ways of work, particularly to certain 
professional societies and fields. Non-degree credentials that represent achievements and commit-
ment to professional development can help with disparities of perception about which individuals 
are committed members of their field. This function is especially valuable for employers that seem 
to universally agree that “employability” and “mobility” skills are both highly important and yet 
lacking in engineering. This deficit perspective is more likely to be attributed to job seekers com-
ing from low-income and historically underrepresented backgrounds in the world of work (Pager 
et al., 2009). For example, a study on employers’ perspective of the employability skills of Malaysian 
engineering graduates found dissatisfaction in their “employability skills” of communication, lan-
guage (often a command of English and other languages), interpersonal skills, and teamwork (Saad & 
Majid, 2014). These employability skills align with the competencies identified by Passow and Pas-
sow (2017) as critical to prepare students for professional practice and the engineering workplace.

Third, and finally, non-degree credentials assist STARs (skilled through alternative routes, that is, 
individuals that pursued non-degree educational pathways) in entering the engineering workforce 



A Skilled and Diverse Workforce with Non-Degree Credentials

347

(Blair et al., 2020). This is an exciting opportunity, as it aids in democratizing engineering skills, such 
that the hurdles limiting individuals from entry into higher education do not also limit their ability to 
enter the engineering workforce in technical or supporting roles. The explosion in non-degree cre-
dential program offerings, both stand-alone organizations and those embedded within higher educa-
tion institutions, has meant many more avenues for those seeking to enter engineering and adjacent 
fields through multiple educational pathways – many of whom are more likely to be female, people 
of color, and older individuals (Lyon & Green, 2020). For example, in the United States, there are 
a higher proportion of women pursuing non-degree credentials via computer science coding boot 
camps than in four-year undergraduate degree programs (36% vs. 17.9%, respectively) (Eggleston, 
2017). In their longitudinal qualitative study, Lyon and Green (2020) show that nearly half of the 
women studied had interest and exposure to programming before or during college; however, either 
due to the logistical challenges of switching majors, fear of stereotyping, or not considering how to 
translate personal hobbies into a career, they did not formally pursue the computer science degree. 
Nevertheless, all the women in the study were seeking full-time roles in the software development 
field, despite not having computer science degrees. Thus, non-degree credentials have an important 
role to play in helping those in part-time higher education programs, those with informal learning 
experiences, and career switchers in search of better economic opportunities – all of whom stand to 
diversify and add richness of experiences and perspectives to the ever-evolving needs in the engi-
neering workforce.

3.4  Dynamically Responding to Evolving Needs in the Engineering 
Workforce

The future of work is dynamic, and so are the necessary skills for individuals to thrive. Non-degree 
credentials introduce agility into a rigid educational system that, for decades, has insisted on teaching 
core engineering principles (i.e., calculus-based math, physics, and chemistry), often at the expense 
of immediate practical relevance to graduates of the program. Non-degree credentials are innately 
flexible and equip students with more relevant skills and competencies not covered in traditional 
engineering education. For example, digital badges earned during a degree program can provide 
students with the flexibility to signal mastery of atypical engineering competencies to more easily 
enter career paths that utilize those skills. Additionally, certifications embedded within degree pro-
grams enable students who do not complete their degree but do earn the certification to still receive 
a credential that can lead to immediate employment.

Meaningful collaborations between industry and academia offer win-win scenarios for both 
learners and employers. Learners can exercise agency over their specialization and create a curricu-
lum that is more agile and responsive to trends and yet does not compromise the integrity of their 
degree. Learners can more easily “fine-tune” their courses and cultivate a rich and unique set of skills 
tailored towards specific needs in the workforce, making them more competitive in the labor market 
and a greater asset as a future member of professional engineering societies.

3.5  Strengthening Relationships With Industry and Professional 
Engineering Societies

Universities have leveraged non-degree credentials as ways to build industry relevance into the engi-
neering curriculum. This may involve strengthening connections with university alumni by inviting 
alumni to teach skills that are important to industry and are not currently addressed in the formal 
curriculum. It can also involve embedding a non-degree credential into the engineering curriculum. 
For example, Ohio University’s bachelor of science in engineering technology and management 
(ETM) degree prepares engineering graduates for their careers by incorporating technical, business, 
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and leadership skills into the ETM curriculum. Seniors are required to complete the Association of 
Technology, Management, and Applied Engineering’s (ATMAE) Certified Manufacturing Specialist 
(CMS) examination for graduation. This certification covers 16 areas of manufacturing, including 
technical and managerial areas, which include topics such as Lean Six Sigma, automation, robotics, 
tooling, CAM, project management, leadership, and supervision, all of which are covered in ETM 
coursework (Workcred, 2020).

4  Challenges and Opportunities for Non-Degree Credentials

While there are significant rewards at stake for introducing non-degree credentials into engineering 
education, there is still much work to be done to ensure that learners, educators, and employers can 
all maximize those benefits. Some of the benefits of non-degree credentials in engineering educa-
tion have already begun to be realized through pilot initiatives and incremental adoption and scaling. 
However, challenges related to determining the quality of non-degree credentials, limitations in 
what kinds of outcomes data exist, as well as processes for systematic collection of this informa-
tion, exist. Meaningful interpretation of what non-degree credentials represent and communicate 
about an individual’s knowledge, skills, and abilities is another important consideration. These chal-
lenges also represent opportunities for thoughtful consideration in how non-degree engineering 
credentials are designed, implemented, and evaluated, as well as a starting point to inform a research 
agenda around the value of the various kinds of non-degree credentials for whom and under what 
circumstances.

4.1  Assessing Quality

For many engineering degree programs, accreditation often serves to ensure that a college or uni-
versity program is meeting the quality standards of the profession. Currently, no singular approach 
exists for non-degree credentials. In fact, different non-degree credentials use a range of approaches 
offered by various organizations and rely on a spectrum of standards and benchmarks. While there 
are some quality frameworks which are applicable to all non-degree credentials, none are widely 
adopted and used across all non-degree credentials.

The most widely recognized quality frameworks for non-degree credentials are ISO/IEC 17024: 
2012, Conformity assessment – General requirements for bodies operating certification of persons; 
the National Commission for Certifying Agencies’ (NCCA) Standards for Accreditation of Cer-
tification Programs; the Education Quality Outcomes Standards Board (EQOS) framework; the 
National Skills Coalition quality framework; and the Rutgers Education and Employment Research 
Center quality framework. These frameworks consider elements of both process and outcomes 
when considering the quality of a non-degree credential. For example, they might consider how 
the competencies of a credential are developed (e.g., are subject matter experts involved in their 
development?) or employment outcomes of individuals who hold the credentials (Van Noy, 2020).

Concerns about quality are increasingly important, as new engineering non-degree credentials 
are developed. A  surge of new actors, including private companies such as Amazon, boot camp 
providers like General Assembly, professional societies like IEEE, and private universities like MIT, 
has begun creating and offering engineering-related non-degree credentials without an established 
governing framework for assessing their quality. This means that learners must take on the risk of 
deciding which programs to invest their resources in, with the hopes of receiving the intended posi-
tive outcomes.

Quality control in engineering curriculum is particularly critical in a field where changes in 
environmental conditions, advances in technology, and new legislation each affect the work. For 
example, what constitutes a high-quality environmental engineer differs substantially between the 
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passage of the 1948 US Clean Water Act and the more recent 2015 Paris Agreement.3 Non-degree 
credentials are able to supplement the necessary learnings of highly qualified environmental engi-
neers in this dynamic context by offering learners access to additional skills within LEED certifica-
tions, renewable energy technology certificates, and nanodegrees in reservoir geomechanics.

Nevertheless, the quality of our engineering workforce is closely tied to the quality of their train-
ing. Quality control in engineering education is largely ruled by accreditation and licensing, which 
can play a large role in who gets hired and who is seen as qualified on teams to lead large projects. 
Specific standards for appraising graduate attributes and professional competencies and accrediting 
engineering curriculum and qualifications are often guided by the Washington, Sydney, and Dublin 
Accords under the International Engineering Alliance and organizations such as ABET. A compara-
ble accreditation body or other acceptable methods for ensuring outcomes, training, and continuous 
improvement for non-degree credentials have yet to be established,4 and this leads to further compli-
cations of appropriate valuation by both the earner of the non-degree credential and the employer 
that must interpret its meaning for the organization. In the absence of clear data to offer insight into 
selecting a non-degree credential, faculty may consider reaching out to credentialing organizations 
(or other faculty within their own institution) to better understand the competencies and value 
of non-degree credentials they are considering, as well as other important questions. While non-
degree credentials have many characteristics which are likely to support equity and diversity, there 
is currently little data on the demographics of the engineering professionals who hold non-degree 
credentials.

4.2  Limitations of Evidence

One challenge in applying existing quality frameworks is that there is currently little or no outcomes 
data for the majority of non-degree credentials (Gardner, 2022). As noted previously, the highly 
fragmented non-degree credential market means that most non-degree credential providers do not 
share their data with anyone and likely lack the infrastructure to do so. Some non-degree credential 
issuers may voluntarily offer self-reported data on their websites or marketing materials, but there 
is almost no third-party, validated data on employment outcomes or wage outcomes for any single 
non-degree credential.

While there is an effort by nonprofit organizations such as the National Student Clearinghouse 
(2021) to determine this data for certifications, future work could explore employer demands for 
non-degree credentials and the impact on salary and hiring into the engineering workforce for both 
degree and non-degree holders, particularly related to understanding the return on investment of 
non-degree credentials on wages and employment benefits.

Non-degree credentials have the potential to disrupt the traditional educational system and how 
we understand employer hiring decisions. On the other hand:

[I]f the ladder of educational opportunity rises high at the doors of some [individuals] and 
scarcely rises at the doors of others, while at the same time formal education is made a pre-
requisite to occupational and social advance, then education may become the means, not of 
eliminating race and class distinctions, but of deepening and solidifying them.

(US President’s Commission on Higher Education, 1947)

This quotation highlights just how education may also be a vehicle for reproducing inequities in 
society. Without proper attention to the limitations of the scant evidence on non-degree credentials, 
we run the risk of misinterpreting potential equity implications of non-degree credentials.

Equity implications for non-degree credentials, like their degree counterparts, present both 
opportunities to increase access within engineering and to reproduce systems of inequity currently 
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present in the field (Keep & Mayhew, 2010; Ball, 2013). Even with some jobs in the United States 
loosening degree requirements, there are still many structural barriers that prevent individuals from 
entering certain fields within the engineering workforce. For example, even though individual 
cybersecurity hiring managers expressed ambivalence about college degrees as necessary prerequi-
sites for cybersecurity analyst roles, hiring guidelines in certain work settings (i.e., higher education 
institutions) still have human resources policies on the books requiring a minimum bachelor’s degree 
qualification (Gallagher, 2021; McKinsey & Company, 2020). As another example, even with a col-
lege degree and a non-degree credential from completing a coding boot camp, because they did not 
have “traditional” backgrounds or experience in computer science, participants in the boot camp 
described their job search as “brutal,” having to submit hundreds of applications for software engi-
neering roles (Lyon & Green, 2020, p. 112). Formal education and training alone are not the magic 
bullets to solve equity issues in the labor market (Keep & Mayhew, 2014). However, we believe 
that both the potential economic and personal benefits (e.g., increased autonomy, self-efficacy, and 
mastery) associated with furthering one’s education still make the pursuit of non-degree credentials 
an important one.

4.3  Drawing Meaningful Interpretations of What Non-Degree Credentials 
Represent and Communicate

Emerging non-degree credentials are changing the employment landscape for both the learner and 
the employer, who must evaluate and interpret these credentials particularly in relation to traditional 
degrees. Understanding the role that non-degree credentials play in upskilling and reskilling the 
engineering workforce will support individuals, employers, and policymakers to make educated 
investments when selecting a credential. This research is likely to be highly specific for different 
engineering occupations; non-degree credentials which support engineers working on autonomous 
vehicles are unlikely to be the same ones that support engineers working in water treatment facili-
ties. As a result, partnerships with professional or industry associations should take care to eliminate 
or reduce any conflicts of interest if those organizations offer their own non-degree credentials. This 
research should also consider how different demographic groups access, use, and benefit from non-
degree credentials to support their professional development.

While non-degree credentials stand to increase access to the engineering profession by providing 
more offerings and pathways to gaining relevant knowledge, skills, and abilities, a critical challenge 
lies in how both the learner and employer come to understand and make meaning of the value of 
each non-degree credential. With a wide variety of non-degree credential providers, credential 
types, and signaling functions (e.g., competency, exposure, current skills, or achievement), evalu-
ation schemas also grow in complexity. For example, how does one reasonably compare the cre-
dentials of an undergraduate student who earned a minor in cybersecurity to a coding boot camp 
graduate who earned a cybersecurity certificate? Non-degree credentials provide a formalized way 
of recognizing the many learning experiences that individuals encounter; however, they do not 
clarify how employers will make meaning of novel experiences or how they ought to be compared 
to the traditional ways of how education and competencies are recorded and recognized.

Designers of non-degree credentials must take into consideration both the learner and employer 
and understand the different needs that both will have in how the non-degree credentials are earned, 
communicated, and interpreted.5 A  qualitative study from Laryea et  al. (2021) on learners who 
earned non-degree credentials from MOOCs found that learners often had ambiguous interpreta-
tions of their awarded non-degree credentials. While some learners posted on LinkedIn, others 
opted to discuss their new credentials in interviews, and still others were less sure about how to 
translate the value of their non-degree credential for a promotion or hiring and did not think it 
worth mentioning at all.



A Skilled and Diverse Workforce with Non-Degree Credentials

351

Future research is needed to understand the signaling role of non-degree credentials intention-
ally integrated into a degree program, as a complement to a degree, or completely independent of 
a degree. To better understand the engineering workforce, the role of non-degree credentials as a 
pathway into engineering jobs should be examined. There is currently very little data known about 
individuals with only non-degree credentials who work in engineering roles, as workers without 
a college degree are often excluded from most national datasets on engineering and engineering 
occupations. Therefore, research resulting in data on this workforce would provide a baseline for 
understanding the size and demographics of the engineering workforce with non-degree creden-
tials. Furthermore, research examining which non-degree credentials are accessible and lead to good 
engineering jobs, if any, would provide guidance for the millions of individuals who do not have a 
four-year degree (a majority of people) but are interested in engineering occupations.

All stakeholders in the engineering education-to-workforce continuum will benefit from address-
ing these questions: employers will better understand how to use non-degree credentials in their 
hiring, development, and promotion processes, particularly if non-degree credentials are shown to 
be inclusive; individuals will better understand how and which non-degree credentials will support 
their goals and resource constraints; and faculty will better understand how to integrate non-degree 
credentials into engineering degree programs, advise students seeking non-degree credentials, and 
develop quality non-degree credentials. Similarly, colleges and universities will have better metrics 
to develop and support new or existing non-degree credential programs; policymakers will have 
data on which to make informed decisions; and credentialing organizations will be able to use data 
to improve the value of their credentials or eliminate those with poor outcomes. The constellation 
of stakeholders who can both benefit from and contribute to the design, implementation, and use 
of non-degree credentials will continue to grow, and developing this body of research will be criti-
cal to ensure their value for the success of current and future learners. Collectively, understanding 
these contextual factors that contribute to and influence how non-degree credentials are incorpo-
rated into a learners’ academic and professional trajectory may inform the development of unique 
credential-seeking personas and highlight insights for how best to support them over time.

5  Conclusion

Non-degree credentials have been, and will continue to be, earned by engineers and those in the 
engineering workforce. Given their versatility and benefits, as well as the tremendous technological 
change continuing to occur in the workplace, the demand for these credentials is likely to expand.

This means that non-degree credentials in engineering education will not only continue to 
transform the way that individuals seek to gain education and skills; their widespread use will also 
require a corresponding evolution in how learning is recorded, recognized, and communicated by 
institutions as well as the learners themselves. Currently, engineering education is largely captured 
through degrees, experiences, and non-degree credentials represented on an academic transcript, 
résumé, or online professional networking profile. In the future, these traditional records may no 
longer be sufficient as learners seek out new platforms and processes that allow them to effectively 
communicate their knowledge, skills, and abilities in formats that can be easily shared and are com-
prehensive, verifiable, and trusted.

The growing number of organizations which issue non-degree credentials, as well as a corre-
sponding increase in non-degree credentials issued, in addition to degrees, will result in too many 
engineering credentials for individuals and employers to easily understand and distinguish. The 
breadth of providers will make it difficult to judge the quality of any single credential, particularly 
for non-degree credentials for which no accreditation standards exist.

This creates a foundational need to establish an infrastructure to collect and review outcomes 
data for credentials. Funding and oversight must be provided by credible agencies, organization, 
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policymakers, and leaders. With this underpinning framework in place, peer-reviewed research and 
robust evaluation processes will be incentivized, resulting in more transparency on the quality of 
non-degree credentials in engineering, allowing individuals greater agency and ownership in how 
they can be used to support and advance their professional and personal goals across a lifelong and 
life-wide learning career.
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Notes
 1 “The phrase ‘Global South’ refers broadly to the regions of Latin America, Asia, Africa, and Oceania. It is one 

of a family of terms, including ‘Third World’ and ‘Periphery,’ that denote regions outside Europe and North 
America, mostly (though not all) low-income and often politically or culturally marginalized” (Dados & 
Connell, 2012: 12).

 2 Human capital factors are not the sole drivers of employment opportunities and pathways for individuals. 
Social and cultural capital have long been studied by scholars as ultimately determining who gets hired for 
jobs (Rivera, 2012; Brown & Hesketh, 2004; Brown et al., 2011). For more on other considerations, please 
see Section 4, “Challenges and Opportunities of Non-Degree Credentials.”

 3 The Paris Agreement is an international treaty of countries agreeing to adopt certain practices and policies 
to limit the effects of climate change. Or the recently proposed Recovering America’s Wildlife Act, which 
could stand to be one of the most significant conservation laws in decades.

 4 QA Commons is an organization that is trying to tackle this issue of assessing quality of non-degree creden-
tials. For more information, visit their website at https://theqacommons.org/.

 5 Credential Engine is an organization that is working towards the standardization of non-degree credential 
evaluation. For more information, visit their website at https://credentialengine.org.
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1  Introduction

The reasons social justice is part of engineering and belongs in engineering education have been 
covered sufficiently elsewhere (Baillie & Catalano, 2009; Leydens et al., 2022; Leydens & Lucena, 
2018; Riley, 2008); therefore, here we only briefly note a few reasons, organized around key ques-
tions. First, who solves engineering problems? Downey and colleagues observe that “engineering 
problems do not solve themselves; they are always solved by people. Once people are introduced to 
the problem-solving situation, it takes on human as well as technical dimensions” (Downey et al., 
2006, p. 109). Also, for whom are engineering problems solved? Engineering education helps pre-
pare students for a profession that is diverse yet generally client-centered and public-facing, involving 
problem-solving by people for people (Stevens et al., 2014; Trevelyan, 2014). Stakeholders of engi-
neering problem-solving vary from users to community members, citizens to any others affected 
by engineering designs and services. Clearly, as a sociotechnical profession, engineering is already 
embedded in social structures, which often feature questions of equal opportunity and fairness in 
resource distribution. In other words, social justice is not something that is added to engineering 
or engineering education; it is already inherent in both. Teaching social justice in the context of 
an engineering education is a matter of making what has been rendered invisible visible (Leydens 
et al., 2022). In that sense, not teaching social justice is also a choice, one that also comes with con-
sequences for the next generation of engineers. In 1989, Ursula Franklin argued, “The viability of 
technology, like democracy, depends in the end on the practice of justice and on the enforcement 
of limits to power” (Franklin, 1999, p. 5). Since then, the scholarship around engineering and social 
justice has seen substantial development; however, engineering curricula have been comparably 
slower to adapt.

To begin to fill that curricular gap, this chapter examines how social justice has emerged in several 
diverse curricular contexts over the past decade. We explore three case studies of social justice work 
at the authors’ home institutions, two in the United States and one in Canada. These case studies 
were chosen as they span a range of intervention sizes. The first focuses on a module – a conceptually 
bounded set of lessons within a single course – integrated into multiple courses at the University of 
Toronto. The second case examines a semester-long course at Colorado School of Mines. The last 
case focuses on the development of a new degree program at the University of San Diego. These case 
studies do not encompass the full breadth of engineering curricular interventions related to social 
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justice but serve as a starting point to explore some unique approaches to integrating social justice 
in the engineering curriculum. For each case study, we discuss entry points and barriers associated 
with integrating social justice into the engineering curriculum and the role institutional support has 
played in accelerating, enabling, and legitimizing the success of this integration. This content is fol-
lowed by a discussion of what compels engineering educators across contexts to address social (in)
justice, what prevents us from engaging in this work, and how we can support engineering educa-
tion practitioners in this work.

Before continuing, it is important to examine the authors’ mutual understanding of social justice. 
Social justice is a complex term – one that eludes an easy or consistent definition. Terminology that 
overlaps with or is synonymous with “social justice” varies from context to context. For example, 
engineering societies’ codes of ethics often mention “public welfare” but do not include concerns 
about human rights or ending oppression. In so doing, these codes appear to assume that the eco-
nomic, environmental, and values-based status quo is socially just, or they elect not to engage issues 
of social justice. Meanwhile, the term “ethics” in Denmark has a social justice connotation that 
doesn’t exist in the United States (Green-Pedersen & van Kersbergen, 2002), while “community 
engagement” in the United States has been perverted in many circles to often have elements of 
White saviorism (Hickmon, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2012).

In Engineering and Social Justice, Riley explores the difficulties of identifying a single definition. 
We follow her lead and, rather than choosing a single definition, build upon a synthesis of key 
elements that run across multiple social justice definitions: “the struggle to end different kinds of 
oppression, to create economic equality, to uphold human rights or dignity, and to restore right 
relationships among all people and the environment” (Riley, 2008, p. 4). It is important to begin 
conversations on this topic by discussing how those participating in the discussion conceptualize 
social justice.

While discussions about and challenges to integrating more social considerations into the engi-
neering curriculum date back to the 1890s (Gianniny, 2004; Leydens et al., 2022), there is reason 
for cautious optimism that we may be on the verge of more systemic change. A global pandemic 
and racial reckoning after the murder of George Floyd encouraged many engineering educators in 
the United States to (re)examine issues of social injustice, including everything from global vaccine 
distribution to revealing previously (in)visible contributions from people of color to engineering 
innovations. Also, external pressure, such as the public’s and regulators’ concerns with the increas-
ing power of big technology firms and increasing concerns about the local and global effects of 
climate change, has encouraged many engineering educators across national contexts to directly 
reckon with the ways in which engineers are complicit in perpetuating systemic injustice. Such 
catalysts raise the question of how to engage social justice work within the context of engineering 
education.

The three case studies in this chapter provide diverse engagement approaches, but they are limited 
to two US-based schools and one Canadian school, revealing a North American bias. We reached 
out to social justice–minded engineering educators in other national contexts, but those invitations 
were either not accepted or were rendered complex due to differences in cultural and institutional 
contexts around the use of the term “social justice.” Hence, we limited ourselves to a globally narrow 
scope to take advantage of authors’ experientially derived depth of contextual understanding. We 
accept that terminology differs from nation to nation, and even locality to locality, but we believe the 
institutional diversity addressed in our chapter exists across national contexts, providing engineering 
educators outside of North America with organizationally resonant examples on which to build or 
extend their own practices. To understand the three approaches used in our respective institutional 
contexts, we first discuss relevant conceptual frameworks and paradigms for social justice in the 
context of engineering curricula.
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2  Framing Socially Just Change in University Contexts

Social justice as a term has at least two distinct paradigmatic roots – liberal and critical. In this chap-
ter, we use the terms “liberal” and “critical” in ways that reflect their philosophical roots. Within 
Western academic norms, liberal social justice can be traced back to John Rawls (1971), and critical 
social justice can be traced back to Karl Marx (1906/2010). Rawls advocates for procedural fairness 
on the basis of equality (providing equal opportunity for all), while Marx advocates for distributive 
fairness on the basis of equity (eliminating structural barriers that unfairly advantage some). Within 
engineering, liberal notions of social justice have been translated into conversations about repre-
sentation, retention, diversity, and inclusion, while critical notions of social justice touch on power 
relations and structural inequity.

While these paradigmatic roots may restrict our ability to talk across social justice frameworks, 
both are needed if we intend to institutionalize social justice in both the formal and hidden (Sny-
der, 1970) engineering curriculum. This process of institutionalization also requires us to touch on 
other curricular and institutional elements. We have selected three such elements to help us reflect 
on socially just change at our own institutions: (1) objectives, (2) theories of change, and (3) insti-
tutional context.

First, we explore a key question for engineering educators: What are the objectives or pur-
poses of social justice research and action? We frame this discussion using Leydens and Lucena’s 
notion of engineering for social justice (E4SJ):

[E]ngineering practices that strive to enhance human capabilities (ends) through an equitable 
distribution of opportunities and resources while reducing imposed risks and harms (means) 
among agentic citizens of a specific community or communities.

(Leydens & Lucena, 2018, p. 15)

To understand socially just objectives, we look within the E4SJ framework to Nussbaum’s human 
capabilities model (2001, 2007, 2011), which assesses the degree to which a community develop-
ment project met its intended goals and identifies the intended outcomes of social justice work in 
accessible, development terms. By accentuating human capabilities that serve “as a benchmark for a 
minimally decent life” (Nussbaum, 2007, p. 22), the model addresses why it is important to attain an 
equitable distribution of opportunities and resources and to reduce imposed risks and harms. While 
other social justice objectives exist, we follow Leydens, Lucena, and other scholars who have con-
nected the capabilities model to technological design (Frediani & Boano, 2012; Murphy & Gardoni, 
2012; Nichols & Dong, 2012; Oosterlaken, 2012; van den Hoven, 2012), because it provides reso-
nance, credibility, and focus to engineering educators who may be new to social justice education.

Second, when it comes to theories of change, we ask how key actors have conceptualized and 
experienced change over the course of their program development process. How much change is 
enough to constitute socially just change? Must it be system-wide, as Graham proposes (2012a, 
2012b), or do we make the road by walking, as Horton et al. (1990) and Begay-Campbell (2010) 
suggest? Change can be conceptualized in multiple ways, drawing on the work of theorists from 
engineering, education, and management (Bamford & Forrester, 2003; Fosfuri & Rønde, 2009; 
Godfrey, 2014; Graham, 2012a, 2012b; Horton et  al., 1990). Following Bamford and Forrester 
(2003), we ask whether change is planned, emergent, or imposed. Our answers to this question may 
differ not only by initiative type but also by our respective social, professional, and institutional loca-
tions. For instance, some of us occupy senior administrative roles authorizing us to drive institutional 
change, while others are positioned within implementation or advisory roles. Similarly, some of us 
are viewed as professional insiders permitted a level of decision-making authority, while others are 
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characterized as disciplinary outsiders imposing social justice on a field that is not our own. Finally, 
compounding organizational and disciplinary positions, each of us is differentially privileged by 
demographic norms in both engineering and higher education. In short, competencies and theories 
of change aside, young, racially underrepresented, non-binary, and/or non-tenure-track instructors 
trained in the social sciences may need to approach socially just change differently than their older, 
White, male, tenured, technically trained, full professor colleagues.

Finally, given that our social justice initiatives take place in three distinct institutional contexts, 
we draw attention to the cultural waters within which we swim, including examinations of mindsets, 
cultures, and ideologies in engineering. For instance, for normative engineering mindsets, we draw 
on Riley’s (2008) analysis of engineering humor as a value-laden discourse; for engineering cultures, 
we draw on Faulkner’s (2000, 2007, 2009a, 2009b) examination of dualistic thinking in engineers’ 
professional practice; and for ideologies, we draw on Cech’s (2013, 2014) analysis of student disen-
gagement in engineering education, paying specific attention to the operation of meritocracy, tech-
nical/social dualism, and de-politicization in engineering norms. These three conceptual anchors 
help us understand why social justice–minded engineering educators continue to struggle across 
institutional contexts after decades of equity, diversity, and inclusion efforts in the field. Table 17.1 
identifies the key conceptual elements we use to frame our analysis of three social justice change 
initiatives in engineering education.

3  Case Studies: Engineering and Social Justice Curricula

How have some institutions made strides towards sustainable institutionalization of social justice 
while others risk remaining fledgling or even dissolving if key personnel leave the program? What 
foundations need to be in place for engineering and social justice programs to be vibrant and trans-
formative over the long term?

In this section, we describe three different programs that have integrated social justice into 
the engineering curriculum and explore their entry points, examine their barriers and obstacles 
along the way and the support structures that facilitated success. We will focus on the authors’ 
home contexts and institutions – The Faculty of Applied Science and Engineering at the University of 
Toronto; Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences at Colorado School of Mines; and Integrated Engineering 

Table 17.1 Leading Socially Just Change in Engineering Education

Authors Key Concepts Case Study Inquiry

Objectives Leydens and Lucena 
(2018);

Nussbaum (2007, 2011)

E4SJ; human capabilities 
framework

What are our goals as 
social justice engineering 
educators?

Theories of 
change

Graham (2012a, 2012b);
Bamford and Forrester 

(2003);
Godfrey (2014);
Fosfuri and Rønde (2009); 

Horton et al. (1990); 
Begay-Campbell (2010)

Systemic, planned change 
vs. emergent, politicized 
change

How have key actors 
conceptualized change 
over the course of our 
program/course/module 
development?

Institutional 
context

Cech (2013); Riley (2008);
Faulkner (2000, 2007)

Engineering ideologies, 
mindsets, and culture 
reifying depoliticization, 
meritocracy, and 
dualistic thinking

(How) have normative 
engineering mindsets, 
cultures, and ideologies 
constrained the success of 
our social justice initiatives?
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at University of San Diego. In particular, we explore how each program institutionalized social jus-
tice in the curriculum.

3.1  Ethics and Equity Project, University of Toronto

3.1.1 Institutional Context

The University of Toronto (UofT) is a large, public, R1 (research intensive) institution in Canada 
with a student population of approximately 64,000. It houses multiple professional schools, includ-
ing the Faculty of Applied Science and Engineering (FASE). Engineering at UofT is highly com-
petitive and academically driven, with a combined undergraduate and graduate student population 
of approximately 7,000 and an entering class of 2020 with a secondary school grade point average of 
94.5%; 36.7% of the undergraduate population and 19.7% of tenured or tenure-stream faculty mem-
bers are women (FASE, 2021). A growing number of equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) initiatives 
have been established over the past decade, including three elective courses at both undergraduate 
and graduate levels, ongoing outreach efforts to underrepresented groups of high school students, a 
standing committee of faculty council, an engineering EDI action group, and two senior adminis-
trative positions, one dedicated to diversity, inclusion, and professionalism and the other dedicated 
to access and inclusive pedagogy. FASE also houses several student clubs with an EDI focus. While 
some of these positions are institutionalized, most are led by a growing network of students, staff, and 
faculty members who do social justice work off the sides of our respective desks. An internal survey 
we conducted in 2018 highlighted 44 distinct, EDI-informed initiatives taking place in engineering, 
with an additional 55 programs, offices, courses, or EDI touchpoints located in the broader UofT 
community. We share only one of these 99 initiatives in the current case study.

3.1.2  Initiative Type – Research-Informed Module

The Engineering Ethics and Equity Case Study project we describe in this chapter is a research-
informed module featuring curricular integration of case studies based on ethical and equity-based 
dilemmas faced by Canadian engineers. We deliberately used the term “equity” rather than “social 
justice” to facilitate Canadian Engineering Accreditation Board (CEAB) processes, but our under-
standing of equity reflects critical notions of social justice outlined earlier in this chapter. In particu-
lar, we define “equity” as “a process of naming and addressing historic and current power imbalances 
that systemically disadvantage marginalized groups” (Rottmann et al., 2021). The project spanned 
five years, involving four overlapping phases: (1) case study generation based on critical incident 
interviews with 22 Canadian engineers, (2) workshop development to integrate equity concepts into 
ethical case study learning, (3) assessment of the completed module in four undergraduate classes, 
and (4) curricular integration paired with professional development for engineering professors com-
mitted to delivering the module in their courses.

Each of the anonymized case studies features an engineer or engineering student who narrates 
a deeply contextualized first-person account of an ethical dilemma with implicit or explicit equity 
consequences. The narratives include background information on the individuals and organiza-
tions in question, a detailed description of the ethical dilemmas individuals struggled to navigate, 
a meditative reflection activity examining possible ways forward, and a consideration of the EDI 
consequences for each action. The narratives end with the actor leaving this momentary reflective 
state to ask the reader, “What should I do?”

The cases feature a specific (anonymized) individual and may thus be considered microethical 
(Herkert, 2005), but the workshop we use to scaffold student learning pushes students to connect 
microethical situations with the broader sociopolitical context. We scaffold this micro to macro 
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bridging in two ways. First, we introduce students to four equity concepts, all of which fore-
ground structural inequity, and ask them to select one of these concepts to apply to their micro-level 
dilemma. Second, we ask them to map out the actors identified in their case in institutional and soci-
etal contexts, with power relations drawn between them. Together, these two strategies help students 
realize that while ethical dilemmas feel personal, they are never caused by an individual actor, nor 
can they be solved by an individual actor. The three-hour workshops involve the following elements: 
a land acknowledgment, a mindful listening exercise on discrimination, an introductory lecture on 
ethical theories and equity concepts, a small group activity helping students connect one of the 
equity concepts to their own experiences in engineering, introduction to two ethical codes, and a 
guided small-group discussion of systemic features of one ethical case. In some courses, the learning 
outcomes from the module are assessed through quizzes, final examinations, and assignments. In 
other courses, the module is considered to be an unassessed supplement to existing course content.

In January 2018, we formalized case study instruction through an elective undergraduate course 
called “The Art of Ethical and Equitable Decision-Making in Engineering.” While the course func-
tions as an intensification of the module experience, we continue to integrate case study workshops 
into mandatory design and professional practice courses. Finally, we are currently under contract 
with the University of Toronto Press to publish the full set of case studies and a teaching guide.

3.1.3  Entry Points, Catalysts, and Drivers

The primary driver for this project was an accreditation visit in 2014. Equity (paired with ethics) 
is one of 12 graduate attributes required for engineering program accreditation in Canada (CEAB, 
2021). While all engineering programs at UofT passed the accreditation process that year, the CEAB 
evaluation team indicated that we had room to grow when it came to addressing equity. As a result, 
senior administrators became increasingly motivated to support curricular innovation in this area. 
A secondary catalyst for this project involved an institutional inducement program called the Engi-
neering Instructional Innovation Program (FASE-EIIP). Each year, faculty and staff compete for a 
small grant established by the dean to enhance innovation in engineering education. The year we 
applied for an EIIP grant, the FASE strategic plan included an objective to “enhance ethics and 
equity.” We tailored our application to meet this institutional objective and succeeded in winning a 
grant. Four years later, we won a follow-up grant to publish the case studies as a textbook.

3.1.4  Institutional Supports and Barriers

Our project was supported by several intersecting factors: an explicit learning outcome in the 
national engineering accreditation system, increasingly politicized engineering students who were 
comfortable calling out discrimination, growing societal awareness of institutional racism through 
the Black Lives Matter movement, a supportive dean, growing institutional recognition that engi-
neering educators are responsible for EDI, and a critical mass of faculty, staff, and students willing 
to do something about it.

Barriers have included ongoing microaggressions within and beyond the university, the merito-
cratic assumption held by some faculty, staff, and students that improving demographic representa-
tion would result in the erosion of excellence in our program, the related assumption that equity 
and excellence are incompatible, discomfort with EDI material among technically trained professors, 
concerns about a densely packed curriculum, related concerns about EDI replacing core technical 
material in this densely packed curriculum, limited institutional power of a voluntary EDI action 
group, and a longstanding process of professional socialization that privileges technical over social 
aspects of engineering, as well as the separation of the technical and social dimensions of engineering 
problems (technical/social dualism and de-politicization).
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To draw out our point, we illustrate an example of differentiated uptake. Over the years, we have 
had greater success integrating the optional case study workshop into communications, leadership, 
and design courses than into “core” technical courses. The introduction of a new AI minor at the 
University of Toronto, paired with concerns raised at Faculty Council that students would not have 
access to field-specific ethics education, provided us with an opportunity to turn the tide by inte-
grating our workshop into the required AI foundations course. While we did not experience any 
overt resistance to our workshop, we were not invited back the following semester or the following 
year. This experience contrasts with every other invitation we have had in communications, leader-
ship, and design courses, in which workshops have continued to be integrated, either by the project 
team or by the course instructor. We deliberately included AI-specific examples of ethical responsi-
bility, such as the use of “model cards” (M. Mitchell et al., 2019), and consulted with a small group 
of AI educators and students in the workshop design process but fell short of securing long-term 
curricular integration in this course. When we asked what we could have done differently, we were 
told that our workshop squeezed out technical aspects of the newly designed curriculum. Rather 
than forcing our way into technical courses, we have decided to reach all first-year students through 
their design, communications, and leadership courses.

3.1.5  Success/Impact

As we have navigated barriers and leaned on supports over the past few years, our ethics and equity 
project has grown. It has been integrated over 30 times in nine different courses, with especially high 
levels of integration in humanities/social science courses, design, and professional practice curricula. 
One of the greatest advantages of this resource-based initiative is that we have been able to extend 
our reach to engineering schools and employers beyond the University of Toronto. We have shared 
project findings through journal articles and conference papers in the United States and Canada 
(Rottmann et al., 2015, 2020, 2021; Rottmann & Reeve, 2020), were invited to present our pro-
ject to an audience of European engineering ethics educators (Centring Equity in Engineering Ethics 
Case Study Instruction, 2021), and have shared our findings with industry partners affiliated with the 
University of Toronto. More recently, we have been invited to collaborate with colleagues at Penn 
State’s College of Engineering to develop an engineering ethics, equity, and leadership course, and 
we have been invited to serve on two National Science Foundation (NSF) research advisory boards 
for projects linking ethics with equity. What we lack in institutional durability, we make up for in 
curricular agility and outreach. Since 2015, our module has been taken by 11,500 students and engi-
neering graduates, demonstrating that even a micro-level innovation can have a substantial impact 
on engineering student development.

3.2  Engineering and Social Justice Course, Colorado School of Mines

3.2.1 Institutional Context

Colorado School of Mines (Mines) is a small, public R1 (doctoral university, very high research 
activity) institution in the United States. Its approximately 7,000 students, roughly 5,400 under-
graduates and 1,600 graduate students, are primarily focused on engineering and applied sciences 
(Mines by the Numbers, 2021). Mines holds the highest admission standards in Colorado, as more than 
13,000 applicants vie each year for about 1,500 spots in the entering class. Among undergraduates 
(BS degree) graduating in 2019–2020, 95% were either working in industry or going onto graduate 
school. Mines’ tagline is “Earth, Energy, and the Environment,” as many graduates go on to work 
in fields related to energy, particularly the oil and gas industry, and the environment. Approximately 
one-third of students are women, and over 28% of all students are from other underrepresented 
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groups (Mines by the Numbers, 2021). The institution has undergraduate and graduate programs in 
humanitarian engineering (HE), including minors in engineering for community development and 
leadership in social responsibility (Humanitarian Engineering, 2021). Along with community and sus-
tainability, one of the three pillars of the HE program is social justice. Growing interest in the HE 
program emerged partly due to student demand in the last 15 years. Among others, the HE program 
has been assisted by courses such as engineering and sustainable community development as well as 
engineering and social justice. Although initially developed in another department, these courses 
now reside in the Engineering, Design, and Society Department.

3.2.2  Initiative Type – New Course Development

This case study focuses on the development of the course engineering and social justice (ESJ), 
including its precursors, influences, and consequences. Before the use of the term social justice in the 
HE program, and even before the design of ESJ, two early precursors shaped those developments: 
the emergence of Engineers without Borders and student interest in leveraging engineering knowl-
edge to help underserved populations.

In the early 2000s, Dr. Bernard Amadei gave a few talks to Mines students, discussing the emer-
gence of Engineers without Borders (EWB) in the United States. A professor of civil engineering 
at the University of Colorado–Boulder, Dr. Amadei was in the process of growing and establishing 
EWB USA while working towards connecting with other universities that could start up their own 
EWB chapters (Amadei, 2021). His talks centered on not just leveraging engineering to attain a high 
salary but to do good for those who are underserved globally. The ability to make a difference using 
engineering skills and knowledge resonated with and inspired some Mines students and faculty. As 
different versions of EWB emerged at Mines, some students wanted to follow engineering for the 
greater good (or several variations on that theme) as a career track, as an alternative to or detour from 
the typical industry career track. However, such alternatives or detours were, at that time, largely 
uncharted territory. Around 2008, Mines professor Juan C. Lucena organized Mines’ first workshop 
connecting students and faculty with the nonprofit sector, particularly those nonprofit profession-
als whose organizations leveraged engineering knowledge and skills to achieve their core missions. 
Between the emergence of EWB and student interest in diverse career tracks, there was momentum, 
but this momentum was not yet explicitly connected with social justice.

3.2.3  Entry Points, Catalysts, and Drivers

Our entry point into social justice involved our work with Mines students focused on EWB projects, 
which led to research and practice on engineering and sustainable community development (Lucena 
et al., 2010; Schneider et al., 2008, 2009). In that research, we had realized that of three components 
of sustainable community development practice – profit, planet, and people – the people component 
was often neglected or misunderstood. During this period, two parallel conversations emerged: 
one occurred with European scholars in the 2008 conference “Educating Engineers for Sustainable 
Development,” in which sustainable development had been explored in more depth than in US con-
texts. However, the third component – people – was largely invisible for most of those scholars, and 
our paper “Where Is Community?” rendered the human component more visible (Schneider et al., 
2008). At the same time, the second conversation occurred in the Engineering, Social Justice, and 
Peace network, wherein the people dimension was visible and well emphasized but less considera-
tion was given to issues of community development. Our work connected these two conversations.

The turning point towards social justice came at a 2008 National Academy of Engineering 
(NAE) workshop (Hollander et al., 2010). Our sustainable community development work resulted 
in an invitation to the NAE workshop, where we encountered a group of scholars focused on 
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exploring the nexus between engineering and social justice. That group, including scholars Caroline 
Baillie, George Catalano, Dean Nieusma, and Donna Riley, had in 2004 initiated a conference, and 
later would launch a journal, exploring that nexus (see Nieusma, 2013). In 2008, Riley’s landmark 
book Engineering and Social Justice had just been published. After the conference, three Mines faculty 
members – Juan C. Lucena, Jen Schneider, and Jon A. Leydens – read Dr. Riley’s book and real-
ized that the mindsets in engineering that can keep social justice either at arm’s distance or foster 
its development (Riley, 2008) were quite present – yet largely invisible – within our own institu-
tional context. Also, social justice frameworks facilitated rich understandings of the disproportionate 
impacts of technological solutions on people and communities. At that point, we decided to create 
the ESJ course.

3.2.4  Institutional Barriers and Supports

For the ESJ course to earn permanent course status, an affirmative response would be required by 
our Undergraduate Council, which included a representative from each (almost exclusively engi-
neering and applied science) department. Since Mines has had a conservative history in the oil and 
gas and mining industries, securing such a response to ESJ required establishing legitimacy and 
relevance. Multiple encounters with Mines faculty indicated that many were likely to be skeptical 
of such a social science and humanities course. For instance, one faculty member said that the word 
“engineering” had no place in a social science course title.

Such skepticism also emerged in the 2008 NAE Workshop. As noted in the summary of the 2008 
NAE Workshop, participants engaged in “an intense discussion of the meaning of ‘social justice’ ” 
(Hollander et al., 2010, p. 28). Several participants were adamantly opposed to exploring the nexus 
between engineering and social justice, while others indicated that exploration to be an ethical 
responsibility. Whereas some participants pointed to an incommensurability between engineering 
as a technical profession and social justice as a political and/or religious concept, other participants 
both disagreed with that technical/social dualism and accentuated intersections between technical 
knowledge and social/ethical dimensions that emerge when applying that engineering knowledge 
to real-world problems. Such problems relate to ecology, transportation, and other instances wherein 
disproportionate benefits and impacts can occur (Hollander et al., 2010). The closing session of the 
workshop involved one prominent participant pounding on the podium, insisting that engineering 
and social justice be kept separate. Similarly, some Mines faculty had told us that a course on ESJ did 
not make sense because the two exist in completely different disciplinary areas and fields of practice. 
Certainly, in the 2010 context, an ESJ course was perceived as an identity threat to some engineering 
faculty. Furthermore, Mines donors have expressed discomfort with social justice in the title of the 
HE program and in other campus initiatives.

3.2.5  Success/Impact

Riding strong student demand for courses like engineering and sustainable community development 
and for alternative career tracks, Lucena, Schneider, and Leydens wrote a proposal to the National 
Science Foundation (NSF) to investigate the (in)commensurability between engineering and social 
justice historically, philosophically, conceptually, and ethically as well as in the engineering cur-
riculum (Lucena et al., 2009). Although that NSF funding provided time to research and create the 
ESJ course, it also provided legitimacy among our university colleagues who might otherwise have 
been more skeptical of ESJ. After faculty secured that NSF funding and developed the course, our 
Undergraduate Council approved ESJ.

What followed in the wake of the ESJ course was the result of significant work by multiple faculty, 
largely sparked and guided by student interest. Immediately, the ESJ course was well received, and 
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many students expressed interest in a minor involving ESJ and related courses. Soon, we developed 
the humanitarian engineering minor, which included ESJ and spawned interest in an HE program 
that emphasized “educating engineers to serve communities by collaboratively identifying problems 
and providing solutions that are just, socially responsible, and sustainable” (Humanitarian Engineer-
ing, 2021). Also, due to student demand, the HE minor grew into two specialized undergraduate 
minors and two design-oriented engineering focus areas emphasizing community, sustainability, and 
social justice along with complementary concepts such as human-centered problem definition and 
design. Later, and also driven largely by student interest, an HE graduate program emerged, with 
engineering for social justice comprising a significant part of the graduate program introductory 
course. Some faculty involved with the initial 2009 NSF grant later went on to write an additional 
grant (Johnson et al., 2016), which investigated student perceptions on the integration of social jus-
tice in a technical course, called Introduction to Feedback Control Systems (Leydens et al., 2021). 
In 2015–2016, three Mines faculty won the Exemplar in Engineering Ethics Education Award from 
the National Academy of Engineering (NAE) for an initiative on “Enacting macroethics: making 
social justice visible in engineering education” (Leydens et al., 2016). In 2018, Leydens and Lucena 
published a book focused on integrating social justice in three components of the engineering cur-
riculum: the engineering sciences, engineering design, and courses in the humanities and social 
sciences for engineers (Leydens & Lucena, 2018). Student-led, grassroots calls for social justice have 
emerged in spaces, such as the Socially Responsible Scientists and Engineers student organization, 
which has brought more visibility to social justice via events focused on issues such as homelessness 
(framed as housing insecurity) and environmental justice. In 2020, shortly after the murder of George 
Floyd, several Mines students wrote and signed a letter to the Mines administration, advocating for 
social justice to be more explicitly integrated in the engineering curriculum. A movement that 
began with a single course in 2010 has grown considerably, and multiple indicators – including sus-
tained student interest, two minors, a graduate program, and strong research foundations – suggest 
that growth will continue.

3.3  Integrated Engineering Program, University of San Diego

3.3.1 Institutional Context

The University of San Diego (USD) is a four-year private, mid-sized, primarily residential liberal 
arts university located in San Diego, California, United States of America. The student popula-
tion is majority undergraduate (approximately 5,500 undergraduate students), and USD is classified 
as an R2 institution (doctoral university, high research activity) and recognized as a “community 
engagement institution.” USD brands itself as a contemporary Catholic university that embraces 
the Catholic social traditions and views peace and justice as inseparable from education, scholar-
ship, and service. The university’s strategic plan, Because the World Needs Changemakers, has catalyzed 
the integration of social justice topics into university-wide curricula. The Shiley-Marcos School 
of Engineering has an approximate enrollment of 600 students and awards primarily joint BS/BA 
undergraduate degrees. Students in all engineering majors complete a 4.5-year program that requires 
graduates to have a robust education in both engineering and the liberal arts.

3.3.2  Initiative Type – Program Development

The Integrated Engineering Department at the University of San Diego is a relatively new program, 
created in 2017, that aims to graduate students who are equipped to “tackle the world’s most com-
plicated problems with a sociotechnical mindset to design a sustainable future” (Integrated Engineering, 
n.d.). The Integrated Engineering program takes an interdisciplinary approach to engineering while 
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infusing social justice and sustainability throughout the entire curriculum. The program’s objectives 
are to develop graduates who (1) apply an interdisciplinary set of technical, leadership, and other 
professional skills to address important challenges facing society; (2) practice engineering with a 
holistic understanding of how engineers engage with stakeholders and impact society; and (3) have a 
critical awareness of their personal attitudes, behaviors, and values and the ways in which these align 
with their professional aspirations (Educational Objectives and Student Outcomes, n.d.). Integrated Engi-
neering students, who earn a dual BS/BA degree in engineering, share a common set of required 
major courses and have an option to choose a concentration in sustainability, embedded software, 
biomedical engineering, or engineering and the law (Chen & Hoople, 2017). Students also have the 
option to co-design an “individual plan of study” concentration with a faculty adviser to facilitate 
their career goals.

In creating this program, faculty built upon the liberal arts mission of the university and sought to 
develop a more holistic approach to engineering coursework. Social justice is a core value within this 
program and has informed the design of much of the newly created curriculum. For example, two 
engineering courses were designed to satisfy the university core curriculum requirement for “diver-
sity, inclusion, and social justice” (DISJ), which requires students to reflect on their own privilege 
and personal experience; critique historical and contemporary social, political, and economic factors 
that affect DISJ; and critically examine the intersections of power relationships that lead to systemic 
inequities. User-Centered Design introduces all first- and second-year engineering students to the 
concepts of social justice, privilege, and oppression in the context of engineering design (Chen et al., 
2020; Chen, Mejia et al., 2019; Mejia et al., 2018; Momo et al., 2020). In the senior year, Integrated 
Engineering students take a deeper dive with Engineering and Social Justice, a writing-intensive course 
that critically analyzes engineering practice (Chen, Mejia et al., 2019; Mejia et al., 2018; Mejia & 
Revelo, 2021; Momo et al., 2020).

In addition to the courses previously described that explicitly address issues of social justice, 
faculty have consciously infused social concepts throughout the required courses in the major to 
help students see that engineering is a sociotechnical endeavor. These courses are important for 
providing a scaffold as well as continuity throughout the program for students to grapple with con-
cepts of social justice. Program courses emphasize that engineering problems cannot be reduced to 
a set of abstract, technical concepts; rather, to be successful, engineers must recognize the ways in 
which social and technical elements of problems are inextricably linked (Chen, Peters et al., 2019; 
Hoople & Choi-Fitzpatrick, 2020; Leydens & Lucena, 2018; Mejia et al., 2018; Momo et al., 2020). 
This has proven to be a very successful entry point for engaging students in conversations about 
social justice. By contextualizing abstract technical problems, students can begin to link engineering 
to the world around them, even in codified courses like statics (Chen & Przestrzelski, 2019; Chen & 
Wodin-Schwartz, 2019; Momo et al., 2020). By then focusing on how engineering manifests in and 
impacts society, students begin to see how engineering is sociotechnical, rather than just technical, 
and how some engineering solutions have led to injustice (Chen et al., 2020; Mejia et al., 2018; 
Momo et al., 2020).

In addition to curricular efforts, the Integrated Engineering Department has also focused on 
building sustainable program pathways for faculty and students. An important criteria while hiring 
faculty in this department has been a demonstrated commitment to issues of social justice, diversity, 
ethics, and/or inclusion. Creating a culture of faculty engagement around these issues has supported 
the creation of a robust, innovative program that places issues of sustainability and social justice at the 
center of the student experience. This synergy between faculty led to an NSF grant award to learn 
from and embed culture-based pedagogies (culturally sustaining, responsive, and relevant pedago-
gies) into our engineering courses to create a more inclusive learning environment (Hoople et al., 
2018). Students have also created a self-sustaining co-curricular branch through a student club whose 
mission is to build community within the major and help with program recruitment and retention.
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3.3.3  Entry Points, Catalysts, and Drivers

The Integrated Engineering Department was created and developed alongside the award of a 
National Science Foundation (NSF) Revolutionizing Engineering and Computer Science Depart-
ments (RED) grant, with the goal of developing change-making engineers who practice engi-
neering with consideration for social justice, peace, humanitarian advancement, and sustainable 
practices (Roberts et  al., 2015). The principal investigators of the RED grant consisted of the 
school leadership at the time of submission (the dean, associate dean, and all three department 
chairs). In addition to the important financial support provided by this grant, the prestige and sup-
port of the National Science Foundation for this effort was an important entry point, catalyst, and 
driver for change.

Another catalyst for the creation of the program was the development of a more flexible pathway 
for students to graduate with an engineering degree. The length of the programs can be a surprise 
and deterrent to students, especially when there is very little room for elective courses. The creation 
of the Integrated Engineering program coinciding with new core curriculum requirements, begin-
ning in the 2017–2018 academic year, allowed us to design courses from scratch that embedded both 
levels of the DISJ flag within our major, enabling students to have more flexibility in elective courses.

3.3.4  Institutional Barriers and Supports

To secure institutional support, the new program was strategically designed by the leadership team 
to align with the university’s Catholic mission. The university leadership and the board of trustees 
were enthusiastic supporters of the proposal, which allowed the dean to hire three new faculty mem-
bers – the authors of this case study (Chen and Hoople) and a professor of praxis who is an expert 
in engineering and social justice (Baillie & Pawley, 2012) – to design the new curriculum from the 
ground up.

While the program was well aligned with the university mission at large, there was a small but 
vocal contingent of engineering faculty who were strongly opposed to the Integrated Engineering 
program. As courses with sociotechnical and social justice objectives were introduced into the cur-
riculum, the department as a whole, as well as individual Integrated Engineering faculty, publicly 
faced comments from other engineering faculty that the new degree would not be worthwhile due 
to its lack of technical rigor. Sadly, this sentiment is not unique to our efforts for integrating social 
justice into engineering (Riley, 2017).

Disparaging comments from colleagues have trickled down to students, influencing their atti-
tudes and receptiveness to sociotechnical/social justice course content. For instance, some cohorts 
of undeclared engineering students were advised by some faculty to avoid declaring Integrated Engi-
neering due to its lack of technical rigor. In one extreme case, a faculty member even falsely advised 
a recruiter that the educational quality of the Integrated Engineering program would not meet their 
entry criteria. In a school meeting early in the program’s development, several faculty from other 
engineering programs suggested that, if our graduates could not acquire jobs, we should refund their 
tuition. For program faculty, the difficulty of navigating the politics of tenure and academia has also 
played a role in the evolution of course content (Chen, Mejia et al., 2019).

3.3.5  Successes/Impacts

While still a young program, Integrated Engineering has been quite successful. Not only are the 
large majority of graduates (from four cohorts) gainfully employed or currently pursuing graduate 
degrees (Integrated Engineering Career Outlooks, n.d.), but the faculty have also secured multiple NSF 
grants aligned with their social justice mission (Hoople et al., 2018; Mejia, 2021; Mejia & Popov, 
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2018). Additionally, the program underwent its initial accreditation through ABET with resounding 
success. We have also begun to develop a reputation as leaders in this work through presentations at 
national conferences and workshops.

Throughout these early years, it has become clear that the shared vision of the faculty has 
been instrumental to the success of the department. The close-knit relationships between 
department faculty allowed the program and faculty to thrive throughout the 2020 global pan-
demic (Chen, Gelles et al., 2021; Gelles et al., 2020). Looking ahead, the department is now on 
the precipice of enrollments spilling over into a second section for its introductory courses – a 
major milestone for our small program. While the path was not always easy, the future of the 
department looks bright.

4  Cross-Case Analysis

Reading these case studies makes one thing abundantly clear: there is no one-size-fits-all approach 
to integrating social justice into engineering curricula, for at least two related reasons. First, no sin-
gle initiative fits every institutional context or student population, and second, change agents with 
greater access to institutional power and authority may succeed where their colleagues may fail. That 
said, a high-level comparison reveals important similarities in the pathways to institutionalization of 
social justice curriculum across different contexts. We discuss these similarities and differences now 
by comparing the three conceptual anchors introduced earlier in this paper: objectives, theories of 
change, and institutional contexts.

4.1  What Are Our Objectives as Social Justice Engineering Educators?

The primary objective in all three case studies was to help students develop a critical awareness of 
social issues within an engineering context. In the UofT case, the objective was to formalize social 
justice and equity by pairing them with a longstanding aspect of engineering education – profes-
sional ethics. The eventual institutionalization of this small-scale pedagogical innovation was facili-
tated by senior administrative drive to meet national accreditation requirements.

In the Mines case, the initial discussion was driven by students’ inquiry, asking, “What is engi-
neering for?” This inquiry led to the objective to augment students’ understanding of how human 
capabilities (Nussbaum, 2007) might feature more prominently in engineering. The result of this 
is the ESJ course that addresses engineering’s impact on people and communities and examines 
what human capabilities engineers might focus on to make the greatest difference. At Mines, stu-
dents opt into the engineering and social justice course as an elective, meaning, that students share 
similar values and choose to be there; many of those students are in the humanitarian engineer-
ing minor, but not all, and among students, the course has a reputation as “life-changing” and/or 
“perspective-shifting.”

In the USD case, the mission of the program was driven by faculty values, resulting in an objec-
tive to promote sociotechnical thinking (as opposed to techno-centric thinking) in engineers such 
that graduates would be motivated to work on humanity’s most urgent challenges. In the process, 
students develop a holistic view on engineering – what it means to be an engineer and what engi-
neering practice looks like. To do so, students develop a critical awareness of the impact of engi-
neering on society and reflect on their alignment of personal and professional aspirations. Similar to 
the UofT case, students in all engineering majors are required to take a lower-division course that 
discusses social justice in an engineering context. This provides context for the Integrated Engineer-
ing major, and similar to the Mines case, students then demonstrate their buy-in when they choose 
to declare it as their engineering major.
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4.2  How Have Key Actors Conceptualized Change Over the Course 
of the Initiative?

In all three cases, the combination of strategic leveraging of institutional elements and trailblazing 
by those on the ground was important for facilitating change. The three cases reveal that change 
can never be unilaterally planned in a complex context with actors that have differential power or 
decision-making authority. All our enacted theories of change depended on activist energies of the 
students, staff, and/or faculty who had personal drives to make change happen in ways that addressed 
the strategic priorities (e.g., accreditation, university initiatives) of the administration.

At UofT, the administration’s call for pedagogical innovation proposals, combined with a national 
accreditation requirement of universally accessible education in engineering ethics and equity, pro-
vided a pathway for the modular initiative to be generated and widely implemented. These cen-
tralized, top-down supports paved the way for a productive partnership between a staff researcher 
trained in social justice education (Rottmann) and a senior faculty member with professional cred-
ibility and institutional authority (Reeve). To date, this small-scale intervention has touched 11,500 
students and professionals directly, demonstrating the power of small, incremental approaches to 
enact socially just change. While this curricular change effort has yet to reach the scale of USD’s 
program, it illustrates Begay-Campbell’s (2010) theory of change, which asserts that we can lay the 
road while walking, learning, and growing with each step.

At Mines, the NSF grant award to develop the ESJ course was leveraged as a source of legitimacy 
with the undergraduate council. Once the course was approved, the trailblazing happened inside the 
classroom by forging new connections at the nexus of engineering and social justice. The course 
itself was groundbreaking. Many students found the course to be transformative, showing them a 
side of engineering they did not know existed, particularly regarding the complexities associated 
with how engineering shapes (and is shaped by) societal forces. The ESJ course showed students a 
new lens for engineering that they did not know was possible, in some cases rekindling their interest 
in and passion for engineering.

In USD’s case, the university and school of engineering administrators were the visionaries that 
paved the way for the Integrated Engineering program to come to life. They were able to strategi-
cally leverage multiple levels of institutional change by earning a RED grant while taking advan-
tage of several coinciding events. The founding faculty accepted this opportunity to trailblaze an 
improved education experience for engineering students based on their own experiences with rac-
ism and sociotechnical dualism. These faculty were taught when they were students that both social 
and technical realms were important and tied to each other, yet never taught how to connect the 
two spheres. Much of the Integrated Engineering curriculum (at multiple layers – within projects, 
courses, and the program as a whole) has arisen through faculty working together to deconstruct 
canonical engineering curricula and reconstruct fundamentals through a sociotechnical lens on 
behalf of students to help them see and continue to draw their own connections.

4.3  How Have Normative Engineering Mindsets, Cultures, and Ideologies 
within Institutional Contexts Constrained the Success of Our Social 
Justice Initiatives?

Through discussion, the four authors found a common theme in all our cases: normative engi-
neering mindsets, cultures, and ideologies have shaped what it means to be an engineer (Cech, 
2013; Faulkner, 2000; Riley, 2008). For instance, many engineering educators hold the ideology of 
technical/social dualism, which made it difficult for the authors in all three institutional contexts to 
integrate social justice work into the curriculum without many of our colleagues feeling like some-
thing central to the profession (i.e., its technical components or nature) was being lost. Similarly, the 
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mindset equating math and science with rigor, and further equating rigor with excellence, made it 
difficult for some of us to frame social justice engineering as a significant, relevant, or even cogni-
tively challenging aspect of engineering education. As may be expected by any social justice initia-
tive that goes against the grain of professional norms, our initiatives were considered threatening or 
irrelevant to many faculty members and students.

The inertia of these deeply entrenched ideologies continues to be a key barrier in the broadening 
of engineering education to have a greater focus on social transformation. Additionally, new initia-
tives in engineering that focus on employability skills and fast-paced innovation, such as entrepre-
neurship, present competing demands for attention for educators. Compounding these economic 
and ideological complications is the challenge to demonstrate the success or failure of social justice 
interventions on the curriculum, particularly for engineering faculty who are accustomed to exam-
ining quantitative data with clear-cut answers. Nevertheless, all four authors have investigated the 
impact of our respective interventions (Chen & Przestrzelski, 2019; Gelles & Lord, 2020; Hoople 
et al., 2020; Hoople & Choi-Fitzpatrick, 2020; Leydens et al., 2021; Rottmann & Reeve, 2020) and 
found them to meet key learning objectives. Please consult the studies cited earlier for additional 
details.

For engineering educators who are social justice–curious and for experienced social justice edu-
cators who are new to engineering, it can be personally and structurally challenging to start with 
an ideological overhaul of the profession. Instead, we encourage them to start small, join a social 
justice committee, buy a coffee for a colleague doing this work, ask questions, and scan the three 
case studies for actions that seem manageable in their respective institutional contexts. Fortunately, 
with the development of engineering education as a field of study and practice, a new generation of 
academics has begun to integrate social justice into traditional engineering approaches from the start 
of their careers, slowly supplementing purely technical norms with sociotechnical practices. While 
the mythology of a purely technical profession has not dissipated or lost much power over the years, 
it is at least beginning to diversify through a wider range of curricular initiatives.

5  Discussion and Recommendations

The context-specific nature of these case studies means that it is not possible to generate a list of 
plug-and-play steps, ready to implement change across any institution. Every institution will have 
different opportunities, barriers, and entry points. Our goal in this chapter is to illustrate the breadth 
of how and where social justice can appear in engineering curricula to inspire the reader to consider 
how and what might fit into their own institutional context.

Social justice work is challenging and cannot easily be summarized in a few simple steps; the 
work required is dependent on the context of the institution in which it is attempted and the identi-
ties of the people attempting it (Chen, Mejia et al., 2019). Our case studies provide descriptive nar-
ratives of an empirical rather than theoretical nature in order to highlight contextual cues on what 
may be accomplished at each step along the way. We hope readers are able to identify with some 
aspects of the three initiatives in ways that resonate with their local contexts.

For faculty who are interested in doing this work, we pose the following questions to identify 
catalysts, institutional entry points, barriers, and supports:

1 Integrating social justice into the curriculum requires a mindset and pedagogical shift for many 
faculty. How does your own positionality and position in the academy affect how your efforts 
might be received at your institution? Do you have privilege that you can leverage for others, 
or are there allies that you can identify to work with?

2 When social justice initiatives are institutionalized and integrated into the engineering curricu-
lum, rather than relegated to electives or left exclusively to humanities/social science faculty to 
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teach, the relevance and importance of social justice to the engineering discipline is elevated. 
Yet engineering faculty typically receive little pedagogical training, let alone support in devel-
oping a critical consciousness and building an expertise in social justice topics (Chen, Lord 
et al., 2021). Who can you partner with across disciplines, or what centers or resources do you 
have on campus to help you do this work?

3 Becoming a transformative change agent in any university context will be buffeted by better 
understanding the mindsets (Riley, 2008) and ideologies (Cech, 2013, 2014; Riley, 2008) that 
permeate – but are often invisible in – many engineering and engineering education contexts. 
Hence, faculty will need to spend some time learning how to leverage these mindsets and 
ideologies across the engineering curriculum (e.g., see Leydens & Lucena, 2018). Only then 
can we pass these lessons on to students directly and indirectly through our pedagogy and cur-
ricula. How can you help students develop their own critical awareness by encouraging them 
to identify the mindsets and/or ideologies in creative places (e.g., problem statements, course 
texts, syllabi, university communications, and other locations within the university context and 
beyond)?

4 To ensure long-term viability of social justice within the curriculum, programs should be 
aligned with institutional, departmental, and other elements of campus culture. What are the 
different terms used to describe concepts related to social justice at your institution or local/
national context? What centers, initiatives, or funding sources on (or off) campus use these 
terms, and how might you capitalize on these within your context?

Moreover, we encourage those who are new to this work, or those who are at institutions without 
any existing support, to start small. Any social justice initiatives, even if minor, will begin the process 
of identifying allies and barriers. Beginning with small efforts can be a strategy to get buy-in from 
colleagues and eventually lead to more inspiration for larger changes. We encourage faculty to start 
with a module in a course, then possibly integrate these topics throughout a course, before creating 
stand-alone courses and reforming entire programs. In some cases, it may be possible to reach every 
student without reforming entire programs. We encourage our graduate readers to engage with their 
academic circles to learn what exists and begin gathering case studies they could use in their future 
work. Engineering academics can now engage with like-minded folks in various networks, such as 
at the Engineering, Social Justice, and Peace conference, and in special interest groups at conferences 
that welcome this work, such as Equity, Culture, and Social Justice within the American Society for 
Engineering Education (ASEE), the Ethics and Gender and Diversity groups within the European 
Society for Engineering Education (SEFI), and the Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion special interest 
group within the Canadian Engineering Education Association (CEEA). Our charge to the reader 
is not that you need to overhaul your program, but that each individual needs to start somewhere. 
As you do this work, continue to seek out allies, identify entry points, and begin to mobilize power.

6  Limitations

By choosing to focus on three case studies, we have privileged analytic depth over breadth in ways 
that cannot illustrate the full range of curricular initiatives in social justice engineering education. 
Similarly, given the North American context of the three case studies, we have privileged a relatively 
narrow set of national drivers for social justice education.

What did we miss by being North American–centric, and how can educators from other contexts 
make use of our findings? Many nations are signatories of the Washington Accord, making global 
engineering accreditation somewhat similar to ABET across national contexts. Similarities in profes-
sional accreditation aside, we likely missed a wide range of national policy drivers for social justice 
work in this chapter. Fortunately, our deliberate diversification of institutional contexts and levels of 
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analysis – featuring small social justice–minded engineering schools with large-scale programmatic 
reform and large research-intensive schools with smaller social justice initiatives – allows engineering 
educators across contexts to tailor case study strategies to their own contexts, adapting and extending 
the types of curricular innovation that are most likely to work for them in their respective institu-
tional and programmatic contexts.

Another limitation of choosing to explore this topic through case studies is that we cannot show 
the myriad ways in which engineering educators have examined the intersection of social justice 
and engineering, be it through the development of theoretical frameworks, qualitative interviews, 
or quantitative surveys (Canney & Bielefeldt, 2016; Kabo & Baillie, 2009; for example, Riley, 2008). 
We encourage readers to explore the many foundational social justice studies cited in this chapter.

7  Conclusion

Engineering culture has a long history of resistance to curricular change, particularly related to 
topics that are not viewed as sufficiently “rigorous” or technical (Riley, 2017). Understanding the 
normative ideologies and mindsets that we are working to overcome provides a framework through 
which we can develop strategies to begin this work. As seen in our case studies, there is no one-
size-fits-all approach to integrating social justice concepts into the curriculum. Efforts to include 
social justice should be based on a theory of change appropriate for the local context and should be 
accessible to key actors. While this work is hard, engineering faculty need not, and in fact cannot, 
do it alone. Engineering faculty must engage with colleagues in various academic networks, build-
ing interdisciplinary partnerships with humanities and social science faculty. External collaborators 
and funding can also help build credibility within any institution. The last decade saw an explosion 
in scholarship around engineering and social justice. Since theory often precedes practice, we are 
hopeful that the next decade will see a proliferation of locally institutionalized social justice practices 
in engineering education.
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1  Introduction

We present this research-to-practice chapter for prospective and current engineering educators and 
scholars interested in learning about how individuals navigate hidden curriculum in engineering 
education by utilizing social capital. Hidden curriculum (HC) represents the unacknowledged and 
oftentimes “hidden” lessons or messages in a working or learning environment that hinder marginal-
ized groups from navigating their environments successfully. HC propagates structurally (i.e., mani-
festation of systems of racial or other forms of bias across institutions and society; National Museum 
of African American History and Culture, 2021) through social networks and interactions where 
norms, values, and beliefs of a context are transferred to the learner. What an individual learns about 
their surrounding environment, in turn, influences how they respond to, react to, and act upon HC 
they experience. While not all HC is negative (Villanueva, Gelles, Di Stefano, et al., 2018), a failure 
to address the potential negative outcomes can lead to unintended consequences (e.g., attrition) in 
engineering.

1.1  What Is HC, Where Did It Come From, and How Have Researchers 
Described It?

Hidden curriculum (HC), a term originally coined by Philip Jackson in his book Life in Classrooms 
(1968), consisted of the behaviors that children learned in schools, such as learning manners,  making 
an effort, and being punctual. These behaviors provide “a distinctive flavor of classroom life .  .  . 
which each student must master” to make their way “satisfactorily through the school” (p. 33–34). 
As Jackson (1968) stated, HC is formed through an “apparent shaping power of forces that had lit-
tle or nothing to do with standard explanations of what goes on inside schools” (p. xv). Around 
the same time, Robert Dreeben (1968) examined the norms of school culture and concluded that 
students were taught to bury much of their personal identity in schools and accept their categorical 
treatments. While researchers did not fully understand the tenets of HC at that time, the work of 
these early scholars provided the foundation for understanding how systems and structures in schools 
derive from societal norms to train their students (Higham, 1959).

Over time, other theorists, such as Henry Giroux and Anthony Penna (1979), Michael Apple 
(1980), and Eric Margolis (2001), advanced the definition of HC to include what happens outside 
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the formal curriculum of school and higher education. These norms, values, and belief systems 
percolate not only in the formal curriculum but also through life in ways that guide and inform the 
student daily. The constant reproduction of HC, in turn, creates ways for people to hold on to power 
and reinforce their control over others (e.g., the ruling class over the working class). For a deeper 
explanation of the evolution of HC theories, refer to Kentli (2009).

Previous researchers have studied HC in undergraduate and graduate education (e.g., Smith, 
2013; Lyles et  al., 2022). Also, HC has garnered interest in disciplines, such as nursing, science, 
informational technology, medicine, and engineering (e.g., Allan et al., 2011; Abramovich & Bower, 
2004; Bejerano & Bartosh, 2015; Hansson, 2018; Hafferty & Franks, 1994; Sellers & Villanueva 
Alarcón, 2021a; Villanueva et al., 2020), all of which provide a service to society. Educators and 
other professionals in these fields view HC as a mechanism to help create consciousness in the treat-
ment of others (e.g., medical doctors with their patients) and their service-to-society roles through 
curriculum interventions.

We want to clarify the grammar and language we use to describe HC. We are aware of the discus-
sion of using hidden “curriculum” versus “curricula”; however, we use “curriculum” throughout 
this chapter to encompass the multiple invisible norms, values, and beliefs that exist across educa-
tional and professional systems and structures. This is in alignment with HC scholarship, where 
researchers use both “hidden curriculum” and “the hidden curriculum” to describe the concept. 
Furthermore, although it is called hidden curriculum, individuals may be well aware of norms, val-
ues, and beliefs, yet individuals may not acknowledge or examine them. Norms, values, and beliefs 
become “hidden” when individuals uncritically accept or address them, which contributes to the 
unconscious and normalized part of educational systems and professionalization processes.

We note that HC is not always negative. Individuals process HC in many ways that are uniquely 
contextual and situational, which is contingent on the way that structures and systems communicate 
HC to individuals. For example, instructors in medicine use HC to teach students how to identify 
biases and potential inequity in their patient treatment (Hafferty & Franks, 1994). Nursing instruc-
tors use HC to debunk negative connotations and beliefs about the discipline and promote practices 
of care and empathy (Allan et al., 2011). Instructors can use HC as a counternarrative for positive 
educational and workforce change if deployed appropriately.

We, as researchers and educators, came together because of our shared interest and passion for 
deconstructing HC in higher education institutions and normative disciplines like engineering. We 
use our common goals and enthusiasm to provide an overview of HC, present findings from HC 
research, describe a practical example of a program designed to deconstruct HC, and give readers 
recommended actions. We framed this chapter as a research-to-practice because HC should not just 
stay in the “hows” and “whys” but rather should be used to enact action and justice (Martin, 1976). 
We are all passionate about this work, and we are confident that acknowledging and addressing HC 
in engineering will lead to transformative educational change.

1.2  Hidden Curriculum in Engineering

In engineering, the exploration of HC is still in its infancy. Tonso (2001) first discussed HC-related 
topics in US engineering education when she introduced the concept of “gender curriculum”; she 
used this term to describe implicit messaging present among women engineering undergraduate 
students as they described the disparities they experienced in their classroom activities (e.g., design 
projects). Erickson (2007) formally introduced the term “hidden curriculum” when she published a 
dissertation on the experience of women doctoral students in engineering and how they tied their 
sense of belonging to the implicit messages they received from others in their research environments.

To our understanding, the earliest known international research around HC in engineering was 
conducted by Tormey and colleagues (2015). These researchers compared the formal and hidden 
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curriculum of ethics in engineering education to explore how “students learn implicitly through the 
social and organizational nature of their studies” (Tormey et al., 2015, p. 2). These authors showed 
that in engineering courses in Switzerland, students showed a bias towards higher levels of moral 
reasoning in their judgment of ethical dilemmas. Bejerano and Bartosh (2015) conducted a study 
with engineering students in New Zealand and found four gendered themes included in syllabi that 
reflect salient engineering values: women as incompetent, women as helpers, autonomy and separa-
tion, and masculine thinking. Rottmann and Reeve (2020) used an HC lens to address issues when 
case studies derailed in Canadian engineering courses designed to address ethics equity; they found 
that adding more critical analysis into case study learning and respectful dialogues instead of rational 
argumentation was important in avoiding pitfalls to moral relativism. Pehlivanli-Kadayifci (2019) 
explored HC among Turkish engineering faculty and found that jokes and other institutional struc-
tures ignore the presence of women and mock their contributions in engineering, posing several 
disadvantages to their representation. Thus, international HC research includes engineering ethics, 
as well as gender issues.

In the United States, Villanueva Alarcón1 developed a structural framework and pathways model 
that allows researchers to investigate HC issues in engineering (NSF Award Nos. 1653140 and 
2123016). Structural frameworks, in sociology, describe how groups or institutions have moving 
parts that are integrated in cohesive ways and are a function of common norms, customs, traditions, 
and cultures to promote solidarity and stability of a system (Parsons, 1977; Turner, 1985; Urry, 
2012). Analogously, Villanueva (2017) suggested that individuals process HC by four factors that 
situate how they receive and respond to HC. Villanueva, Carothers, et al., 2018; Villanueva et al., 
2020) developed and validated an instrument to identify the four factors: HC awareness (factor 1), 
emotions (factor 2), self-efficacy (factor 3), and self-/advocacy (factor 4). Villanueva and colleagues 
disseminated the validated UPHEME (Upending Previously Hidden Engineering Messages for 
Empowerment) survey to 58 colleges of engineering in the United States and Puerto Rico to 984 
engineering faculty members and students between 2018 and 2019; an additional 120 individuals 
participated in follow-up research activities between 2020 and 2021. While analysis is still underway, 
Sellers and Villanueva Alarcón (2021a) performed a sub-analysis among 333 Black, Indigenous, and 
people of color of all intersecting identities (BIPOCx) in engineering who responded to UPHEME. 
They found that individuals cope with HC by changing their environment, negotiating their identi-
ties, or avoiding HC altogether. They also found that individuals with intersectional, marginalized 
racial, and gender identities avoided HC more than those in majority groups, yet majority groups in 
engineering (e.g., White) traded their personal identities the most in exchange for an engineering 
identity.

Other researchers have propagated the research from Villanueva (2017) and colleagues (Gelles 
et  al., 2019; Gelles et  al., 2020; Villanueva, Campbell, et  al., 2018; Villanueva, Carothers et  al., 
2018; Villanueva, Gelles et al., 2018; Villanueva, Gelles, Di Stefano et al., 2018; Villanueva et al., 
2019, 2020; Villanueva Alarcón  & Sellers, 2022) in the United States and among international 
engineering education research and practice circles (Paul, Adeyinka, et al., 2021; Paul, Behjat, et al., 
2021; Polmear et al., 2019, 2022; Rea et al., 2021; Villanueva, Campbell et al., 2018; Villanueva, 
Carothers et al., 2018; Villanueva, Gelles et al., 2018; Villanueva, Gelles, Di Stefano et al., 2018; 
Villanueva et al., 2019, 2020; Villanueva Alarcón & Sellers, 2022). In the United States, Polmear and 
others (2022) used Villanueva’s HC model to uncover unexamined assumptions about leadership in 
engineering. They found that students conceptualize leadership in three ways, including whether 
individuals can develop leadership, how they practice it, and how they define it through their traits 
and behaviors. In Canada, Paul, Adeyinka, et al. (2021) and Paul, Behjat, et al. (2021) have used 
Villanueva et al.’s HC model (2020) to conceptualize ways to model situational HC. Paul, Behjat, 
et al. (2021) have also proposed an individual-based model to study Canadian engineering education 
programs, specifically those designed to tackle a given HC and encourage a sense of belonging and 
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mindfulness in their students. Paul, Adeyinka, and others’ (2021) and Paul et al. (2020) curriculum 
design, framed as a case study later in the chapter, recognizes that other researchers should study HC 
in engineering in ways that uncover impact on “specific demographics, rather than only having data 
about the population-level changes” (Paul, Behjat et al., 2021, p. 2).

These studies point to the pervasiveness of HC in engineering education internationally and in 
the United States. Also, these studies indicate how structures, embedded in fields like engineering, 
can cross boundaries, culture, language, systems of education, employment, and gatekeepers. It 
also alludes to the potential dangers that individuals can experience from HC, if not designed and 
delivered for the benefit of all. Since HC, according to Villanueva (2017) and others (Villanueva, 
Gelles, Di Stefano et  al., 2018; Villanueva et  al., 2019, 2020), is conceptualized as a structural 
framework that affects individuals differently, let us explore in more detail the factors that influence 
an individual’s experience. Let us also explore how individuals cope with HC in various ways in 
engineering.

1.3  A Pathways Model to Explore Hidden Curriculum in Engineering

Villanueva and colleagues (NSF Award Numbers. 1653140 and 2123016) conceptualized HC as 
a structural framework that included several interconnected pathways via a validated instrument 
UPHEME. The instrument contains a four-factor model (Villanueva, Campbell et al., 2018; Vil-
lanueva et al., 2020) composed of HC awareness (factor 1), emotions (factor 2), self-efficacy (factor 
3), and self-/advocacy (factor 4). Villanueva and colleagues found these factors to be main con-
tributors to how individuals received, reacted to, and responded to HC (Villanueva et al., 2020). 
Villanueva and others note that there may be other, unexplored factors as well. A brief summary 
of these factors is provided in what follows, although the readers are encouraged to read Villanueva 
et al. (2020) for more details.

Factor 1: hidden curriculum awareness. Awareness is an important subcomponent of consciousness 
that helps individuals recognize and discern what and how information is being communicated. 
“Regardless of the level of awareness a person may have about an [HC] issue, these can’t be brought 
up to full consciousness unless they are internalized first” (Villanueva et al., 2020, p. 1551).

Factor 2: emotions connected to hidden curriculum. In the context of HC, emotions signal to a 
person how external expressions, glances, gestures, and other behaviors connect to motivational 
outcomes (e.g., sense of belonging). These emotions assist individuals to focus on what fac-
tors are important when making decisions, learning, or socializing (Pekrun  & Linnenbrink-
Garcia, 2014). Individuals manifest emotions as: (a) valence (positive or negative emotions) or 
(b) activation level (focused or unfocused energy). When emotions are positively activated (e.g., 
enjoyment), individuals may experience an increase in “reflective processes, whereas negatively 
activated emotions (e.g., anger) may result in low levels of cognitive processing” (Villanueva 
et al., 2020, p. 1551). Readers can further explore the connection between emotions and engi-
neering education in a chapter in this handbook, “Emotions in Engineering Education,” by 
Lönngren and others (2023).

Factor 3: self-efficacy connected to hidden curriculum. An individual’s emotions cannot lead to a deci-
sion or action unless they believe that they have an ability to cope with challenging scenarios, which 
is coping self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986). In the context of HC, individuals with higher self-efficacy 
can take actions like changing their environment, whereas lower self-efficacy leads to individuals 
avoiding HC (Sellers & Villanueva Alarcón, 2021a). At the same time, an individual’s higher self-
efficacy may not necessarily relate to greater awareness of HC unless someone has helped a person 
to “see the HC” around them (Villanueva, Gelles, Di Stefano, et al., 2018).

Factor 4: self- and other forms of advocacy in hidden curriculum. An individual may choose to self-
advocate to cope with HC based on their level of self-efficacy. Those with higher self-efficacy are 
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more likely to self-advocate by changing the environment around them; individuals with moder-
ate self-efficacy will change themselves or their mindsets, and those with low self-efficacy will 
take no or minimal action (Sellers & Villanueva Alarcón, 2021a). Of course, individuals’ levels of 
self-efficacy may be a response to the systems of power around them (Sellers & Villanueva Alarcón, 
2021a).

To date, researchers have only presented the pathway model of HC on an individual level, with 
an ultimate goal of self-/advocacy, which serves as an “indication of a person’s willingness to take 
action and speak up about a matter to improve their quality of life” and for others (Villanueva et al., 
2020, p. 1553). Because HC is a structural framework, advocacy is not just an individual action but 
is also collective action, systemic action, or structural action. Villanueva’s research group is currently 
exploring this thread. In this chapter, we build upon prior work from Villanueva, Campbell, et al. 
(2018), Villanueva, Carothers, et al. (2018), Villanueva, Gelles, Di Stefano, et al. (2018), Villanueva, 
Gelles, Youmans, et al. (2018), Villanueva et al. (2019, 2020) to present how social stakeholders in 
engineering (e.g., students, faculty members), either individually or collectively, acquired and acted 
upon HC.

1.4  The Relationship between Social Capital and Hidden Curriculum

Social capital allows individuals to unveil HC. Social capital includes information-sharing that holds 
groups of individuals and their sense of belonging together in relationships, networks, and compe-
tencies (Pooley et al., 2005). For this and other research, we use Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986) conceptual 
framework of social capital. Bourdieu defines social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or potential 
resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized rela-
tionships of mutual acquaintance or recognition” (p. 248).

Bourdieu acknowledges the valuable social resources and benefits individuals and families acquire 
through social relationships and networks. Social capital provides access to institutional cultural 
capital, which is the knowledge that individuals use to decode, interpret, and navigate the culture 
of a given environment (Smith, 2013). Individuals acquire institutional cultural capital by building 
relationships with people (social capital) who have insider knowledge about how institutions func-
tion and what knowledge is valued. Thus, individuals need institutional cultural capital to decode, 
interpret, and understand HC (Smith, 2013).

It is also important to understand how social capital relates to one’s sense of belonging. Sense of 
belonging refers to a feeling of connectedness to others (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981). A sense 
of belonging takes on heightened significance in environments that individuals experience as differ-
ent, unfamiliar, or foreign, as well as in contexts where individuals feel marginalized, unsupported, 
or unwelcomed (Freeman et al., 2007). Previous researchers have linked a strong sense of belonging 
to persistence (Soria & Stebleton, 2013). Sense of belonging has been found to both conceptually 
and statistically act as an indicator for social capital (Ahn & Davis, 2020). Both concepts are rooted 
in developing relationships through social networks and participation in social activities (Ahn & 
Davis, 2020).

Individuals develop relationships with weak or strong ties. Individuals use weak ties to cross a 
societal divide, such as class or race, allowing for information exchange, ideas, and innovation (Clar-
idge, 2018). Individuals form strong ties within a group or community and are a source of social 
support (Claridge, 2018). Thus, engineering stakeholders (e.g., students and faculty members) build 
their sense of belonging by developing social capital via strong and weak ties. Social capital leads to 
institutional cultural capital, which helps individuals unveil HC. In the next section, we detail how 
engineering stakeholders use social capital to navigate HC, where HC is a barrier between social 
capital and institutional cultural capital in engineering.
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2  How Engineering Stakeholders Use Social Capital to Navigate 
Hidden Curriculum in Engineering: A Study of the United States 
Context

Villanueva and others (2020) administered the UPHEME instrument to engineering students and 
faculty members across 58 colleges of engineering across the United States. Participants answered 
questions related to the four-factor model conceived by the research team. The instrument had 
both qualitative and quantitative questions. Out of 984 respondents, approximately a third (333) 
responded to all items of the UPHEME survey. Individuals identified as Black, Indigenous, people 
of color of all intersecting identities (BIPOCx), although some identified as White or of Eurocentric 
roots. We will only discuss the qualitative responses in this chapter, and we utilized an expo facto and 
inductive coding of participants’ responses for this chapter.

In response to qualitative questions of UPHEME, individuals described an example of an HC 
message they experienced in engineering and strategies they used to navigate it. We found four 
prevalent HC messages in engineering: (1) engineering is difficult, (2) engineering is inflexible, 
(3) people feel underrepresented or undervalued in engineering, and (4) people feel supported in 
engineering. We also found that individuals utilized three categories of strategies to navigate HC 
messages, such as changing the environment, negotiating themselves, or avoiding the issue. We 
recommend that readers review Sellers and Villanueva Alarcón (2021a) for more details about the 
strategies.

From the 333 respondents, we noted that a sixth of the respondents (43 undergraduate and 
graduate students) explicitly acquired social capital to navigate HC; these participants also related 
social capital to a greater sense of belonging in engineering.

We categorized participants’ responses of how they changed their engineering education envi-
ronments using their social capital through relationships and associated resources with others. From 
the analysis, we identified three descriptions of individuals who utilized social capital to navigate 
HC: (a) seekers, collectors of social capital; (b) bridgers, sharers of social capital; and (c) agents, bro-
kers of social capital. We present a detailed description of the findings and archetype character traits 
in the following sections.

2.1  Seekers: The Collectors of Social Capital

Seekers of social capital (n = 24, 56% of total participants) looked for support from others to navi-
gate structural or situational HC in engineering. Of all seekers, the majority were self-reported men 
(n = 15, 63% of seekers), were White, or had an ethnicity that is Eurocentric (n = 19, 79% of seek-
ers). Approximately 67% of participants self-reported as continuing-generation (parent or guardian 
completed some college) students (n = 16, 67% of seekers) and had a traditional, uninterrupted 
K–16 educational pathway (n = 18, 75% of seekers).

Most seekers (n = 18, 75% of seekers) experienced HC messaging that engineering is difficult but 
felt they could not express to others that they were struggling amid this difficulty. Others indicated 
that engineering was inflexible to them (n = 6, 25% of seekers), but felt that they could not com-
municate to others the nature of such an HC.

In terms of the strategies used, seekers indicated that they quickly became friends with others 
who knew how to build technical skills to successfully navigate their education, which increased 
their sense of belonging in engineering. For example, a Latino mechanical engineering graduate 
student stated that he had a “poor work ethic” and was “not performing well” in engineering classes 
when he started in engineering; this message that engineering is difficult prompted the student to 
see himself as having a deficiency that he needed to fix. The student opted to make “friends in the 
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engineering department” to boost his skills, demonstrate his work ethic, and feel welcomed by his 
peers. Thus, this individual developed social capital in the form of weak ties with others who held 
institutional cultural capital needed to help him navigate and persist in the engineering program.

Seekers also used strategies to pursue help from other social stakeholders they perceived to have 
more power than them. These social stakeholders were advisers, professors, or mentors. For exam-
ple, a White man and civil engineering undergraduate student similarly described difficulty with his 
engineering homework, but he strategized by “working with other students on the homework, as 
well as even going to [the] TA and professor [sic] office hours for help.” This participant sought social 
capital through weak ties to elevate his technical skills and connect to the holders of knowledge and 
power over his performance. By choosing people who held more power than his peers, this indi-
vidual understood that both skill-building and acquiring institutional cultural capital are important 
for his success and persistence in engineering.

Seekers become aware of HC in their surrounding systems and structures and use social capital as 
one way to navigate it. Seekers build social capital to identify the deficits they need to address and 
collect information to succeed and belong in engineering. Seekers quickly realize that institutional 
cultural capital is powerful and that the more social capital they develop to access institutional cul-
tural capital, the more power they will have. You can visualize this in Figure 18.1, where seekers 
accept more social capital from others than they return. In socialized settings, seekers pair up with 
holders of knowledge (e.g., peers from majority groups, administrators, advisers, mentors) to learn 
about the intricacies of an unknown environment or setting and then use that knowledge for per-
sonal advantage. Seekers can hold different roles in engineering (e.g., students), and their goal is to 
understand the environment and the institutional capital around them.

While seekers’ ultimate outcome is to persist and succeed in engineering, they do not often 
question or even recognize that HC guides their actions. By not questioning HC and improving 
their abilities, skills, and competencies, seekers may inadvertently perpetuate an ongoing cycle of 
meritocratic values, beliefs, or ideals in engineering. While seekers may indeed achieve professional 
success, their embodiment of the norms of engineering may result in severe consequences to their 
mental and emotional well-being that they may not address.

2.2  Bridgers: The Sharers of Social Capital

Whereas seekers build social connections to improve their skills or abilities to navigate HC in engi-
neering, bridgers of social capital (n = 14, 33% of total participants) looked for current support 
from like-minded individuals to cope with HC directed at them and their personal identities. Most 
bridgers felt marginalized in engineering or that others undervalued them (n = 12, 85% of bridg-
ers). A few bridgers experienced HC that engineering is difficult (n = 1, 7% of bridgers) or HC that 
engineering was inflexible (n = 1, 7% of bridgers). Most bridgers self-reported as women (n = 11, 
79% of bridgers) and were from marginalized ethnic/racial groups (n = 8, 57% of bridgers). Most of 
these bridgers were continuing-generation students (n = 11, 79% of bridgers), and most pursued a 
traditional, uninterrupted K–16 educational pathway (n = 13, 93% of bridgers).

A strategy shared by bridgers, in addition to seekers, was that they found support with peers. 
However, a key difference was that bridgers found kindred peers who experienced similar situational 
HC to create stronger relationship ties (i.e., stronger social capital). Bridgers sought like-minded 
individuals to support each other as a community academically and interpersonally. For example, a 
Latino and chemical engineering undergraduate student described difficulty adapting to his “college 
setting and to navigate the language barrier” because he is an international student. He navigated his 
sense of “onlyness” by finding “faculty members that are not only international but also Hispanic.” 
Thus, this individual surrounded himself with others who could understand his experiences and 
help him build social capital in engineering and develop strong ties. The social capital acquired by 
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this participant also strengthened his sense of belonging with faculty members in his engineering 
program to survive this stage of his engineering education.

A White woman and environmental engineering undergraduate student discussed how she was 
marginalized because there was a “large population of males” in her classes. However, she coped 
with this HC by surrounding herself with “peers who don’t believe in the stereotypes perpetuated 
by HC” so they “can all work together to better ourselves and our grades.” This participant described 
bonding with peers where gender-based HC was not a decisive factor, and was able to work with 
her peers, as opposed to competing against them, to improve her grades. Thus, this participant and 
her peers collectively built stronger social capital through strengthened relationship ties to increase 
their access to institutional cultural capital and override gender-biased HC.

While bridgers may not necessarily coalesce to change their environments structurally, their focus 
is survival and equipping others to do the same. Bridgers understand that addressing their mental 
well-being is important, and they find support by being a member of a community. Bridgers tend to 
share social capital with others as much as they receive it in the form of social support, as depicted 
in Figure 18.1.

2.3  Agents: The Brokers of Social Capital

Agents of social capital (n = 5, 12% of total participants) aimed to change engineering education for 
future generations, particularly for members of marginalized groups. Most agents self-identified as 
women (n = 4, 80% of agents), were from majority ethnic/racial groups in engineering (n = 4, 80% 
of agents), were continuing-generation (n = 5, 100% of agents), and had traditional and uninter-
rupted K–16 educational pathways (n = 5, 100% of agents).

Agents acted as representatives or spokespersons of a marginalized group. A Black man and elec-
trical engineering undergraduate student navigated HC of underrepresentation of Black people in 
engineering curriculum by relating “construct concepts of an African American famous engineer” 
even though his professor “kept stating that what I was talking about . . . was not a direct represen-
tation of what we were talking about [in class].” The participant “tried to introduce it more” to his 
teacher, and the participant “was able to teach the class” and his instructor concepts from the famous 
African American engineer, of which they were previously unaware. The participant navigated the 
HC so that he could become a source of social capital to others and they could be aware of African 
American contributions to engineering that were not previously in the formal course curriculum.

Among the strategies used by agents, they also want to be role models for others. They provided a 
voice for others and were not afraid to communicate concerns to other important social stakeholders 
(e.g., instructors). For example, a White woman and material engineering undergraduate student 
described how men in her program did not believe women should be engineers, but she noted that 
she wanted to continue in engineering because “if [she] stick[s] with it and help[s] make a differ-
ence in the field, more young women will be able to enter the field without fear.” The participant 
noted that she intentionally persists in engineering so that she can make it better for future classes of 
women. The participant described being an agent of future social capital for other women, which 
inadvertently increased her own self-efficacy to become an engineer, with the altruistic goal to pro-
vide future women engineers with the hope that they can also persist.

Agents of HC enact strategies and practices that challenge their surrounding systems and struc-
tures. They take acquired institutional cultural capital and use it to raise awareness for others in the 
future, which bridgers do not consider. Individuals can experience agents’ actions vicariously, such 
as seeing agents speak up for themselves and others and raising awareness of issues that others do not 
see (Sellers & Villanueva Alarcón, 2021a). Agents’ sense of self, their personal and professional identi-
ties, and their sense of belonging with others in engineering (and not the profession) are strong. As 
such, agents are willing to suffer the consequences of their advocacy to disrupt the status quo, even 
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if it affects their own belonging to a non-supportive community or profession (strong social capital 
is independent of strength of relationship ties). Thus, agents tend to share more social capital with 
others than they receive, as depicted in Figure 18.1.

Therefore, we find that in traditional engineering programs in the United States, individuals 
build social capital to uncover HC, strengthen their social ties and networks to gain institutional 
cultural capital and/or a sense of belonging. In Figure 18.1, we conceptualize the role that seekers, 
bridgers, and agents must acquire social capital and navigate HC. While seekers navigate HC to 
persist and understand their learning and working environments, they internalize and perpetuate the 
status quo of norms and values in engineering. By forming relationships that share and give social 
capital and improve access to institutional cultural capital, bridgers and agents are less likely to recre-
ate cultures of exclusion and marginalization in engineering.

With these findings, a question the reader may be wondering is: “How can engineering educa-
tion intentionally equip individuals to navigate HC they may experience?” Let us explore a case 
study at the University of Calgary where engineering educators and researchers have created an 
intentional, formal curriculum to debunk the myth of rational-emotional dualism in engineering 
(i.e., engineering is rational and emotionless; Lönngren et al., 2021, 2023; Kellam et al., 2018) and 
promote a sense of belonging in students.

3  University of Calgary: An Engineering Program That Intentionally 
Aims to Tackle Hidden Curriculum Being Directed to Its Students

In engineering, using HC for positive educational change by bringing awareness to hidden mes-
saging is just starting (e.g., Paul et al., 2021a, 2021b). In this section, we present a case study of a 

Figure 18.1  Conceptualization of social capital (SC) between seekers, bridgers, and agents, with 
arrows that indicate the amount and direction of social capital exchanged. Seekers 
receive more social capital than they lend to others, bridgers exchange social capital 
equitably with others, and agents lend more social capital than they receive. Individu-
als aim to build social capital to uncover HC, strengthen their social ties and networks 
to gain institutional capital, cultural capital, and/or a sense of belonging.
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novel engineering program at the Schulich School of Engineering at the University of Calgary. The 
Engineering Attributes (EA) program aims to develop mental wellness as well as promote a sense of 
belonging, lifelong learning, and effective learning strategies through weekly modules across all first-
year engineering courses (Paul et al., 2021a, 2021b). Leaders developed the program in 2019 to train 
first-year undergraduate engineering students to navigate their degree while debunking the myth of 
rational-emotional dualism (Lönngren et al., 2021; Kellam et al., 2018). The leaders of this program 
were aware of the pervasive HC of an engineering culture based on pure rationality without emo-
tions (e.g., Huff et al., 2016; Husman et al., 2015; Lönngren et al., 2021; Kellam et al., 2018; Secules 
et al., 2021; Villanueva, Carothers et al., 2018; Villanueva et al., 2020). They wanted students to 
understand that engineers have emotions, and emotions are inextricably linked to cognition. Thus, 
there is a benefit of bringing emotions into the forefront of awareness instead of hiding them (e.g., 
Husman et al., 2015; Lönngren et al., 2021; Villanueva, Carothers et al., 2018; Villanueva et al., 
2020). To do so, leaders created a curriculum based on theories of mindfulness, mental wellness, 
and learning strategies (Paul et  al., 2021a, 2021b). Leaders present the modules in weekly short 
(10–15 minute) presentations across the first-year engineering curriculum. There are typically 12–15 
modules; leaders deliver these modules across four or five of the core first-year engineering courses 
during the academic year. Leaders intentionally designed the modules to be regular, short tidbits of 
information so that they expose students to activities and strategies they need to mitigate and bring 
awareness to negative, pervasive HC messaging in engineering.

Within the EA program, the goal of the weekly modules is to remind students that they are 
human and to dismantle some of the dualisms and HC that exist in engineering (Paul et al., 2021a, 
2021b). Colloquially, the program leaders call the program the Engineers Have Feelings project, as 
they encourage students, through reflective activities, to bring their emotional awareness to their 
engineering academics. Leaders remind students that they are more than just logical problem solvers, 
encourage students to bring emotional awareness to their critical thinking (Kellam et al., 2018), and 
to build community with their peers to support social capital building (Pooley et al., 2005). For each 
module, first-year engineering undergraduate students submit qualitative reflection responses on the 
weekly topic (see Table 18.1 for overview of topics). Leaders grade these responses for completion, 
and the responses count for a small percentage of the final grade for each first-year course, at the 
discretion of the instructor. The program leaders inform the students that they will only be check-
ing a small set of responses each week. The program’s emphasis is to support students to understand 
the importance of reflection for themselves, more than focusing on the grading of the reflections. 
Program leaders provide brief summaries of the previous week’s reflection responses to encourage 
thoughtful responses and to help students know they are not alone in their feelings. In open-ended 
student feedback about the program, students often speak positively of the reflections’ importance. 
For example, one student indicated:

The most helpful part [of the EA program] has been the [reflection] quizzes because they allow 
me to reflect on myself, my habits, and my thinking. They help me realize that I have been 
in these situations and through the quizzes, I start to think about strategies to deal with these 
situations.

We summarize an outline of the main objectives of the curriculum and course sequence in 
Table 18.1, where we also provide examples of how the curriculum design parallels the four factors 
of HC pathways. Lastly, we provide specific tips on attending to each of the archetypes with exam-
ples and more details on the module content and examples of reflection questions.

Within HC pathways, there were several character traits that the EA curriculum addressed. For 
example, the four factors found by Villanueva et al. (2020) are integrated into the curriculum regu-
larly. The first factor, HC awareness, is an important step to recognize what systems or individuals 
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communicate and discerning unconscious misrepresentations in learning environments (Villanueva 
et al., 2020). Within the EA program, leaders equip students to navigate the engineering norms and 
become aware of unconscious beliefs that they might hold. For example, some students believe that 
engineering is difficult and that engineering programs fail a certain percentage of students. In the 
Academic Burnout module, instructors raise awareness of the challenge of an engineering education by 
helping students self-assess their emotional patterns; they help students understand that it is abnormal 
to feel continuously exhausted, have high anxiety, or lack motivation towards school. The instructors 
use these self-assessment talking points to provide students with tips for recovery, ways to seek help, 
and how to access support via campus resources.

The second factor, emotions, is important because emotions are required to process the HC that 
individuals are aware of (Villanueva et al., 2020). Program leaders designed the EA program around 
the mental wellness wheel (see Figure 18.2), which they adapted from Hettler (1976). Regularly 
during the program, instructors conduct check-ins on students’ emotional well-being. Program 
leaders also introduce students to a full module on Emotions and Hidden Curriculum, where instruc-
tors talk about how the brain is interconnected with emotional processing and working memory 
and how integral emotions are to learning (e.g., Tyng et al., 2017), as well as the emotions that they 
experience (Gelles et al., 2020).

The third factor, self-efficacy, allows individuals to believe they can improve their environment 
(Sellers & Villanueva Alarcón, 2021a; Villanueva et al., 2020). One of the most popular EA modules, 
Resiliency, gives students the tools to change how they think. In this module, instructors summarize 
cognitive distortions and give students tools to manage these intrusive thoughts using the catch it, 
challenge it, change it framework, which program leaders modified from cognitive behavior therapy 
(CBT) techniques (Stallard, 2019). In the context of HC, these tools are valuable to help students be 
aware of HC messaging they receive, use self-efficacy tools to change their own internal dialogue, 
and challenge HC they receive.

Finally, students use their gained confidence (self-/advocacy) to take action or speak up for 
themselves (Villanueva et al., 2020). An early module in the EA program on Teamwork and Diver-
sity discusses the idea of brave spaces where the program leaders supply tools and strategies to 
students to have difficult conversations. Students are encouraged to advocate for themselves while 
owning their intentions, being respectful because everyone defines respect differently, and engag-
ing in “controversy with civility,” where program leaders cordially frame challenges and conflict 

Table 18.1  Overview of the Engineering Attributes Curriculum, University of Calgary, Schulich School of 
Engineering, 2020–2021

Term 1 – Fall 2020 Term 2 – Winter 2021

Week Module Week Module

1 Mental Health Continuum 2 Mental Health Continuum
1 Motivation 2 Emotions and Hidden Curriculum
2 Teamwork and Diversity 3 Teamwork and Diversity
4 Time Management 5 Finance
6 Academic Burnout 8 Exam Anxiety
7 Exam Anxiety 8 Academic Burnout
8 Metacognition 8 Errorful Learning

11 Resiliency 10 Resiliency
12 Final Portfolio 11 Motivation

13 Final Portfolio

Source: Adapted from Paul, Adeyinka et al. (2021).
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(Arao & Clemens, 2013). These conversations provide students with the tools needed for self-/
advocacy.

In consultation with Villanueva and colleagues (2020), Villanueva Alarcón & Sellers (2022) and 
Smith (2013), leaders re-evaluated the EA program to see how the curriculum (Paul, Adeyinka, 
et al., 2021; Paul, Behjat, et al., 2021) aligns with this description of seekers, bridgers, and agents. 
While these curricular elements are not prescriptive, we hope that these strategies will ignite similar 
ideas in other engineering classrooms, departments, and programs for transformative educational 
change.

3.1  Supporting Seekers: Acknowledge Emotions, Normalize Help-Seeking, 
and Provide Resources

As described in a previous section, seekers aim to build social capital to belong and succeed in 
engineering. Typically, they are looking for support to better navigate through HC in engineering. 
Aligned with this, one of the primary aims of the EA curriculum is to help students understand that 
they are not alone and to provide them with tools to navigate their educational degree.

The resiliency module described previously uses the catch it, challenge it, change it framework with 
reflection questions to give students an opportunity to reflect on their feelings and internal dialogue, 
consider how they can challenge this internal dialogue, and then create a plan to change it. This 
process helps students become aware of and acknowledge internalized thoughts based on norms in 
engineering, challenge these thoughts, and make a plan to bring them to conscious awareness so 
they can navigate HC of engineering. One student emphasized the importance of awareness in their 
reflection when they indicated:

I feel that a way to change those feelings, is to talk about your feelings, be it through writing it 
down or speaking it. I feel that if you take a moment to write or prepare something, you can 
see things in a different light.

Another student acknowledged that they experienced HC messaging that made them feel like 
they did not belong in engineering: “Most of the time, I  feel like I don’t belong here, and that 
I made a mistake of choosing engineering.” By asking them how they could reframe their inter-
nal dialogue and navigate HC, they emphasized how it was important to remember that everyone 
struggles:

I could reframe my internal narrative by telling myself that everyone feels confused all the time 
and that it is not just me. I’d tell myself that the course is just really hard and that I am not stupid 
and that I belong here.

Finally, they concluded by reminding themselves, “I got accepted into engineering because I am 
capable and that I have what it takes. During these times, I am most likely stressed so taking a break 
would help me.” This student confronted HC messaging that made them feel they did not belong, 
and they identified a strategy around reflection and reframing of their thoughts. In the future, they 
plan to take a break when they start having these thoughts.

Many students applied the tools given through the modules in their reflections. For example, the 
power of yet is discussed, where students add the word “yet” to their sentence. One student who felt 
like they were struggling more than everyone else concluded with, “I need to count my accomplish-
ments rather than downgrade myself on my flaws. I need to know that I am not understanding chem 
[chemistry] YET, but I will understand it eventually.” The power of yet is a helpful tool for seekers as 
it helps them navigate HC messaging that they are internalizing. Another student applied to join the 
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Solar Car team, but she wrote, “I couldn’t help feeling that I had faked the interview, or that I didn’t 
deserve to be on the team. I felt that, as a female, I didn’t belong (all the other new recruits were 
male).” To overcome these feelings, she noted that it has been really helpful to find mentors to look 
up to: “I think talking to other women about this specific situation has helped a lot. . . . I usually 
think about how others have done the same thing before me and succeeded, so I should be able to 
as well.” She sought out social capital from mentors who are women to help her gain knowledge 
and succeed in her role.

Also, the EA program emphasizes the importance of seeking support from peers, professors, and 
advisers if students are struggling. As seekers looked to gain social capital for their own personal 
advantage, they commonly reflected on seeking support from peers. A student doubted their cod-
ing abilities, and they planned “on asking the people around [them] if they understand something 
better than [them], and if they do, could they please explain it to [them] too” to help overcome 
their doubts. Another student who was nervous about looking “dumb” for asking questions, indi-
cated that:

Over time, I start to ask a few questions during class time. It is my opportunity for me this year 
with online learning, so I feel much better to ask questions. One thing that surprises me is that 
my friend is also supportive, some of them even give me answers [in the chat] before professors 
notice them.

It is evident these students seek more social capital to support them through their academics, and 
because of the EA reflections, they have committed to ask for help and talk to their peers more often.

Overall, the EA program provided a curriculum structure allowing seekers to gain social capital 
by first acknowledging their emotions, seeking help more often, and understanding the tools and 
resources that are available to them. This provides seekers with a foundation and helps them build 
social capital so they can begin to transition to becoming bridgers and agents.

3.2  Encouraging Bridgers: Supporting Group Dialogue That Allows for 
Sharing Personal Identities, Individual Sense of Belonging, and 
Community Building

Bridgers look to build social capital with like-minded individuals to navigate HC messages in engi-
neering that target their identity. They aim to share social capital within their communities to help 
themselves persist and support others to understand HC messages directed to them. Within the EA 
program, the modules are delivered with three components: content, in-class interaction, and per-
sonal reflections. This structure creates many opportunities throughout the curriculum to allow for 
bridgers to connect with like-minded peers, as well as reflect on these conversations.

The teamwork and diversity module introduces the diversity wheel (see Figure 18.2) and dis-
cusses the multiple dimensions of identities to support bridgers in finding ways to relate to their 
peers. In the EA program, after introducing the wheel, students are asked to consider elements of 
their identity based on the prompts and then answer two questions: What are the elements of your 
identity that are most important to you? What are the elements of your identity that others notice first? After 
spending a couple minutes on this activity on their own, students go into groups to discuss these 
questions with their peers. This activity has been impactful in helping bridgers understand more 
ways that they can find kindred peers and support each other. Most people will first notice external 
elements of our identity to find community (e.g., perceived age, skin color, gender, etc.), when there 
are also many other elements of our identity that can be used to connect with and support each 
other. For example, one student identified themselves as creative and noted, “[W]hen working in 
groups, this can come as an advantage because we can all bounce around creative ideas and put our 
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minds together to come up with truly useful solutions.” Although HC often sends messaging that 
creativity is not important in engineering, this student found a way to use their creativity and the 
creativity of their group members to thrive in engineering problem-solving.

One student talked about how their identity would allow them to share social capital and support 
other group members. They wrote:

[M]y own struggles with mental health can help me be more patient and supportive if a group 
member is having similar struggles. Likewise, my introversion can help me be more cognizant 
of shy or underspoken group members and lead me to take extra care in ensuring that their 
voices are heard.

This bridger understands the importance of supporting peers who have similar identities as they may 
have experienced similar HC in engineering, such as not being heard because they are a quieter 
group member. Through social capital sharing, this student aims to build a community where peers 
can support each other. Another student talked about resolving conflict due to diversity and stated 
that although “[d]ifferences should be appreciated and respected,” it is important to remember that 
the “similarities in a group should always be the driving force because that creates a sense of unity 
and collectiveness.” This student hopes to find commonalities that allow them to share social capital 
across their peer group to support each other and have greater success as a community. Although 
bridgers often seek kindred peers with similar identities, during the module, students are reminded 
that exclusion can also occur when only looking to find peers who are the same as themselves. It is 
important for bridgers to understand this nuance and build community across identities.

The EA program provides an opportunity for bridgers to reflect on how they can build com-
munity with their peers through engaging in vulnerable spaces. Bridgers reflect and emphasize the 
importance of social capital sharing to support each other when navigating engineering, particularly 
HC as it relates to their identities. Leveraging this and connecting it directly within the curriculum 
content and delivery pedagogies is powerful as it supports bridgers in thriving themselves and sup-
porting their community of peers to thrive.

Figure 18.2  Wellness wheel and diversity wheel from EA modules.

Source: Left, adapted from Hettler (1976); right, with permission from Dr. Kim Johnson.
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3.3  Empowering Agents: Encouraging Students to Make Change

Agents aim to change social capital, changing their surrounding systems and structures to change 
engineering for future generations, particularly marginalized groups. Agents raise awareness by 
advocating for themselves and others on issues that are often hidden. Through intentional curricu-
lum design in the EA program, we create learning opportunities for agents to have the tools they 
need to change the systems and structures.

For example, one of the modules provides an overview of the concept of HC to empower 
students to make change. The module provides a definition of HC, and then leaders discuss exam-
ples from engineering, including the hierarchical and individualistic nature of engineering, and the 
assumption of engineering being a difficult and elite program (examples inspired from Villanueva 
et al., 2020). The module aims to empower students by talking about the importance of bringing 
these unconscious internal experiences into the conscious mind. Following this module are three 
reflection questions, where the third question pushes students to consider actions they could take: 
Are there any topics you feel have been missing from your engineering education, or do you feel there is lesser 
value placed on some elements of engineering over others? Although many students did not communicate 
significant advocacy in their answers, a few students were agents with a desire to change their engi-
neering education experience. One student noted that the mental wellness modules have been help-
ful in changing engineering education but that it needs to be taken further. “I think our professors 
should take mental health more into consideration when conducting their classes (more interaction 
with peers, extended due dates, having profs be easily accessible to ask questions, etc.).” This student 
is advocating for change on behalf of themself and their peers to improve and change HC that exists 
in engineering classrooms.

The EA program also empowers agents to make change by hiring 4–6 students each summer 
to develop their own modules. The EA program inspires and encourages students who are hired 
to the summer research program to make changes to engineering culture and HC. During the 
summer research program, leaders give students autonomy to research a topic they are passionate 
about and create their own module. The students’ choices of topics are often inspired by HC that 
have influenced them personally. For example, one student chose to develop a module on finances 
and scholarships. She navigated many financial barriers herself by applying for scholarships and 
saving money to attend university. To develop the module, the student researched the connec-
tion between mental health and finances, pulled together resources lists, and laid out tips based on 
her experience. Thus, the summer research program provides an opportunity to engage students 
who are agents in peer advocacy, where they can make more systems-level changes to engineering 
education curriculum.

Each of these three curricular elements described provides powerful examples of how these strate-
gies connect seekers, bridgers, and agents to content and resources relevant to them. By connecting 
the curriculum directly to seekers, bridgers, and agents, we can ensure we are supporting as many 
students as possible to thrive in utilizing social capital to navigate the HC. The EA program aims to 
normalize help-seeking and provide resources, to foster community and belonging through vulner-
able conversations, and to empower students to make change. These values are continuously repeated 
throughout the year in the weekly modules in the program. The program teaches students that a suc-
cessful engineer is more than just being able to solve difficult problems and manage high workloads. 
As one student indicated, “I think the mental wellness program makes us more human and mentally 
healthy which in turn would make us work more efficiently.” The EA modules bring awareness to HC 
in engineering and help students navigate it. As the program improves and continues to iterate, it will 
be important to engage faculty members, in addition to students, in the weekly modules so that they 
begin to deconstruct their own biases and HC that they unintentionally promote in their classrooms.
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4  Lessons Learned about Hidden Curriculum in Engineering Through 
Social Capital

Engineering departments and colleges can create a more inclusive learning environment that can 
foster the growth and development of seekers to transition into bridgers and agents. In order to 
produce more bridgers and agents and collaborative learning communities, a competition-neutral 
pedagogical approach must be created (Secules, 2019). Within the context of the learning environ-
ment, faculty members and students must become aware of HC but also know that they have the 
power and tools to change it.

Since we understand that educational environments are part of a larger ecosystem, we have bro-
ken down some of our recommended strategies for department/college, researchers, faculty mem-
bers, and students. However, we understand that these recommendations are only presented as 
starting points and encourage readers to adapt it to the context of their realities. Also, these recom-
mendations are not meant to be prescriptive but rather as starting points for reflection and discus-
sions. These recommendations are based on previous or ongoing research by Sellers and Villanueva 
Alarcón (2021b), as well as work by Paul, Adeyinka, et al. (2021), Paul, Behjat, et al. (2021), and 
Smith (2013).

4.1  Departments/Colleges

We recommend the following to university departments and colleges for how they can become 
aware of and address HC in those contexts:
[COMP: Please align below bulleted list also make sure they are aligned and differenti-
ated with the sub-bullets as per given in MS.]

• Departments/colleges should take a critical look at their engineering cultures and how each mem-
ber contributes to this culture.

• They can plan a department retreat to unpack the unwritten norms, values, and expecta-
tions of how they define success for their students in the department and in the profession. 
If some aspects of HC are revealed to be less affirming and inclusive, they should have a 
discussion on how to make those changes.

• If there is agreement that the expectations, norms, and values are not affirming and inclu-
sive, then the department should seek programming that will help all faculty members 
understand, navigate, and transform HC. For example, offer lunch and learn workshops on 
an HC topic led by an expert on the topic and/or an administrator or faculty member who 
has been trained on the topic. The lunch-and-learn workshops can be offered throughout 
the school year.

• Departments/colleges should consult with students on changes to the engineering culture.

• Hire a neutral, third-party evaluator (preferably outside the discipline) to conduct inter-
views and/or focus groups with students on prevalent norms, values, and expectations and 
things they would like to see changed in the department.

• From the evaluator’s recommendations, establish a plan that includes small suggestions for 
engineering cultural change directed to faculty and staff members and students.

• Evaluate plans and revisit suggestions at least once a year.
• Department can invite campus partners to come in monthly to talk about HC topics. For 

example, invite the academic counseling and health services to talk about managing stress 
and the importance of taking care of one’s mental health.
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4.2  Researchers

We recommend the following to researchers who want to extend HC work in engineering education:

• Researchers should consider how to unearth the status quo in engineering.

• Consider, “What norms, values, and beliefs may be present in engineering but are unex-
amined because they are ubiquitous?”

• Also, ponder, “Who benefits or is harmed by these unexamined norms, values, and beliefs?”

• Researchers can utilize research designs to examine HC contextually in departments, classes, 
workplaces, and other engineering spaces.

• Researchers can ask themselves, “How can I design an inquiry that will allow me to see 
HC authentically in context?”

• For example, critical ethnography to explore how HC occurs in first-year classes (similar 
to the University of Calgary example).

• Use results from critical ethnography or other research designs to inform support for fac-
ulty to design and implement curricular change.

• Researchers can explore HC longitudinally to determine if stakeholders’ experiences with HC 
change.

• Examine the impacts of a departmental cultural change plan to see if stakeholders report 
changes in their experiences with HC.

• Use iterative results to continue but adjust aspects of initiative as necessary.

4.3  Faculty Members

We recommend the following to faculty members and researchers who want to become aware of and 
address HC in their interactions with students:

• Design class structure, syllabus, lesson plans, and assignments/projects to foster a strong sense of 
belonging in students.

• Create an assignment that rewards collaboration and not competition to earn full points on 
that assignment.

• Create fun class activities that discuss the culture of engineering programs and why diver-
sity is important. For instance, play a Kahoot! phone app game with HC-related topics.

• Faculty members can foster a strong sense of belonging in their classroom if they show their own 
vulnerability so that students can see that they are human and have emotions.

• Faculty members could spend five minutes during set class times for check-ins, where 
professors share their joys and challenges of the day and ask other students if they want to 
volunteer and share their joys and challenges of the day. Alternatively, faculty members can 
share with students if they used tutoring and other support services as a student; showing 
them how you sought support as a student may encourage them to persist in engineering 
and seek out necessary support.

• If it has been a hard week for most students (multiple exams for the same engineering 
concentration), faculty members could consider giving the entire class an extension on the 
homework assignment for that week. Showing an empathetic stance may engender trust in 
students and foster a deeper sense of belonging.
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• Provide extra credit to students for attending tutoring and other academic and social sup-
port services.

• Invite former students to come and speak to the class about the benefits of seeking out 
support and thriving in the department.

• Design instruction to encourage student feedback and evaluation.

• Empower students that they can offer feedback on the structure of the class and that 
they are co-creators of their learning experience. One way to do this is to leave a class 
topic open in the syllabus and poll students on what they want to learn that semester 
in class.

• Professors can reward academic excellence and collaboration.

• Professors could assign students into small groups and let these groups identify what are 
the underlying assumptions of the assignments and what is unclear about the assignments. 
Then, share those comments and feedback with the entire class, and the professor can pro-
vide additional clarity. This is one way to make HC visible for all students and, all students 
would receive the same information at one time since not all students feel comfortable 
going to office hours.

4.4  Students

We recommend the following to students who encounter HC in engineering contexts:

• Everyone experiences HC in engineering, but some may experience it more than others. Some 
may experience HC directed at their personal identities (race/ethnicity, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, etc.). Be aware that norms, values, and beliefs are difficult to identify.

• Ask, “What groups are not represented in my class/group/club/program?” and contem-
plate how you can include them.

• Ask, “Why does this need to be this way in engineering?” or question, “Is the way things 
have always been done the best way to learn/complete them?”

• Do not be afraid to ask professors questions about the rationale for some assignments, pro-
jects, or activities connected to the profession. It is important to understand what norms, 
values, and beliefs dominate in the engineering profession prior to graduation.

• Students may not immediately have the proper resources, support, or strategy to navigate HC, 
but it is important to communicate what students can do for themselves and others who may 
experience similar issues. Be aware that using social capital is a powerful strategy to navigate and 
overcome potentially negative HC.

• Ask, “What resources are available to students to mitigate this issue?” or “How can students 
leverage other people and their resources/connections to help me with my issue?” such as 
with peer or upper-class students, teaching assistants, advisers, career counselors, and affin-
ity groups, among others.

• Engineering has a strong history of maintaining exclusive norms and culture. Students (and 
faculty) can change this culture, but it is not without its roadblocks. As such, be patient 
with the progress made and keep bridging or brokering social capital. Students and others 
can raise awareness of HC and help transform engineering towards more positive educational 
change.
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5  Final Thoughts

In this chapter, we summarized a four-factor model of HC where individuals must become aware 
of HC and utilize their emotions and self-efficacy to advocate for themselves. We also presented 
research findings about how individuals utilize social capital to unveil HC and advocate for them-
selves, specifically by collecting social capital, sharing it, and lending it. This chapter then connected 
research-to-practice by describing an engineering program that is attempting to create a new nar-
rative to the emotional-rational dualism in engineering and support individuals to use social capital 
to advocate around HC. Finally, we presented recommendations and prompts, based on our current 
research, to assist administrators, faculty members, and students to become aware of and advocate 
for change around HC in engineering. We acknowledge, because of our research, that transforming 
the institutional culture of engineering education is a process that should begin with an awareness 
of HC. Yet awareness of HC is not enough. The four-factor model of HC, as we have shared in this 
chapter, is a structural framework by which individuals can use to derive strategies and for survival, 
navigation, or change in engineering. But understanding is not alone; it takes intentional action 
to create counterspaces and counternarratives to positively transform the landscape of engineering 
education and practice.
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1  Introduction

The pedagogical practice of group work has a long history in higher education, having been the 
subject of formal research in the field for over a century (Johnson et al., 1998). Despite this, tension 
persists between different educational approaches in engineering, specifically between traditional 
lectures with accompanying homework, problem sets, and exams, and active learning approaches 
such as collaborative and cooperative learning (Bubou et al., 2017; Wieman, 2014). Collaborative 
learning is an active learning approach that more closely resembles the practices of engineering pro-
fessionals in industry settings than traditional educational techniques (Cady & Reid, 2018; Prince, 
2004). Because working effectively on a team is crucial to success in the engineering workplace 
(Johri et al., 2015; Jonassen et al., 2006), engineering accreditation agencies worldwide specify it 
as an explicit learning outcome (e.g., ABET Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology, 
Criteria for Accrediting Engineering Programs, 2018).

Research in the learning sciences has demonstrated that collaborative, problem-based, and 
design-focused experiences produce deep learning, increase persistence in STEM fields, and aid the 
development of the collaborative skills that are essential for industry (e.g., Barron & Darling – Ham-
mond, 2008; Nokes – Malach et al., 2019). As Sheppard et al. suggest in Educating Engineers (Shep-
pard & Macatangay, 2008), these best practices for developing effective learning opportunities should 
be adopted across engineering programs in order to prepare budding engineers to collaboratively 
address multidisciplinary and complex problems in their professional careers.

This chapter brings together research on collaborative and cooperative learning in education, the 
learning sciences, and engineering education. Our goal is to review current understandings of the 
purposes of collaborative learning, how collaboration leads to learning, and the conditions necessary 
to have successful collaborative learning experiences in engineering courses. The chapter is writ-
ten both as a guide for how to think about implementing collaborative learning and to prepare the 
ground for future research in the field.

While the concept of active learning encompasses a large range of activities, we have limited 
our focus to learning activities that take place in groups where there is some sustained interaction 
between group members – from at least one class period or lesson to semester-long team projects. 
We also acknowledge a significant, if possibly temporary, increase in the use of online learning and 
group work during recent years. However, the scope of this chapter does not allow us to include 
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a detailed examination of the emerging literature on sustaining collaboration solely in an online 
context.

We use the 4Ts framework developed by the first author (Mercier & Higgins, 2015) to outline 
the crucial elements of collaborative learning in classrooms: teams, tasks, tools, and teachers. These 
four categories are useful in mapping the current state of the field and identifying areas in which fur-
ther research is necessary. While laying out these categories, however, this framework also acknowl-
edges their fundamentally overlapping nature (e.g., team interaction is influenced by the type of task 
being used, and so on).

We reviewed papers published between 2010 and 2022 in the European Journal of Engineering Edu-
cation, the International Journal of Engineering Education, the Journal of Engineering Education, and Studies 
in Engineering Education. We arrived at this short list by seeking to represent the “top” journals in 
standard engineering education research using a combination of impact factor, h-index, and index-
ing databases while representing a variety of countries. We identified papers using the following 
keywords: collaborative learning, cooperative learning, group work, capstone project, group-based, and design 
project. We then categorized these papers using the 4Ts framework to provide insights into the cur-
rent state of the field, explore implications for teaching, and highlight directions for future research.

2  Overview of Collaborative Learning

2.1 Collaborative and Cooperative Learning

The terms “collaborative learning” and “cooperative learning” are often used interchangeably 
(Hmelo-Silver et al., 2013), with early studies in engineering education preferring the latter term 
(Froyd et al., 2012; Smith et al., 1981a, 1981b). In this chapter, we will draw a distinction between 
the terms in order to clarify different aspects of these processes, recognizing that elements of both 
types of learning are necessary in engineering education and that the differences between them are 
neither entirely clear nor universally agreed upon in the field.

Smith et al. (2005) use the requirement in cooperative learning of structured, individual account-
ability to disambiguate from cooperative and collaborative learning. Alternatively, Dillenbourg et al. 
(1995) define the key feature of cooperative learning as individuals having responsibility for different 
elements of the task, while collaborative learning is defined as a high level of mutual engagement and 
coordinated effort to solve the problem or create joint understanding. Drawing on this literature, we 
define collaborative learning as requiring the co-construction of knowledge by groups. Cooperative 
learning, on the other hand, is defined as groups interdependently working to achieve a common 
goal, which results in activities that lend themselves to students taking different roles during a task, 
and possibly breaking the task down into subparts and completing them under a rubric of individual 
accountability (Davidson & Major, 2014; Smith et al., 2005). While this chapter is focused on col-
laborative learning, it should be noted that there is significant overlap in these two forms of peda-
gogy, and that each has a time and place in which it is the more effective option, and as such, we will 
discuss both throughout the chapter.

2.2  Why Do Collaborative and Cooperative Learning Work?

Drawing from different epistemic foundations, a range of theoretical perspectives has emerged to 
illuminate how collaboration leads to learning (Hmelo-Silver et al., 2013). Among these, the two 
key theoretical schools here are sociocultural theory and cognitive and sociocognitive theories. 
Despite both being fundamentally grounded in a constructivist approach to learning, which precedes 
from the idea of students as active constructors of their understandings rather than mere receptors of 
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knowledge, each provides different explanations for the phenomena associated with successful learn-
ing experiences. Based in the Vygotskian view of learning, sociocultural theory focuses on socially 
mediated cognition, that is, the idea that learning occurs through socially constructed artifacts, 
including language. In this context, the effectiveness of collaborative learning comes from the oppor-
tunity to learn how to be an engineer by talking about engineering concepts, engaging in the pro-
cesses of the engineering community, and using the tools, artifacts, and language of the engineering 
industry (e.g., authentic problem-solving tasks, software used by engineers). Cognitive theories posit 
that participating in a group initiates the types of cognition that result in learning, such as retrieval, 
rehearsal, and experiencing cognitive conflict when a peer has a differing idea or opinion (Webb, 
2013). Students need to have opportunities to discuss ideas with their peers in order to engage with 
different perspectives, to rehearse and verbalize their own thinking, and to ask questions.

From a cooperative learning perspective, the success of group learning is grounded in social inter-
dependence theory. First defined by Deutsch (1962), social interdependence theory states that social 
interdependence exists when goals are shared by individuals and each individual’s outcomes are based 
on the actions of others. Social interdependence can be both competitive (some win and some lose) 
or cooperative (all win or all lose). Thus, cooperative learning occurs when groups have a common 
goal and collective success or failure relies on the actions of all group members.

2.3  The Benefits of Collaborative Learning

Research across the field of engineering education and the learning sciences emphasizes the 
importance of collaborative learning for a range of educational outcomes, including learning 
and problem-solving as well as persistence in STEM fields and career preparation (e.g., Barron & 
 Darling-hammond, 2008; Hmelo-Silver & Chinn, 2016). Engineering education research specifi-
cally highlights the value of using collaborative tasks for learning and increased student engage-
ment as well as for the development of collaborative skills for future careers (Borrego et al., 2013; 
Johri et al., 2015).

2.3.1  Increased Persistence in STEM Fields

Equitable participation in STEM fields and the experiences of minoritized students in STEM-
related programs and professions have been matters of great concern for several decades (Adelman 
et al., 1998; Felder, 1994; NRC, 1994; Tao, 2016). Researchers have examined several issues related 
to engaging K–12 students in STEM courses as well as the nature of the experience of minoritized 
students in early undergraduate courses. These studies suggest that class sizes, dense theoretical con-
tent, and a focus on memorization or drill-and-practice assignments can be alienating both from 
peers and from the goals of the subject area. Consequently, students often feel that the content they 
are studying bears no connection to their original reasons for entering the field (Ballen et al., 2017; 
Pattison et al., 2020).

Collaborative problem-based activities have been identified as mechanisms for addressing many 
of the difficulties that arise in STEM courses (e.g., Fullilove & Treisman, 1990; Margolis & Fisher, 
2002; Pattison et al., 2020). Kalaian et al. (2018) performed a meta-analysis of small-group learning 
pedagogies in engineering and technology education programs. They report an effect size of .45 in 
favor of group learning, which, for the complex field of education research, where multiple variables 
are likely to influence the effect being studied, is a substantial result (Kraft, 2020).

At the same time, as one might expect with such an effect size, results from individual research 
studies are mixed. Van Dusen and Nissen (2020) report on a study examining the intersectional 
nature of race/racism and gender/sexism using the LASSO database of 13,857 students in first-
semester physics courses. The authors concluded that collaborative learning experiences improved 
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equity, with all students learning more in collaborative than in lecture-style instruction; however, it 
did little to foster equality, as all groups improved equally. Another recent study (Mollet et al., 2021) 
reports that, although participating in peer learning activities was important for sustaining GPAs 
among minoritized STEM students, collaborative learning in groups where these students were in 
the minority were not seen to be helpful. This may indicate a need to pay more attention to status 
issues and address them directly in the creation of collaborative activities. Similarly, Stump et  al. 
(2011) analyzed the results of two surveys of engineering students asked to report on their own col-
laboration, self-efficacy, knowledge-building behaviors, and course grade. Although these behaviors 
were significantly predictive of course grade, female students were more likely than male students 
to report using collaborative learning, and those who used collaborative learning were more likely 
to get a B than an A or a C. These results all point towards the potential benefits of collaborative 
learning, while also highlighting the complex nature of pedagogical innovation and recognizing gaps 
in our understanding of how best to create learning experiences that bring traditionally minoritized 
students into engineering and STEM more broadly.

2.3.2  Successful Learning Outcomes

Cooperative learning, collaborative learning, and group problem-solving activities are some of the 
most heavily researched topics in the field of education (Barron & Darling-Hammond, 2008), with 
most studies finding that these forms of learning yield positive effects. A series of meta-analyses and 
review articles provides a bird’s-eye view of the literature, showing an overall positive effect of group 
activities on learning outcomes. For example, Kyndt et al. (2013) report on 65 studies conducted 
after 1995 that compared real-life classroom-based cooperative activities with traditional, lecture-
based learning experiences. They reported an overall effect size on achievement of .54, another 
unusually high effect size for education research. Nokes-Malach et al. (2015) summarize findings 
from laboratory studies that show groups outperform individuals on tasks including memory, cat-
egorization, and problem-solving. However, they also note that the classroom-level data is more 
complex; most classroom-based studies agree with the lab studies’ findings, but some show that not 
all groups have the same experiences. These meta-analyses suggest that collaborative learning experi-
ences have the potential to create more productive learning outcomes but also indicate that success 
may depend on a large research team implementing the intervention, which may be difficult for 
individual instructors to replicate in a complex classroom environment. In the sections that follow, 
we will look closely at aspects of implementing collaborative learning in classrooms that determine 
whether and how it yields successful learning outcomes.

2.3.3  Collaborative Skills and the Need to Prepare for Careers

Industry professionals have increasingly recognized the importance of collaborative skills in the engi-
neering workplace, where more and more work is done by teams and in groups. Engineers are 
more than ever required to work collaboratively to tackle global problems, leading to a call for more 
authentic learning experiences in engineering programs (e.g., (Agrawal & Harrington – Hurd, 2016; 
Liu & Wayno, 2008; Vergara et al., 2009). Researchers have begun to dedicate considerably more 
effort to both assessing and documenting what counts as collaborative skills (e.g., OECD, 2017) and 
how to teach them (Borge et al., 2018).

The PISA framework (OECD, 2017) for assessing collaborative problem-solving skills is based 
on four features of problem-solving that have been identified and analyzed in the literature: explor-
ing and understanding, representing and formulating, planning and executing, and monitoring and 
reflecting. Researchers have directly connected these four features to three core collaboration skills: 
establishing and maintaining shared understanding, taking appropriate action to solve the problem, 
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establishing and maintaining team organization to create a 12-part matrix of collaborative problem-
solving skills. Similarly, Hesse et al. (2015) proposed a framework for teaching collaborative problem- 
solving skills that builds on the ATC21S™ criteria, which mandates that the skills should be  
measurable both in large-scale assessments and in classroom settings and that they must be teachable 
(OECD, 1999). Under this framework, two skill sets are highlighted: social process skills and cogni-
tive process skills. Social process skills are divided into the categories of participation, perspective 
taking, and social regulation. Cognitive skills are divided into task regulation, learning, and knowl-
edge building. Indicators for subelements of each of these skills are identified, with a description of 
what these would look like when present at low, medium, and high levels. This list of skills provides 
an accessible set of behaviors from which to teach students how to collaborate and provide insights 
to instructors on how to assess collaboration skills.

However, research indicates that merely engaging in collaborations may not sufficiently develop 
students’ collaboration skills; it is important to provide opportunities for students to explicitly learn 
collaboration skills, to reflect on their own experiences, and to learn to diagnose and address dif-
ficulties within their group dynamics (Barron et al., 2009; Borge et al., 2018; Mercier et al., 2009). 
In Mercier’s study, 19 stable groups who worked together weekly during the 7th, 8th, 9th, and 10th 
weeks of the semester showed low-level collaboration in week 7 (the first week working as a group), 
which remained low across the four weeks (Mercier et al., 2015). While this longitudinal analysis of 
interactions is rare, it resonates with other research that finds that groups who struggle in their inter-
actions may not be able to repair and/or improve their processes without intervention (e.g., Barron, 
2003; Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006; Mercier et al., 2009).

Over time, researchers have examined different ways to support students during collaboration 
in order to improve their interactions. For example, Fischer et al. (2013) argue that external scripts 
can be used to scaffold the development of internal scripts, which allow learners to become better 
collaborators in future activities. Studies also indicate that students engage in higher-quality inter-
actions when provided with guidance for how to engage in collaboration, whether in the form of 
scripts (e.g., Kester & Paas, 2005; Weinberger & Fischer, 2001), models (e.g., Rummel et al., 2009), 
or prompts and activities requiring them to reflect on the interactions (e.g., Cortez et al., 2009). 
A key feature of the model proposed by Fischer et al. (2013) is the appropriate fading of external 
scripts as students become more accustomed to collaborative activities and develop internal scripts 
to guide their actions. As yet, however, few studies have observed students for long enough to track 
the development of these internal scripts. Borge and White (2016) provide some insight into how 
students respond over time, reporting on the use of strategies and tools to improve collaboration over 
an 11-week science unit. Their findings suggest that students can learn to use strategies provided 
to them, and the quality of their interactions improved over time as they used these strategies more 
effectively with practice.

In sum, the literature identifies the necessity of teaching students to collaborate but shows that 
merely placing them in groups, while common, is somewhat ineffective. Techniques can be used 
to support collaboration, although more research is needed to indicate which are most useful and 
which are most useful in engineering courses.

2.4  Engineering Education Standards

In the United States, accreditation criteria have explicitly recognized collaboration as a crucial com-
ponent of an engineering education (ABET, 2018). This was formalized with the change in crite-
rion 3 (student outcomes) from “an ability to function on multidisciplinary teams” to “an ability to 
function effectively on a team whose members together provide leadership, create a collaborative 
and inclusive environment, establish goals, plan tasks, and meet objectives,” which was implemented 
during the 2019–2020 cycle (ABET, 2019–2020, 2019).
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Similarly, the European Network for Accreditation of Engineering Education specifies that bach-
elor’s graduates should have the “ability to effectively communicate information, ideas, problems 
and solutions with engineering community and society at large” and should also be able to “func-
tion effectively in a national and international context, as an individual and as a member of a team 
and to cooperate effectively with engineers and non-engineers” (ENAEE, 2008). The International 
Engineering Alliance, through its Washington Accord, specifies that graduates should “function 
effectively as an individual, and as a member or leader in diverse teams and in multi-disciplinary 
settings” (IEA, 2021).

Clearly, international accreditation agencies recognize the role of interdisciplinary teamwork in 
professional engineering contexts and promote educational contexts in which students learn to 
effectively frame, address, and solve problems collaboratively. However, despite more than a decade 
of this heightened focus on teamwork and collaboration, industry experts still see a great deal of 
room for improvement. For example, a survey conducted by the Association of American Colleges 
and Universities reported that 63% of the 400 employers surveyed felt graduates were not prepared 
to work in teams effectively and were ill-prepared to use technologies to solve a problem (Hart 
Research Associates, 2015). There is still much to be done in effectively designing integrating expe-
riences that will allow students to develop collaborative learning skills as part of their undergraduate 
training.

2.5  Addressing Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in Collaborative Learning

Despite the many benefits of collaborative learning in engineering courses, research has illu-
minated negative aspects of teamwork related to gender (e.g., Beigpourian & Ohland, 2019; 
Laeser et al., 2003; Tonso, 1996), race/ethnicity (e.g., Blosser, 2020; Chen et al., 2015; Cross & 
Paretti, 2020), and sexual orientation (Cech  & Rothwell, 2019; Cech  & Waidzunas, 2021), 
where students can be further marginalized in engineering teamwork (Meadows et al., 2015). 
Indeed, marginalized students are apt to “experience group environments differently not because 
they lack sufficient skills or resources, but because cultural and social norms create barriers not 
typically experienced by students from dominant groups” (Meadows et al., 2015, p. 12). Often-
times, minoritized students are burdened with “stereotype management” (McGee  & Martin, 
2011) which might contribute to their discomfort in course situations (Meadows et al., 2015), 
with a negative impact of their sense of belonging. Moreover, because many (quantitative) stud-
ies aggregate minoritized students into one group, failing to account for the intersectionality 
of multiple groups, we still have much to learn regarding the best ways to create an inclusive 
environment in collaborative learning. While this chapter will explicitly discuss DEI considera-
tions in Section 3.1.2, “Group Composition,” we recognize the need for additional research in 
collaborative learning.

2.6  Issues in Using Collaborative Learning

Despite decades of research indicating the value of collaboration in learning contexts and clear 
evidence that collaborative learning enhances classroom experiences, the actual implementation 
of collaborative learning has several drawbacks (Nokes-Malach et al., 2015). Teaching both short-
problem-based collaborative activities and longer-term projects can present a number of challenges 
for instructors, many of which are understudied (e.g., Mercier et  al., 2009; Takai  & Esterman, 
2019). These challenges are often associated with inequities in participation and poor social inter-
action skills but can be addressed through task design, classroom interventions, and spending time 
to develop social skills and group norms during the course. These issues can make teachers and 
instructors reluctant to use collaborative and cooperative learning pedagogies (Gillies & Boyle, 2010; 
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Shehab & Mercier, 2019). In Section 3.4, we discuss the role of the teacher in implementing collab-
orative learning in more detail, although note that it is an area that needs significant future research.

One of the most frequent complaints from students who are assigned collaborative learning 
projects is that one or more of their group mates did not complete their share of the work and/
or did not participate in group activities (Tenenberg, 2019). Known as free riders, these students 
appear to sit back and allow others to complete the work. The free rider is left with a less- 
successful educational experience, and the rest of the team has to work harder to make up for the 
free rider’s indifference, often becoming frustrated with and resentful of the task. While this can 
be particularly problematic in a multi-week project, it can also be harmful in shorter collabora-
tive activities.

Another problem that arises in collaborative projects, sometimes in relation to a free rider issue, 
is the domination of the group by one or more students (Salomon & Globerson, 1989). In this situ-
ation, a single student or subgroup of students takes over and either does not engage in collaborative 
knowledge-building discussions yet makes decisions and assigns work to the other group members 
or completes all the work alone. This can negatively impact the educational experience of less-
involved students, may result in all students missing the opportunity to learn more about collaborat-
ing, and may yield a poorly designed final product or less elaboration of ideas within a group if one 
or more member is rushing to complete the project.

Another related issue is that of social loafing, wherein some or all the students in a group reduce 
the amount of effort that they would typically put into a class assignment. Borrego et al. (2013), who 
deliver a systematic review of the literature on student teams in computer science and engineering, 
note that social loafing was the most frequently cited negative team behavior. Social loafing is often 
viewed as an issue of motivation. It can be addressed through assessment practices, although some 
argue that increasing the inherent value of the task for students is a more effective way of treating the 
problem (Karau & Williams, 1993, 1995).

Groupthink, in which agreement and cohesion between group members become more impor-
tant than fully exploring a topic, is another well-documented issue in the research on teamwork in 
education (e.g., Bénabou, 2013; Janis, 1991). There is a significant body of literature on this topic, 
which is particularly prevalent within the organizational psychology literature. In previous studies, 
we have documented a series of issues that may arise in student teams when groupthink dominates 
the early stages of a design project (e.g., Mercier et al., 2009) and suggest that, in designing the phases 
of a project, strategies such as presenting multiple ideas be included.

These negative effects are associated with a variety of causes: tasks that are not truly group-worthy 
(see Section 3.2), students who do not understand the purpose of participation, students who do not 
know how to participate or to recruit other members’ participation, or students who are struggling 
with the content. Different goals for the activity can also lead to these issues, as when students who 
are strongly focused on getting a high grade are required to work with students who are less invested 
in the course.

Research grounded in status theory points to the importance of attending to an individual’s 
status within the group and how perceived status can impact the way group members interact (e.g., 
Cohen & Lotan, 1997). When a group collectively identifies one member as low status with respect 
to the task, they tend to exclude that member or disregard their ideas (Berger et al., 1980). This 
can be particularly relevant for interdisciplinary teams, where preconceptions about the value of the 
different disciplines may impact the way contributions are valued, work is assigned, and/or group 
assessments are conducted (Booker et al., 2009). Scholarship on Complex Instruction (e.g., Azizan 
et al., 2018; Cohen, 1994) indicates that it is possible to configure classroom instruction and tasks 
so as to identify the value group members bring to a project and thereby promote more equitable 
participation.
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3  The Four Ts of Collaborative Learning in Classrooms

In our prior work, we identified four core aspects of collaborative learning in classrooms and rec-
ommended that more attention be paid to each of the four aspects so that this pedagogy could be 
implemented more successfully (Mercier & Higgins, 2015). As before, these four aspects are teams, 
tasks, tools, and teachers. Although the amount of research dedicated to each aspect has varied, all 
four overlap with one another to some degree. In the sections that follow, we take each of these four 
aspects and review relevant studies and the overall research stream. We have also included assessment 
as a subsection of teaching, since, although it is part of the teacher’s role (e.g., Kaendler et al., 2015), 
drawing it out as a specific section allows us to highlight the importance of assessment to the col-
laborative learning experience.

Learning also takes place in a specific context, and attention to that context, both in terms of the 
norms that are established by the teacher and class as well as to the classroom design, available tools, 
etc., is essential to thinking about how to implement collaborative learning activities.

As noted earlier, we reviewed publications in four engineering education journals in order to 
generate an understanding of where the field is positioned in relation to these four core areas of 
collaborative learning. The distribution of papers is shown in Table 19.1. Of the 285 papers we 
collected from these journals since 2010 (since 2019 for SEE, the first year it was published), the 
majority were primarily related directly to teams (150), followed by tasks, assessment, teachers, and 
tools. Around 161 papers received one code, 85 two codes, and 11 received three codes. One paper 
(Marbouti et al., 2019) was classified as discussing teams, teachers, tasks, and assessment; 27 articles, 
all from Studies in Engineering Education, did not receive any classification. The majority of these were 
review papers, position papers, or papers discussing methodological issues in the field.

3.1  Teams

On a basic level, the literature agrees on certain prerequisites for functional collaborative teams. 
While they have been written about using a variety of terminology, there is a broad consensus that 
team members need to communicate effectively with each other, be responsive to other team mem-
bers, and be willing to cooperate and compromise to accomplish tasks (Hmelo – Silver et al., 2013). 
Commitment to supporting teammates has also been identified as an essential element in successful 
groups (e.g., Bratman, 1992), which is particularly relevant in collaborative learning contexts, as 
making sure that all team members understand the assignment is essential if all students are to have 
equitable learning experiences.

Beyond these fundamental requirements, a significant cross-section of research in collabora-
tive learning has focused on the functions of teams and the types of interactions that are most 
often associated with successful outcomes; it is generally accepted that the quality of students’ 

Table 19.1 Topics Covered by Papers about Collaboration in Engineering Education Journals

Journal Article Topics

Teams Tools Tasks Teachers Assessment

Journal of Engineering Education 22 5 4 12 7
International Journal of Engineering Education 79 14 36 17 34
European Journal of Engineering Education 46 14 43 17 15
Studies in Engineering Education 3 0 0 0 0
Total 150 33 83 46 56
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interactions is pivotal to successful learning experiences (Barron & Darling – Hammond, 2008; 
Hesse et al., 2015). High-quality interactions include co-creating a joint understanding of the 
problem space (Roschelle, 1992), creating joint visual representations (Mercier & Higgins, 2015), 
building on each other’s ideas (Barron, 2003), and responding to questions with elaborated expla-
nations (Webb, 2013).

Successful teams attend to two dimensions of collaborative interaction: the social or interactional 
space and the problem or cognitive space (Barron, 2003). The social or interactional space includes 
participation, perspective taking, and social regulation, while the cognitive space includes task regu-
lation and learning, as well as knowledge building (Hesse et al., 2015). In the interactional space, it 
is important that students engage with peers, persist with the task, participate in perspective taking, 
that is, responding to teammates, listening, and adapting based on their perspectives, and maintaining 
social regulation. Social regulation is described in multiple ways across the literature and encompasses 
self-directed behaviors, such as negotiation, self-regulation, monitoring one’s own understanding in 
relation to the group, as well as socially shared regulation of the group. Socially shared regulation 
refers to the meta-cognitive, deliberate processes required for groups to regulate their participation 
and behavior (Hadwin et al., 2019).

Research in engineering education also emphasizes the importance of teams; indeed, most of 
the papers we reviewed focused on this topic. Many of these papers highlight elements of team 
composition (e.g., Griffin et al., 2004; Mikic & Rudnitsky, 2016), the development of teamwork 
skills (e.g., El-Sakran et al., 2013; Hadley, 2014; Maturana et al., 2014), and the impact of diversity 
of group members or ideas (Fila & Purzer, 2014; Lau et al., 2012; Vanhanen & Lehtinen, 2014). 
We also found a large subset of papers examining interdisciplinary teams, many of which indicate 
that this is a substantially more complex form of collaboration that requires explicit attention (Gold-
berg & Malassigné, 2017; Gulbulak et al., 2020; Hoople et al., 2019; McNair et al., 2011; Shooter & 
Mcneill, 2002).

While significant work has gone into identifying the behaviors associated with successful groups, 
we also need to understand how to foster these behaviors (Mercier, 2017). Classroom evidence, 
alongside general experience, shows that many group activities are not productive, and that collabo-
rative learning is rarely successful without significant support (e.g., Nokes – Malach et al., 2015). 
Preparing students to work effectively in groups is essential, not only for their experience in the 
course, but also for the development of collaborative skills that they will take into future courses and 
the workforce (Barron et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2005). Thus, in the next section, we present the 
different mechanisms for fostering behaviors that are typically demonstrated in successful groups.

3.1.1  Scripting Collaboration

The literature offers several mechanisms for fostering productive team behaviors: scaffolding and 
scripting for promoting social interactions, cognition, and metacognition (Ertmer  & Glazewski, 
2019; Reiser, 2018; van de Pol et al., 2010); engendering interdependence (Johnson & Johnson, 
1984; Smith et al., 2005); and the ICAP framework: interactive, constructive, active, and passive 
(Chi & Wylie, 2014), which refers to the degree of student-centeredness. Each of these mechanisms 
will be briefly described in the subsequent part of this section.

Rooted in Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978), scaffolding describes tem-
porary support designed by the instructors to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of learning 
and interaction. While scaffolds are elementally defined by contingency, fading, and transfer of 
responsibility (Wood et al., 1976), research also indicates that supportive elements like technology, 
tools, artifacts, resources, and even environments may be considered scaffolds when they aid student 
learning and interaction (Nadir, 2021; Puntambekar & Hubscher, 2005). Scaffolding can be pro-
vided at different levels: cognitive, linguistic, affective, social, metacognitive, and strategic planning 
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(Baxter & Williams, 2010; Belland, 2017; Belland et al., 2013), all of which are necessary during 
collaboration.

In engineering education, scaffolding (Wood et  al., 1976) is especially important because it 
requires that students collaboratively solve complex and ill-structured problems, often in a project-
based learning setting (Moallem et al., 2019; Tucker et al., 2020; Frank et al., 2018). Frank et al. 
(2018) demonstrated the effect of scaffolding on complex problem-solving and provide scaffolds for 
collaborative projects to be implemented during different phases, like problem definition, informa-
tion evaluation, mathematical model development, and communication and argumentation. Con-
sistent with this, Ge and Land (2004) promote the use of question prompts as scaffolding techniques 
to facilitate peer interactions during the four processes of ill-structured problem-solving: representa-
tion of the problem, development of solutions, justification of solutions, and monitoring and evalu-
ation. The prompts are designed to direct teams’ attention to the crucial points of the problem and 
solution space while encouraging different perspectives from the team members.

Scripting collaboration is another way to support students working in groups. Scripts can be 
either epistemic or social (Weinberger et al., 2005), guiding students to engage in the task and col-
laborate with their teammates. Epistemic scripts are often embedded in the task itself and can be seen 
as scaffolds. They may come in the form of a table or other representation that students fill out as 
they work through the task, which can guide the team to approach the task in a specific sequence or 
ensure that particular elements are not missed. Epistemic scripts may also guide students through the 
processes necessary for a particular task (e.g., look for evidence, look for ideas that contradict your 
claims, etc. or, in the case of introductory engineering courses, create a free-body diagram before 
you attempt to generate and solve an equation).

Social scripts aim to prompt the type of interactions that are most likely to foster knowledge 
building and help structure the way students work together. A  classic example of a social script 
assigns a single paper to a pair of students. One student takes on the role of explainer, and the other 
of listener. The listener must try to understand what the explainer is telling them and add any 
missed details after the explainer finishes their part of the task (e.g., O’Donnell, 1999). More com-
mon classroom examples include “think-pair-share,” where students are given time to think about a 
problem, then share or discuss with a peer, and finally share out to the class. This type of script can 
be adapted for other contexts and can be used effectively in problem-solving tasks in which students 
are instructed to read the problem alone, discuss it with their peers, generate solution options alone, 
share them with peers and determine a plan together, work on calculations alone, and then compare 
and complete the task. While this may feel unnecessary in higher education, often students need 
help understanding the different stages of a task or thinking about what they want to discuss with 
the group. This type of script also prevents students from simply charging ahead and trying to solve 
the problem without fully discussing it with their peers or grasping it themselves.

Scaffolding or scripting for social interactions creates interdependencies (Buchs et  al., 2017; 
Marra et al., 2016), which in turn create pathways for productive dialogues between team members. 
The theory of social interdependence helps us understand the different types of interdependencies 
that instructors can draw on in designing collaborative tasks. Positive interdependence influences the 
degree of interaction between team members, which in turn impacts team effectiveness (Johnson & 
Johnson, 1984). A systematic review (Borrego et al., 2013) concluded that interdependence is one 
of five key elements of successful teamwork in engineering education. Interdependence mediates 
interactions between team members, fostering reciprocal relationships between them by creating a 
concrete agenda for collaboration. This agenda comes from different interdependencies categorized 
based on their focus: means or ends. When focused on means, goal and reward interdependencies are 
applicable. When focused on ends, resources and role interdependencies are applicable (Johnson & 
Johnson, 2008a). Yet all types of interdependencies are not theoretically equivalent (Ortiz et  al., 
1996), as particular combinations of interdependencies are more effective than others (Johnson & 
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Johnson, 2008b). We now present a few concrete examples of how interdependence has been intro-
duced in engineering courses.

Common ways of structuring interdependence include dividing tasks, sharing limited resources, 
and assigning specific roles to individuals based on disciplinary and course-related objectives (John-
son & Johnson, 2008b). Pinho-Lopes and Macedo (2016) compare course implementation using 
collaborative and cooperative learning approaches for project-based learning in a geotechnics course 
in a civil engineering program. In the version of the course that follows cooperative learning peda-
gogy, role and task interdependence and individual and group accountability are applied through 
a set of instructional decisions based on the jigsaw system. Cámara-Zapata and Morales (2020) 
describe how the roles of presenter, evaluator, and observer were assigned and rotated between the 
team members in an introductory physics course on mechanics and thermodynamics. In line with 
these, Baligar et al. (in press) detail how the interdependencies of task, reward, goals, and resources 
can be applied to design instruction for engineering design problems at first-year undergraduate 
engineering education. The interventions and task aids designed for the four phases – information 
gathering, problem definition, concept generation, and detailed design – elicited better performance 
without aggravating interpersonal processes and individual well-being and learning. This is specifi-
cally important as increased interdependence often leads to conflicts and arguments (Opdecam & 
Everaert, 2018). In another recent study, Beddoes (2020) introduces a conceptual framework called 
interdisciplinary teamwork artifacts and practices (ITAPs), which proposes a set of artifacts and prac-
tices designed to engender interdependence, avoid conflict, and promote trust and shared teamwork 
and taskwork mental models for interdisciplinary teamwork in engineering education. The artifacts 
are aligned to orient, operate, level, propose, align, and structure taskwork knowledge, including 
task procedures and strategies and functions and forms, as well as teamwork knowledge, including 
roles, responsibilities, and team interactions.

Lastly, another practical framework that can influence the design and study of interactions in a 
collaborative learning environment is ICAP (interactive, constructive, active, and passive), which 
puts students’ engagement with content and peers along a continuum from passive to interactive 
(Chi & Wylie, 2014). At the level of “interaction,” this framework focuses on productive dialogues 
between peers who respond to each other constructively. It identifies the indicators of “interaction” 
as those that build on the views and perspectives of peers, seek elaboration, identify inconsistencies, 
generate arguments on the correctness of a view, and elicit justification for a view. This framework 
can also be used as a yardstick to assess the effectiveness of the scaffold/script in eliciting productive 
dialogues between peers in a collaborative learning setting.

In this way, instructional design using scaffolding/scripting has the potential to reduce dysfunc-
tional team processes (Mathieu & Rapp, 2009) that lead to coordination and task allocation delays, 
specifically for students new to team-based problem-solving experiences like problem-based learning 
and project-based learning. Overall, positive interdependence, coupled with individual accountabil-
ity, is known to mitigate social loafing and free riding, which, as discussed earlier, often negatively 
impacts team morale (Johnson & Johnson, 1984).

3.1.2  Group Composition

Significant attention has been given to group composition, with a focus on understanding how the 
different elements an individual brings to a collaborative group influence the group’s experience. 
Individual features may range from personality traits (Boudreau & Anis, 2020), gender (Dasgupta & 
Stout, 2014), prior relationships or friendships (Maldonado et al., 2009), GPA, or prior performance 
in the course or related courses. There is some evidence that the gender composition of a team can 
be impactful; Dasgupta and Stout (2014) identify female-majority and sex-parity groups as initially 
important for female students despite having little or no effect on the anxiety of senior female 
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students in the longer term. Meadows and Sekaquaptewa (2011) report on participation in presenta-
tions among mixed-gender groups, noting that male students talked more, and about more technical 
content than female students. In addition, male students rated their own leadership and performance 
higher if there were fewer males in their group.

Research also suggests that minority status in the classroom, which often correlates with nega-
tive peer and instructor perceptions of ability stemming from racist and sexist stereotypes, can have 
a negative impact on minoritized students’ participation in teams, which detracts both from their 
learning experiences and the overall quality of group discourse. The influence is bidirectional, with 
students who fall into these categories being less willing to participate and students who fall into 
majority categories being less willing to listen to or build upon the ideas of minoritized students 
(see Esmonde, 2009 for a review). One common strategy is to ensure minoritized students are not 
isolated on teams (e.g., a female student in a majority male course is not in a team with only male 
students). In addition, both course-level interventions and addressing issues related to perceptions of 
peers’ status directly have the potential to counteract these issues but require the instructor to exam-
ine their own biases and explicitly address them (e.g., Wagner, 2014; Webb et al., 2019). With this 
in mind, it is also important to note evidence suggesting that the experience of working on a diverse 
team improves attitudes towards minoritized students and those who do not speak English as fluently 
as native speakers (e.g., Cabrera et al., 1998; Godwin et al., 2017). Thus, working to mitigate the 
effects of minority status appears to be positive for all students, and likely to have long-term impacts 
on their future collaborations.

However, evidence on the specific impacts of individual-level variables is mixed, with contradic-
tory results across studies. Drawing on the literature on team effectiveness, Borrego et al. (2013) 
note that the approach of trying to isolate the effect of a single variable on the fluid and emergent 
nature of collaborative groups is problematic. It is unlikely that a single variable will be predictive 
of behavior across situations, and behaviors will vary during a multi-week project as students deal 
with emergent issues. Instead, they argue for more attention on the alignment of processes and goals, 
which suggests that, for team formation, efforts to ensure teams are aligned in their goals for the 
course or project, as well as in their preferred processes (which may include simple things such as 
availability for meetings at times of the day and preferences for project topics), are paramount. Their 
study also highlights the importance of providing students with guidance in the development of their 
processes and in creating opportunities to restore broken group processes as necessary.

However, regardless of the general inconclusiveness of research on group formation, stu-
dents need to be grouped somehow, and particularly in interdisciplinary or online courses that 
draw students from multiple time zones, there may be requirements for group composition that 
include ability to meet at certain times. In a review presented by Parker et al. (2019), the divi-
sion of students into capstone teams was guided by six different approaches. The first of these 
approaches is the simple random assignment of students to teams, which is seen as the least 
time-consuming and a strategy to prevent groups being formed based on friendship or prior 
experiences together. However, Parker et  al. (2019) report that it is the least frequently used 
and is associated with bad team experiences, with little to justify group membership, which can 
be particularly problematic over a long-term project. Two forms of student-formed teams were 
identified: no guidance and conditional self-formed teams. The first allows students to select 
their own teammates, and some may come to capstone course with complete or partially formed 
teams. Fully formed teams can join the course with a lot of motivation to work together on 
their chosen project, while partially formed teams who have members added may struggle with 
ownership and domination of those in the original group. It is also likely that some groups may 
be formed out of those who didn’t come to the course with a group, which may be problematic 
for reasons that include poor prior performance by these students (and so they were not invited 
to join groups) or lack of motivation to participate in the course. Conditional self-formed teams 
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are provided with a list of criteria by the instructor for team membership, and team members 
are selected to meet these criteria. This can result in teams with the necessary balance of skills 
or prerequisite knowledge for the project, while eliminating issues associated with friendship-
based groupings. They are also likely to give students an experience more similar to those they 
will experience once employed, where group membership is often driven by project needs, not 
member preferences. Instructor-led team formation options fall into three categories: student 
skills, student preferences, and client preferences. For student skills, the instructor conducts an 
audit of skills (e.g., a mini-project, collection of résumés, asking students to apply for certain 
roles, etc.). While there is benefit in having students identify their own skills, this is a labor-
intensive activity for instructors and may lead to teams where students work to their existing 
strengths rather than learn a new skill set. Instructor grouping by student preferences may focus 
on the project or topic preferences of students, whereby the instructor groups students based on 
a set of choices or rankings made by students. They may also use areas where students identify 
a need for development and place them in roles to develop those skills. Additionally, student 
preferences may be used to exclude certain groupings, where students identify people they do 
not want to be in a group with. Finally, instructor-led team formation can be based on client 
preferences, where project sponsors may meet with members of a class beforehand and then 
select those they wish to work with, potentially privileging students who perform well in inter-
view situations. All instructor-led approaches have the potential to be time-consuming and may 
result in preferences not being met (due to an imbalance of preference for project types, team 
members, etc.)

Computer-supported team assignment tools can be used to account for a number of factors 
simultaneously and group students based on a more quantitative rubric which may be identified 
prior to the course by instructors (e.g., CATME, Layton et al., 2010). Of concern is students’ will-
ingness or eagerness to accept instructor-assigned teams, leading to a weaker sense of ownership. 
These concerns can be alleviated by engaging teams in specific team-building activities in the initial 
stages of projects (e.g., Hastings et al., 2018; Mercier et al., 2009). More recent work also points to 
the potential of having students participate in selection of the assignment criteria but allowing the 
tools’ algorithm to create teams, leaving students more aware, and more content with, the group 
formation process (Hastings et al., 2022).

3.2  Tasks

Tasks are an integral component of collaborative learning. The tasks should scaffold and direct the 
groups’ focus towards the prescribed learning objectives. Problem-based learning approaches provide 
an effective way of bringing real-world scenarios into the classroom by presenting the problem first 
and then finding the solution (Barrows & Tamblyn, 1980; Kolmos & Graaf, 2014). In engineering 
classrooms, collaborative tasks are often implemented using problem-based learning activities (Di 
Pietro et al., 2019; Perez – Poch et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2018). Problem-based learning reduces 
students’ cognitive load by allowing them to draw on their expertise via verbal interactions (Hmelo –  
Silver et al., 2013). These tasks differ based on the context in which they are being implemented 
(Boxtel et al., 2000).

There are two types of tasks instructors use to support learning, well-structured and ill- 
structured tasks (Jonassen, 2004). Well-structured tasks facilitate the students’ interactions (Roth & 
Roychoudhry, 1992). They have convergent solutions and set well-defined parameters for solving 
the task. Students can be directed to exchange information through different task features like 
reflection (Turns et al., 2014). Assigning tasks that use methods like the “jigsaw” or that “script” 
the process provides students with a set of rules or instructions on how to interact with their peers 
and collaborate (Kagan, 1989; Dillenbourg, 2002). These tasks are often paired with cooperative 
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learning, where students have set roles and their interactions are structured. However, care must 
be taken to avoid overstructuring the group interaction process, which could be detrimental to 
the intrinsic motivation of the students, thereby disturbing natural interaction processes (Dillen-
bourg, 2002).

The second category is ill-structured tasks. These tasks pose situations lacking necessary infor-
mation and having multiple solutions and solution paths. Ill-structured tasks are more suited to 
collaborative learning (Cohen, 1994). The problem-based learning approach lends itself well to 
ill-structured tasks as it requires posing the problem first. Ill-structured tasks require more than the 
domain knowledge and justification skills required for solving problems (Shin et al., 2003). They 
require additional skills relating to regulation of cognition, which involves planning, monitoring, 
and re-evaluating goals (Chin & Chia, 2006). Studies have shown that leveraging tools to aid in the 
development of these skills has helped students effectively collaborate (Fidalgo – Blanco et al., 2018; 
Pazos et al., 2019).

Engineering tasks specifically designed for collaborative work that take full advantage of our 
understanding of how to support learning and interactions are much needed (Shehab & Mercier, 
2017). In creating collaborative tasks, it is important to consider the difficulty of the task presented 
to the students so that it is neither too easy, leading to a single student completing it, nor too difficult 
for the group. The intermittent development zone (IDZ), a corollary to Vygotsky’s zone of proximal 
development (ZPD), describes the space between what a learner can and cannot learn without the 
assistance of peers (Vygotsky, 1978; Fernández et al., 2015). Tasks should scaffold peers to interact 
with each other within the IDZ so as to facilitate collaboration. Tasks should also provide multiple 
layers of meaning, allowing students to gain multiple perspectives and to think about the problem 
and communicate their ideas (DeLiema et al., 2015). In addition, reflecting on elements of scripting 
interactions described in Section 3.1.1, there is a clear need to consider how best to support interac-
tion through the task features.

An additional element of collaborative tasks is reflection, which involves students revisiting fea-
tures of their experiences and attaching meaning to them that can guide future actions (Turns et al., 
2014). Studies have shown that reflection is a necessary part of effective collaborative activities and 
design projects (Burkholder & Wieman, 2021). Students tend to improve their reflection specificity 
over time, and their reflections are a good predictor of academic performance (Anwar & Menekse, 
2020). Interdisciplinary tasks and projects involving interdisciplinary teams allow students to gain 
different perspectives (Hoople et  al., 2019). Continuous self- and peer assessment can be incor-
porated into tasks as a way to improve student behavior and the reliability of feedback from peers 
(Foong & Liew, 2020). Studies in engineering education journals have explored the role of peer 
assessment (Alba-Flores & Rios, 2019; Carberry et al., 2016) and the impact of peer assessment on 
teams (Foong & Liew, 2020; Mandala et  al., 2018). Findings indicate that peer review increased 
students’ awareness of collaborative behaviors, that the evaluations indicated improved quality of 
collaboration over time, and that both providing verbal feedback and spending more time providing 
feedback positively impacted students’ learning experiences.

Although reflective processes and their benefits have been the subject of considerable research, 
other task features and how they foster student interaction and encourage collaboration and learn-
ing are less understood. More micro-level understanding of tasks and their influence on student 
interaction can help us understand how to leverage these tasks to facilitate collaboration in a more 
meaningful way among students.

In the engineering education journals we reviewed, many papers focused on both the tasks and 
teams dimensions. A small but important subset of studies explored how task elements impact the 
manner in which teams interact, in particular focusing on the role of agency in decision-making 
or task framing (Burkholder & Wieman, 2021; Svihla et al., 2021). Several papers report on issues 
that emerged in groups, some of which were attributed to limitations in the implementation of 
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collaboration pedagogy. Successful groups were attributed to the design of implementations that 
focus on team spirit, assignment, and the rotation of roles within groups, as well as support for effec-
tive time management and interdependence strategies (e.g., Berge & Weilenmann, 2014; Missing-
ham & Matthews, 2014; Pinho-Lopes et al., 2011).

3.3  Tools

The tools provided to students that support their collaborative learning are essential to the success 
of this pedagogical approach, although this was the least-discussed category in the engineering edu-
cation journals. Johri et al. (2013) divide tools into two types: representational tools and relational 
tools. Representational tools are designed to support the creation of (joint) representations during 
collaborative activities, while relational tools support interaction between group members. This 
distinction allows us to consider how both needs will be met when we assign students to groups 
and either provide or guide students toward, tools that will allow them to represent their solution 
progress and communicate with each other.

The need for tools obviously differs by context and activity type. Classroom-based collabora-
tions to be completed in a single session rarely need additional support for communication but can 
benefit from tools to support representations. While research points towards the value of high-tech 
tools (e.g., Berthoud & Gliddon, 2018; Mayer et al., 2013; Mellingsæter & Bungum, 2015), it is 
important to note that tools do not have to be technologically advanced to be helpful. Certain low-
cost tools can have a profound impact on groups, such as A3 (12 × 17”) sized whiteboards that can 
be provided to groups as a surface on which to visualize joint representations of problem-solving 
activities, rather than having each student write in their own personal device or notebook (Essick 
et al., 2016). In contrast, a semester-long project where students must meet outside of class time may 
require a suite of tools to help students communicate and manage their interactions, as well as tools 
to represent their solution processes (e.g., Colomo-Palacios et al., 2020; Kirschman & Greenstein, 
2002; Oladirana et al., 2011).

Tools may also be categorized based on whether they were created explicitly for a particular 
course or topic (e.g., Caballé et al., 2014; Serrano – Cámara et al., 2016) or were already available 
to the general public but adaptable for use by student teams (e.g., Pazos et al., 2019). The literature 
points towards value in both approaches, with tools that are designed specifically for a context pro-
viding rich learning opportunities for students, but often requiring additional effort to implement 
or learn to use. Tools that are available more generally often have the benefit of being familiar but 
may not meet all the requirements of a team and may require trade-offs between instructor control 
and monitoring (such as communication through a learning management system) or familiarity and 
distraction (such as using a social media site to communicate) (Tlhoaele et al., 2016).

Recent literature examines new ways of using technology to augment collaborative learning in engi-
neering. Examples of emerging technology that may be suitable for this purpose include tools that are 
designed to support teachers or instructors during collaboration activities (e.g., Lawrence & Mercier, 
2019); collaborative simulation-based platforms to learn engineering concepts, such as online electron-
ics breadboards (Andrews et al., 2017; Horwitz et al., 2017); augmented reality (AR) approaches to 
software concepts (Schiffeler et al., 2019); and AR-supported circuits and electronics (Villanueva et al., 
2020). In addition, tools that support teaching large courses more generally, such as those designed to 
automatically create teams based on particular criteria (e.g., years of CAD experience, familiarity with 
a programming language, etc.) can make collaborative pedagogies easier to implement.

Imbricating tools within the rest of the framework is also essential. It is useful to consider whether 
students are prepared to use the tools they are given by the instructor to support their interactions 
and co-construction of knowledge, whether they are aware of the tools they can use, and whether 
the team members agree on how tools will be used over the course of a long-term project. It is also 
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necessary to consider how tools can function to make tasks more accessible, and how teachers can 
use tools to support their teaching or gain insights into the processes of student groups, as well as to 
help with in-class intervention or grading.

3.4  Teachers

Teachers are a crucial element of collaborative learning, particularly in undergraduate engineering 
settings, as they are responsible for designing collaborative activities and overseeing their success 
(Lawrence & Mercier, 2019). However, relatively little research has been done on the role of teach-
ers in collaborative learning (Webb, 2009; Kaendler et al., 2015). In practice, many educators who 
believe that they are employing collaborative learning strategies are actually missing crucial elements 
that would enable students to work together more effectively (Johnson et al., 1991). Meijer et al. 
(2020) have synthesized two principles for designing collaborative learning exercises from the larger 
collaborative learning literature: individual accountability with positive interdependence (based on 
Slavin, 1980; Johnson, 1981; Strijbos, 2011) and adherence to eight collaborative components: (1) 
interaction, (2) learning objectives and outcomes, (3) assessment, (4) task characteristics, (5) structur-
ing, (6) guidance, (7) group constellation, and (8) facilities (de Hei et al., 2016). Arguably, teachers 
have the greatest influence over all these factors; the previous sections on teams, tasks, and tools all 
suggest the important role teachers play in developing, structuring, and executing these areas. In 
planning a class, teachers have a certain amount of latitude over how to reach course learning objec-
tives and outcomes. In addition, they are often the ones in charge of designing course assessments. 
Teachers are responsible for aligning learning outcomes and assessment in ways that are facilitated 
with collaborative learning activities, a crucial component in successful collaborative learning. Addi-
tionally, instructors make decisions regarding group composition, roles within the group, and some-
times the arrangement of the room (Johnson et al., 1991). Thus, the effort and time the instructor 
invests in designing instruction for collaborative tasks will be influenced by the students’ previous 
experience of engaging in collaborative tasks. Based on the students’ proficiency in process aspects of 
collaborative work execution, it would make sense to design tasks with micro-level interdependency 
(resources, tasks, and roles) or macro-level (goals and rewards).

Outside of task development, tool selection, and team formation, teachers have a particularly 
instrumental role in supporting students’ processes during collaborative learning. This support can 
involve monitoring students’ interactions (e.g., Hmelo-Silver, 2004), guiding student activities, and 
providing feedback on their immediate or longer-term collaborative efforts (e.g., Mercier et  al., 
2009; Shehab & Mercier, 2019).

Across the field of engineering education, research on the role of teachers and instructors has 
also been limited, with less attention paid to this essential element as compared to other aspects of 
collaboration. Of particular relevance is the work of Gómez Puente et al. (2015), who report on 
professional development among instructors planning to implement design-based learning. During 
professional development sessions, the instructors redesigned their own teaching material and then 
implemented these new strategies in the second year of the study. Results indicated improvement in 
projects across a number of areas, suggesting that even a relatively minimal (seven-hour) intervention 
may allow teachers to more effectively implement these types of learning experiences.

3.4.1  Assessment of Collaborative Learning

An essential role teachers play in collaborative learning is deciding when and how to assess it. 
Assessment in engineering education is a complex topic (Pellegrino et al., 2001), which operates 
with the goal of educating and improving student performance rather than simply auditing student 
efforts (Wiggins, 1998). Educational assessment can be used to assist learning, determine individual 
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achievement, and evaluate programs (Pellegrino et al., 2014) not only in general educational but also 
in collaborative learning environments. However, assessment has not been a key focus in collabora-
tive learning research over the last two decades. Of 14 meta-studies on collaborative learning design, 
assessment was mentioned in two (de Hei et al., 2016).

We posit that many of the assessment issues raised by Pellegrino et al. (2014) are also issues in 
collaborative learning. In particular, we find that the four main considerations or tensions in assess-
ment of collaborative learning are (1) formative vs. summative feedback, (2) individual vs. group (or 
a combination of both), (3) grading based on effectiveness of the group vs. overall “correctness,” and 
(4) assessment of product vs. process. Irons and Elkington (2021), in their comprehensive detailing 
of the theoretical foundations and principles of formative feedback and assessment, provide practical 
suggestions on how feedback can be structured to maximize its reach and comprehension to students 
while suggesting that instructors should focus not only on the outputs of groupwork but also on 
the process. Concentrating on the social aspects of groupwork, Thistlethwaite et al. (2016), in the 
context of interprofessional education, devised an individual teamwork observation and feedback 
tool which assesses students’ individual contribution to teamwork at two levels: basic version, which 
includes 11 observable behaviors, and an advanced version, which lists 10 observable behaviors. 
These versions are based on students’ maturity in teamwork experiences. Thus, it becomes impera-
tive that the instructors are aware of the quality indicators of effective and efficient collaboration.

Assessment of group processes often comes in the form of peer assessment, where peers are given 
the opportunity to evaluate their team members’ contributions, generating scores which are some-
times used to provide an individual grade to each student. From a cooperative learning perspective, 
this can fulfill the goal of individual accountability, although it has the potential to be used as a 
punishment for team members who did not participate actively. Rather than solely relying on the 
summative evaluation of peers, opportunities for commentary on group processes during the course 
(e.g., Mercier et al., 2009) may be more effective for identifying and intervening when issues arise, 
thus supporting ongoing learning of collaborative skills.

An alternative approach, developed and described by Borge and colleagues (e.g., Borge & Gog-
gins, 2014; Borge et al., 2018, 2020), engages students in assessments of their discussion board posts 
using a framework of effective collaborative communication behaviors. Teams self-assess their con-
tributions to the group and have the opportunity to discuss how to improve their communication 
and collaboration, setting goals for how they would like to collaborate in their next activity. Thus, 
students are involved in self- and peer assessment, albeit in service of supporting their own develop-
ment rather than assigning grades. While this system is currently limited to text-based communica-
tion, emerging use of AI and data analytics to assess collaboration may provide access to students’ 
processes more readily in the future (e.g., Bachour et al., 2009; Paquette et al., 2018).

4  Conclusion

In this chapter, we have reviewed the literature on collaborative learning, highlighting four important 
areas that must be attended in implementing collaborative learning in classrooms (tasks, tools, teams, 
and teachers). Lab-based research shows that collaborative learning activities can be highly effective, 
and there is no doubt that engineering students need to develop the skills necessary to engage in 
collaborative problem-solving before joining the workforce. Under the right circumstances, they can 
do this through well-structured classroom experiences. Our review of the literature, however, reveals 
several challenges, including the complexities of studying and implementing collaborative learning 
successfully in classrooms, the reliance on student attitudes towards their collaborative experiences 
as metrics of success, and the lack of research into the development of collaborative skills over time 
and into the facilitation of student reflections and metacognition around their most effective group 
processes.
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Studying and implementing collaborative learning are complex endeavors that take place in a 
complex environment where tasks, tools, and teachers all impact how students function in teams 
and achieve the goals of the task. In addition, while research has provided us with a good description 
of what groups look like when they are successful, we are still working to understand how best to 
get students to engage in the types of interactions that lead to successful outcomes. Research on the 
design of tasks that successfully support collaboration is still in its infancy (e.g., Tucker et al., 2020), 
while work on the role of teachers in effectively intervening is also relatively limited and has yet 
to fully become integrated into the literature of engineering education (Shehab & Mercier, 2019). 
While emerging literature (e.g., Gómez Puente et al., 2015) indicates that there is potential in short-
term interventions for faculty to improve the quality of their teaching materials and courses when 
using collaborative learning, future research in this area of the field is essential (both in engineering 
and in education more generally).

A further challenge for the field is the extent to which studies rely on students’ self-reported 
data, despite evidence that students are not necessarily the best judges of what counts as a success-
ful learning experience. Students often prefer lectures, which may result in less learning, overactive 
learning activities, and projects which require more effort on their part but result in better learning 
outcomes (Deslauriers et al., 2019). For example, Mostafapour and Hurst (2020) report that students 
preferred taking a divide-and-conquer approach to their group tasks, which is often more efficient 
but is unlikely to provide the opportunities to engage in discussion of the material or to co-construct 
a solution, leaving them without the key skills these tasks were designed to develop. Research that 
relies on students’ preferences may thus lead us in the wrong direction in terms of understanding 
what is best for learning outcomes. It is also important, given the discrepancy between students’ 
attitudes towards learning experiences and the desired learning outcomes, that faculty implementing 
active learning engage students in discussion of learning theory and explain why the experiences 
that seem harder to students are designed to give them better learning outcomes and better prepare 
them for their future careers.

Finally, although programs are moving away from requiring a single collaborative project-based 
experience as a capstone or cornerstone project, there is still a limited range of opportunities across the 
curriculum for students to develop collaborative skills. While capstone projects can be highly effective, 
if it is students’ first and only opportunity to work in groups, they are unlikely to know how to do so 
effectively. Additionally, having opportunities to reflect on and try different collaborative strategies will 
allow students to be better prepared for the workforce (e.g., Borge et al., 2018), which is not an option 
with a single project experience. As the field progresses, understanding more about how to foster col-
laborative learning skills early in an engineering program, and the manner in which scaffolding can be 
strategically removed as students become more adept at working in groups, is going to be important.

4.1  A Comment on Methods and Scope of the Research Reviewed

In this chapter, we brought together research from the fields of education and the learning sciences 
with research in engineering education. While there is significant overlap, the goals and methodolo-
gies of the two areas differ and make different types of contributions which should be acknowledged 
as we move forwards to consider the future work necessary in this field.

Historically, research in education and the learning sciences that describe collaborative learning 
focused on understanding the differences between individual and group performances, why groups 
differed in outcomes on the same tasks, and the types of interactions that are associated with success-
ful learning. These studies are primarily grounded in constructivist and social constructivist theories 
of learning and draw on quantitative methods, such as performance comparisons between different 
configurations of learners or video analysis, and case study approaches to understand the nuances 
of interaction differences between groups. More recently, in the field of learning sciences, the 
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adoption of design-based research (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; Bell, 2004) and especially design-
based implementation research (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Fishman & Penuel, 2021; Penuel et al., 
2011) has focused on larger-scale studies that partner with educators to align research goals with the 
needs of practitioners. For the most part, this moves the work away from the more detailed analysis 
of interaction and more towards understanding the complex nature of classroom implementation. 
Cooperative learning, seen less in the field of learning sciences, had a more applied focus from the 
beginning. Grounded in social interdependence theory, researchers in cooperative learning quickly 
focused on designing classroom interventions and supporting teachers in effectively using coopera-
tive learning in the classroom (Johnson & Johnson, 2009).

In contrast, engineering education research emerged from the needs of engineering practice, 
with research grounded in experimentation within classroom contexts and responding to the learn-
ing concerns raised by those embedded in the teaching. The resulting research tends to rely on 
classroom assessments, intervention reports, and survey data, although recent research tends to use a 
more comprehensive range of approaches. The research in this field is often more readily applicable 
in a new context, although less focused on the reported mechanisms behind the successes, making 
it harder to abstract and generalize across findings.

There does appear to be a move closer towards each other, with the maturation of the field of 
engineering education aligned with adoptions of research–practitioner partnerships and design-based 
implementation research in the learning sciences, which allow for approaches that seek to understand 
how questions of practice can be used to address theoretical questions about learning and collabora-
tion, rather than starting with theoretical questions. However, there is still much to be explored in 
terms of what elements of intervention are truly necessary for success in different contexts.

4.2  Future Research

While there has been significant research conducted in the areas of collaborative and cooperative 
learning in engineering education, this review has highlighted key areas where it will be important 
to focus on future research.

4.2.1  Teams

There is a large amount of work that illustrates what groups look like when they are successful, 
particularly over short periods of time (Barron et al., 2009; Mercier et al., 2009). One important 
area where more research is needed, however, is exploring groups over long periods of time in order 
to understand how collaboration develops within teams of students and how best to establish and  
support teams as they negotiate learning over multiple sessions, weeks, or even semesters.

Furthermore, understanding the nature of the experiences of minoritized students is of para-
mount importance. The research that currently exists points towards a complex relationship between 
group learning activities and minoritized status. In particular, research that creates distinctions 
between different minoritized groups, rather than aggregating them as is common, is important to 
understand more about how different students experience group work. In addition, while research 
points towards the value for future collaborators of engaging with a diverse team, it is important to 
understand and mitigate the additional burden placed on minoritized students in managing stereo-
type-related expectations and acting as a representative for their entire group.

4.2.2  Tasks

The design of collaborative tasks that are effective for groups is one area where there is a need for 
a large amount of future research. In particular, it is important that we develop an understanding 
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of how to embed scaffolds within tasks for students to manage their own problem-solving pro-
cesses, and how to fade those scaffolds over time to allow students to develop effective collaborative 
 problem-solving skills when they face these problems in a work situation.

4.2.3  Tools

The potential for technology to support collaborative learning is just emerging, particularly as we 
learn more about how to use multi-modal data analytics to understand more about the nature of 
interaction and problem-solving processes (Paquette et al., 2018). This type of research holds the 
potential to gain more insight into the moment-to-moment development of shared understandings 
and the unfolding of collaborative interactions over time. It is also possible it will provide new ways 
to consider the quality of collaborative interactions and problem-solving. Once we have sufficient 
understanding of the elements of collaboration we can assess through indirect measures, such as 
screen activity, tone of voice, etc., we will be able to provide more targeted support for students and 
instructors. Initial versions of this type of work show promise (e.g., Paquette et al., 2018; Viswana-
than & Vanlehn, 2018).

4.2.4  Teachers

Research on the role of teachers in setting up cooperative learning has always been important; 
however, it is only since the late 2000s that attention to the role of teachers during group activity 
has started to gain attention within the various fields attending to collaborative learning (Kaendler 
et al., 2015; Webb et al., 2019). There is much to be explored in this area –understanding the role 
of the teacher, how they should intervene in groups, and how to prepare people to use this form of 
pedagogy effectively.
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1  Introduction

Society is changing at a rapid pace. Although technological advances in engineering have been 
prolific, complex problems confronting our world, such as climate change, disease, social justice, 
and population growth, are significant, with solutions requiring leadership, creativity, and inge-
nuity. Concurrently, the engineering workplace is transforming. Today, graduates are unlikely 
to remain in the same company for their entire careers and instead will navigate between engi-
neering, managerial, and leadership roles in start-ups, small companies, or large organizations 
throughout their careers. This requires that future engineers be technically proficient but also 
equipped with the professional skills needed to tackle complex and ambiguous problems in a 
variety of contexts.

Universities, government agencies, professional societies, and nonprofits have recognized this 
shift and have emphasized the importance of new skill sets and characteristics for contemporary 
engineers. For example, the National Academy of Engineering in the United States, in their piv-
otal publication The Engineer of 2020 (National Academy of Engineering, 2005), emphasized the 
need for graduates to have practical ingenuity, creativity, communication skills, business acumen, 
leadership, ethical standards, and other qualities. In the United Kingdom, the Royal Academy of 
Engineering stated a key role for engineers is a “change agent providing creativity, innovation, 
and leadership to meet new challenges” (Royal Academy of Engineering, 2013, p. 4). In response, 
engineering schools have been actively working to reform instructional practice to meet these 
educational and professional needs by emphasizing the development of creativity, entrepreneurship, 
and leadership.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of how the domains of creativity, entre-
preneurship, and leadership apply to engineering and why they are critical to the formation of 
contemporary engineers. While the need to increase a broad range of professional skills is widely 
recognized, we focus on these domains specifically because of their role in the innovation process, 
their independent trajectories into engineering education, and the overlapping characteristics that 
make teaching them a challenge.
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2  The Relevance of Creativity, Entrepreneurship, and Leadership to 
Engineering Education

As the world shifts to a global, knowledge-based economy, the role of science and technology, and 
how we educate those that work to support these fields, has national and international importance. 
Numerous domestic and international studies have indicated contemporary economic success has 
and will result from technological advances (National Academy of Sciences et al., 2007, 2010; Wil-
son & Purushothaman, 2006). As a result, governments around the world are calling for engineering 
education reform (Li et al., 2003; National Academy of Sciences et al., 2007, 2010; Royal Academy 
of Engineering, 2007). In 2005, the US National Academies of Science convened a committee of 
presidents of major universities, Nobel laureates, and CEOs of Fortune 100 corporations to deter-
mine the top 10 actions policymakers could take to support the US science and technology commu-
nity and their efforts to remain competitive in the 21st century (National Academy of Sciences et al., 
2007). The committee’s recommendations were shaped to address the need to provide infrastructure 
and resources to support science, math, and engineering education.

Three years later, the same committee published a follow-on report to update their findings, 
given growing economic instability (National Academy of Sciences et al., 2010). The committee 
reported not much had changed since their original report, and some support structures had wors-
ened, thus putting Americans at risk of not being able to compete in a future job market that does 
not acknowledge geographical boundaries. In the follow-on report, the authors not only recognized 
the need to increase US human capital in STEM fields but also identified the importance of moving 
innovations to market at a faster speed than competitors, through entrepreneurship and innovation. 
While policymakers paved the path for national investment in innovation and human capital, the 
National Academy of Engineering (NAE) convened its own committee to develop a vision for the 
role of future engineers and inform undergraduate engineering education (National Academy of 
Engineers, 2005). This forward-thinking approach was intended to keep engineering education at 
pace with rapid societal and technological transformations. The NAE’s review projected technologi-
cal, societal, global, and geopolitical challenges for new engineers. It also identified desired attributes 
for engineers graduating in 2020 that went beyond basic analytical skills to those that would help 
engineers meet the requirements of working in a global economy. Today, engineers are expected to 
be “T-shaped,” meaning, they are technologically knowledgeable but also able to collaborate with 
experts in other disciplines and apply knowledge from other fields to solve engineering problems 
(Barile et al., 2015).

The Engineer 2020 initiative concluded innovation is critical for the United States to maintain 
economic leadership, and engineers are key to its processes and outcomes. Thus, engineering edu-
cation must adapt to educate future innovators. Creativity, entrepreneurship, and leadership are 
critical domains of the innovation process (Duval-Couetil, 2013). Creativity spurs innovation, and 
innovative ideas are scaled through entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship, all of which is guided by 
leadership. Given the significant role each domain plays in the innovation process, creativity, entre-
preneurship, and leadership have garnered varying levels of interest in engineering education and 
research over the last few decades (Figure 20.1). As a result, the implementation and assessment of 
each domain has evolved in often-separate threads of literature.

3  Integrating Creativity into Engineering Education

3.1 Creativity Research

While creativity is considered the first phase of the innovation process, exploration of creativity 
research and educational approaches in engineering education has been minimal. The study of 
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Figure. 20.1  Creativity, entrepreneurship, and leadership are intertwined in the innovation process.

Source: Adapted from Duval-Couetil et al. (2013).

creativity has a deep history in disciplines such as philosophy and psychology (Runco & Albert, 
2010). The earliest research in creativity in the 1800s focused on defining creativity, identify-
ing creative people and their characteristics, and questioning whether creativity can be increased 
(Becker, 1995). These issues are still examined in recent research (e.g., Abdulla Alabbassi et al., 2021; 
Glăveanu & Beghetto, 2021; Kryshtanovych et al., 2021). Later work in the 1950s/1960s focused 
on the relationship between creativity and intelligence and whether these are distinct constructs 
(Runco & Albert, 2010).

Creativity research in psychology over the past century has grown exponentially, making it chal-
lenging for researchers to understand how the field has evolved. Using computational methods to 
synthesize over 38,000 articles relating to creativity, Mejia et al. (2021) found there are 12 clusters 
of creativity research in the past 100  years, which relate to organizations/teams, social psychol-
ogy, industries/cities, idea generation, neuroscience, identity and multiculturalism, and others. The 
authors also examined recent trends in creativity research. Among many other areas, some of the 
trends that most relate to engineering include transformational leadership, drivers of innovative 
work behavior, creativity management, problem-based learning, design thinking, and STEAM (sci-
ence, technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics). In another systematic overview study, Mi 
et al. (2020) used text mining of publication databases to determine what words clustered together, 
providing insight into areas of creativity research in education. The cluster of engineering education 
emerged as a topic of increasing interest in recent creativity research, and the authors identified this 
research cluster as likely to experience future growth.

Despite the conclusions of Mi et al. (2020), creativity research in engineering education appears 
to have been limited. Zappe et al. (2013) conducted a limited systematic review of articles pub-
lished in the major engineering education journals between 2006 and 2011. During this period, 
only 16 articles with the words “creative” or “creativity” in the title were published in five major 
engineering education journals. Similarly, Figure 20.2 displays the number of American Society for 
Engineering Education (ASEE) annual conference papers published from 1996 to 2021 with “crea-
tive” or “creativity” in the title. While there does seem to be a weak trend with increasing numbers 
of creativity-related papers since 1996, creativity research does not seem to be a primary area of 
emphasis in engineering education broadly, as indicated by the relatively low number of papers each 
year. In contrast, creativity in engineering design research, as evident by recent publications in the 
field, has been much more prevalent, focusing on identifying where and how creativity fits into the 
design process (e.g., Howard et al., 2008), describing how creative ideas evolve during the design 
process (e.g., Starkey et al., 2016), and assessing creativity in the design process (e.g., Charyton & 
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Merrill, 2009; Denson et al., 2015; Miller et al., 2021). Overall, these studies suggest a disconnect in 
engineering education, with creativity being explored more deeply in relation to engineering design 
yet ignored in relation to other engineering contexts. An area of future research, beyond the scope of 
this chapter, would be to further explore how creativity is being defined and researched specifically 
in engineering design.

3.2  What Is Creativity, and Why Is It Needed in Engineering?

Plucker et al. (2004) reviewed definitions of creativity to produce one of the most often-used defini-
tions: “Creativity is the interaction among aptitude, process, and environment by which an indi-
vidual or group produces a perceptible product that is both novel and useful as defined within a 
social context” (p. 90). While the emphasis on novelty and usefulness is common in conceptualizing 
creativity, within engineering, the focus of creativity is often on problem-solving. This problem-
solving perspective is evident in creative process models, such as that developed by Mumford et al. 
(1991), with “problem” defined broadly as a task to be accomplished. Mumford et al. (2012) defined 
three critical assumptions that underlie their creative process model: (1) creative problem-solving is 
based on knowledge and information, (2) existing knowledge must be recombined and reorganized 
to generate novel ideas leading to problem solutions, and (3) ideas are evaluated and then used to 
plan and develop a creative product.

Despite the lack of emphasis on creativity in the engineering education literature, the ability 
to creatively problem-solve is needed in many engineering tasks, such as product development, 

Figure. 20.2  ASEE conference papers with “creative” or “creativity” in the title by year.

Source: ASEE’s Papers on Engineering Education Repository (PEER).
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prototyping, and design (Litzinger et al., 2015). Cropley (2017) provides a cogent argument as to 
why creativity is important:

Engineering is a forward-looking, optimistic pursuit that seeks to develop new technological 
solutions to the stream of new and challenging problems that we must face as the world contin-
ues to develop. It follows that engineers themselves must have, as a core competency, the ability 
to find and develop these novel solutions.

(p. 213)

Cropley continues, “Creativity needs to be nurtured in engineering education because without it, 
engineers are not fully equipped for their role as technological problem solvers” (p. 213).

3.3  Creativity in the Engineering Curriculum

Despite the importance of creativity to engineering, most universities do not emphasize creativity 
in the curriculum. In a study of instructors’ and students’ perceptions of creativity (Kazerounian & 
Foley, 2007), engineering students were found to be more likely than non-engineering students to 
feel their courses lacked the necessary characteristics needed to encourage creativity. According to 
the authors, “there was never an instance in the surveys when engineering students felt a creativity 
criteria was present in their education” (p. 765). In a cross-sectional study exploring engineering 
students’ creative self-concepts (Zappe et al., 2015), engineering students in their senior year felt 
instructors had lower expectations for creative behaviors as compared to first-year students. Addi-
tionally, the study found the curriculum may influence women’s perceptions of whether they are 
creative individuals, as suggested by the finding that female seniors had much lower scores on a scale 
of creative identity as compared to first-year females. Zappe and Tise (2019) continued this line of 
research, conducting a longitudinal study of students’ creative self-concepts and perceptions. The 
results showed students’ conceptions of themselves as creative individuals were stable across their 
academic career. However, senior students had lower ratings on scales that measured their perceived 
expectations for displaying creative behavior, the need to be creative in their role as engineering 
students, and the perceived value of being creative in personal and professional settings. The authors 
concluded that “students perceive engineering to be a discipline without strong expectations for cre-
ative behaviours” (p. 16). Atwood and Pretz (2016) found measures of creativity did not significantly 
predict student achievement in engineering courses, thus resulting in the conclusion that “creative 
performance is not strongly encouraged or rewarded in the curriculum” (p. 550).

3.4  Pedagogical Approaches for Integrating Creativity into Engineering

Building on the interactionist definition of creativity developed by Plucker et al. (2004), Figure 20.3 
presents a model of how creative outcomes can be achieved in the engineering classroom. Instruc-
tional approaches to creativity need to be less structured, requiring students to be creative. Less-
structured instructional approaches, such as problem-based learning, case-based learning, and 
experiential learning, are more likely to promote creative outcomes. Litzinger et al. (2015) suggested 
instructors can focus on individual steps of the creative process, such as conceptual combination, 
idea generation, or idea evaluation, as integrating the entire creative process into technical courses 
may be difficult. Törnkvist (1998) argued that the engineering curriculum needs to use more open 
forms of learning (such as problem-based learning), incorporate qualitative narratives, and require all 
instructors to be knowledgeable of learning theories. The classroom environment needs to be sup-
portive, inclusive, and welcoming for students to have psychological safety and to feel free to engage 
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in creative tasks (Törnkvist, 1998; You, 2021). As Sternberg (2007) noted, students need to have the 
opportunity to engage in creativity, positive encouragement, and rewards for the demonstration of 
creative behavior.

All these classroom characteristics interact with student characteristics, as some students may have 
greater self-efficacy to engage in creative behavior (Tierney & Farmer, 2002), have stronger identi-
ties of being creative individuals (Jaussi et al., 2007), and value creativity more highly (Zappe & Tise, 
2019; Waller & Strong, 2017). These characteristics and other factors, such as sense of belonging, 
gender, race, ethnicity, and international student status, are likely to impact creative outcomes; how-
ever, research on these in the engineering education context is extremely limited. Regardless of the 
student characteristics, however, instructional approaches not likely to produce creative outcomes 
include traditional lecture classes, where students do not engage with the class material, assignments 
that require algorithmic problem-solving, or projects that do not reinforce and reward creative 
behaviors (Beghetto, 2010). If conformity is what is assessed and rewarded, creative outcomes are 
not likely. As Beghetto states, “when it comes to assessing creativity, what you assess is typically what 
you get” (p. 453).

In the applied SOTL (scholarship of teaching and learning) engineering education literature, 
which includes some papers from the ASEE Annual Conferences, there are numerous examples on 
how instructors have integrated unstructured instructional approaches with the intention of promot-
ing creativity in their students. While these papers were not helpful to examine for this chapter to 
investigate broad themes relating to research in creativity as a construct, a systematic literature review 
of the SOTL literature may provide further understanding on how creativity is being conceptualized 

Figure 20.3  Person–environment model for creative outcomes in the classroom.
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by engineering instructors. While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to review these papers, future 
research might be worthwhile to determine (1) how engineering instructors have attempted to teach 
creativity, (2) how instructors have assessed the impact of their approaches, and (3) what impact the 
approaches have had on students’ creativity. Additionally, investigation into co-curricular opportuni-
ties for students to be creative, such as Research Experiences for Undergraduates (REU) programs, 
may be another avenue for investigation (e.g., Huffstickler et al., 2017).

4  Integrating Entrepreneurship Into Engineering Education

4.1 Entrepreneurship Education

Interest in entrepreneurship education has grown significantly over the last several decades as gov-
ernments seek to be more competitive in the global economy. Whereas big corporations dominated 
economic growth in the mid-20th century, new and small businesses are the driving force of eco-
nomic growth and job creation in the 21st-century global economy (Neumark et al., 2011). In the 
late 1990s and early 2000s, small businesses created 60–80% of the net new jobs in the US economy, 
and most were the result of start-up companies in their first two years of operation (U.S. Small Busi-
ness Administration, 2004). These innovative firms commercialized the radical innovative technolo-
gies that transform the way in which people do things and interact today.

The economic power of start-ups catalyzed interest in entrepreneurship education (Kuratko, 
2009; Vesper & Gartner, 1997). Entrepreneurship education originated in US business schools (Katz, 
2003; Vesper & Gartner, 1997), with the most documented instance of the first formal entrepre-
neurship course being attributed to Harvard Business School. The intent of Harvard’s course was to 
support returning World War II veterans who were faced with fewer job prospects due to a collapsed 
weapons industry (Vesper & Gartner, 1997). Following the oil crises of the 1970s, entrepreneurship 
education became more common (Fayolle et al., 2016). By 2013, there were over 3,000 entrepre-
neurship courses offered around the world, and over 600 universities had created centers or institutes 
(Morris et al., 2013).

More recently, interest in teaching entrepreneurship has expanded beyond business schools to 
other academic disciplines (Wilson, 2008), including engineering (Gilmartin et al., 2014) and the 
arts (Essig & Guevara, 2016). In the United States, this was accelerated through the financial sup-
port of public and private foundations interested in the wide-scale adoption of entrepreneurship 
on university campuses (Blessing et al., 2008; Nnakwe et al., 2018; Torrance, 2013; Weilerstein & 
Shartrand, 2008; Huang-Saad et al., 2020). The Lemelson Foundation supported the creation of the 
National Collegiate Inventors and Innovators Alliance (NCIIA; Weilerstein & Shartrand, 2008), now 
referred to as VentureWell, which executes the foundation’s vision for developing the next genera-
tion of innovators and inventors through programs, courses, and activities that promote involvement 
in technology commercialization and entrepreneurship (Weilerstein & Shartrand, 2008). Between 
2003 and 2006, through the Kauffman Campus Initiative, the Kauffman Foundation concentrated 
their investments on interdisciplinary, entrepreneurship initiatives at 14 colleges and universities 
(Torrance, 2013). In 2005, the Kern Family Foundation focused attention on entrepreneurship in 
undergraduate engineering education with the establishment of the Kern Entrepreneurial Engi-
neering Network (KEEN). KEEN focuses on cultivating an entrepreneurial mindset in students 
and broader outcomes beyond creating start-ups (Blessing et al., 2008; Wheadon & Duval-Couetil, 
2017), This differs from Lemelson’s focus on supporting a new generation of innovators through 
increasing access to strong technical and business skills (Weilerstein & Shartrand, 2008). In 2011 
and 2012, the National Science Foundation made two significant investments in entrepreneurship, 
first, through the Stanford University Epicenter, which disseminated entrepreneurship education 
across engineering schools through practice and research (Epicenter, 2016), and second, through the 
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I-Corps program, which has become the largest entrepreneurship training program for academic 
researchers across the United States (Epstein et al., 2020).

International recognition of the role innovation and entrepreneurship play in economic develop-
ment has also spurred global interest in entrepreneurship education. In 2000, the European Com-
mission called for a greater focus on entrepreneurship to increase competitiveness (Wilson, 2008), 
and it has since advocated for the growth and formalization of entrepreneurship education in Europe 
(European Commission, 2015). In 2001, China’s Ministry of Education piloted an entrepreneurship 
education program at nine universities (Li et al., 2003, Li & Li, 2015) and, in 2012, called specifically 
for innovation and enterprise education to become one of the most important directions for higher 
education. In the early 2000s, Chile’s Economic Development Agency and National Council for 
Innovation and Competitiveness launched a comprehensive vision for promoting entrepreneurship 
in the country (Espinoza et al., 2019).

4.2  Why Entrepreneurship in Engineering Is Important

The growth of entrepreneurial training within engineering schools grew significantly in the early 
2000s (Byers et al., 2005; Gilmartin et al., 2014; Shartrand et al., 2010), given recognition that the 
professional role of engineers was expanding (Rover, 2005; Yurtseven, 2002). As key players in the 
knowledge economy, it was recognized that engineers needed to be technically savvy but also able to 
address contemporary societal challenges by being entrepreneurial-minded (Brunhaver et al., 2018; 
Huang-Saad et al., 2018). There was evidence that recent STEM graduates were twice as likely to 
start a company than university faculty members (Åstebro et al., 2012) and able to generate signifi-
cant economic impact (Roberts et al., 2015; Eesley & Miller, 2018). From an education perspective, 
this suggested that engineers benefitted not only from having deep technical knowledge focused on 
product development but also from entrepreneurship and professional skills that enable them to solve 
complex, interdisciplinary problems to play a role in the business of engineering (Royal Academy, 
2007). These include the ability to identify opportunities, understand market trends and customer 
needs, advocate for ideas, lead teams, and have basic business literacy.

This broadening of competencies was reinforced by the Accreditation Board of Engineering 
and Technology (ABET) when it implemented Engineering Criteria (EC) 2000. Given concerns 
about the quality of engineering graduates, expressed by representatives of major US-based multina-
tional companies, ABET shifted its criteria from educational inputs to outputs (Lucena et al., 2008). 
This outcomes-based evaluation process now accredits engineering programs at universities around 
the world and encompasses competencies viewed as pertinent to entrepreneurship and innovation 
(Duval-Couetil et al., 2013).

Modifications of accreditation standards have resulted in the growth of educational programs that 
deliver entrepreneurial knowledge, skills, and experiences to engineering students in the form of 
courses, minors, majors, and certificates, as well as co- and extracurricular activities. Some entrepre-
neurship initiatives are embedded within the engineering curriculum and target engineering stu-
dents exclusively, while others are offered through campus-wide initiatives open to students in many 
majors. Course and program outcomes can vary widely, with some focused on raising awareness of 
entrepreneurship, developing an entrepreneurial mindset, or focusing more specifically on creating 
innovative products, technologies, business models, and ventures (Duval-Couetil et al., 2016).

There is some evidence these entrepreneurship education initiatives targeting engineering stu-
dents are successful. A study at three US institutions found two-thirds of students felt entrepreneur-
ship education could broaden their career prospects (Duval-Couetil et al., 2012). Those who took 
an entrepreneurship course had higher levels of self-efficacy and were more likely to get hands-
on experience with market analysis, technology commercialization, and business communication 
and complete internships with start-up companies. Those who took one entrepreneurship course 
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perceived significant increases in their knowledge of entrepreneurial terms and concepts, but those 
who took two or more courses increased their perceived ability to confidently perform entre-
preneurial tasks. Interviews conducted with engineering alumni who had taken entrepreneurship 
courses and were in the professional world for 2–5 years reported entrepreneurship education helped 
them find employment, develop the ability to communicate, work with people from other disci-
plines, see the “big picture,” and develop an entrepreneurial mindset (Duval-Couetil & Wheadon, 
2013). A study of STEM students at two European universities also showed that participating in 
entrepreneurship programs increases student entrepreneurial intentions and attitudes (Souitaris et al., 
2007). The most influential benefit was determined to be “inspiration.”

4.3  What Is Entrepreneurship Education?

Approaches to teaching entrepreneurship have evolved, from informing students about entrepre-
neurial practices to emphasizing learning through doing. Scholars have differentiated methods for 
teaching and learning by categorizing them as learning “about,” “for,” or “through” entrepreneur-
ship (Gibb, 2002; Hytti & O’Gorman, 2004; Lackéus, 2015; Rasmussen & Sørheim, 2006). Learn-
ing “about” entrepreneurship refers to learning the theory and concepts related to entrepreneurship. 
Learning “for” entrepreneurship involves learning the skills and knowledge to be entrepreneurial. 
Learning “through” entrepreneurship reflects the immersion of students in the entrepreneurial pro-
cess. Some scholars consider entrepreneurship to be inherently experiential and, therefore, propose 
that it be used as a method, rather than content or a process (Neck et al., 2011). This pushes stu-
dents to move beyond understanding and knowing, towards a more cognitive or “mindset” view of 
entrepreneurship education that is of interest to educators outside of business schools (Zappe et al., 
2013a).

Equipping students with an entrepreneurial mindset is of particular interest to the engineer-
ing education community (McKenna et al., 2018), which is interested in the mindset pertinence 
and value to professional roles both within and outside of start-ups. This interest has led to several 
engineering education journal special issues and symposia dedicated to the scholarly exploration of 
entrepreneurship education from an engineering education viewpoint (Advances in Engineering Edu-
cation, 2018, 7:1; Entrepreneurship Education and Pedagogy, 2020, 3:1). A broader mindset approach can 
encompass engineering education priorities, including design (Brunhaver et al., 2018) and experien-
tial learning (Huang-Saad, 2009). Scholarship focused on understanding the relevance of entrepre-
neurship education to engineering (McKenna et al., 2018), as well as the Kern Family Foundation’s 
significant financial investment in supporting educational institutions committed to integrating the 
KEEN entrepreneurial mindset framework into engineering curriculum continue to drive interest 
in this approach (London et al., 2018). Beyond KEEN’s focus on developing entrepreneurial mindset 
through curiosity, connections, and creating value (“The 3Cs”), engineering scholars are exploring 
other constructs and approaches, for example, through ideation, open-mindedness, interest, altru-
ism, empathy, help-seeking (Brunhaver et al., 2018).

4.4  Pedagogical Approaches for Entrepreneurship

Pedagogical approaches to entrepreneurship vary according to whether one is learning “about,” 
“for,” or “through” entrepreneurship (Falkäng & Alberti, 2000; Neck et al., 2011). Learning “about” 
entrepreneurship is passive and uses traditional didactic approaches, such as lectures and readings to 
reinforce specific knowledge (Kakouris & Liargovas, 2021). Teaching “for” and “through” entrepre-
neurship is more active and leverages experiential learning, where students practice entrepreneurial 
skills and develop competencies necessary to develop their own businesses. When students learn 
“through” entrepreneurship, they are immersed in the process and begin to develop entrepreneurial 
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attitudes, such as self-efficacy, proactiveness, and innovativeness (Lackéus, 2015). It should be noted 
that educational approaches to innovation and entrepreneurship education have been enhanced and 
informed by engineering-centric activities, including approaches to design (Woodcock et al., 2019; 
Huang-Saad, 2009; Schuelke-Leech, 2021) and the maker movement (Forest et al., 2014; Browder 
et al., 2017).

Figure 20.4 delineates common instructional activities in entrepreneurship education and the 
associated pedagogy for common entrepreneurial competencies in the context of knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes showing the range of knowledge-building capabilities associated with various learning 
activities. Beyond this, Gibb and Price’s Compendium of Pedagogies for Teaching Entrepreneurship 
(2014) is a valuable resource for instructors seeking examples of how to operationalize the instruc-
tional activities and pedagogical practices outlined in Figure 20.4. Engineering education’s history 
of design, hands-on practice, and learning sciences research (Froyd et al., 2012) has also influenced 
entrepreneurship and pedagogy directed at non-engineering audiences.

4.5  How Entrepreneurship Is Assessed

The real value of entrepreneurship education lies in the belief it will prepare graduates to thrive 
in a professional world, where bringing new ideas to market is highly rewarded either through the 
founding of new companies or generating value in established ones. As previously stated, there is 
some evidence that entrepreneurship education has a positive impact on engineering graduates 
through either entrepreneurial or intrapreneurial activities. However, it should be noted that several 

Figure 20.4  Instructional examples of entrepreneurship education with respect to pedagogy and 
entrepreneurial competencies.

Source: Entrepreneurial KSAs adapted from Lackéus (2015).

Instructional Activities Pedagogies Entrepreneurial 
Competencies

C
om

p
et

en
cy

 ◄
 ►

 K
n

ow
le

d
g

e

Lectures
Readings
Role models/guest speakers
Company visits

Didactic
Learning through parables
Field trips

Knowledge
• Mental models
• Declarative knowledge
• Self-insight

Case studies
Simulations
Group projects
Co-curricular clubs and 

organizations

Problem-based learning
Project-based learning
Game-based learning
Role-playing
Collaborative learning
Cooperative learning
Social learning

Skills
• Marketing skills
• Resource skills
• Opportunity skills
• Interpersonal skills
• Learning skills
• Strategic skills
• Critical thinking

Business plan creation
Working with entrepreneurs
Consulting services
Pitch competitions
Mentorship by 

entrepreneurs
Incubators
Customer discovery
Working with communities

Experiential learning
Active learning
Learning by doing
Action learning
Value creation
Service learning

Through/Action
• Entrepreneurial passion
• Self-efficacy
• Entrepreneurial identity
• Proactiveness
• Uncertainty/ambiguity
• Tolerance
• Innovativeness
• Perseverance



Creativity, Entrepreneurship, and Leadership in Engineering

443

of the unique features of entrepreneurship education discussed previously also make assessing profes-
sional and educational outcomes particularly complex. These include the heterogeneity of program 
and curricular models (Duval-Couetil et  al., 2016), teaching practices (Nabi et  al., 2017), target 
audiences (Morris et al., 2013), and instructor backgrounds (Zappe et al., 2013b). This complexity 
is exacerbated with the expansion of entrepreneurship education to new disciplines, such as engi-
neering, which are focused more on the entrepreneurial knowledge, skills, and mindsets that are 
transferable to a broad set of professional activities, rather than just the founding of start-ups (Sá & 
Holt, 2019). This leads to a lack of clear and measurable objectives, construct confusion, disconnects 
between theory and practice, different communities of practice (Huang-Saad et al., 2018; Zappe, 
2018), all of which are difficult to manage when outcomes-based assessment is expected for accredi-
tation (Froyd et al., 2012).

Regardless of discipline, there are two major challenges associated with evaluating the impact of 
entrepreneurship education: (1) the selection of evaluation criteria and (2) their effective measure-
ment given the effect of time (Fayolle et al., 2006). Fundamentally, entrepreneurship is a profes-
sional outcome that can manifest at any time during one’s career. While there are examples of 
students becoming entrepreneurs in college or immediately after graduation, research shows it is 
most common in one’s early 40s (Azoulay et al., 2020), after acquiring domain expertise and profes-
sional experience. At a methodological level, establishing a causal relationship between an education 
intervention and a professional outcome is limited, given the abundance of confounding factors 
influencing career choices over time and challenges associated with conducting rigorous longitu-
dinal research (Bauer, 2004; Yi & Duval-Couetil, 2021). Reviews of entrepreneurship education 
research have highlighted methodological limitations, including inferentially weak research designs, 
few validated assessment instruments, and weak statistical power, thereby offering minimal evidence 
of long-term impact (Bae et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2013; Nabi et al., 2017; Rideout & Gray, 2013). 
Measuring an engineering graduate’s value generation within an existing organization (intrapreneur-
ship) is even more challenging, given the lack of accessible measures.

Assessment has been an area of scholarly concentration since the introduction of entrepreneurship 
education in engineering curricula. Initially, assessment focused on the formative and summative 
assessment of learning objectives (Wise & Rzasa, 2004; Wang & Kleppe, 2001) or output metrics, 
such as enrolment, GPA, or retention (Gilmartin et al., 2016; Ohland et al., 2004). As entrepreneur-
ship education became more widely adopted within engineering, efforts were made to capture how 
the educational experiences impacted learning (Shartrand et  al., 2008) or familiarity with terms 
and concepts with respect to becoming an entrepreneur (e.g., finance and accounting, people and 
human resources, sales and marketing, and product ideation and development) (Shartrand et  al., 
2008; Besterfield-Sacre et al., 2012). Beyond knowledge and skills, engineering student attitudes, 
behaviors, self-efficacy, and perceptions of programs and faculty as they relate to entrepreneurship 
have also been explored (Duval-Couetil et al., 2012).

Questions surrounding research designs and valid measures linger (Zappe, 2018; Huang-Saad 
et al., 2018; Yi & Duval-Couetil, 2021). Programs are inconsistent in their definitions of entrepre-
neurship and desired outcomes (Gilmartin et al., 2016; Zappe et al., 2021). Without shared defini-
tions and goals for entrepreneurship programs within engineering, assessment measures cannot be 
identified (Zappe, 2018), particularly when outcomes can vary from the intent to start a business 
to more psychosocial constructs associated with entrepreneurial mindset development (Huang-Saad 
et al., 2018). Engineering education scholars have reviewed the assessment literature, converging on 
similar findings and highlighting the inconsistencies in entrepreneurship assessment practice, includ-
ing stated purposes, methods, and instruments (Da Silva et al., 2015; Purzer et al., 2016; Huang-Saad 
et al., 2018; Zappe et al., 2021). There have been efforts to develop rigorous instruments to assess 
the entrepreneurial mindset, such as with Brunhaver et al.’s (2018) entrepreneurial mindset assess-
ment (ESEMA). However, the work is informed by existing frameworks rather than theory. This is 
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not uncommon (Huang-Saad et al., 2018) and is similar to what is occurring in entrepreneurship 
education, more generally, where there are calls for better measures (Liñán & Chen, 2009; Maritz & 
Brown, 2013) informed by theory-driven research (Fayolle & Gailly, 2013; Fayolle et al., 2016) as 
well as rigorous experimental design (Yi & Duval-Couetil, 2021).

In light of these challenges, evaluating the impact of entrepreneurship education rests largely on 
self-reported, subjective measures that can be collected in the near term through surveys or inter-
views (e.g., intention to start a business, self-efficacy) rather than longer-term, more-objective ones 
(e.g., number of firms created and business performance; Nabi et al., 2017). A recent review of uni-
versity programs found that entrepreneurship education outcomes fell into four categories: attitudes 
and motivations, knowledge and skills, behavioral and action-oriented outcomes, and actual start-up 
activities (Yi & Duval-Couetil, 2021). The authors found that the impacts of entrepreneurship edu-
cation are most often gauged by increases in measures, such as entrepreneurial intention, motivation, 
and self-efficacy; however, results are mixed and include some negative effects (Dickson et al., 2008; 
Martin et al., 2013; Nabi et al., 2017), reinforcing the need for more rigorous research.

While subjective measures do demonstrate the value of entrepreneurship education to students, 
behaviors and actions that reflect actual entrepreneurial activity offer more accurate measures of 
impact because they reduce potential bias in respondents’ self-reported ratings. However, in the 
review study cited earlier, only 4 out of 61 studies reviewed used objective measures, likely due to 
the challenges associated with conducting longitudinal research (e.g., low survey response rates, the 
time and resources required to track alumni, and long timelines for publishing). This means it is 
unclear how intending to become an entrepreneur relates to becoming or acting like one. To move 
the field forwards, scholars suggest examining outcomes in relation to context, pedagogical methods, 
and audiences; exploring emotion and mindset approaches (e.g., impacts on optimism and ambi-
guity tolerance); examining the relationship between intention and behavior through longitudinal 
research; and investigating competence-based pedagogical models (Nabi et al., 2017).

5  Integrating Leadership Into Engineering Education

5.1 Defining Leadership and Its Importance in Engineering

Companies employing engineers call on academe to prepare future engineers with the requisite 
knowledge, skills, and values to exhibit leadership in a dynamic workforce. Driven by human, tech-
nology, and societal interactions, the nature of engineering work is constantly evolving. Leadership 
is inextricably linked to successfully completing work which involves bringing out the best of people 
while navigating change, uncertainty in sociotechnical systems, and power dynamics. As technical 
innovations become more complex, practicing engineers need to navigate a dizzying array of socio-
technical complexities while contributing to more and larger projects with diverse stakeholders, 
costly-to-change deadlines, firm budgets, and defined quality standards. Engineers with leadership 
preparation that includes both technical and professional leadership-coupled competencies are bet-
ter able to effectively handle human and technological challenges, resulting in positive outcomes for 
themselves, their companies, and society (Clegorne et al., 2021).

Motivated to develop leadership competencies in future engineers, engineering educators can 
draw upon theories of leadership and leadership development from the well-established field of 
leadership studies (Dinh et al., 2014). Given that conceptualizing leadership is context-dependent 
(Northouse, 2018), however, engineering educators first need an understanding of how leadership 
is defined in engineering. In their review of engineering research literature, Simmons et al. (2017) 
found no single definition of leadership and identified the dominant approach towards leadership as 
focused on the individual who leads a group of followers. This traditional, leader-centric approach 
contrasts with more contemporary approaches in leadership theory that emphasize a holistic lens and 
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privilege group dynamics, changing roles, and integrated professional and technical competencies 
(Simmons et al., 2017, 2020). In explorations of leadership in engineering, as defined by industry 
leaders and professionals, researchers have noted an expanding view of leadership, beyond the tradi-
tional, individual-as-leader approach, suggesting that in practice, leadership in engineering may be 
in the process of being redefined (Clegorne et al., 2021; Garahan et al., 2020; Simmons et al., 2020).

To support the apparent shift to a more holistic view of leadership, the field of engineering has 
been encouraged to embrace leadership development over leader development (Simmons et  al., 
2017, 2021). Whereas leader development focuses on training an elite cadre of managers and super-
visors, leadership development emphasizes leadership as a shared, context-dependent process with 
a focus on understanding and developing a culture of leadership (Heifetz et al., 2009; Jepson, 2009; 
Western, 2010). Specifically, the suggestion here is to de-emphasize developing traits of a leader and 
emphasize creating an environment in which a group of people share leadership. Simmons et al. 
(2017, p. 1) described the goal of this type of leadership education:

Within the leadership paradigm, one seeks not to create the perfect leader, but rather to develop 
a culture of better teammates and role players who pass off leadership and followership as 
needed when context shifts, thus creating a team more resilient to adversity of contextual shifts.

(Robledo et al., 2012)

5.2  Engineering Leadership Education

Engineering leadership education aims to teach students how to effectively handle human and 
technological challenges. When industry began calling for engineering graduates to not only have 
more professional competencies but also be provided with opportunities to gain these competencies 
through integration with technical content (ABET, n.d.), colleges of engineering responded in dif-
ferent ways. The characteristics of leadership programs vary across multiple measures, including the 
use of theory, access to courses, integration with technical content, and perspective on the nature of 
leadership on a continuum from leader-centric to shared. Founded in 1987, Tufts Gordon Institute 
is one of the oldest engineering leadership programs and offers courses leading to intensive and 
highly integrated minors and graduate degrees to undergraduate and graduate students (Gordon 
Institute, n.d.). For more than 25 years, Penn State’s College of Engineering has offered the Engi-
neering Leadership Development minor with courses theoretically informed by situational leader-
ship (Schuhmann et al., 2015). Brigham Young’s engineering leadership program (which began in 
2011) has a required component for second-year engineering students using a shared leadership 
perspective. Conversely, Northwestern University’s Field Study in Leadership course (which began 
in 1990) requires students to apply to be admitted to the course and frames content from a positional, 
leader-centered leadership perspective (Schuhmann et al., 2015). While the majority of engineering 
leadership education has been shown to be occurring in the United States (Graham et al., 2009; 
Khattak et al., 2012), a few programs with an explicit focus on leadership have been reported in 
Australia, Belgium, Germany, and Spain, with additional programs in Australia and Europe identi-
fied as having a non-explicit focus on leadership (Khattak et al., 2012).

Although many leadership development models exist, no significant models are rooted in engi-
neering and reflect the important knowledge, skills, and attitudes that employers expect of engineer-
ing graduates. To fill this void and enable a culture of leadership, Simmons et al. (2020, 2021) found 
shared engineering leadership is enabled by the following competencies: adaptability, ambition/
drive, assertiveness, big picture thinking, communication skills, computer skills, critical thinking/
problem-solving, economic principles/trends, ethics/responsibility, humility, legal knowledge, man-
agement, people focus, professionalism, quality control, safety and risk management, self-awareness, 
teamwork, collaboration, networking, and time management. While taking on positional leadership 
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experiences while in college can be helpful in gaining critical competencies, structured education is 
necessary to provide formal instruction and assessment.

5.3  Engineering Leadership Pedagogical Approaches

Despite industry placing increasing importance on leadership and growing recognition of the 
need for formal leadership instruction, engineering educators typically receive little to no formal 
training to teach leadership (Shulman, 2005). Engineering faculty, instead, point to work with 
advisory boards, interaction with professional contacts, their own experience in industry, leader-
ship opportunities through their academic position, and personal experience as sources of leader-
ship knowledge (Groen et al., 2018; Polmear et al., 2022). With a limited background in formal 
leadership training, engineering educators face the daunting task of preparing engineers for the 
complexities of a changing profession while also debating if professional competencies such 
as leadership can be taught, and if so, what approach (i.e., leader vs. leadership development) 
should be taken. In addition, educators face shrinking required credit hours for engineers to earn 
an undergraduate engineering degree, leaving little room for additional coursework. As such, 
integration of leadership across the curriculum holds promise to effectively achieve the desired 
learning outcomes around leadership. Leadership education is effective when taught within a 
context and an integrated teaching approach is aligned with many ABET student outcomes, most 
notably “an ability to function effectively on a team whose members together provide leadership, 
create a collaborative and inclusive environment, establish goals, plan tasks, and meet objectives” 
(ABET, n.d.).

An eco-leadership approach to leadership education in engineering can guide pedagogical 
approaches to support integration of leadership development across the existing curriculum (Gara-
han et al., 2020). Drawing from the theory of distributed leadership and the field of ecology, eco-
leadership rejects a hierarchical view of leadership and emphasizes leveraging the talents and skills 
of all team members. Understanding leadership through an ecological approach is beneficial as it 
supports inclusion, strengthens the entire team and organization, and moves the field of engineer-
ing beyond traditional, leader-centric approaches. Table 20.1 provides a list of recommendations for 
teaching engineering leadership and displays suggested practices based on the contrasting approaches 
of traditional, leader-centric leadership and an eco-leadership approach.

5.4  How Is Engineering Leadership Education Assessed

Similar to what was discussed for entrepreneurship, there is no consistent assessment of engineering 
leadership development. As a result, engineering educators cannot know if students are evolving in 
their perspectives and development of leadership competencies throughout college without nam-
ing, integrating, and assessing these competencies. Leadership studies and leadership development in 
other fields can provide possible assessment models. For example, the leadership identity develop-
ment (LID) theory and model (Komives et al., 2005, 2006, 2009) offers an understanding of how 
college students progress in their leadership identity formation across six stages as shaped by personal, 
group, and developmental influences.

In addition to developing and incorporating leadership assessment into engineering education, 
engineering educators can also help reframe ideas of leadership and leadership development among 
students, higher education administrators, industry professionals, and other engineering education 
stakeholders. The differentiation between leader development and leadership development is criti-
cal and can be supported through pedagogy, as described earlier. Additionally, another aspect of 
the engineering culture regarding leadership is related to norms around professional formation. 
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Table 20.1 Recommendations for Teaching Engineering Leadership

Recommendation Leader-Centric Approach Eco-Leadership Approach

Divorce the concepts of 
leadership and leader and 
highlight the distinction 
between the two.

Focus on the skills, 
attributes, and behaviors 
of individual leaders 
and how they are able 
to influence, persuade, 
or control their 
subordinates.

Focus on the skills, attributes, and 
behaviors of individual leaders and how 
they are able to influence, persuade, or 
control their subordinates.

Emphasize the 
interconnectedness between 
leadership and teamwork.

Highlight the behavior and 
role of team leaders.

Focus on the fluidity and social context of 
certain projects.

Explore different team roles and team 
dynamics.

Consider personal attributes that are 
associated with different types of team 
roles.

Highlight the eco-ethical 
approach inherent in the 
discussion of sustainability 
by connecting outcomes 
of sustainability and 
leadership.

Emphasize the skills and 
behaviors of leaders that 
enable them to engage 
others.

Explore the broader contexts (e.g., 
economic, social, environmental) of a 
project and its common vision.

Consider how trust is developed 
and fostered within a team and its 
community partners.

Examine how aspects of a project and roles 
of team members and leaders interrelate.

Source: Adapted from Garahan et al. (2020).

Engineering students are often not exposed to the idea of professional formation as a lifelong process 
that is largely in the hands of the individual. With a clearer vision of the practice of engineering, stu-
dents can put undergraduate education in its proper place – an initial introduction to the field – and 
recognize it is not a full preparation for the vastness of areas of practice with its intricate specialties, 
unique and evolving context, wicked problems, and the needs of people.

6  Discussion

As the world has continued to become more complex, so have the demands on the educational 
system preparing today’s students. Unfortunately, the ability of educational institutions to keep 
pace with these changes and demands for reform has lagged. To date, most reform in engineering 
education has been implemented in a piecemeal fashion, adding to an already-intensive, theory-
based math- and science-based curriculum (Froyd et al., 2012). This is evident in how calls for 
more creativity, entrepreneurship, and leadership have been operationalized in engineering cur-
riculum, often relying on design classes, electives, or co-curricular activities to fulfill these needs. 
While each domain has been lauded as an important part of engineering curriculum, each domain 
has its own history and implementation in an already-overburdened curriculum. At the same time, 
each domain is so broad that effective means of assessment continue to be debated in the literature. 
We use this as an opportunity to encourage the community to consider a more comprehensive 
approach to engineering education reform for the 21st century. In doing so, we present six main 
reflections.
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6.1  Reflection No. 1: We Are Not Effectively Preparing Students for Their 
Future Careers in a Changing Global Environment

While it is commonly accepted engineers will play a critical role in economic development as future 
innovators, approaches as to how we should train students in the innovation process and to what 
outcomes are still uncertain and inconsistent. This largely stems from the fact that the constructs of 
creativity, entrepreneurship, and leadership are challenging to define, with debates existing about 
how to operationalize each construct (e.g., Pichot et al., 2020; Plucker et al., 2004; Simmons et al., 
2017; Zappe, 2018). All are complex, often overlapping with each other and with other constructs. 
For example, the entrepreneurial mindset, a term advocated heavily by KEEN, is often operation-
alized by using different attributes that include creativity, leadership, and opportunity recognition, 
among others. Zappe argues that the entrepreneurial mindset is not a construct by itself but rather 
subsumes other constructs (Zappe, 2018). In a systematic review of research on the impact of STEM 
entrepreneurship programs, Zappe et  al. (2021) found entrepreneurship programs focused on a 
variety of intended outcomes, including entrepreneurial mindset, teamwork, communication, crea-
tivity, failure, and risk. In a critical review of the literature to examine how leadership is taught in 
undergraduate engineering programs, Simmons et al. (2017) found there is no common theoretical 
approach informing leadership (instruction) in engineering. This inconsistent use of theory is also 
evident in engineering entrepreneurship education as well (Huang-Saad et al., 2018). Because of 
the difficulty with operationalizing the constructs, all are also difficult to measure and assess (e.g., 
Barbot et al., 2019; Said-Metwaly et al., 2017). Due to the challenges with measurement, indirect 
methods, such as self-assessments, are often used, which have inherent limitations. In addition to 
the challenges in measuring creativity, entrepreneurship, and leadership, the terms are often used in 
everyday contexts, resulting in significant misconceptions.

6.2  Reflection No. 2: There Are Many Reasons That Creativity, Leadership, 
and Entrepreneurship Are Not Integrated Into the Curriculum

Cropley (2017) theorizes engineering uses a reductionist tradition which focuses on understand-
ing phenomena in terms of its parts rather than as a whole. As a result, Cropley argues that “[e]
ngineering curricula continue to focus on traditional topics, taught in traditional ways, and these 
make little room for the creativity that almost everyone agrees is critical to engineering educa-
tion” (p. 215). Another potential reason for the lack of emphasis on these domains in engineering 
may be related to the many myths associated with each. For example, some of the major myths 
associated with creativity include (1) creativity is innate and cannot be improved; (2) creativity is 
related to negative aspects of psychology, such as nonconformity, drug use, and mental illness; and 
(3) creativity is a “fuzzy, soft” construct related only to the arts or music (Plucker et al., 2004). 
Other hypotheses include that the organizational climate of engineering colleges, the classroom 
environment of many engineering courses, and the most often used instructional techniques are 
not conducive for eliciting creative behaviors or requiring leadership skills. As Cropley (2015) 
noted, most engineering programs emphasize “convergent, analytic work, and passive knowledge 
acquisition” (p. 163).

Each of the three domains explored here has its own challenges that may be barriers into further 
integration into engineering. One of these challenges is the difficulty arriving at operationalized 
definitions for these constructs, as all three are very complex and overlap with constructs from 
psychology or other fields. Within engineering education, the lack of consensus in defining each 
construct can lead to widely divergent intended outcomes and goals across programs as well as chal-
lenges relating to measurement and assessment. Another challenge is that each domain is saddled 
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with common misconceptions which can lead to instructional and institutional barriers. Another 
challenge is that most engineering faculty are not knowledgeable about these or perhaps feel that 
they do not belong in the core engineering curriculum.

6.3  Reflection No. 3: Lack of Change in the Curriculum Can Have 
Negative Consequences

Regardless of the reasons for the lack of integration of these professional skills into the curriculum, 
the consequences can be damaging. Creativity drives innovative solutions. Engineers need to learn 
how to identify opportunities and advocate for their ideas. And it is only the technology developers 
who can lead the process. Without contextualizing engineering education in the innovation process, 
future innovators will struggle with the humanistic responsibility they have with the technological 
solutions that they will create. At the same time, without acknowledging the non-technical aspects 
of engineering, we are deliberately narrowing the pipeline for future engineers. As an example, 
students who are drawn to creativity may not enter engineering programs or fail to persist. In fact, 
this finding is supported by Atwood and Pretz (2016), who found a negative relationship between 
students’ creative self-efficacy and persistence in engineering programs. If we desire to create an 
engineering student body and workforce that is diverse, inclusive to all, and prepared to tackle our 
world’s major problems, perhaps it is time for engineering as a discipline and an education system 
to change.

6.4  Reflection No. 4: We Need More Research in How to Teach for and 
Assess Creativity, Leadership, and Entrepreneurship

A consistent theme in the literature across all domains is the lack of or limited use of educational 
theory in exploring the pedagogies used to promote these domains in the classroom. While engi-
neering education has leveraged experiential learning, largely through design, outcomes and assess-
ment of outcomes have been limited. Linkages to theoretical and practical work in other disciplines 
can be helpful to guide research in engineering education. Investigations on the development of 
these domains in students are also an area where research is needed.

Within each of the domains, the field has a need for systematic reviews of the SOTL litera-
ture on how faculty are teaching for creativity, entrepreneurship, and leadership in engineering. 
What are the general approaches being taken, and how effective are these? A systematic review of 
instructional approaches in the applied engineering education (SOTL) literature as well as in the 
design literature would reveal patterns of approaches being used to teach for creativity, leadership, 
and entrepreneurship. Additional research topics include better understanding of the relationship 
between each domain and diversity, equity, and inclusion. What is the relationship between peda-
gogical approaches used to teach creativity, leadership, and entrepreneurship and those intended to 
promote inclusion and belonging? If technical engineering classes are taught with these domains in 
mind, could students’ sense of belonging or engineering identity increase? Could we draw in a more 
diverse student population if the field were structured to bring in more experiences intended to elicit 
creativity or leadership?

Additional theory-based research as well as investigations into the applied SOTL literature in 
engineering education would be helpful to better understand the current landscape as well as future 
directions.

Relatedly, as mentioned repeatedly earlier, assessment is a challenge across all three domains. 
Guidance on how to assess each construct as well as access to psychometrically sound, valid instru-
ments are needed in the engineering education community.



Sarah E. Zappe et al.

450

6.5  Reflection No. 5: Engineering Instructors Need to Be Provided with 
Ideas and Approaches for Integrating Creativity, Entrepreneurship, 
and Leadership Into an Already-Full Curriculum

One of the major challenges of integrating these domains into the engineering curriculum is that 
it is already so full. It is difficult to squeeze in additional topics when students’ schedules are so full 
and course objectives aim to include so much. We argue that we need to consider structuring our 
courses and curriculum in a new way. At the less-challenging end, we can integrate entrepreneur-
ship and leadership into design courses. At the more challenging end, a curricular or programmatic 
rehauling to remove courses that no longer serve students and to create a new program of study 
that more fully prepares students for future careers. For example, we can consider removing courses 
that have historically served as gatekeepers to engineering but are no longer serving a purpose in 
preparing students for our modern society. Another approach could be weaving design into all engi-
neering courses. Work in design courses can be integrated with other technical courses students are 
taking concurrently, which could give students the necessary agency to succeed in more challenging 
courses. Restructuring the engineering curriculum would allow space for topics such as creativity, 
leadership, and entrepreneurship that are critical for our engineering graduates. We also need to 
encourage administrators and faculty to partner with students to create the curriculum. Students 
need to have a voice in this path rather than having curricular decisions made solely by the university.

6.6  Reflection No. 6: We Have No Choice but to Reconsider Our Approach

Sorby et al. (2021) described the current state of engineering education as “stuck in 1955,” which 
is not structured to meet the needs of a changing world. The authors argue for a “revolution” in 
engineering education that is more motivating and more inclusive to all students. As they note:

Not only are engineering curricula often unattractive to women and students of color, but they 
also fail to prepare all students for their future careers. How many creative problem-solvers, who 
would have become excellent engineers, have been driven from our programs over the years? How 
many potential inventors and entrepreneurs have not been inspired to join our ranks? How many 
out-of-the-box thinkers have been lost from engineering due to the rigidity of the engineering 
curricula? The true loss of human talent from engineering disciplines is impossible to calculate.

After reviewing the current state of engineering education literature, we argue that creativity, 
entrepreneurship, and leadership need to be better integrated into the curriculum. Not only will this 
integration better prepare students for their future careers, but including these perspectives may also 
help broaden who is interested in and motivated to study engineering.
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1  Introduction

Ensuring that engineering education leads to engineering professionals worldwide who are techni-
cally skilled, globally oriented, and socially responsible – the whole engineer – requires professional 
and academic institutions alike to promote and develop deep integration between engineering and 
the liberal arts (e.g., ABET, 2020; Adams et al., 2011; Ambrose, 2013; Lattuca et al., 2006; National 
Academy of Engineering, 2004; Walther et al., 2017). The need for engineering students to under-
stand their work in context via a connection with and understanding of the liberal arts has never 
been more urgent. Recognizing this, professional bodies such as the National Academy of Engi-
neering and the Royal Academy of Engineering have strongly articulated the need for engineers to 
understand the social, ethical, cultural, political, and environmental contexts of their work (National 
Academy of Engineering, 2004; Engineering Council, 2017). Engineering accreditors have contin-
ued to refine guidelines to ensure engineering education engages with the broader societal and ethi-
cal discourse (ABET, 2020; Engineers Australia, 2008; ENAEE, 2021; Engineering Council, 2020).

It is not hard to argue that the United Nations (U.N.) Sustainable Development Goals (United 
Nations, 2020) and the Grand Challenges of Engineering (Olson, 2016) are impossible to meet 
without bridging the divide between engineering and the liberal arts (Herkert & Banks, 2012). 
Additionally, more closely aligning these fields of study could help restore widespread understanding 
of the criticality of the liberal arts, improve engineering education, and offer liberal arts students 
insight and access to engineering approaches and concepts.

The de-prioritization of liberal arts study in higher education through defunding and calls for 
“useful” degrees and skills agendas that prioritize technical competence ahead of the historical liberal 
arts (Geiger et al., 2015; Jones & Hearn, 2018) similarly present both an opportunity and challenge 
for this call to action. As we will show, such calls as well as responses have existed for decades, if 
not centuries, yet there is clear evidence that far more work is needed to achieve education for the 
whole engineer. We argue that better integration of educational research and practice is necessary in 
order to achieve this outcome and discuss opportunities therein. This chapter describes the various 
motivations for embracing such integration as well as the inherent challenges in doing so. We sum-
marize a selected few of the large number of prior efforts, explore the existing educational research 
underpinning those undertakings, and posit that these efforts seem to be not fully recognized or 
deemed a success because empirical research has not been conducted as rigorously as in other areas of 
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engineering education. We outline summaries of inspirational practice and point to new directions 
for research that would have the potential to create impact.

2  Terminology: Liberal Arts and Integrative Learning

The concept of a liberal arts education has a multiplicity of definitions, with a wide range of under-
standing found both in the historical record and in the present day. As such, providing an unqualified 
definition of the liberal arts is far beyond the scope of this chapter. That being said, key elements 
that are reasonably consistent across many sources include a focus on both broad and deep learning 
for the sake of the individual learner as well as for the broader community or society; deeply reflec-
tive, thoughtful, inquiry-based practices; emphasis on disciplines within the arts and sciences that 
emphasize intellectual gains rather than professional skill development and preparation; and a learn-
ing community – often a small, residential, undergraduate-oriented college campus – that involves 
both faculty and students engaging with each other both in small classes (<20) and outside of class 
(e.g., Ferrall & Ferrall, 2011; Roche, 2010; Kimball, 2010; Princeton University, n.d.).

What has been termed “traditional” engineering education – focused on the development and 
practice of applying scientific and mathematical theory and knowledge to the design and devel-
opment of structures, systems, and processes – is often framed as distinct from and perhaps even 
orthogonal to the liberal arts. As will be discussed in this chapter, engineering education today 
typically emphasizes professional preparation and skill development to ensure that students achieve a 
capacity for and orientation towards problem-solving largely constrained to technological solutions.

While these distinctions can seem clear-cut, many, including Riley (2015), argue that this bifur-
cation reinforces unnecessary and even harmful disciplinary and pedagogical silos and may limit 
creativity, interdisciplinarity, and exploration. We agree with this perspective and, given the wide-
spread perception of the educational approaches as distinct, find it necessary to discuss the question 
somewhat within this binary in order to contemplate moving beyond it, which we propose is pos-
sible with the use of integrative learning approaches.

Integrative learning encompasses the rich connections that can be made across liberal arts, dis-
ciplinary boundaries, and professional domains. It is generally defined as the ability to recognize 
and make connections between disparate knowledge, concepts, or contexts in ways that strengthen 
depth and breadth of learning. Depending on the discipline, integrative learning can be defined as a 
synonym of interdisciplinary learning or as an overarching concept, of which interdisciplinary learn-
ing is a key example. Integrative learning is not new to undergraduate education or to engineering 
education (Blackshields et al., 2014; Huber et al., 2007; National Academies of Sciences, Engineer-
ing, and Medicine, 2018; Newell, 1999), though its level of priority has ebbed and flowed over time 
and place as the practice has evolved over millennia.

3  Historical Perspectives on the Integration of Liberal Arts and 
Engineering

Leonardo da Vinci has been pointed to as the historical figure who most embodies the integration of 
the liberal arts and engineering. This recognition is connected to the flourishing of the “renaissance 
engineer” rhetoric, which holds that looking backward to the idea of the “renaissance man” and his 
ability to integrate knowledge from all disciplines was essential to being able to develop engineering 
solutions going forward in the 21st century (Bomke, 2007). While there are problematic elements 
with the historical totem of the renaissance engineer (for instance, it alludes to mostly male and 
mostly Western contributions to the field), its motivation is useful in helping to reframe the liberal 
arts and engineering as united within approaches to engineering as well as within the interests, tal-
ents, and motivations of engineering students (Dabby, 2001).
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During da Vinci’s time, however, engineering was not in itself a formalized discipline. While the 
“liberal arts” as an educational framework arguably traces back to the Lyceums of Aristotle, or even 
further, “engineering” as a defined subject area only emerged through the French École Polytech-
nique in the late 18th century, though humans had of course been developing and teaching engi-
neering practices for millennia through apprenticeship models (Jørgensen, 2007). The transition to 
engineering education as an academic field of study rather than simply a learned set of skills emerged 
at different rates and with different priorities in the United States, Japan, England, France, Germany, 
and Sweden (Meiskin & Smith, 1996). These transitions were informed by the particular cultures of 
countries and regions and by the different meanings of engineering and engineering work in those 
places (Lucena et al., 2008).

Jørgensen (2007) demonstrates that the divergence between apprenticeship-based and university-
rooted learning has its roots in a debate over the value of theory versus practice in education, and 
these tensions of situating engineering within the academy alongside the liberal arts and natural sci-
ences “were evident from the beginning” (p. 223). Koshland (2010) concurs that:

[T]he separation between basic and applied science created, in the minds of many in the liberal 
arts, a separation between science and engineering. Academe viewed the latter as applied and 
vocational, and hence determined that such fields had no place in a liberal arts institution.

(p. 53)

Russo (2007) characterizes the humanities offerings in Milan’s Politecnico and Turin’s Scuola 
d’Ingegneria as having a “merely decorative function” by the 1860s (p. 1); around the same time, 
“students majoring in engineering or science at Harvard and Yale did not have equal status with the 
more elite students in the arts” (Grayson, 1980, p. 377). We can see that a perceived divide between 
engineering and the liberal arts was in some senses culturally and institutionally baked into the mod-
ern educational system from the beginning.

In the United States, however, scholars (e.g., Akera, 2011; Harris et al., 1994) have noted that a 
review of the history of engineering education in that country shows that a constant and consistent 
call for integration and for foundational liberal arts education for engineering students has existed 
alongside these divisions from the beginning. In describing how some of the United States’ first 
engineering schools, such as the United States Military Academy at West Point, Rensselaer Poly-
technic Institute, and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, derived their approach from the 
French Grande Ecole system of the 18th century, Angulo (2012) outlines the inclusion of founda-
tional course subjects in the liberal arts, such as rhetoric, literature, philosophy, history, and foreign 
languages, during the mid-1800s. The perceived disciplinary divide also did not prevent liberal arts 
colleges from developing engineering majors in the mid-1800s, including Union College in 1845 
and “Swarthmore graduating its first [engineering] major in 1874” (Koshland, 2010, p. 58). Addi-
tionally, Akera (2011) shows how the 1862 Morrill Act in the United States placed “engineering 
education on a four-year undergraduate model that combined technical training with liberal educa-
tion” (p. 3).

This liberal arts grounding for mid-19th-century engineers in the United States appears to be 
distinct from the way that engineering education evolved in Europe at the same time (Jørgensen, 
2007).1 Yet in both places, the late-19th-century changes in society, technologies, and economies 
wrought structural changes to the educational system that resulted in a de-prioritization of the liberal 
arts in engineering. Sample (1988) notes that “changes in engineering education have been under-
girded by, and perhaps even driven by, important changes in the larger society” (p. 55), and we can 
see evidence of this in the shift to prioritize technical curricular content in engineering programs 
during the era that coincided with immigration, industrialization, and urbanization in Europe and 
the United States. For instance, Grayson (1980) describes schools in the United States turning away 
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from European traditions to focus more on vocational and professional preparation after 1880, and 
Jørgensen (2007) reports that in the late 19th century, “technical universities developed in Germany 
and the Scandinavian countries to meet local institutional traditions” in crafts and apprenticeships 
(p. 220). As Dewey noted in 1944, the “liberal arts were sharply contrasted with the useful arts 
[which were] acquired by means of sheer apprenticeship in fixed routines” (p. 391).

The creation of quality standards through accreditation of engineering education that began in 
the United States in the 1930s is one of the important structural changes that further emphasized 
this contrast. While accrediting organizations “expressed a desire to see that engineering students 
are exposed to a larger picture than only technical courses can provide,” none of the original criteria 
for accrediting engineering programs made any “mention of non-technical matters” (Stephan, 2001, 
pp. 155–156). Crucially, Jørgensen (2007) points out that the US system of accreditation derived 
from the British one that “emphasized practical skills and engineering experience, and it also sup-
ported the idea that engineering competencies were of a different nature than the academic qualifi-
cations given by universities” (p. 221). And as engineering education transformed again in response 
to the demands of World Wars I and II, accrediting organizations, engineering societies, academic 
institutions, and governments were all concerned with the professionalization of engineering and its 
ability to meet defense and industrial needs. Research funds awarded through federal subsidies after 
World War II continued to require US engineering schools to have “faculty members with strong 
mathematical and scientific research capabilities,” meaning, that funding became more closely tied 
to technical expertise rather than general education (Prados et al., 2005, p. 167). The emphasis on 
specialization also continued, so that when instructors were allowed “to focus only on the delivery 
of their specific subject,” this contributed to “the separation of the humanistic-social stem from the 
scientific-technological stem” (Akera, 2011, p. 5). This focus doesn’t mean that calls to maintain lib-
eral arts within the engineering curriculum ended during this time, as we can see from Swarthmore’s 
critique of its engineering college in 1967, which stated that engineering is “the profession that links 
the values of the humanists, the discoveries of the scientists and the analyses of the social scientists” 
(as cited in Koshland, 2010, p. 60). However, it does mean that in many cases, they weren’t empha-
sized as the boundary between the “two cultures” developed and became more rigid (Snow, 1959). 
In Europe, too, the late-20th-century emphasis on scientific research and professional work experi-
ence for engineering students created an educational focus that prioritized technical subjects, and 
industry demands for specialization “created tension between generalized engineering knowledge” 
and specific “domains of engineering practice” such as rail engineering or biomechanical engineer-
ing (Jørgensen, 2007, p. 230). Thus, the structural and societal pressures that affected the engineering 
education system served to reinforce the two cultures’ divide late into the 20th century.

In the 1980s, several publications began to renew calls to unite liberal arts and engineering edu-
cation and to highlight the challenges that needed to be overcome in order to do so. An ABET 
report at the start of the decade declared that “the humanities and social science requirement for 
engineering programs is well intentioned on the part of ABET but at the majority of engineering 
schools the execution is disappointing, to understate the case” (Cunningham, 1980, p. 6). In 1988, 
the Chronicle of Higher Education (1988) published an article titled “Engineering Students Are Said 
to Get Incoherent Education in the Liberal Arts” as a call to action and cited a lack of cooperation 
among engineering and liberal arts faculty as well as inadequate student advising as major barriers 
to broadening the scope of engineering education. The book Unfinished Design: The Humanities 
and Social Sciences in Undergraduate Engineering Education (Johnston et  al., 1988) served as a major 
motivating factor for the Chronicle of Higher Education article. In it, the authors pointed to the value 
of humanities and social sciences in engineering education, highlighted 13 liberal arts engineer-
ing programs that already existed, and offered a discussion of the numerous obstacles to broader 
adoption. While other similar perspectives were published in the late 1980s (e.g., Florman, 1987; 
Useem, 1989), influential interdisciplinary voices went quiet until after the turn of the century (van 
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de Beemt et al., 2020). Stephan (2001) shows how during this time many US institutions relied on 
general education courses in order to meet non-technical ABET criteria and therefore sidestepped 
any meaningful integration of liberal arts with the technical curriculum.

4  Contemporary Motivation for Integrating the Liberal Arts and 
Engineering

By the end of the 20th century, voices advocating for action that could unite the liberal arts and 
engineering grew louder. Two engineers at the Colorado School of Mines presented a paper at 
the Conference on College Composition and Communication in 1993, stating, “[A]lthough we 
acknowledge that scientists, engineers, and humanists live and function in different discourse com-
munities, we also believe that some connections among these communities must be made if we 
are to avoid a 21st century Tower of Babel” (Olds & Miller, 1993, p. 3). This harbinger of disaster 
avoidance is perhaps why it is during another time of great societal and technological change that a 
resurgence of calls to integrate and prioritize the liberal arts in engineering education occurred. In 
the European Journal of Education, Ruprecht (1997) aligned the value of openness that emerged after 
the fall of the Soviet Union with the practice of opening the engineering curriculum to integrate the 
humanities so that students are prepared to face the demands of a changing world with an attitude 
of humility and responsibility. The turn of the millennium coincided with the growth of the digital 
world, rapid globalization, post-industrial capitalism, as well as its resultant environmental degrada-
tion, and scholars began to define “gigaton problems that require gigaton solutions” (Xu et  al., 
2010, p. 4037). Solving these “wicked problems” would require more than just technical know-how. 
Indeed, by the 1990s,

some critics demanded a humanistic input into the curriculum . . . based on the assumption 
that engineering students, through confrontation with alternate positions and opportunities to 
discuss social and ethical issues, would be better prepared to meet the challenges of technology.

(Jørgensen, 2007, p. 232)

Yet most of the scholarship on the topic produced during this time could be characterized as descrip-
tions of the value of the humanities or calls to action rather than formalized research.

In the early 2000s, more publications emerged that described practice and that provided potential 
research directions for the integrative interventions that scholars advocated. For instance, Turbak 
and Berg (2002) describe teaching robotic design in a liberal arts environment, and Wilson (2000) 
provides an account of the obstacles to a liberal engineering education. Other notable perspectives 
in the first decade of the 21st century include Ollis et al.’s (2004) Liberal Engineering in the Twenty-
First Century, a targeted response to ABET 2000 criteria that – for the first time – integrated social 
criteria, and Gorbet et al.’s (2008) seminal research on best practices for enabling interdisciplinary 
learning in project groups.

This work was one of the first empirical perspectives on the liberal arts in engineering educa-
tion. Two decades on, The Chronicle of Higher Education followed up their 1988 cautionary article 
with the much more optimistic “Engineering and the Liberal Arts: Strangers No Longer” (Christ 
et al., 2008). Movements such as STEAM (science, technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics) 
(Perignat & Katz-Buonincontro, 2019) and the Engineer of 2020 (National Academy of Engineer-
ing, 2004), developed at this time, too, articulating an approach of deep integrative learning to unite 
engineering and the liberal arts more closely.

Simultaneously, engineering accreditation boards globally refined their criteria to require engi-
neering education to engage with the broader societal and ethical discourse. Table 21.1 shows a 
selection of criteria for engineering program accreditation worldwide, highlighting the focus on 
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Table 21.1 Engineering Accreditation Criteria Related to Integrative Learning

Board Criteria Governing Countriesa

ABETb 1. An ability to apply engineering design to 
produce solutions that meet specified needs, with 
consideration of public health, safety, and welfare, 
as well as global, cultural, social, environmental, and 
economic factors.

2. An ability to communicate effectively with a range of 
audiences.

3. An ability to recognize ethical and professional 
responsibilities in engineering situations and make 
informed judgments, which must consider the 
impact of engineering solutions in global, economic, 
environmental, and societal contexts.

4. An ability to function effectively on a team whose 
members together provide leadership, create a 
collaborative and inclusive environment, establish 
goals, plan tasks, and meet objectives.

United States, Austria, Bahrain, 
Brazil, Brunei, Chile, China, 
Ecuador, Egypt, India, Indonesia, 
Jamaica, Jordan, Kazakhstan, 
Korea, Kuwait, Lebanon, Mexico, 
Morocco, Oman, Palestinian 
Territory, Peru, Philippines, 
Poland, Portugal, Qatar, Russia, 
Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Spain, 
Turkey, UAE, Vietnam

AEACc Engineering application work should be representative 
of the field of practice and include technical and 
non-technical considerations. A key objective should 
be to develop an appreciation of the interactions 
between technical systems and the social, cultural, 
ethical, legal, political, environmental, and economic 
context in which they operate.

Australia, Hong Kong SAR, China, 
Kuwait, Malaysia, Singapore, 
Vietnam

ENAEEd Awareness of non-technical – societal, health and 
safety, environmental, economic, and industrial –  
implications of engineering practice to inform 
judgments that include reflection on relevant social 
and ethical issues.

Kyrgyz Republic, Switzerland, 
Chile, Russia, Spain, Romania, 
Germany, France, United 
Kingdom, Ireland, Finland, Peru, 
Jordan, Poland, Republic of 
Kazakhstan, Turkey, Portugal, 
Italy, Slovak Republic

AHEPe Design solutions for broadly defined problems that 
meet a combination of societal, user, business, and 
customer needs as appropriate. This will involve 
consideration of applicable health and safety, 
diversity, inclusion, cultural, societal, environmental, 
and commercial matters, codes of practice, and 
industry standards.

Engineering activity can have a significant societal 
impact, and engineers must operate in a responsible 
and ethical manner, recognize the importance 
of diversity, and help ensure that the benefits of 
innovation and progress are shared equitably and 
do not compromise the natural environment or 
deplete natural resources to the detriment of future 
generations.

United Kingdom, Australia, Brunei, 
China, France, Greece, Hong 
Kong SAR, China, Hungary, 
Indonesia, India, Ireland, Jordan, 
Macao SAR, China, Malaysia, 
Malta, Mauritius, Myanmar, 
Netherlands, New Zealand, 
Oman, Russia, Serbia, Singapore, 
Spain, Sri Lanka, Trinidad and 
Tobago, Ukraine, United Arab 
Emirates

a Accreditation.org (n.d.).
b Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology Inc. (ABET, 2020).
c Australian Engineering Accreditation Centre (Engineers Australia, 2008).
d European Network for Accreditation of Engineering Education (ENAEE, 2021).
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outcomes related to integrative learning. In response, we see the conversation on liberal arts and 
engineering transitioning from a focus on the inherent benefit of the liberal arts in engineering 
education to a focus on methods of integrating them.

Work on the potential of teaching engineering from a liberal arts perspective began to gain sig-
nificant momentum and specificity with publications such as King’s (2011) treatise on restructuring 
engineering education, which summarizes perspectives from nearly two dozen proponents of change. 
Further, Bucciarelli and Drew’s (2015) design plan for liberal studies in engineering called for a 
redefinition of engineering fundamentals to include the humanities, arts, and social sciences. The 
second decade of the 21st century also saw a burgeoning of accounts of experiences establishing pro-
grams that blend engineering and liberal arts traditions (e.g., Daly et al., 2019; Gillette et al., 2014). 
The creation of new institutions “established from a blank slate with a distinctive and integrated 
educational approach, such as SUTD [Singapore University of Technology and Design], Olin Col-
lege of Engineering, Iron Range Engineering and Charles Sturt University,” demonstrates the extent 
to which stakeholders and investors are willing to support these initiatives (Graham, 2018, p. 31).

These efforts have shifted the narrative: from simply providing engineering students with founda-
tional liberal arts courses in order to develop well-rounded engineering graduates to educating engi-
neers in a more holistic, collaborative, and interdisciplinary way so that we create more socially and 
globally responsive and responsible engineering practice. Given this progress, it is curious that calls to 
better integrate the liberal arts and engineering education persist. We will argue later in this chapter 
that more robust research is required to achieve full integration and recognition of these practices.

5  Notable Exemplars of the Integration of Liberal Arts and 
Engineering Education

Efforts to integrate the liberal arts into engineering are therefore prevalent and ongoing. Yet we must 
also recognize the parallel effort to integrate more engineering and quantitative concepts into liberal 
arts study, such as the Sloan Foundation’s New Liberal Arts (NLA) Program (1980–1992), which 
invested significant resources to include quantitative reasoning and technology into many liberal 
arts curriculums (Goldberg, 1986). More recently, Bucciarelli and Drew’s (2015) conceptual Liberal 
Studies in Engineering degree program also explored whether liberal arts courses might inject engi-
neering content into them. As has been previously noted, many liberal arts–focused colleges and 
universities have long had engineering programs. These efforts in liberal arts contexts must be read 
alongside those that focus on technical contexts in order to gain a full understanding of the possibili-
ties and potential for meaningful integration. In what follows, we identify four areas in which the 
literature demonstrates this occurring in many places over several decades and indicate where more 
research is needed to fully elicit the effectiveness and impact of these approaches.

5.1  Category 1: Single Courses or Modules, or One-Off Interventions and 
Experiences

This category includes integration that occurs via one course or through a single learning experi-
ence. The literature shows a trend towards embedding the liberal arts through broader topic areas 
relevant to engineering, such as design, ethics, and sustainability. For example, Nieusma (2008) 
describes an effort at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute to bring aesthetic and sociotechnical perspec-
tives into a product design studio as a way to embed liberal arts learning into engineering design. 
At Uppsala University, the Department of Civil and Industrial Engineering’s ethics course uses 
drama (including role-play and performance) to elicit engineering awareness and judgment related 
to ethical situations (Birch & Lennerfors, 2020). The Sustainability Enrichment Week for students 
in Edinburgh Napier University’s School of Engineering and the Built Environment demonstrates 
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another integrative strategy using a co-curricular enrichment week of experiential learning to situate 
engineering explicitly in cultural, historical, political, or environmental contexts (Hitt et al., 2022).

This category also includes examples of team-taught elective courses for engineers that bring 
together social scientists or humanists with STEM faculty teaching on a particular theme, such as 
Olin’s Sustainability: Science, Society, and Systems course (Olin College of Engineering, 2022). 
Finally, the emergence of the UN Sustainable Development Goals and the National Academy of 
Engineering’s Grand Challenges spurred other types of integrative courses (Carlson & Wong, 2020; 
Wood et al., 2019). Indeed, there are many examples of liberal arts and engineering integration in 
the literature that fit into this category, and the journal Engineering Studies published a special issue 
focusing on this theme in 2015. However, most of the available scholarship tends toward more 
descriptions of or reports on practice rather than a study of the methods and effectiveness of the 
integration. A systematic review of these types of efforts in both liberal arts and engineering contexts 
would be valuable to elicit a synthesis of some conclusions that could help frame future research. 
These examples show that this is an avenue through which educators are able to develop their own 
integrative opportunities as well as influence further integration and can act as a spur for others to 
build upon.

5.2  Category 2: Programmatic Interventions

This category refers to degree programs that adopt systematic approaches to integrating the liberal 
arts into engineering. Such programs refer to majors and minors where intentional integration of 
engineering and liberal arts learning is an identified goal. In some cases, the integration is at the cur-
ricular structure level, where major or minor requirements dictate a minimum set of courses from 
engineering and a minimum set of courses from traditional liberal arts courses to be completed. In 
other cases, the integration is at the course level and across several courses in a curriculum where 
programmatic experiences expose students to engineering and traditional liberal arts learning out-
comes with a course experience. There are also examples of thematic integrations across programs 
where key themes like ethics are intentionally integrated across a curriculum.

Programmatic examples that target curricular structures to achieve integration between engineering 
and liberal arts can be broken out into bachelor of arts (BA) and bachelor of science (BS) programs. 
While the BA programs do not target ABET accreditation, such programs tend to have more liberal 
arts course requirements than BS programs that have to meet ABET requirements and therefore 
contain a minimum number of engineering credit hours. There are many institutions that offer BA 
programs that intentionally bring together engineering courses and liberal arts courses, and some 
notable examples include Brown University, Johns Hopkins, Trinity College, University of Roch-
ester, Rice University, Lehigh University, Dartmouth College, and Worcester Polytechnic Institute. 
Dual degree programs also bring BA liberal arts degrees and BS engineering degrees together, such 
as at Monash University, Union College, and Carnegie Mellon University. Liberal arts and engineer-
ing minors also demonstrate curricular structures that are integrated. Examples include the McBride 
Honors Program in Public Affairs at the Colorado School of Mines and the art, music, philosophy, 
and languages minors at Rose-Hulman Institute of Technology. The nascent BS engineering degree 
at Wake Forest University (WFU) has also built programmatic curricular links to liberal arts minors 
by leveraging the minimum required 45 credit hours (out of a 120 credits) ABET expects for a broad 
education. In the most recent graduating class (2022), 75% of WFU engineering majors pursued a 
minor in arts, humanities, or sciences.

Programmatic examples that target learning experiences within new or existing courses to achieve inte-
gration between engineering and liberal arts also exist. Union College has been motivated to create 
programmatic approaches to bring technical and non-technical majors to work together in tackling 
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grand challenges that truly require multidisciplinary integration to lead to a solution (Traver & Klein, 
2010). Union College has also been hosting the Engineering and Liberal Education Symposium, 
and thus a national conversation, for many years as an effort to bring scholars in engineering and 
the liberal arts together. Worcester Polytechnic Institute (WPI), as another example, invested institu-
tionally in an integrative approach that requires interdisciplinary projects across the four-year under-
graduate experience. In such experiences, humanities students work with engineering students to 
tackle real-world challenges. Another example is at University College London, which launched in 
2012 a new liberal arts and sciences program where engineering thinking is a first-year option for 
students (Bell et al., 2019).

Programmatic examples that target learning experiences within an engineering degree to achieve 
integration between engineering and liberal arts are also emerging and serve as models for other 
institutions. With support from a National Science Foundation Revolutionizing Engineering and 
Computer Science Departments (IUSE/PFE: RED) award, the School of Engineering at the Uni-
versity of San Diego is integrating the liberal arts directly into engineering courses within a new 
general engineering curriculum. Such an approach enables a reframing of traditional engineering 
context to have broader societal context by bringing a humanistic approach to engineering prac-
tice, integrating liberal arts topics such as social responsibility and social justice into the curriculum 
(Chen & Hoople, 2017).

Wake Forest University’s engineering degree also took a programmatic approach to integrat-
ing liberal arts across the engineering curriculum. Liberal arts topics contextualized and infused 
across the engineering curriculum include professional identity development (bringing psychology 
to engineering), a historical perspective of the beginnings of engineering and modern engineer-
ing (bringing history to engineering), virtue ethics and character education (bringing philosophy 
to engineering), social and environmental justice (bringing policy to engineering). One effective 
strategy to achieve such integration has been to invite guest speakers from other departments (e.g., 
anthropology, art, communication, English, environmental studies, history, policy, psychology, reli-
gious studies, sustainability, writing, etc.) in core engineering courses to support the learning of 
engineering students (Kenny et al., 2021; Pierrakos & Stottlemyer, 2019). According to senior exit 
survey results, such experiences are strongly valued by engineering students because it makes vis-
ible to them the important context and knowledge that can be contributed by experts outside of 
engineering. An effort funded by the Kern Family Foundation that has also led to fruitful integra-
tions for WFU Engineering is infusing character education across the curriculum (Pierrakos et al., 
2019; Koehler et  al., 2020; Gross et  al., 2021). External funding enabled the hiring of full-time 
scholars with background in religious studies and psychology to teach together with engineering 
faculty across the curriculum. Courses most fertile for cross-disciplinary co-teaching have been the 
project-based courses, such as capstone design, which inherently enable a broad and rich array of 
knowledge integrations and professional contexts to take place. It is also not uncommon to find 
students outside of engineering (e.g., art, biology, chemistry, economics, environmental studies, and 
Spanish) working side by side with engineering faculty and students on research and design projects. 
The WFU model of liberal arts education and engineering education has supported student agency 
because engineering students are encouraged to pursue liberal arts minors, get technical credit for 
research and study-abroad experiences, and customize their four-year experience within and beyond 
engineering. Such flexibility and agility have spurred a very diverse student body – over 40% of the 
student body are women, and over 20% are students of color; the program is also supported by a 
diverse faculty body, noted by ABET as a programmatic strength.

Like the first category of single classes or interventions, much of the scholarship that exists in 
this area is descriptive rather than empirically studied. Research that synthesizes these programmatic 
efforts would also be a valuable addition to the literature.
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5.3  Category 3: Integration That Targets Non-Engineers

Just as engineering students benefit from holistic education and thinking, efforts have also increased 
to ensure students focused on traditional liberal arts subjects have ready access to engineering con-
tent through single courses (e.g., d’Entremont et al., 2017; Flath & Michelfelder, 2017; Mikic & 
Voss, 2006) and engineering minors. Smith College, as an example, has been offering a minor in 
engineering science for many years to complement academic studies across any liberal arts degree 
and to offer non-engineering students the ability to explore areas such as robotics, energy, water, 
health, etc. The Smith College engineering science minor requires five engineering courses, two of 
which are introductory courses. As another more recent example, an engineering minor launched in 
2020 at Wake Forest University enables students not majoring in engineering to explore engineering 
knowledge, skills, and mindsets. In this minor, students are required to complete the two project-
based first-year engineering courses (that do not have associated pre- or co-requisites), complete a 
calculus course, complete a physics course, and complete sophomore-level course offerings or work 
on interdisciplinary engineering project courses (like capstone design or independent study research 
project courses). To date, majors from business, chemistry, economics, environmental science, math-
ematics, mathematical economics, politics and international affairs, and studio art have pursued the 
engineering minor.

Taking a different approach, Wellesley College, an elite women’s liberal arts college in the north-
east United States, created a unique engineering faculty position and an associated set of intro-
ductory engineering courses to ensure that its students could expand their perspective to include 
engineering concepts and thinking – realms that many students felt were out of reach for a variety 
of reasons, including the alienation many girls and women experience in STEM subjects (Thom, 
2001). Banzaert and Ducas (2016) describe Wellesley’s engineering courses as compelling to a wider 
range of students through a number of pedagogical and engagement best practices, including a 
highly hands-on, project-based curriculum that often includes community-based projects. Although 
this program does support the modest number of students who pursue a degree in engineering 
through a dual degree program or wish to go on to graduate-level engineering programs, these 
courses are taken primarily by students who are not seeking engineering careers (Banzaert & Ducas, 
2016). Many students report that these exploratory courses help them feel empowered and prepared 
to enter into discourse and work addressing the role of technology in society.

In order for more traditional liberal arts colleges like those at Wellesley, many of which do not 
have a Department of Engineering or engineering major, to invite engineering educators to pro-
vide engineering knowledge that could also enrich the traditional liberal arts experience, research 
on the effectiveness of this approach is required. While the concept of considering engineering as 
a liberal art, or as belonging within liberal arts, is not a new argument (see, for example, Corfield, 
1993; Koshland, 2010), the authors are not aware of any study which compares the efforts of these 
programs with those that integrate the liberal arts into engineering, but this could be a promising 
area of research.

5.4  Category 4: Institutional Integration

There have also been larger-scale efforts at integration at the college or institutional level, which 
date back to the mid-20th century in the United States at both Harvey Mudd College and Smith 
College. Harvey Mudd’s first course catalog of 1957 places the liberal arts as central to the education 
of an engineer, stating that “a special need exists for physical scientists and engineers with broad 
enough training in the social sciences and humanities to assume technical responsibility with an 
understanding of the relation of technology to the rest of society” (qtd. in Dym & Bright, 2004). 
At Smith, engineering is seen as a liberal art, and its structural integration within the rest of the 
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college enables concomitant “educational benefits” to students both within and without engineer-
ing (Christ, 2010). More recently, Olin in the United States (opened in 2002) and NMITE in the 
UK (opened in 2021) saw the inclusion of liberal arts within engineering as a critical component of 
the innovative approaches these new institutions chose to take (Schwartz, 2007; Usher & Sheppard, 
2017). While the curricular structures and pedagogical approaches privileging liberal arts integra-
tion at these institutions have been described (e.g., Somerville et al., 2005; Rogers et al., 2021), 
there seem to be no research studies focusing explicitly on their liberal arts emphasis or on the 
student response to this approach both during and after their education. Research of this type could 
illuminate what effects uniting the liberal arts and engineering on an institutional scale has yielded. 
Additionally, studies could be developed that compare them with institutions that do not deliberately 
and explicitly integrate these areas.

Finally, we note that within all these categories, examples are not limited to the United States 
and Europe. In the past 15 years, a conversation has begun around the world about the value of and 
potential approaches to integrating the liberal arts and engineering, such as in Japan, Russia, India, 
and China (Nohara et al., 2008; Rudskoy et al., 2021; Bakilapadavu & Shekhavat, 2013; Tang et al., 
2016). Thus, there is quite a large body of work outlining visions for integration as well as describ-
ing examples of practice. However, these practices have not necessarily resulted in a substantive 
body of research that studies, analyzes, and evaluates that practice so that others can learn from and 
build upon it. Most critically, more research is needed on these exemplars through the lens of liberal 
arts teaching and learning; indeed, in all these categories, there is a need to clarify what differences 
there might be between liberal arts content (learning distributed across the humanities, arts, natural 
sciences, and social sciences) versus liberal arts methods (such as Socratic discussion, experiential and 
student-centered learning, and critical questioning) (Becker, 2014). It is unclear which content or 
methods have yielded the most success or, indeed, how best to define success in this context. How-
ever, there are now enough institutional exemplars explicitly and deliberately integrating the liberal 
arts in engineering that a robust research study could be developed to help address this lack of clarity.

6  Ongoing Challenges and Future Directions

Despite the long history of this conversation and the many available examples of approaches, the 
academy is still grappling with establishing research and best practices for integrative education 
in general and for integrating liberal arts and engineering education in particular. This seeming 
stagnation likely has several causes, including “the ideological separation of technical and social 
engineering competencies” (Cech, 2013) and the fact that despite recent reform of accreditation 
criteria, the changes that are intended to create flexibility that could support more inclusion of the 
liberal arts might actually “once again reproduce engineering’s traditional instrumental educational 
emphasis” (Seron & Silbey, 2009). Additionally, Lyall (2019) highlights the structural challenges to 
interdisciplinarity for both educators and institutions alike. Indeed, van den Beemt and colleagues 
(2020) recently published a review of the literature on interdisciplinary engineering education with 
clear implications for and distinctions from integrative learning. They concluded that clear learning 
goals and assessment strategies have not yet been identified and note that while international engi-
neering education scholars agree that some level of integration is required to count as interdiscipli-
nary, specific processes are not well understood or documented. Winebrake (2015) also highlights 
significant structural and cultural barriers to integrating the liberal arts and engineering, including 
lack of resources, disciplinary ignorance or arrogance, and bureaucracy. Lyall (2019) notes that there 
is a “mismatch between interdisciplinary expectations and the prevailing norms of discipline-based 
scholarship.” Higher education, after all, is still grappling with a siloed approach to undergradu-
ate education that many argue does not reflect real-world professional practice that is increasingly 
interdisciplinary, and institutions and departments still struggle with the integration that some have 
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described as an essential vehicle towards innovation (Selznick et al., 2021). Given these realities, it is 
understandable why resistance to integration persists. Nevertheless, we argue that the time has come 
to overcome those barriers.

The cross-institutional Integrative Learning Project (ILP), sponsored by AAC&U and the Carn-
egie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, offers six guiding principles to develop a context 
where interdisciplinary efforts like uniting engineering and the liberal arts can flourish: (1) make 
integrative learning a campus-wide concern; (2) design initiatives strategically; (3) support faculty 
creatively; (4) make a commitment to knowledge-building; (5) recognize that institutionalization is 
a long-term process; and (6) build networks beyond campus for collaboration and exchange (Huber 
et al., 2007). Given these principles, we see four key future directions for integrating the liberal 
arts and engineering. These, all of which will benefit from more research and support, are further 
detailed in this section.

6.1  Future Direction 1: Strengthening Efforts to Integrate the Liberal Arts 
via Ethics Education

Whether viewed from the perspectives of integrating engineering into liberal arts study or from 
integrating the liberal arts into engineering, both sustainability (encompassing ecology, politics, 
and economics) and ethics are essential subjects in which all students should develop competency. 
In the case of ethics, subgroups dedicated to its focus have existed as part of engineering education 
organizations on and off for decades, beginning as early as 1940 with the Committee on Principles 
of Engineering Ethics of the Engineers’ Council for Professional Development (Stephan, 2001). 
However, as Herkert (2000) points out, by the late 1990s, “nearly 80% of engineering graduates 
attend[ed] schools that [did] not have an ethics-related course requirement for all students” (p. 303). 
While this situation has improved markedly since then, with “engineering ethics [accepted] as an 
essential component of the engineering curriculum” (Kim et al., 2021, p. 1), the actual practice of 
embedding ethics in engineering education can be seen as a microcosm that reveals many of the 
challenges to and opportunities for integration.

Engineering ethics itself is still often set aside from the technical curriculum and delivered in 
stand-alone courses or via guest speakers that do not meaningfully integrate it into engineering 
courses and real-world problems. This practice is ironic, given that the liberal arts have always been 
a fundamental component of engineering ethics. Weil (1984) describes the field as emerging “in 
the mid-1970s when scholars from engineering and philosophy joined” and notes that “engineering 
ethics is the offspring of these two disciplinary areas primarily, but the field draws from other disci-
plines as well: law, behavioral and management sciences, history, and religious studies.” Kline (2001) 
also shows that engineering ethics “pedagogical methods come from moral philosophy, history, and 
sociology.” Additionally, apart from the obvious connection between the discipline of moral philoso-
phy and engineering, ethics education is also a doorway that can open towards many other liberal 
arts areas. For instance, liberal arts–centered educational approaches to engineering ethics, such as 
arts-based methods, value-sensitive design, biomimicry, stakeholder engagement, cultural and politi-
cal considerations, and corporate social responsibility, can all be embedded in engineering education 
by incorporating ethics in engineering practice.

Yet while Finelli et al. (2012) show that students find ethics learning integrated into advanced 
engineering courses to be the most effective pedagogy, this practice raises the aforementioned tension 
of who has disciplinary expertise and authority to teach it. That is, does a professor in an upper-
level technical course have sufficient knowledge of ethics as a discipline and experience with ethics 
pedagogy to appropriately teach the material? If philosophers and educators in the humanities are not 
engaged in developing and delivering this content, it is understandable they could feel threatened or 
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devalued, and situations like this should raise questions of quality and rigor among course assessors 
and accreditors. Additionally, while integrating knowledge of ethical theories is critical to effective 
and responsible engineering practice, this approach is not common for most engineering programs 
(Pierrakos et  al., 2019). To avoid these tensions, we posit that the most effective pedagogies and 
learning experiences in engineering ethics are those that draw from deep and meaningful engage-
ment with experts from both disciplines who welcome the opportunity for integrative curricula.

Ethics is not and should not be the only way that liberal arts are integrated into engineering 
education, but if, as is increasingly true, accreditors and quality assurance organizations are requiring 
engineering students to have a grounding in ethics, then it is a powerful portal for the inclusion of 
other liberal arts fields, such as psychology, drama, history, and more, as well as for further research 
into strategies for doing so that are most effective in achieving learning outcomes.

6.2  Future Direction 2: Continuing and Supporting Professional 
Development for Faculty

The value of integrative curricular innovations, including those that support the integration of 
engineering and the liberal arts, depends on the pedagogies and assessment practices that enable 
them. Pedagogical professional development is therefore essential and critical to sustain such efforts. 
Critical facets of pedagogy not only include learning models but also co-teaching models to sup-
port the inherent complexity of integrative learning. There are various co-teaching models that 
could authentically support integrative learning; we must ensure institutions see co-teaching as a 
meaningful professional development activity and a valuable investment (Rytivaara  & Kershner, 
2012). Faculty require specialized professional development to learn strategies for integrative teach-
ing in support of integrative learning: centers of teaching and learning are crucial to support these 
initiatives.

Experiential learning pedagogies that bring the external world to the classroom are conducive to 
supporting integrative learning; engineering education is well-positioned to continue and improve 
such learning pedagogies through existing cornerstone and capstone projects, service-learning expe-
riences, and project-based learning. Such experiences lay a fertile ground for both engineering and 
the liberal arts to be infused (Rogers et al., 2021), but faculty need to be able to access research 
and training opportunities that can prepare them to do so. Similarly, co-curricular and extracur-
ricular experiential experiences like study abroad, internships, and undergraduate research have the 
potential – with appropriate structure and reflection – to serve as additional, integrated experiences 
to facilitate integrative learning and ensure that connections are made between coursework and 
community, theory, and practice. However, these experiences require substantial faculty time and 
resources to develop and deliver.

Assessments must support the scaffolding that is essential to knowledge integration and learning 
and enable self-awareness, self-direction, and metacognition. Rubrics and portfolios can be power-
ful assessment tools. Self-assessment approaches offer a vehicle toward intentional learning, where 
the assessment tools themselves enhance the depth of reflection and offer a structured framework 
to what many students perceive as an ill-structured problem or experience (Huber & Hutchings, 
2004). However, assessment tools that effectively support integrative learning can require more 
time to develop and validate, as they require significant collaboration among faculty from diverse 
disciplines. More research is needed to test and evaluate the essential integration so that instructors 
and educational leaders can best tackle curricular and programmatic change that more meaningfully 
integrates the liberal arts and engineering education. Funding and other incentives are essential to 
these initiatives so that faculty have the time, resources, motivation, and support to develop, refine, 
and evaluate them.
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6.3  Future Direction 3: Improving Institutional Structures, Policies, and 
Processes

While individual faculty efforts can make an immense impact and are essential to building bridges 
between engineering and liberal arts, institutional efforts are required to sustain integrative learners 
over the duration of their curricular, co-curricular, and extracurricular higher education experiences. 
Institutional and organizational structures are critical in achieving desired outcomes. The current 
state of most higher education institutional structures continues to represent a fragmented curricu-
lar landscape of general education courses and major courses which are frequently disconnected 
from co-curricular experiences and extracurricular, real-world experiences beyond the campus. 
This fragmentation repeats itself in academic structures and policies which are linked to curricular 
processes, staffing, rewards, space, reporting structures, leadership, and more. In order to achieve sus-
tained change, administrative leaders could reimagine and improve institutional structures, policies, 
resource allocations, and processes creatively with transparency and inclusive participation of faculty, 
staff, students, and external stakeholders. Institutions should leverage internal and external funding 
opportunities to support this institutional approach of integrative learning.

In this work, there is value in prioritizing the role that future and former students can have 
in promoting integrative learning. For example, both Olin College of Engineering and the New 
Model Institute for Technology and Engineering made use of student co-design years in institutional 
and curricular development (Kerns et al., 2005; Rogers et al., 2021). As integrative learning can 
be seen as fundamentally inclusive learning, students should have a central role in both curricular 
change and the institutional redesign required to support widespread, effective integrative learning.

6.4  Future Direction 4: Leveraging Existing Efforts Through Research and 
Building Connections

Despite the many areas where integration of the liberal arts and engineering is currently being 
employed, calls to do more persist in popular dialogue (Osgood, 2017; Moustafa, 2018; Wadhwa, 
2018). Our review of research in this area finds this narrative to be almost identical to the conver-
sation of 40, 75, and even 100 years ago (Deloughry, 1988; Hammond, 1950; Richardson, 1908), 
suggesting that the many and varied efforts at integrating these two strands of education that we have 
highlighted here are either not recognized as successful or not recognized at all. Interestingly, more 
recent think pieces relate calls for more liberal arts in engineering to the type of human develop-
ment that higher education provides, or about the type of engineering worker it is seen as valuable 
to produce. This discussion not only relates to the expectations of the public (in terms of the way a 
holistically educated engineer serves society) but also how civic, industrial, and professional bodies 
can encourage and reward this type of integrated education most effectively.

While accreditation boards globally now require engineering education to engage with the 
broader societal and ethical discourse, as shown in Table 21.1 earlier in this chapter, it is clear from 
the repeated calls that such requirements have not created ubiquitous, well-recognized educational 
programs integrating the liberal arts and engineering. We see opportunities for empirical research 
initiatives to establish best practices in this work, including determining criteria for success and bet-
ter understanding of the reasons that certain initiatives have not persisted.

Similarly, much of the research we were able to identify is centered on the United States, with 
a few exceptions. What could be learned from other countries and cultures about approaches to 
meeting these learning outcomes that invite meaningful reflection and opportunities? Support for 
integrating the liberal arts and engineering may also be found by working collaboratively with inter-
national organizations, governments, funding agencies, and employers of our students. Knowledge 
building and sharing with external stakeholders like these could ensure the sustained and intentional 
change as well as recognition required to achieve these outcomes.
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7  A Path Forward

While engineering education is not new to integrative learning (Rover, 2007), engineering educa-
tors can still gain insight into integrative learning from other disciplines. The emergence of medical 
humanities is a case in point: Dolan’s (2015) chapter “One Hundred Years of Medical Humanities” 
reveals uncanny correlations and similarities between the broad societal concerns and educational 
approaches of medical education and engineering education in the last century. He shows that the 
concentrated, global effort at integrating the liberal arts and medicine resulted in “institutional 
expansion and professionalization of medical humanities” as a discipline and brought about profound 
changes to curriculum and other educational practices that resulted in a more interdisciplinary, more 
holistic approach to medical education (p. 21). The concerns and tensions are similar to those found 
in discussions about integrating the liberal arts in engineering education; therefore, the opportunities 
for learning and collaboration promise to be just as fruitful.

Engineering educators can thus contribute immensely to this dynamic and growing field of 
interdisciplinary scholarship. For instance, might engineering faculty collaborate closely with col-
leagues from liberal arts disciplines to create opportunities that ensure engineering students receive 
education in the liberal arts from disciplinary experts? This effort could simultaneously help bolster 
enrollment in liberal arts courses by demonstrating the applications of liberal arts to STEM fields. 
Interdisciplinary learning provides benefits to both subject areas, and there is value in creating or 
expanding opportunities for liberal arts students to learn engineering. The professional nature of the 
engineering degree is truly a fertile ground for integrative learning, where technical knowledge, 
professional knowledge, and personal growth come together at the intersections of engineering and 
liberal arts. Perhaps, in time, engineering can be widely acknowledged as a modern liberal art.

At a time when humanity faces the unprecedented challenge of climate change coupled with 
destabilizing forces, including political unrest, widespread immigration, and the COVID-19 pan-
demic, we find new momentum for this call to integration and also new challenges. The role 
of engineering in providing benefits to humanity – for example, in minimizing COVID spread, 
providing sustainable energy solutions, and offering improved quality of life for people around the 
world – is often celebrated and recognized. However, the harms that can result from engineering 
practice going unchecked (e.g., unintended and unanticipated consequences) are becoming more 
and more apparent: for example, in fomenting misinformation through social media and creating 
the technologies that are exacerbating climate change. Educating engineers more broadly so as to 
better encompass both engineering and liberal arts habits of mind and perspectives – and carefully 
studying best practices and conducting research to connect them to learning outcomes – offers the 
possibility of ensuring that these risks can be minimized, the benefits maximized, and the practice of 
integration widely recognized as valuable and critical to the work.

Note
 1 There is little research that discusses the history of engineering education through the lens of the liberal arts 

outside of the United States and Europe, likely because the “liberal arts” as a higher education construct 
comes from that cultural heritage. The authors have therefore had to limit the historical perspective to these 
regions.
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1  Introduction

Historically, engineering education has had an ambivalent relationship to online education, generally 
being outpaced by other disciplines in terms of leveraging this approach to reach students (Bourne 
et al., 2005; Kinney, 2015; Seaman et al., 2021; Tabas et al., 2012). While some of this concern has 
been based on legitimate pedagogical challenges, such as the hands-on nature of lab courses and the 
importance of collaborative project work, it also stems from concerns about the changing role of fac-
ulty, a lack of positive experiences teaching online, and concerns about the quality of online learning 
overall (Bourne et al., 2005; Kinney, 2015; Seaman et al., 2021). Additionally, higher education’s 
response to the COVID global pandemic brought online engineering education top of mind for 
engineering faculty and students, which unfortunately for many led to the problematic conflation of 
emergency remote teaching (ERT) with intentionally designed online courses (Hodges et al., 2020). 
Importantly, online distance learning has an established history of both practice and research, with 
well-established instructional design methods, foundational learning theories, and corresponding 
quality standards.

In the 2014 edition of the Cambridge Handbook of Engineering Education Research, it was suggested 
that:

Designing learning environments without learning theory is comparable to designing a bridge 
without mechanical laws and principles. In both cases, the goal is unlikely to be accomplished; 
the learner fails to change in desired ways and the bridge collapses.

(Newstetter & Svinicki, 2014, p. 29)

In this updated Handbook of Engineering Education Research, we extend Newstetter and Svinicki’s 
(2014) analogy to suggest that offering online engineering education without consulting the cor-
responding online learning theories and frameworks as well as instructional design best practices 
contributes to problematic online teaching and learning experiences. These problematic experiences 
frustrate both faculty and students and perpetuate the off-stated but ill-supported belief that online 
learning just doesn’t work for engineering. A primary goal of this chapter, therefore, is to invite a mindset 
shift when it comes to how engineering educators think about online learning. If engineering edu-
cators embrace the same innovative thinking that has led to so many other amazing advances, from 
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the gas turbine to the electric car, we can become a leader with regard to the potential of online 
education to expand the positive reach of engineering education globally. This chapter is organized 
in three major sections: (1) history, context, and theory of online learning; (2) online learning within 
engineering education; and (3) looking to the future.

In the first section – history, context, and theory of online education – we establish the pedagogical 
history and contemporary context for online learning, building on centuries of research and practice 
in distance education. We distinguish emergency remote teaching (ERT), which largely involves 
the often-rushed remote delivery of a course designed to be taught residentially, from intention-
ally designed online courses, which are learning experiences designed specifically to maximize the 
affordances and minimize the constraints of online learning contexts. We then highlight theoretical 
frameworks which guide the intentional design of engaged and meaningful online teaching and 
learning experiences. In the next section – online learning within engineering education – we focus 
specifically on engineering education and its place within this online learning landscape, looking at 
successful examples of online offerings as well as significant ways in which engineering education is 
arguably behind where it could be, missing opportunities to innovate and reach more students, given 
the gap in qualified engineers. We look at legitimate challenges posed by elements, such as hands-on 
labs and project-based learning as well as potential solutions to doing these things online. In the final 
section – looking to the future – we turn our attention to what is (and should be) next for engineering 
education, arguing the need for engineering education to embrace the innovation at the heart of the 
discipline to not only leverage but also make better online education.

2  History, Context, and Theory of Online Education

2.1 History

Distance education was established in the 1800s in Europe, when it took the form of “correspond-
ence courses” or “extension courses,” crossing the Atlantic in 1873 (Schlosser & Simonson, 2003; 
Simonson et al., 2009). Correspondence courses were delivered primarily through print media, with 
the content segmented into manageable units providing a lot of structure to ensure success (Dab-
bagh & Bannan-Ritland, 2005). The original target groups of distance education efforts were adults 
with occupational, social, and family commitments, and the focus was on “individuality of learning 
and flexibility in both time and place of study” (Hanson et al., 1997, p. 4). Guided readings, frequent 
tests, and free pacing of progress through the program by the student were key elements of classic 
distance education. This instructional approach seems to align with current practices of self-paced 
online courses and adaptive learning technologies, or what is referred to in some contexts as “per-
sonalized” or “individualized” learning (Domenech et al., 2016). These models of distance educa-
tion can be found in online settings, like LinkedIn Learning, Khan academy, and many massive open 
online courses or MOOCs. The emphasis is typically not on interaction with others but instead 
on interaction between the learner and the learning materials, that is, learner–content interaction.

These correspondence courses benefited from the planning, guidance, and pedagogical practices 
of an educational organization without being under the continuous and immediate supervision of 
teachers present with their students in lecture rooms or on the premises. Moore (1994) refers to this 
type of correspondence study as non-autonomous or teacher-determined and gauges the degree of 
learner autonomy by determining how much guidance a learner needs in formulating objectives, 
identifying sources of information, and measuring objectives. Moore notes that in most conventional 
educational programs, resident or distance, the learner is very dependent on the teacher for guidance 
and the teacher is active while the student is passive.

These types of learning environments are known as directed learning environments (Hannafin et al., 
1997), because they embody conventional instructional approaches typically found in face-to-face 
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classroom learning and classic forms of computer-assisted instruction (CAI) (Dabbagh & Bannan-
Ritland, 2005). Directed learning environments reflect an objectivist epistemology, where learning 
is driven by externally generated objectives (objectives generated independently of the learner) and 
via explicit activities and practice, with the goal of transmitting a discrete and well-defined body 
of knowledge. Content is therefore separated from the contexts in which it naturally occurs and is 
structured according to tasks, objectives, and prerequisites.

There is, however, another perspective on traditional distance learning in which the program 
is more responsive to students’ needs and goals, and the student “accepts a high degree of respon-
sibility for the conduct of the learning program” (Hanson et al., 1997, p. 9). Moore (1994) and 
Wedemeyer (1981) use the term “independent study” for such programs, acknowledging the very 
important characteristic of distance education: the independence of the student. This independence 
is traditionally characterized by self-study, pacing, and progress and, in some cases, extends beyond 
the self-study autonomy by allowing the student to select the learning objectives, resources, context 
of study, and deliverables. This “independence” is also known as self-directed learning, where the 
student is an active participant in the learning process, reflecting a more constructivist and personal-
ized approach to distance learning.

Throughout the 1900s, radio broadcasting and, later, satellite television delivered content to 
physically distanced students. But the creation of the Internet in the late 1900s changed everything. 
With the Internet, online learning became possible. Online learning, in its simplest form, can be 
described as any learning that takes place using the Internet as a delivery system (Dabbagh et al., 
2019). However, Lowenthal and Wilson (2010) argue that definitions of online learning are continu-
ously emerging. Terminology such as e-Learning, microlearning, and blended or hybrid learning 
are often used interchangeably and inconsistently across practitioners, researchers, and policymakers 
(Moore et al., 2011; Mayadas et al., 2015). Therefore, it is best to think about online learning as 
a range of pedagogical practices or methods made accessible by the Internet that include learning 
experiences where students work primarily independently or autonomously, experiencing little or 
no interaction with an instructor or other learners, to learning experiences where students are highly 
engaged in interactive and collaborative learning with the instructor and peers. Just as there is no sin-
gular in-person course experience – consider the differences between hands-on labs, project-based 
courses, and lecture courses – there is no singular online course learning experience.

2.2  Contemporary Context for Online Learning

Learning technology, specifically information communication technology, or ICT, has played a sig-
nificant role in realizing the modern meaning of distance education. Recent advances in ICT have 
redefined the boundaries and interactional pedagogies of a traditional distance learning environment 
by stretching its scope and deepening its interconnectedness. New learning interactions that were 
not perceived possible before can now be facilitated, such as the coupling of experts from all around 
the world with novices, the accessibility of global resources, the opportunity to publish to a world 
audience, the opportunity to take virtual field trips and participate in virtual labs, the opportunity 
to communicate with a wider range of people, and the ability to share and compare information, 
negotiate meaning, and co-construct knowledge. These activities emphasize learning as a function 
of interactions with others and with the shared tools of the community. In other words, learning can 
be viewed as a social process in which social interaction plays an integral part in the learning pro-
cess and the emphasis is on acquiring useful knowledge through enculturation (understanding how 
knowledge is used by a group of practitioners or members of a community). Even MOOCs, which 
can be predominately or wholly self-study, rely on ICT to connect experts with learners, highlight-
ing the human element of teaching through largely video-based instructional delivery, and are often 
accompanied by global learning communities.
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2.2.1  Transactional Distance Theory

In educational settings, these educational interactions are manifested in learner–instructor interac-
tion, learner–content interaction, and learner–learner interaction (Moore & Kearsley, 1995), also 
known as Moore’s theory of transactional distance (1993, 2019). Moore’s theory of transactional dis-
tance (1993, 2019) explains and quantifies the learning relationship between instructor and student 
in an online learning context where there is a substantial physical or temporal distance between the 
two. First formulated in 1993, transactional distance theory, or TDT, considered the many different 
forms of distance learning interactions – such as learner–instructor, learner–content, and learner–
learner – perceived as necessary for enhancing social learning skills, such as communication or 
group-process skills. These learning interactions are also perceived as tools or activities that promote 
higher-order thinking and sustain motivation in online distance education (Navarro & Shoemaker, 
2000). Research on types of interactions is one of the more robust bodies of research in online learn-
ing (Hodges et al., 2020). It shows that the presence of each of these types of interactions, when 
meaningfully integrated, increases achievement of the learning outcomes.

As Hodges et al. (2020) purport:

Careful planning for online learning includes not just identifying the content to cover but also 
carefully tending to how you’re going to support different types of interactions that are impor-
tant to the learning process. This approach recognizes learning as both a social and a cognitive 
process, not merely a matter of information transmission.

Based on transactional distance theory, we conceptualize online learning as the “deliberate organiza-
tion and coordination of distributed forms of interaction and learning activities to achieve a shared 
goal” (Dabbagh & Bannan-Ritland, 2005, p. 12). The following attributes apply to this definition:

1 Globalization and learning as a social process are inherent and enabled through telecommunica-
tions technology.

2 The concept of a learning group is fundamental in achieving and sustaining learning.
3 The concept of distance is relatively unimportant or blurred and does not necessarily imply the 

“long-distance” physical separation of the learner and the instructor.
4 Teaching and learning events (or course events) are distributed over time and place, occurring 

synchronously and/or asynchronously using different media.
5 Learners are engaged in multiple forms of interaction: learner–learner, learner–group, learner–

content, and learner–instructor.
6 Internet, web-based, and mobile technologies and applications are used to support the teach-

ing and learning process and to facilitate learning and knowledge building through meaningful 
action and interaction.

In order to better understand how to support these types of learning interactions online, we describe 
the types of delivery formats and modalities that constitute the core of online learning in higher 
education contexts.

2.2.2  Delivery Formats of Online Learning

A major consideration when defining online learning in higher education contexts is based on the 
amount of time spent in a physical classroom compared to the amount of time spent in online activi-
ties. This is known as the course delivery format. For example, a web-enhanced or web-supported 
course utilizes technology as a supplement to traditional classroom activities – usually no more than 
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20%. Blended or hybrid courses retain some face-to-face elements, but a large portion of instruc-
tion takes place online, typically 50–80%. The degree of face-to-face versus online instruction is 
largely determined by individual institutions who may use blended courses for a variety of reasons, 
including freeing classroom space to offer more course sections or to allow some flexibility for stu-
dents (Dabbagh et al., 2019). In contrast, a fully online course consists of no face-to-face contact: all 
learning takes place via the Internet. There is also the HyFlex course delivery format that combines 
face-to-face and online learning. A HyFlex course allows interaction between students meeting 
face-to-face with an instructor in a physical classroom as well as with students at a remote location 
using synchronous and asynchronous technologies. Students can attend live in-person, live online 
(synchronously), or they can participate asynchronously (Milman et al., 2020).

2.2.3  Communication Synchrony of Online Learning

Communication synchrony, or modality, of online learning refers to the type of communication that 
happens online. There are two types of online communication: synchronous and asynchronous. 
Asynchronous communication allows learners to complete course activities at their own pace, time, 
and choosing. There may be time constraints on when assignments must be completed (e.g., one-
week learning units, project, or discussion posts due dates), but within those constraints, the learner 
can work on their own schedule to complete coursework. Asynchronous communication methods 
include audio/video recorded lectures, discussion forums, interactive video lessons, collaborative 
wikis, social media learning activities, and games and simulations. In contrast, synchronous commu-
nication requires learners to be online at designated scheduled times. Synchronous communication 
methods include instant messaging, live chats, videoconferencing, and live broadcasting. Zoom, 
Microsoft Teams, and Skype are among the technologies that can be used to facilitate synchronous 
online learning. While there are advantages to this modality of online learning, such as engaging 
learners in live discussions, there are some disadvantages that could impede participation. A syn-
chronous learning environment may not be an issue when learners have compatible schedules and 
are in geographical proximity; however, the lack of flexibility can be limiting. For example, working 
professionals with family and other obligations may find it difficult to be online at a prescribed time. 
If synchronous scheduling is planned, offering choices to accommodate learners is suggested (Dab-
bagh et al., 2019). An exception to this would be fully online programs in which students entered 
the program aware of the synchronous requirements and are able to meet them.

Overall, synchronous online learning can be more impactful, engaging, and community- 
centered, fostering high social presence, while asynchronous online learning offers more flexibility, 
time on task, more time to think deeply about the content and reflect on one’s learning and is more 
self-directed and self-paced. Hence, there are instructional benefits (and drawbacks) to offering syn-
chronous or asynchronous online learning. That is why it is critical to intentionally design an online 
course. And by intentionally we mean applying the systematic process of instructional design that 
considers several factors and moderating variables when designing an online course (Hodges et al., 
2020). These factors include but are not limited to online communication synchrony (asynchronous 
only, synchronous only, blend of both), learning outcomes, the target audience, subject matter, 
delivery modality (online, blended, HyFlex), pacing, student–instructor ratio, pedagogy (instruc-
tional approach), instructor role online, student role online, role of online assessments, sources of 
feedback, and last but not the least, the learning technology.

2.2.4  Online Learning Defined

As mentioned earlier, online learning, in its simplest form, can be described as any learning that takes place 
using the Internet as a delivery system. However, the more contemporary and research-based definition 
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describes online learning as an “open and distributed learning environment that uses pedagogical and 
technological tools, to facilitate learning and knowledge building through meaningful action and inter-
action” (Dabbagh et al., 2019). More specifically, online learning is conceptualized as the deliberate 
or intentional organization and coordination of distributed forms of interaction and learning activities 
to achieve a shared goal. Based on this understanding, it becomes extremely critical to differentiate 
between emergency remote teaching (ERT) and online learning. As Hodges et al. (2020), postulate:

Well-planned online learning experiences are meaningfully different from courses offered 
online in response to a crisis or disaster. Colleges and universities working to maintain instruc-
tion during the COVID-19 pandemic should understand those differences when evaluating this 
emergency remote teaching.

Forced to go totally online during the COVID-19 pandemic, professors and teachers in higher edu-
cation and K–12 contexts rushed to transition their courses and lesson plans to a fully online format 
without having the luxury of time, knowledge, or support to engage in effective and principled 
online learning design. The result was suboptimal learning experiences adding to the stigma that 
online learning is subpar or lower quality than face-to-face learning, a stigma that online learning 
already carries, despite research showing otherwise (Hodges et al., 2020).

Even prior to ERT due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many instructors in higher education con-
texts made and continue to make the mistake of thinking that an online course can be easily created 
by uploading lecture notes, creating online tests, and including some PowerPoint files and web links 
(Dabbagh et al., 2019). While it is true that a course can be easily developed that way, it certainly will 
not result in an effective and engaging learning experience. Students would likely be disengaged from 
each other, forfeiting opportunities for learning with and from one another. Such courses, developed 
without sufficient planning and with no instructional design guidance, model passive learning, where 
students are receiving information to remember and restate without any real thinking or application. 
The instructor decides what is to be learned, and students have no incentive to engage deeply with 
the concepts. This contrasts with active learning described as “involving students in doing things and 
thinking about the things they are doing” (Bonwell & Eison, 1991, p. 2), which is highly important 
in engineering education (Prince, 2004). Thus, online learning must be deliberately and intentionally 
designed to be meaningful and engaging, and by meaningful we mean learning that has value, purpose, 
and significance (Meaningful, n.d.) and learning that is grounded in learning theory.

2.3  Online Learning Theories, Models, and Frameworks

There are several learning theories and frameworks that are foundational to online learning. In this 
section, we highlight the most current and consequential in supporting meaningful online learning. 
This is consistent with how we defined online learning earlier in this chapter and with what we believe 
online engineering education should aspire to be. Meaningful learning contains elements of several 
constructivist and social constructivist learning theories which grew in part from the work of Dewey 
and Piaget. One such learning theory is situated cognition, which is based on Bandura’s social learning 
theory (1977). Situated cognition emphasizes the importance of context and posits that knowledge and 
skills must be connected to the context in which they will be used rather than being taught in isolation 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Instructional models that support the principles of situated cognition include:

• Communities of practice (CoP), where novice learners are interacting with experts, learning 
from each other through observation, imitation, and modeling;

• Cognitive apprenticeships (CA), where experts coach and scaffold novice learners in a real-
world context (Brown et al., 1989);
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• Situated learning (SL), which enables the exploration of authentic scenarios, cases, or problems;
• Problem-based learning (PBL), which emphasizes collaborative problem-solving of complex 

problems; and
• Goal-based scenarios (GBS), simulations, and game-based learning (GBL) environments that 

emphasize learning by doing and immersive learning.

These constructivist-based instructional models are particularly relevant for engineering education, 
where students need authentic and experiential learning environments to demonstrate their 
expertise and learn how to think and act like engineers. For example, PBL is being increasingly 
adopted in engineering education to provide opportunities for engineering students to learn real-
world problem-solving skills. As Newstetter and Svinicki (2014) posit, “too often in engineering 
classrooms, the instructional activities required of the students are not aligned with the kind of 
knowledge those activities are intended to foster” (p. 43). Constructivist-based instructional models 
bring the situative, cognitivist, and social together in instructional design. Additionally, what char-
acterizes these learning environments is active engagement, interaction between instructors and 
students, and high-quality learning experiences that must be considered when designing online 
learning. We briefly describe two foundational instructional design models that support the design 
and development of meaningful online learning experiences: the Community of Inquiry (COI) 
framework and the Meaningful Online Learning Design (MOLD) framework. Both COI and 
MOLD can be used to design authentic and experiential online engineering education.

2.3.1  Community of Inquiry (COI) Framework

The Community of Inquiry (COI) framework is a social constructivist model of learning processes 
in online and blended environments (see Figure 22.1). First developed by Garrison et al. (2000) and 
further conceptualized by Garrison and Anderson (2003), and later by Garrison (2017) to reflect its 
implications on e-Learning, the model describes how learning takes place for a group of individual 
learners through the educational experience that occurs at the intersection of social, cognitive, and 
teaching presence. COI helps online instructors create online communities using three essential 
elements:

• Teaching presence. Defined as the design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social pro-
cesses for the realization of meaningful learning. This involves the (1) instructional design and 
organization of the course and activities, (2) facilitation of the course and activities, and (3) 
direct instruction.

• Social presence. Refers to the ability to perceive others in an online environment as “real” and the 
projection of oneself as a real person. Social presence involves open communication, affective 
expression, and group cohesion.

• Cognitive presence. Refers to the extent to which learners are able to construct and confirm 
meaning through sustained reflection and discourse.

The ultimate goal of the COI framework is to build a solid foundation of social presence and 
teaching presence to stimulate cognitive presence in a course (Huang et al., 2020).

2.3.2  Meaningful Online Learning Design (MOLD) Framework

The Meaningful Online Learning Design (MOLD) framework supports the design of constructivist 
learning environments, such as the ones described earlier (e.g., COP, PBL, CA, GBS, GBL), through 
the integration of active, constructive, intentional, authentic, and cooperative learning experiences 
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using a variety of instructional strategies and learning technologies (Dabbagh et al., 2019). Creating 
meaningful learning opportunities in engineering education is not only possible but also essential to 
fostering authentic and experiential learning.

So how do we create meaningful learning experiences in online settings? We ensure that:

• Learning is active (manipulative/observant), which means learners are intimately engaged with 
the environment, taking on the role of an informal scientist and observing the consequences 
and results of their actions. We ensure that the learning activities we design engage the learner 
in manipulative and observant behavior.

• Learning is constructive (articulate/reflective), which means learners should be given the 
opportunity to articulate their understanding of the subject matter and reflect on their learn-
ing. We ensure that the learning activities we design engage learners in constructing their own 
simple mental models that explain what they observe, and with experience, support, and more 
reflection, their mental models become increasingly complex.

• Learning is intentional (goal directed/regulatory), which means when learners are actively and 
deliberately working toward a cognitive goal, they think and learn more, because they are fulfill-
ing a personal intention. Self-directed learning requires the learner to engage in metacognitive 
self-regulatory strategies that include organizing, time management, and self-discipline.

• Learning is authentic (complex/contextual), which means we create learning tasks that are 
situated in some meaningful real-world task or simulated in some case-based or problem-based 
learning environment so that learners not only better understand the material but are also able 
to transfer this understanding to new situations.

• Learning is cooperative (collaborative/conversational), which means we create learning activi-
ties that engage learners in social activity, working together in communities and taking advan-
tage of each other’s skills and knowledge to support their goals and actions.

Figure 22.1  Community of Inquiry model. CC BY-SA 3.0.

Source: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0, via Wikimedia Commons.

https://creativecommons.org
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The Meaningful Online Learning Design (MOLD) framework (see Figure 22.2) posits that to create 
active, engaging, and authentic online learning environments, designers must consider the meaning-
ful learning characteristics of active, constructive, intentional, authentic, and cooperative learning 
when selecting instructional strategies, learning technologies, and learning activities, the three com-
ponents represented in the triangle in Figure 22.2.

What differentiates MOLD from other instructional design models is that it allows the instruc-
tional designer or online instructor the flexibility to start the design of online learning interactions 
and experiences with any of the three components depicted in the triangle. Once a starting point 
is selected, instructional designers or online course instructors can proceed to integrate the other 
two components based on the pedagogical affordances these components instantiate or support. The 
decision regarding which component to consider first is largely based on the particular instructional 
context and the expertise of the instructional designer or online instructor. For example, if a learning 
technology for online learning has already been selected by the institution or organization, such as 
the learning management system (LMS), the instructional designer or instructor can begin exploring 
the pedagogical potential of the learning technology and proceed to select appropriate instructional 
strategies and learning activities to ensure overall instructional effectiveness and compatibility of the 
learning design. Alternatively, a college professor who may be more experienced in pedagogical 
approaches related to the subject matter of instruction can choose to start with a familiar instruc-
tional strategy and proceed to explore corresponding learning activities and learning technologies to 
create an integrated learning design. Another unique feature of MOLD is its emphasis on learning 
technologies as a key component in the overall design process. Rather than treating technology as 
a delivery vehicle or a transmissive educational technology (Jonassen, 2000), technology is placed 
on an equal footing with the other two components to ensure that the pedagogical affordances that 
technology brings forth to a learning situation are given appropriate consideration.

Figure 22.2  Meaningful Online Learning Design (MOLD) framework.



Andrea Gregg and Nada Dabbagh

488

The following scenario provides a context for implementing the exploratory instructional strate-
gies of problem-solving, hypotheses testing, exploration and creation, and role-playing in an online setting to 
support meaningful online learning (Dabbagh et al., 2019, pp. 44–45).

A sculptor’s goal is to creatively express his or her vision in three dimensions. However, the ultimate suc-

cess or failure of the work also depends on the sculptor’s ability to envision the many practical variables that 

influence the final outcome. Fine arts students in the studios at L’Ecole usually discover this the hard way. 

For instance, a student often finds out only after the final casting or sculpture that his or her selection of 

materials does not support the design model. Works of art are not exempt from the laws of physics, installa-

tion parameters, budgets, material availability, or applicability. Currently, students have no reliable methods 

for analyzing the feasibility of their constructions. How can they predict whether a 3D object of significant 

scale can stand erect, hang, or fly, or whether a 100-foot-by-100-foot-by-1-inch curvilinear shape can be 

constructed from Styrofoam with no visible means of support? Furthermore, fine arts students usually fail to 

calculate whether an installation can be accomplished within the given budget. To eliminate the trial-and-

error approach students often use in the design process, L’Ecole is investing in a technology-based environ-

ment to assist students with creative and practical planning issues. The system will help students visualize 

their concept in three dimensions and make decisions that determine “if” and “how” the piece can exist in 

the real world. Students can manipulate design aspects within the system and see the effects of their deci-

sions on the end product. By understanding the many facets of a sculptor’s work, the students can ensure 

that their creative visions will take shape.
Potential learning outcomes for this scenario include enabling students to:

• Predict real-world structural integrity of prototypes.
• Analyze the physical properties and integrity of materials used in their sculptures.
• Judge the applicability of various materials to a particular project.
• Develop abstract mental models of the relationship between art concepts and materials or 

media.
• Organize and balance a multiplicity of artistic considerations, such as scale, texture, and surface.
• Follow a sound decision-making process during the design stage.
• Use problem-solving skills to address potential production and design problems.
• Analyze the spatial impacts and limitations of installation.
• Select the best tools for sculpting particular materials.
• Determine realistic budgets for individual pieces.

Considering the context and learning outcomes of this scenario, an online simulation or 3D immer-
sive virtual world can be developed with the following pedagogical affordances: engage learners 
in exploratory and experiential learning through learning by doing and role-playing, provide a 
controlled environment in which hypotheses testing and problem-solving can occur and learning 
from trial-and-error is supported, provide a wide variety of versatile tools that learners may use to 
interact with and manipulate environmental and social parameters, provide simple ideas and methods 
that are grounded in an authentic context, support personalized learning experiences, and support  
just-in-time feedback. These types of online simulations and 3D immersive virtual environments are 
also fully applicable to engineering education.

3  Online Learning Within Engineering Education

Having established the history, context, and foundational learning theories for online education, we 
now look specifically at online learning within engineering education considering the relative pace 
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of adoption, concerns of some engineering educators regarding online learning, a possible model 
for online engineering education from another applied discipline, and successful examples of online 
learning in engineering contexts.

3.1  Pace of Adoption

In terms of a big-picture understanding of the online higher education landscape, national survey 
reports combined with the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) data show that 
student enrollments in online undergraduate and graduate courses and programs have consistently 
increased since 2002.1 And since 2012, growth in online enrollments has been outpacing growth 
in residential enrollments (Seaman et  al., 2018). Prior to the COVID pandemic, the number of 
students studying in-person on campus had declined significantly between 2012 and 2019 by nearly 
2 million people, going from 18.3 million to 16.4 million. At the same time, students taking at least 
one online course increased by roughly 2 million during that same time from 5.4 million to 7.4 mil-
lion (Seaman & Seaman, 2019).

Considered in the context of higher education overall, engineering has been proportionally 
slower to leverage online teaching and learning (Allen & Seaman, 2008; Allen & Seaman, 2011; Sea-
man et al, 2021; Bourne et al., 2005; Kocdar et al., 2020; Kinney, 2015). As of this writing, there are 
currently only 3, out of a total of 684, institutions offering ABET-accredited engineering programs 
available to fully online students (ABET, n.d.a). While there are likely many more institutions with 
individual engineering hybrid and online courses, less than 0.5% of ABET-accredited engineering 
programs offer online engineering degrees. This <0.5% is especially notable when considering that 
as of 2019, 14.4% of all higher education students were enrolled in fully online programs (Seaman & 
Seaman, 2019).

Perhaps because of the relatively low numbers of online engineering offerings, there also seems 
to be a limited emphasis on online learning and education within engineering education research. 
The Cambridge Handbook for Engineering Education Research (CHEER) described the domain of engi-
neering education research as focused on “virtually all aspects of formal and informal learning 
systems,” including elements such as key stakeholders (students and faculty), system constraints (eco-
nomic, social, and political), assessment, curriculum, and teaching and learning (Fortenberry, 2014, 
p. xiv). CHEER was also described as “the critical reference source for the growing field of engi-
neering education research, featuring the work of world experts writing to define and inform this 
emerging field” (Johri & Olds, 2014, front material). Of the 35 CHEER chapters, there were only 
two chapters that referenced either of the terms “online learning” or “online education.” Notably, 
the reference to “online learning” was solely to clarify that online learning would not be addressed 
in the chapter. By way of comparison, there were six chapters that referenced “active learning,” 19 
chapters that referenced the term “lab” or “laboratory,” and 19 chapters that referenced the term 
“lecture.”

Like CHEER, the Journal of Engineering Education (JEE), the flagship journal in the field of engi-
neering education, also identifies a broad research agenda with an emphasis on areas such as learning, 
systems, diversity, and assessment. Using the Wiley Online Library interface to search all abstracts 
across all dates within the JEE database for the term “online learning” or “online education” yielded 
5 publications, 2 of which were specific to COVID. Using the same search parameters to search JEE 
with the term “active learning” yielded 31 publications, “lab” yielded 24 publications, and “lecture” 
yielded 77 papers. The CHEER and JEE cases provided here clearly do not represent a systematic 
literature review but simply provide a glimpse into the engineering education scholarly discussion of 
online learning relative to other topics.
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3.2  Primary Concerns

By way of potential explanation for some of the gap between national online higher education trends 
and engineering education, there are key elements central to engineering that have and can pose 
challenges in online contexts. As the editor of the Journal for Online Engineering Education wrote in 
its inaugural issue: “I often find that when I talk to colleagues about online engineering education 
the first response is about what cannot be taught online” (Reynolds, 2010). In their heavily cited 
JEE publication, Bourne et  al. (2005) asked, “[W]hy has undergraduate engineering education 
lagged behind some other fields in adopting online methodologies?” (p. 132) and suggested that the 
answer lies, at least in part, in the hands-on labs and the heavy use of quantitative reasoning central 
to engineering. Regarding engineering courses heavy in diagraming and math notations, certainly, 
prior to the invention and proliferation of smartphones, tablet devices, and specialized quantitative 
keyboards, these were especially challenging (ElSheikh & Najdi, 2013; Smith et al., 2004). Now, 
however, students have more options, including the use of traditional “pen-and-paper” combined 
with digital scans/images that are uploaded, working directly on tablet devices, and/or faxing or 
scanning paper-based solutions. Highly collaborative project-based courses have also been raised 
as problematic in online contexts when team members are separated by both time and geography 
(Beneroso & Robinson, 2022; Scholes, 2021). Additionally, hands-on labs have long been a central 
element of engineering education. Options for approaching both project- and lab-based courses 
online are further discussed in the following.

These pedagogical concerns about online education are well-captured in the International Journal 
of Engineering Education’s (IJEE) call for its special issue, “Engineering Education Everywhere: Good 
Practices for Emergency Situations and Remote Regions,” which begins by emphasizing the impor-
tance of in-person engineering education.

Higher education in general greatly benefits from face-to-face interactions between students 
and professors, for making the educational experience more effective, efficient and human. In 
the particular case of engineering education, the fundamental relevance of hands-on activi-
ties, of practical tasks in workshops and laboratories and of employing software resources 
in collaborative working environments, among others, support the acquisition of important 
professional skills.

(Lantada & Nuñez, 2020)

Regarding online labs, a systematic literature review employing text-mining on 120 peer-reviewed 
publications with a focus on online learning and engineering education identified “virtual and 
remote labs as a learning environment” as a key theme throughout the literature (Kocdar et  al., 
2020). Hands-on lab experiences where undergraduate engineering students demonstrate that they 
have “an ability to develop and conduct appropriate experimentation, analyze and interpret data, 
and use engineering judgment to draw conclusions is a hallmark of engineering education” (ABET, 
n.d.b). We direct your attention to Chapter  24, Online Laboratories in Engineering Education 
Research and Practice, in this Handbook, for in-depth coverage of this topic.

While some of the gap between national online higher education trends and engineering educa-
tion specifically results, at least in part, from legitimate pedagogical challenges, there also persists 
misinformation and a general lack of understanding about the history and reality of online learning 
(Bourne et al., 2005; Kinney, 2015). This is supported by the findings of a mixed-methods study 
investigating engineering faculty perspectives on online learning which found that the faculty mem-
bers who had taught at least one course online prior to completing a survey related to the potential 
of online learning were more likely to believe that the same learning outcomes as a face-to-face 
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course could be achieved in an online course. In contrast, those who had never taught online did 
not think equal outcomes were possible (Kinney, 2015).

It has been suggested by some within engineering education that online education is an “unproven 
pedagogical approach” (Tabas et al., 2012). In reality, online learning is no more “unproven” than its 
in-person counterpart. As discussed at length in the first part of this chapter, online education has 
a long history, building on centuries of distance education, in which learners and instructors have 
been geographically and often temporally separated and also leveraging ICT, as well as correspond-
ing theoretical frameworks and models such as transactional distance, community of inquiry, and 
meaningful online learning.

It has also been asserted that “[t]he level of which online education is successful compared with 
that of the traditional face-to-face model lacks a true measure” (Tabas et al., 2012). This statement is 
belied by the reality that during the past decades of growth in online higher education, online edu-
cation has undergone intense and persistent scrutiny in terms of quality. For decades, scholars have 
conducted comparative research between online and in-person courses considering outcomes such 
as student performance, retention, and satisfaction. There are active research centers dedicated to the 
study of online learning which catalog these efficacy studies. The Distance Education and Technol-
ogy Advancements (DETA) center manages the No Significant Difference database (No Significant 
Difference, n.d.), and Oregon State’s Ecampus Research Unit facilitates the Online Learning Efficacy 
Research database (Oregon State University eCampus Research Unit, n.d.).

Additionally, meta-analyses have found, when looking across these comparative studies, that no 
significant differences exist between the two environments (Bernard et al., 2004; Russell, 1999). In 
addressing the variability of the individual studies in terms of their comparative findings, Bernard 
et al. (2004) explain that:

[M]any applications of DE [distance education] outperform their classroom counterparts and 
that many [applications of DE] perform more poorly.

In other words, factors other than the course setting alone (i.e., online, blended, face-to-face) impact 
quality and efficacy measures. For instance, the experiences of instructors and students of ERT dur-
ing the COVID pandemic should not be taken to reflect the overall quality of online learning. It 
should not be surprising that courses designed to be taught in face-to-face settings that were rapidly 
transitioned for delivery online in a time of unprecedented global stress with little to no instructional 
design were experienced by many as less-than-ideal educational experiences.

Toward this end, there are quality models like the Quality Matters rubrics and the Online 
Learning Consortium quality framework for evaluating online courses against research-supported 
standards specific to online learning rather than comparing those courses to in-person practices. 
Some have suggested that the time has come to stop comparing online learning to the classroom 
as if the classroom model represented the ideal for teaching and learning. In this vein, Abrami et al. 
(2011) ask:

How far would our understanding of automotive technology have progressed, for instance, if 
cars (i.e., ‘‘horseless carriages’’) were still designed as alternatives to horses?

(p. 98)

This is an especially apt analogy for engineering educators. And as engineering education continues 
to better leverage opportunities offered by online education, it can be useful to look at successful 
models from another applied field.
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3.3  Lessons from Nursing Education

While the differences are more easily recognized – nursing is female-dominated, while engineer-
ing is the opposite; nursing is classified as a “soft” discipline, while engineering is “hard” – nursing 
education and engineering education have a lot of important similarities, especially when it comes to 
considering successful models for online teaching and learning. Nursing, like engineering, involves 
significant elements of hands-on work and the need to be able to function successfully in real-world 
settings. Much like engineering, nursing is an applied field which “requires discipline-specific psy-
chomotor, cognitive, and affective skills” (Jones et al., 2020). Additionally, both disciplines struggle 
to recruit and retain enough students to meet societal demands.

Online nursing education, especially for those with a registered nursing (RN) degree but with-
out a bachelor’s of science (BS) degree, continues to grow (Smith et al., 2009), potentially in part 
in response to the current shortage of qualified nurses (Haddad et al., 2022). Some challenges for 
nursing education present in online contexts include the necessity of establishing an active and 
engaged community of students and instructors in asynchronous settings (Jones et al., 2020; Smith 
et al., 2009), concerns about the isolation of nursing students, and the need to provide hands-on, 
real-world experiences essential for both accreditation purposes and for graduating nurses with the 
requisite skills and abilities (Mitchell & Delgado, 2014).

Online nursing education has approached the requirement of a practicum experience where stu-
dents work in a clinical setting under the guidance of a preceptor through a very structured process. 
This process includes program support of students to identify local clinical settings and qualified 
preceptors. The online students can continue studying at a distance while still gaining the requisite 
local clinical experience (Mitchell & Delgado, 2014). There are, of course, challenges, such as the 
difficulty of locating clinical settings for all students and finding qualified preceptors, and this is 
where the program support is essential. Another model used in online nursing education across the 
BS degree involves the separation of non-clinical work, which is completed through online learning, 
and that of clinical work, which requires in-person applications and evaluations (Ota et al., 2018). 
This model does restrict students who may not be able to travel for the clinical requirements but 
still provides a predominately online learning experience without sacrificing the psychomotor and 
applied elements of the degree. Nursing education, like engineering education, requires an active 
learning community where students do not simply passively receive content but also actively con-
struct it, which requires strategies for teaching and social presence, such as instructor communication 
and the modeling of constructive interactions (Jones et al., 2020).

3.4  Successful Examples of Online Engineering Education

Engineering education does not have to rely only on other disciplines for good examples, as there 
are also important cases of successful online learning already taking place within engineering. One 
such example is Stanford University’s Architecture/Engineering/Construction (AEC) online course, 
which is part of Stanford’s AEC-Global Teamwork Master’s Program (Araújo, 2019). The AEC 
course is a two-quarter interdisciplinary course that engages yearly about 30 architecture, struc-
tural engineering, building systems MEP (mechanical, electrical, and plumbing) engineering, life 
cycle financial management, and construction management majors from many countries worldwide 
(Fruchter, 2014). The course uses project-based learning as an active teaching strategy for online 
learning. Project-based learning is a variant of problem-based learning (PBL), mentioned earlier 
in this chapter, that focuses on real-world projects, preceded by theoretical lectures related to the 
problem at hand, and engages students in the “know how” and “know why” approach for training 
professional functions and methodological skills of problem analysis and application. The course 
uses an immersive (3D) virtual learning platform called Terf. Terf provides the creation of virtual 
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and immersive 3D collaborative spaces for sharing content and generating an environment for the 
co-creation of information and the reuse of data and knowledge gathered by the students in a work 
group. The immersive platform allows team members to “plunge” into a virtual 3D environment 
in which they share and work collaboratively in the organization of their problem-solving projects 
while interacting through tools such as voice, videos, text editors, whiteboards, SmartBoards, and 
slideshows (Araujo & Arantes, 2014). For more information on these type of immersive technolo-
gies, please see Chapter 23, The Use of Extended Reality (XR), Wearable, and Haptic Technologies 
for Learning Across Engineering Disciplines, in this Handbook.

While the Stanford example earlier highlights technology allowing students entrance into vir-
tual 3D worlds, this level of immersion is not a requirement for quality online engineering educa-
tion. High-quality online learning environments are those in which learners are active participants 
in the learning process and experience connections to and interactions with instructors, the cur-
riculum, and other students. For example, Penn State’s well-established online mechanical engi-
neering master of science program is learner-centered and designed to scaffold graduate education 
for working engineers. While it relies on sophisticated audio and video capture and rendering 
technology that allows distance learners full access to high-quality pedagogical materials, from the 
students’ perspectives, the course technology is relatively simple. They generally use the Canvas 
learning management system (LMS) tools to access course content, much of which is high-quality 
video; interact asynchronously with their peers and instructors; and complete learning activities and 
assessments. Synchronous interactions typically take place in Zoom. Key program decisions rang-
ing from curriculum development, including research requirements, to online course instructional 
design specifics and multimedia standard are grounded in theoretical orientations and pedagogi-
cal models appropriate for graduate engineering education that support authentic and experiential 
learning: academic literacies theory, cognitive apprenticeship, and community of practice theory 
(Gregg et al., 2021). The online program is also marked by continuous improvement. Data collected 
from annual student surveys and exit interviews with graduating students, as well as faculty input, 
inform program improvement decisions to ensure high-quality teaching and learning experiences 
in this online program.

Additional successful examples of online engineering education include programs that have 
employed the in-person residency as a key element, much like the nursing practicum and residency 
examples discussed previously. These further cultivate learning community and connections between 
learners, instructors, and their institution and also give students opportunities to apply skills in con-
text (Descoteaux et al., 2009; Nepal & Lawrence, 2011). Norwich University offers a master of civil 
engineering program fully online except for a residency week required at the end of the program. 
This residency program has two outcomes: to develop and demonstrate public presentation of tech-
nical material and to further establish the academic community among and between students and 
their instructors (Descoteaux et al., 2009). The master in industrial distribution engineering tech-
nology program offered at the Texas A&M University similarly requires a one-week residency for its 
distance students to enable them to complete an intensive project working on a company-sponsored 
project (Nepal & Lawrence, 2011). One caution when considering this residency approach is to 
avoid “overrequiring” them, as there are distinct advantages to online courses made up of working 
engineering professionals, and requiring excessive in-person experiences can become prohibitive to 
those with full-time employment, which continue to be most online students.

While the earlier examples focus on formal and traditional education (i.e., online degree pro-
grams and courses), there is also an entire landscape of online engineering education in the realm 
of informal and “nontraditional” learning. These “disruptive” education approaches include massive 
open online courses (MOOCs), Khan Academy, YouTube tutorials, and open educational resources 
(OERs). MOOCs, such as those offered through EdX and Coursera, can usually be taken for free 
or at a low cost and have a significant number of offerings focused on engineering topics (Iqbal 
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et al., 2015), many offered by schools with strong engineering programs. While MOOCs tend to be 
offered by universities, Khan Academy continues to provide free educational videos. Much of the 
focus is on STEM, and there are a wide number of offerings in engineering areas.

4  Looking to the Future: Embracing Innovative Teaching and 
Learning Approaches

The increasingly complex future we all face requires equally innovative and adaptive solutions. In 
this final part of the chapter, we suggest drawing on the innovation already at the heart of engineer-
ing to not only leverage but also make better online education. Online engineering education 
is not an “end all” or singular solution but can be another necessary tool among many. Additionally, 
online learning can have implications for expanding the reach of engineering education and is also 
an area in need of further research exploration.

4.1  Broadening Participation

There is a renewed focus on the importance of broadening participation in engineering for multiple 
reasons, including a gap between engineering needs and the number of qualified people; histori-
cal systemic exclusions that continue today; and limited access to resources among many potential 
engineers. While online learning will certainly not solve these issues, it is potentially one option to 
make engineering education more available to those with limited resources. Consider students in 
rural high schools without calculus, which can often then restrict them from enrolling in engineer-
ing majors. As the ASEE president, who came from a high school without calculus, has argued:

[W]e tend to accept students that have had a lot of opportunity, so they come well-prepared 
and we don’t do a very good job of attracting and retaining educating students that haven’t had 
opportunities. So, we filter for opportunity not abilities.

(ASEE, 2022)

Instead of the traditional “weed out” model, Carpenter argues that we need to move to a “weed in” 
focus (ASEE, 2022).

Relying solely on the traditional in-person model of engineering education within higher edu-
cation may not be sufficient to meet these needs. Distance education has its roots in serving the 
underserved, those “learning at the backdoor” (Wedemeyer, 1981), and there are ways in which 
online learning can continue this tradition by continuing to offer free and low-cost options, such 
as MOOCs, Khan Academy tutorials, YouTube educational videos, and other open educational 
resources. These resources are certainly not unproblematic – currently tending to largely serve those 
who already have means (Pollack Ichou, 2018) – and ensuring that they do expand the reach for 
engineering education requires significant work, but much like the library democratized books, 
some of these resources have the potential to expand the reach of engineering education.

4.2  Learning Engineering

Advances in ICT and digital media have pushed online learning to new frontiers, enabling the 
design of highly interactive and engaging learning experiences. Coupled with these advances is the 
rise of online learning as a major form of education for adults (Dede et al., 2019). The COVID-
19 pandemic has accelerated the delivery of online education, but with little attention to the fac-
tors that impact the instructional design of quality online learning experiences for students. The 
field of instructional design, or what is now also referred to as learning design and technology, 
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is continuously evolving to keep up with technology trends and expand online learning design 
such that it takes into account factors that impact online learning design, such as modality, pacing, 
pedagogy, student instructor ratio, role of online assessments, role of the online instructor, role of 
the online student, online communication synchrony, feedback strategies, and personalization of 
learning, to name a few. Learning engineering has come to the forefront as a powerful method 
to guide the design of online learning experiences and optimize its effectiveness and efficiency 
(Dede et al., 2019). Learning engineering applies evidence-based engineering methodologies to 
develop learning technologies and infrastructures to better support learners and learning (Wagner 
et al., 2018). It uses big data to iteratively improve the design of learning experiences and leverages 
knowledge of the learning sciences, learning analytics, educational data mining, artificial intel-
ligence, machine learning, design-based research, and theories of human development to design, 
construct, and deploy new learning technologies and architectures (Wagner et al., 2018). In other 
words, learning engineering recognizes that the development of new tools and architectures to 
help advance learning can benefit from engineering expertise. This, in turn, will benefit online 
engineering education.

Engineers are already using learning engineering practices, such as design-based research (DBR) 
methodology, to solve real-world problems by designing and enacting new and innovative interven-
tions, extending theories, and refining design principles to meet the needs of the future. Although 
engineers may not refer to how they innovate as DBR, they are engaged in research that is “(a) prag-
matic; (b) grounded; (c) interactive, iterative and flexible; (d) integrative; and (e) contextual” (p. 7), 
as Wang and Hannafin (2005) would put it. So why not apply this research to online engineering 
education? DBR is defined as:

A systematic but flexible methodology aimed to improve educational practices through iterative 
analysis, design, development, and implementation, based on collaboration among researchers 
and practitioners in real-world settings, and leading to contextually-sensitive design principles 
and theories.

(Wang & Hannafin, p. 6)

As technology has continued to advance, engineering is an increasingly essential requirement for 
learning and development initiatives that methodologically depend upon data science, computer 
science, and learning science. Engineering educators and curriculum developers can adopt learning 
engineering practices and DBR to develop learning technologies and digital infrastructures to better 
support the teaching and learning of engineering disciplines in in-person and online settings.

4.3  Future Research

In terms of research areas for engineering educators to explore when it comes to teaching and 
learning in online contexts, potential topics include virtual labs (see Chapter 24, in this Handbook, 
for more information on virtual labs), active learning, metacognition, and online quality standards. 
While both active learning and metacognition have received significant attention in the engineer-
ing education literature, their coverage in online engineering contexts remains less thorough (Brent 
et al., 2021; Gregg & O’Connor, 2022; Prince et al., 2020).

Another area which would benefit from further research and development is that of quality 
standards specific to online engineering. As discussed previously, the issue of quality has long been 
central to online education. This includes faculty concerns about quality (Tabas et al., 2012), studies 
to compare quality between online and in-person education settings (Abrami et al., 2011; Bernard 
et al., 2004; Russell, 1999), and models specific to quality in online learning, such as the Quality 
Matters rubric and Online Learning Consortium’s (OLC) quality scorecard.
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Exploring quality in online engineering education is especially relevant precisely because

[t]hese [quality] standards often blur the line between course design, informed by instructional 
design theory and practice, and the academic province of faculty who are responsible for curriculum 
delivery and who also typically do not have specific training in pedagogical method or course design.

(McCurry & Lampe, 2019)

This is another area in which engineering education can look to online nursing, as they have already 
developed a discipline-specific model for quality standards (Authement & Dormire, 2020).

5  Conclusion

There is no uniform agreement on precisely what engineering is and what an engineer does (National 
Academy of Engineering, 2019; Pauley, 2009), yet keywords and concepts frequently associated with 
engineering include innovation, technology, tools, and problem-solving (National Academy of Engineer-
ing, 2018). Engineering is an enterprise grounded in innovative problem-solving as well as the 
creation and use of new tools and technology to transform society. We believe online learning offers 
engineering educators a crucial context in which to innovate to improve teaching and learning as 
well as expand access beyond its traditional demographics, and towards that end, we close with a 
still-relevant call from the National Academy of Engineering (2004).

If the United States is to maintain its economic leadership and be able to sustain its share of 
high-technology jobs, it must prepare for a new wave of change. While there is no consensus 
at this stage, it is agreed that innovation is the key and engineering is essential to this task; but 
engineering will only contribute to success if it is able to continue to adapt to new trends and 
educate the next generation of students so as to arm them with the tools needed for the world 
as it will be, not as it is today.

Note
 1 One challenge in fully understanding the landscape of online higher education is that there is no singular 

database or repository that can be relied on to accurately identify all formal degrees or certificates, let alone 
individual courses, offered online. The United States Department of Education (USDE) did not start col-
lecting data about distance education until 2012, through the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 
(IPEDS). IPEDS collects data from all higher education institutions that receive federal funding and tracks 
metrics such as institutional characteristics, costs, enrollment, and student success metrics like retention 
and graduation rates. When it comes to online distance education specifically, there are well-documented 
methodological challenges, due in part to how colleges and universities define and report distance learning 
(Becker, 2016; Miller et al., 2017; Poulin & Straut, 2016). Additionally, the ways in which IPEDS tradition-
ally reported graduation rates for distance education serving institutions have been problematic as it has relied 
on a traditional four-year-to-graduation model which does not align with the part-time working adult learn-
er’s academic trajectory. This has suggested, inaccurately, exceedingly poor retention and graduation rates for 
online students (Poulin & Straut, 2018), further contributing to societal misunderstandings about the efficacy 
of online learning. To counter this, organizations like WICHE Cooperative for Educational Technologies 
(WCET) and Online Learning Consortium (OLC) have worked actively with the USDE to ensure that there 
is a more nuanced and accurate understanding of the realities of online distance education.
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1  Introduction

Industries are obliged to invest in continuous innovation in an increasingly competitive global mar-
ket. For example, technology-enhanced environments have been implemented in industries, includ-
ing, but not limited to, military, medical, and entertainment – all with different objectives but similar 
affordances. Most important here, technologies have been widely integrated into many aspects of 
teaching and learning in higher education, often helping enhance student performance when used 
in ways that have been found to be empirically effective. Therefore, it is important for tertiary-level 
educators to know and understand what technologies may help with learning and teaching in spe-
cific disciplines, such as engineering, as well as the appropriate learning activities.

In engineering education, it is important for educators to understand the skills and knowledge 
industry is seeking in graduates and how technologies may be used to effectively help students learn 
these skills and obtain this knowledge. In addition, it is also important for educators to know if 
such technologies are already being used for training purposes in industry and, if so, how they can 
be adopted for education, with the intention of allowing students to experience relevant industry-
based practices when possible. The results will be twofold: engineering education will more closely 
resemble engineering practices, and its graduates will be more familiar with industry expectations.

Research has found that the engineering industry perceives that graduates need a foundation in 
design to be effective practitioners. Technology can be a powerful tool as its use during the design 
process can allow for unconstrained creativity not found in a physical environment, expanding the 
possible designs one can formulate and test. With these possibilities, merging digital and physical 
information can recast how engineers design and, more importantly, how engineering students learn 
the intricacies of the design process. Emerging technologies have enabled revolutionary changes in 
the way engineers interact with objects by allowing them to engage in immersive 3D experiences, 
enhancing their perceptual experience.

Virtual reality (VR) is a technology of total immersion in which the user interacts in a world that 
is completely computer-generated (Nilsson et al., 2018; Stuerzlinger et al., 2006). In contrast, aug-
mented reality (AR) provides a perception of the world created by overlaying the physical world with 
a digital lens, allowing users to remain in the physical world but providing them with computer-
generated objects to interact with perceptually. Wearable technologies and neurophysiological (haptic) 
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technologies are worn by users, enabling them to seamlessly interface and interact with machines and 
computers.

Review of the current literature suggests that there is a gap in understanding how emerg-
ing technologies can be used to bridge theory to practice in engineering education. Collective 
adaptation to novel user interfaces and technologies is vital for creating effective learning environ-
ments and promoting active participation through interactive and collaborative pedagogy methods 
(Srinivasan  & Bairaktarova, 2018). Engineering educators are interested in applying innovative 
pedagogies, including relying on technology, to achieve effective ways of teaching and learning. In 
such collective adaptation, instructors and students are creators of new knowledge – this unique 
symbiosis paves the way for both the learning of the subject matter and the building of a spe-
cial relationship among educators, students, technology, and the learning environment (Pakala & 
Bairaktarova, 2020).

In this chapter, we present an overview of how four technologies (VR, AR, wearable technolo-
gies, haptic technologies) have been used in engineering education and engineering practice for 
teaching, learning, and training purposes. Our intention is to provide the reader with an introduc-
tion to these technologies and to highlight how these technologies may be empirically applied in 
engineering education. In some sections of the chapter, we reference and explicitly refer the reader 
to helpful additional resources, such as comprehensive literature reviews, for in-depth explanations 
on certain topics which may not be extensively discussed here due to space limitations. This chapter 
has been designed to act as an introduction and a starting point for researchers and educators inter-
ested in learning about these four technologies in engineering education.

We begin by first discussing selected learning theories, specifically situated cognition, communi-
ties of practice, and distributed cognition, and their application in the context of technologies being 
used for enhancing learning and teaching. We then discuss each in detail in separate sections. It is 
important to note that although these technologies are presented in separate sections, all four are not 
always separate categories; thus, we offer examples where these technologies interact and overlap, 
including describing the disadvantages and limitations of interchangeable use. Finally, the chapter 
concludes with a summary of the lessons learned, their implications, and suggestions for future work 
within the scope of this chapter.

2  Learning Theories

Research has shown that a learning environment enriched with stimuli and artifacts, concrete or 
augmented, that closely map the engineering practitioner’s workplace shows promise in enhancing 
engineering students’ performance on design-related tasks (Bairaktarova et al., 2017; Bairaktarova & 
Johri, 2016). Scholars further suggest that the situated perspective on learning is applicable in bridg-
ing engineering education research and the learning sciences (Johri & Olds, 2011; Johri et al., 2014).

An abundance of work in psychology (Leont’ev, 1978; Luria, 1978; Newman et al., 1989; Nor-
man, 1991; Salomon, 1993; Scribner, 1984; Vygotsky & Cole, 1978), anthropology (Chaiklin & 
Lave, 1993; Flor & Hutchins, 1991; Gantt & Nardi, 1992; Hutchins, 1995b; Lave, 1988; B. Nardi & 
Miller, 1990; Nardi & Miller, 1991; Suchman, 1987), and computer science (Clement, 1990; Mac-
kay, 1990; MacLean et al., 1990) has found that any attempts at understanding how people learn 
and work is incomplete when the unit of analysis is the “unaided individual with no access to other 
people or artifacts for accomplishing the task at hand” (Nardi, 1996, p. 35). Theories of situated and 
distributed cognition have purposefully been used to understand learning, knowing, and doing as 
context-specific social processes by characterizing cognition as being socially shared (Clartcey, 2008; 
Lave & Wenger, 1991a). These concepts are rooted in both Vygotskian’s understandings of higher 
mental processes as internalized social relationships (Palincsar, 1998) and Dewey’s early objections to 
stimulus–response theory. Because both situated and distributed learning exhibit many similarities, 
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scholars have synergistically used both as frameworks to guide their research design and analysis 
(Ogunseiju et al., 2020a; Ogunseiju et al., 2022).

2.1  Situated Cognition and Communities of Practice

Proponents of a situated perspective posit that knowledge is “distributed among people and their 
environments, including objects, artifacts, tools, books, and the communities of which they are a 
part” (Greeno et al., 1996, p. 17). In this paradigm, knowledge emerges dynamically through indi-
viduals’ interactions with one another and their surrounding environment, meaning, that knowledge 
is co-constructed and reinterpreted within a given societal context (Clartcey, 2008). The situated 
perspective maintains that knowing and learning are simultaneously an individual and communal 
quest (Newstetter & Svinicki, 2014). These groups, or more accurately, communities of practice 
(CoP), as Lave and Wegner (1991) called them, are working towards a shared goal that is achievable 
by leveraging the group’s collective knowledge and through the use of tools. The goal of these CoPs 
is often characterized by what is valued in the community, blending the boundaries of the mate-
rial, social, and cultural values (Johri & Olds, 2011). Per this perspective, knowing means that one 
is able to participate meaningfully in the community, while learning means that one can move from 
peripheral forms of participation to full participation (Newstetter & Svinicki, 2014). Full participa-
tion, which is enabled through mentorship from a more experienced member of the community, is 
achieved as the novice is afforded opportunities to observe and practice a particular activity.

Lave (1991) described the various views on cognition held by situative theorists, which he 
referred to as cognition plus, interpretive, and situated social practice. In the cognition plus view, 
researchers focus on unchallenged ideas of individual cognition but expand to consider how the 
individual is influenced by social factors, while based on the interpretive view, situatedness is located 
in language and social interaction and cognition is located in the quest for social enterprise rather 
than dependent upon a physical dimension. Lastly, the situated social practice view, which shares 
several tenets with the interpretive view, emphasizes the “relational interdependency of agent and 
world, activity, meaning, cognition, learning and knowing” (Lave & Wenger, 1991b, p. 67), where 
cognition is located in the historical development of an ongoing activity (Moore & Rocklin, 1998).

In addition to Lave’s (1991) characterization, Robbins and Aydede (2009) categorized the dif-
ferent views of situated cognition found in the Cambridge Handbook of Situated Cognition into three 
main ideas used by researchers: (1) the embodiment thesis, where cognition depends not only on the 
brain but also on the body; (2) the embedding thesis, where cognitive activity utilizes the natural and 
social structures in the environment; and (3) the extension thesis, where cognition extends beyond 
individual agents to encompass the physical and social environment.

2.2  Distributed Cognition

While situated cognition allows us to observe ways in which engineering work is situated within 
the virtual or augmented realities context rich with its own material, social, and cultural dimen-
sions, the distributed cognition framework allows us to operationalize collaborations between 
cognitive subsystems. At its essence, distributed cognition posits that all cognitive processes within 
a system are distributed. Hutchins (1995a) pioneered this framework in his book Cognition in the 
Wild, detailing naval navigation by demonstrating how it is the result of a coordinated process 
between sailors, instruments, and their interactions under social organization (Cheon, 2014). Per 
this view, a cognitive system comprises “agents, traditions of practice, material artifacts, devices, 
and instruments, the characteristics of which in multiple ways support the dissemination of infor-
mation across the system” (Osbeck & Nersessian, 2014, p.  83). Embracing the same tenets of 
situated cognition, distributed cognition extends it to include the radical notion that not only are 
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tools and artifacts helpful in enhancing individuals’ cognitive process but that they can also become 
part of a cognitive system by integrating into its cognitive architecture. In this way, it posits that 
what is accomplished by the system cannot be accomplished by any of its parts alone. Distributed 
cognition has been found to be an appropriate framework for analyzing scientific practices, such 
as the use of the Hubble telescope as a distributed system (Giere, 2006), high-energy physics 
research (Knorr-Cetina, 1999), the manipulation of chemical formula representations (Giere & 
Moffatt, 2003), bioengineering and biomedical research (Magnus, 2007; Nersessian, 2005, 2006), 
and particularly relevant for this chapter, human–computer interactions (Hollan et  al., 2000). 
Hollan et al.’s (2000) approach purposefully includes characteristics of situated cognition in their 
framework of distributed cognition. In their framework specific to human–computer interaction, 
they posit that cognition is socially distributed, embodied, and culturally embedded. Additionally, 
Hollan et al. (2000) have identified the following three processes as types of distributions within 
the sociotechnical systems they have analyzed: (1) cognitive processes may be distributed across 
members of a social group, (2) cognitive processes may involve coordination between internal and 
external (material or environmental) structures, and (3) cognitive processes may be distributed 
through time with a compounding effect, in which the results of earlier events transform the 
nature of later events.

3  Virtual Reality

3.1 What Is Virtual Reality, and How Does It Work?

Virtual reality (VR) can be classified as a three-dimensional computer-generated simulation (or 
world) that allows a user to be immersed in an artificial environment (Pantelidis, 1997). This simu-
lated world may either be based on a real-world location or be newly constructed. Typically, the 
user is able to move around and interact with this virtual world through some type of input controls. 
A VR computer simulation is designed with the intention that the user is convinced that they are 
located within the computer-generated world (Bell & Fogler, 1997), and VR environments that 
have highly realistic graphics and interactivity are better at achieving this goal. The different types of 
VR, for example, CAVE (cave automatic virtual environment), HMD (head-mounted display), and 
desktop, are suitable for different purposes; more about these different types of VR are discussed in 
a following subsection. Each type of VR requires both hardware and software, including the simula-
tion, to run, with each varying based on the type of VR. Specific to our purpose here, virtual reality 
can provide a way to engage students in learning about concepts which may be difficult to teach 
effectively using traditional methods (Radianti et al., 2020).

3.2  Growth of Virtual Reality in Engineering Education

Virtual reality has been widely used in engineering education for more than two decades. For exam-
ple, in construction engineering education, the number of papers about VR published annually 
increased from zero to three between 1997 and 2010 to consistently more than four between 2011 
and 2016 (with an increasing trend) (Wang et al., 2018). Head-mounted display VR technology has 
seen a rapid increase in adoption in engineering education since 2015, with the review conducted by 
Huang and Roscoe (2021) identifying only five papers before 2015 and only one paper per year in 
1995, 2005, 2006, 2013, 2014. However, between 2015 and 2020, this number increased to between 
three and eight papers published each year. Historically, the field of engineering has used virtual real-
ity in education to a greater extent than many other fields (Radianti et al., 2020).

The recent shift to online learning due to COVID has also seen increased use of technologies to 
support student learning. As a recent study found, virtual reality was preferred by civil engineering 
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students for learning compared to videos, but instructor-aided learning was still preferred over vir-
tual reality (Try et al., 2021).

3.3  Understanding Virtual Reality in Education More Broadly

Over the last five years, numerous literature reviews have investigated and summarized the use of vir-
tual reality in education, many focusing on specific contexts, including K–12 education (Di Natale 
et al., 2020; Maas & Hughes, 2020; Tilhou et al., 2020), higher education (Di Natale et al., 2020; 
Radianti et al., 2020), post-secondary education (Concannon et al., 2019), computer science educa-
tion (Agbo et al., 2021; Pirker et al., 2020), engineering education (di Lanzo et al., 2020; Huang & 
Roscoe, 2021; Soliman et al., 2021), and education more generally (Freina & Ott, 2015; Hamilton 
et al., 2021; Jensen & Konradsen, 2018; Kavanagh et al., 2017). Meta-analyses have also investi-
gated the efficacy of virtual reality on students’ learning performance in K–12 and higher education 
(Merchant et al., 2014; B. Wu et al., 2020) and training more generally (Kaplan et al., 2021). These 
review and meta-analysis studies are highlighted here to demonstrate the extensive work that has 
been conducted over the past couple of decades in the area of virtual reality in the context of educa-
tion generally and, specifically of interest here, in the context of engineering education. Educators 
can refer to these existing literature reviews to understand the wide diversity of ways that virtual 
technology can be adapted for enhancing teaching and learning.

One of the major challenges with VR is that while there have been rapid developments and 
use of VR in educational contexts, research, especially in the latter, has lagged behind (Bower & 
Jong, 2020), meaning, that “educators and researchers do not have the evidence base they need to 
determine the ‘when,’ ‘why’ and ‘how’ ” they can most effectively make use of VR in educational 
contexts (Bower & Jong, 2020, p. 1981). Further, some of this research is based on anecdotal evi-
dence, making it challenging to understand whether virtual reality should be adopted in a specific 
educational context. When considering the possibility of introducing virtual reality technology into 
an engineering course, there is, however, existing information and experiences that can be drawn 
on for insight and inspiration.

3.4  What Are Learning Situations Where VR Can Help? Examples of the 
Impact of VR on Learning

In considering whether to use VR in engineering education, we first need to understand whether 
it typically helps students learn more effectively. Although virtual reality has been widely adopted 
in education, this does not mean that it is universally effective. To evaluate the efficacy of the tech-
nology, we can refer to the relevant meta-analysis studies that have been published. Merchant et al. 
(2014) concluded that different types of virtual reality (games, simulations, virtual worlds) were all 
effective at improving learning outcomes, although games were more effective than simulations and 
virtual worlds. On the other hand, Kaplan et al. (2021) concluded that training in extended reality 
(including virtual reality) did not lead to different outcomes compared to traditional (non-simulated) 
methods of training. However, their results do not necessarily mean that virtual reality training is 
not effective; they clearly show that virtual reality is at least as effective as traditional training, but it 
is the context of when to use virtual reality that may need to be more selective. Specific to head-
mounted virtual reality, Wu et al. (2020) concluded that simulations of this type of VR increased 
students’ learning performance compared to non-immersive approaches. The review by Di Natale 
et al. (2020) demonstrated that virtual reality can also promote students’ motivation and engagement, 
both of which are linked to enhanced learning performance. Based on these findings, we can reason-
ably conclude that virtual reality can have a positive influence on student learning, but the decision 
of when to use it may not be as straightforward.
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3.5  Virtual Reality Is Used in Many Different Engineering Disciplines, but 
Learning Activities Are Often Discipline-Specific

Based on previous literature reviews, virtual reality has been used in a wide range of engineering 
subdisciplines in engineering education, including, but not limited to, civil, electrical, mechanical, 
chemical, industrial, and construction (Concannon et al., 2019; di Lanzo et al., 2020; Huang & 
Roscoe, 2021; Pellas et  al., 2020). However, while many engineering education disciplines use 
virtual reality, it is more prevalent in some than in others. The data provided here from relevant 
literature reviews give a general overview of the disciplines that have used virtual reality the most: 
the review conducted by di Lanzo et al. (2020) included 17 studies covering civil (4), electrical (2), 
industrial (2), mechanical (4), pneumatic (1), software (1), and unspecified (6), while Concannon 
et al.’s (2019) review included 14 studies from civil (3), computer (2), electrical (1) general (4), 
mechanical (2), numerical control (1), and pneumatic (1). As these findings suggest, virtual reality is 
most commonly used in civil, mechanical, and electrical engineering.

While virtual reality is used in a wide range of disciplines, individual learning activities often have 
a narrow focus designed to teach students a specific concept, which may be relevant only to a certain 
engineering discipline. For example, chemical engineers may learn about processes in a chemical 
processing plant, while civil engineers may learn about road or building design. As these examples 
suggest, the learning activity is typically discipline-specific and may not be suitable for students out-
side of it. This limitation is important for educators to consider as virtual reality learning activities 
can be expensive to develop, and it may be difficult to justify the resource cost when the activity may 
be applicable to only a restricted number of engineering students.

In contrast are situations where an educator is teaching a general engineering class taken by 
students from many disciplines or a general education class which may even include students from 
outside the engineering field. In this case, the virtual reality learning activity may focus on the devel-
opment of generic skills (also known as soft or professional skills) that are applicable to all engineer-
ing disciplines, such as communication skills or ethical decision-making. We refer the reader to the 
informative literature reviews by Concannon et al. (2019), di Lanzo et al. (2020), Huang and Roscoe 
(2021), and Pellas et  al. (2020) for additional examples of discipline-specific and non-discipline-
specific virtual reality learning activities.

3.6  Different Types of Virtual Reality Used in Engineering Education

Various types of VR have been used in engineering education including cave automatic virtual envi-
ronment (CAVE), desktop computers, mobile, and head-mounted device (HMD) (di Lanzo et al., 
2020). Overall, HMDs are the most prevalent type of VR used. They are more immersive than other 
types as they completely block out the user’s view of the real world and typically lead to enhanced 
benefits for skill and knowledge development in educational contexts compared to less-immersive 
VR (B. Wu et al., 2020), such as desktop- and mobile-based VR. There was an increase in HMD 
VR uptake in engineering education during the mid-2010s due to the availability of new cost- 
effective commercial devices, including the HTC VIVE, produced by the High-Tech Computer Cor-
poration, and Oculus Rift, produced by the Oculus Corporation (Huang & Roscoe, 2021). However, 
the need for specialized hardware and extensive space means it can be quite resource-intensive to 
develop and facilitate learning activities using this type of VR, concerns that mean HMD also has 
difficulties in terms of scalability and can be very difficult to adopt in classes with a large enrollment.

In a CAVE environment, a user stands in the middle of a space or room, often in the shape of 
a cube, surrounded by large screens or walls with projections on them, typically on all sides. With 
users standing in the middle of the screens, their view of the real world is replaced with that of the 
virtual environment projected onto the screens, meaning, the user feels that they are within the 
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virtual environment. The images on the screens may be static, meaning, that the user cannot move 
in the virtual environment, or the images may change as the user interacts with the virtual environ-
ment (which could be controlled by a wide range of devices, such as a joystick or even 3D motion 
tracking, which tracks how the user walks around the space). This type of VR can be challenging 
to adopt as it requires both a large space with a specific shape and specialized equipment, including 
the screens or projectors. These requirements also make it difficult to scale for use in large classes.

In a desktop computer VR environment, a user sits in front of a standard desktop computer 
screen. This type of environment is less immersive than CAVE- or HMD-based systems because the 
user can still see the real world in their peripheral vision, reducing their level of immersion in the  
virtual world. In this environment, users are often able to interact with the virtual world using  
the computer keyboard and mouse. One of the key advantages of this type of VR is that the bar-
rier to entry is low, as desktop computers are widely accessible. Virtual reality learning activities 
developed for a desktop computer can be easily distributed and used by many students, including 
remotely in their own homes. The cost of development is also often less expensive than for CAVE 
and HMD because there is no need for additional specialized hardware. Testing the VR environment 
is also easier as it can be conducted using any standard desktop computer. Therefore, we suggest 
that desktop-based VR environments may be a suitable entry point for educators looking to use VR 
learning activities in their courses because they are easier to design, develop, distribute, and use in 
classes of any size.

3.7  Reasons Engineering Educators Use Virtual Reality in Engineering 
Education

While past research highlights a diversity of reasons for engineering educators to use virtual reality, 
teaching course content knowledge was most common (Huang & Roscoe, 2021). More specifi-
cally, in their review of virtual reality systems in engineering education, Huang and Roscoe (2021) 
concluded that the primary reasons engineering educators use virtual reality were instruction and 
training of course content knowledge, cognitive training, skill training, and motivating students to 
explore STEM careers, while di Lanzo et al. (2020) concluded that engineering educators may use 
virtual reality because of expected educational benefits, application to distance or remote learning, 
the immersive nature of the simulation learning environment, and recent advances in virtual reality 
technology, and Radianti et al. (2020) found that virtual reality was used in engineering for teaching 
analytical and problem-solving skills and soft skills, including communication and collaboration, as 
well as practical and declarative knowledge.

One of the predominant reasons for the adoption and evaluation of virtual reality in education is 
experiential and situational learning (Di Natale et al., 2020). Virtual reality facilitates students being 
able to practice procedures and learn new skills, providing a means for experiential learning in situ-
ations where it may otherwise be unfeasible or too dangerous for in-person training (Freina & Ott, 
2015; Kaplan et al., 2021; Slater & Sanchez-Vives, 2016). Similarly, virtual reality also provides an 
opportunity in engineering for training users to both experience and practice managing unexpected 
and hazardous scenarios (Kumar et  al., 2021). One example in mechanical engineering involves 
students taking on the role of a vehicle-loading crane operator in the context of learning about 
safety in design. In this case, the learning activity highlighted the problematic design of the loading 
crane controls, resulting in a dangerous situation for the operator (Valentine et al., 2021). In addi-
tion, chemical engineering widely makes use of virtual laboratories to train new staff and students 
in a consistent and safe manner (Domingues et al., 2010). One of the benefits of using virtual means 
for this purpose is the ability to train a large number of users fairly easily (Potkonjak et al., 2016).

Virtual reality can also provide a cost-effective way for educators to provide students with access 
to situations that would otherwise be impractical due to cost constraints (Kaplan et al., 2021; Slater & 
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Sanchez-Vives, 2016), such as actual work sites or locations; for example, Ijaz et al.’s (2017) engi-
neering students at an Australian university experienced village settings in rural Niger in west Africa 
as they made observations with a specific engineering focus (water, energy, transport, or building 
construction).

However, the use of virtual reality is not limited to teaching technical skills. For example, stu-
dents can also use simulations to improve communication skills (McGovern et  al., 2020; Shorey 
et al., 2020), learn about building empathy, often through experiencing another person’s viewpoint 
(Barbot & Kaufman, 2020; Bujic et al., 2020), and build intercultural understanding (Hickman & 
Akdere, 2018). As these example show, virtual reality can be very useful in building the important 
non-technical skills critical to the work of a professional engineer but often given limited attention 
in the engineering curricula (Trevelyan, 2019).

3.8  Challenges With Using Virtual Reality Technology

Although virtual reality can have many benefits for education, it also involves important logistical 
and practical challenges that must be considered. One of the primary issues which users encounter is 
cybersickness (McGill et al., 2017; Munafo et al., 2017), caused by the brain becoming confused by 
the disconnect between what is seen in the simulation and the sensory experience in the real world. 
Another pressing issue is the notable increase in class sizes throughout many parts of the world, chal-
lenging because of the logistical issues involved in ensuring all students are able to experience the 
simulation. There are issues with procuring and setting up enough sets of equipment for all students 
and training teaching staff how to teach these classes and troubleshoot potential issues. Educators 
have highlighted concerns about the level of support they receive, challenges with administering the 
equipment, and a lack of time (Bower et al., 2020) as reasons they may be averse to using virtual 
reality.

Typically, such activities also require a dedicated area to house the virtual reality equipment, and 
many institutions may not have the space as the equipment is cumbersome and expensive (Taxen & 
Naeve, 2002). Ijaz et  al. (2017) describe a dedicated learning space with 26 sets of Oculus Rift 
equipment in one classroom, an environment which can serve an entire class of students, each with 
their own computer, using a simulation at the same time. These researchers used this environment 
in several courses over a year to engage students in a range of activities, including 360-degree videos, 
3D models, VR applications, and AR applications. While this works, the range of simulations is 
typically limited to those which can be completed by sitting. Other simulations, those designed for 
the HTC VIVE, for example, require a space of about four meters square set of equipment. A pos-
sible solution to the issue of large classes may be to have one student complete the simulation while 
others watch the interaction on a nearby screen. Valentine et al. (2021) investigated this possibility, 
finding that students’ learning performance was similar whether they used the equipment themselves 
or watched another student.

4  Augmented Reality

4.1 What Is Augmented Reality, and How Does It Work?

Augmented reality (AR) is a technology that adds additional 3D computer-generated objects to 
the real world seen by a user. In general, the user observes the real world through a device such as 
specially made glasses or a tablet computer or mobile phone with a camera. Each AR device has a 
screen or something similar, fitted so that it covers part or all of the user’s view of the real world. The 
AR device then adds computer-generated 3D objects (e.g., door, pencil, car, dog) onto a specific 
part of the screen. When the user looks through the screen of the AR device, they see a view of the 
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real world, including the new computer-generated 3D objects placed at specified locations within it. 
These computer-generated objects can be designed so that the user can interact with them, mean-
ing, that although the users remain in the physical world, the AR provides computer-generated 
objects they interact with perceptually. Compared to a VR, the AR environment offers a more 
realistic feeling for the users because it includes aspects of the real world rather than just computer 
graphics, providing a safer and more comfortable environment that can be beneficial in learning.

Although AR technology is newer than VR, it has already played a role in industry across several 
fields, specifically the automotive industry, interior design, architecture, engineering, and construc-
tion (Ghannam et al., 2020; Palmarini et al., 2018; Siltanen, 2017). Because the interfaces using AR 
are still new to supporting creation and modification, there is a gap in understanding how AR can 
be used to bridge theory to practice in engineering. The interactions among workers and between 
them and their environments can be mapped into these AR systems to provide a more intuitive and 
spatial feel regarding an assembly’s design.

4.2  Uses of Augmented Reality in Engineering Education

In construction, civil, and mechanical engineering, students have several key challenges with abstract 
engineering concepts. First, students have difficulty forming a mental image of engineering tasks 
and operations, and the interaction between resources, the prerequisite knowledge for identify-
ing project performance, such as cost, quality, schedule, and safety risks (Bairaktarova, 2018). This 
challenge results because classroom illustrations of engineering operations and associated risks are 
often fragmented, and the subsequent exercises tend to be ill-structured. Even when supplemented 
with videos, it is not feasible for students to isolate each of the engineering tasks to perform critical 
analyses or simulations of the influence of the on-site risks. Secondly, students have limited access 
to engineering sites to collaboratively try or examine the role of sensing systems for addressing the 
project risks. Such experiences are usually difficult to provide because of the hazardous nature of, for 
example, construction sites and constraints, such as limited access, scheduling, and weather.

However, extant studies have shown the need for supporting and enhancing engineering edu-
cation with field experiences (Mihelcic et  al., 2006) that provide students with opportunities to 
develop increased understanding of how engineering principles and theories are put into practice. 
This is particularly important in construction and civil engineering management education, where 
students learn how labor, materials, and equipment interact to facilitate the assembly of building 
and civil infrastructure systems. More importantly, field experiences are also necessitated by the 
increasing need to improve the productivity and safety of construction projects using data sensing 
technologies (Tang et al., 2012). These and similar challenges have prompted increasing interest in 
the exploration of augmented environments for classroom instruction (Dib & Adamo-Villani, 2014) 
and interactive simulations (Alexander et al., 2005; Goulding et al., 2012; Li et al., 2012).

One such example of augmented reality (AR), holographic scenes, hs been found to enhance 
cognitive learning in engineering education (Balamuralithara & Woods, 2009; Ieronutti & Chittaro, 
2007; Nikolic et al., 2011; Sampaio et al., 2010). Using augmented three-dimensional (3D) objects 
in the form of holograms, students can visualize and interact with digital representations of construc-
tion sites and sensing technologies in the physical classroom environment. Thus, students can feel 
present on construction site environments as they can move naturally and explore in three dimen-
sions the spatial distribution, boundaries, dependencies, and interaction between tasks. In addition, 
students can perform selective analysis of construction tasks, operations, and resources. Using the 
HoloLens, a head-mounted display designed by Microsoft, the AR-produced holograms appear as 
3D objects existing in the physical space and respond to gaze, gestures, and voice commands. With 
the HoloLens, construction sites can be projected in front of a student or group of students, who 
can then touch and tag resources (e.g., equipment), position sensors (e.g., laser scanners, drones, and 
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real-time location sensors), and observe ergonomic exposures of construction workers. Further-
more, students can collaboratively navigate a construction site and buildings, observing both indoor 
and outdoor activities, with each student having different points of view (Ogunseiju et al., 2020b).

Ogunseiju and colleagues (2020b, 2022) designed and evaluated a learning environment with 
holographic scenes utilizing the theory of cognitive apprenticeship, which explains learning as a situ-
ative cognitive process. This study exemplifies the application of the situative cognition framework 
by explaining that learning can be enhanced through modeling, scaffolding, and reflection on the 
learner’s problem-solving skills (Ogunseiju et al., 2020b; Ogunseiju et al., 2022).

A recent systematic literature review of augmented reality in engineering education (Vasquez-
Carbonell, 2022) focuses on the advantages of AR as well as some of its disadvantages, primarily (1) 
the high-cost devices used in AR, (2) the high cost and difficulty in developing AR apps, (3) the 
limited information about actual student learning achievement using AR, and (4) the difficulties in 
using AR. Based on the literature review, the author provides answers to some of the basic questions 
revolving around AR technology, the most relevant information being that Unity 3D and Blender 
are among the most frequently used software for AR app development, while smartphones, tablets, 
and Microsoft HoloLens are the most frequently used hardware to run AR. However, AR-specific 
devices like the MS HoloLens are still quite expensive, and because of their shortcomings, mobile 
devices are the best options for using AR.

More specifically focusing on the pedagogical use of AR, researchers at Sohar University and 
Memorial University propose it for delivering instruction on the maintenance and repair of mechan-
ical and computer systems (Yousif, 2022). In addition to pointing to several critical research gaps 
regarding AR in education, they also compare the advantages and disadvantages of using VR tech-
nology, noting that this technology is not yet fully integrated into student learning approaches. 
They conclude by discussing their development of a virtual student training environment that is 
comparatively inexpensive and received positive feedback from students who used it (Yousif, 2022).

In an earlier study, scholars at Asian Technological University created 3D AR images of PC 
motherboard components through a system development method by capturing the actual hardware 
components using their 3D conversion in the open-source Selva3D app to create the Assembly 
app along with markers for AR activation through smartphone cameras (Enzai et al., 2021). Their 
development process exemplifies a simple, systematic way to build an AR environment that can visu-
alize parts such as hard drives, computer chips, and graphics card in 3D. A survey investigating the 
effectiveness of this method of instruction found positive feedback from students as well as increased 
student interest in learning; as a result, they plan to include the AR learning environment in all 
microprocessor courses in electrical engineering at their institution. Their resources are available to 
engineering educators for in-class demonstrations.

By providing a learning environment that allows students to apply theoretical knowledge to real-
world problems, educators can cultivate communication problem-solving, creativity, and collabora-
tive skills in their students (Elliott & Bruckman, 2002). Although VR and AR technologies have 
been used in education only recently, some of the literature suggests that immersion environments 
create a more stimulating learning environment as students become active participants in this process 
(Behzadan & Kamat, 2012). However, other studies reveal that many people are still uncomfortable 
navigating and interacting with a fully virtual world (H.-K. Wu et al., 2013). One of the advantages 
of AR is that it does not eliminate the real world from a user’s experience, and hence, users have a 
more realistic sense of presence in the visualization experience as AR incorporates several impor-
tant aspects of visualization, including an effective alignment of real and virtual worlds and real-
time interaction and feedback. In addition, AR provides a convenient interface for constructivism 
and discovery-based learning, spatial understanding, and social interaction, while at the same time 
allowing users to learn through mistakes without having to worry about real-world consequences 
(Dunleavy et al., 2009).
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As a result, several studies have validated the technological effectiveness of AR in the learning 
process (Kaur et al., 2020; Nesterov et al., 2017), a significant and important finding, as past research 
has also found that the implementation of AR technology in engineering education is imperative, 
given the transition of the current industrial model to the “Industry 4.0” (Nesterov et al., 2017). 
Acknowledging the widespread use of smartphones among students and workers, researchers antici-
pate a future where it will be possible to interact with machines through AR and mixed reality 
(MR), a blend of physical and digital worlds, interventions. In addition, students will be able to 
get industry specialized training through updated product models, although this will require col-
laboration between academia and industry. According to these researchers, there is no need for 
radical changes in teaching methods; rather, they propose developing AR laboratory complexes as 
an additional academic resource to effectively harness the AR/MR technologies by utilizing their 
space for AR markers and QR codes. The AR technology also has potential to promote students’ 
self-learning primarily due to the readily available updated 3D resources from the industry.

Finally, it comes as no surprise that recent research on AR technology has focused on its use dur-
ing COVID. For example, a study completed at the Universidad de Las Americas and Universidad 
de´ Alicante investigated the design and use of a NetAR app for engineering students to use to study 
remotely (Kaur et al., 2020). They captured a set of images to form a scene, then converted it to 
a 3D AR environment using Unity3D, and finally loaded the models into the NetAR app using a 
menu. This app focused on teaching the complex concepts of networking using both a basic and 
an advanced level, depending on the priority of the student using it. Feedback from the students 
indicated that they found the study of networking systems, particularly the routing and the flow of 
information through gateways, more effective in 3D using AR techniques (Kaur et al., 2020).

5  Wearable and Haptic

5.1 Wearable Technologies for Learning

Advances in photonics, microtechnology, and machine learning have led to the development of 
wearable devices that enable users to participate in various tasks by seamlessly interfacing with desk-
top computers, smartphones, a touch- or gesture-based system, or more advanced types of technolo-
gies, such as virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) (Kaminska et al., 2019). Moreover, 
these technologies can be worn on a range of body locations, as shown in Figure 23.1, and can play 
a significant role in learning and education (Khosravi et al., 2021).

In fact, the literature suggests that student learning improves as a result of using wearable devices 
in the classroom, with benefits being demonstrated for a wide variety of subjects and age limits, 
from K–12 to tertiary-level higher education. Moreover, Usha Goswami suggested that it may be 
possible to detect certain neurological biomarkers in the brain, which can help consolidate cognitive 
methods used to “measure” learning (Goswami, 2009).

In this chapter, we discuss and present the range of wearable and sensor technologies that have 
been used to enhance the teaching and learning of various engineering disciplines. Based on their 
location, we have divided these wearable technologies into three broad categories, head-worn, 
wrist-worn, and chest-worn, discussing the building blocks and architectures of these technologies 
as well as their impact on teaching and learning.

5.1.1  Building Blocks of Wearable Technologies

Before discussing how wearable devices have been used and their benefits to student learning, it is 
important to define and identify the main components or building blocks of a wearable computing 
device. Figure 23.2 is a concept diagram showing that wearable devices are being used to capture 
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information from the brain as well as from the human senses for various tasks. These building blocks 
have remained basically the same since the early HMDs from the 1990s (Martin et al., 2021). Most 
recently, wearable devices have been used to detect hand and eye gestures using low-power proces-
sors and high–energy density lithium-ion batteries (Liang et al., 2018; Tanwear et al., 2020).

The building blocks of a wearable computing device consist of seven main modules, the interfac-
ing, sensing, communications, energy harvesting, power management, battery storage, and signal 
processing modules (Ghannam et al., 2020; Khosravi & Ghannam, 2021b). The interfacing module 
is responsible for collecting information via sensors or other input devices as well as providing output 
information to the wearer. Similarly, the communications module is responsible for transferring this 
information between the wearable and its wearer, while the signal processing module is responsible 
for processing and managing the data collected from the interfacing and sensing modules, and the 
energy-harvesting and battery storage modules are responsible for harvesting and storing the wear-
able’s energy supply. Finally, the power management module efficiently connects and manages these 
modules.

Due to advancements in packaging and nanofabrication, it is now possible to embed these mod-
ules into a small area and at a relatively low cost (Heidari et al., 2021). Moreover, the emergence 
of the fifth-generation (5G) wireless network will enable these wearable computing systems to be 
efficiently connected to us and perhaps to experienced educators. Furthermore, as sensors and 

Figure 23.1  Range of wearable devices and their location on the human body.

Source: Image adopted from Ghannam et al. (2020).
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processing power have improved in computers, so has the development of wearable computing 
devices that allow humans to interact with the environment.

Based on these building blocks, Ghannam et  al. (2020) and Ghannam et  al. (2020) surveyed 
a range of undergraduate and postgraduate engineering programs to determine if students were 
acquiring the essential technical skills for designing and developing wearable technologies that could 
address neuroengineering problems. According to their review, European institutions such as the 
Technical University of Munich (TUM), Ecole Polytechnique Federale de Lausanne (EPFL), and 
Politecnico di Milanoengineering offered comprehensive training programs focused on teaching the 
skills needed for developing wearable devices for neurological diseases, such as Parkinson’s, demen-
tia, and Alzheimer.

5.1.2  Wearables in Engineering Education

All three categories of wearable devices, head-, chest-, and wrist-worn, have been used for teaching 
and learning, with most research based on laboratory experiments and only a small number based 
on actual user studies, as highlighted by Billinghurst et al. in their ten-year systematic review on AR 
(Dey et al., 2018). Examples of wearable devices worn on each of these body parts during teaching 
and learning in engineering programs are provided.

• Chest-worn wearables are embedded with different sensors that can collect and store data such 
as heart and respiration rates. For example, sociometric sensors can be used to collect important 
social interaction data from users. Moreover, combining these sensors with infrared sensors as 
well as an accelerometer and microphones enables us to capture learner information, including 
speech and conversation dynamics, body movement, posture, and social proximity (Zhou et al., 
2020). This combination of sensors has been used to collect real-time social interaction data for 

Figure 23.2  Essential building blocks of a wearable computing device. Sensors are used to collect 
vital information from the human brain and senses, which is then processed and com-
municated via the signal processing and communications blocks. All the electronic 
blocks are powered via the energy-harvesting and power-conditioning blocks. Finally, 
the input/output (I/O) interface is used to communicate these findings back to the 
user.
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predicting collaboration quality and creative fluency in a graduate-level mechanical engineering 
design course at the University of California (Zhou et al., 2020).

• Wrist-worn. Wearable devices such as wristbands, which can collect physiological signals from 
the human body, have been proven beneficial for educational purposes. Due to their popularity 
and their location on the body, wristbands can be used with a large number of students for a 
group assessment. Furthermore, wristbands offer users the added flexibility of free movement 
in comparison to other wearable devices that are head-worn or chest-worn (de Arriba Perez 
et al., 2018). They can sense the user’s hand motions (Liang et al., 2018, 2019) as well as distin-
guish different types of actions and objects by their sounds (Starner, 2016; Ward et al., 2006). 
Examples in the literature include wristbands with sensors that collect bio-signals for estimating 
stress in students (de Arriba Perez et al., 2018), important because high stress levels caused by 
burnout, a common trait in students at universities, can result in a high number of dropouts 
(Maslach & Jackson, 1981) and may be a contributing factor leading to fewer students enrolling 
in engineering degree programs (Khosravi & Ghannam, 2021a).

• Head-worn. In addition to the previously mentioned HMDs, wearables devices worn on the 
head include electroencephalogram (EEG) sensors, which are small sensors attached to a per-
son’s scalp that measure electrical signals in the brain. In terms of their use in higher education, 
the University of South Australia found evidence to support the impact of real-time informa-
tion overlay on learning using HMDs (Marner et al., 2013). EEG sensors have been used in 
educational design programs to assess brain activity through a wearable plug-and-play headset, 
combined with Oculus Rifts VR to conduct spatial assessments (Van Goethem et al., 2019), 
while Emotiv EPOC® EEG head-mounted gaming systems have been used in cognitive and 
brain science to measure brain activity in a study conducted at Macquire University (Alvarez 
et al., 2016), and Akbulut et al. (2018) investigated the use of VR on the performance of com-
puter engineering bachelor of science students.

While all three types of wearable devices have been the subject of past research, most studies on 
learning applications have perhaps involved HMDs due to the nature of the human visual system 
and its importance in processing information. In addition, HMDs have several advantages over wrist-
worn or chest-worn devices since they are entirely hands-free. In comparison, a wrist-worn device 
requires at least one arm to check the display and often another to manipulate the user interface (UI). 
Moreover, HMDs are mounted closer to the wearer’s primary senses of sight and hearing, providing 
a unique first-person view of the world, matching the user’s perspective (Starner, 2016), as will be 
discussed in the next section.

5.1.3  Human Visual System and Current State-of-the-Art

Humans are visual in their nature (Aparicio & Costa, 2015), and our eyes recognize visuals first, 
followed by printed text (Dyrud & Worley, 2006). In fact, people perceive 80% of their information 
visually (Sokolov et al., 2020), and more than half of the human brain is involved in processing visual 
information (Diamant, 2008). Furthermore, in the brain itself, hundreds of millions of neurons are 
devoted to visual processing, comprising approximately 30% of the cortex compared to 8% for touch 
and just 3% for hearing (Pillars, 2015; Sherwood et al., 2012). It comes, therefore, as no surprise 
that the majority of wearable technologies which have been used for enhanced learning are head-
mounted, in particular, head-mounted displays for VR and AR applications.

Moreover, to create effective technology that provides a strong sense of reality in VR and AR 
requires an understanding of how the brain processes information from its senses. Table 23.1 lists the 
current technology capabilities and what we need to achieve a truly immersive experience (Cuervo 
et al., 2018). According to the literature, we are likely to achieve these technical specifications by 2030.
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5.2  Haptic Devices in Engineering Education

Multimodal learning is a constructivist perspective that considers learners as sensemakers who work 
to select, organize, and assimilate new information with existing knowledge by interacting with 
learning environments that integrate verbal with non-verbal information (Moreno & Mayer, 2007). 
Based on this premise, Moreno and Mayer (2007) developed a cognitive-affective theory of learning 
with media (CATLM) that considers learners’ interaction and learning with multimodal environ-
ments through four tenets: (a) learners process different external modes through separate processing 
modalities; (b) each modality has a limited processing capacity within the working memory; (c) 
meaningful learning occurs when newly processed information is appropriately selected, organized, 
and integrated with already-existing knowledge; and (d) learners’ cognitive engagement with the 
multimodal environment is mediated by motivational factors. Haptic technologies are emerging 
technologies that can enhance students’ educational experiences by supporting these four tenets.

Haptic refers to the sense of touch, which enables us to perform a wide variety of tasks in the real 
world:

In virtual worlds, the sense of touch must be artificially recreated by stimulating the human 
body (typically the hands) in a manner that produces the salient features of touch needed to 
enhance realism and human performance.

(Culbertson et al., 2018, p. 385)

There are three categories of haptic systems: graspable (kinesthetic: force-feedback), wearable (tac-
tile: cutaneous), and touchable (encountered displays). These three categories describe the interac-
tion modalities for kinesthetic and cutaneous stimulation in interactive haptic devices. Figure 23.3 
presents the three types of haptic systems.

Haptic technologies play an important role in enabling humans to touch and interact with the 
contents of virtual and augmented environments. In engineering practice, engineers perform a 
variety of manual tasks in physical environments through the coordination of touch sensation, per-
ception, and movement. In VR and AR environments, the performance of these skilled tasks is 
possible only if they together comprise a haptic modality. An emerging body of research investigates 
the efficacy of haptic technologies for VR and AR in education settings and looks at how to create 
haptic interfaces that allow learners to touch and feel realistic virtual objects.

In engineering education, haptic technology has been used in teaching concepts related to “invis-
ible forces,” such as magnetism and buoyancy (Park et al., 2012; Sanchez et al., 2013; Young et al., 
2011), and mechanical properties such as resonance in a dynamic system (Okamura et al., 2002). For 
example, simulations of van der Waals forces at the nanoscale have been developed to give learners 
a hands-on experience of phenomena such as “snap to contact,” thereby providing a more visceral 
understanding of the forces at play during scanning (Park et al., 2012). Although students are more 
engaged in learning activities with haptic feedback and report that the haptic information helps them 

Table 23.1 Comparison between Typical HMD Specifications and Our Eye Capabilities

Property Our Eyes HMD Specs

Field of view 210º × 135º 110º × 110º
Angular pixel density >600 pixels per degree 10–13 pixels per degree
Frame rate 1,800 Hz 90 Hz
Dynamic range 96 bits 24 bits
Stereo overlap 120º 110º
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visualize abstract concepts better, results on the efficacy of haptic information is somewhat mixed in 
the sense that not all pre- and post-tests show a significant difference (Jones et al., 2016). This calls 
for additional studies on what types of haptic information brings additional learning benefits and a 
more nuanced understanding of when to engage haptic feedback in education.

The synergy between situated and distributed cognition in the application of haptic technology 
can be helpful to arrive at a blended framework characterized by the following description: cognition 
is embodied, embedded, and extended within a sociotechnical system, and it is distributed among its 
cognitive agents, cognitive artifacts, and through time. Advances in cognitive science posit that incor-
porating body activity during the learning process may foster deeper learning (Lindgren & Johnson-
Glenberg, 2013). As Wilson (2002) suggests, “embodied cognition holds that cognitive processes are 
deeply rooted in the body’s interactions with the world” (Wilson, 2002, p. 626). This theory empha-
sizes that sensory and motor functions are relevant for successful interaction with an environment.

Embodied cognition describes learning as occurring through bodily experiences as sensorimotor 
systems interact with the environment (Barsalou, 2003; Fischer & Zwaan, 2008; Lakoff & Johnson, 
1999; Wilson, 2002), with touch being seen as an active discovery sense and more meaningful than 
passively seeing and hearing (Taylor et al., 1973). Further, research has shown that coordination and 
transformation across multiple modes, such as visual, linguistic, and hands-on or sensorimotor expe-
riences, can play an important role in developing understanding (Jewitt et al., 2001), with sensory 
experiences increasing active engagement, motivation (Bergin et al., 1996), and attention to learning.

Haptic technology makes it possible to extend students’ interactions with digital visualizations in 
a more immersive environment than conventional learning contexts (Brooks Jr et al., 1990; Jones 
et al., 2003). This evidence, along with assumptions of embodied cognition, such as (a) cognition is 
situated, (b) cognition is off-loaded onto the environment, and (c) cognition is for action, supports 
the use of haptic-based interaction to foster design and spatial thinking.

6  Concluding Thoughts

In this chapter, we have reviewed a number of VR, AR, and multimodal applications using wearable 
and haptic devices, which have been found to have great potential in engineering education. Empir-
ical research supports that higher degree of modalities provided additional channels for information 
presentation and delivery, facilitating the sensemaking process in learning and teaching. The integra-
tion of VR, AR, and wearable and haptic devices into learning environments creates immersive user 
experiences, thus enhancing user engagement. We envision they have great potential in increasing 
learning-based applicability and in teaching and learning engineering.

Figure 23.3  Examples of (a) graspable, (b) wearable, and (c) touchable haptic systems.

Source: Image adapted from Culbertson et al. (2018).
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As emerging technologies become more prevalent, instructional designers and educators will con-
tinue to leverage devices to deliver instruction. Dede and colleagues have outlined several emerg-
ing practices, documenting the idiosyncratic set of definitions, conceptual frameworks, and methods 
(Dede, 2011). In the case of AR technology, for example, they claim, “AR is an instructional approach 
looking for contexts where it will be the most effective tool.” While the challenge of facilitating col-
laborative and experiential learning may be the instructional problem addressed by AR, Dede and col-
leagues challenge researchers to continue exploring how this approach might impact other persistent 
educational problems, such as the limitations within the expanding ecology of pedagogies.

There are several areas which we did not discuss due to space limitations, but these areas also 
call for future research. These include, for example, the advantages and disadvantages of each of 
the engines used for creating virtual environments (e.g., unity, usability, etc.) and the process of 
technology-enhanced learning environments, that is, design, implementation, and evaluation. Con-
sidering that eye tracking and haptic feedback both impact on user’s learning efficiency and cognitive 
process, there are several issues that need to be noted, especially in their design and implementation, 
and even though studies describing how to set up the learning environments exist, more research is 
needed. More studies investigating factors that have it challenging to engineer haptic technologies 
for augmented and virtual realities considering the extraordinary spatial and temporal tactile acuity 
and the complex interplay between continuum mechanics, haptic perception, and interaction should 
be made.

It should be noted that discussing these technologies as learning environments is challenging as 
they are not always explicit categories and there are areas where they can interact and overlap. For 
example, AR can include haptic technologies, and wearables can be part of a VR experience. We 
have briefly noted that there are hybrid systems; however, it was something we did not address in 
much detail in this chapter.

This chapter suggests several directions for research-based instructional practices and adds to the 
situated perspective on engineering learning as well as provides a basis for future studies of engi-
neering teaching and learning in immersive environments and haptic and wearable technologies 
across the engineering curriculum and disciplines. The applications of technology in education are 
constantly increasing to support and impact engineering processes across a range of industries. How-
ever, state-of-the-art research on immersive environments and haptic and wearable technologies 
applied to engineering learning focuses on the technology from the point of view of its functionality, 
usability, and aesthetic factors. Another direction for research could be to consider the perspective 
on how the challenges mentioned earlier could be addressed through convergent research on AR, 
VR, wearables, and haptic perception, mechanics, electronics, and material technologies for ultimate 
benefits in teaching and learning engineering.

Furthermore, one of the recurring issues in research on learning supported by VR and AR is the 
way in which these technologies improve learners’ abilities. Therefore, research on how technology-
supported pedagogies can support engineering ability, including spatial and creative abilities, must 
be a priority for contemporary engineering programs. Methodically studying the ways technology 
can be used to support learning will enable educators to prepare engineering graduates for the future 
by improving the connection between engineering education and real-world engineering practice.
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1  Introduction

Over the last decades, technology development and the Internet have shaped how we play and 
work. Among other innovations, these advances have made their way into education and have led 
to the development of online laboratories. The advent of those new forms of technology-enhanced 
instruction in the area of laboratory-based teaching and learning was briefly discussed in the first 
edition of this very handbook. Johri and Olds’s (2014) one chapter discussed recent developments 
on the use of information technology in engineering education at that time (Madhavan & Lindsay, 
2014). However, only one part of that chapter formed the discussion of remotely accessible experi-
mentation technology, which was seen primarily to overcome the barrier of co-location during the 
learning process (Madhavan & Lindsay, 2014, p. 643).

The chapter in this new volume specifically builds on this prior discussion and examines online 
laboratories in more detail, considering broader educational research. On the one hand, online 
laboratories can be seen as just one other instructional tool out of the many options information 
technology offers for educational settings. In this chapter, on the other hand, we want to display 
and discuss the affordances and challenges online laboratories bring to the table for modern, innova-
tive engineering education (Shor et al., 2011). We, therefore, dedicate this chapter to an in-depth 
reflection on the increased relevance of online laboratories for the engineering education landscape. 
This reflection also includes a discussion of the historical context of online laboratories, a reflection 
of the wider pedagogical considerations, and thoughts concerning the future trajectory of the field.

Writing this chapter following the COVID-19 disruption clearly offers the opportunity to go 
about online laboratories in instructional settings in two ways. Firstly, one could describe the specific 
impact COVID-19 had on the online learning community and, with that, on the perceived impor-
tance of instructional online laboratory solutions. Secondly, one could take a broader perspective 
and discuss online laboratories from a more holistic standpoint. We decided to mostly follow the 
second approach and add considerations in context with the pandemic disruption where applicable. 
By doing so, we hope to make this chapter helpful and interesting for a more diverse audience, 
including online laboratory experts and complete newcomers to this field. We also believe that many 
of the innovations and developments around online laboratories in the context of COVID-19 have 
not yet been sufficiently assessed outside of that unique situation due to the lack of time. Hence, 
the insights might not yet be of great value for the times after the pandemic. Nevertheless, we do 
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foresee further research results coming out soon that show very practical and also more theoreti-
cal research outcomes based on scholarly activities during the last two years. Finally, we also refrain 
from going too much into detail in terms of the technical development of online laboratories. This 
would require a completely different approach and mostly address laboratory developers instead of 
the general engineering education community.

So far, we have used the term online laboratories very naturally and without going into greater 
detail. However, as is true for many other terminologies, it is essential to define what the authors 
intend when using specific terms. Hence, we want to provide a working definition of that very term 
before we move on with more detailed considerations.

1.1  Online Laboratories Defined

[Instructional] Laboratories allow the application and testing of theoretical knowledge in 
practical learning situations. Active working with experiments and problem solving does 
help learners to acquire applicable knowledge that can be used in practical situations. 
That is why courses in the sciences and engineering incorporate laboratory experimenta-
tion as an essential part of educating students.

(Auer & Pester, 2007, p. 285)

Building on this broad understanding of the instructional laboratory itself, online laboratories are 
instructional laboratories in which students and equipment are not co-located in the same physical 
location or space. The opposite to that are traditional, hands-on laboratories, in which students use 
the equipment by manually operating it while being physically situated in front of or in close prox-
imity to it. This broad understanding of online laboratories includes remote, virtually represented, 
fully simulated, and otherwise-emulated laboratories (Nickerson et al., 2007; Kennepohl & Moore, 
2016; Auer et  al., 2018; May, 2020). As for the instructional laboratory itself, the terminologies 
online, virtual, or remote laboratory can take on different meanings. These differences can be seen even 
when comparing international research communities or groups. In that context, several terms and 
expressions appeared over time, such as cyberlab, web-based lab, weblab, web-accessible lab, online lab, 
virtual lab, iLab, remote-controlled laboratory (RCL), and remote access laboratory (RAL), among others 
(Alves et al., 2007). Typically, differences in the use of the term online laboratories can be attributed to 
the specific technical setup in use, including gear and control interface.

The possibility to perform experiments remotely, in laboratories shared by different higher edu-
cation institutions, was first proposed by Aburdene et al. (1991), the same year the first-ever web 
server was installed. Quoting Aburdene et al. (1991, p. 589), “sharing laboratories among universi-
ties is one possible solution . . . laboratory experiments can be operated remotely.” The expression 
“remote laboratory” as an important subcategory of online laboratories was, however, later coined 
by Aktan et al. (1996) in an IEEE Transactions on Education article. On the same note, Froyd et al. 
(2012) wrote later:

Remote laboratories, a method that can at least partially replace live experimentation, was first 
developed by Aktan et al. In a remote laboratory, students use a computer to control an actual 
experiment that is in a different physical space. . . . Remote laboratories allow institutions to 
share expensive equipment, and equipment downtime is reduced.

(Froyd et al., 2012, p. 1354)

Research and development efforts for remote laboratories specifically have been the main driver for 
the international online laboratory community for a long time. However, the use of fully virtual 
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laboratories and simulations also gained attention and led to a diversification of the field (Balamura-
lithara & Woods, 2009; de Jong et al., 2013; Potkonjak et al., 2016; Auer et al., 2018). Nowadays, 
there are many different types and subtypes of online laboratories: remote laboratories with live 
usage of real equipment (Reid et  al., 2022), remote laboratories using pre-recorded experiment 
videos (KC et  al., 2021), virtual desktop-based laboratories using simulated data (Makransky  & 
Petersen, 2019), and even fully immersive virtual laboratories based on virtual reality technology 
(Franzluebbers et al., 2020; Kumar et al., 2021), to name just a few.

However, in many publications, the term “online laboratories” still refers to setups where physi-
cally existing equipment is controlled remotely via a web interface. Sometimes, such remote labo-
ratories are even administered live and like traditional, hands-on laboratories with an instructor or 
laboratory assistant in the lab, students located off campus, and the equipment controlled remotely by 
students. This has been the case especially when remote access to laboratory equipment for students 
needed to be set up quickly without the necessary time to develop a fully functional remote labora-
tory (e.g., during the COVID-19 pandemic and its imposed social contact restrictions). Another 
permutation of this setup is the hybrid laboratory, where some students are in the laboratory and 
others are joining in via the Internet. However, HyFlex learning environments (Beatty, 2014) and 
pedagogical approaches mixing face-to-face experiences and online experimentation lie outside the 
scope of this chapter.

Nevertheless, discussing only remotely controlled laboratories in this chapter would not be suf-
ficient to cover the current landscape of online laboratory technology and educational research. 
Fully virtual or partially simulated laboratories have gained attention as well. Even though these 
laboratories are technically very different from “classical” remote laboratories, we consider them 
conceptually close enough to be included without losing focus. Thus, for the sake of this chapter, 
online laboratories refer to both fully virtual or simulated laboratory equipment or experiences and 
to remotely accessible experimentation equipment for the purpose of laboratory-based instruction. 
This definition excludes technical solutions, like take-home lab kits that can be connected to a web 
server and augmented reality laboratory solutions. This exclusion is not intended to devalue those 
other solutions by any means. However, lab kits and augmented reality solutions typically co-locate 
the experimenter and the experiment. The inclusion of those laboratories in the discussion here 
would simply blur the focus of this chapter.

Similarly, to the terminology, various definitions and classifications for online laboratories have 
been proposed over the past two decades, for example, by Dormido-Bencomo (2004), Maiti et al. 
(2017). Specifically, Dormido-Bencomo (2004) proposed a simplified classification of laboratory 
environments based on two criteria: type of access to the laboratory resource (local, remote) and 
nature of the accessed resource (real, simulated). Table 24.1 is drawn based on the combination 
of these criteria and has been adopted by many authors. Although this represents a simplified and 
widely accepted classification, there are also examples of online laboratories that lie on the border 
between two environments, for example, laboratories that combine remote access to real equipment 
with the existence of simulated parts (Bruns & Erbe, 2004) and remote laboratories that return data 
recorded from real experiments, allowing simultaneous access by multiple users (Columbia-CTL, 
2021; GOLC, 2021).

Another more recently published typology offered by May (2020) and Terkowsky et al. (2019) 
uses a framework categorizing online laboratory solutions along the three dimensions of “peda-
gogical approach,” “degree of virtualization,” and “laboratory distribution” (see Figure 24.1, based 
on Zutin et al. (2010) and Zutin (2018)). In this framework, the authors also include augmented 
reality laboratories as an intermediate stage of virtualization between real hands-on laboratories and 
fully remote laboratories, still measured along the degree of experiment virtualization. In other 
words, one can also distinguish instructional online laboratories along the continuum of physical 
reality (hands-on laboratories), augmented reality (augmented reality laboratories), mediated reality 
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Table 24.1 Typology of Different (Online) Laboratory Environments

Nature of the Resource

Real Simulated

Access Type Local Traditional hands-on laboratory Virtual laboratory with local user access
Remote laboratory Virtual laboratory with distributed user access

Source: Adapted from Dormido-Bencomo (2004).

Figure 24.1  Three-dimensional framework for online laboratories.

Source: May (2020).

(remote laboratories), and simulated reality (simulation-based laboratories). The third dimension in 
this framework stems from the specific context of the author’s work at that time, which examined 
laboratory usage distributed locally and internationally.

Most of the online laboratory classifications like the ones shown earlier include various dimen-
sions, such as the location of the experiment versus the location of the user, multi-user versus single-
user, hands-on versus mediated, face-to-face versus online, and simulated versus real, to just name a 
few. In everyday instructional practice, there are even combined forms of the aforementioned online 
laboratory types possible, which makes categorizing the different forms of online laboratories and 
their classroom application even more blurry at times. This is also the reason that we won’t use any 
of the category systems later in this chapter to systemize existing online labs. We still believe that 
the brief discussion earlier will help the reader frame a conceptual understanding of different online 
laboratory typologies.

In summary, online laboratories as a concept can be described as a conceptual, instructional space 
in which students undertake a laboratory-like learning activity without requiring direct but some-
how mediated access to real or virtual equipment (Kist et al., 2012). In the following, this chapter 
focuses on online laboratories as a general concept in the context of instructional laboratories in 
which students are either (1) not co-located with the experimental equipment during the laboratory 
experience but use online technology to control experimentation equipment remotely or (2) make 
use of fully virtual, simulated instruments for their laboratory experiences.
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1.2  Chapter Overview

As mentioned earlier, early motivations for deploying online laboratories in general and remote 
laboratories particularly included providing more frequent access to experimental equipment and 
laboratory experiences, utilizing expensive equipment more efficiently, sharing equipment among 
institutions, broadening access to equipment, and allowing students who are not on campus access 
to laboratory-based instruction (Gustavsson, 2001; Madhavan & Lindsay, 2014). While remotely 
controlled experiments have been an active field of research for well over 20 years, more recent 
events, like the restrictions in context with the COVID-19 pandemic, have brought the affordances 
of online laboratory teaching to the forefront. Lockdowns and access restrictions have clearly trig-
gered a leap in innovation and, in some cases, creative solutions.

As a starting point for our discussion, Section 2 in this chapter partly zooms out from the per-
spective on online laboratories only and unpacks why laboratories in general are used in engineering 
education and discusses the learning rationale for using such practical activities. However, offering 
learning activities in laboratory spaces is a resource-intensive endeavor for any educational institu-
tion. Naturally, laboratory spaces and specific equipment are required, and depending on student 
numbers, several copies of the same equipment are needed to offer enough seats in a laboratory 
course. Furthermore, both laboratory spaces and the equipment need to be maintained and sup-
ported by laboratory staff, faculty, supervisors, and tutors. It was no wonder that sharing labora-
tory equipment to provide affordable, flexible access was another early driver of online laboratory 
developments (Aburdene et al., 1991). Finally, it is also the goal of that section to display both the 
affordances and also the challenges for online laboratory–based instruction.

With this chapter, it is our intent to take a broader perspective on the overall online laboratory 
research landscape instead of focusing too much on very recent developments. Our main reason 
for this approach is the observation that online laboratories gained significant attention during the 
pandemic years, but much of it has been communicated as emergency remote teaching approaches 
instead of seeing the general affordances online laboratories can bring to the table (e.g., Fox et al., 
2020; Sandi-Urena, 2020; Kruger et al., 2022). However, it is our strong belief that while displaying 
online laboratories as a fallback option in cases of emergency, the community would do a disservice 
to the great potential online laboratories have for the instructional landscape. Thus, Section 3 pro-
vides a broader perspective and a summary of educational research into online laboratories in the 
context of different types of instructional online laboratories. That section explores how the research 
has evolved and summarizes open research questions in the field.

Even today, many publications around online laboratory research focus on technical development 
and implementation details instead of instructional design, successful learning, and pedagogy, for 
example, in the form of educational research studies (Lindsay, 2005; Nickerson et al., 2007; Heradio 
et al., 2016; Post et al., 2019). However, instructional design considerations are at least as crucial 
as technical considerations for the successful design and delivery of online laboratories and are, 
therefore, discussed in Section 4 more broadly for laboratory-based instruction and for the specific 
context of online laboratories.

Given the close relationship between the scientific fields and the technical challenges in deliver-
ing online experiments, it is not surprising that many of the first online laboratories were proposed 
in the field of electrical engineering, information technology, and robotics, for example (Aktan 
et al., 1996). More recently, a wider range of examples has emerged in disciplines such as chemical 
engineering and bioengineering (Hossain et al., 2015; Faulconer & Gruss, 2018; Jones et al., 2021). 
Section 5 provides a timeline of the development of online laboratories and shares international 
examples of online laboratories and their respective working groups. Not all the laboratory examples 
are still active. That fact already illustrates a major challenge for the field: keeping online laboratories 
active and running independently from funded projects or even individual persons at the institutions. 
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We will come back to that discussion later in this chapter. Nevertheless, it is worth having a look 
at those examples as they display the diversity in online laboratory solutions and broaden the per-
spective to international projects. Section 6, finally, discusses future considerations for technology 
development and educational research around online laboratories based on the previous chapters and 
draws respective conclusions.

2  Rationale Behind Online Laboratories in Engineering Education

There are, of course, many reasons to require laboratory activities in engineering degree programs. 
Laboratory work can provide the opportunity for students to demonstrate achievement of such 
learning goals as engaging in experimentation, gathering and analyzing data, solving problems, and 
identifying the relationships between theoretical and applied knowledge (Feisel & Rosa, 2005). In 
addition to discipline-specific outcomes, laboratories can facilitate the so-called professional skills 
that transcend procedural skills and technical proficiency. These cross-disciplinary abilities, includ-
ing written and verbal communication skills, teamwork, and creativity, for example, are particularly 
critical in the work environment. Professionals with both in-depth knowledge of their field and 
relevant professional skills are often considered “T-shaped” (Guest, 1991). This metaphor proposes 
that disciplinary knowledge forms the vertical stroke of the T, while cross-disciplinary skills form the 
horizontal bar at the top. This configuration enables engineers to collaborate with non-engineers, 
explain their thinking to others, and generate creative solutions to ill-defined challenges (Tranquillo, 
2017).

The value of laboratory work can additionally be confirmed with a review of accreditation guide-
lines for engineering education. Both the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology 
(ABET) (ABET, 2020) and the European Accredited Engineer (EUR-ACE) label (ENAEE, 2021) 
criteria for engineering degree programs include outcomes that can be addressed with laboratory-
based instruction. The question is what laboratories and, specifically, online laboratories bring to 
the table to develop this broad set of skills. Feisel and Rosa (2005, p. 121) noted that “[w]hile there 
seems to be general agreement that laboratories are necessary, little has been said about what they 
are expected to accomplish.” Feisel and Rosa’s list of intended learning objectives in the laboratory 
is, hence, particularly helpful beyond the accreditation criteria to gain an understanding of both the 
relevance of the instructional setting “laboratory” for the engineering domain as a whole and the 
high diversity of learning outcomes that can ideally be achieved through laboratory-based instruc-
tion (Feisel & Rosa, 2005, p. 127)

Having a closer look at Feisel and Rosa’s list of learning objectives for the laboratory reveals that 
not all of them can be sufficiently represented in an online laboratory setting. Without discussing 
each of those outcomes in detail here, it is obvious that outcome 1, “instrumentation,” can hardly 
be addressed in an online laboratory setting as the selection of applied sensors and instruments is 
mostly predefined in online laboratories. In contrast to that, outcome 2, “models,” surely can be 
achieved in an online setting. A similar distinction can even be made in the context of only one 
learning objective. Outcome 3, “experiment,” for example, includes aspects of the design of an 
experimental procedure (specify appropriate equipment and procedures) and the analysis of gathered 
data (interpret the resulting data). Whereas the first part is difficult to implement in online laborato-
ries (only if designing the experimental setup is part of a simulation for example), data analysis and 
interpretation can be done in online laboratory settings too. Online laboratories may even be better 
suited in that sense, as they typically offer the opportunity to do more experiments and, with that, 
gather more data by mitigating practical constraints traditional, hands-on instructional laboratories 
typically entail.

At this point, it needs to be noted that back in 2005, the authors already pointed out suggestions 
for further inquiry and future research concerning online laboratories (Feisel & Rosa, 2005, p. 128). 
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They clearly stated that there is a need for assessing the effectiveness of remote laboratories, compar-
ing the effectiveness of simulations vs. remote access of real equipment, and developing of laboratory 
simulations that include “noise” in terms of non-ideal parameters and data.

So far, this section has looked at the rationale for laboratory-based learning and the importance 
of laboratories in engineering education in general. The following sections unpack drivers for offer-
ing practical laboratory-based learning activities online. Advantages can be classified as educational 
drivers relating to students and operational drivers that link to institutional requirements. Follow-
ing the discussion of advantages is a description of the challenges facing the incorporation of these 
nontraditional approaches.

2.1  Advantages of Online Laboratories for Student Learning

For student learning, online laboratories offer the potential for flexibility, more individual time on 
task, tightly coupled theoretical and practical learning activities, learning analytics, and access to 
remote resources. Online laboratories give students more flexibility to complete the exercises when 
and where they like, and in many cases, this freedom extends to allowing students to self-pace their 
learning. In an intriguing example of flexibility, Craifaleanu and Craifaleanu (2022) described their 
instructional co-creation, with students, of virtual laboratory activities, offering an innovative option 
they felt was optimal for the online environment. In-person laboratory access is often time-limited 
due to access and supervisory constraints. Online laboratory activities remove this constraint and 
allow students 24/7 access, although care must be taken to ensure that timely support is available for 
students when hitting roadblocks.

Online laboratories are generally accessible to students individually or in collaborative groups 
and are often available 24/7, whereas in-person laboratories are time-tabled and frequently must be 
completed in groups, due to resource constraints. This means that not all group members get time to 
interact with and to control the apparatuses. This limitation does not apply in the case of on-demand 
online laboratories, providing greater instructional design flexibility by enabling both individual 
and group activities. Rubim et al. (2019), in a review of 99 articles from 59 journals, summarized 
their findings by noting that “[t]he direction of research points to the use of remote laboratories as a 
means of inclusion, as an alternative for those whose access to experimentation is restricted” (p. 827), 
recognizing the value of remote or virtual experimentation beyond the traditional environment. 
Traditionally, laboratories are scheduled to loosely match the timing of the delivery of the theoreti-
cal curriculum. However, students may view theoretical background work and practical activities 
as only marginally related. Online laboratories allow embedding laboratory learning within the 
curriculum, tightly coupled with the delivery of theoretical content and practical skill acquisition. 
Achuthan et al. (2021), in their exploration of the effectiveness of a remote laboratory for mechani-
cal engineering, found that students spent significantly more time interacting with equipment and 
made more experimental attempts than in the physical laboratory. Interestingly, this occurred even 
though the average time to complete the activity was notably shorter for students using the remote 
laboratories. The researchers also recorded more frequent interactions between students and instruc-
tors on topics related to theory.

This tighter integration and the fact that access to experiments is mediated by technology allows 
detailed, individual data collection, which in turn can enable and support learning analytics. Analyt-
ics can be done at an aggregated level to analyze how well an experiment operates and how users 
interact with the experiment. This can also be implemented at an individual level to understand 
better how individuals engage with the experiments, assess their limitations, and trigger support 
if they are stuck. Raman et al. (2021) found that within the online laboratory system, pages with 
theoretical content were viewed for a longer time than other pages, on average, and corresponding 
simulation pages often were viewed during the same session. This may indicate that students were 
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familiarizing themselves with the conceptual material as a type of foundational preparation before 
attempting the activities.

Finally, some experiments are inherently risky and cannot be performed safely by students, and 
others are not possible because of where the activity is located. For example, using lasers may endan-
ger students, and live observations of the southern night sky cannot be done from the Northern 
Hemisphere. In these cases, a virtual laboratory can allow students to use resources they should not 
or could not otherwise access, which in turn also offers operational advantages.

2.2  Advantages of Online Laboratories for Operational Considerations

Operational drivers to use online laboratories include cost benefits through reduced staffing and 
space requirements, higher equipment utilizations, and safety considerations. Laboratory spaces with 
student access are typically staffed by technical and learning support staff, but this is not required 
in most remotely controlled environments. While support staff is still required to maintain the 
equipment, it is not coupled with when students use the experiments. In a discussion of factors 
influencing a move to instructional online laboratories in higher education, Radhamani et al. (2021) 
described cost-effectiveness as a situational (i.e., “mooring”) effect driving the adoption of remote 
laboratories. Although online laboratory activities might be considered more passive than in-person 
experimentation, these researchers listed the potential for increased interaction within the laboratory 
activities as one of the factors attracting programs to these online systems.

Engineering and specialized equipment can be expensive to purchase, have specific space require-
ments, and might not be readily available at all institutions. At the same time, laboratory spaces and 
equipment are often underutilized. Online laboratories provide an opportunity to decrease space 
requirements and significantly increase equipment utilization. This can lead to significant opera-
tional cost savings. In addition to that, the equipment may have specific safe operating procedures 
that do not allow students to control the experiment in person. For safety reasons or to avoid damage 
to the rig, some equipment is controlled by an instructor. Operational limits can be implemented in 
an online setting, and boundaries can be enforced. This allows the design of inherently dangerous 
experiments to be operated by students within safe limits. Equipment with online access operated 
as part of an online laboratory management system can be shared between institutions across inter-
national borders.

In the case of distance education coursework, students are not located on campus and do not 
have ready access to laboratory spaces. With the increasing availability of online degree programs, 
this will apply across a more significant proportion of the sector. While not all learning outcomes 
can be addressed through online laboratories, they certainly will reduce the time distance students 
must be on campus. In many industries, the practice has shifted toward remote control and online 
operation. Using remote laboratories offers an opportunity to upskill students and prepare them for 
their future workplace.

2.3  Challenges for Online Laboratory–Based Instruction

While online laboratories have significant benefits, they also present challenges. As discussed previ-
ously, online laboratories can address similar, but not always identical, learning outcomes to those of 
face-to-face laboratories. They require a more careful and purposeful pedagogical design than tradi-
tional laboratory activities in which a group of students completes most practical activities (Zacha-
ria & De Jong, 2018). Besides addressing the intended learning outcomes regarding collaboration 
and teamwork, this practice also has the advantage that students can support each other when com-
pleting the practice activities. This is not the case for most online laboratories. It is therefore essential 
to provide on-demand support when individual students struggle and recognize these limitations 
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when the learning activities are designed. As two example limitations, in their SWOT analysis of the 
VISIR remote lab, Alves et al. (2022) identified the need for specialized support as a weakness and 
teachers’ resistance as a threat. Likewise, professional development for staff is necessary to use the 
affordances of remote laboratories effectively. Traditional laboratory manuals may have gaps readily 
filled in by the instructor during face-to-face sessions. However, in an online environment, missing 
steps can throw students off and lead to significant frustration.

Not all skills can be embedded in an online laboratory experiment, such as hands-on tactile expe-
riences, as noted by Deniz et al. (2022), Rubim et al. (2019), and pedagogical conversations about 
why these skills are essential may offer alternative activities that students can undertake to acquire 
similar skills. There is also some expectation management required with faculty and students. Learn-
ers may perceive online laboratories as inauthentic and low stakes. If the activities are perceived as 
games, students may not apply the same effort and rigor that they typically would in a physical space 
where actual equipment is at stake and academic and peer pressure is applied.

While it’s easy to assume that online learning and other technology-facilitated options are widely 
accepted, many instructors still consider remote or simulated lab options a poor substitute (at best). 
As recently as 2021, Keller argued that “[s]cience, one of the most difficult courses to teach remotely, 
has spawned a plethora of fake labs, also known as virtual lab simulations” (Keller, 2021). His op-ed 
was, in fact, a solid argument for well-designed science simulations, whether he intended it to be or 
not. Unfortunately, not all readers will see beyond the headline claiming that “[v]irtual lab simula-
tions don’t teach science.” The challenge to adopt nontraditional labs across a department or beyond 
an occasional assignment can be exacerbated significantly as a result.

Initial capital investment in designing and building online laboratories is often significant, and 
there are also substantial costs involved in taking research projects to the operational state. In the past, 
many online laboratories evolved from personal interest and from research projects funded for a lim-
ited time (see examples later in this chapter). However, supporting laboratories in an ongoing fash-
ion cannot be done at zero cost. This can be particularly difficult when academics are not rewarded 
for continuing support and maintenance but for innovation (Alves et al., 2022). To share laboratory 
resources beyond research projects requires service agreements and payment plans between organiza-
tions. Supporting cutting-edge web technologies over the long term can be difficult when the envi-
ronment is in constant flux. Changes in technology can make existing implementations obsolete, as 
seen in the case of Adobe Flash Player–based solutions.

Another challenge can be the integration with existing university systems for authentication and 
learning management system support, for example. ICT systems and remote laboratories are inher-
ently complex. Supporting these within a corporate network with tight security and regular updates 
can be challenging when production systems have significant ongoing service and support needs.

3  Educational Research on Online Laboratories

Over the last three decades, technical research papers and pilot studies, educational case studies, and 
educational research work covering online laboratories have been published across a variety of schol-
arly outlets. The referenced publications and research in the following subsections yet give an over-
view on specific online lab developments (see, for example, Nickerson et al., 2007; Brinson, 2015; 
Heradio et al., 2016; Potkonjak et al., 2016; Nikolic et al., 2021). As discussed earlier in this chapter, 
the early years of research were much dominated by the technical perspective and the attempt to 
effectively bring instructional hands-on laboratory work online and make it accessible remotely (De 
Jong & Van Joolingen, 1998). These technical research efforts and discussions are still present in the 
worldwide online laboratory research community. However, the focus has widened significantly in 
recent years. Starting around the beginning of this century, many researchers shifted their attention 
from technical considerations of online experimentation to education and instructional design.
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In a bibliometric analysis paper, Heradio et al. (2016) examined and summarized the literature on 
virtual and remote laboratories from its beginnings to the year 2015, identifying the most influential 
publications, the most researched topics, and how the interest in those topics had evolved along the 
way. To do so, bibliographical data was gathered from ISI Web of Science, Scopus, and GRC2014 
(Zappatore et al., 2015). Based on their work, the authors identified five main areas of research into 
which the most influential work could be organized: general overview work on online laboratories 
(i.e., remote and virtual laboratories); approaches to build, manage, and share online laboratories; 
descriptions of particular online laboratories; collaborative learning with online laboratories; and 
assessing the educational effectiveness of online laboratories. The latter two categories focus on the 
educational research perspective and serve as the nexus for this section.

3.1  20 Years of Online Laboratory Research

The results from much of the research currently available serve to reinforce the long-standing 
argument, initiated by Clark (1983, 1994), that technologies do not directly influence learning 
achievement. Rather, they provide instructional designers an array of affordances that enable teach-
ing and learning strategies that do make a difference in educational outcomes. These affordances 
can be thought of as the possibilities offered by a device or application, such as the ability to use 
remote equipment for more long-term experimentation than might be possible otherwise. Decades 
of research has shown that simply substituting a technological option for a traditional approach, 
without any change in the learning strategy, produces a “no significant difference” result in learn-
ing achievement (NRCDETA, 2019). A classic example is that students using paper flashcards for 
memorization remember just as much as students using an online flash card app in the same way 
(e.g., Sage et al., 2020). In other words, it’s not the technology (online laboratories) that makes a 
difference; it’s what students are doing as learners that can and does. Nevertheless, studies compar-
ing the learning gains attributed to a technological solution versus a non-technological one are 
still being conducted and will be discussed in the following because they represent the majority of 
scholarly discussion in this field.

Ma and Nickerson (2006) compiled one of the first literature review papers in the context of 
online laboratories and discussed research on hands-on, simulated, and remote laboratories. The 
authors drew several conclusions with regard to the research state-of-the-art at that time. For exam-
ple, the authors recognized that hands-on laboratory advocates emphasized design skills, while 
remote laboratory advocates focused on conceptual thinking and understanding. Ma and Nickerson 
made clear that students learn not only from the interaction with equipment but also from interac-
tion with peers and teachers. Recognizing that technology would be implemented in laboratories 
even more in the following years, they made clear that it was of focal importance that teamwork and 
peer interaction needed to remain part of the instructional experience in online laboratory settings, 
as in hands-on laboratories. In their conclusion, the authors reflected on how students don’t need 
only conceptual understanding but also cognitive immersion to maximize the learning potential in 
the laboratory environment and that the psychology of presence during an experiment may be as 
important as the technology itself. The authors furthermore summarized that the boundaries among 
the three laboratory types (remote, virtual, and hands-on) started to blur in the sense that most labo-
ratories were already mediated by information technology and that combinations of hands-on and 
remote or virtual experiences in one and the same course setting were tested.

In a large-scale, multi-year, randomized study, Corter et al. (2011) compared learning activities 
and outcomes for hands-on, remotely operated, and simulation-based educational laboratories in an 
undergraduate engineering course in which the students typically worked in teams. Study data in 
this work showed that in the hands-on laboratory format, higher learning outcomes were achieved 
when the students collected experiment data as a group instead of individually. In contrast, remote 
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laboratories seemed to work better in terms of learning outcome achievement when the students 
worked individually (although learner collaboration is easily facilitated with online laboratory activi-
ties). The pattern of time spent with the laboratory activity also suggested that working with real 
instead of simulated data (e.g., when comparing a remote laboratory with an entirely simulated lab) 
may induce higher levels of student motivation. Subsequently, the specific way new technologies in 
lab-based education were used for instructional purposes – in terms of instructional context, course 
requirements, and student interaction levels – largely determined their effectiveness, according to 
the authors.

Two further examples of such comparison studies include Brinson (2015) and Faulconer and 
Gruss (2018). The former synthesized a large number of empirical studies that focused on directly 
comparing learning outcome achievement when using traditional (in-person, hand-on) laboratories 
and nontraditional (remote or virtual) laboratories. This review summarized post-2005 research 
results in terms of student learning outcome achievement, learning outcome assessment, and respec-
tive assessment tools to evaluate student learning outcome achievement. Overall, findings suggested 
that student learning outcome achievement was at least equal or higher in nontraditional versus tra-
ditional laboratories across all learning outcome areas. However, outcomes and assessment tools were 
not consistent across all studies, and the majority of studies focused on learning outcomes related 
to content knowledge instead of conceptual understanding by using quizzes and tests as the most 
common assessment instrument.

Faulconer and Gruss (2018) also compared the effectiveness of traditional hands-on, face-to-face 
laboratories versus nontraditional, online, remote, or distance laboratories. Their article laid out 
the existing benefits and drawbacks of the different instructional laboratory modes using existing 
literature. Their review supported Brinson’s work and found that a well-designed, nontraditional 
laboratory can be just as effective as a traditional, face-to-face laboratory experience when measur-
ing either content knowledge acquisition or student opinions as the metric for equivalence. This 
is very much in line with works discussed by authors beyond Brinson (2017). Furthermore, these 
authors noted that there is little to no evidence to suggest that traditional laboratories are better at 
developing practical skills in comparison to nontraditional laboratories. However, nontraditional 
laboratories have the advantage in cost, accessibility, and safety, but traditional laboratories have the 
advantage in future safety concerns and group work. In other words, studies indicate that nontradi-
tional laboratories can provide as many benefits as traditional laboratories.

3.2  Knowing What We Do Not Yet Know

Even though the previously discussed reviews seem to conclude very much in favor of online exper-
imentation versus traditional laboratories, there is a constant critique in the research community of a 
significant lack of empirically comparable and scalable research results. In a recently published review 
by Nikolic et  al. (2021), the authors examined assessment implementations to measure student 
achievement or learning by comparing published work on remote, simulation, and traditional teach-
ing laboratories, with a particular focus on engineering. It was observed by the authors that empirical 
evidence around online laboratories so far is built primarily around students’ subjective perceptions 
of their learning (e.g., Corter et al., 2011) or experiences collected via superficial post-intervention 
surveys, which only in some cases are complemented with more-advanced and validated quantitative 
assessment instruments. With the laboratory as a multifaceted, multi-domain learning environment 
also covering the psychomotor and affective domains, such observations suggest that the empirical 
data being collected and published so far is providing only an incomplete analysis. Based on their 
review, Nikolic et al. (2021) argued that in many studies, the research assessment was focused on 
the cognitive domain from the students’ potentially subjective perspective, underselling the learning 
actually being achieved by the learners.
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Nikolic et al. (2021), in some sense, also provided a superb example for the take-away message 
many other review papers offer in their conclusions (see also for example, Potkonjak et al., 2016; 
Post et al., 2019): the empirical bases of knowledge and in-depth educational research results are still 
somewhat weak and lacking general and replicable research results. Results are, in some cases, even 
contradictory, though the general direction of research shows that online laboratories offer great 
potential for engineering instruction. However, a general and broad assessment about online labo-
ratories simply to compare them with hands-on laboratories is not helpful in the long run because 
of the diversity of online laboratory solutions, application settings, and possible learning outcomes.

At this point, before we zoom in on certain online laboratory examples in Section 5, we first 
want to zoom out even a bit more and shed a light on instructional design considerations for tradi-
tional, hands-on, and online laboratories. This seems to be important, as the instructional design, 
following Clark (1983) again, remains to be the cornerstone for a successful design and introduction 
for online laboratories and, hence, is needed to discuss the whole picture.

4  Instructional Design of Online Laboratories

The typical scenario for engineering instructors is to complete their own academic work, possibly 
up to a terminal degree, engage in nonacademic professional activity (maybe), then enter a teach-
ing role. It is unlikely that these new faculty members have studied teaching and learning, coming 
into their new position with only their own student experiences to guide them. Therefore, it is 
unsurprising that laboratory work, online or in-person, has an inconsistent record of success when 
it comes to engaging students in higher-order thinking or linking theory and practice. Duderstadt 
(2008, p. 33) argued that highly structured laboratory courses did little to teach “the most important 
technical skills of engineering: the integration of knowledge, synthesis, design, and innovation.” An 
intriguing result was found for example by Jones (2018) and Hamadani et al. (2022), however. Stu-
dents who used Labster (a commercial provider for virtual laboratories in science education) during 
his biochemistry course scored highly on test questions that required higher-order thinking and the 
application of learned ideas but poorly on their recall of facts and definitions. Clearly, more research 
is needed to delve into this phenomenon, although it begs the question of the value of simple recall 
to begin with. While consistent use of validated instructional design models is recommended for all 
laboratory work, it is especially critical for the online environment, where students may have limited 
access to an instructor, TA, or course peers who could provide motivation, address their questions, 
or clarify instructions.

For this section, a framework based loosely on Gagne (1977) and his classic “nine events of 
instruction” model is proposed. His work expanded on instructional design models that focused on 
determining desired outcomes, planning instructional “interventions” to enable students to achieve 
the outcomes, and creating assessment instruments to measure student progress toward or mastery 
of the outcomes. The specificity of Gagne’s model has been broadened and subsumed in the four 
categories of the MOST framework: motivation, objectives, strategies, and tools and resources (Zvacek, 
2021). As noted by Clark (1983, 1994), the specific technologies used for the implementation of 
instruction are less significant than the instructional components. This model, therefore, can be 
applied to any type of laboratory-based instruction, with its relevance to remote and virtual activities 
addressed in each section.

4.1  Motivation

The constant refrain, “My students aren’t motivated,” echoes through the halls of academia the world 
over. This condition can be alleviated, however, by relying on what psychological research has to say 
about what motivation consists of and how to facilitate it. One of the key reasons humans persist in a 
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difficult activity is that they recognize its relevance to their long-term goals (e.g., “Learning how to 
calculate angle of repose will help me learn how to design bridges”) (Albrecht & Karabenick, 2018). 
Hand in hand with relevance is confidence, or self-efficacy (Keller, 2016). The student may see the 
relevance of the assignment but have little confidence they can successfully complete it. Moderately 
challenging tasks encourage confidence (“I can do this if I work hard”), but assignments that are 
too easy (“This is just busywork”) or too difficult (“I won’t get this no matter how hard I  try”) 
erode the student’s willingness to invest effort in the task (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Two additional vari-
ables, context and transfer, position motivation within a larger perspective, beyond the assignment 
(context) and beyond the course (transfer) (Blume et al., 2010). A laboratory assignment needs to 
fit into a meaningful sequence of activities that facilitates linking new learning to already-acquired 
knowledge and skills while simultaneously setting the stage for more advanced content and tasks to 
come. Laboratory work that occurs in isolation from other learning reduces motivation and inhibits 
the development of robust cognitive networks. Similarly, a critical element of motivation for labora-
tories is the expectation that one can transfer the new skills to challenges that may be encountered 
in the professional workplace, thus increasing task relevance as well. Each of these components 
(relevance, confidence, context, and transfer) contributes to motivation and can improve the moti-
vational capacity of laboratory work.

How are these variables related to remote or virtual laboratories? First, as noted by Peck et al. 
(2018), motivation remains one of the most challenging aspects of online learning for many stu-
dents. They may feel isolated from their peers, especially if laboratory work that was traditionally 
completed in groups now is done individually. Many students lack time management skills, which 
becomes obvious when online coursework requires a high degree of self-regulation, reducing their 
confidence and, consequently, their motivation. In addition, many students are surprised when they 
discover that online coursework is not easier than in-person learning. This demotivating realization 
can inhibit effort and even lead to students dropping the course. Addressing motivational variables 
up front is an essential part of designing online laboratories.

4.2  Objectives

There is little argument concerning the value of identifying desired outcomes for an instructional 
lesson or unit. Objectives help students know what is expected and help teachers keep instruction 
focused on the course’s most important concepts. Accreditation criteria or lists of intended learning 
outcomes for the laboratory (Feisel & Rosa, 2005), as noted earlier, can provide broad guidance for 
those outcomes, such as experimentation, design, and problem-solving. The difficulty comes when 
there is a mismatch between our own big-picture goals and the more specific breakdown of tasks 
that lead to that outcome. If you’re looking for higher-order thinking in your students, do your 
objectives reflect that? More importantly, do your assessment activities require students to exhibit 
those skills or simply respond to easy-to-measure basic knowledge questions? Additionally, are your 
objectives explained directly in assignments, or hidden away in the syllabus, which may or may not 
be read by students?

This is important for any type of instruction, but especially pertinent for online teaching 
(Simonson et al., 2019). Students who don’t have the luxury of catching the instructor in the 
hall or after class to get clarification on course expectations may find themselves guessing what 
constitutes a successful demonstration of knowledge and skills for a particular assignment or 
activity. Along these lines, the PhET Interactive Simulations Project was designed intentionally 
to “[optimize] understanding by giving students a lightly guided system to explore” (Perkins, K. 
in Jones, 2018) and was noted by Borish et al. (2022), who found that students overwhelmingly 
rated clear expectations and guidance from instructors as critical to their success with virtual 
laboratory work.
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4.3  Strategies

There are a variety of educational approaches and frameworks that can be used to structure learn-
ing activities for laboratory assignments (Zvacek, 2015). For example, a problem-based approach 
presents a challenge that students might address with data gathering and analysis, design, or col-
laboration. A cognitive apprenticeship framework emphasizes the development of student autonomy 
by scaffolding the learning activities from high levels of guidance to independent decision-making 
(Clark  & Mahboobin, 2018; Collins et  al., 1987; Dennen  & Burner, 2007; Frank et  al., 2017; 
Pinto & Zvacek, 2022). It is important to remember that strategies are what students are doing to 
learn the content and skills that enable them to achieve the objectives, not what instructors are doing 
to teach.

The types of strategies most effective with online laboratories are those that involve practice 
and feedback. Many times, the strategy incorporates an instructional wrapper around the use of the 
remote or simulated equipment. For example, students may be required to do a pre-laboratory activ-
ity where they predict the results of their experimentation. Feedback would occur when comparing 
their prediction to the actual results that were obtained, followed by an opportunity to revise their 
work based on the feedback. Feedback may be as simple as activities in which students calculate how 
randomly assigned variables will influence performance and then confirm (or not) their calculations 
based on the resulting data. These types of before-and-after wrappings can position the manipula-
tion of equipment or materials as part of a broader context from which students draw conclusions.

Some strategies may rely on students working with others to solve problems or apply specific 
design principles. Working with peers can develop skills of consensus building, communication, and 
negotiation. Peers can also provide feedback on one another’s work as part of a learning strategy 
that benefits both participants. Borish et al. (2022), for example, noted that students who worked 
in a group as part of their virtual laboratory activities reported a greater sense of community within 
the course. An especially effective strategy for laboratory work is to require students to explain their 
decision-making process or problem solution to a peer who then shares their work, followed by a 
discussion of how and why they agreed or disagreed. Such explanations could be written, spoken, or 
expressed as images or concept maps (Zvacek et al., 2013). The practice of explaining their thinking 
requires that students know the content well enough to articulate it clearly to someone else, while 
acting as a potential peer teaching activity. A bonus is the strengthening of communication skills that 
are necessary for collaborating with others.

Formative assessment and instructor feedback strategies were noted by Van den Beemt et  al. 
(2022) as a crucial element for students in a systems and control engineering course. Students 
reported that their follow-up progress meetings with instructors after completing remote laboratory 
activities on their own or in groups were a valuable part of their course success. Another assessment 
strategy, screen-captured videos, takes advantage of online tools to measure progress toward or mas-
tery of laboratory objectives. Such videos, in which students conduct experiments and gather data 
as part of the online activity, can be uploaded to the learning management system (or other reposi-
tory) and viewed by an instructor at a later time. For synchronous assessments, the ubiquity of vide-
oconferencing systems can make presentations, demonstrations, or real-time data analysis by students 
readily accessible and convenient, whether for individuals or collaborative groups (Simonson et al., 
2019). In general, online laboratories provide most of the same assessment opportunities as their 
face-to-face counterparts while addressing the challenges of space, time, equipment access, and cost.

4.4  Tools and Resources

The final component of the MOST framework asks, “What must be available to facilitate motiva-
tion, help students achieve the desired learning outcomes, and implement the strategies?” Four types 
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of the necessary elements include content objects, materials and equipment, expertise/time, and 
tech support.

Content objects are the media that provide declarative, conceptual, and procedural knowledge 
within an organizational structure that facilitates comprehension and application of that knowledge. 
The most typical forms of content are books, articles, videos, and images, as well as students’ notes 
taken during lectures or demonstrations. As with learning strategies, it is crucial to choose content 
resources that enable students to complete the laboratory tasks successfully and that are accessible 
to all learners (see, for example, Costa et al., 2015; Mourão & Netto, 2019). Resources that appear 
irrelevant or lack connection to the assignments may end up ignored or (maybe worse) encourage 
students to disregard other course resources as well. It may fall to the instructor to ensure that con-
tent objects are presented with guidance on what to do with them or why they’re important.

It may be necessary to provide raw materials, if any, that will be used for the laboratory tasks. For 
virtual or remote laboratories, however, there may not be any materials required, or those materials 
may be accessed remotely, along with the equipment. For the purposes of this discussion, equipment 
includes the devices that students manipulate during the activity and the means of accessing the 
devices, such as a robust and reliable Internet connection. Bernhard (2018) argued that instructional 
strategies and purposes must be considered when choosing laboratory equipment. The affordances 
offered by specific experimental technologies “may shape students’ experience of focal phenomena . . .  
and this mediating role is often neglected” (p. 819). In addition, it is crucial that instructional design-
ers or instructors recognize that while remote activities can facilitate learning for students who find 
traveling to campus a challenge, not all students have easy access from their home to remote equip-
ment, and that provisions for such barriers be addressed ahead of time.

A type of resource that is easily taken for granted is expertise, especially with a traditional in-
person, hands-on laboratory configuration. When using remote or virtual laboratories, however, 
instructional designers or instructors might not have the technical skills necessary to establish the 
required connections, program a simulation, or create a virtual environment (Khan & Abid, 2021). 
Even if they do, it may take a significant block of time for which they should be compensated. 
Neither instructors nor instructional designers are expected to write course textbooks without addi-
tional remuneration, and the labor-intensive task of creating remote or virtual laboratories is no 
different. Instructors must also determine how student support for the learning activity will be 
provided. Although the equipment may be available 24/7, virtual office hours represent another 
consumer of faculty time to consider as a necessary resource.

Finally, tech support must be considered a student and instructor resource. Although the upfront 
design of a remote or virtual laboratory may involve specialized expertise, provisions for ongoing 
technical assistance are also required. Issues related to equipment access, operation, and trouble-
shooting must be considered, with a support plan in place before implementing the laboratory 
activities. Determining whose responsibility it is to ensure ongoing availability and operability of 
equipment, as well as how (or if) they will be compensated, may ultimately need to be addressed by 
upper administration.

5  International Examples of Online Laboratories

This section will provide an overview of the historical genesis and growth of online laboratories 
over time and share different strands of developments and use cases across the globe. In that light, 
we will display international examples of multi-institutional projects and respective research groups 
in the field of online laboratories. It is necessary mentioning at this point that those exemplary use 
cases are not on the level of individual online laboratory solutions but represent collaborative efforts 
(in some cases, even internationally) to either collect and curate many online laboratory solutions 
for an overarching portal, or combine different online laboratories at one institution to a wider set 
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of experiments, or connect multiple institutions through a specific shared online laboratory that can 
be used across those institutions.

Currently, 26 years after the seminal article by Aktan et al. (1996), there are examples of remote 
and virtual laboratories in practically all disciplines (or sub-areas) of science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics (STEM). In an early work, Zutin et al. (2010), described a repository (called 
“Lab2Go”) of aggregated, searchable information about remote and virtual laboratory resources 
available in open or restricted format or pending prior request. This work does not list specific labo-
ratories but marks an early endeavor to develop a space, through which multiple online laboratories 
can be shared. In another work, Endean and Braithwaite (2012) listed about 160 remote and virtual 
experiments offered by a single institution, in areas ranging from chemical engineering to materials 
science to electrical circuits. A later, more extensive work (Gröber et al., 2013) documented at least 
335 remote laboratories, the majority in the field of engineering (n = 64%), with the remainder in 
the field of physics (n = 36%). Brinson (2017) classified the nontraditional laboratories presented 
in Ma and Nickerson (2006) and in Brinson (2015) according to the area of use (distinguishing 
engineering and natural sciences). According to Brinson (2017), there was an evolution from 2006 
reporting a total of 60 nontraditional laboratories (NTLs) with a majority in the engineering area 
(n = 39, 65%) and a minority in the area of natural sciences (n = 13, 22%), to the 56 NTLs described 
in Brinson (2015) in the area of natural sciences (n = 46, 82 %) and a minority in the field of engi-
neering or computer science (n = 9, 16%). Although Brinson (2017) noted that most remote and 
virtual laboratories are not accessible in an open or commercially available format, the trend has 
been toward open access, due not only to public funding for the development of online educational 
resources but also to the recent COVID-19 pandemic. This trend was also reported in Esposito et al. 
(2021), which presented a review of 40 NTLs and Lab Network Initiatives (or “federated laborato-
ries”). In a very recent book on the use of remote laboratories in STEM education, García-Zubía 
(2021) described 15 remote laboratories in areas ranging from control and automation to mechanics.

Being virtually impossible to present all the previously referred remote and virtual laboratories in 
detail, at this point we would like to refer to the previously referenced overview and review articles 
(also see Section 3.1) and point out that those manuscripts provide excellent lists of the examined 
labs. In the following, we will display another set of exemplary online laboratories. The selection 
was made based on a recent publication by Raman et al. (2022) and is based on the overall relevance 
and impact by the online laboratories themselves, the connected research group, or the underlying 
research project for the international community.

5.1  Online Laboratory Research Groups and Solutions Around the Globe

The following subsections present an initial set of four exemplary use cases across the globe that have 
received public funding, represent multi-institutional working groups (Go-Lab, Next-Lab, Lab-
Share, and Virtual Labs), or have been able to spread internationally beyond their region of origin. 
Building on that, an additional set of six specific online laboratories (GOLDi, NCSLab, RexLab, 
UNILabs, VISIR, and WebLab-Deusto) extends the global coverage. Raman’s (2022) work provides 
a historical and bibliometric analysis of the past three decades of online laboratories development. 
The publication includes an overview with the top 18 contributing institutions, based on the total 
publications. The overview also displays the top 15 authors, based on total publications, total cita-
tions, and total publications with attention.

The two sets of exemplary use cases presented here cover half of the top contributing institutions 
and all major authors assessed by total publications. The exemplary use cases also provide a global 
overview in terms of the geographical and timely distribution of online laboratory developments and 
research activities. Furthermore, the majority (6 out of 10) of the presented examples are also part of 
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the 40 Lab Network Initiatives (LTI) presented in Esposito et al. (2021). For each example of the first 
set of major use cases, a brief description and the URL are provided. The six examples forming the 
second set are briefly described and summarized in a graphic (Figure 24.2). This graphic also maps 
the respective home institutions and relevant authors (Raman et al., 2022).

5.1.1  Multi-Institutional Working Groups

5.1.1.1 EUROPE (GO-LAB, NEXT-LAB, AND GO-GA)

The Go-Lab portal (www.golabz.eu) was developed in the context of the Go-Lab project (2012–
2016) and continued through the Next-Lab (2017–2019) and GO-GA projects (2018–2020), all 
funded by the European Commission and offering over 1,000 remote and virtual experiments. The 
entry page of this repository includes a menu, through which it is possible to check the number of 
experiments by subject domains, type (remote, virtual, dataset), target age group (<7, 7–8, 9–10, 
11–12, 13–14, 15–16, >16 years), and language of presentation. Using the list of experiments by 
subject domains, it was possible at the time of this writing to verify that the vast majority (n = 700, 
64%) were in physics, in the topics of electricity and magnetism (n = 131, 12%) and forces and 
motion (n = 323, 29%).

In Go-Lab, the online laboratories are part of Inquiry Learning Spaces (ILS), where students 
learn about a STEM concept from an investigative perspective divided into five phases: contex-
tualization, conceptualization, experimentation, conclusion, and discussion. The ILS concept is 
grounded in work developed by Ton de Jong, who coordinated both projects (De Jong & Van 
Joolingen, 1998; Pedaste et al., 2015). Those European projects clearly mark one of the largest and 
longest-lasting endeavors to collect a high number of online laborites of any type and collectively 
offer them for usage for instruction. However, some of those online laboratories are not working 
anymore, which clearly shows a not-yet-solved challenge in the development of online laboratories: 
securing long-term support and further development of online laboratories independently from 
individuals and project-based funding. We will touch on this aspect in our final section, but letting 
online laboratories mature from their initial support is clearly one of the major, so far unsolved, tasks 
in the community.

5.1.1.2 AUSTRALIA (LABSHARE)

LabShare was an Australian government–funded project (2008–2011) that aimed to create a national 
network of shared remotely accessible laboratories. It was led by David Lowe, then affiliated with 
the University of Technology Sydney, who published several papers about the project (Lowe et al., 
2009a, 2009b). The project website (www.labshare.edu.au) is no longer active, although still visible 
through the Internet Archive Wayback Machine. Although not pertaining to the original project 
consortium, the University of Sydney has also installed the Remote Laboratory Management System 
(RLMS) developed in the context of the LabShare project at https://labshare.sydney.edu.au.

This project marks an example of a project-based online laboratory development which did not 
survive after both project support and funding ended, even though the project was set up as a nation-
wide endeavor. One would think that the inclusion of several institutions mitigates the risk of project 
results, such as developed laboratory setups being lost after the project period, but this specific case 
proves that, if online laboratory infrastructure is not made part of the universities’ general laboratory 
infrastructure, it is difficult to maintain long-term support for it. However, it is still worth mention-
ing LabShare in this context here because this project was one of the drivers for remote laboratory 
developments back in those days.

http://www.golabz.eu
http://www.labshare.edu.au
https://labshare.sydney.edu.au
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5.1.1.3 INDIA (VIRTUAL LABS)

Virtual Labs is an Indian nationwide initiative which is supported by the Ministry of Human 
Resources in India. The Virtual Labs initiative (2008–2011) brought together 11 engineering edu-
cation institutions, with a predominance of Indian Institutes of Technology (IIT). Under Virtual 
Labs, over 100 online laboratories consisting of approximately 700+ web-enabled experiments were 
designed for remote operation and viewing. As per the homepage information itself, the Virtual 
Labs initiative has registered more than four million experiments as of 2021.

Virtual Labs displays the potential relevance and power online laboratories can play for an edu-
cation sector in a specific country or region. Connecting several institutions over long distances 
by sharing infrastructure can be of mutual benefit to all participating partners. As of today, it still 
remains to be proven if this initiative solves funding and support challenges and stays active in the 
long run, though.

5.1.1.4 UNITED STATES (ILAB MIT)

The iLab project (2001–2019) at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) offered several 
online laboratories for instruction in electrical engineering and computer science, civil engineering, 
and chemical engineering. According to its coordinators, Del Alamo et al. (2002), some of these 
laboratories were shared with students from universities in North America, Europe, Asia, and Africa.

Although centered on a single institution, MIT, this network is probably one of the best-known 
cases of a federation of online laboratories, with installations reported in institutions like the Obafemi 
Awolowo University in Nigeria, the Makerere University in Uganda, the Carinthia University of 
Applied Sciences in Austria, or the University of Brasov in Romania (García-Zubía & Alves, 2011). 
One of the reasons for its success may come from the fact it was well supported by MIT and received 
generous funding from several sponsors, including Microsoft. Regarding the iLab (MIT) and the 
previously named LabShare projects, García-Zubía (2021) noted:

iLAB and LabShare were excellent examples of remote laboratories directed by Judson Harward 
and David Lowe at MIT (USA) and UTS (Australia), respectively, and in their day were a world 
reference due to both the sophistication of their experiments and the quality of their RLMS, 
which permitted scalability, universality and federation from their core. However, both are more 
or less inactive, and neither can be used in class in a secure fashion.

(p. 74)

5.1.2  Specific Online Laboratories

The following six more specific examples represent online laboratories which have been developed 
and introduced for the first time at specific institutions (see Figure 24.2). However, some of them, 
like the VISIR lab, for example, have outgrown their local applications and are now used at several 
institutes across the globe. In that sense, VISIR is an outstanding example of one lab that is shared 
across institutions in the sense of shared infrastructure and even started international research col-
laborations and development efforts.

5.1.2.1 VISIR

The Virtual Instrument Systems in Reality (VISIR) project started in 1999 at the Blekinge Insti-
tute of Technology (BTH), Sweden, under the leadership of Gustavsson (2001). VISIR is also an 
acronym for the associated remote laboratory that allows users to perform remote experiments 
with electrical and electronic circuits in less than a second, thus supporting the concurrent access 
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Figure 24.2  Specific exemplary online laboratory use cases (GOLDi, NCSLab, RexLab, UNILabs, 
VISIR, and WebLab-Deusto).

of several users (http://openlabs.bth.se). Presently, the VISIR remote laboratory is installed in all 
five continents, specifically in Argentina, Austria, Australia, Brazil, Costa Rica, Georgia, Germany, 
India, Morocco, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United States. García-Zubía (2021, p. 82) noted 
that “VISIR is perhaps the most powerful, spectacular and frequently used remote experiment in the 
world, and it has won various awards.”

5.1.2.2 A-ZUBGOLDI

The Grid of Online Laboratory Devices Ilmenau (GOLDi) was developed by Karsten Henke and 
Heinz-Dietrich Wuttke, based on work that can be traced back to 2003 (Henke et al., 2003). It uses 
a grid concept to implement a remote laboratory infrastructure based on the iLab architecture of 
MIT. As of 2022, GOLDi is still in operation (www.goldi-labs.net).

5.1.2.3 NCSLAB

The Networked Control System Laboratory (NCSLab) is a remote laboratory that integrates various 
test rigs and experimental facilities of control systems around the world which was established in the 
University of South Wales, UK, in 2006. It is presently based at the University of Wuhan, China 
(www.powersim.whu.edu.cn/ncslab/), and is still quite active, with new developments regarding its 
user interface (Lei et al., 2021).

5.1.2.4 REXLAB

The Remote Experimentation Laboratory (RexLab) was initially founded by João Bosco da Mota 
Alves in 1997 at the Federal University of Santa Catarina (UFSC), Brazil, as a result of the MSc thesis 

http://openlabs.bth.se
http://www.goldi-labs.net
http://www.powersim.whu.edu.cn
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of Juarez Bento da Silva, who developed a remote debugger for the 8051 microcontroller. Presently, 
RexLab has expanded the number of remote experiments available through its site (http://relle.ufsc.
br), which are publicly available to anyone wishing to use them. The list of available remote experi-
ments includes electrical circuits, a development environment for programming in ARDUINO, an 
inclined plane for physics, and a pendulum, among many others.

5.1.2.5 UNILABS

The University Network of Interactive Laboratories (UNILabs) was initially founded by Sebastian 
Dormido at the National Distance Education University (UNED), Spain, with a series of vir-
tual laboratories for running experiments on automation and control theory (Dormido-Bencomo 
et al., 2000). Presently, it supports a number of remote and virtual experiments on those same areas 
(https://unilabs.dia.uned.es), being one of the most successful exemplary use cases.

5.1.2.6 WEBLAB-DEUSTO

The foundations of WebLab-Deusto can be traced back to 2004, in a publication authored by Javier 
García-Zubía (García-Zubía, 2004). Presently, WebLab-Deusto offers a series of remote laborato-
ries, mainly for supporting digital design, robot and ARDUINO programming, and remote experi-
ments with electrical and electronic circuits (using its own VISIR node), among others (https://
weblab.deusto.es/). LabsLand, a company that offers services based on remote laboratories, is a spin-
off of WebLab-Deusto.

At this point, we want to halt displaying specific examples and again refer to the articles refer-
enced at the beginning of this subsection and in Section 3. It needs to be stated that the research 
and development community working on online laboratories is still highly volatile. In addition to 
the online laboratories named up to this point, there are many more initiatives covering everything 
from very course-specific solutions to broader efforts across engineering curricula, and we person-
ally expect even more case studies and online laboratory examples to be published based on work 
that happened during the COVID-19 interruption. It clearly may be too early to draw a conclusion 
on how the years 2020 and 2021 impacted the international online laboratory community. There 
was a sharp spike in online laboratory efforts detectable (see for example, Abumalloh et al., 2021; 
Mohammed et al., 2020; Vasiliadou, 2020; Vergara et al., 2022), but it is not yet clear to what extent 
this spike will lead to a fundamental change in the application and wider use of online laboratories 
in the broader engineering education landscape. In the following, we want to wrap up this chapter 
by pointing out future possible developments and challenges with regard to online laboratories.

6  Future Perspectives on Online Laboratories

Gravier et al. (2008) presented a review of the state-of-the-art of remote laboratories, covering an 
initial 10-year period (1997–2007) of developments, to then identify possible evolutions for the next 
generation of remote laboratories. Authors identified reusability, interoperability, opportunity to 
collaborate, and convergence with LMSs as four major issues for the leverage of remote laboratories. 
Many of these aspects were later addressed in the IEEE 1876–2019 Standard for Networked Smart 
Learning Objects for Online Laboratories (IEEE, 2019).

An article by Martins-Ferreira and Graven (2014), “Rise and Fall of Remote Labs: Or Perhaps 
Not?” presented a framework to delineate a plan of action for repositioning remote laboratories as 
technology-enhanced educational tools able to add value to teaching and learning processes. The 
plan of action specified four criteria defined by the authors: (1) “institutional networking” should be 
considered a priority for every institution active in this field; (2) “pedagogical value” represents an 

http://relle.ufsc.br
http://relle.ufsc.br
https://unilabs.dia.uned.es
https://weblab.deusto.es
https://weblab.deusto.es
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area where failure to improve may dictate the fall of remote laboratories; and (3) “availability” and 
(4) “accessibility” represent areas where successful research and development projects should gener-
ate relevant results to convert remote laboratories into a mainstream educational technology. These 
four criteria are met in projects like Go-Lab, Next-Lab, Virtual Labs, or VISIR, as already described 
in Section 5. In general terms, meeting these criteria has been a path to the successful evolution of 
online laboratories. In addition to that, long-term success for online laboratories needs to be seen 
in disconnecting the laboratories from both individual developers or researchers and extra-mural 
funding. It has been proven many times that no online laboratory can survive in the long run if it 
is not introduced into the institution’s general IT infrastructure and if financial as well as technical 
support is not coming from inside the institution. Otherwise, online laboratories remain “only” a 
temporarily finite project that dies after external funding ends or faculty move on to the next pro-
ject. Actually, the switch from setting up online laboratories as part of a funded project to making 
them a long-term part of the curriculum is absolutely critical for success and has been a stumbling 
block for many, now-defunct laboratories.

Correia et al. (2021) proposed a graphical evolution model for remote and virtual laboratories 
that was validated against several existing and extinct online laboratories. A major aspect contribut-
ing to the endurance and evolution of online laboratories was the existence of several positive feed-
back loops, including a start-up. This was the case of WebLab-Deusto, which led to a start-up named 
LabsLand (2021). Some interesting aspects of LabsLand are that it uses the prosumer concept, where 
educational institutions may provide their own remote laboratories and/or use remote laboratories 
provided by other institutions (“institutional networking”); it provides additional didactical/peda-
gogical support, including integration with an LMS (Gravier et al., 2008) and “pedagogical value”; 
and it guarantees the “availability” and “accessibility” of all provided remote laboratories, complying 
with the third condition proposed by Martins-Ferreira and Graven (2014). These examples support 
the idea that, in some cases, it is possible to pinpoint specific aspects that can contribute to the posi-
tive evolution of online laboratories.

6.1  A(n) (Un)Certain Future?

The COVID-19 pandemic was a boost to many online educational solutions, including online labo-
ratories, as part of several “emergency responses” described in recent literature. In the words of Pablo 
Orduña, co-founder and CEO of LabsLand:

The usage of LabsLand remote laboratories has increased substantially since the beginning of the 
pandemic. In 2020, both the number of sessions and users was 7 times higher, and it is keeping 
the growing trend in 2021.

(Personal communication, November 5, 2021)

This exponential growth was triggered by an unforeseen and exceptional reason; nevertheless, it 
supports the idea that if the conditions are favorable to the strengths of online laboratories (24/7 
availability, online access, existence of supporting pedagogical materials, etc.), then its use will shift 
from being an option to being the option.

Any answer to “How will online laboratories impact the future of both face-to-face and online 
engineering education and how will they shape lab-based instruction as a whole?” faces the prime 
challenge associated with any prediction, that is, getting it right. In any case, recent emergency 
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, in the engineering education sector, showed an unprec-
edented interest in and use of online laboratories, in parallel with alternative solutions, like visualized 
experiments or take-home laboratories, also called pocket laboratories. This justifies why the ques-
tion is not “if online laboratories will impact the future of both face-to-face and online engineering 
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education” but rather “how they will impact it.” In a normal (i.e., non-emergency) situation, it’s 
likely that the experience gained during the pandemic will not be lost, and many institutions/teach-
ers/students will consider online laboratories a viable technology-enhanced tool able to support the 
acquisition of experimental skills and practical knowledge. Other emergency-proven solutions like 
pocket laboratories and visualized (or ultraconcurrent) laboratories are likely to be part of a sort 
of “laboratory palette,” where each laboratory type may be used according to a set of conditions 
defined by the institution and/or the teachers. In any case, it will always be important to think first 
of what the intended learning outcomes are (see Feisel and Rosas’s list), to then consider the overall 
instructional design (see the MOST framework), then investigate the available options and the char-
acteristics (see the referenced SWOT analysis by Alves et al., 2022) of each option and proceed with 
a reasonable instructional approach. In other words, one must be aware of the ten commandments 
of remote experimentation proposed by García-Zubía (2021) that include, for example, “Think 
about the curriculum and you will succeed” and “The (remote) experiment should help, it should 
not in itself be a challenge.” Recommendations from engineering education experts, such as Douglas 
(2020), are also relevant: “So, my recommendation is, the very first thing to think about is what 
were the learning objectives associated with that laboratory? What were the learning goals?” (0:23).

Exactly this mismatch between a more technology-driven development of online laboratories 
and the lack of in-depth pedagogical considerations may be one of the major reasons for the fact that 
online laboratories are still somewhat of a niche in the engineering education research community. 
So far, and this may change with the long-term impact of COVID-19, online laboratories have not 
yet gained a level of widespread attention in the instructional community, specifically in higher engi-
neering education. It seems like there is still a dire need for further knowledge development that goes 
beyond the sheer technical development of individual labs and their somewhat-superficial, student 
perception–based evaluation. Further in-depth educational research is still needed to develop results 
that scholarly underpin and guide both the development and application of online laboratories.

6.2  Concluding Remarks

In summary, many research findings suggest that online laboratories can serve as an effective instruc-
tional tool for engineering education. Drawing on the advantages offered by online laboratories may 
help solve existing shortcomings of traditional curricula and hands-on laboratories, such as safety 
or capacity issues. However, review studies also underscore that comparative evaluations of differ-
ent online laboratory technologies are difficult and may be of little use unless educationally relevant 
variables, such as student ability, time on task, and cooperative work patterns, are measured and con-
trolled. Unfortunately, studies focused on the use of specific learning strategies with online labora-
tories and research examining metacognitive effects, time on task, teamwork skills, universal design, 
and learner self-efficacy (to name just a few examples) are not well represented in the literature. Vari-
ables related to the use of online laboratories also could include return on investment, efficiency, or 
instructor perceptions of usability. On that note, it is interesting that students typically rate remotely 
operated laboratories as less effective than simulated laboratories, even when learning achievement 
favors the former. Nevertheless, online laboratories have advantages in availability, cost–benefit, and 
sometimes learner inclusivity, which explains the underlying satisfaction ratings in many studies.

This chapter explored the value and challenges of online laboratories for engineering education. 
While some of the challenges may be mitigated with advances in learning technologies, the need for 
technologically savvy instructors and collaboration-minded institutions will remain. However, the 
benefits associated with learning and operational considerations are likely to outweigh, in the long 
term, inherent limitations that may dissuade potential adopters. In addition, online laboratories pre-
sent an opportunity for institutions that have not initiated online degree programs because addressing 
the need for laboratories was deemed an insuperable hurdle. This alone has significant implications 
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for sweeping change in academia. The future of engineering education will require flexibility, access, 
rigor, and creativity. Online laboratories will accommodate and complement those goals.
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1  Introduction

The demarcation between computing education and engineering education has always been unsta-
ble in primary and secondary education around the world. This is especially so in the case of pro-
grammable hardware, which has been a foundational part of computing education at least since 
Seymour Papert’s computer-controlled Logo Turtle robots in the 1960s. Today, the legacy of Papert’s 
turtles is seen in popular educational technologies, such as LEGO Mindstorms, MakeyMakey, Lily-
Pad Arduino, and many other tools that are used in primary and secondary engineering teaching 
and learning. Indeed, at the American Society for Engineering Education, LEGO Mindstorms has 
been reported on, discussed, or cited in hundreds of conference proceedings since the turn of the 
century. To a lesser extent, the same is true of programmable software, such as MIT’s App Inven-
tor and Scratch. At the same time, one of the flagship conferences for computer science education, 
the Association for Computing Machinery’s (ACM) Special Interest Group on Computer Science 
Education (SIGCSE), also reports on these technologies, with educational robotics being a recurrent 
theme. The point of identifying the fluidity of these educational technologies between engineer-
ing and computing is not to point out a problem but instead to show the importance of computing 
education to engineering educators.

In this chapter, we provide an introductory overview of a largely Western history of primary and 
secondary computing education, where it is today, and where current research is going, with specific 
attention to the current focus on issues of diversity, equity, and inclusivity in the field (issues also 
becoming increasingly important to engineering education (e.g., Slaton, 2015). We acknowledge, 
along with other scholars, that for many years the academic discipline of computer science was 
co-constructed with electrical engineering (Ceruzzi, 1988), but that it has also developed its own 
unique identity and problem spaces, with branching and looping arrays of research programs (Tedre 
et al., 2018). Computing education represents one iterative branch of the discipline, and primary and 
secondary computing education is just one subbranch of that. But unlike other branches, the fact 
that children are the recipients means that it has received much attention from decision makers in the 
private and public sectors, as well as the general public. Subsuming computing into mainstream pri-
mary and secondary educational discourses and policies has shaped its meanings, endowing it with 
the hopes, dreams, fears, and anxieties that circulate around education generally, with or without 
computing. In this chapter we attend to the multiple meanings that have competed over computing 
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within the primary and secondary education landscape. The goal of the chapter is to introduce 
general-level discursive sensibilities that frame computing in education. We focus largely on Western 
contexts but also attend to how these sensibilities get exported around the globe.

Generally, we show how computing researchers and educators have a long history of centering 
technologies as agents for educational, if not social and economic, change. This has led to a strong 
sense of techno-optimism in computing education theory, practice, and research (e.g., Negroponte, 
1995). Like so many other technological projects, computing education gets wrapped up in progress 
narratives that take for granted that computers will inevitably reform or revolutionize teaching and 
learning (Selwyn, 2016; Lachney et al., 2021). However, as long as there has been optimism, there 
has been pessimism. Indeed, as “disruptors” and “innovators” flood markets with new systems, 
devices, and applications, traditional assumptions and norms around privacy, ethics, and surveil-
lance are challenged (e.g., Zuboff, 2019). The issue of electronic waste produced by schools alone 
is enough to call into question whether computing education really is progressive (Lachney et al., 
2018). Such issues have led some scholars to argue for the need to “distrust” educational computing 
and technology generally (Selwyn, 2014).

We highlight the general discourses of techno-optimism and techno-pessimism that have shaped 
the meanings of computing education in the West and around the world, while also acknowledging 
that the material realities are much more nuanced than such simplistic demarcations. Indeed, we 
currently see movement beyond the dichotomic optimism/pessimism discourses within computing 
education research and theory. More so today, computing education researchers and scholars are 
constructing techno-social perspectives that remind us how the technical is always social and the 
social is always technical. These perspectives may be better characterized as realist because they do 
not fall into simplistic demarcations. They accept the social limitations and social impact of comput-
ing while also not giving up on the role of computing in teaching and learning.

We turn to five instances where we see techno-social realism in computing education today: (1) 
equity-oriented professional development for computer science teachers, (2) culturally responsive 
computing, (3) universal design for learning, (4) issues of computing and environmental (un)sustain-
ability, and (5) translanguaging. We end with some ideas for future trajectories for techno-social 
realist research on educational technologists and curriculum designers, understudied actors in the 
field of computing education.

2  20th-Century Primary and Secondary Computing Education

This section will cover historical perspectives on Western computing education at primary and 
secondary levels, largely between the 1960s and 1990s. Specifically, we will discuss how the current 
discussion around computational thinking and computer science in primary and secondary schools 
is grounded in earlier work of computer scientists like Peter Naur, Donald Knuth, and Seymour 
Papert. Before narrowing in on these levels of education, it is important to briefly mention general 
computing education history at the university level.

In the 1940s and 1950s, computing in higher education was largely about training specialists 
to make machines run consistently and reliably (Tedre et  al., 2018). By the 1960s, professional 
organizations and university programs started to appear. This decade saw these organizations and 
disciplines competing over the shape, identity, and role of computing in the academy (Tedre et al., 
2018). Mathematicians, engineers, interdisciplinary scholars, and others worked to shape the goals 
and images of computer science (e.g., would programming be emphasized over theory, or were 
they co-constitutive?). This diversity was reproduced in educational priorities, which ranged from 
systems specialists and researchers to programming and beyond (Keenan, 1964). The ACM SIGCSE 
was founded in 1968 at a time that also saw a proliferation of educational CS materials at the univer-
sity level, including those that sought to shift computing away from being math-oriented to being 
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more discipline-diverse. As Tedre et al. (2018) explained, the “theory-vs.-practice” debate divided 
educators and researchers: “[m]any theoretically-oriented people saw computing as little more than 
a numerical extension to mathematics and logic . . . but many practicing programmers felt that the 
connection between programming competence and mathematical skills was weak” and that theory 
was not necessary to be an expert programmer (p. 170). The 1980s marked a shift in computer sci-
ence’s methodological and epistemological orientations, with the turn toward the computational 
sciences, especially simulating natural processes and modeling agent-based behaviors (Tedre & Den-
ning, 2017). From the 1980s through the 2000s, computing became focused on computational 
problem-solving, with curricula that were social and design-oriented.

We now turn away from computer science education at the university level and toward some piv-
otal moments at the primary and secondary levels. While there has been a recent push for computer 
science education in formal primary and secondary schooling, it has a long history dating back to 
the 1960s, when computing was still in its infancy as a discipline. Caeli and Yadav (2020) provided a 
short history of computing education starting in the 1960s with the work of Alan Perlis and Donald 
Knuth, two computer science professors in the United States, and Peter Naur, a Danish computer 
scientist. All three of these early pioneers argued for the need to teach computer science in primary 
and secondary schools because of its “educational side-effects” and use it as a tool for problem-
solving and deeper understanding of disciplinary ideas (Caeli & Yadav, 2020).

For example, Naur introduced the idea of datalogy instead of computer science as it centered 
human thinking rather than computers and something that should be incorporated into formal 
schooling (Tannert et al., 2021). In his book Computing as a Human Activity, Naur (1992) discussed 
his writings from the 1960s, where he defined datalogy as the discipline of “data, their nature and 
use,” and datamatics as the “processing of data by automatic means” (p. 176). He further argued that 
datalogy and datamatics are analogous to linguistics and mathematics when placed in education. 
Naur suggested that it was important for school-age students to learn notions of data representation 
and formal data processes, which would serve as a foundation for university education. From Naur’s 
perspective, computer science as a field needed to be designated as computology or datalogy, with the 
goal of students experiencing “how significant aspects of the world can be modelled by processing 
of data in computers” (p. 61). Thus, computing as a tool is only as good as people using it to solve 
problems they’ve identified (Caeli & Yadav, 2020).

Harel and Papert (1991) paralleled many of these ideas to propose constructionism as a learning 
theory that uses the power of computational tools to learn by making and doing. The desire for 
immersive learning based on physical manipulatives was a direct challenge to the “skill and drill” 
educational technologies of the time. Unlike previous theories of computers in education, where 
computers act as teachers, Papert’s educational programming language, Logo – which he developed 
with Wally Feurzeig and Cynthia Solomon in the late 1960s – was designed for the student to 
become a tutor and the computer as the tutee (Taylor, 1980). These notions of using computing as a 
tool to explore mathematics, science, and language arts through design was a key aspect of construc-
tionism that flattens the Piagetian socio-cultural hierarchy of concrete and formal thinking and pri-
oritizes learning through building, design, and making with computational and non-computational 
artifacts. Indeed, Papert was on one of Jean Piaget’s teams in the late 1950s and early 1960s, where 
his knowledge of child development deepened and was eventually applied to his work with Logo 
at MIT in the 1960s. But unlike Piaget, who focused on children’s linear stages of development 
(moving from the concrete operational stage to the formal operative stage), Papert (1980) was much 
more interested in the diversity of ways children learn, especially ways in which concrete and formal 
thinking blend and blur together.

He argued that computational tools like Logo can be used to engage students in learning, 
as it allows them to make rather than use educational software (i.e., turning students from con-
sumers into producers). For example, Papert (1980) discussed how a fifth grader created screen 
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graphics using LogoWriter by working at the intersection of mathematics, arts, and computing. 
The computational tool in this case broke down the disciplinary silos and, as the student said, 
“put art and math together” (Papert, 1980, p. 5). Similarly, Resnick and Ocko (1991) argued that 
LEGO/Logo design activities were most beneficial when children are put in control and given 
freedom to design objects that are mathematically significant but also meaningful to them. These 
multiple paths of learning that allow students to use their own creativity and perspectives in the 
design process are much more powerful than a canned or instructionist “recipe-based” approach 
(Resnick & Ocko, 1991). Thus, computers should be used as convivial tools that give “each person 
who uses them the greatest opportunity to enrich the environment with the fruits of his or her 
vision” (Falbel, 1991, p. 32).

As a foundation for constructionism, Turkle and Papert (1991) argued for the need to chal-
lenge the “hegemony of the abstract,  formal, and logical  as the  privileged canon in scientific 
thought.” (p. 161). This argument was grounded in emerging literature at that time from feminists 
(e.g., Keller, 1984) and ethnographers (e.g., Traweek, 1988) who were studying the historical and 
social practices of scientific knowledge production. For Turkle and Papert, this literature revealed 
diverse ways of doing science and knowledge production, including ways that went beyond hierar-
chies between concrete thinking and abstract thinking (Lachney & Foster, 2020). If the hierarchy 
between concrete and abstract is not always suited for professional science, then why maintain 
it in education? In studying and celebrating the affordances of computers for supporting diverse 
modes of learning, Turkle and Papert (in their own work and together (Papert, 1980; Turkle, 1984; 
Turkle & Papert, 1991)) argued that it was important to accept education that is epistemologically 
pluralistic – that is, multiple ways of knowing and thinking – something formal computer sci-
ence education sometimes lacks. Within the formal study of computer science, learners are often 
forced to approach the computer in “one right way” that emphasizes control through structure 
and planning. Rarely does the study of computer science allow students to use computers as an 
“expressive medium that different people can make their own in their own way” (Turkle & Papert, 
1991, p. 165).

Not long after Papert’s book Mindstorms was published, scholars and researchers started to ques-
tion the legitimacy of Papert’s ideas. There were arguments that the Logo programming environ-
ment was perceptually impoverished for children: while it simulates plant growth or bird flight, 
these simulations are decontextualized and reinforced through instrumental reasoning (Davy, 
1984). In addition, some theorists argued that Papert’s conflation of Piagetian operative stages was 
proposing “violence” to crucial stages of “natural” cognitive development (Zajonc, 1984). Others 
had concerns that Papert’s push to move the use of computers beyond drill-and-practice activities 
confused how children learn. For instance, Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1984) suggest that with knowl-
edge building and skill acquisition, it might be the opposite: “from abstract rules to particular 
cases” (p. 44).

Empirical studies of Logo showed both positive (Clements, 1990) and negative (Littlefield et al., 
1989) results, with more detailed recommendations on what it would take to teach programming 
(Pea & Kurland, 1984). A review of the research on Logo from the 1980s suggested that skill transfer 
was most probable in highly structured environments, where time to acquire technical skills could be 
learned and practiced (Salomon & Perkins, 1987). This was antagonistic to much of Papert’s open-
ended design philosophy of constructionism. Despite clear controversy around Logo, by the 1990s it 
had a global presence, including in Brazil, Russia, Costa Rica, and other countries. But Logo failed 
to live up to its promise to revolutionize schooling, given that its purposes and goals lacked uniform-
ity. The question of whether the “spirit” of Logo can be preserved when used as part of “regular” 
math and science curricula was an ongoing topic of debate within the constructionist education and 
research communities (Hoyles & Noss, 1987; Lemerise, 1990).
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3  21st-Century Primary and Secondary Computing Education

This section will cover the current state of computing education at primary and secondary level, 
including the diffusion of CS over the last decade through its integration in other disciplines as well 
as stand-alone computing curricula. It then looks at the rise of CS education in the 21st century 
through the trends of curriculum standardization and spread of constructionist pedagogies. Since the 
early 2000s, computer science education has grown considerably across the globe with movements 
like CSforAll in the United States, Computing at School in the United Kingdom, and inclusive 
learning by conceptualizing computing concepts in native languages in India. The push for CS in 
primary and secondary education started with the need to have more students pursue CS at the 
undergraduate level to have enough people for unfilled computing jobs. Even today, the data from 
Code.org suggests that there are 609,151 computing-related jobs open in the United States, while 
only 47% of high schools offer computer science and 71,226 CS students graduated into the work-
force (Code.org, n.d.).

As noted earlier, the United States is not the only country seeking to increase its computing work-
force through initiatives at primary and secondary levels in the 21st century. In their comparative 
study of 14 case studies of primary and secondary CS education from across the globe, Hubwieser 
et al. (2015) noted that approaches and priorities vary greatly across national contexts. They found 
that in France, CS education is often related to information communication technology education, 
whereas in Sweden it was focused more on programming and web technologies. They also found 
that teacher education for CS varies. In Israel, for example, a Bachelor of Science is required to teach 
CS, but not in Bavaria, New Zealand, and many other countries that they surveyed. Recently, Yadav 
and colleagues (2022) reported similar findings for teacher certification across several European 
countries, States in the U.S, and New Zealand as well as challenges of recruiting pre-service teachers 
in CS teacher preparation programs.

To increase participation and awareness of CS at primary and secondary levels around the globe, 
CS has shifted from just being framed as coding or designing with technology to something that 
includes a “range of mental tools” (Wing, 2006, p. 33). Wing argued for computational thinking 
(CT) as a way to introduce CS concepts and practices in primary and secondary classrooms, so 
students understand what it means to think computationally. While there is no consensus on the 
definition of CT, certain practices have been widely suggested as being key to engaging in CT. 
The practices include abstraction, decomposition, algorithms, debugging, and pattern recognition 
(Krauss et al., 2017). The argument has been made that as students engage in these CT practices 
and as CT gets added to their toolkit in ways similar to literacy and mathematics, they will be 
prepared to live and work in a world driven more and more by computing (Wing, 2006; Yadav, 
Hong, et al., 2016).

As a result of this push to broaden conceptions of computer science beyond programming in 
the United States, the College Board, a non-profit organization that develops and assesses cur-
ricula for college readiness, launched a new secondary CS course, Computer Science Principles 
(CSP), in 2016. CSP is designed to be an approachable CS course that focuses on seven big ideas 
of computing and CT practices, which include creativity, abstraction, data and information, 
algorithms, programming, the Internet, and global impact (College Board, 2020). The latest data 
suggests that the number of students taking CSP has significantly increased since the course was 
launched, with 114,188 students taking the corresponding exam, a 62% increase since 2017. At 
the same time, the other high school introductory CS course (CSA) that uses the Java program-
ming language has only seen a 13% increase over the same period. While CS has grown over the 
last few years, the latest report on the state of CS education found that girls make up only 31% 
of high school students enrolled in foundational computer science, 44% of the middle school 
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students, and 49% of the elementary students enrolled in computer science (Code.org, CSTA, & 
ECEP Alliance, 2021). While the number of students taking CSP has increased considerably over 
the past five years, there remain large gaps in who has access and who is successful in the course. 
Data from 2020 suggest that CSP is one of the worst courses that is skewed towards males, and 
pass rates for Black and Hispanic students are significantly lower than for White and Asian stu-
dents (Ericson, 2020).

Just as there has been an increase in more traditional CS course content, there persists a focus on 
creativity and personal expression that can be traced back to constructionism. In order for students 
to use computing to express creativity (Yadav & Cooper, 2017), there has been a consistent focus 
on design and sociality. In the 2000s, this has been most prominently represented by researchers, 
technologists, and educators with direct or indirect connections to the MIT Media Lab, where 
the goals and ideas of Papert and constructionism are still strongly propagated (Resnick, 2018). 
Kafai and Burke (2014) provide an important overview of 21st-century computing education that 
is largely grounded in this constructionist tradition. Reporting on the design and implementation 
of programmable hardware and software, they highlight techno-social desires and means for young 
people to shift from being consumers of media and technology to being producers. For example, 
the globally used visual programming environment Scratch and its online community draws on the 
history of hip-hop and theater arts to encourage students to create original content (e.g., anima-
tions, games, music, visual designs, etc.) and remix content from their peers (Resnick et al., 2009). 
Or consider the growing popularity of programming hardware for making electronic textiles that 
young people can use to refashion their clothes and other youth culture accessories (Fields et al., 
2018). These examples highlight how 21st-century computing education blends the technical with 
the social and cultural.

Towards this shift, Kafai (2016) builds on Wing’s (2006) idea of computational thinking by propos-
ing a framework for computational participation: moving primary and secondary computing education 
beyond just a focus on individuals working with tools and code to people working in communities 
and contexts in computationally social and creative ways. This has implications for issues of equity. 
As Kafai and Burke (2014) explain, “When computation is thought of in terms of participation and 
not just thinking, it becomes clear that there is a tremendous discrepancy in who gets to participate” 
(p. 9–10). Indeed, computational participation is part of a larger move within technology and media 
literacy education to shift from a problem space around the digital divide to the “participation gap” 
– a gap between those who have the knowledge and skills to participate in digital communities and 
the information economy and those who do not (Jenkins et al., 2009). Yet computational participa-
tion has its own limitations when it comes to equity. For example, even though online and offline 
communities for computational participation have existed for over a decade, many Black, Brown, 
and Indigenous communities continue to be underrepresented in computing disciplines and fields 
(Lachney et al., 2019a).

3.1  Techno-Optimism vs. Techno-Pessimism

As noted earlier, computational thinking, constructionism, datalogy, CSP, etc. frame computing and 
computers in optimistic terms, sometimes reformist and other times revolutionary (Agalianos et al., 
2006), but always as a force to change teaching and learning for the better and improving educa-
tion more generally, including CS education. This techno-optimism and its support come from all 
directions. In government, politicians such as the US president Bill Clinton claimed computers were 
the “great equalizers” for education (quoted in Selwyn, 2016, p. 26); private sector actors like the 
Danish LEGO Group design programmable hardware to sell as part of computing education around 
the world (Lachney, 2014); tech companies focus on increasing access to computational devices 
to diversify their markets and seek out future customers (Selwyn, 2012); and non-governmental 
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organizations, such as One Laptop Per Child, flood countries in the Global South with computers 
in hopes of spurring children’s upward mobility (Ames, 2019).

Consider, for example, one of the most prominent and successful global computing and engi-
neering education interventions across the world, the FIRST Lego League (FLL) competition for 9- 
to 16-year-old children, depending on the country. FLL is part of the larger nonprofit organizational 
network For Inspiration and Recognition of Science and Technology (FIRST). FIRST hosts robotic 
design challenges for children of all ages, with specific educational technologies used for each, from 
VEX Robotics to LEGO WeDO. FLL uses LEGO MINDSTORMS, a programmable robotics kit 
that is produced and distributed by the LEGO Group. FLL has a global presence, as evidenced by 
the fact that 216,480 children from 69 countries participated in the program during 2021 (FIRST, 
2021). FIRST has reason to be celebratory and optimistic in their global engineering and computer 
science education efforts. For example, female alumni from FIRST competitions are more likely to 
declare engineering and computer science majors when compared to young women who did not 
participate in FIRST (FIRST firstlegoleague.org., 2021).

At the same time, techno-optimism is often unquestioning in assuming that computers and access 
to them are inherently beneficial, as well as inevitable, due to the continued growth of computing 
power (Lachney et al., 2021). In addition, this optimism is often rooted in market-oriented reforms 
(i.e., neoliberal reforms), which are driven by corporate actors like the LEGO Group instead of 
local interests or community goals (Lachney, 2014). While this optimism often appears warranted on 
the surface, once technology fixes for education are explored in any depth, more nuanced pictures 
emerge.

For example, consider the One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) nonprofit initiative. While OLPC 
and the flagship device the OX laptop are said to be inspired by Papert’s constructionism, the story 
of OLPC sometimes begins with Nicholas Negroponte – MIT professor and one of the founding 
members of the MediaLab – and his trip to the 2005 World Economic Forum in Davos (Ames, 
2019). Within a global crowd who was firmly grounded in the celebratory atmosphere of neoliberal 
solutionism, Negroponte pitched the idea of a hundred-dollar laptop to support technology access 
to children around the world. By the end of the following year, OLPC had support from the United 
Nations Development Program, Google, New Corporation, eBay, and many other international 
actors (Ames, 2019, pp. 3–4). As OX laptops – anthropomorphic green-and-white machines that 
were designed to be durable and self-contained – found their way into the hands of people in Africa, 
North America, South America, Asia, and Europe, the program was often celebrated as an “intuitive 
and common-sensical idea that transcends any further debate,” and Papert’s largely Western-inspired 
theory of constructionism was exported around the world (Selwyn, 2013, p. 128).

The OX laptops were designed to be highly versatile in terms of physical durability, power 
sources, and software capabilities. The laptops often came with a variety of programming languages, 
including Python and JavaScript. However, the techno-optimism was so fundamental to the project 
that Negroponte scoffed at the idea of even evaluating the OX laptop’s local impact. When speaking 
about this, he explained the idea away by treating the machines as akin to a utility like electricity, 
which requires no controlled studies to understand its impact and benefit (Selwyn, 2013, p. 140). 
This type of techno-optimism is exactly what leads people to overlook the sociotechnical limita-
tions of any computing device or system. This initiative is what Falbel (1991) would call exposure 
to computing that puts computers within reach for children; however, this exposure does not allow 
them to enter the professional computer culture, as they do not also have access to people who have 
knowledge about computers.

While the benefits of OLPC are certainly worth mentioning – for example, highlighting the 
need for low-cost computing technologies and the innovations to meet that need – the unques-
tioned assumption that the OX laptops would be accepted, used, and maintained unproblemati-
cally appears naive in retrospect. Selwyn (2013) noted that far from being neutral, the program is 
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grounded in a Western ideology of romantic individualism, which emerged in its focus on the child, 
as opposed to the community or system, as an avenue for change. At a material level, Warschauer 
and Ames (2010) explained how they found disconnections between the universalist approach of 
OLPC and the particular conditions of local communities, with some communities struggling to 
meet the costs of running the OX laptops and maintaining the infrastructure for use. Exploring the 
racial politics of OLPC, Fouché (2012) explained how the program’s racial and cultural agnosticism 
is part of a long history of framing Western technologists in savior terms when they transfer devices 
into non-White and non-European contexts as solutions for local problems. These ideas of technol-
ogy as the savior for non-White folks are deeply rooted in education, as evidenced by Skinner’s pro-
grammable teaching machines, which he wanted to test on poor Black children (Watters, 2021). Far 
from being a radical break from the past, OLPC has reproduced and become entrenched in existing 
power, political, and ideological structures at local, national, and international levels (Ames, 2019).

The OLPC examples illustrate how, as techno-optimistic perspectives of computing education 
proliferate and more stakeholders in education and research are introduced to curricula and tech-
nologies that are designed for primary- and secondary-age students, challenges concerning inequity 
and injustice have made the idea of computers as positive change agents questionable. This has led to 
an increasing sense of techno-pessimism, where the push for computing education is seen as being 
driven by economic and nationalistic competition that limits the focus on using computing power, 
computational thinking, and computer skills as generative sources for empowering students and their 
communities (Lachney et al., 2021). Of course, such pessimism about technology and education is 
nothing new. As Cuban (1986) and Noble (2001) point out across all levels of education, as long as 
there have been people claiming that technologies are going to revolutionize education, there has 
been repeated disappointment, not to mention the fact that computers are oversold to schools only 
to be underused (Cuban, 2001).

What is more, techno-pessimists often point out that a focus on technology misses the mark of 
what people value about education in the first place, not interactions with devices, but interactions 
with people. Philosopher of technology Winner (2009) makes this point, explaining that when 
people recall their positive experiences in school, they rarely say, “The experiences that inspired 
me most deeply were the wonderful hours I spent pushing the Logo turtle around the screen,” but 
instead are more likely to talk about “that special teacher who changed a person’s life” (p. 590). 
But this is not to suggest that teachers and technologies are always easily separable parts of students’ 
experiences in the classroom; the expertise and framing that teachers bring to technologies and, 
conversely, how technologies shape teaching can be co-constitutive.

Consider, for example, the now-foundational study Stuck in the Shallow End: Education, Race, & 
Computing by Margolis et  al. (2008, 2017) that puts these relationships into perspective. Indeed, 
while the study is over a decade old, it remains pertinent for explaining why techno-optimism 
increasingly appears naive when it comes to CS education, at least in a US context. The study 
shows how larger social issues in the United States, such as racialization and class stratification, are 
structured into and reproduced through education systems and computing pedagogy. Key findings 
from their study of computing education across three schools in the Los Angeles Unified School 
District highlight how having access to technology is not enough and that tech fixes in education 
policy often fail to create meaningful change at local levels. Their conclusions echo Anyon’s (2014) 
research, which suggests that unless policymakers and activists address poverty and wealth inequities, 
educational reforms will continue to feel Sisyphean.

What is more, Margolis et al. (2008, 2017) found that even in a school with access to computing 
materials and expertise, the small numbers of African American and Latinx students in a computer 
science course were not just the result of histories of the classist racialization in policies at federal, 
state, and district levels but also the result of teachers’, counselors’, administrators’, and even stu-
dents’ own beliefs about who belonged in computing based on ideas about “natural” abilities. Stories 
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from Margolis et al. (2008, 2017) detail heartbreaking situations that point to the reproduction of 
cultural and biological essentialism: for example, teachers singling out African American or Latinx 
students as not belonging in CS courses, stating they have low expectations of them, and assuming 
that they lack natural ability or the cultural background to succeed in CS. These attitudes did not go 
unnoticed by students who sometimes reproduced harmful societal and cultural stereotypes about 
White and Asian students being good at math and computing, and Black and Latinx students being 
deficient.

Another perspective within techno-pessimist framing of technology are the disproportionately 
harmful effects of technology on Black and Brown communities (Benjamin, 2019; Noble, 2018). 
From the facial recognition technologies that misidentify darker-skinned people (Buolamwini, 2017) 
to recidivism software in the criminal justice system that recommends higher prison sentences for 
Black defendants, bias in the design and deployment of technologies is ever present. Technologies are 
mostly developed for nationalistic or capitalistic reasons. Take the example of Simon Ramo, the vice 
president of an aeronautical manufacturer, who stated in 1957, “[W]e are in rapid transition today to 
a new world which threatens to be dominated by technological advance” (as cited in Watters, 2021, 
p. 149). Ramo went on to design the first ballistic missile. Given this, the question arises on what the 
goals of computing education need to be and what kinds of technologies are needed for a just world.

The techno-pessimistic and techno-optimistic perspectives both give meaning and shape to com-
puting education for primary- and secondary-age children around the world. But just as a strict 
optimistic line is limiting, so, too, is a strict pessimistic one. A realistic perspective would embrace 
qualities of both – for example, the amazing ways that a computer can support children’s creativity 
while understanding that the same computer does not exist in isolation of larger sociopolitical struc-
tures, cultural contexts, economic conditions, and ecologies of expertise.

3.2  Techno-Social Realism in Computing Education

On their own, neither techno-pessimism nor techno-optimism are adequate for understanding the 
sociotechnical reality of computers in education for primary- and secondary-age students. While 
the techno-optimists place too much weight on the role of individuals and machines for creat-
ing change, they do accurately recognize that human–computer interactions can foster meaningful 
learning experiences. While the techno-pessimists sometimes overlook the roles of computers in 
positive grassroots efforts, they accurately recognize that no technological device or system is neutral 
or value-free.

In this section we move beyond this dichotomy and look at those who take what we call a 
techno-social realist approach to computing education. We argue that the techno-social realists accept 
the contradictory conditions of computing education. They do not put too much weight on the 
technology of computing education itself, situating the agency of computer devices and systems as 
just some parts of quality computing and computing education. The techno-social realist perspec-
tive does not make technology central to computer education but, instead, treats computer devices 
and systems as actors within larger networks of humans and nonhumans who collectively constitute 
learning environments.

The coinage of the term techno-social realist draws from the increasing number of computer edu-
cation researchers who are recognizing that the social and technological are always co-constituted, 
with neither the social solely determining the technological nor the technological solely determin-
ing the social (Magenheim & Schulte, 2006; Mertala, 2021). Discussions of the sociotechnical or the 
techno-social highlight this recognition and provide new ways to conceptualize human–machine 
relationships at multiple scales, most readily in ways that shift away from techno-solutionism and 
towards more ecological perspectives that are needed to confront 21st-century global challenges 
(Easterbrook, 2014).
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Indeed, when this framing is applied, the current techno-social situation quickly becomes rather 
bleak as the macro-issues that enter schools are often beyond any individual’s control, sometimes 
placing teachers in a double bind (Lachney et al., 2018). For example, the same devices that sup-
port rich learning also bring up ethical issues, like how computing is contributing to environmental 
degradation, upstream and downstream (Mayhew  & Patitsas, 2021); how technology companies 
are extracting data from online behaviors to aggregate and sell for making predictions about future 
behaviors in ways that might shape market demands and elections (Zuboff, 2019); how the goal 
of the CSforAll movement is rather obligatory for many, but that computing disciplines and fields 
continue to reproduce anti-Black racism (Rankin et al., 2021). It has also long been recognized that 
educational computing technologies have intimate connections to US militarism (Noble, 1991).

Taking these conditions and others into account while also seeking to design quality comput-
ing education for young people has been foundational for research on equity-oriented professional 
development for computing teachers and research on culturally responsive computing. Both areas 
make issues of justice, ethics, and social responsibility central to computing education by situat-
ing computing and computer technologies as only some of the nodes within larger techno-social 
ecologies. In addition, computing education research that explores the topics of universal design 
for learning, the environmental impact of computing, and translanguaging also take techno-social 
perspectives. We explain these five areas of research and then how they exemplify the techno-social 
realist position before discussing a glaring gap in the literature pertaining to curriculum developers 
and technologists.

3.2.1  Equity-Oriented Professional Development

Building on their prior findings about teachers’ beliefs and recognizing that computing education 
reproduces injustice, including racial injustice, Margolis and colleagues (2008, 2017) have been 
leaders in reporting on computer teacher professional development for their high school Exploring 
Computer Science (ECS) program, which includes, among other things, an explicit focus on equity 
(e.g., Ryoo et al., 2021; Fields et al., 2018; Margolis et al., 2015). While recognizing that “it takes 
a village” (Ryoo et al., 2015) of not just teachers and students but also administrators, counselors, 
policymakers, and others to support broadening participation efforts in computing, their focus on 
teachers is meant to help challenge deficit thinking – that is, thinking that frames racially marginal-
ized students and their communities as deficient and problematic in academic pursuits – in schools 
and stereotypes about who belongs in computing. Their goal has been to move beyond access to a 
focus on pedagogy and epistemology (Margolis et al., 2012). For example, Goode and Ryoo (2019) 
outline four dimensions to support teachers’ knowledge of and practices for designing inclusive 
learning environments for computing education: (1) having specialized knowledge of computing, 
(2) developing pedagogical practices that impact student learning, (3) drawing on students’ cultural 
background and knowledge in the computing classroom, and (4) understanding how education sys-
tems and policies shape educational experiences and outcomes. The ECS professional development 
programs have been successful in expanding CS education in the United States, including the Los 
Angeles Unified School District (Margolis et al., 2008, 2017), and supporting teachers’ confidence 
in delivering engaging CS content (Goode et al., 2019).

However, their research also suggests that supporting CS teachers’ – especially White teachers – 
racial literacies and understanding of racial equity’s relationship to computing and the CS classroom 
has its own unique challenges. In research on teachers in ECS professional development programs 
and classroom implementations, Goode and colleagues (2020) reported on how even when the top-
ics of race and racism were infused into the ECS curriculum and training, White teachers tended 
to avoid the topics or reproduced deficit orientations about students and their families and com-
munities. In contrast, teachers of color and Black teachers engaged with the topics directly, not 
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only naming race and racism as part of computing and computer education, but also identifying 
how their own roles as educators might come to bear on these issues in the classroom and beyond. 
Given that the majority of US teachers are White (US Department of Education, 2020), addressing 
individualistic, deflective, and avoidant discourses about race within computing education is crucial 
for constructing equitable futures. Goode and colleagues (2021) explain that long-term professional 
development is key for helping White teachers move beyond these reductive discourses and into 
equity-centered CS education.

3.2.2  Culturally Responsive Computing

Like equity-oriented research on professional development for computing teachers, research in cul-
turally responsive computing (CRC) does not center technology for technology’s sake or dismiss the 
role that computers can play in transforming educational experiences. Instead, it builds on culturally 
relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2014), culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2018), and culturally 
sustaining pedagogies (Paris, 2012). CRC seeks to challenge deficit modes of education – that is, 
education that frames the families, communities, heritages, interests, and cultures of students, espe-
cially Black, Brown, and Indigenous students, as antithetical to academics – within computing and 
technology education (Lachney, 2017).

Scott et al. (2014) explained four goals that CRC should try and meet. First, CRC should moti-
vate and improve the STEM and CS learning experiences of racially marginalized children. Second, 
this should be accomplished through deep explorations of heritage knowledge and vernacular cul-
ture, as well as space for critiquing power and celebrating cultural diversity. Third, the first two goals 
are meant to come together to break down the barriers between what is traditionally considered 
scientific and technical and what is traditionally considered cultural. Fourth, this work should be 
done not only to represent community and cultural knowledge and identities but also school and 
curricular demands.

To further clarify, consider how Eglash et al. (2013) outlined four (often overlapping) areas that 
CRC research and practice can engage with: (1) Indigenous knowledge – developing epistemologi-
cal connections between Indigenous design practices and computing activities to demonstrate the 
mathematical and computational sophistication in designs and epistemologies to help resist primitiv-
ist stereotypes and myths of genetic determinism (Moreno Sandoval, 2013; López-Quiñones et al., 
2023); (2) vernacular culture – the computational modeling of vernacular linguistic, design, and/or 
artistic practices with computational thinking, computer programming, or educational technologies 
to explore young people’s existing interests, whether rap, graffiti, jewelry making, or another aspect 
of popular youth culture, in computational contexts (Pinkard, 1999; Eglash et  al., 2006; Gilbert 
et al., 2008; Bennett, 2016); (3) civic and political cultures – the use of computational tools and com-
putational thinking to support participation in community life, grassroots advocacy, social justice, 
political processes, and/or consciousness raising to take part in justice projects, such as raising aware-
ness about and eliminating the gender pay gap (Scott et al., 2014; Scott & Garcia, 2016; Cooke et al., 
2019); (4) hacking cultures – culturally and socially situated repurposing of existing technologies or 
engagement in DIY practices through programming, engineering, media production, and/or com-
putational thinking that build on the “hacker ethic” (Levy, 1984) or, by extension, “maker mindset” 
(Dougherty, 2016) values of freedom and openness, decentralization, and anti-authoritarianism, 
(Eglash et al., 2004; Santo, 2011).

3.2.3  Universal Design for Learning

Universal design for learning (UDL) is an educational framework that is often used to address 
issues of inclusivity and access for students with and without disabilities, largely to make learning 
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environments usable to the broadest array of children (Israel et al., 2022). But its basic principles 
build on the universal design (UD) movement that emerged from disability justice and social move-
ment activism in the 1960s (Hamraie, 2017). The UD movement focused on making the built envi-
ronment more accessible to people with disabilities by standardizing ramps and automatic doors, but 
this also had the result of making the environment more accessible for people with strollers, those 
who use crutches, and many others. Hence, designing for those with the least access has a benefit to 
others. UDL extends this form of UD into education with three principles:

(1) multiple means of engaging and motivating learners; (2) multiple means of representing 
information so students can perceive and comprehend that information; and (3) multiple means 
for providing students opportunities to express what they know and navigate the environment 
in which they learn.

(Israel et al., 2022, p. 3)

Within primary and secondary schools, UDL has been applied to make computing education 
more flexible for students with and without disabilities (Bouck & Yadav, 2021). For teachers to 
develop and employ UDL practices in their classrooms, they required sustained and substantial pro-
fessional development; otherwise, implementation may appear shallow (Ray et al., 2018). Israel et al. 
(2022) found that when primary teachers used UDL to support computing lessons, it was mostly by 
trying to represent content through multiple media and formats. These types of studies situate UDL 
within productive tension between the desires for universality and the need to be responsive to local 
contexts. This constant negotiation is what makes it fit into a techno-social realist perspective, as it 
does not get caught up in prioritizing either the global or the local.

3.2.4  Computing and Environmental (Un)Sustainability

The materiality of computer hardware, the energy requirements for computational maintenance 
and innovation, and the mining of minerals that are in all our computing devices have all brought 
into focus how computing education is implicated in the environmental crisis that humanity faces. 
While the green computing movement has sought to confront the harmful environmental results for 
computing technologies that have been around since the turn of the century (Smith, 2013), there 
has been little research into its application in primary or secondary computing education. Indeed, 
when it comes to addressing issues such as electronic waste, educational researchers have only started 
to reckon with how they are implicated in its production and exportation to largely poor nations 
(Lachney et al., 2018). There has been little research on how schools teach about computing’s impact 
on the environment and the role of computing education in making a more sustainable world.

Eglash et al. (2013) is one exception, with the “e-waste to makerspace” project, where children 
learn about the environmental harms of e-waste while repurposing e-waste as part of maker-type 
projects (e.g., automated watering cans). There has been much more research on computing and 
environmental (un)sustainability in higher education that is worth mentioning. Easterbrook (2014), 
for example, argued that computational thinking is too limiting for addressing the need to make 
computing more sustainable and suggested a shift to systems thinking in undergraduate curriculum. 
Mayhew and Patitsas (2021) argue that bringing sustainability and environmental issues into under-
graduate computing education is complicated by the fact that hegemonic computing education lacks 
a focus on materiality. They argued against an “add sustainability and stir” approach to greening the 
curriculum and instead imply that larger-scale educational change is needed to truly address these 
issues. Primary and secondary computing education can learn from these researchers and others on 
what to do and not to do when bringing issues of sustainability into their classrooms, but research 
on this topic is sorely lacking.
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3.2.5  Translanguaging

Finally, we want to point to an exciting area of research that attends to how computing education 
can support making multilingual students’ rich linguistic skills assets for learning. Vogel (2021) uses 
the theory of translanguaging as a foundation for doing this in the computing classroom. Translan-
guaging describes how children use diverse linguistic and semiotic resources in fluid and flexible 
ways, despite traditional education systems’ demand to often silo and isolate them (García et al., 
2014). It may be that in everyday speech, for example, multilingual children use Spanish and English 
together in ways that blend or break down traditional demarcations. Vogel (2021) revealed the ways 
that computational learning environments that support personalization can support multilingual 
students’ sense of agency in ways that challenge the hegemonic linguistic standards of schooling. 
Given that most programming languages used around the world are English-based, this research 
has the potential to not only describe how programmers are already translanguaging but also how 
normative applications of translanguaging in learning environments can prepare children for work-
ing in such contexts.

3.3  Future Research for the Techno-Social Realist Agenda

All these areas of research exemplify techno-realism by not falling into either strict pessimism or 
strict optimism. They recognize the affordances and limitations of the role of computing in improv-
ing not only schooling but also the world more generally without centering technology as the only 
agent of change. But for Lachney and Yadav (2020), this is only part of the story. Building on the 
idea that “it takes a village” to construct equity-oriented CS education (Ryoo et al., 2015; Lachney, 
Bennett et al., 2021; Lachney, Eglash et al., 2021), they visualize the key actors needed to create deep 
forms of CRC: educators, cultural experts, and technologists (see Figure 25.1). However, while 
there has been much research on educators’ understandings and beliefs about supporting equity in 
CS (e.g., Yadav, Gretter, et al., 2016) and there is a growing literature on supporting cultural experts 
in collaborating in broadening participation efforts (e.g., Lachney, Yadav et al., 2021), there has been 
much less descriptive or normative work on technologists. In addition, Lachney and Yadav (2020) 
do not mention another key actor: curriculum designers.

As a future research trajectory, computing education researchers must start to empirically inter-
rogate the beliefs and practices of technologists who create programmable hardware and software, as 
well as the curriculum designers who connect these technologies to academic content and contexts. 
A growing body of literature on computer science and artificial intelligence is reinforcing the idea 
that “artifacts have politics” (Winner, 1986/2020). Scholars in the United States have pointed to 
how, for example, the “master-slave” command from computer science and computer engineering is 
racialized (Eglash, 2007). More generally, Benjamin (2019) shows how the designs of algorithms and 
devices can reproduce structural racism (e.g., predictive algorithms that use already racially biased 
police data) and interpersonal racism (e.g., the unconscious biases of designers whose facial recogni-
tion software does not recognize Black faces). Yet there has been very little research that critically 
studies how educational technologists and curriculum designers think about racism, sexism, classism, 
ableism, etc. in technology design, development, and implementation. As part of this work, comput-
ing education researchers must interrogate how technologists’ and designers’ assumptions get baked 
into the technologies and curricula that many educators and researchers take for granted in their 
work with computing education.

This work should speak to how it is important to acknowledge the oppressive and harmful 
impact of technologies on Black and Brown communities. Within a techno-realist perspective, we 
need to help students understand the role of computer science in the design and implementation of 
technologies that maintain and amplify existing social hierarchies. The technologies are not going 
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away, so the question is, How should we prepare students to think critically about the design of 
computing technologies and question what goals are being served with such technologies? In order 
to accomplish this curriculum, teacher preparation needs to be revised in ways that move away from 
top-down approaches for computer science education that prioritizes capitalistic goals of the tech 
industry (Yadav & Heath, 2022). Instead, we need to highlight how computer science can be used 
as a tool for expressing personal agency, creativity, and addressing issues important to students and 
their communities.

Conclusion

Computing education and engineering education at the primary and secondary levels have long been 
co-mingled. This is apparent not only in the overlap in the technologies that are employed but also 
by the organizations that support them (e.g., FLL). Still, we have sought to provide an overview of 
computing education as having its own unique identity that is still growing. While computer pro-
gramming has been part of primary and secondary education since the late 1960s, the 21st century has 
seen an explosion of computing technologies, curricula, and private–public partnerships to prioritize 
computer science education. This work often finds rhetorical justification in nationalistic claims that 
include the need to prepare students to work in an information economy founded on computing 
power, computational thinking, and computer skills. At the same time, a growing number of K–12 
computer science education researchers are attending to the inequities and injustices that computer 
science itself contributes to, especially those issues that disproportionately impact low-income Black, 
Brown, and Indigenous communities, as well as people with disabilities and who live in environmen-
tally compromised areas. In this chapter, we have framed the need for computer science education to 
move away from the tensions of techno-optimism and techno-pessimism and instead use a techno-
social realist perspective that sees computer science education in a broader context.
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1  Introduction

Whether the goal is to simulate, design, or analyze, computational data and algorithms are core to 
engineering. Consequently, it is common for all engineering students to take at least one or more 
courses related to computing during their degree program. For example, programming is required 
for most engineering majors, and so are courses on the use of computational tools such as Matlab™ 
for engineering tasks. Given this dependence between engineering and computing, it is important 
that education scholars in both fields develop a better understanding of the other field to help prepare 
a stronger future engineering and computing workforce and to be able to conduct new and innova-
tive research. Computing Education Research (CER) is a broad field and has a significant research 
alignment with EER, including a focus on (engineering) epistemologies, learning mechanisms, 
learning systems, diversity and inclusiveness, and assessment (Adams et al., 2006). Since we cannot 
do justice to the entire range of work in CER, this chapter is a selective overview of CER for engi-
neering education scholars. A similar review of EER for computing education researchers with some 
comparison of research traditions and culture of the fields can be found in Loui and Borrego (2019).

The chapter begins with a brief history of computing education, followed by a discussion of 
the scope of CER, and the main publication venues and practices in CER. The subsequent sec-
tion briefly discusses the role and use of theoretical frameworks in CER. Thereafter, we present the 
two subareas of CER that we selected as particularly relevant from an EER perspective: research on 
programming education and research on software tools to support computing education. A brief 
conclusion ends the chapter. Our review focuses on research in tertiary or higher education con-
texts (refer to Chapter 25, this volume, by Yadav and Lachney (2023) for more information on 
computing education in K–12 level), mainly in the Western cultural context (United States, Europe, 
Australasia).

2  Brief History and Overview of Computing Education 
Research (CER)

Computer science (CS) is a young discipline compared to natural sciences and many fields of engi-
neering. Consequently, computing education is a younger field than engineering education. Com-
puting education emerged in the mid-1950s as computers started being used in industry. This 
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created a need for specialists, resulting in company-level training programs. In the late 1950s, univer-
sities started building educational programs for training computing professionals towards specific jobs 
but without a shared vision of the profession or of education goals, course requirements, or learning 
resources needed. In the United States, the Association for Computing Machinery (ACM) set up 
a curriculum committee in 1968 that was explicitly aimed at advancing academic computing pro-
grams in universities (Atchison et al., 1968). The initial recommendation emphasized mathematical 
approaches, but a decade later, new guidelines put an emphasis on a more practice-based, hands-on 
approach, including programming and applications (Austing et al., 1979). The purview was further 
broadened when a new curriculum recommendation, in collaboration with IEEE Computer Soci-
ety, acknowledged the significance of the social and professional context of computing (Tucker & 
Barnes, 1990). The increasing breadth of the field resulted in independent recommendations for 
different subareas of computing after 2000. The Computing Curricula (2005) defined five different 
subareas: computer engineering, computer science, software engineering, information technology, 
and information systems. Computing Curricula (2020) further added two more areas, cybersecurity 
and data science. For simplicity, we use the term “computing” to denote any of these fields. How-
ever, it must be noted that the focal areas covered in this chapter belong to computer science (CS), 
and “computing” in common parlance is used as synonym of it.1

Denning et al. (1989) characterized computing as a discipline that combines three tightly inter-
twined aspects, including theory, abstraction (modelling), and design. Tedre and Sutinen (2008, 
p. 153) built on this when they discussed the characteristics of computing: “Those aspects rely on 
three different intellectual traditions (the task force called them paradigms): the mathematical (or 
analytical, theoretical, or formalist) tradition, the scientific (or empirical) tradition, and the engi-
neering (or technological) tradition.” This characterization well demonstrates the analogy between 
computing and engineering as disciplines, which is naturally reflected in CER and EER too. How-
ever, despite these similar approaches, computing should not be considered a subdiscipline of engi-
neering. Computing and computing education have been developed both in engineering schools as 
well as in non-technical higher education institutes. While EER venues have published numerous 
CER papers, much of CER takes place and is published in venues and communities which are dis-
tinct from EER.

The development of CER as a Discipline-Based Education Research (DBER) field can be traced 
to several related computing education initiatives (Guzdial & du Boulay, 2019; Tedre et al., 2018). 
First, formal computing education saw scholarly development in academic institutions with research 
focused on future computing professionals. Second, for decades, there has been research exploring 
professional computing, as well as research on how children learn computing in K–12 education. 
Finally, research in the field of human–computer interaction and related areas such as computer-sup-
ported cooperative work has given much focus on computing education. The most significant com-
munity focusing solely on CER is ACM Special Interest Group in Computing Education (SIGCSE). 
However, CER papers are also published in many other venues, such as those focusing on software 
engineering education, human–computer interaction, educational technology, and e-learning, as 
well as in numerous educational research journals and, as noted earlier, in many EER venues.

Research on professionals in the field has been ongoing at least since the early 1970s. Weinberg’s 
Psychology of Programming (Weinberg, 1971) was published in 1971, and in the 1980s, Soloway car-
ried out seminal research on experts’ programming plans (e.g., Soloway & Ehrlich, 1984). Important 
early venues for presenting such research were the Empirical Studies of Programmers (ESP) confer-
ences and Psychology of Programming Interest Group (PPIG) workshops, which both started in 
1986. The ESP conferences ceased in the 1990s, but PPIG is still active.

In the last ten years, computing education in schools has boomed internationally, when many 
countries have included more computing courses and content in K–12 curricula. Research on chil-
dren’s learning of computing also has a long history. For example, the Logo language was designed 
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in the late 1960s, and Papert’s (2020) classic book, Mindstorms, which addressed children’s learning 
of programming, turtle graphics, and Logo, was first published in 1980. More elaborative discussions 
of the history of computing and computing education are available in Denning and Tedre (2019), 
Guzdial and du Boulay (2019), and Tedre et al. (2018).

2.1  Structure of the Field

Currently, the most comprehensive source for work in CER is The Cambridge Handbook of Comput-
ing Education Research (Fincher & Robins, 2019), which divides research in the field into the four 
following topical areas.

Systemic issues are topics which persist in the field, including research on novice or introduc-
tory programming, more advanced programming, assessment and plagiarism, various pedagogical 
approaches, as well as questions on equity and diversity.

New milieux address more recent issues that have arisen with computing’s spread beyond the 
“traditional” university settings (formal classrooms and departments of computing). Such work cov-
ers research on computational thinking and computing in schools (K–12), as well as computing for 
other disciplines and new programming paradigms.2

Systems software and technology is an area focusing on how software and hardware tools can support 
learning, including tangible computing and integrated learning environments.

The final section on teacher and student knowledge investigates issues that concern the production 
and acquisition of computing knowledge, such as teacher knowledge, teacher training and profes-
sional development, learning outside classrooms, student knowledge and misconceptions, students’ 
motivation, attitudes and dispositions, as well as students as teachers and communicators.

The Cambridge Handbook of CER (Fincher & Robins, 2019) does not give a canonical definition 
of CER, nor does it prescribe what should be included in the field. This would be difficult, as the 
field continuously evolves following the rapid development of computing itself, as well as its ever-
growing penetration in society. We could, however, give the following characterization as a draft 
which widely covers the research topics in the field: CER investigates complex phenomena related to 
the teaching and learning of computing, including actors (students, teachers, organizations), curricular content, 
learning resources and technologies, as well as recruitment and retention in both formal and informal educational 
settings. CER also investigates research in the field itself by analyzing ongoing or published research and develops 
domain-specific theories and methods to support the field.

CER is an interdisciplinary field which draws on methods, theories, and content from several 
disciplines. It leverages research methods and theoretical frameworks from social sciences, especially 
from educational sciences and psychology, but also from sociology, anthropology, philosophy, and 
ethics. It also addresses learning content from all areas of computing and widely applies methods and 
technologies from computing to develop, apply, and analyze software-based learning resources, tools, 
and data collected from their use.

2.2  Publication Venues

While CER papers are published in numerous conferences and journals, there are a few venues 
which focus explicitly on computing education. ACM Special Interest Group of Computer Science 
Education (SIGCSE) was established after publishing the first ACM computing curriculum in 1968, 
and it launched its first annual conference, SIGCSE Technical Symposium in 1970. Thereafter, 
SIGCSE has launched several new conferences, which all have their own profile. In addition, there 
are a number of other conferences organized by other organizations which have started as regional 
conferences and grown to international venues later. Table 26.1 lists these venues, followed by a 
few other significant conferences which also publish CER papers among research from other areas.
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Table 26.1 Computing Education–Related Conferences and Journals

Acronym Conference Title Since Audience Organized at 
Locations

ACM SIGCSE Conferences
SIGCSE SIGCSE Technical Symposium 1970 Teachers and 

researchers
US/Canada

ITiCSE Innovation and Technology in 
Computer Science Education

1996 Teachers and 
researchers

Europe

ICER International Computing 
Education Research 
Conference

2005 Researchers US/Canada, Europe, 
Australasia

Non-ACM Conferences with primary focus on computing education 
(*denotes in-cooperation conferences with proceedings in ACM DL)

ACE* Australasian Computing 
Education Conference

1996 Teachers and 
researchers

Australasia

Koli Calling* Koli Calling – International 
Computing Education 
Research Conference

2001 Researchers Finland

WIPCSE* Workshop in Primary and 
Secondary Computing 
Education

2006 Researchers Europe

ISSEP International Conference on 
Informatics in Secondary 
Schools

2006 Teachers and 
researchers

Europe

Other conferences that also publish computing education–related 
research 

ICSE International Conference on Software Engineering
CHI ACM CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing 

Systems
SEFI European Engineering Education Conference
ASEE American Society for Engineering Education Annual 

Conference
IEEE-associated conferences that also publish computing education–

related research
FIE Frontiers in Education
EDUCON Global Engineering Education Conference
TALE Teaching, Assessment, and Learning in Engineering
EDUNINE World Engineering Education Conference
Journals publishing computing education–related research
ACM Transactions on Computing Education (TOCE)
Computer Science Education
IEEE Transactions on Education
IEEE Transactions on Learning Technologies
Computers & Education
Journal of Educational Computing Research 
Journal of Information Technology Education

Two journals, ACM Transactions on Computing Education and Computer Science Education, focus 
solely on publishing work in CER, while there are many others which publish CER papers in  
addition to other education-related papers. We list some of the more commonly known ones in 
Table 26.1, but there are many others.
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It should be noted that CER-focused conferences follow the publication tradition of computing 
sciences, where conference papers are considered almost equally valuable scientific contributions as 
journal papers. Contributions are submitted as full papers and undergo a rigorous review process (for 
an overview, see Petre et al. (2020)). In the past few years, publishing CER papers has become more 
competitive, resulting in lower acceptance rates.

3  Theoretical Frameworks in Computing Education Research

As CER has grown as a field, the use of theories from social sciences in research has received con-
siderable attention (Malmi et al., 2014; Lishinski et al., 2016; Szabo et al., 2019; Szabo & Sheard, 
2023; Malmi et al., 2020), along with domain-specific theoretical developments within CER itself 
(Malmi et al., 2019, 2023). The interest reflects the maturation of CER as a DBER field as meth-
odological rigor and use of theoretical contributions come to be valued more (Tenenberg & Malmi, 
2022). Also, see Chapter 7, this volume, by Goncher et al. (2023) for more on the use of theory and 
theoretical frameworks.

Currently, there are no dominant theoretical frameworks within the field; rather, there is a rich-
ness of theories that have been adopted. A recent survey by Szabo et al. (2019) extensively reviewed 
CER papers in the entire ACM digital library, looking for references to a predefined list of 75 learn-
ing theories. The top 10 most cited theories were Csikszentmihalyi’s flow, learning styles, mental 
models, self-efficacy theory, progression of early computational thinking, constructivism, problem-
based learning, metacognition, mindsets, and communities of practice. These covered roughly two-
thirds of the over 15,000 citations found in the library to some learning theory in their list; each of 
these theories were cited in 4–13% of the total pool of citations. The other 65 theories covered the 
remaining one-third of citations.

Malmi et al. (2023) explored the development of new domain-specific theoretical constructs that 
address learning processes, studying, or learning performance in computing. They identified 85 con-
structs first published in three major CER venues during 2005–2020. Further investigation into how 
these constructs had been used in papers citing the original paper, however, revealed that only a small 
fraction of the citing papers actually used the construct to guide further research or developed the 
construct further. It seems that CER is still in an early phase of developing its own domain-specific 
theory base. Another common finding in this work was that the terms theory, model, and theoretical 
framework are often used quite loosely in CER literature (Malmi et al., 2014). Tedre and Pajunen 
(2023) discuss this rather in depth in their paper. It is also worth noting that in computer science, the 
concept theory is often associated with mathematical theorems and logical proofs that are heavily used 
in theoretical computer science, algorithms research, and machine learning research, a very different 
interpretation from theories in social sciences.

In what follows, we give a few examples of how some theoretical frameworks have been applied 
within CER to address challenges in learning computing. We encourage the reader to look at the 
original references for more details.

Research of human cognition states that humans’ working memory capacity is highly limited and 
it is impossible to address more than a few items at the same time. Schema theory, which we discuss 
more later, gives one explanation for differences between novice and expert programmers; experts, 
when compared to novices, employ a wide variety of schemas that they can recognize and apply 
in different abstraction levels. Cognitive load theory, a commonly used theory in CER (Duran et al., 
2022), can be used to build on this to explain why learning programming is difficult. For novices, 
programming tasks have many tightly connected topics (e.g., syntax, language constructs and how 
they are combined to build an algorithm to implement some goal, underlying notional machine, 
programming tools that must be used) which together cause high intrinsic load for the student that 
is difficult to reduce. On the other hand, extrinsic load (concerning presentation of the task and 
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environment) can be reduced. Mayer’s cognitive theory for multimedia learning (Mayer & Mayer, 2005) 
provides many guidelines for this when designing learning resources. These guidelines have fre-
quently been applied when developing learning resources for computing.

Motivation theories have received substantial interest in CER, especially in programming educa-
tion research. For instance, self-efficacy has been widely used as a factor associated with program-
ming success and retention (Lishinski & Yadav, 2019). Kinnunen and Simon (2011) carried out a 
semester-long study in an introductory programming course finding how self-efficacy and emo-
tional reactions varied during the course. Task difficulty and goal orientation may moderate these 
changes. Specific instruments have been developed to measure self-efficacy in computing contexts 
(Ramalingan & Wiedenbeck, 1998; Danielsiek et al., 2017). Metacognition and self-regulation theories 
have been used to explore students’ metacognitive strategies (Falkner et al., 2014) for identifying 
positive associations with programming ability (Bergin & Reilly, 2005). See Loksa et al. (2022) for 
many other examples.

Bloom and Solo taxonomies, which describe and classify knowledge and skills, have been used 
in research seeking to evaluate programming task complexity. The difficulty of tasks depends on 
participants’ previous knowledge as well as the programming language used. Thus, more elaborate 
models of knowledge representation have been developed (e.g., Duran et  al., 2018). Lister and 
Teague applied the Neo-Piagetian framework to analyze students’ progress in programming, thus giving 
explanations for observations they had made in a longitudinal think-aloud study of novice program-
mers (Teague & Lister, 2014).

For interested readers, we recommend exploring more examples and references for applying 
theoretical frameworks in the chapters in Cambridge Handbook that discuss theories from learning 
sciences (Margulieux et al., 2019), cognitive sciences (Robins et al., 2019), as well as motivation, 
attitudes, and dispositions (Lishinski & Yadav, 2019).

4  Review of Selected Subareas in CER

As discussed in Section 3.1, CER covers a broad selection of topics. Most of these areas have also 
been addressed in EER. The goal of this chapter is not to contrast the results in CER and EER. 
Rather, we wish to highlight two characteristic areas of CER which have a long trajectory within 
it while they are less discussed in EER contexts, though they are relevant there as well. First, research 
on programming knowledge and skills is at the core of CER, and programming, at least in the intro-
ductory level, is essential in engineering programs. Second, we will discuss tools research, which gives 
CER a specific profile among other DBER fields, as many CER practitioners develop their own 
tools (naturally domain-specific educational software, such as simulation tools, are developed and 
used in other fields as well).

4.1  Research on Programming in CER

CER has, from its inception, had a strong interest in programming education, especially in the 
introductory programming courses. More advanced aspects of software development education are 
addressed in research as well, but not to the same extent. The same applies to other topics in com-
puting, such as data structures and algorithms, databases, computing security, human–computing 
interaction, computing graphics, data mining, machine learning, or artificial intelligence. An obvi-
ous reason for this biased emphasis is that novice programming courses are often large in the number 
of enrolled students, and many students struggle to pass them or drop out. Another reason is that 
understanding programming, software development, and acquiring good programming skills are 
core competencies needed for further studies in the field as well as professional work regardless of 
whether one is directly involved in software projects.
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The role of programming for computing studies could be comparable to the role of calculus in 
engineering studies. While, in professional life, engineers generally use tools, such as Matlab, to 
carry out computing, understanding the underlying mathematics is still needed.

First-year introductory programming courses are often labeled as Computer Science 1 or 101 and 
2 or 201 (CS1/CS2), or some variation thereof. However, there is no common agreement on what 
these courses should cover. As the field has developed, “advances in the field have led to an even 
more diverse set of approaches in introductory courses than the models set out in Computing Cur-
riculum, 2001” (ACM/IEEE-CS, 2013). The body of research work on introductory programming 
is extensive; therefore, we narrowed our scope to rely on two recent review papers. Robins (2019) 
presents an extensive summary of various focal areas in research on introductory programming and 
looks at the history of the research from the 1970s until the current day; Luxton-Reilly et al. (2018) 
present a systematic literature survey in introductory programming education, identifying 1,666 
papers addressing this area published in numerous journals and conferences between 2003 and 2017. 
In the following, we discuss some of the main challenges identified in research. The list is not com-
prehensive, and we recommend readers to search for more results from the aforementioned survey 
papers and the cited original research papers.

4.1.1  Variation in Learning Outcomes

For decades, it has been widely agreed that learning programming is difficult, which is demonstrated 
by high failure and drop-out rates in introductory courses. In a survey by Bennedsen and Caspersen 
(2007), data was collected from 63 institutions internationally, including numbers of enrolled stu-
dents who withdraw from the course, skip the final exam, or sit and fail. The results showed an aver-
age failure rate of roughly 33% and often up to 50% or higher. Subsequently, Watson and Li (2014) 
surveyed literature relating to 51 institutions and reported very similar results. In 2019, a new study 
was carried out, which compared pass rates in introductory courses in STEM disciplines, including 
computing (Simon et al., 2019). In their findings, the pass rates in computing were, on average, 75%, 
which was on the low end of this comparison, but not alarmingly low. The results of these studies 
must be interpreted with some caution due to issues with data and large institutional differences; 
however, the low pass rate of students taking programming is a consistent finding.

While low pass rates are a serious concern, there are other equally relevant challenges. There is 
much evidence that learning among students who pass basic courses is weak, that is, it is relatively 
short-term or conceptually deficient. This was established in the 1980s (Soloway et al., 1983; Kur-
land et al., 1989) and reaffirmed by McCracken et al. (2001) when their large multinational study 
demonstrated serious deficiencies in students’ ability to solve common problems that students in any 
type of CS program should hypothetically be able to solve. The study was repeated ten years later, 
giving better support for students (i.e., a test harness they could use to check their code correct-
ness), finding both poorly and well-performing student groups (Utting et al., 2013). In another large 
multinational study, Lister et al. (2004) investigated students’ tracing skills, that is, how well students 
could read code and trace its execution, and they found much evidence of weak and fragile learning.

A common finding is that in many programming courses, the results are not normally distributed. 
In addition to low-performing students, typical CS1 courses have high rates of very well-performing 
students, and the grade distribution can have two clearly separate peaks, often called “bimodal” 
distribution (Robins, 2019). This complicates the picture and challenges the simple conclusion that 
programming is just difficult to learn (Kölling, 2009). Some explanations given to this phenom-
enon include the cumulative nature of the learning content in CS1. If one fails to learn enough in 
the early weeks of the course, one faces more and more troubles later because the whole course 
is building on the previously covered content in the course (Robins, 2010). Moreover, Höök and 
Eckerdal (2015) presented a finding that students who failed an exam had studied considerably less 
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time at the computer than did well performing students, and despite their interest in the topic, they 
failed to learn programming by focusing on lectures and reading the course textbook. Pedagogi-
cal approaches that build on weekly compulsory exercises with adequate feedback and support can 
address this challenge.

On the other hand, the whole finding of bimodality has also been questioned by carrying out a 
rigorous analysis of grade distributions and noting that the claim may reflect instructors’ confirma-
tion bias and beliefs of their students (Patitsas et al., 2019).

4.1.2  Difficulty Due to Complex Learning Goals

Du Boulay (1986) summarized the main challenges to learning programming as follows. First, there 
is orientation, what programming is for and what kind of problems can be addressed with this skill. 
Second, programs are abstract entities; to understand program execution, one must understand the 
underlying notional machine, that is, an abstract description of program execution (Sorva, 2013). 
Third, programs are written in formal languages with strict syntax and semantics, which regu-
late what kind of programs are syntactically correct and what operations are acceptable. Fourth,  
programming proficiency requires developing knowledge of and applying a large number of  
programming schemas, that is, standard methods for implementing common goals. Finally, programming  
tasks must be carried out with tools (compilers, interpreters, integrated development environments, 
debuggers, etc.). Though introductory courses largely focus on the used programming language, the 
other topics listed previously cannot be ignored or fully isolated, which increased the complexity of 
learning for students. Cognitive load theory (Sweller et al., 1998; Sweller, 2010) provides an expla-
nation for these challenges as high element interactivity, the extent to which the task involves interact-
ing elements that must be held in working memory simultaneously. The situation thus causes high 
intrinsic load for students, and it is difficult to reduce this load.

Robins et al. (2003) reviewed programming education literature and summarized the following 
learning goals and challenges in programming. Students need to acquire knowledge of programming 
language and tools, they need to learn strategies on how to apply this knowledge appropriately, and 
they need to construct and compare mental models of program state, that is, what happens “under the 
hood” when a program is executed. Moreover, all these aspects are relevant in three phases, designing 
the program, implementing it, and finally, evaluating the result, which covers testing and debugging the 
program. Achieving these goals is not a minor task for students.

Whereas most papers have historically considered the challenge of teaching programming from a 
teacher’s point of view, researchers have also investigated students’ perspectives and what they have 
perceived as difficulties. Compared with communicating with a natural language, which is flexible 
for presenting things, programs are written in formal languages, which have a strict syntax. Indeed, 
syntax errors are frequently reported as challenges for students (e.g., Robins et al., 2006). Moreover, 
it is challenging for students to write programs that are without error or ambiguity, and students 
often have difficulties understanding the task, designing the program structure, and using some 
language constructs, such as loops and arrays (Robins et al., 2006). In a large-scale study involving 
six European universities, students reported that the most difficult aspects of programming were 
understanding how to design a program to solve a certain task, how to divide functionality into 
procedures, and how to find bugs in their own programs (Lahtinen et al., 2005).

4.1.3  Novice and Expert Knowledge Differences

Soloway and Spohrer (1989) explored the differences between novice and expert programmers. 
Their findings indicated that novices had deficiencies in understanding some key language con-
structs, such as loops, arrays, and recursion. Winslow (1996) found that novices were often limited 
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to surface and superficially organized knowledge. They lacked adequate programming schemas and 
mental models, and they considered programs line by line instead of focusing on larger meaningful 
structures. On the other hand, programming experts have a large selection of schemas (also called 
chunks, plans, or scripts) which organize knowledge. For example, there are schemas that store 
data into an array, schemas that browse array content, and schemas that find the largest item in the 
array. When reading, tracing, and writing code, experts can operate with these schemas, which can 
be very complex, while novices struggle with low-level language constructs and how to assemble 
or put things together. Thus, learning programming could be described as a process of creat-
ing, applying, modifying, combining, and evaluating schemas (Rist, 2004). Furthermore, expert 
programmers can operate with schemas in very different abstraction levels; for example, when 
managing bit operations in low-level programming, managing multidimensional arrays, imple-
menting graph algorithms, finding and using various available library functions, designing mean-
ingful class structures, or selecting appropriate software architecture models. For novices, it takes 
years of learning and practice to build such a selection of multilevel schemas which they could 
use efficiently. An additional challenge is that schemas are often language-dependent because dif-
ferent programming languages provide different constructs for implementing similar goals. Thus, 
knowledge of schemas learned with one language does not necessarily transfer when learning a 
new language (Kao et al., 2022).

Closely related to schemas are mental models, a concept adopted from cognitive science and widely 
used in CER. Mental models are personal internal models of how something works. Greca and 
Moreira (2000, p. 5) contrast them with teachers’ conceptual models, as follows:

[C]onceptual models are precise and complete representations that are coherent with scientifi-
cally accepted knowledge. That is, whereas mental models are internal, personal, idiosyncratic, 
incomplete, unstable and essentially functional, conceptual models are external representations 
that are shared by a given community, and have their coherence with the scientific knowledge 
of that community. These external representations can materialize as mathematical formula-
tions, analogies, or as material artifacts.

Viable mental models can be useful, as they provide means for explaining and predicting interaction 
of subjects with the world. However, mental models are implicit, incomplete, imprecise, and some-
times inconsistent with conceptual models. Not all mental models are viable, which can challenge 
novice students trying to comprehend program execution. Ma et al. (2007) explored the viability 
of students’ mental models in a CS1 course in Java and found that one-third of students had non-
viable mental models of value assignment and only one-sixth had a viable mental model of reference 
assignment. Considering how central these constructs are in programming, it is understandable how 
novices struggle in tracing program execution.

Ben-Ari (2001, pp. 56, 60), in his critique of constructivism in computer science education, 
argued that “a model of a computer . . . must be explicitly taught and discussed, not left to haphazard 
construction and not glossed over with facile analogies,” because “novice computer science students 
have no effective model of a computer,” and “the computer forms an accessible ontological reality.” 
Program execution can be taught with the help of a notional machine that is an abstract conception 
of how software and hardware are working during program execution. Fincher et al. (2020, p. 22) 
define notional machine (NM) as follows:

An NM has a pedagogical purpose, its generic function is to draw attention to, or make sali-
ent, some hidden aspect of programs or computing. It will have a specific focus within pro-
grams or computing, and will adopt a particular representation that highlights specific aspects 
of the focus.
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Notional machines can be presented at different abstraction levels, and they are language-dependent 
(Sorva, 2013). In teaching, they are often presented with visualizations, which abstract away details 
and allow students to grasp the dynamic process and how data is presented and manipulated in the 
computer memory.

4.1.4  Challenges in Development of Programming Skills

A highly important aspect of programming is that it is a dynamic process. Basic knowledge of lan-
guage constructs and schemas is not sufficient. Conceptual knowledge (“knowing what”) goes hand 
in hand with practical knowledge, that is, strategies and skills to apply it (“knowing how”). Practices 
include, for example, utilizing problem-solving strategies, using patterns or analogies in design, eval-
uating the impact of the structure of the program, implementing or designing algorithms, under-
standing the pros and cons of different data structures and algorithms, selecting programming tools, 
and applying testing and debugging strategies. Experts can apply a wide selection of strategies, while 
novices use only a small set of rudimentary strategies (Robins et al., 2003). Eckerdal (2009) sum-
marizes that concepts and practices are equally important parts of learning goals, and they are equally 
difficult for students to learn.

Perkins et al. (1989) studied novices’ programming process and found three types of behavior 
groups: stoppers, movers, and tinkerers. Stoppers simply stopped and gave up when facing difficulties 
or lacking clear directions on how to proceed. Movers, on the other hand, kept trying, experiment-
ing by modifying their code to try to find ways forward. Tinkerers also modified code frequently, but 
without understanding it, working more or less randomly. These results reflect students’ insufficient 
pool of strategies for addressing challenges they face in programming.

It is important to understand that reading and writing code are separate, though related, skills. 
Reading and tracing skills (on code execution) are prerequisite for code writing (Xie et al., 2019). 
If they are not mastered well enough, students’ coding process may end up in endless tinkering. 
Students write code, but when they do not fully understand how it works, they may try random 
changes in the code when facing difficulties in getting it to work correctly. Moreover, code-reading 
skills are essential in later phases of study and in professional work in the context of code reviews 
and code maintenance.

How students learn code reading and tracing is not yet well understood. Luxton-Reilly et al. 
(2018, p. 60) suggest that “[g]iven the evidence that has been found for the value of code-reading 
skills in novice programmers, there is an ongoing need to explore further ways of encouraging the 
development of these skills.”

4.1.5  Factors Influencing Students’ Learning

Researchers have sought to find out which student-related factors influence students’ learning. For 
decades, there have been observations that some professional programmers are much more produc-
tive than others. This has led to assumptions that programming skill is an innate characteristic for 
some people, a claim for which later work has found little support. There has been a lot of research 
which has tried to identify factors predicting academic success, including success in learning pro-
gramming (Hellas et  al., 2018). However, the results concerning programming are inconclusive. 
Robins (2019, p. 349) summarizes, “In short, no factor or combination of factors which clearly 
predict success in learning a first programming language has been found.”

Despite this, there is considerable work investigating the role of various psychological factors 
associated with success in learning programming (Lishinski & Yadav, 2019; Malmi et  al., 2020), 
in line with similar research that examines learning in other domains. Much work has addressed 
students’ self-efficacy in programming contexts, finding out that higher levels of self-efficacy are 
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associated with greater student performance in computing, which is analogous to findings in other 
STEM fields (Lishinski & Yadav, 2019). Self-efficacy varies during the first programming course due 
to emotional reactions to work done (Kinnunen & Simon, 2011). Another relevant factor is Dweck’s 
notion of mindset, one’s belief whether one can grow and develop. Some students risk developing 
a fixed mindset, thus failing to believe that they can learn programming well (Murphy & Thomas, 
2008). Engagement and self-regulated learning have also received considerable attention in research lit-
erature, and there are numerous attempts to explore the impact of various pedagogical interventions 
on student engagement (Luxton-Reilly et al., 2018, p. 63; Loksa et al., 2022).

While the aforementioned factors are theory-based, substantial research has focused on analyzing 
students’ programming processes, which can be carried out by analyzing log data from programming 
environments and automatic assessment systems, even at the keystroke level. Much of this work 
falls under learning analytics and educational data mining (Grover & Korhonen, 2017). There are some 
large-scale data repositories (e.g., Brown et al., 2018) which have supported a generation of statistical 
models on programming behavior. Much of this analysis has focused on seeking to identify students 
at risk of dropping out, and some results indicate that behavior-based analysis is better in this sense 
than test-based analysis (Watson et al., 2014).

4.1.6  Teaching Approaches in Programming

Finally, another area that should be briefly mentioned here is teaching methods and approaches. For 
the interested reader, we recommend the reviews by Falkner and Sheard (2019) and Luxton-Reilly 
et al. (2018, Section 6). Two unique and relevant CER-related approaches are discussed here. Pair 
programming is a technique frequently used in professional programming, where two people work 
together on the same program. One person (driver) writes and edits the code, while the other one 
(navigator or observer) reviews the written code. Roles are switched regularly. Empirical research 
has reported that pair programming provides students with better support to produce a higher qual-
ity of work and improves pass rates among students with low academic performance. It also improves 
student enjoyment, though conflicts may still appear. For more-experienced students, there is less 
evidence of benefits. Forming the pairs with the right balance of skills is important (Luxton-Reilly 
et al., 2018; Umapathy & Ritzhaupt, 2017). Peer reviewing of code, when carried out in collabora-
tive settings, also shows clear benefits in identifying errors and discussing higher-level design and 
implementation issues (Hundhausen et al., 2009).

Media computation (Guzdial, 2003, 2016) is an approach targeted initially to non-computer science 
majors to set up a motivating application context where computation skills also increase creativity. 
Media, including text, images, sound, and videos, is now digital data and thus provides ample pos-
sibilities for meaningful programming tasks. Empirical evaluation studies have found evidence that 
media computation increases retention and increases the sense of relevance of programming studies 
(Guzdial, 2013).

4.2  Research and Development of Tools and Software-Based Learning 
Resources in CER

Since the inception of the CER field, many computing educators have developed their own soft-
ware tools to support their own teaching and their students’ learning. This line of work continues 
to this day, and it is a fairly distinctive characteristic of computing education and CER, given the 
sheer volume of such software.3 Valentine (2004) analyzed 20 years of papers (1984–2003) address-
ing CS1/CS2 courses in SIGCSE Technical symposium and found that, out of the 444 papers in 
this pool, 22% focused on various self-developed tools to support education. A broader review by  
Luxton-Reilly et al. (2018) identified over 250 papers addressing tools for introductory programming 
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education with a growing trend towards tool development. Overall, research on tools is a mix of 
educational development, software development, and empirical research. Even though many papers 
in this area lack rigorous empirical analysis, it is important to examine tools research as this work 
sheds light on the CER field more broadly. Furthermore, several of the tool categories presented in 
what follows address analogical goals which are present in engineering education too. We discuss this 
more at the end of the section.

The use of tools in computing education can be explained by two forces: (1) adequate software 
development skills among computing researchers and faculty to develop educational software and (2) 
easy access to skilled expertise in the form of students who support development through capstone 
projects, summer internships, or thesis work. While educational software is certainly developed in 
other fields as well, teachers in those fields are likely to have less options for developing their own 
tailored software. Although the development and use of tools is common, most tools are used only 
in the context where they were originally developed, and very few have gained a wide interna-
tional dissemination, when we exclude commercial tools.4 Some notable exceptions5 include BlueJ 
for learning object-oriented programming in Java, Python Tutor for interactive visualization of 
program execution for multiple programming languages, JFLAP for learning theoretical computer 
science topics, and Web-CAT for automatic assessment of programming exercises (Edwards & Perez- 
Quinones, 2008).

Tools can be categorized broadly based on their technical underpinnings or their functional use. 
From a technical standpoint, there are tools that are software applications, which can be downloaded 
and installed, such as BlueJ and Web-CAT. Then, there are a number of tools that provide some 
service at a specific website, such as Python tutor or PeerWise6 (Denny et al., 2008), where students 
can generate multiple-choice questions for other students and respond to and rate the available 
questions. In addition to these popular services, there are hundreds of small interactive applications 
that demonstrate the workings of individual concepts, such as a particular data structure or sorting 
algorithm, which can be found online. A third category of tools is software frameworks, which sup-
port building smart, interactive learning content (Brusilovsky et al., 2014). An example is the Jsvee 
framework (Sirkiä, 2016) that enables building program visualizations of the execution of Python 
programs. Another one is jsParsons (Helminen et al., 2012), a tool for building Parsons problems, 
also called programming puzzles. In this learning activity, textual program code is split into sentence-
level visual blocks which are given to the student in random order, and the student should drag and 
drop the blocks through a direct manipulation interface into the right order to generate a working 
program. Finally, even programming languages can be considered tools; Logo (Solomon et al., 2020) 
and Pascal (Wirth, 1971), for instance, were initially designed to be simple programming languages 
targeted at children or novice programmers. Modern block-based languages, such as Scratch™ and 
App Inventor™, have a similar goal.

4.2.1  Functional Categories of Tools

From a functional perspective, educational programming environments include tools specifically tailored 
for programming education, which aim for simplification by excluding most of the complexities in 
professional tools. Specific environments have been developed for many programming languages, 
mostly for C, C++, Java, and Python (see Luxton-Reilly et al., 2018, p. 74). A comparable group 
of tools includes various libraries and application programming interfaces (APIs), which have been devel-
oped to simplify complexities of professional languages. For instance, implementing graphical user 
interfaces with Java using basic libraries, such as Swing, is a fairly complex process; therefore, many 
simplified libraries focusing on basic operations have been developed for programming courses (e.g., 
DoodlePad, Squint for Java, and cs1graphics for Python).7 Finally, a natural part of programming 
education is learning to use professional development tools; typical examples of these are integrated 
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development environments, such as Eclipse, IntelliJ IDEA, and Visual Studio, as well as basic  
command-level tools, such as gcc or javac.8 However, there are no conclusive results on whether 
students learn better in a professional or educational environment (Luxton-Reilly et al., 2018).

The second category of tools based on functionality includes visualization tools that demystify the 
software and help the user understand the structure of complex software and the execution process, 
which are inherently abstract and invisible for the user. They are tools that can be used to teach and 
learn notional machines for a specific programming language.

There are two kinds of visualization tools: program visualization tools and algorithm visualization tools. 
Program visualization tools, for example, Python Tutor, visualize how code execution proceeds step 
by step or in larger steps and how the memory content, that is, states of variables, program’s runtime 
stack, and heap change during the execution (see Sorva et al., 2013). Algorithm visualization tools 
visualize execution on a more abstract level and typically show dynamic visualizations of data struc-
tures that a specific algorithm is manipulating; for example, demonstrating how a sorting algorithm 
switches contents of an array or how a search algorithm proceeds in a binary search tree (see Shaf-
fer et al., 2010). An important aspect of both program and algorithm visualization is how students 
interact with the learning content. In a meta-analysis of empirical research on algorithm visualiza-
tion, Hundhausen et al. (2002) found that students who worked actively with visualization – to edit, 
change, adapt it – learned better compared with those who just viewed it. Overall, visualization tools 
respond to the need for simplifying and making the learning of programming more accessible for 
students developing this skill.

A wide category of tools focuses on automatic assessment or feedback on students’ academic work. 
Such tools have been extensively used to address challenges in programming education. For reviews, 
see Ala-Mutka (2005), Ihantola et al. (2010), Keuning et al. (2018), Lajis et al. (2018), and Paiva 
et al. (2022). Introductory programming courses (not only MOOCs9) are very large in many insti-
tutes, ranging from hundreds to even thousands of enrolled students. Automatic assessment tools 
can be used to address a very large share of the work needed for assessment and giving formative or 
summative feedback on students’ solutions to programming exercises. This enables teachers to give 
more guidance to students when they solve the exercises or do not understand or disagree with the 
automatic feedback.

Automatic assessment tools are most often used to check program correctness, that is, whether 
a student’s program passes test cases defined by the teacher. However, some tools have also been 
developed to give feedback on programming style, program structure, use of specific programming 
language constructs, program runtime efficiency, or how well the program has been tested. Some 
tools work on a more abstract level, giving feedback on algorithmic tasks (Malmi et al., 2004). Auto-
matic and human assessment can also be combined for better support of learning (Ala-Mutka et al., 
2004; Novak et al., 2019); for example, the system can check that a student’s program passes given 
requirements before it is forwarded to the teacher for closer evaluation.

The previous examples emphasized the teacher’s point of view of using tools. From students’ 
point of view, this group of tools provides several benefits: (1) the systems allow students to revise 
their solution based on the feedback and resubmit their work several times; (2) the feedback from 
the tool is available immediately anywhere they are working with an Internet connection; and (3) 
the feedback is available anytime 24/7, unless the teachers wish to limit the time. Some tools provide 
more specific advantages, such as enhanced error messages. A well-known problem for novice pro-
grammers is struggling with programming language syntax, and a part of the problem is that com-
piler error messages are not always easy to comprehend. Thus, some tools provide students tailored 
enhanced compiler error messages. Despite the seemingly obvious advantages, the results for improved 
student performance are still inconclusive (Pettit et  al., 2017). Drill-and-practice systems allow stu-
dents to train their skills with a systematically ordered set of exercises or lessons. CodeWorkout and 
CodeWrite are examples of such systems; the latter one includes an additional feature that students 
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can themselves create new exercises with test cases, and the new exercise can be rated by other 
students (Edwards & Murali, 2017; Denny et al., 2011). Intelligent tutoring systems (ITS) provide addi-
tional context and adaptive feedback for students during the programming process. They can, for 
example, integrate additional learning resources, for example, videos and exercises, in a structured 
order that matches learning objectives and support problem-solving (Gross & Pinkwart, 2015), or 
they can track student progress and adapt their feedback accordingly (Pullan et al., 2013). Modern 
trends include integrating AI techniques into the programming system to provide improved hints for 
students (e.g., Rivers & Koedinger, 2017). Recent advances in AI technologies can even solve typi-
cal CS1 course programming exercises, which creates new challenges for programming pedagogy 
(Finnie-Ansley et al., 2022).

One specific aspect of tools research concerns e-books, that is, interactive online books, which 
integrate a mix of smart learning content with static content, such as text, images, and videos. In 
this context, the interactive components could be automatically assessed exercises, code visualization 
elements, interactive code execution demonstrations where students can modify the code, algo-
rithm simulation exercises, etc. Examples of such learning resources are the CS principles book10 
for learning programming (Ericson et al., 2016) and OpenDSA11 (Fouh et al., 2014) for learning 
data structures and algorithms. While these resources are highly valuable in education, building and 
maintaining such resources is more complex than authoring traditional printed textbooks or static 
online books.

For more information of tools for the interested reader, we recommend Luxton-Reilly et  al. 
(2018, Section 6.4) and Malmi et al. (2019).

4.2.2  Challenges in Tools Research and Implementation

While tools can greatly support both students’ and teachers’ work, there are also significant chal-
lenges involved in developing and using them. Developing new learning resources which heavily 
employ smart learning content requires resource-intensive software engineering practices (Haaranen 
et al., 2020). In particular, sustained use of any software requires maintenance and persistent updates 
to the technology environment, which include installing new hardware, new versions of operating 
systems or other system software, bug fixes, or improving data and communication security, as well 
as keeping the systems compatible with other in-house or external systems. A second challenge is 
reliability of services. For example, if the automatic assessment system breaks for any reason during 
the weekend or just before submission deadlines, it is likely difficult to organize support at a short 
notice. The alternative is to use commercial providers, which includes costs and reduced opportu-
nities for tailored system development. It is also worth recognizing that, if the teacher has invested 
significant effort into developing software-based learning resources based on products from a specific 
vendor, there exists a risk of becoming too dependent on the service. Vendor lock-in implies that 
work cannot be transferred to another system without significant new effort if the service shuts 
down at a short notice or the vendor’s cost policy changes, making costs become too high.

4.2.3  Perspectives for Tools Research in Engineering Education

The previous presentation of tools research included several categories where analogical tools exist 
or can be developed for engineering education. Automatic assessment tools can be used naturally in 
many cases where engineering students submit program code. On the other hand, when exercises 
deal with mathematical expressions, automatic assessment tools developed for mathematics educa-
tion, for example, Stack12 or Numbas,13 may apply. Regardless of tools, there are similar types of 
benefits and challenges for teachers, and engineering education may benefit from pedagogical results 
of these kind of tools in CER literature.
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Program and algorithm visualization tools are used for visualizing dynamic processes, and there 
has been substantial work to investigate their pedagogical use cases. Dynamic processes and simu-
lations are present in many areas of engineering. Despite the different visual presentations, the 
pedagogical findings may apply across both fields, and they may learn from each other. Intelligent 
tutoring systems can naturally be developed for engineering education contexts, and the technolo-
gies on which they are built are applicable and can be adapted to present and analyze engineering 
knowledge. Finally, within computing education research, many technological solutions have been 
built for interactive e-books, such that can be applied for building e-books in engineering domains.

5  Conclusion

In this chapter, we provided a selective overview of CER, highlighting a few unique and important 
aspects of the work in the field, including programming, tools, and environments. Through this review, 
we want to present a window into the growing field of CER and hope that this chapter will appeal 
to newcomers in both CER and EER, as well as allow those who are familiar with either (or both) of 
the fields to find common ground for future research and scholarship. We acknowledge that in a single 
chapter we can cover only a small share of work in CER, and therefore, we have given many refer-
ences to review papers and other relevant research as examples of the work carried out in CER. We 
encourage readers to familiarize themselves with the examples in the original reviews and publications.
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Notes
 1 Computing and computer science are widely used terms in the English-speaking world. Other terms are also used 

elsewhere, such as informatics or information technology. For simplicity, we use the previous ones systematically.
 2 Programming paradigms basically characterize the principles of how programs are structured. Commonly 

identified paradigms include procedural programming, object-oriented programming, functional program-
ming, and declarative programming. As modern programming languages support different ways of building 
programs, the whole concept of paradigm has been questioned (Krishnamurthi & Fisler, 2019).

 3 Computing teachers naturally use many other educational technologies, too, including generic learning 
management systems (LMS) and tools for specific learning activities, for example, discussion forums or data 
visualization, but we are not discussing them here.

 4 Some commercial tools have originally been developed in universities, before they were commercialized, 
such as Blackboard (originally WebCT), or CodeGrade (www.codegrade.com/).

 5 www.bluej.org/; https://pythontutor.com/; www.jflap.org/; https://web-cat.org/.
 6 https://peerwise.cs.auckland.ac.nz.
 7 https://doodlepad.org/; http://dept.cs.williams.edu/~tom/weavingCS/s07/doc/squintDoc/; www.

cs1graphics.org/.
 8 https://www.eclipse.org; www.jetbrains.com/idea/; https://visualstudio.microsoft.com/.
 9 There is a lot of research on MOOCs, including computing-specific MOOCs, most of which is dissemi-

nated in aligned fields, such as educational data mining and learning analytics.
 10 https://runestone.academy/runestone/books/published/StudentCSP/index.html.  Runestone Academy 

(https://runestone.academy/ns/books/index) has a wide set of free e-books for computer science.
 11 https://opendsa-server.cs.vt.edu/.
 12 https://stack-assessment.org/.
 13 www.numbas.org.uk/.
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1  Introduction

Racism, anti-Black racism in particular, has noticeably become a central part of the lexicon within 
engineering education in the United States following the racially traumatizing events of 2020. 
Despite this increase in discussing racism, there remains a lack of engagement in our discipline with 
the meanings and implications of this social phenomenon. As Black engineering education schol-
ars, we are both encouraged by the increased dialogue and dismayed by the shortsighted discourse 
taking place. While many may agree that racism is a non-biological social construction, few have 
reckoned with the implications of that truth for a field whose methodological practices preserve 
Whiteness and sustain harmful narratives about Black people (Holly, Jr. & Thomas Quigley, 2022). 
Accordingly, the first purpose of this chapter is to illuminate how current standard research meth-
ods and methodologies in engineering education ignore the racialized history under which these 
knowledge production procedures were developed (Zuberi, 2001; Zuberi & Bonilla-Silva, 2008). 
We were inspired by the words of Du Bois (quoted earlier), who asserted that racial ignorance, or 
the intentional evasion and distortion of social reality (Mueller, 2020), has perpetuated myths and 
misrepresentations of Black people. These lies inhibit our ability to accurately portray and analyze 
social reality in engineering education, especially as it relates to enacting accountability for racial 
injustice. The second purpose for this chapter is to describe how engineering education research is 
a domain of socialization and indoctrination into a White supremacy culture of knowledge produc-
tion. We will problematize research practices that may appear as ordinary and natural so the extent to 
which they are social constructions rooted in anti-Blackness, and are thus changeable, is more apparent.

Though the practices of individual researchers may vary, dominant research practices (i.e., 
approaches to knowledge production) in engineering education reveal themselves in places such as 
academic journals, funding solicitations, annual meetings, and doctoral programs. These approaches 
are not always explicitly named, written, or taught. However, multiple scholars in the United States 
have offered critiques that begin to reveal some of these prominent features as it relates to social iden-
tities and systems of oppression. For example, Pawley (2017) critiqued the need for authors to justify 
a focus on diversity in the introductions of their papers, emphasizing how current expectations about 
the need to justify why diversity is valuable enable Whiteness and maleness to remain the “default” 
position in engineering education. More recently, Haverkamp et al. (2021) critiqued dominant dis-
course and research approaches regarding gender, stating that current practices obscure the existence 
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and experiences of transgender and gender nonconforming people. Common across such critiques is 
the desire to see engineering education research (EER) live up to many of its espoused values related 
to diversity, equity, inclusion, and social justice.

We continue this conversation with a specific focus on anti-Black racism. We build on prior 
critiques of US engineering education research offered by Holly Jr. (2020) about the extent to 
which the field is entangled with anti-Blackness, defined as Blackness/people being conceived as 
subhuman and antithetical to Whiteness/people. In a guest editorial for the Journal of Engineering 
Education, Holly Jr. critiques the existence of policies and practices that tear down Black people in 
engineering and engineering education research. He argues that the normalcy of anti-Blackness has 
led to silent complicity and calls for direct counteraction against anti-Black research. Holly Jr. offers 
a list of research practices as a starting point towards freeing research in engineering education from 
entanglement with anti-Blackness. Herein, we similarly argue that anti-Black research practices 
(and knowledge production practices more broadly) are embedded within the current educational 
research training received by many burgeoning engineering education researchers. We understand 
anti-Blackness is a global phenomenon, often referred to as Afrophobia; still, we locate this argument 
within the United States to retain specificity in the exposition of the ways White supremacy was 
constructed and is maintained in this nation (Roberts, 2011).

More specifically, we offer a counternarrative to the dominant discourse about scientific inquiry 
in US engineering education. Because of the ways White supremacy has shaped research procedures 
considered to be the most trustworthy and reliable, racial prejudice is largely hidden due to either 
silence or ignorance. We intend to make an explicit critique of these norms. We took this direct 
approach to disrupt the unreflective use of standard research methods because the Black experi-
ence in education, and engineering education more specifically, continues to be misunderstood, 
misrepresented, and misinterpreted. The framing of “underrepresentation” misrepresents the unjust 
and violent circumstances that have always limited, and for many years totally excluded, Black peo-
ple’s participation in higher education (Mustaffa, 2017). Historically White colleges/universities 
(HWCUs) initially denied engineering education to Black people (Slaton, 2010), but even when 
access was granted, Black engineers “had to overcome professional and personal barriers to success 
in order to make the contributions that constitute the legacies they have left for the generations that 
have followed” (Slaughter, 2015, p. 1). These institutional barriers are part of an oppressive educa-
tional system (Au, 2015; McGee, 2020a; McGee et al., 2022) constructed to maintain Whiteness and 
homogenization; thus, the attrition of Black engineering students is misinterpreted as inability, and 
the resilience of those who remain is misunderstood as contentment. The inattention of engineering 
education researchers to Black suffering in education and society more broadly, and in engineering 
educational contexts specifically, legitimizes rationales that equate the lower academic performance 
of Black engineering students with cognitive inferiority. Such is the essence of anti-Blackness in 
engineering education research.

We present a narrative of knowledge production in engineering education from our vantage point 
as a pathway to broadening research practices towards diverse approaches to what the engineering 
education community accepts as knowledge and truth. Drawing on Black intellectuals from various 
traditions (Roberts, 1999; Toldson, 2019; Yancy, 2016), we delineate the ways race and racism affect 
decision-making along the entire life cycle of research projects. We present this counternarrative in 
four parts. In Part 1, we discuss the importance of understanding the historical context in which a 
researcher is embedded. In Part 2, we argue that knowledge is contextually constructed and dem-
onstrate the importance of interjecting one’s humanity into education research methods and meth-
odology. In Part 3, we present knowledge production as a socialization process and critique how 
engineering education training socializes scholars to ask and answer questions, make meaning of our 
answers, and communicate these results. And in Part 4, we call for alternative practices that center 
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the humanity, cultural knowledge, and lived experience of Black people as a method of transgressing 
and challenging epistemological norms. Across these parts, we bring humanness to the forefront of 
research rather than dehumanizing or ignoring the human actor as the researcher conducting the 
study or guiding the inquiry. In doing so, we speak directly to the engineering education research 
community that has yet to address the false notion of colorblindness and unbiased research meth-
odologies. We also speak in solidarity with the many Black scholars from various disciplines trying 
to be heard and have their contributions recognized. Our intended audience are Black engineering 
education researchers committed to producing scholarship grounded in the ways of knowing cul-
tivated through the struggle, resilience, and ingenuity of Black people, and non-Black engineering 
education researchers committed to accomplishing racial justice in engineering.

In sharing these insights, we have four primary intentions. Firstly, we intend to assist scholars 
that want to affirm the intellectual richness of Blackness in engineering education. We recognize 
shortcomings in our own training and see value in offering insights to present and future scholars. 
Secondly, we seek to uplift the experiences of all Black scholars that have experienced marginaliza-
tion in engineering education. We situate these ideas in our shared historical foundation of inequal-
ity in the United States while recognizing that Black people are not a monolith. Thirdly, we intend 
to colorize the ontological and epistemological foundations of engineering education research. We 
recognize work done by those who come before us and introduce previously excluded concepts and 
ideas into the engineering education research community lexicon. Lastly, we intend to inspire those 
who are firmly entrenched in the engineering education culture to release some of the unproductive 
practices. We recognize the difficulty associated with decolonizing the mind (i.e., freeing oneself 
from thoughts, preferences, and values that uphold imperialism and colonialism) while maintaining 
the need to resist and have hope.

2  Part 1 – Deconstructing White Supremacy

The importance of discussing racism is not simply acknowledging its presence but instead also 
developing understanding of how it works in order to abolish its existence. Many books have been 
written explaining the origins of Whiteness and its mutations over time (Fields & Fields, 2014; 
Kendi, 2016; Roberts, 2011), but these resources have been treated like cultural artifacts rather than 
heuristics for making sense of our social reality. In the following section, we provide some basic 
points about White supremacy in broader society to assist the reader in understanding manifestations 
of White supremacy in engineering education knowledge production. Whereas racism is endemic 
to the social structure of the United States, we will situate these characteristics within the episte-
mological norms of engineering education research. Neely Fuller Jr. made a profound statement in 
declaring misconceptions of White supremacy as a fundamental source of confusion, and his words 
seem prophetic when examining the abundance of unsuccessful initiatives to broaden the participa-
tion of Black people in engineering (London et al., 2020, 2022). Therefore, we offer insight into 
the mechanisms of White supremacy to strengthen the ability of engineering education researchers 
to better assess the plight of Black people in engineering.

As Cross (2020) argues, racism is a manifestation of White supremacy. Because the concept 
of anti-Blackness is interconnected with White supremacy ideology, we position anti-Blackness 
as the manifestation of racist research practices based on White supremacy. The characteristics of 
White supremacy culture ensure that anything framed by this cognitive paradigm is constrained and 
destructive. Yet this paradigm – alongside other systems of oppression – is exactly what has generated 
a research economy governed by white logic and white methods (Zuberi & Bonilla-Silva, 2008) 
and dictates the standards of rigor in engineering education research (Riley, 2017). Consequently, 
we assert knowledge production as a socialization process currently dictated by White supremacy.
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2.1  What Is White Supremacy?

White supremacy is a term used to capture the all-encompassing dimensions of White privilege, 
dominance, and assumed superiority in society. It is a social phenomenon that has ideological, 
institutional, social, cultural, historical, political, economic, interpersonal, and educational dimen-
sions (Alexander, 2010; Anderson, 2016; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Rasmussen et al., 2001). It refers to 
the ruling class or power elite using the pseudo-scientific concept of race to create Whiteness and 
a hierarchy of racialized value in the colonies of what has since become the United States (Fields & 
Fields, 2014; Roberts, 2011). White supremacy disconnects and divides while establishing White-
ness as property tied to Anglo-Saxon exceptionalism (Harris, 1993). At its core, White supremacy 
is about power and sustaining control by declaring Whiteness as the standard to judge the fabricated 
racial hierarchy. And Black people who openly challenge the roots of White supremacy are currently 
and historically denied access, ostracized, overpoliced, brutalized, or otherwise punished (Fraser & 
Griffin, 2020; Hesse, 2014; Smith & Garrett-Scott, 2021).

2.2  What Are Some Characteristics of White Supremacy Culture?

Culture reflects institutionalized beliefs, values, norms, and standards. Therefore, White supremacy 
culture is the widespread ideology of systemic racism teaching us both overtly and covertly that 
Whiteness is distinct and holds the highest value. The White supremacist culture is covered well by 
other authors (Du Bois, 1903a; Kendi, 2016; Marable, 1983; Muhammad, 2019; Zinn, 1980), so we 
will not do a comprehensive description of the culture here. Instead, we define four key concepts 
that are embedded in the culture and are relevant to our research standards: (1) White power, (2) 
White insecurity, (3) White immunity, and (4) complicity and collusion. These summaries help explain the 
functionality of these concepts in how we engage in meaning-making and legitimizing knowledge 
production practices.

White power, which is more commonly referred to as either White privilege or Whiteness as 
property, is a set of social advantages accrued throughout this nation’s history. These advantages are 
unattainable by those not racialized as White, and they give White people the capacity to exercise 
control over others (Harris, 1993). The marginalization of non-White people is a by-product of 
placing Whiteness as the default to which all non-White people are compared. White power can 
exist even when folks claim to be working against it, because its normalization removes the neces-
sity of intent and helps maintain the racial hierarchy in this country. The anti-Black manifestation 
of White power is placing the concerns and perspectives of Black engineers as peripheral, suggest-
ing Black people are not worthy of even the basic resources, and not supporting Black intellectual 
contributions (Holly, Jr. & Thomas Quigley, 2022; McGee, 2020b).

White insecurity, which is more commonly referred to as either White fragility or White guilt, is 
a state in which even a minimum amount of racial reckoning becomes intolerable for White peo-
ple due to a perceived right to be emotionally comfortable. When responsibility for racial harm is 
sought, this can trigger a range of defensive moves as White people exhibit a fear of open conflict 
(Okun, 2021). These moves include the outward display of emotions (such as anger, fear, and guilt) 
and behaviors (such as argumentation, silence, and leaving). These behaviors, in turn, function to 
reinstate White racial equilibrium, where Whites can confine themselves to White ideology by liv-
ing, learning, and working in predominantly White spaces or by refusing to engage with the realities 
of race. The anti-Black manifestation of White insecurity is claiming ignorance or good intentions 
when Black engineers pronounce the harmful effects of White people’s actions; other instances 
include crying or being overly apologetic without rectifying the damage caused.

White immunity refers to White people being able to avoid accountability for their harmful 
actions. The concept of White immunity was developed in response to the ways notions of White 
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privilege impaired society’s understanding of racism despite amplifying its discourse (Cabrera, 2017). 
It suggests that non-White people are not granted the same rights and equal treatment under law as 
White people. While this construct is defined individually, the political infrastructure that secures 
its operation is rooted in the historic practices of the legislature. White people do not only engage 
in mistreatment of non-White people; they are also legally protected in doing so. Some anti-Black 
circumstances where White immunity has manifested is after explicitly questioning Black engineer-
ing students’ intelligence (McGee & Martin, 2011), neglecting or belittling Black student advisees 
(Burt et al., 2018), and avoidance of critique Black researchers endure for solely focusing on Black 
students (Griffin et al., 2013).

Complicity and collusion refer to the participation in (and, therefore, advancement of) systems of 
discrimination and oppression. These concepts are related yet distinct. When people are complicit 
in institutionalized oppression, they understand how they benefit from improper actions, but they 
may act alone. When people participate in collusion, they engage in secret agreements with other 
people to carry out improper actions. The anti-Black manifestation of White complicity shows 
up through silence regarding racist social norms and traditions in promotion review processes 
(Settles et al., 2021) or demonstrating partiality when Black students seek help and are deterred 
from being in the program (Newman, 2011). The anti-Blackness manifestation of collusion shows 
up in the collaborative critique of Black scholars without adequate expertise through the denial 
of Black scholarship and publications and devaluing the published work of Black scholars, par-
ticularly those that are counter to the accepted knowledge of a White scholar (Delgado Bernal & 
Villalpando, 2002).

2.3  What Are the Effects of White Supremacy Culture?

White supremacy culture is reflected in the disproportionate harm and violence directed towards 
Black people and communities in all aspects of engineering education and practice. This can easily 
be identified by reviewing scholarship on Black people in engineering, which is mostly about our 
suffering and the coping mechanisms we employ to persist (Fletcher et al., 2021; Freeman & Hug-
gans, 2009; McGee et al., 2019; Moore et al., 2003). In the United States, Whiteness governs the 
criteria used to determine whose ideas, actions, or experiences have merit (Ahmed, 2012; Dotson, 
2014). White supremacy culture concurrently teaches us that Blackness is valueless, dangerous, and 
threatening (Ladson-Billings & Donnor, 2005; Sharpe, 2016). Thus, intellectual contributions by 
Black people in engineering receive more scrutiny and receive less acclaim even after overcoming 
intensified scrutiny. Black researchers that examine racialized experiences of students are pigeon-
holed as diversity scholars – which is considered inferior – or their work is allegedly tainted by 
bias, even when the essence of their work centers the technological knowledge deemed critical 
for professional formation (Hendrix, 2002). Alternatively, White faculty are esteemed for doing 
things considered diversity scholarship, in spite of blatant deficiencies in their expertise and harm to 
Black people being perpetuated by their work. This infringement on the epistemic agency of Black 
scholars is detrimental to everyone; beyond the obvious implications for promotion and tenure, it 
damages “the state of social knowledge and shared epistemic resources” (Dotson, 2012, p. 24) among 
our scholarly community.

Perhaps our richest epistemic resource is ourselves; our lived experiences shape how we make 
sense of the world around us. Unfortunately, many of us are unaware of how White supremacy cul-
ture influences our perspectives and sensemaking. Some of us are aware but have succumbed to false 
notions of objectivity and view inserting ourselves into our research practice as a contaminating act. 
In the next section, we discuss research paradigms and the role of positionality in our scholarship. 
We must understand the role we play in knowledge discovery and dissemination as an essential step 
to reclaiming our epistemic agency.
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3  Part 2 – Research Paradigms and Researcher Positionality

What does it mean to do research? And what does it mean to be a researcher? We move to these 
questions after providing a brief overview of White supremacy because people come to engineer-
ing education research with various answers, perspectives, experiences, and preconceived notions 
about social science research. In short, they arrive with different worldviews and positionalities. We 
provide a brief discussion of each in the following sections.

3.1  What Is a Research Paradigm?

In academe, we often refer to one’s worldview and its relation to their work as a research paradigm. 
According to Patton (2014), a paradigm is a way of thinking about and making sense of the world. 
Paradigms inform what research we consider pursuing, whether consciously or unconsciously. 
Overall, a researcher’s paradigm determines what they see and how they make sense of what they 
see. A researcher paradigm is the filter through which we see the field of engineering education and 
thus impacts how we define the research problem (e.g., who and what we study), how we develop 
and approach to answer research questions (e.g., what theory and methodology we choose), and 
how we interpret and communicate the results or information learned over the course of the study 
(e.g., where we publish). They are normative and deeply embedded within how we learn to conduct 
research. For example, because engineering favors paradigms that focus on causal and quantitative 
relationships, people who were trained in engineering often have trouble transitioning to qualitative 
and interpretive approaches when they transition to engineering education research.

Consequently, one’s paradigm will likely shift as they become a member of the engineering edu-
cation community and learn how to meet the agreed-upon discipline standards, including what is 
important, what is legitimate, and what is reasonable. In our case, we span the paradigms of being 
constructivist (Cross), critical (Holly, Jr.), and pragmatic (Lee). While none of us fit neatly into one 
of these categories, we tend to express one more readily. This also means thst through working col-
laboratively, we influence each other’s paradigms, for example, Author Lee mentioned while work-
ing on this project he noticed himself developing more of a critical disposition.

3.2  What Is Our Researcher Positionality?

The epistemological position of objectivity and the false notion of meritocracy in US engineer-
ing might compel one to divorce themselves from the work and seek “truth” above all else. Similar 
to other engineering education scholars who have promoted the idea of disclosing positionality 
(e.g., Hampton et al., 2021; Secules et al., 2021), we encourage others to interject their humanity 
into their research methods and methodology as a manner of intellectual honesty. We advocate re-
politicizing methodological practices; more specifically, we’re calling for work that not only pursues 
truth but also considers what such truth means in relation to improving the social conditions of 
Black people.

For example, we come to this work as two Black men and a Black woman who earned their 
doctorate in engineering education at the two oldest US engineering education programs. During 
our graduate education, we were each advised and primarily trained by White researchers. When 
we joined the engineering education community, we each already had racial pride and confidence 
from our personal upbringings. Holly Jr. and Cross’s graduate research was directly focused on 
race, whereas Lee’s research was tangentially focused on it. Each of us has published engineering 
education research. We also bring editorial and review experiences with journals in the field. As 
we write this chapter, we each currently work as faculty members and are evaluated based on engi-
neering education research. It is through these experiences that we have come to intimately know 
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engineering education research methodology and become rooted firmly in the US engineering 
education culture. As such, we had to interrogate our own training and look outside ourselves to 
identify what about the training we received could have been different in the past and should be dif-
ferent going forward. This chapter is our attempt to share these insights with others.

James Holly Jr.: My expertise is conceived from two elements: personal experience and Black 
studies. I unite my experiential knowledge with the sociological understanding provided by Black 
thinkers who have conceptualized the powerful ways Whiteness has historically shaped social systems 
within this country and the ways it continues to do so, particularly in the educational system. Taken 
together, these perspectives formulate the lens through which I make visible, and counteract, the 
ways disciplinary knowledge and forms of racialized power have been co-constructed to minoritize 
and exclude Black people.

Kelly J. Cross: I have conducted workshops on managing personal bias in STEM and promoting 
inclusion in higher education. I also bring the perspective of intersectionality to this work, as I have 
multiple marginalized identities that impact my daily experiences. Overall, my research agenda is 
to broaden participation in engineering, and collaboration is a key component of all my profes-
sional activities. My previous research investigated the experiences of various marginalized groups, 
including women of color and members of the LGBTQ+ spectrum. I am a culturally responsive 
practitioner, researcher, and educational leader who will continue to create space for the voiceless 
in engineering.

Walter C. Lee: My admiration and respect for both political- and scholar-activists have grown, 
alongside my understanding of the world. While I can say I do many things differently than my non-
Black colleagues, I cannot say I am as intentional about my teaching and use of research methodol-
ogy as I could be. In many ways, I have been complicit. It is in this spirit that I joined this project, 
to spend time learning alongside Holly Jr. and Cross as part of an ongoing effort to improve my 
understanding of concepts relevant to my sociopolitical interest and research agenda.

4  Part 3 – Anti-Blackness in Engineering Education Research

The discipline of engineering education research is relatively young, and already the educational 
research practices that predominate the discipline reflect anti-Black patterns in broader social science 
scholarship (Zuberi, 2000). These trends can be seen in scenarios like situating White engineering 
students as the standard for other racial groups to be measured by, considering information gained 
from studies with only Black people or small numbers as non-generalizable, and diminishing cita-
tions of non-White scholars outside the field. Although the so-called underrepresentation of Black 
engineering students has long been an issue, the scholarship of Black educational theorists and 
researchers is not adequately utilized to study the educational experiences of Black engineering 
students. We consider this to be expected, given the societal context of a White supremacy culture 
in which EER exists and was formed by; however, this socialization process by which even we were 
trained need not be permanent. We characterize research training in EER as a socialization process 
to accentuate the consistency of the social structure and the agency we have to disrupt these norms.

We situate our understanding of our own experiences in this process using Harro’s (2000) cycle of 
socialization. In the engineering education context, the beginning of socialization where we began 
to embrace the values and behaviors and acquire requisite skills represents our entry into the research 
community. This entry point is where institutional and cultural socialization formalized our initia-
tion into engineering ways of thinking, communicating, and problem-solving. While our indoctri-
nation did not require intentionality or visibility, its results influenced our participation within this 
academic community. Once fully in the cycle, we conducted our work based on the research norms 
that we encountered, and these norms provided a means to reinforce our socialization. Lastly, our 
interpretations of our interactions and research results continued to support the dominant narrative. 
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We write this chapter in an effort to break this cycle. We are kept in this cycle through ignorance, 
insecurity, confusion, obliviousness, and fear (Harro, 2000). When we are unaware of what beliefs, 
values, and ideologies regulate our research practice, we lack agency in combating the dominant ten-
dencies shaping knowledge production. Instead, we advocate for active disruption as a way to make 
us question our beliefs, critically look at the process, and see the flaws within the accepted process 
of socialization. To facilitate such disruption, we critique several aspects of the socialization process 
in engineering education research to elucidate the structures that regulate EER by teaching us how 
to ask questions, answer questions, make meaning, and communicate.

4.1  How Do Engineering Education Researchers Learn to Ask Questions?

How we were taught to ask questions is important because it determined which people’s interests we 
prioritized. The exhibition or suppression of our power as researchers is in operation from the outset 
of our research design. As Ruha Benjamin suggests, “It’s at that [stage] of forming the question and 
posing the problem that the power dynamics are already being laid that set us off in one trajectory or 
another” (Vox, 2021). In this section, we briefly discuss two ways in which we were socialized to ask 
questions: our introduction to problem statements and funding opportunities. Combined, both of 
these elements of the knowledge production process dictate what issues are deemed worthy of study 
and whose interests influence how these issues are examined.

4.1.1  Problem Statements

Which questions are worth asking? In addition to being trained how to answer questions, we were 
also taught how to construct a purpose statement and frame research questions. The training we 
received impacted which problems we could see and considered worthy of scientific inquiry. It influ-
enced our likelihood of “studying up” (Nader, 1972) or expanding our field of inquiry to include 
those whose position in the power structure would enable them to make engineering more equita-
ble. More often than not, we were taught to pose questions about engineering students as opposed 
to faculty or administrators. These lessons were not explicitly taught; rather, it was implied through 
the absence of such studies within coursework, syllabi, journals, and conference proceedings. For 
example, Author Cross has an article looking at engineering student stress. Although the study relates 
engineering student stress to specific student outcomes and characteristics of department culture, the 
role of faculty and the administration in creating the engineering stress culture was removed from the 
article during the review process. Despite previous studies (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Mwangi et al., 
2018) suggesting engineering is a hostile climate for racially minoritized students, little research 
has considered the role of the leadership that is responsible for creating and sustaining that hostile 
environment. We noticed the tendency to study racially minoritized students through a deficit lens 
(Harper, 2010) and an unwillingness to explicitly disrupt power imbalances. Similar to researchers in 
fields such as science, medical, and educational research, we were encouraged to discuss disparities 
but not similarly encouraged to explore the source or cause of the disparities.

4.1.2  Funding Opportunities

What questions are fundable or solicited? Because external funding occupies such a prominent role 
in the US research enterprise, resource allocation practices had a substantial impact on how we were 
trained and our ability to do research focused on Black people’s uplift. We learned to frame questions 
by reviewing the requests or solicitations issued by funding agencies. Though not explicitly writ-
ten anywhere, we learned that it can be difficult to obtain resources for projects that challenge the 
political, economic, or intellectual status quo, projects that can be characterized as unrelated to core 
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engineering knowledge or experiences. Consequently, we learned to frame questions about Black 
people in regard to how reducing their struggles would also be beneficial to the White majority 
population, and we were introduced to the business case for diversity (Herring, 2009; Robinson & 
Dechant, 1997) or even interest convergence as methods to be heard. We were not exposed to 
explicit requests for anti-racist projects and were led to believe such issues were not of priority to 
the discipline.

4.2  How Do Engineering Education Researchers Learn to Answer 
Questions?

How we were taught to answer questions is important because it determined how we viewed prior 
work and conceived of future work. The training we received impacted which methodologies we 
considered legitimate scientific inquiry. Audre Lorde posed an insightful question that we used to 
reflect on our training: “What does it mean when the tools of a racist patriarchy are used to exam-
ine the fruits of that same patriarchy?” (Lorde, 1983, p. 25). We must similarly grapple with what it 
means to use the tools of White supremacy to address matters associated with racism or Black people. 
Doing so is vital because the research approaches we select have underlying propositions about how 
we determine what is true and how we can deepen our understanding of various phenomena. In this 
section, we briefly discuss three ways in which we were socialized to answer questions in engineer-
ing education: how we were trained to use data collection methods, view our role as the researcher, 
and engage with research participants. Combined, each of these elements of the knowledge produc-
tion process dictates what information should be considered and how.

4.2.1  The Role of the Researcher

What role should a researcher have in the research process? The training we received suggested that it 
was more important to consider the “researcher-as-instrument” in qualitative research than quantita-
tive research, despite the role of the researcher needing to be considered regardless of methodology. 
As discussed earlier, who is doing the research influences the research design itself and should be 
acknowledged through positionality statements that disclose the researcher paradigm applied in all 
engineering education research. This training influenced the extent to which we disregarded the 
personhood of non-Black researchers and positioned them as objective outsiders, or embraced the 
personhood of Black researchers and positioned them as insiders who share the characteristic, role, 
or experience being examined. We encountered questions about who should be studying what and 
what expertise qualifies a person to pursue or advance a given topic. But we were also taught to 
racialize some researchers and ignore the race of others. For example, White scholars are permitted 
to take a race-neutral approach to research where race has significant analytical power, but research 
done by Black scholars is discounted when they elevate how their race influenced their decision to 
investigate racial inequity in engineering. We were never instructed to explicitly name Whiteness. 
We received inconsistent interpretations of the role ascribed to positionality in the research process.

4.2.2  The Role of the Participant

What role should a participant have in the research process? The training we received influenced 
how we interacted with the people and communities we chose to study. We were taught to relegate 
participants as research objects. While a more humane approach is not only referring to people 
involved in our study as participants rather than subjects but also positioning them as partners in the 
knowledge production process. While we were introduced to some of these discussions, we were 
not encouraged to position participants as experts on their lived experiences (Toliver, 2021; Toole, 
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2022). They may not be familiar with a particular research methodology, but they are able to provide 
detail and nuance about their own lived experience that we, as a research community, could not 
understand otherwise.

4.2.3  Methods

Which methods and methodologies are credible? The training we received impacted how we valued 
(or devalued) conceptual and empirical methods, how we approached sampling, and our desire for 
generalizability. These ideas were reinforced through graduate courses and dissertation milestones 
because one hallmark of a research field are the methods and data sources it leverages as well as the 
variables it measures. Researchers in engineering tend to favor a positivist epistemology defined as a 
set of beliefs and community practices (e.g., worldview of the nature of research) that define engi-
neering research (i.e., scientific method) as based on the statistical analysis of experimental results, 
and those results are typically in the form of continuous data that reveal truths about and relation-
ships between social phenomena (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). A positivist epistemology leads to 
an overreliance on experimentation and statistics to bolster arguments of objectivity. This default 
training limits our ability to capture the complexity of reality because it assumes the researcher and 
the context are divorced from the results. A positivist epistemology also creates a hierarchy between 
quantitative and qualitative research approaches. In addition to debates over the value of qualitative, 
quantitative, and mixed methods, we were briefly introduced to certain methodologies within each 
of these traditions, primarily borrowing from fields such as psychology, sociology, learning sciences, 
and higher education. Just as there are culturally sensitive instructional approaches, there are cultur-
ally sensitive research approaches (Tillman, 2002) that need greater recognition for mitigating mis-
representation of social reality across the nuances of racism.

4.3  How Do Engineering Education Researchers Learn to Make Meaning?

How we were taught to make meaning is important because it guides the significance of our intel-
lectual contributions, specifically, who or what we tried to impact and in what way. Said differently, 
the lens we learned to use provided frames for conceiving the relevance of what we learned. What 
we were taught to leave unnamed was just as consequential as what we learned to name. Kwame 
Ture made this clear when he proclaimed:

Anytime you make an analysis of an oppressed people, in any aspect of their life, and you leave 
out the enemy, you will never come to a correct analysis. On the contrary, you will blame the 
oppressed for all of their problems.

[Kwame Ture in Branch, 2013]

When learning theoretical frameworks, we were not encouraged to directly analyze the influence of 
the oppressor or view White supremacy as our enemy. In this section, we briefly discuss two ways in 
which we were socialized to make meaning in engineering education: our exposure to theoretical 
frameworks and research implications. Combined, both of these elements of the knowledge produc-
tion process influence our ability to make sense of experiences and identify paths forward.

4.3.1  Theoretical Frameworks

How should theory be used in our research? The training we received influenced which constructs, 
concepts, and phenomena we considered worth exploring and were capable of seeing. The theories 
at our disposal ultimately determined the observations and inquiries we were able to make. Though 
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consensus does not exist regarding what constitutes strong versus weak theory in social science (Sut-
ton & Staw, 1995), we encounter a variety of theoretical perspectives through being introduced to 
theories, theoretical frameworks, conceptual models, etc. We were not introduced to a plethora of 
theoretical frameworks that had the ability to consider race, much less were we introduced to a the-
ory born out of a Black epistemology (e.g., endarkened epistemology, Black feminist epistemology); 
fortunately, Black scholars are shifting this trend in EER (Nicole, 2022; Thomas et al., 2016). Yet 
scholars beware the perpetrators of Black epistemicide – systematic destruction or devaluing of rival 
forms of knowledge – seeking relevance amid the rise of anti-racist rhetoric. As in other disciplines 
(Motsa, 2017), well-known White scholars in EER hijack the epistemic of burgeoning Black schol-
ars (i.e., epistemological theft) without the theoretical grounding to accurately contextualize the 
issues under study. Again, the harm extends beyond the individuals involved; we encourage White 
scholars who want to assist this work to offer their financial and personnel resources to support the 
epistemological resources Black students and faculty possess.

4.3.2  Research Implications

What do research results mean for research, practice, and policy? The training we received – or did 
not receive – influenced how we make sense of our data and what we thought should be done next. 
In addition to collecting and analyzing data, we were tasked with interpreting our results and assign-
ing meaning to them. We received explicit reminders to consider what our findings meant for future 
researchers, students, and pedagogical practices. But we were not similarly taught how to consider 
or put forth implications related to the redistribution of power. The positivist research perspec-
tive and White supremacist foundation limit the opportunity for implications to be put forth that 
engage the nuance and complexity of the Black experience in standard research communication. 
The interests of Black participants or general scholarship of Black authors is discounted and heavily 
misunderstood, so interpretations that fall outside of stereotypical conceptions of Black people are 
deemed unrealistic.

4.4  How Do Engineering Education Researchers Learn How to 
Communicate?

How we were taught to communicate our scholarship is important because it influenced the man-
ner in which we stimulated discourse with fellow scholars. While sharing our work was a point of 
aspiration, we sometimes found ourselves compelled to anticipate and appease the White gaze (i.e., 
the reactions of White readers or observers). Regarding the White gaze, Toni Morrison offers an 
important question worth considering: “What happens to the writerly imagination of a black author 
who is at some level always conscious of representing one’s race to, or in spite of, a race of readers 
that understands itself to be ‘universal’ or race-free?” (emphasis original, 1992, p. xii). We similarly 
ask ourselves how Black researchers and the ability to do engineering education research that affirms 
Black conceptions of social reality are affected by the prominence of White people governing every 
publishing outlet within the discipline and dominating the review process. In this section, we briefly 
discuss two ways in which we were socialized to communicate in engineering education: our expe-
riences producing academic writing and citing previous work. Combined, both of these elements of 
the knowledge production process influence our ability to enhance the literature of our discipline.

4.4.1  “Good” Academic Writing

The standard uses of the English language and current accepted forms of technical reporting might 
compel one to reject scholarship that does not readily conform to these communication practices. 
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For example, herein, language presented a limit on writing this chapter because there are lived expe-
riences within Black American culture that we did not have the language to explain (Somé, 1995). 
There are concepts unfamiliar to our Eurocentric-dominated speech that we cannot express in terms 
of our thoughts and feelings but might have been able to through more artistic forms of expression 
or representation that are often rejected as being “scientific.” As such, we encourage you to recognize 
other forms of expression and communication styles as valid and legitimate.

Whose perspectives are centered in academic writing practices? The research training we receive 
stressed the importance of being able to communicate in linguistic practices familiar to engineering 
education and aligned with the master narratives (e.g., Stanley, 2007) of the academic discipline. 
We were taught to produce conference papers and journal articles. As such, socialization occurred 
through the processes of interacting with editors and reviewers as well as the advisers and instructors 
who help you refine your work. In many ways, we were at the mercy of this collection of people, 
who would ultimately decide whether our work was “good” or credible work (Coley et al., 2021). 
We were subjected to what scholars describe as White linguistic supremacy (Baker-Bell, 2020). This 
challenge was exacerbated by the criteria for what is acceptable varying widely across venues, and 
there were seldom mechanisms in place to equip scholars with the skills needed to construct quality 
reviews of other scholars’ work. While the theoretical and methodological expertise of the reviewers 
was often taken into account, we could not be sure that their understanding of race or racism was 
used as a screening mechanism.

4.4.2  Citation Practices

How should your work be situated in existing literature? The training we received influenced the 
extent to which we defaulted to the White literary canon that occupied much of our “literature 
review” space. We were taught practices that affirmed certain journals and embedded certain voices 
in our work. Despite deciding which literature to reference being such a central part of doing 
research (Penders, 2018), we were seldom taught practices for equitable and responsible referencing. 
This shortcoming is particularly applicable as it relates to research affirming Black intellectualism 
because the neglect of citing Black scholarship permits irresponsibility when scholars present their 
work as seminal or repeat flawed interventions due to expediency. We reinforce citation politics 
through the process of developing manuscripts or preparing proposals, particularly as it relates to the 
literature review sections (Kim, 2020).

5  Part 4 – Humanizing Practices and Recommendations

Those committed to using humanizing research practices must rebel, push back, disrupt, and refuse 
to comply with the socialization process described in Part 3 of this chapter. The institutional and sys-
temic nature of anti-Blackness also requires systematic opposition. To assist in these efforts, we offer 
recommendations for members of the engineering education research community who wish to resist 
White supremacy culture. Our recommendations are rooted in two perspectives: (1) resisting White 
supremacy culture and (2) critical transformation of engineering education. These perspectives put 
forth specific self-sustaining characteristics and patterns of manifestation (e.g., ways of thinking and 
showing up in a culture). They help us define both our roles and the prescribed response.

5.1  We Need Research Questions That Affirm Black People

How we are socialized to ask questions is vital to our ability to examine the effects of racism because 
its causes and how it manifests remain a point of contention in how scholars determine its role 
in social phenomena. Asking questions about Black people without centering Black perspectives 
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reinforces anti-Blackness. Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva (2008) explain the crux of what it means to 
study race:

It is not a question of how a person’s race causes disadvantage and discrimination. The real issue 
is the way the society responds to an individual’s racial identification. The question has more 
to do with society itself, not the innate makeup of individuals. Racial identity is about shared 
social status, not shared individual characteristics. Race is not about an individual’s skin color. 
Race is about an individual’s relationship to other people within the society. While racial iden-
tification may be internalized and appear to be the result of self-designation, it is, in fact, a result 
of the merging of self-imposed choice within an extensor imposed context.

(p. 7)

Being Black is not a problem. The problem is how society views Blackness, and our questions must 
indicate such. Instead of examining characteristics of Black students, it would be more sensible to 
examine the social arrangements within engineering that give low value to Black students’ ways 
of existing within engineering learning environments. Noticing the disparities that disenfranchise 
Black students requires intentionality in how inquiries about the causes and effects of these dispari-
ties influence educational outcomes.

5.2  We Need of Research Methodologies That Affirm Black People

How we are socialized to answer questions is vital to our ability to study Black people in 
humane ways. Answering questions about Black people without centering Black perspectives 
and agency reinforces anti-Blackness. Black scholars, such as W. E. B. Du Bois, have long 
proposed approaches to conducting research that would make the study and analysis of Black 
people’s existence in the United States more humane (Monteiro, 2000, 2008). Scholarship that 
dignifies Black social reality requires different ways of inquiry than what has traditionally been 
taught in engineering education doctoral programs. The field needs methodologies that directly 
confront the epistemic injustices that suggest Black people’s testimony is unsuitable for deter-
mining what is true (Fricker, 2007). Researchers must go beyond active listening to reckoning 
with their own fallibility while simultaneously empowering participants to have more control of 
the research process. An example of this approach to research is author Holly Jr.’s (2021) work, 
where he centered his own voice and experience in recounting how he used his agency to teach 
engineering to Black boys. Outside of EER, we can learn much from Dillard’s (2000) endark-
ened feminist epistemology, Reviere’s (2001) conceptualization of Afrocentrism as a research 
methodology.

5.3  We Need Data Interpretations That Affirm Black People

How people are socialized to make meaning is arguably the most important aspect of scholarship. 
Making meaning about the experiences of Black people without a multilayered understanding of 
racism, Blackness, and liberation will reinforce anti-Blackness. Consider the following assertion 
regarding the intricacy of the Black experience:

Understanding this distinction between a theory of racism and a theory of blackness (in an anti-
Black world) is key: whereas the former may invoke Black examples, and even rely on Black 
experience of racism in the formation of its tenets, only critical theorization of blackness con-
fronts the specificity of antiblackness, as a social construction, as an embodied lived experience 
of social suffering and resistance, and perhaps most importantly, as an antagonism, in which the 
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Black is a despised thing-in-itself (but not person for herself or himself) in opposition to all that 
is pure, human(e), and White.

(Dumas & Ross, 2016, p. 416)

Scholars like Dumas and Ross (2016) have asserted a more specific analysis of Blackness to explicate 
the sociopolitical context Black people endure. Doing engineering education research on Black 
people with integrity will require this specificity. It must place the current experiences of Black 
people within broader national and international history, allowing nuance where traditional charac-
terizations are monolithic.

5.4  We Need Communication Practices That Affirm Black People

How we communicate our ideas is important because it restricts our ability to authentically repre-
sent our thoughts. Disregarding the devaluation of Black literature and linguistics reinforces anti-
Blackness. For example, given the symbolic capital afforded by citations and metrics such as the 
H-Index, researchers are at the mercy of a predominantly White readership as it relates to citations. 
Without explicit mechanisms to counteract White linguistic supremacy, Black authors, particularly 
those doing work rooted in Blackness, may see no option other than adhering to the White gaze. 
The burden of navigating the White gaze while also trying to contribute to the liberation of Black 
people is similar to the notion of enduring double consciousness. As explained by Du Bois (1903): 
“One ever feels his twoness, – an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn 
asunder” (p. 38). Publishing in engineering education and conducting research through the lens of 
Blackness could be seen as two unreconciled strivings. Though an uncomfortable truth, the ideas 
of White researchers are deemed inherently better and will likely go underscrutinized. Storytelling 
is an ancient tradition across the African diaspora used for various purposes; the dearth of storytell-
ing across the educational spectrum is a particular inhibition for Black students and scholars. Toli-
ver (2021) asserts that “the embeddedness of storytelling in Black people’s lives means researching 
responsibly would require storytelling in research, from our data collection to our data representa-
tion, especially when working with Black populations” (p. xvii). Our aspiration is not just to inspire 
creative approaches to the participants’ work but to instigate new ways of thinking about engineering 
teaching and educational research rooted in Black cultural ways of thinking, knowing, interpreting, 
and representing our work.

5.5  We Need to Transform Engineering Education Research Practices

Harro’s (2000) cycle of liberation describes liberation concepts that we operationalize as resistance to 
anti-Blackness and White supremacy socialization. For the scope of this chapter, we describe five lib-
eration concepts: (1) critical incidents, (2) building community, (3) plan change, (4) creating change, 
and (5) maintaining change. Similar to White supremacy socialization, we divide the five concepts 
into behaviors and mindsets, where the first three concepts of liberation are related to a mindset or 
ways of thinking and the last two are related to observable behaviors.

The first concept we articulate is the need to experience a critical incident that challenges our 
current beliefs or values. For example, some researchers rejected arguments about the influence 
of anti-Black racism until they witnessed Derek Chauvin murder George Floyd. The reluctance 
to interrogate social inequity in a productive way will limit your ability to learn from others and 
requires us to experience certain things to appreciate the complexity of aspects of culture, such as 
racism.
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The next concept of liberation is the building of community. Community building is key not 
only for the emotional and psychological support of the members of a group but also in direct oppo-
sition to White supremacist culture that seeks to divide based on race. The engineering education 
community has generally adopted the community of practice as a core tenet; however, stratification 
still occurs within the desired community. The history of Black activism also displays there is power 
in numbers when seeking transformative change.

The final mindset concept of the cycle of liberation is the process of developing a plan to enact 
the change desired (Harro, 2000). The planning change step of the liberation cycle requires organ-
izing, fundraising, educating to define appropriate actions and assessment metrics, identifying key 
leadership roles to redefine policies, and shifting to practices to foster healing. The three concepts 
previously mentioned are approaches to allow a shift in the mindset of those who wish to engage in 
the cycle of liberation.

The first practical action is creating change. Creating change is related to planning change, 
as it is the actionable steps taken in response to the systemic change plan or approach followed. 
Specifically, creating the change requires the power and skill to guide the change to establish new 
social and intellectual practices. Creating change includes creating space for groups to dialogue in 
a meaningful way that leads to healing and sharing both power and accountability. Are there any 
venues for refuting or critiquing work published about Black people that are considered racist or 
otherwise problematic? Does an author-to-editor appeal process exist for scholars who encounter 
racist or otherwise-uninformed critiques of their work? Are there processes in place to enable 
post-publication reviews, responses, rebuttals, retractions of anti-Black work? Are there venues 
that enable scholars to condemn, categorically reject, or use their scholarly ability to show where 
published anti-Black scholarship went wrong? At the time of writing these words, we would 
largely say no.

Finally, maintaining change requires the integration of Blackness into all engineering scholarship 
where we model authenticity, integrity, and wholeness of a person with the appropriate response and 
rewards. Additionally, we must minimize the risk of scholars engaging in a Black-centered perspec-
tive in their scholarship and acknowledge the value that is brought when we amplify marginalized 
identities. That is to say, we implement the policies and procedures that allow the natural evolution 
of academic thought rather than forcing a hegemonic agenda based on White supremacy culture and 
exclusionary practices. Therefore, the two related actionable concepts of creating and maintaining 
change are non-prescriptive but guiding thoughts to engage researchers’ scholarship and professional 
activities differently.

5.6  We Need Accomplices Who Will Embrace the Risk of Promoting 
Blackness

According to Powell and Kelly (2017), risk separates allies from accomplices, where the latter “seeks 
to locate ourselves in the movement not as benevolent supporters, but as risk-takers who aim to 
destabilize white supremacy in ourselves, families, schools, communities, and within the judicial 
system” (p. 43). In this piece, we call for both the privileged and the oppressed to engage in activi-
ties to become an accomplice for appreciating Blackness in engineering. Specific to our White col-
leagues, our recommendations for accomplices aim to address five concepts that keep us in the cycle 
of socialization: ignorance, insecurity, confusion, obliviousness, and fear.

Despite living in the information age, too many in the engineering education community remain 
ignorant or have a lack of understanding of the complexity of race, racism, and racial issues within 
the context of the US culture that is echoed, replicated, and reinforced within the engineering cul-
ture. As a result, we recommend you take intentional engagement and actively seek understanding, 
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not just information, to initiate a continual process of learning how race is enacted within the engi-
neering culture and its impact. A specific action could include starting a discussion group to discuss 
topics of disrupting inequity or critical topics introduced by podcast.

Insecurity prevents many from intervening when they witness impropriety; whether in a meet-
ing or in the classroom, when anti-Blackness is expressed, we need engagement and dialogue. We 
recommend you consider positionality and power in all your work. You must be reflective and take 
time to clarify your intentions with specific and accurate descriptions. You may have racial power 
or positional power; enact your agency such that your capacity will benefit more than yourself and 
support Black people.

Confusion results from the myths and misinformation we have been fed, though knowledge 
alone is inadequate. Black people often know what afflicts us and what will be truly supportive, 
but others remain confused because they are unwilling to adhere to our guidance. You must 
develop connections with the people you wish to assist, and be willing to work in solidarity. You 
must be open to an alternative point of view that is not only different but also contrary to your 
perception of reality. An action would include reflecting on your discomfort with acknowledging 
systemic racism and the negative impact it has on scholars of color. Actively seek to understand 
if those around you share your perception of an equitable culture in your research group, depart-
ment, or academic unit. Invite a critical scholar to present their research to your research group 
or graduate program.

Obliviousness refers to the intentional disengagement or acknowledgment of racism within 
the engineering culture. Obliviousness is often paired with a psychological paralysis that prevents 
actions, behavior adjustments, or identifying opportunities to engage. We implore you to commit 
to affirming Blackness with asset-driven language that centers race in the context of power in all 
your scholarship and concurrently continue efforts to disrupt White dominance. Specifically, we 
encourage you to prioritize the vulnerable and the oppressed with the focus of amplifying their 
voices.

Fear of losing control has always been essential to maintaining racism and division among the 
artificial categories of race and ethnicity. However, the existential danger that racism presents in the 
form of violence is very real and tangible. Thus, we stress developing strategies for your participation 
in transformative action and realize that your comfort with dialoguing about anti-Black racism does 
not make it go away; only your active confronting of the issue will make it less painful.

6  Conclusion

The canon of EER has traditionally accepted rationale offered by White scholars as to why Black 
students’ performance tends to be lower than their White peers’, while rationale offered by Black 
scholars is less cited by the research community. The devaluing of Black scholarship is not simply 
offensive; it permits the reproduction of erroneous framings of the problems we claim to address. 
Historically, Black scholarship was intentionally excluded; hence, Carter G. Woodson started the 
first Black academic journal to publish Black scholarship. Presently, publishing procedures mute the 
voice and logic offered by Black scholars and do not position them as the expert on a topic despite 
our demonstrated expertise. Whereas White scholars are quickly accepted as experts on a topic with 
no, or minimal, demonstrated expertise. With this chapter, we sought to portray the mechanisms 
that normalize this disparity and profess its consequences for the intellectual economy of research 
production. We encourage aspiring EER scholars, particularly those who are Black, to resist this 
contaminated socialization process. The problem extends much deeper than citing Black scholars, 
and we hope this chapter can serve as a resource for reconstructing new perspectives on the process 
and product of research in engineering education.
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1  Introduction: Hidden Insight

Typical publications offer little insight into the educational designs – such as curricula, learning 
activities, outreach events, and courses – we create, be it as instructors teaching our classes or direct-
ing engineering outreach activities or as engineering education researchers developing interventions 
to study how certain kinds of experiences result in more inclusive or effective outcomes. Journals 
offer limited space for reporting such work, resulting in concise summaries of settings, materials, and 
procedures that offer little to go on. For instance, in their study framing preschool children playing 
with blocks as engineering design, Gold et al. (2021) describe their intervention as offering “two 
small (2-inch) figurines from the TV program, ‘Bob the Builder,’ and ask[ing] children to briefly dis-
cuss and plan something they wanted to build for their figurines” (p. 809). While certainly sufficient 
for their study purpose, this unsatisfyingly brief account leaves many questions unanswered: What 
happens before this moment? How much have the children played with these blocks before? Are 
they all familiar with “Bob the Builder”? Does it matter? Were other toys or shows considered and 
ruled out? Why not use a situation instead of a show? None of these questions need to be answered 
for the particular study reported, but they matter for the reader who wants to try this in their own 
context, whether as a new study or as an outreach program. In light of the so-called “replication 
crisis” in psychology, in which replication studies fail to find the same results (Wiggins & Christo-
pherson, 2019), one consideration is the adequacy of the broader design that is disseminated in these 
research studies.

While typical engineering education research (EER) publications provide understanding about 
learning, participation, and development processes and theories, a great deal of insight gained in the 
process of developing the learning experiences remains covert. Specifically, although it is becoming 
more common to publish datasets and more complete methods as supplemental files, the learning 
experiences and environments that we design, and especially the decisions we make in the process, 
are seldom reported. Even related disciplines, such as decision-based system design, focus on ration-
alizing decisions by connecting the engineering attributes to consumer-oriented product attributes 
and do not report the paths designers take in a vicarious way (Chen et al., 2012). Yet empirical 
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insights into how and what we design are a valuable source of information that can supplement and 
enrich more common dissemination practices. Further, as many of us have had abundant experi-
ences as learners with “traditional” instruction, design cases can also serve as a source of inspiration 
for instructors to counter this preponderance of exposure to traditional learning designs.

Design cases are a dissemination genre that shares vivid and vicarious accounts of what and how we 
design (Boling, 2010). In this chapter, we primarily focus on the design of learning experiences (e.g., 
curricula, learning environments, instructional tools, assessments, etc.), building on the practice in 
fields like architecture, fashion, and graphic design of disseminating cases that illuminate specific 
design processes and products (Svihla & Boling, 2020).

While typical EER publications report on the impact of our learning/instructional designs, design 
cases share how we designed the learning experiences – usually related as an engaging story about 
the decisions and challenges, and with figures depicting drafts and final versions. Design cases are “a 
form of knowledge-sharing” that is “common to – and critical in – fields where design is a central 
practice” (Svihla & Boling, 2020, p. 630). Engineering faculty may be familiar with two design 
fields: engineering design and learning/instructional design. In this chapter, we focus on the latter.

While many engineering faculty have only experienced formal design education in their own 
undergraduate capstone course, others draw upon industry or start-up experience or teach design in 
some fashion (e.g., first-year design, design challenges threaded in core courses, mentoring capstone 
or intramural teams, facilitating K–12 outreach design experiences). Even a distant capstone class 
may provide a framework for thinking about design and approaching the development of learning 
and outreach experiences as designers. Engineering educators commonly share insights at confer-
ences about their innovations in teaching and outreach, yet we seldom learn about the decisions 
and challenges encountered along the way. By publishing design cases, the field stands to articulate 
and amass critical knowledge that can inform both researchers and educators – knowledge that can 
reap gains in the support of a productive learning environment and a sustainable engineering cur-
riculum. In our experiences reading design cases and supporting students and colleagues to do so, we 
have noticed that we come away with new insights for our own ways of designing learning experi-
ences and new inspiration for the kinds of learning experiences we might create. While repositories 
of teaching cases and other sources of teaching materials (e.g., TeachEngineering, KEEN Cards, 
LearnChemE, etc.) offer materials to download and use, compared to design cases, these resources 
offer little insight into the decisions made in the process of developing such materials. Yet sharing 
that process and the insights gained along the way can help others that seek to adopt these resources.

In this chapter, we describe what design cases are and offer practical advice for scholars interested 
in writing a design case. Throughout this chapter, we make reference to the design case template 
(Appendix) to further elaborate on the specific sections of a design case. The template was originally 
developed by the first author, who teaches graduate students to write design cases. We adapted this 
template as we embarked on writing this chapter, as co-authors annotated the original version with 
questions and wonderings. In particular, the design case template may be useful for engineering 
faculty whose training is primarily technical, as there is a steep learning curve when trying to make 
sense of education research–related terminology. In our experience supporting those new to the 
genre, we have noticed that investing some time to learn about this style of writing and why many 
find it valuable is helpful.

We also illustrate the value of design cases by examining exemplars from engineering education and 
contrast design cases with other similar-sounding genres, such as design-based research and case study.

2  What Are Design Cases?

Design cases are a genre of scholarly, empirical writing in which the process of designing some spe-
cific solution is shared. While some fields may publish design cases that report on technical designs 
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(e.g., the design of a surgical device, a novel sensor, a system for monitoring wastewater), our pri-
mary focus in this chapter is on designs that support learning and, to a lesser degree, other human-
centered design fields. In the former, the designers might be instructional designers or faculty who 
design courses or outreach programs, and the stakeholders are usually learners and sometimes other 
instructors.

Typically offering a vivid depiction of the context and designed solution, design cases share a 
vicarious narrative – usually from the point of view of the designer (Boling, 2010). Many canoni-
cal design fields like architecture, product design, and graphic design share and curate their designs 
in ways that highlight the process and product (Ferris et al., 2004; Gardner & Fishel, 2009; Kim 
et al., 2004). Venues like the International Journal of Designs for Learning (IJDL) offer insights into how 
people design learning tools and experiences for diverse settings, like museums, camps, university 
courses, and workplaces – and notably offer few design cases in engineering. Design cases might 
also feature justice, equity, diversity, and inclusivity (JEDI) innovations (Brown et al., 2018; Suarez-
Grant & Haras, 2022). In addition to the design cases published in IJDL, we find design cases in the 
fields of human–computer interaction (HCI) and computer-supported collaborative work (CSCW).

Here, we share a few examples from engineering education research. In the section that follows, 
we discuss them in more detail to highlight their utility and to draw some distinctions about vari-
ants within this genre. We selected these papers by asking each author to use their own interests in 
engineering education as a guide for choosing a design case. We encourage readers to access the cases 
and review them in tandem with our analysis.

Bull et al. (2018) describe the design of Make-to-Learn Electric Motor Invention Kits – hence-
forth referred to as the “motor kits design case” – that strive to teach students about engineering 
concepts as well as the process of invention through reconstruction of historic working models. This 
design case details the development of engineering activities that can feasibly be done in maker-
spaces, also sharing what did not work. Readers get direct insight about the decision-making process 
as well as the challenges faced throughout the project, including discovering that building a func-
tioning motor was more challenging than expected. The careful and detailed documentation makes 
the case relatable to engineers, and such comprehensive information is not easily communicated 
through other forms of scholarship.

Wilson and Bruni-Bossio (2020) share how they use visual schematics and graphics to give over-
views of courses, making connections between the course objectives, tasks, and outcomes, thereby 
providing an alternative way to help students understand the purpose of a given course. We hence-
forth refer to this as the “course schematics design case.” The process of creating the graphics also 
gave the instructor an opportunity to reflect on the course holistically and make sure the course 
was logically constructed. As engineering faculty, we are accustomed to using figures, graphics, 
and schematics in our research papers and grant proposals as a means to organize our own thoughts 
(during the writing process) to tell the story or build our case. This design case demonstrates that 
the same approach would be useful in our teaching, both for our own process in course design and 
for student learning.

Ahn et  al. (2016) describe designing a “struggle-oriented” learning experience – henceforth 
referred to as the “struggle STEM design case” – to motivate diverse students to pursue STEM 
degrees in college, a relatable and enduring issue. The instruction was developed to challenge the 
myth that only smart people create scientific knowledge and belong in STEM disciplines. Ahn 
and colleagues treated research on achievement motivation by McClelland (1978) as part of their 
precedent and organized a set of principles based on published research. For instance, they empha-
sized humanizing science, making struggle explicit, and connecting struggle to beneficial outcomes. 
As the learning experience is very different from much of the content-focused curricula faculty 
encounter, such guidelines can clarify the values the design team held and the ways others might 
apply them in similar contexts.
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Wan et al. (2016) details the prevalence of dementia, citing research that characterizes stages of 
dementia, with attention to the roles of technology for extending autonomy and tracking those 
who wander, and reasons such technology has faced skepticism or limited uptake. Following an 
extensive literature review, Wan et al. (2016) offer justification and a detailed account of their data 
collection and analysis methods for conducting an exploratory study into the phenomenon they 
sought to design for – namely, developing a GPS-based technology and website solution for patient 
wandering, which we henceforth refer to as the “dementia design case.” They detailed challenges 
faced in reporting their results to the industry partners, who expressed concern about its representa-
tiveness. Yet the authors shared the results of their exploratory study, detailing diversity across three 
contexts. They identified differences in how stakeholders perceived wandering-prevention measures 
and technological solutions. For instance, some objected to hiding doors behind curtains, and some 
described circular never-ending paths as enhancing patient confusion. These study results became 
a set of five design implications for their original idea. In addition, their observations that staff have 
little time to sit and monitor a website on a computer were developed into three design implications 
for a mobile app. They described their prototype concisely and then detailed a five-month pilot test 
across three sites. In this design case, we get a comprehensive account of challenges encountered in 
deploying a prototype and collecting data on its use.

3  What Makes Design Cases a Valuable Form of Scholarship?

Given the demands many of us face, why should we make space to read or write design cases, espe-
cially as they clearly fail to meet the criteria Streveler and Smith (2006) set for “rigorous” research? 
Scholars have critiqued the word “rigor” both for its inequitable impacts and the narrowed scope of 
what constitutes educational scholarship (Riley, 2017; Walther et al., 2017). Just as quality standards 
differ between studies that employ a randomized controlled trial, a case study, or a systematic lit-
erature review, the standards that make design cases scholarly and useful exist and differ from other 
genres.

To illustrate these, we draw attention to some differences across four design cases and explore 
features common to design cases that make them useful. In doing so, we share guidelines from 
foundational and recent publications about design cases (Gray, 2020; Howard, 2011; Reeve & Svihla, 
2016; Svihla & Boling, 2020; Svihla & Reeve, 2016b; Wulf et al., 2011). Although the three arti-
cles published in IJDL focus on learning-related designs and the fourth example is an HCI-related 
design, we focus our comparisons on what makes them distinctive as design cases.

First, design cases vary in how much they reference academic literature and the ways in which 
they use it (Howard, 2011). In the motor kits design case, there are 12 citations; in the course 
schematics design case, there are 25 citations; while there are more than 80 citations in the struggle 
STEM design case and the dementia design case. However, as some design cases may have fewer 
and even no citations, we draw attention to the varied ways these authors treat the work they cite 
(Appendix Sections 11 and 16), especially in contrast to typical empirical educational research. In 
typical works, the aim in citing published works may be to establish what is already known, to situate 
the problem under study as significant to the scholarly community, to build an academic argument, 
to explain or develop theory, to identify gaps in understanding, and/or to discuss results in light of 
extant scholarship (Table 28.1). Such aims understandably foreground scholarship, but sometimes to 
the detriment of worldly practice and needs (Svihla & Reeve, 2016a). This is the root of the differ-
ence in how design cases typically use citations – abductively1 rather than inductively or deductively 
(Dorst, 2011). Some design cases do not even mention learning theory or research on learning, 
though they do offer their reasoning, sometimes sharing experiential accounts for decisions (Cole 
Harmon et al., 2021).
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Second, design cases vividly depict the designed solution (Boling, 2010). In typical empirical 
research, such information is given short shrift. Design cases sometimes embed interactive mul-
timedia, link to a full design, or illustrate a single, repeated cycle in detail (Appendix Section 12). 
This commitment allows scholars to take inspiration from design ideas offered in a design case. In 
our examples, we note that in the motor kits design case, an instructional sequence, figures, and 
part lists for kits in the sequence is depicted (Bull et al., 2018). In the course schematics design case, 
figures offer examples of what faculty produced in their workshops, how faculty used these in their 
teaching, and a synthesis about how they treat the workshops as a formalized process. In the struggle 
STEM design case, figures depict their most recent iteration, as well as their formalization of their 
design as a set of five guidelines. Wan et al. (2016) share figures showing the prototypes and illustrate 
their use in three settings. Notably, in all four examples, the authors first depict their design process, 
generally illustrating an initial design, then summarize finalized designs.

Third, design cases offer a storied account of design processes and practices (Boling, 2010). This 
vicarious narrative approach engages readers in ways that allow them to bring these experiences 
into their set of precedent and use them in their own designing (Howard et al., 2012) – be it for 

Table 28.1 Contrasting Approaches to Using Citations

Aim In Typical Empirical Educational 
Research

In Design Cases

Problem 
definition

Authors use scholarship to 
establish what is known 
about a problem. Citations 
are sufficient for establishing 
a scholarly problem, and 
uncited information is 
untrustworthy. Citations 
may situate the problem 
under study as significant 
to the scholarly community. 
Review of published work 
may identify gaps in 
understanding.

Authors may choose to cite scholarship and 
published data as part of an argument about 
an existing problem and its impacts, but such 
external information is not sufficient. Authors also 
describe gathering of local, contextual, or timely 
information, such as through needs assessment. 
(Appendix Sections 11 and 16.)

Solution 
development

Authors use published 
scholarship to build an 
academic argument, explain 
or develop theory about 
mechanisms for how people 
learn and/or develop. They 
may use this to account for 
a phenomenon or justify an 
intervention deductively.

Authors may elect to cite research and/or theory, 
as well as past designs, as precedent that shapes 
a designed solution. In doing so, outcomes of 
scholarship need not serve as justification, but 
as inspiration, used abductively. Here, how the 
research inspired a design idea in context is key. 
(Appendix Section 11.)

Evaluation Authors discuss their results 
in light of extant research, 
situating their contribution 
in generalizing or 
transferability terms.

Authors seldom discuss their design process, solution, 
or the degree to which their solution functioned in 
light of extant research, though they may choose 
to suggest complications to or draw comparisons 
between unresolved or emergent issues in their 
design case and published information. (Appendix 
Sections 11, 13.)
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learning, teaching, or research purposes (Appendix Sections  9–11). Importantly, these narratives 
provide insight into designers’ framing agency – the decisions they make to frame and solve the 
problem (Svihla et al., 2019, 2021). This is the core of what makes design cases so valuable. While 
typical empirical research may offer a research-based justification for certain design decisions, design 
is not a logical, rational, or deterministic process (Jonassen, 2000). At the heart of design is abduc-
tive reasoning, in which designers use their judgment and preferences to fill in unknowns (Dorst, 
2003). This means that only warranting a design using published, peer-reviewed research is likely a 
partial or post hoc accounting and tidying-up of what is commonly a co-evolutionary, dynamic, and 
responsive process (Dorst, 2019; Svihla & Reeve, 2016a).

The forthrightness of these accounts, in which authors share failures, challenges, and rejected 
ideas, is surprisingly compelling and useful information that is seldom shared in traditional publish-
ing (Svihla & Reeve, 2016a). As such, design cases are useful even though they are not arguments 
for whether a particular designed learning experience supported learning (Appendix Sections 11, 
13, and 14). For instance, in the motor kits design case, the authors offer a forthright account of the 
team’s assumptions that historic motors would be straightforward to assemble, an assumption that 
proved false and led to major redesign (Bull et al., 2018). In the course schematics design case, Wil-
son and Bruni-Bossio (2020) describe the challenges of supporting faculty to take up student points 
of view in developing visuals that would be useful to students, as well as contending with their own 
limited capacity to design visuals. In the struggle STEM design case, the authors share the difficulties 
they faced integrating the stories they developed with typical course content (Ahn et al., 2016). In 
the dementia design case, Wan et al. (2016) share challenges encountered during pilot testing, such 
as needing to create a low-battery alarm, as well as challenges they faced in partnering.

Boling (2010) argues that the value of design cases comes from sharing knowledge about our 
design processes and decision-making. We agree that this genre offers inspiration about how and 
what to design. As such, we also consider some educational uses of design cases. Our purpose here 
is not to detail whether case-based learning works – as others have explicated this (Kolodner, 2002; 
Kolodner et al., 2005; Watson & Marir, 1994), including in engineering education (Fleddermann, 
2000; Lambert et al., 2016; Nespoli & Lambert, 2010; Yadav et al., 2010), and published compila-
tions to support case-based learning (Ertmer et al., 2019; Lambert et al., 2016). However, while 
instructional cases may be based in authentic narratives, they are usually edited to make the moral 
of the story clear, and they may even be fictionalized accounts. Such sanitized accounts, while they 
focus on a particular lesson, mask the complexity of practice, especially of design. Design cases 
can shed light on ways designers respond to emergent challenges and, therefore, can be a useful 
instructional tool for students and professionals alike. For instance, for those who typically design 
for others, reading a design case that describes co-design or participatory practices can offer insight 
into challenges designers encounter in navigating team dynamics (e.g., Friesen & Jacobsen, 2021; 
Vahey et al., 2018).

Fourth, design cases do not conclude with typical conclusions, results, and implications that tradi-
tional empirical studies offer (Appendix Sections 13–15). Instead, authors may reflect on what they 
considered to be distinctive in their case. They may draw attention to idiosyncratic challenges or 
features encountered or reflect on their own process and offer the advice they wish they had begun 
their design process with. Design cases typically avoid efforts to generalize, though they may offer 
transferable practices, methods, or frameworks. For instance, in the motor kits design case, Bull et al. 
(2018) first reflect on their design process and lessons learned, including that they needed broader 
knowledge and more time than they initially expected, and then offer a concise summary of the 
impact of their effort in terms of teachers and students using what they developed. In the course 
schematics design case, Wilson and Bruni-Bossio (2020) likewise reflect on what they learned in 
the process, including that they enjoyed sharing ideas across disciplines and having opportunities for 
feedback. They then offer a conclusion that summarizes their design case concisely, foregrounding 
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the most salient aspects without drawing conclusions or implications beyond their context. The 
struggle STEM design case offers lessons learned and a formalization of their approach as a set of 
five guidelines. Finally, the dementia design case likewise offers lessons learned about partnering 
and managing a project, as well as for their specific context of managing dementia using technology 
solutions. They also provide a concise summary of their design case, much as in the course schemat-
ics design case.

Because of the detail about context, aims, and decisions, others can take ideas from design cases 
and transfer them to their own situations. This aligns with longstanding attention in the field of 
design research on transferability (Chow & Ruecker, 2006). Thus, design cases offer readers a chance 
to peer into the complex decision-making process of design, expanding the set of precedents that 
they can then access in their own design work. Design cases offer inspiration about both design 
processes and designed solutions. It is this distinctive value that can help bridge the gap between 
engineering education research and practice.

4  Planning and Writing a Design Case

A design case may complement other publication efforts on a project. While studies published and 
presented in other venues report on the impacts and insights gained through a research study, the 
description of the learning intervention and its design can be conveyed usefully in a design case. 
Yet writing a design case presents challenges, in part because most of our work presents a sanitized 
account (Svihla & Reeve, 2016a). Academics typically struggle to write in a forthright, narrative 
style and to share their judgments and preferences rather than aiming at objectivity (Howard, 2014; 
Smith, 2010). We offer practical advice about planning a design case. Our first suggestion is to read 
several design cases and reflect on their style and what that style offers.

We provide guidance on norms and variability within norms for writing design cases, drawn 
from published guidelines (Howard, 2011; Li et al., 2021; Wulf et al., 2011, 2015), and experience 
writing, editing, and reviewing design cases. Design cases typically provide detail about the context 
and problem, the particular design process as it unfolded, a vivid depiction of the design itself, and 
a concluding reflection (Howard, 2014). They might also provide insight on a collaborative design 
that has been refined through multiple iterations illuminating how feedback was incorporated into 
their design process (Friesen & Jacobsen, 2021; Matuk et al., 2016).

4.1  Who Are the Authors? Who Was Involved in the Design Case?

In the introduction, design cases typically position the authors (Appendix Section 3). Some cases 
are written by the designers themselves, or a subset of a design team, yet others are told by someone 
external to the team, such as when writing historic design cases (Howard & Gray, 2014). Often, 
authors provide too little detail about their roles and identities (Howard, 2014), an issue that has 
long been resolved in qualitative research via positionality statements. Positionality statements can 
increasingly be found in EER, even in quantitative research (Hampton et al., 2021; Secules et al., 
2021); these statements help readers understand how social and professional roles might have shaped 
the study, including how the authors gained access to the study site, the trustworthiness of data, and 
the experiences brought to bear on the interpretation process.

We encourage design case authors to include detail in positioning themselves, helping the reader 
understand how their professional and social roles and identities may have afforded them greater 
access to particular information, and how these roles and identities may have shaped their design 
decisions or perceptions of decisions (Appendix Section 3). And in describing the process of design-
ing, authors should offer insight into their decision-making. Even those decisions warranted by 
findings from research are picked subjectively – there are many research findings that could be 
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incorporated, after all. The design decisions made based on research findings are also brought into 
particular contexts in ways shaped by personal experiences and preferences. If all four authors of this 
chapter decided to design an intervention based on the results of a study showing that contextual-
izing student learning of slope did not result in learning gains but did change students’ beliefs that 
learning about slope is important (Bowen & Peterson, 2019), we would produce different designs.

4.2  What If I Cannot Back Design Decisions Rationally?

Another challenge for authors relates to tensions between subjectivity and objectivity, especially 
as many engineering faculty hold positivist/objectivist epistemologies (Beddoes, 2014; Claris  & 
Riley, 2012). Faculty accustomed to using passive voice and being able to measure or model almost 
all the variables that might impact outcomes of their technical research may find the first-person 
narratives that admit to subjectivity challenging to craft (Appendix Section 4). Compared to the 
well- understood laboratory setting, where accounting for contextual effects might be limited to 
environmental conditions (e.g., ambient temperature, humidity, altitude) and perhaps apparatus 
issues (e.g., calibration data, actual versus expected functionality of equipment), there are many 
more potential factors at play when considering context involved in learning. For instance, some 
students may have had too little sleep, some may already understand the topic and be bored, others 
too little and be confused; some students may be distracted by external events, and others may draw 
inspiration to focus from their life experiences. And while there is research that may offer guidance 
on many of these factors, even if we knew all the contextual factors at play, we would not have hard-
and-fast rules for whether, how, and how much they impact each learner. Yet designers commonly 
consider these factors, often leveraging their own experiences as learners and as instructors as they 
make design decisions. They may even discount research on learning if they cannot envision how it 
could function in the context they know well. Authors of design cases embrace the idea that design 
decisions often come from their experiences. They show ownership of their decisions and reflect on 
the information that shaped their decisions (Appendix Sections 4 and 11).

In contrast, in typical EER, learning experiences are presented concisely as an intervention or 
treatment based in the literature review, with few or no details about design process. For example, in 
J-PEER, authors explained the match between their literature review and treatment as “structured 
around the concept of authenticity for content delivery; that is, as a means to attach relevance to the 
concept of slope and demonstrate how it might be used to design engineering structures and solve 
engineering-related problems,” and then detailed the treatment in three paragraphs (Bowen & Peter-
son, 2019, pp. 3–4), enough information for a reader to get the gist, but not enough information to 
support replication. Even in more elaborated examples that share a design justification, we seldom 
detect even a trace of subjectivity, and when pilot testing and revision are described, the outcomes 
and nature of revisions are left to the readers’ imaginations. Our purpose here is not to critique 
specific authors for not sharing forthright accounts but rather to acknowledge that this practice is 
pervasive and linked to notions of objectivity.

Given the subjectivity expressed in design cases, readers may wonder whether design cases can be 
considered “rigorous.” Smith (2010), in articulating what makes design cases rigorous, relates design 
cases to qualitative research. She suggests trustworthiness stems from prolonged engagement with the 
design, the inclusion of rejected ideas and attempts, employing thick description, and triangulation 
across sources of information, such as emails, sketches, photographs, and drafts or prototypes, as well 
as designers’ accounts of the process. For this reason, we advise developing strategies for document-
ing design process, such as developing and using a file-naming protocol to track versions, making 
design memos to trace decision-making, audio-recording design conversations when permissible 
(and using these recordings in accordance with ethical standards for research on humans and based in 
guidance from the ethics or institutional review board). For instance, in a design case written by one 
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of the authors, we often recorded and transcribed conversations with teachers as we were designing 
projects (Svihla et al., 2016). These recordings helped us recreate the sequence of decisions, includ-
ing the many on-the-fly decisions that happened responsively within teaching.

4.3  What Should I Include?

Authors often encounter challenges in deciding what to include and exclude, from describing the 
context and learners to detailing an interesting and understandable story (Appendix Section  5). 
Smith (2010) argues that the trustworthiness of a design case depends in part on “thick description,” 
a notion drawn from ethnographic research (Geertz, 2002). Given this, our advice is to include more 
detail than typically feels comfortable and then let a peer reviewer advise on what seems unnecessary. 
Alternatively, the author may develop a practice of asking, “Have I provided enough information 
that the reader can really picture the context?” and “Are there details that I have left out that, had 
they been quite different, would have had an important impact on my design process or designed 
solution?” For instance, as an author, I might not think to describe details about my learners because 
they seem so normal to me.

Design cases also include detailed insight about what prompts revision (Appendix Sections 13 
and 14), compared to typical EER publications. In an example of the latter, Langman et al. (2019) 
explained revisions concisely:

Revisions based on this pilot testing led to the next draft, which was then piloted with high 
school students from an urban parochial high school in an honors-level biology class. The 
module was revised again and piloted with a college-prep biology class at the same parochial 
high school.

(p. 6)

In contrast, design cases offer detailed and honest accounts, including of failures.

This plan was founded on a significant misconception; the design team believed that the mem-
bers of the advisory board would be able to successfully construct a motor. [. . .] Despite this 
belief, none of the members of the advisory board were able to construct a working model of 
a rotary motor.

(Bull et al., 2018, p. 4)

4.4  Should I Include Data about Student Engagement and Learning?

Those following the norms for design cases in HCI and CSCW should also detail “appropriation,” 
meaning, what happens to the design in the hands of stakeholders in the context of use (Appen-
dix Section 14). Wulf et al. (2011) argue that studying the implementation provides critical design 
knowledge and, additionally, that planning to document implementation can orient the designers 
to better anticipate how stakeholders might (mis)use or adapt designs, enabling the designers to be 
more proactive (de Carvalho, 2021; Wulf et al., 2015). We offer advice and concerns about this 
practice.

The practice of examining how designs function in real-world situations, whether as a pilot or 
full-scale implementation, can provide critical feedback that is impossible to get in other ways. How-
ever, when stakeholders adapt designs in unexpected ways – especially in ways that go against our 
vision – our impulse may be to redesign to force fidelity and reduce stakeholder agency (Beever & 
Brightman, 2016). These trends are present often in educational settings and tend to reduce the pro-
fessionalism of instructors and treat learners as homogenous. Instead, we favor the idea of developing 
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designs that are intended to be malleable in stakeholders’ hands (Cabitza  & Simone, 2017) and 
educative, helping them understand how specific aspects of the design function (Davis et al., 2014), 
fostering buy-in.

A second concern about studying implementation relates to the complexity and ethics of research 
on humans. For those who are new to doing research on teaching and learning, it may be surpris-
ing to realize that such studies should be reviewed by their institutional review board (IRB). As this 
is often an intimidating process, one response is to simplify data collection strategies, relying on 
anonymous, voluntary surveys. While such information is often safer because it normally cannot be 
connected to a particular student, it typically provides thin data. IRBs vary in how they interpret 
relevant laws and in how risk-averse they act. The first author, who has worked on research across 
the United States and Canada and dealt with IRBs across eight institutions, received highly varied 
guidance about consent and studying their own course, from one university treating it as exempt to 
another viewing it as deception. Following your own design, even into your own course, can there-
fore pose complications. We recommend partnering with more experienced education researchers if 
you want to share evaluation and implementation data that include learner data or restricting what 
you share to your own perceptions. We also encourage designers to co-author with others involved, 
such as teaching assistants, and if the learners are adults, including some of them as authors can be a 
means to share the design case in a polyvocal format, offering multiple points of view on the experi-
ence. However, be attentive to power imbalances when involving students, such as by providing a 
means for them to share any concerns about the process with a third party.

5  What about Case Study and Design-Based Research?

While the terms may sound similar, and while design cases, case studies, and design-based research 
all result in empirical scholarly publications, they result from distinct activities. Keep in mind that a 
design case is not a research method as we distinguish these forms of scholarship.

5.1  Design-Based Research

Design-based research (DBR) originated in the learning sciences field but has been utilized in EER 
to study learning (Johri & Olds, 2011; Koretsky et al., 2021; Lyon & Magana, 2021). DBR aims to 
build theory by “instantiating” theory into a learning design and repeatedly testing it under real-
world conditions (Brown, 1992; Svihla, 2014; The Design-Based Research Collective, 2003). DBR, 
rather than focusing on “what works,” explores the conditions under which a design and its related 
theory might and might not support development and learning by taking into account context. 
DBR prioritizes data that treat learning as a process, including artifacts such as student work and 
recordings of interactions.

DBR is iterative, with further refinement of the theory at each step, often in the form of a set 
of conjectures about how certain kinds of participation can be encouraged, and in turn, how such 
participation supports learning (Sandoval, 2014). DBR can be considered to be a response to the 
issues of well-controlled laboratory studies that failed to function “in the blooming, buzzing confu-
sion” of actual classrooms (Brown, 1992, p. 141). Because of the open stance DBR researchers take, 
emergent and unexpected events can reshape the design and theory. Thus, DBR is a shift away from 
established education research methods where the variables are known a priori (Collins, 1992).

While these characteristics should set DBR apart from design cases, there are some ambiguities 
we address. First, learning scientists have used multiple terms to describe DBR, such as “design 
experiments,” “educational design research,” and “design research.” We find the last term particu-
larly confusing, as there is a field named “design research” that publishes the journal Design Studies. 
We prefer the more distinctive term, design-based research, in part because the primary aim of this 
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methodology is theory work, and few DBR publications offer insight into design processes (Svi-
hla & Reeve, 2016b). However, as DBR has become increasingly popular, it is also common to 
find studies labeled as DBR that neither develop nor even make explicit how theory relates to a 
designed intervention but simply document a single use of a design in real-world settings. Most such 
papers are also not design cases, as they do not make clear how and why they designed the particular 
intervention.

A second issue, and this shows up in design cases as well, is the creation of so-called “design prin-
ciples.” Classically, and across multiple fields, design principles are based in human visual perception 
and treated as universal (Lin, 2013). While those in fields like design research have developed more 
expansive views of design principles, they are still consistently about how people design, and are 
“fundamental, primary, or general laws or truths” that guide the kinds of design methods or prac-
tices designers might use (Blizzard & Klotz, 2012, p. 468), rather than about cognition and learning. 
A review of the kinds of information often labeled in DBR studies and design cases as design princi-
ples, however, shows this information to be about learning, not designing (Kali, 2008). For instance, 
“humanize content knowledge by providing the stories” and “make the learning process vivid with 
explicit actions and strategies” are guidance about the learning experience, not guidance about how 
to design (Ahn et al., 2016, p. 78). Furthermore, few of these principles are “fundamental, primary, 
or general laws or truths” (Blizzard & Klotz, 2012, p. 468). Rather than aiming at such generaliza-
tion, one alternative would be to adapt the notion of “design patterns” which are recurrent problems 
paired with general solutions that can be used “a million times over, without ever doing it the same 
way twice” (Alexander et al., 1977, p. x). Originally proposed in architecture and planning and taken 
up in fields like HCI, the notion of design patterns as reusable and adaptable heuristics fits the nature 
of design work described in both DBR and design cases. Sharing design patterns and the conditions 
and contexts under which they might transfer would be an appropriate focus for a section of a design 
case detailing lessons learned.

5.2  Case Study

Case study is a notoriously varied approach, a situation enhanced by the generality of the term case 
(Ragin & Becker, 1992). In fields like business, it may refer to something like a design case or an 
instructional case, and in medicine, cases may document an unusual illness. We focus on case study 
as used in education research, where it is typically defined as a systematic investigation of a bounded 
situation (Stake, 1995, 2013; Yin, 2003), commonly using a single in-depth account or multiple 
focused accounts to explore, compare, or synthesize experiences of or within that situation. Case 
study, unlike DBR, typically does not focus on an intervention designed by the authors. Research 
questions in case study begin with how or why (Yin, 2003) and shed light on how context, culture, 
and communities shape learning environments and experiences.

The small sample size may lead some engineering faculty to feel skeptical about the methodology. 
However, this small number of participants provides an opportunity to understand a phenomenon 
in depth and to surface new knowledge about the role of contextual factors. The specific, context-
dependent knowledge is where a case study draws its methodological strength (Case & Light, 2011). 
Like most qualitative methodologies, the primary purpose of case study is not to make generaliza-
tions about populations but rather to illustrate and understand how processes like learning, participa-
tion, and development unfold over time and are perceived by participants (Creswell, 2013; Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2008). As such, case study has become increasingly common in EER, providing valuable 
insight into complex processes like professional engineering identity formation in response to course 
norms (Danielak et al., 2014).

Case studies are conducted in their natural settings rather than in a closely controlled labora-
tory, where the variables are limited. A key attribute of case studies is the triangulation of multiple 
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sources of evidence (Stake, 1995, 2013). However, the omnivorous nature of case study, in which 
almost anything can count as data (Stake, 1995, 2013), contributes to confusion about this method. 
Fortunately, scholars have offered guidelines to address common confusions and critiques (Flyvbjerg, 
2006; Ragin & Becker, 1992).

5.3  How Do Design Cases Differ from DBR and Case Study?

There are a number of similarities between design cases, case study, and DBR. All three report on 
empirical scholarship related to learning as it happens in situ, rather than in well-controlled condi-
tions. Authors may take up varied epistemologies, though an interpretivist stance is common across 
all three. Publications of design cases, DBR, and case studies may make use of any form of data, 
from surveys and assessments to video recordings and written reflections. We summarize ways they 
differ in purpose and form in Table 28.2 to illustrate that, fundamentally, design cases offer insights 

Table 28.2  Common Purposes and Procedures across Design Cases, DBR, and Case Study in the Broad Con-
text of Teaching and Learning and as They Can Be Used in EER

Design Cases Design-Based Research Case Study

Purposes/role of 
inquiry

Illuminate instructional/
learning design 
process and solutions; 
build knowledge in 
community of design 
practices

Build learning theory and 
instructional/learning 
designs that instantiate 
that theory

Understand the how and 
why of a phenomenon 
from participant point 
of view

Role of authors Designers (or historians) Designer-scholars Scholars
Role of context A focus of investigation 

in order to frame and 
solve an instructional/
learning problem

Aspects may be 
foregrounded and 
theorized to “humble” an 
existing theory; theory 
may change responsively 
to context

A focus of investigation to 
understand participants 
and their perceptions; 
may help bound the 
case

Role of designing Design process is the 
primary focus and 
shared as vicarious, first-
person narrative

Study design (which sites, 
which data to collect, etc.) 
may reflect design process 
(about the designed 
intervention, how many 
iterations, how and why 
changes were made 
responsively)

Restricted to study design, 
such as how many 
cases, which data to 
collect, and how to 
analyze data

Role of designed 
solution/
intervention

Depicted vividly to serve 
as precedent for others

To make theory testable in 
real-world conditions

None, though pre-existing 
designs may provide a 
context for or suggest 
bounding for a case 
study

Relation to justice, 
equity, diversity, 
inclusivity (JEDI)

Can illustrate JEDI design 
practices and equitable/
inclusive learning 
designs (e.g., Brown 
et al., 2018)

Increasingly common to 
hold JEDI aims, involving 
participatory design 
practices (e.g., Gutiérrez & 
Jurow, 2016)

Uncommon, but from a 
critical stance, cases 
could illustrate (in)
equitable phenomena 
(e.g., Allen, 2008)

Use in EER Rare Increasingly common Increasingly common
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into how people design by sharing accounts of design practice with depictions of what was designed. 
Compared to other forms of scholarship, design cases offer inspiration and precedent, providing 
insight into the complex practices designers use. This can be particularly potent when aiming to 
expand one’s repertoire of practices to meet goals related to justice, equity, diversity, and inclusivity 
(JEDI), offering insight into participatory and co-design practices that mitigate the impacts of power 
imbalances and offering inspiration about what JEDI learning designs might be like.

Conclusions

In this chapter, we explored what design cases are: they offer vivid depiction of designed learning 
experiences paired with vicarious narratives of the particular design process that led to a particular 
learning/instructional design. We articulated that design cases are valuable for their capacity to illus-
trate design practices and for their potential to offer inspiration – both for how and what we design. 
We shared solutions to common challenges for those new to writing design cases, including using 
active voice; detailing the authors, learners, and context; engaging with literature not to justify deci-
sions but as potential sources of inspiration; and displaying framing agency – the capacity to make 
decisions that are consequential to framing the problem (Svihla et al., 2019, 2021) – by owning and 
accounting for the subjective decisions made. We contrasted design cases with other scholarship, 
including design-based research and case study, to illustrate what makes design cases distinctive, 
including that design cases are empirical, but are not a form of research methodology. We close with 
suggestions for authors, journals, and conference organizers that might build capacity in this form 
of writing.

We encourage authors of design cases to seek out venues specific to engineering education and 
to query whether they would consider a design case, such as the Journal of Engineering Education, 
European Journal of Engineering Education, and Australasian Journal of Engineering Education. In our own 
experience, it is feasible to publish a design case in conferences hosted by the American Society for 
Engineering Education (Kellam et al., 2021). In fact, a design case represents a comparatively small 
change for authors who publish reports of teaching innovations without a systematic study of their 
impact. Sharing the decisions and design process would enhance such papers by supplementing 
innovations with insight into the design inspiration and paths not taken.

Likewise, certain types of grants lend themselves to the development of design cases. For instance, 
projects that place teachers in laboratories and then support teachers to develop activities for their 
own classrooms could be published as design cases. Grants that develop new courses or outreach 
programs could offer useful information for future grant-seekers by sharing the ins and outs of their 
process.

Authors can consider ways to complement other publications with a design case. For instance, 
Gold et al. (2021) recently reported concisely on an intervention to uncover engineering-related 
aspects in young children’s play. They identified six related behaviors, including explaining how 
things work. They offer brief justification for their use of wooden blocks, figures, and a framing 
for the task, appropriate to the paper type. Yet such an intervention could also be detailed into a 
design case. The authors might share personal anecdotes that influenced their ideas for the study 
intervention or, as they continue the line of work, share the various forms explored but that did not 
lend themselves to supporting engineering behaviors in play. Likewise, Marra et al. (2021) studied 
the impact of an innovative undergraduate engineering program using think-aloud protocols and 
interviews. Although they share more detailed information about the program than many studies do, 
a design case detailing the program’s development would offer greater insight about the nuances of 
the program and, importantly, how and why specific choices were made.

Second, we encourage journals and conferences that publish teaching innovations – like ASEE, 
technical conferences that offer education sessions, discipline-based education journals like Chemical 



Vanessa Svihla et al.

630

Engineering Education, and Advances in Engineering Education – to explore and adapt the guidelines set 
by IJDL (https://scholarworks.iu.edu/journals/index.php/ijdl/about/submissions) for design cases, 
including developing clear rubrics that shape and focus feedback and that discourage inadvertent 
IRB violations. However, it is important to note that authors and reviewers alike may benefit from 
support (Howard, 2011). This could include workshops at conferences that help authors plan each 
section of their design case, with opportunities to then participate in a community of practice as they 
craft their manuscripts. Likewise, pairing more- and less-experienced reviewers and allowing them 
access to each other’s reviews and the editor’s comments can help them develop expertise in review-
ing design cases. In editing design cases for a book – including from authors who had not written 
one previously – we recruited experienced design case authors to serve as mentors and co-authors. 
As design cases commonly include, and depend heavily on, illustration and even multimedia, one 
challenge some journals may face are limitations posed by print media. However, this could be 
addressed by publishing such materials as a supplement, and perhaps with QR codes in the print 
versions.

Ultimately, it is our hope that engineering educators and engineering education researchers dis-
cover value in the scholarly genre of design cases, contributing to an expanded set of inspirational 
precedent and more detailed knowledge of design practices. By sharing these aspects of our work 
in vivid and vicarious ways, we stand to enhance the capacity of the community to design more 
innovative and equitable learning opportunities.
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Note
 1 Abductive reasoning is used when there is incomplete information about the problem and how to go about 

solving it. Rather than deducing or inducing solutions, tentative conjectures are tested, providing additional 
information about both problem and solution. Abductive reasoning is synonymous with “design thinking” in 
the field of design research (Kolko, J. (2010). Abductive thinking and sensemaking: The drivers of design 
synthesis [Article]. Design Issues, 26(1), 15–28. https://doi.org/10.1162/desi.2010.26.1.15).
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For clarity, we include section numbers below that are referenced in the chapter.

1 Appendix: Design Case Template

1 Abstract
The abstract should provide a brief overview of the design case. It should answer questions 
such as: What context did you design for? Who are the learners? What specific learning needs 
do your learners have? What did you design? What inspired your design ideas? How did the 
designed solution address the problem and meet needs?

2 Introduction
Orient the reader to the flow of your design case in sequence, with one sentence each about 
the context, the designed product, and the particular design process. Foreshadow something 
interesting or distinctive that your case will share.

3 Position authors clearly. Were you the sole designer, part of a team, some other stakeholder, or 
are you writing as a historian? If the case is written by a team of designers and non-designers, 
offer conventions to explain this. Position yourself in terms of access you had to the design 
process and discuss the social and role identities that may have shaped your perceptions and 
actions related to the design process. If the process was participatory, involving stakeholders as 
co-designers, make this clear.

4 Use active, attributional language (“I designed,” “We designed,” “They designed”) throughout. 
Cases written from a first-person point of view (I, we) are more compelling.

5 Context
Every design exists in a specific context. Describe the context you designed for. Discuss rel-
evant characteristics to provide a vivid and thick description of the context that enables the 
reader to picture it and compare it to their own experiences.

6 Describe the learners in ways that enable readers to consider how your learners differ from 
those they design for. Consider the following questions:
•  What are the learner demographics (age/educational level, gender, race/ethnicity, cultural/

language/nationality, etc.)?
•  What prior knowledge, experience, and skills do the learners have? Do they have everyday 

and cultural experiences that the designer considered?
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•  What attitudes, perceptions, and dispositions do the learners have that are salient to the 
design problem? For instance, are they known to be apprehensive about technology and the 
design is a technological design?

•  Do the learners have any disabilities that were taken into account or that impacted their 
engagement?

7 You may foreshadow how characteristics of the context and learners shaped your instructional 
design decisions or discuss particular challenges that were idiosyncratic, notorious, persistent, 
or commonplace.

8 Describe designs that existed prior to your design and what about them was not satisfactory.
9 Design Process

Present a narrative account of the particular design process and design decisions. This is typi-
cally organized sequentially with headings that orient the reader to phases. If you used a specific 
design model, the steps of the model might be useful headings. However, if the step involves 
many substeps, as is the case with “analysis” in ADDIE (analysis, design, development, imple-
mentation, and evaluation, a well-known instructional design model), consider using substeps 
as headings (e.g., learner analysis, task analysis). If the design process was iterative, or if you 
engaged in design practices or methods but did not follow a particular model, just use descrip-
tive headings.

10 Include figures to depict the design process. This might include sketches or prototypes, if such 
exist, evidencing steps towards the final design. Include a timeline showing stages in the design 
process and any critical moments.

11 The narrative typically answers questions like:
•  How and why did you decide to embark on the design process?
•  How did you come to understand the needs?
•  What other information did you gather or consider?
•  What constraints or requirements shaped your process?
•  What key decisions did you make and based on what information?
•  Did you base decisions on learning theory or research on learning? If so, be specific about 

how it served as inspiration, not as justification. Note that design cases are not required to 
include a theoretical framework or research backing. Rather than using citations to warrant 
decisions, design case authors need to explain what about the research inspired them and 
how they decided to make use of the research or theory.

•  Did you base decisions on past experience, your own intuition, or others’ experiences? Share 
this.

•  How did you move toward solution?
•  How did you narrow or rule ideas out?
•  Did you prototype and test your design?
•  Did you evaluate your design and make changes based on this evaluation?
•  What challenges did you encounter?

12 Final Designed Solution
Concisely depict the final designed solution vividly. If there is not a “final” design, depict the 
most recent iteration/version. Normally, the full design cannot easily be depicted; consider the 
following strategies:
•  Include a table that shows the overall sequence, noting what learners might encounter/do 

as well as what instructors do. Provide information about duration of activities listed in the 
sequence.

•  Provide a use-case that narrates the experience from the point of view of a single learner or 
group of learners.
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•  Illustrate the learning model or cycle if there is one. If the same sequence is repeated multiple 
times, this can be illustrated in a cycle or timeline, with text that explains a single example.

•  Help the reader understand what the learning activities and assessments are.
•  Include figures showing examples, such as screenshots of a module or a worksheet/activity.

13 Challenges/Lessons Learned
Design cases include a section detailing specific challenges encountered or insights gained 
during the design process (and during implementation, if applicable). While these should be 
apparent in the narrative of the design process, this section draws out salient aspects in a reflec-
tive manner. Consider the following types of questions here:
•  What made the design process go particularly smoothly? What could have made it more 

challenging? Or what made the design process particularly challenging? How did you navi-
gate the challenges? What advice would you offer yourself next time?

•  How did collaboration or power dynamics shape your design process?
•  How did constraints, like time or budget, impinge upon or support your design process?
•  What role did your own and others’ understanding of design as an ill-structured process 

impact your efforts?
•  Sometimes, authors initially place blame on a particular person for challenges but then find 

they cannot publish the design case without potentially causing harm to that person. Instead, 
take a structural approach: What structures and practices shaped that behavior? Aim critique 
at institutional policies and norms that prevent effective design teamwork.

•  Did something unexpected happen that altered progress?
•  Were there failures along the way?
•  Resist the urge to issue “design principles.” Consider, instead, discussing the design methods 

or practices that were particularly productive, or describe “design patterns” (Alexander et al., 
1977) – that is, reusable and adaptable heuristics.

14 Some design cases share details about implementation or pilot testing, commonly from the 
designer or instructor point of view, because sharing information from learners should only 
be done if the university’s ethics or institutional review board has provided approval; human 
data includes photos of students, interviews with instructors or students, instructors’ accounts, 
student outcomes, student work, and even summaries of student work. Keeping this in 
mind, consider questions that direct attention to the design process or designed solution,  
such as:
•  Was the design implemented as intended? What does the implementation suggest, in terms 

of changes that should or should not be made to the design?
•  If this was a pilot test, did the context or learners differ in ways that make using information 

from piloting challenging?
•  What kinds of adaptations were made? What do these modifications suggest?
•  Were any challenges or uncertainties resolved?

15 Concluding Thoughts
Conclude with a concise summary of the entire case. Provide a characterization of the particu-
lar design process, such as its agility, emergence, iteration, oscillation, uncertainty, constrained-
ness, etc. Summarize the author’s reflection about the particular design process and solution, 
lessons learned, and implications for the author’s design practice. Be humble in concluding, 
sharing failures and challenges.

16 References
Design cases seldom have long lists of references. You do not need to back design decisions 
with citations, as this is not where the rigor of design cases comes from. Instead, authors typi-
cally explain what inspired them, even if that inspiration was from a journal article.
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But it seems important to wrestle with these challenges to ensure that we develop research 
designs that capture what is important rather than only what is easily measurable.

(Coburn, 2003, p. 9)

While education research has a long history of different types of evidence gathering, our focus here 
is on quantitative data and the challenges and opportunities such data presents for engineering edu-
cation research. What Coburn’s quote addresses is the need to not only measure but also consider the 
meaning and impact of our research methodologies. Rather than overviewing statistical methods in 
depth because of the wealth of other sources specific to quantitative methods in education and intro-
ductory statistics (e.g., Coe et al., 2021; Creswell, 2018; Krathwohl, 2004; Lomax & Hahs-Vaughn, 
2020), our goal is to explore what kinds of questions quantitative evidence is useful for answering 
and the process of designing and carrying out a study using quantitative data. We focus on data as 
a source of evidence (Becker, 2017; Gough, 2021) for building an argument about the nature of a 
phenomenon. Our stance is that quantitative data is one tool in the toolbox of possible evidence for 
understanding educational phenomena. Whether quantitative methods are appropriate depends on 
the research questions and the data that might be available (Ercikan & Roth, 2006). In this chapter, 
we will explore what quantitative research explains and what the limitations of quantitative studies 
might be as we explore the process of research design. We explore the design choices and questions 
researchers need to grapple with to design and carry out studies.

We begin the chapter by situating quantitative methods as an option for gathering evidence about 
educational phenomenon. Then, we explore the phases of quantitative research by attempting to 
explain aspects unique to quantitative studies, but also exploring how quantitative research needs 
to be explained in transparent ways that are clear about the series of decisions that ultimately take 
the project from research questions through conclusions. Then, we describe the phases of literature 
review and identify theory, data collection, and data analysis in more detail.

1  Situating Quantitative Methods

The purpose of engineering education research is to advance knowledge and inform the field about 
the state of engineering education and possibilities for enhancing engineering education. So what 
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is the role of quantitative methods in engineering education? We have sometimes observed a bias 
towards quantitative information as “more objective” or “better” evidence. We have also observed 
quantitative methods that are carried out without attending to the complexity of quantitative meas-
urement, analysis, and interpretation. As a result, here we explore how to make quantitative data a 
meaningful evidence source that contributes to the advancement of engineering education research 
and practice. As a general goal, the purpose of quantitative methods is to represent a phenomenon 
numerically to analyze it with statistical models or summarized quantitatively. Often, the purpose is 
to use a sample to make inferences about the larger population or group.

The process of quantitative research includes explaining how and why the data collection and 
analysis have resulted in the claims and findings. So did the researcher only find what they were hop-
ing to find? Did they organize the data collection to set up certain findings? Does the article present 
an accounting not just of the expected findings but also of unexpected findings? The description 
of the research methods should help readers understand how and why the conclusions, claims, and 
findings are being made (Ming & Goldenberg, 2021; Allen-Platt et al., 2021). We also need to avoid 
only using new information to reinforce our existing beliefs, a phenomenon known as confirmation 
bias (Klayman, 1995). A purpose of research methods, qualitative or quantitative, is to help research-
ers support a transparent decision-making process while generating knowledge and reporting their 
findings. Within the decision-making process, the researcher has perceptions, values, and beliefs that 
influence the investigation (Ercikan & Roth, 2006; Gough, 2021). Research methods should help us 
challenge ourselves or check counterproductive impulses as an appropriate acknowledgment of our 
own limitations as researchers and our participation in an ongoing research conversation rather than 
isolating engineering education research. Quantitative methods formalize the process of challeng-
ing/checking our biases and perceptions via statistical procedures for analysis, such as significance 
tests and effect sizes.

Quantitatively interrogating our beliefs can be particularly challenging because educational phe-
nomena are often not directly visible or easily countable – knowledge, motivation, self-efficacy, 
learning, etc. (Ko & Fincher, 2019). The measurement of knowledge attempts to document what 
an individual knows, but the researcher has to make choices about how to document that knowl-
edge. The quantitative research process is collecting data that represents the phenomenon and then 
modeling that data in ways that are meaningful. The goal is to develop an argument that the models 
and representations can be used to understand and interpret the phenomenon (Sloane & Gorard, 
2003; Sloane & Wilkins, 2017). As a model of a phenomenon, every representation has flaws and 
limitations – things it represents well and things it misses. One question for quantitative research 
methods is whether the process of research (modeling and representation) is leading to findings that 
are meaningful and credible while acknowledging the limitations. Discussing limitations is not a sign 
of weakness but, rather, evidence of quality research, demonstrating the thoughtfulness and skepti-
cism of the researcher to the reviewers and readers.

1.1  Quantitative Research, Large Datasets, and Measuring Change

One common set of inquiries where quantitative research methods are often necessary and helpful 
is for large datasets. We will leave the questions of “what is large?” aside momentarily to consider 
questions of scale and how to describe patterns within data. The empirical questions that are of 
educational interest can be things like “Does it work?” or “Will it work in lots of different places?” 
or “How can we affect change among large groups of people?” Engineering education is regularly 
interested in change in local systems and organizations, but also in describing larger patterns or 
phenomena. For example, questions of diversity, equity, and inclusion in the system of engineer-
ing education might be examined via looking at patterns that emerge across many institutions (e.g., 
Flores et al., 2021; Main et al., 2020; Jewett & Chen, 2022; Navarro et al., 2019; Skvoretz et al., 
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2020) or patterns about students’ pathways through engineering at one institution (Main et  al., 
2022) or in one state (Knight et al., 2020). Large datasets across multiple institutions can illuminate 
patterns that may or may not be unique to a particular type of institution. Alternatively, we may 
also want to identify outlier institutions or organizations that vary from the common pattern. For 
example, a recent Mathematical Association of America study of calculus instruction first conducted 
a large-scale national survey to understand students’ progression through calculus from calculus I to 
calculus II. Then, they conducted in-depth case studies of institutions that were markedly successful 
at supporting students through the calculus trajectory to try to understand what they might be doing 
organizationally (Bressoud et al., 2015)1. So scale can mean looking for larger trends and seeking 
places that are not following the trend.

Studying education at scale also means investigating change. So what might change about a phe-
nomenon and why? Quantitative research can be used to describe patterns of change in response to 
either interventions introduced by researchers or naturally occurring changes. For instance, if a uni-
versity changes a policy for when students need to declare an engineering major, researchers might 
be interested in understanding how that impacts recruitment and retention in different engineering 
disciplines. The research questions that accompany questions of change include understanding what 
changes occurred (intended and unintended) and understanding the mechanisms of change.

A risk of questions at scale is that there are many things to count that might be easy to count 
but are not informative or meaningful. We should pursue not only those questions that are “easily 
measurable” but also explore mechanisms for measurement that will be meaningful. For example, 
gathering grades can be a metric of “success” in engineering. However, large-scale studies have 
examined how grades are not necessarily predictors of future engagement in STEM (Bressoud et al., 
2015; Seymour & Hunter, 2019). So, while grades might be relatively easy to gather, they are not 
necessarily the most important measure of complex phenomenon, like recruitment and retention 
in engineering, where multiple factors at the societal, institutional, and individual levels might be at 
play. Theory, existing research, and knowledge of the context should inform what measures might 
be meaningful. Godwin et al.’s chapter in this volume will examine emergent quantitative methods 
that are particularly relevant for large datasets.

We provide one critical warning about a common misuse of quantitative methods: the pull 
towards simplistic binary claims. When encountering complexity, we have a cognitive bias toward 
trying to fit those complexities into simple narratives that help us wrap our minds around the 
phenomenon (Gilbert, 1998; Krauss, 2017; Slotta & Chi, 2006). Engineering education questions 
sometimes appear simple: “Do the students understand more about the topic using one teaching 
method vs. another teaching method?” It is tempting to want simple answers, like, “Yes, teaching 
method A is better than teaching method B,” except the endeavor of teaching and learning is influ-
enced by the contexts, experiences, and motivations of instructors and learners (among other par-
ties) so the answers are rarely so simple. There is a pull towards simplistic interpretations of statistics 
and quantitative information. For instance, a p-value from an experimental study can too quickly 
become a binary that claims a hypothesis has statistically significant evidence supporting it (indi-
cating that the hypothesis is true) or not. However, it is rare (if ever truly possible) that simplistic, 
powerful narratives exist for understanding the complexity of education.

Throughout this chapter, we will encourage the reader to use quantitative methods as tools that 
encourage critical thinking about how likely it is that patterns exist or how strong those patterns 
really are. We are ultimately not trying to determine a simple binary of what is true or false but 
rather trying to build consensus within a community about what explanation of a phenomenon is 
most compelling or the most useful (Krathwohl, 2004). In addition, being clear about the research 
methods used helps a study contribute to the larger understanding of a phenomenon. Rarely (if ever) 
does one study present a definitive conclusion on a topic. Rather, an individual study is one part of 
a larger, field-level conversation that attempts to move forward in understanding a phenomenon.
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2  Phases of Quantitative Research

The next sections describe the phases of quantitative research. While they appear linear, research-
ers may move between them as the project proceeds, and we see them as a recursive process  
(Figure 29.1). For instance, unexpected findings might require returning to a literature review to 
understand inferences about different groups of students. As the study proceeds, returning to the 
theoretical framing at each phase should examine how the findings are situated within the theory 
and how they contribute to understanding the theory. We include theory and literature as separate 
influences to distinguish between other research studies (i.e., the research literature) and the theories 
or conceptual frameworks that guide a study (i.e., theory). After piloting a measure, the researchers 
might need to revise the measurement approach in later rounds of data collection to improve reliabil-
ity. In short, as a knowledge-generating activity, researchers should be learning throughout the project 
about the phenomenon being investigated. We suggest a multi-step process for quantitative educa-
tional research: (1) articulate research objectives; (2) determine desired claims; (3) identify evidence to 
warrant claim; (4) determine population, units of analysis, sample, and sampling frame; (5) determine 
measurement methods; (6) plan data collection procedures; (7) plan analysis and (8) interpretation.

2.1  Foundations of a Quantitative Research Project

At the beginning of any research endeavor, we should be able to identify what it is we are try-
ing to investigate or understand to guide design choices. For this reason, studies often begin with 
questions, hypotheses, conjectures, and/or propositions that then shape the investigation. We make 
choices about a topic to investigate that then inform choices about the evidence to gather. The first 
question to ask when considering quantitative data is whether a phenomenon can be described with 
quantitative evidence and how to gather appropriate quantitative evidence for the phenomenon. 
This begins with the notion that how the phenomenon is measured is important for considering 
how the phenomenon is understood (Daly et al., 2012). Quantitative analyses are not neutral – they 
are representations of context, patterns, and phenomenon. So, understanding what the questions are 
about the context or the participants is important to organizing the hypotheses or conjectures one 
might have about that phenomenon.

Table 29.1 Phases of Quantitative Research

Foundations of a quantitative project: 
research objectives and purpose 
statements

What is puzzling about a situation? What needs to be understood? 
How are these conjectures grounded in existing work? What 
variables are relevant? Are hypotheses testable (if/then)?

Theory and Literature
• Determine claims to investigate
• Identify evidence to warrant claims
• Define constructs and relationship

How should the phenomenon be framed with theory? How are 
constructs defined to support measurement? What is already 
known about this topic in prior literature? How are different 
aspects of the phenomenon related?

Data collection
• Determine population, units of 

analysis, sampling
• Measurement methods

Is it valid? Is it feasible? Is it ethical? What are limitations?

Data analysis Is it valid? What is the unit of analysis? What are appropriate 
models/techniques for analysis? What analyses are meaningful?

Interpreting findings What does the analysis mean in light of the theory? Are the findings 
credible? Are the findings meaningful? How should findings be 
reported?
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For instance, to ask whether students have “learned” something, we need to know what they 
know already in order to measure any change that might have occurred because of an intervention. If 
research claims students learned something, what evidence is needed to support that claim? Similarly, 
hypotheses about the phenomenon inform questions that might be asked. For example, how long 
would we expect students to take to learn the topic or engineering practice? Does the knowledge 
have subcomponents or prerequisite knowledge? We should also be able to articulate what charac-
teristics of a learning environment might help students learn the topic. Examining the learning envi-
ronment generates questions about how to design tasks, how to assess students’ understanding, or 
how to structure the learning environment (e.g., organizing collaborative teams, providing resources 
at different points, presenting new content, designing projects or formative assessments).

Drawing on existing research and knowledge of the context, researchers might have conjectures 
or propositions about what might need to be changed (Sandoval, 2014). Educational studies are 
often grounded in attempts to design something new that will change students’ learning experience 
(e.g., Newstetter, 2005). If we are to learn as a community from studies, we need to not only know 
that a change happened but also explore how and why the learning experience was designed in a 
particular way to support change. Reporting on the hypotheses and conjectures the researcher had 
about the learning environment allows the community to understand how those conjectures might 
be explored in other settings. Our emphasis here is that in order for knowledge from research to be 
shareable, researchers need to explain and critically examine the conjectures and propositions that 
underlie the curricular, pedagogical, or policy changes they are investigating.

2.2  Articulate Research Objectives

Educational research begins with a purpose statement based on understanding of relevant literature 
and theory. When we begin to conduct research in an area that is new to us, it is especially important 
to consider what is currently known and what questions are still left unanswered and are important 
to know. There are very few topics in engineering education so nascent that a body of literature 
either in engineering education or another research community has not considered them. For engi-
neering education researchers to truly advance what is known about topics of importance to our 
community and related research communities, it is essential that we do due diligence in locating 
relevant literature (Gough, 2021). Thus, researchers new to an area of study add value by situating 
their work within the context of other studies, akin to joining a conversation that has been hap-
pening by first listening and understanding before offering comments. Quantitatively, this research 
conversation includes the selection of variables, the tools for measurement and how they are used to 
gather and interpret data. Quantitative research might be needed to identify areas for further investi-
gation qualitatively or might build upon qualitative research that is pointing toward phenomenon to 

Figure 29.1  Recursive study design.
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investigate at a larger scale. Thus, empirical engineering education research should both be informed 
by empirical studies and theory as well as contribute to what is known in the literature and theory 
development. It is a recursive relationship, where our research is based on theoretical relationships 
and what others have found, but then we join in the conversation by clearly articulating how our 
findings add to what is known and whether our findings are supportive or challenge current theo-
retical understandings. Figure 29.1 shows the recursive relationship between existing literature on a 
topic, the theoretical framework, and an individual study.

Booth and colleagues (2016) provide a template for writing a purpose statement: (1) name your 
topic, (2) add an indirect question to explain why, and (3) state the importance of the problem (i.e., 
the “so what”). Locke and colleagues (2014) provide a template diagram of logic to aid research-
ers in writing their purpose statement and the rationale. The approach starts with identification of 
what is known from literature about the factors and relationships in your topic that support why 
you think the particular relationship between variables needs to be tested. There is no one right way 
to go about developing a statement of purpose; however, whether the study is being proposed for 
funding or you have results written up for conference proceedings or journal publication, readers 
will want to know that you designed your quantitative study based on (1) a problem of significance 
from others’ point of view (e.g., existing research, National Academies, UNESCO, other educa-
tional institutes, etc.), (2) how others have studied it, (3) that you have a theoretical framework for 
understanding the relationships of under study, (4) who your audience is, and (5) what you hope will 
be done with the information found.

2.3  Identify Claims to Investigate and Type of Study

Along with your purpose statement, consider what type of conclusions you are expecting or what 
types of claims you will be investigating. In other words, when the study is over, what do you hope 
to be able to say? Perhaps a researcher would like to claim that a particular curricular intervention 
led to sophomore-level materials engineering students’ increase in conceptual understanding of plas-
tic deformation at the atomic level. This type of claim is an example of studying an intervention, 
where an experimental or quasi-experimental research design would provide the strongest evidence that 
the intervention led to desired results. In engineering education research, true experimental designs 
are somewhat uncommon, and for good reason – it is very difficult to randomly assign students to 
a “treatment” group. Additionally, ethical concerns arise if a researcher has literature and theory to 
support the curriculum is actually a better learning opportunity than the “control” group’s curricu-
lum. Quasi-experimental research methods are implemented when some causal inference is desired 
but the researcher is not able to randomly assign participants to specific conditions. Leppink (2019) 
discusses different types of experimental designs and common statistical methods in each context. 
When designing an experimental study in education, it is very important to consider what variables 
can be controlled, and what variables are uncontrollable. In the case of a quasi-experimental study on 
curriculum designed to increase materials engineering students’ conceptual understanding of plastic 
deformation at the atomic level, the researcher could implement the curriculum in their own sec-
tion, but maybe the other instructors of different sections are less likely to implement the curriculum 
as intended. So the researcher would not control which students received or did not receive the 
intervention. There may be differences in students’ understanding across the sections or differences 
in how the material was presented. A pre/post-test design would help account for differences that 
exist in the students’ understanding prior to the curriculum intervention. The researcher could then 
compare the gains that students made between the courses.

Other claims are more descriptive in nature. For example, a researcher might want to claim engi-
neering doctoral students have few opportunities to prepare them for professional (nonacademic) 
work settings. Another example would be a researcher who wants to understand the experiences 
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of women tenure-track faculty in different higher education settings in engineering from an inter-
sectional perspective (Aldridge et al., 2019). These examples are of descriptive studies where survey 
research methods would be appropriate. Blair et al. (2013) describe different types of surveys and 
how to determine your sampling strategies.

3  Role of Theory

The first question many doctoral students encounter in becoming researchers is, “What’s a theory?” 
Multiple definitions and framings for theory exist in education research and social sciences more 
generally (Godwin et al., 2021; Magana, 2022). Here, we will focus on how theory both guides the 
development of quantitative studies and how theory is developed by studies. One framing of theory 
is that it situates a particular project within the larger space of research. So a study about students’ 
learning is situated in how the researchers are defining learning in the context. For example, a com-
mon learning experience for engineering students are design projects. Researchers have defined 
aspects of the design process within theories about learning to design in an engineering setting (e.g., 
Crismond & Adams, 2012). The theory of the engineering design process then guides the crea-
tion of a learning experience. The research should test theories about design by gathering evidence 
about the students’ learning experience. For instance, existing measures might be used or adapted 
to understand how the design projects influenced students’ perceptions and interest in engineering.

Theory guides the methodological choices and the interpretation of the findings. In develop-
ing an experimental or quasi-experimental study, the researcher must define what the experiment 
is intended to accomplish. So what variables are changing? What are hypotheses about what might 
influence students’ learning in different ways? In comparing outcomes across different conditions, 
what makes those conditions comparable? Where might underlying patterns influence results? For 
instance, students are not evenly distributed to different course sections (Marbouti et al., 2018), and 
there are underlying phenomena that would influence comparison across course sections or instruc-
tors. The enacted curriculum might vary from the intended curriculum (Clements, 2007; Coburn, 
2003), so the study needs to document what was taught in different sections to understand if they are 
truly comparable. As another example, critical theories in education (e.g., critical race theory, criti-
cal feminist theory) are often connected to qualitative methods; however, critical quantitative meth-
ods engage quantitative research design using a critical theory framework (e.g., Frank et al., 2021; 
Sablan, 2019). So what are the ways in which data is gathered, analyzed, and represented that change 
how interpretations are made (Godwin et al., 2021)? How do researchers define the population that 
guides sample selection? What are the conceptual metaphors that are used to describe constructs like 
“broadening participation” in different ways (Lee, 2019)? This leads us to the data collection process 
which we frame as evidence gathering.

4  Data Collection Design

There are a number of decisions to be made while planning data collection in a quantitative study. 
While running statistical analyses can be done relatively quickly, it takes considerable time and 
intentionality to design a strong quantitative study. Quantitative researchers tend to spend the bulk 
of their research time designing and planning for the data collection. Considerations include ques-
tions shown in Table 29.2.

4.1  Identify Evidence to Warrant Potential Claims and Possible Rebuttals

When you clearly define the research purpose, the research questions, and the types of claims the 
study should develop, then you can ask, What evidence is needed to support the potential claim? How might 
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my claims be rebutted? What are the limitations? In the example question mentioned earlier – that a par-
ticular curricular intervention might lead to an increase in sophomore-level materials engineering 
students’ conceptual understanding of plastic deformation at the atomic level – evidence to support 
the claim might be pre/post-test changes in an assessment of conceptual understanding of plastic 
deformation at the atomic level. If the pre/post-tests were only administered to the classes with the 
new curriculum, if there were significant increases, one rebuttal might be that it is unknown if the 
change in understanding was the same, more, or less than the former curriculum. Another rebuttal 
might be that it is unknown whether the students would have improved in post-test scores simply 
because they saw the questions previously (known as instrumentation effects). The researcher might 
then consider a comparison of students’ pre/post-test gain or allow the pre-test to be a covariate in 
a comparison between new curriculum and former curriculum sections to determine if students in 
the new curriculum sections increased significantly more than students in the old curriculum. One 
potential rebuttal to evidence might be that instructor’s implementation and classroom instruction 
were also responsible for students’ learning more from the new curriculum. The researcher would 
then need to examine if the sample was large enough to consider instructor effects and analyze stu-
dents’ data from a nested perspective.

All studies have limitations. It is impossible to design a perfect study in education that accounts 
for all uncontrolled variables (Glass, 1976). However, the researcher needs to do due diligence to 
consider what is the strongest evidence to support the possible claims and how the research design 
limits the interpretation and inferences made from the study. When drawing on existing literature, 
researchers need to understand when a new study might resolve a limitation of prior work (e.g., by 
collecting data in a different way or using a new measure), so reporting on limitations is critical to 
quantitative projects.

4.2  Measurement

A critical component of quantitative data collection is selecting the tools for quantifying the informa-
tion. Engineering education researchers often find themselves asking questions about what students’ 
know, can do, perceive, believe, have attitudes about, are motivated by, identify with, and many 
other variables that are not directly observable. Whether the researcher is studying students’ ability 
to solve ill-structured engineering problems or students’ engineering identity development – these 
variables are defined by the researcher, and how evidence is collected to represent the variable must 
be clear. The variables and the tools used to measure them should be consistent with the purpose of 
the study and the underlying theory about the phenomenon. Furthermore, there is no such thing 
as a perfect measure, because we cannot ever directly observe the variable to confirm our approach 

Table 29.2 Considerations for Designing Quantitative Educational Research

• What is the overall research objective?
• At the end of the study, what do I hope to know? How will I know it?
• What type of study is it (e.g., experimental, descriptive, correlational)?
• What variables am I interested in?
• What relationships between variables do I expect?
• What type of measures will I use to collect variables of interest?
• What population (whether people or objects) do I want to represent?
• What will be the unit(s) of analysis?
• How large of a sample size do I need to collect?
• How will I collect my data?
• Should I offer participant incentives?
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is fully perfect. This is a concern in engineering education research because the common statistical 
methods that engineers are familiar with have underlying assumptions that there is no measurement 
error. Therefore, whenever it is feasibly possible, statistical approaches that allow for latent variable 
analysis are desired. Latent variable analyses, such as factor analysis and structural equation modeling, 
take into account the measurement error in the full model. While full considerations of educational 
measurement in quantitative research are beyond the scope of this chapter, we suggest reading foun-
dational works of Kane (1992, 2001, 2016), Douglas and Purzer (2015), National Research Council 
(2014) and the assessment chapter on validity (this volume). The chapter on assessment discusses 
foundational terms of validity, reliability, and fairness in educational assessment as well as approaches 
to measurement models.

4.3  Population, Sampling Frame, and Sample

In quantitative education research, the purpose is to use statistical methods to make inferences about 
specific populations. Thus, it is very important to clearly articulate what population is being studied 
and how well results can be generalized for the whole population. While there are probabilistic and 
non-probabilistic sampling strategies (described in detail by Blair et al., 2013), inferential statistics are 
based on the assumption of random sampling. Therefore, while convenience sampling (e.g., posting 
to a listserv) might be a quicker method for obtaining survey responses, it is unknown how well 
that sample of participants represents the whole population being studied. The sampling frame is the 
identified pool of potential participants to your study. In the example of a researcher who wanted to 
study engineering doctoral students’ opportunities to develop professional skills, the desired popu-
lation to represent is engineering doctoral students. Engineering doctoral students attend research 
universities with engineering doctoral programs. So the researcher might decide the sampling frame 
would be the list of ABET-accredited engineering PhD programs. The researcher then needs to 
determine the sampling strategy based on what subgroups existed within the sampling frame that 
may be of interest for comparison, the sample size needed to reach adequate representation of the 
population, and the practical costs of the study. Additionally, as the researcher is narrowing in on the 
statistical methods appropriate to the data and that would support appropriate claims, conducting a 
power analysis helps determine the sample size necessary (Cohen, 1992; Chow et al, 2007). There 
are several software packages that can support determining the appropriate sample size based on 
expected variance in the dependent variable and type of experimental design. For example, optimal 
design is a tool to aid in determining the sample size needed at multiple levels of a nested study in 
education (Spybrook et al., 2011).

4.4  Data Collection Procedures

Data collection involves a series of decisions that impact the inferences and interpretations that can 
be made about the data. Some of these decisions may seem minor or obvious; however, there is usu-
ally research about methodological approaches to guide the design of data collection. For instance, 
the decision of whether or not to offer participant incentives and what type of incentive is an 
important early decision an educational researcher makes. If completion rates are low for a survey, 
it is difficult to justify whether the results actually represent the population the study was designed 
to represent or if there are differences between respondents and non-respondents that could impact 
the conclusions. In particular, students and faculty are asked to take a lot of surveys. For example, 
within one academic year, the same engineering student might be asked to take surveys regarding 
attitudes about physics, math anxiety, information literacy, mental health awareness, participation 
in mentoring programs, attitudes about alcohol, preferences for in-person or online learning. So 
survey fatigue might impact response rates. While calculating your target sample size, it is important 
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to consider what your likely response rate will be. Without an incentive, response rates can be quite 
low (e.g., Kost & da Rosa, 2018; Pit et al., 2014). Some researchers try to encourage responses by 
using lottery-type incentives that offer students the chance to win a cash prize or gift. While this is 
fairly common practice, research indicates lottery-based incentives do little to increase participation. 
Trespalacios and Perkins (2016) note the literature supports that the following are effective at sig-
nificantly increasing response rates: multiple contacts in recruitment (Dillman et al., 2014; Klofstad 
et al., 2008), incentives (Church, 1993; Heerwegh, 2006; Porter & Whitcomb, 2003), personalized 
invitation (Heerwegh et al., 2007; Joinson et al., 2007), and how the email recruitment is written 
regarding the trustworthiness of the sender and appealing to participants’ sense of altruism (Trou-
teaud, 2004). Typically, a combination of approaches is most effective, rather than relying on only 
one approach.

More effective approaches include appealing to participants’ sense of contribution – that they are 
helping an important effort – and offering an incentive at the time the survey is taken. The amount 
of compensation should be based on research and length of the survey. Kost and da Rosa (2018) 
found that compensating participants $20 for completing a long survey resulted in a 50% response 
rate, and the diversity of participants also increased. Our point is that recruitment is a study design 
choice, and researchers need to consider and carefully document how they have recruited partici-
pants to complete instruments in light of the goals of the research, the desired participants, and the 
limitations of each option.

4.5  Preparing Data for Analysis

Between data collection and data analysis is a critical stage that includes important decisions. In 
quantitative data collection, even the most well-designed survey or tool will require data cleaning. 
For instance, some respondents will start a survey but not finish the survey. Then, the researcher 
needs to decide what to do with missing or incomplete data. Is it enough that there are responses to 
some sets of questions but not to others? Responses to demographic questions might be optional, 
but if the data about how respondents identified their race or gender are missing, how will the 
responses be included or represented in the analysis? There are procedures for addressing missing data 
that are beyond the scope of this paper, but the important thing to understand is that data cleaning is 
an important step between the data collection and the analysis. The methods section for the publica-
tions should include information about the process of preparing the data for analysis or “data clean-
ing.” These are design questions that should be informed by other research, guidance from research 
methods in similar studies, and the research goals and purposes.

Because of the variety of design decisions, we encourage engineering educators to connect to 
quantitative methods experts and research literature about methods. Just as the research questions are 
guided by existing research, the research methods should be guided by research, and the methods 
sections should reference the sources that were used to made research design choices. Researchers 
will also need to attend to emerging options for gathering quantitative data, some of which are dis-
cussed in the chapter on advanced quantitative research methods in this handbook.

5  Analysis and Interpretation of Quantitative Data

While data analysis and interpretation are an end point of a research study, the interpretation 
planning should accompany the data collection and analysis planning (Creswell, 2018; Krathwohl, 
2004). The research questions and data collection methods impact the observations and interpreta-
tions that are possible. The types of claims we want to make must inform the types of analyses we 
want to perform, which in turn inform how to design our study. There are three major considera-
tions for analyses and interpretation: the structure of the data, the selection of appropriate statistical 
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analysis procedures, and the reporting of results. Because there are numerous high-quality and 
freely available discussions of quantitative research methods and constructs such as “what is a 
p-value?” (e.g., Jupp, 2006; Sirkin, 2006), we encourage readers to find referenced articles about 
most methods and constructs discussed. We will instead focus on discussing important considera-
tions, common mistakes, controversies, and epistemological stances towards these methods and 
constructs and how to navigate the vagaries and challenges of developing and publishing quantita-
tive findings.

5.1  Checking Assumptions

Every quantitative method requires making some simplifying assumptions about our data that ulti-
mately both empower and limit the study (Hathaway, 1995). By making simplifying assumptions, 
we gain a structured framework for reasoning about our data and enable comparisons with other 
studies that provide further insights into our topic. However, these assumptions also strip some of 
the nuance from the data, potentially squashing important observations about small subgroups or 
caveats to generalized findings. Before reporting results from a statistical test, we must first under-
stand and interrogate the assumptions that statistical tests make and how those assumptions inform 
how interpretations are made.

We will use a running example of a common statistical test, a two-sample Student’s t-test (Sirkin, 
2006; Student, 1908), to explore the implications of the various assumptions that must be made to 
apply the test and when we might relax those assumptions. For simplicity, suppose we select the 
t-test to analyze the effects of a randomized, controlled trial study where a control group receives 
no educational intervention and a treatment group receives an educational intervention. Participants 
in each group complete a pre-test and a post-test to measure learning, and we plan to use t-tests to 
measure how much students learned over the semester and to compare the means of each popula-
tion. To use a two-sample Student’s t-test, we must verify the assumptions that the samples in our 
data are independent, the measurement scale is parametric, and samples are normally distributed 
about a mean and have equal variance (Sirkin, 2006). What do each of these assumptions tell us 
about our data and how we interpret the results from a t-test?

5.1.1  Independence

The assumption of independence means that any two observations in our dataset do not affect each 
other or are in any way related other than their membership in our study populations (i.e., control 
vs. treatment group). Verifying the assumption of independence is essential for making a strong 
claim that a difference in two populations is a result of their membership and not because of some 
unobserved/undisclosed confounding variable. This assumption is often difficult, if not impossible, 
to hold in educational settings.

For example, if you have ever left an exam feeling like you gained a deeper understanding of 
the material by taking the exam, then you have experienced the testing effect (Roediger III et al., 
2011). The testing effect is where the act of being tested solidifies existing learning and acceler-
ates future learning. The act of measuring students’ learning affects students’ learning. In our t-test 
example, the pre- and post-tests are likely not truly independent observations – the tests themselves 
are a confounding variable. Similar problems exist for “non-cognitive” measurements, where the 
position of demographic questions may affect response rates (Green et  al., 2000; Teclaw et  al., 
2012) or other survey-taking behaviors. This lack of independence in studying humans has been 
elsewhere codified through ideas such as Campbell’s law and the Hawthorne effect (Campbell, 
1979; Parsons, 1974).
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It’s likely that no study will ever have truly independent samples, but as education researchers, we 
may choose to use statistical tests that require an assumption of independence. When doing so, we 
need to acknowledge the limitations of those decisions. We may need to acknowledge that relaxing 
the condition of independence a little may accentuate or attenuate the effect. We need to carefully 
consider what potentially confounding variables continue to exist, and discuss alternative interpreta-
tions of our findings in light of those confounders. Let’s say there is not a statistically significant dif-
ference between the groups in our running example. You now have three potential interpretations: 
(1) you do not have evidence that the intervention had an effect, (2) the intervention might have 
had an effect but it was overshadowed by the testing effect, or (3) there was some other confound-
ing variable that was not measured or included in the model. This is where the researcher may need 
to return to data collection, the literature, or the theory to interpret the outcomes of the analysis.

5.1.2  Types of Measurements

The measurement scale (e.g., nominal, ordinal, interval, ratio) we use for our data determines what 
mathematical operations or analytic techniques we can perform on our data and, in turn, what types 
of language we can use to articulate our interpretations (Krathwohl, 2004). The measurement scale 
affects the degree to which the research questions align with the type of data we have collected. We 
must consider the meaning of numbers in the scale and the relationship between the numbers. For 
example, for an ordinal scale (when a numerical number implies only order and not relative mag-
nitude), operations like addition or multiplication do not have meaning, which in turn means we 
cannot make claims such as “Class A was 1.5 times more motivated than Class B.” However, these 
restrictions are often not strictly held in education research. These relationships also inform assump-
tions about the distribution of the population data. If we can defensibly describe a population using 
the parameters of a distribution (e.g., mean and standard deviation), then we can use parametric sta-
tistics. Otherwise, when an observed distribution violates the assumptions of statistical distributions, 
then we must use non-parametric statistics.

When trying to study phenomena that cannot be directly observed, we often rely on surveys that 
use Likert scale questions (Likert, 1932). These questions often take the form: “How often do you 
go to class? (1 – Never; 2 – Rarely; 3 – Sometimes; 4 – Often; 5 – Always).” Researchers commonly 
debate about how to statistically interpret these questions (e.g., Carifio & Perla, 2008). According 
to a strict interpretation of the assumptions of the Student’s t-test, we should not use the t-test to 
analyze students’ responses to Likert scale questions, but instead, we should use an equivalent non-
parametric test, such as the Mann Whitney-U. However, ample papers argue that using the t-test is 
appropriate, even preferred, despite the violation of assumptions (Carifio & Perla, 2008; Norman, 
2010; Sullivan & Artino, 2013). These papers argue that most parametric tests are robust enough and 
that Likert scale questions are equidistant enough that the statistical test generally gives the “right” 
answer. As with any data, the mean and median present different information. For example, a survey 
item completed at two time points by participants might have a pre-test mean of 2.8 and a median 
of 3. The post-test mean might be 3.4, but the median is still 3. The question is which statistics is 
informative in the context of the study.

So what is the right thing to do? Consider the data skeptically and be upfront about whatever 
limitations might arise from the decision. Some ordinal scale questions can be reasonably understood 
as being approximately equidistant (e.g., strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree, 
strongly agree), so a parametric test is more defensible. If the scale could be more readily interpreted 
as not equidistant (e.g., never, rarely, sometimes, often, always), then using non-parametric tests is 
probably better. Ultimately, the decision needs to be defended and explained. In order to report the 
means of Likert scale questions and use parametric tests, we recommend the following: cite some 
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articles that support the decision, then explain in the methods section that results are reported using 
only one significant digit past the decimal point (i.e., 3.2 rather than 3.16) as an acknowledement 
that the scale may not be precise enough to warrant greater precision. In the discussion, try to avoid 
statements that imply that the Likert scale question is a ratio scale (e.g., Class A was twice as moti-
vated as Class B), because these statements further stretch the limitations of the types of claims that 
are possible.

5.1.3  Distribution Types

We can quickly summarize quantitative data using descriptive statistics, such as a measure of central 
tendency (i.e., mode, median, or mean), the shape of a distribution (e.g., normal, skewed, uniform), 
and the spread of the distribution (e.g., variance or inner-quartile range). While central tendency is 
often the focus of statistical tests like the Student’s t-test, paying attention to the shape and spread of 
distributions is critical for fully understanding whether two populations are truly similar or different.

Suppose the Student’s t-test is used to study student learning at multiple institutions. If a t-test 
indicates that the students’ performance on a measure of learning at the two institutions are is sig-
nificantly different, does that mean the two institutions are basically the same? Not necessarily! If 
assessment scores at one institution have a normal distribution while the other institution has a 
bimodal distribution of scores, then these differences in shapes would indicate that these institutions 
might be admitting different populations of students into their programs. In this situation, it may 
have been inappropriate to use the t-test, as it would inappropriately obscure a potentially important 
difference. For example, is it possible that an intervention was helping some populations of students 
while hurting others at the second institution? Likewise, if the variances of the two distributions are 
unequal, then the Student’s t-test may inappropriately obscure the difference in homogeneity of the 
two institutions.

5.2  Hypothesis Testing, Effect Sizes, and Practical Significance

The hypotheses we test with quantitative methods never exist within a vacuum but within our pre-
existing theories and value systems that led us to believe that those hypotheses were worth testing 
(or which hypotheses we are afraid to test). These value systems both create a bias or expectation 
to find that our expected hypotheses are true and provide a framework for what we perceive as the 
cost of making the wrong decision about the veracity of our hypotheses. We could correctly reject 
or accept our hypothesis, or we could make one of two types of errors: type 1 error or false posi-
tive (associated with probability α), where we incorrectly accept a false hypothesis, or type 2 error 
or false negative (associated with probability β), where we incorrectly reject a true hypothesis. The 
evidence we need to accept or reject a hypothesis depends on a myriad of factors beyond the simple 
statistical facts of our data.

When deciding how to interpret and analyze the results of a statistical test, we must likewise 
consider the ramifications and societal effects of drawing the wrong conclusion about the veracity 
of our hypothesis. This is another point at which researchers should attend to the limitations or the 
boundaries of the study. Claims should be carefully situated in the context of the study and be cau-
tious about overgeneralizing.

5.2.1  The Controversial p-Value

While it is common practice to describe any p-value that is less than α as statistically significant, this 
practice of significance testing is coming under increased scrutiny because of the way that it is often 
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misused and misinterpreted (Goodman, 1999; Lehmann, 1993; Trafimow & Marks, 2015; Wainer & 
Robinson, 2003; Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016). To begin:

The p value is the probability of obtaining an effect equal to or more extreme than the one 
observed considering the null hypothesis is true. This effect can be a difference in a measure-
ment between two groups or any measure of association between two variables.

(Biau et al., 2010, p. 886)

Be careful to not conflate the p-value with the size of an effect and avoid practices that can encour-
age this type of misinterpretation (Ellis, 2010). A small p-value indicates that we can reject the null 
hypothesis with confidence, but it does not indicate that the effect of that difference is large or 
meaningful. Avoid misleading phrases, like “more significant” or “marginally significant,” which can 
imply an effect size. Likewise, report only one α value per statistical test. Reporting multiple statisti-
cal significance levels with varying numbers of stars (e.g., *p<0.05, **p<0.01) can be misinterpreted 
as implying a result is more “true.” The ASA [American Statistical Association] Statement on p-Values: 
Context, Process, and Purpose explores the reporting of p-values in more detail and emphasizes the 
importance of considering the context and design of the study as well as other possible statistics 
(Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016).

Report actual p-values to two or three decimal places (e.g., p = 0.002 or p = 0.10) unless smaller 
than 0.001 rather than the size of p relative to α (e.g., p > 0.05 or p < 0.01) (American Psychological 
Association, 2020). This level of detail empowers the reader and other researchers to make their own 
determinations about whether to reject or accept the null hypothesis. Alternatively, consider report-
ing confidence intervals in addition to, or in place of, p-values (American Psychological Association, 
2020; Gardner & Altman, 1986; Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016). Retaining information about the vari-
ance of the sample improves the transparency about the range of possible interpretations about the 
practical significance of the findings. The more detail a publication has about the study, the better 
the contribution the study can make to the larger conversation about the research topic.

5.2.2  Multiple Statistical Significance Tests

When performing multiple statistical significance tests, the likelihood of type 1 error increases. For 
example, in an experimental study, we might want to compare three populations (e.g., online vs. 
in-person vs. hybrid). If using only pairwise comparisons, we would need to run a family of Stu-
dents’ t-tests comparing every possible pair of populations (online vs. in-person, online vs. hybrid, 
in-person vs. hybrid). Each additional test in the family is another chance that we find a statistically 
significant difference by random chance rather than because of a true difference: three tests would 
increase our type 1 error rate to 1 – (1 – 0.05)3 = 0.143 from our desired 0.05 error rate. This phe-
nomenon is known as the family-wise error rate. While there is general consensus that researchers 
need to take the increased likelihood of type 1 error into consideration when interpreting their 
statistical findings, there is less consensus about the best way to do this.

If appropriate, use tests that make multiple comparisons at once, such as an analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) test rather than a t-test, or Wilcoxon rank-sum test rather than a Mann Whitney U. 
These tests enable comparisons of all populations as a group, mitigating the issue of family-wise 
error rates. If a multiple-comparison test is not possible, some methodologists argue that α should 
be “adjusted” or “corrected” to be smaller. There are myriad mathematical techniques, such as the 
Holm–Bonferroni procedure, the Hochberg procedure, or the Sidak procedure. Others argue that 
any form of correction is unnecessary, arguing instead for careful interpretation rather than formulas. 
For example, if a study with 20 comparisons finds 2 comparisons result in p < 0.05, the researchers 
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would simply acknowledge that there is not strong evidence for rejecting the null hypothesis because 
of the high likelihood of type 1 error. Our goal is not to settle this debate or argue for the “best” 
approach but to raise awareness of the issue. When performing multiple comparisons, we recom-
mend disclosing whether a correction was made and providing citations and arguments to support 
the decision.

5.3  Effect Sizes, Correlation Coefficients, and Practical Significance

To richly interpret our studies, we need to move beyond only statistical significance and deeply 
explore effect sizes and the potential societal impact of our findings (e.g., Ellis, 2010; Ming & Gold-
enberg, 2021; Reese, 2004). While a p-value helps determine whether two populations are different 
or two phenomena are related, effect sizes provide measures that help us understand how much two 
phenomena are related or two different populations are different or how likely one outcome is rela-
tive to another.

5.3.1  Correlation Coefficients

A common effect size measure is a correlation coefficient, which describes how strongly two phe-
nomena are related (Cohen, 1988). In statistics textbooks or tutorials, there are often guidelines that 
describe the relative strength of correlations using words like weak, moderate, or strong, though these 
ranges and the words used vary from text to text (Kozak, 2009). However, the interpretation of the 
strength of a correlation will vary considerably across studies, and interpreting effect sizes in educa-
tion depends on multiple characteristics of the study and its context (Jacob et al., 2019). In highly 
controllable contexts, like physics, with precise measurements, correlations need to be much higher 
to be meaningful than in social science and education settings, where there are always numerous 
confounders and often only indirect or imprecise measurements. Consider contextualizing effect 
sizes by referencing other studies rather than using vague, contextless words like “weak” or “strong.” 
By comparing the correlation coefficients with similar studies in the domain, you can help yourself 
and readers understand why the particular findings are important within your context.

5.3.2  Absolute Effect Sizes

When comparing means or medians between two populations, we can simply describe the differ-
ence in absolute terms. These types of effect sizes are helpful when trying to convey an intuitive 
sense of the magnitude of a finding, potentially even without specific knowledge of a study. Absolute 
effect sizes can be particularly powerful when the measure being explored has social weight and 
meaning, such as a grade point average, but they lose their power without that context. For example, 
if you say that students’ motivation improved by 0.3 on a 5-point Likert scale, the reader is unlikely 
to have any sense of whether that is a big improvement or a small improvement, whereas saying 
that student attrition from engineering was halved, dropping from 20% to 10%, readily conveys an 
enormous and impactful improvement in student outcomes.

5.3.3  Standardized Effect Sizes

In addition to limitations of context, absolute effect sizes provide limited support for comparing 
effect sizes between different measures of the same phenomenon (e.g., grade letter in a course versus 
score on a 25-point validated assessment) (Ellis, 2010). They also do not convey information about 
how big the effect size is relative to the inherent spread or noisiness of the samples being studied. For 
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example, a difference in means of 0.3 points on a 5-point Likert scale might be trivial if the standard 
deviation is 1.5, or it might be enormous if the standard deviation is 0.1. Standardized effect sizes 
complement the absolute effect size by scaling it by the variance of the samples using various math-
ematical formulas. Some common effect size measures include Cohen’s d, Hedge’s g, Glass’s delta, 
Omega squared (ω2), and Eta squared (η2). Reporting these standardized effect sizes is particularly 
helpful for other researchers who are trying to understand how robust a finding is across a wide range 
of contexts and studies. Like with statistical significance tests, reviewing the assumptions required by 
the measure can help you determine which standardized effect size to use. Reporting standardized 
effect sizes is generally a good practice and is especially helpful for comparing findings across studies 
or in meta-analyses.

Standardized effect sizes are particularly important because they offer a helpful corrective for 
a common misinterpretation of p-values for high-powered studies. With a large-enough sample, 
even trivially small differences can be statistically significant. For p-values, a smaller p-value does 
not necessarily mean that one study is “more significant” than another study with a larger p-value. 
Standardized effect sizes are not sensitive to sample size and are thus easier to interpret: a larger effect 
size in one study indicates a larger effect than another study.

Like correlation coefficients, standardized effect sizes often have some defined range of possible 
values that determine how you interpret them. For example, effect sizes like Cohen’s d and Hedge’s 
g, commonly used in meta-analyses (Ellis, 2010), can be interpreted as follows: 0 implies no differ-
ence in means, 1 implies that the means of the two samples are one standard deviation apart, and 
2 implies that they are two standard deviations apart, and so forth. Some texts or researchers attach 
qualitative words, such as “small” or “large,” to different ranges or values (Cohen, 1988; Ellis, 2009). 
These guidelines may be helpful for getting general bearings for interpretation, but as with cor-
relation coefficients, it may be more important to compare effects sizes from our studies with other 
similar studies in our discipline to determine the practical significance and importance of our find-
ings (Cohen, 1988; Sawilowsky, 2009).

5.3.4  Statistical Power

Ideally, we conducted a power analysis prior to conducting our research study to determine an 
appropriate sample size for our study, given our tolerance for type 1 and type 2 zerror and desired/
expected effect size. Unfortunately, research studies are often not as straightforward as planned. Per-
haps our study had unexpectedly high attrition of participants or our sample had much higher vari-
ance than reported in the literature, decreasing the statistical power of our study. This lowered power 
may lead to unclear findings (e.g., sufficiently large effect sizes for practical significance that are not 
statistically significant). Re-running or referring back to your original power analysis can help you 
decide whether your study was underpowered and more sampling is needed for strong inferences 
from the data or whether there was simply insufficient evidence to support your hypothesis.

5.3.5  Practical Significance

Reporting a p-value and an effect size is still insufficient to fully interpret our data. Determining the 
practical significance of our findings requires that we return to discussing and considering our value 
systems as researchers, the theories that inform our research, and the potential societal impact our 
findings may suggest (Ming & Goldenberg, 2021). Arguing that a finding is important, contributes 
to foundational knowledge, or warrants further action is not fundamentally a quantitative argument 
but about our beliefs and values as researchers, the connection between our study and other research, 
and understanding the context of the study.
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6  Findings, Results, and Representations

Each statistical test will produce results that you need to interpret. Typically, the findings are com-
plex in education research. The researcher needs to make decisions about what the findings mean 
in light of the measurement, the purpose of the research, and the underlying theory. The represen-
tations of the data and the analysis will influence how other researchers interpret the findings and 
understand the meaning of the study. A recent Journal of Engineering Education editorial points to 
considerations for visualizations in terms of diversity and accessibility (Schimpf & Beddoes, 2021). 
With any representation, the researcher should ask whether it clarifies, illuminates, or helps explain 
the phenomenon under investigation in a meaningful way. While researchers should be cautious that 
representations are not misleading or inaccurate, every representation highlights some features of the 
data and obscures other features. Each representation should help the field understand and interpret 
the data in order to make sense of the investigation. There are multiple resources about reporting sta-
tistical data and creating representations (American Psychological Association, 2020; Cooper, 2020).

In interpreting the findings, you need to return to the theory and other research. So if the sta-
tistical test indicates that the students who experienced the curricular intervention did increase in 
conceptual understanding of plastic deformation at the atomic level, this finding likely is not the 
end of the story. The researcher should examine the features of the curricular intervention as con-
nected to other similar interventions to discuss the finding. The researcher should also consider 
pedagogical implications that can be drawn about instruction. As important as what we can claim, 
there also needs to be a discussion of what cannot be claimed or the limitations of the study. What 
is still unknown? What might be other mitigating factors? What might be confounding factors? 
What are the boundaries of the study? For example, was a similar curricular intervention happen-
ing in another course the students were taking at the same time that might be further enhancing 
their learning? Were there underlying phenomena that were not measured? A common outcome is 
that students’ knowledge of one aspect of the concept might increase more than other aspects. The 
researcher should discuss why that might have occurred. Is their knowledge of plastic deformation at 
the atomic level connected to a mathematics course that some might have taken and others did not?

Discussion and Conclusion

In this chapter, we have attempted to guide engineering education researchers towards the kinds 
of decisions, design choices, and procedures that need to be considered in quantitative studies. We 
also emphasize the need for the study to be part of the conversation with the field of engineering 
education and related disciplines. In large part, this is because each study exists in relation to other 
work and transparent reporting supports analysis of findings across multiple studies (Gough, 2021). 
Given the complexity of educational phenomena, we also present quantitative methods as one tool 
among many for understanding them. There are numerous sources for how quantitative data can be 
used with qualitative data (i.e., in “mixed methods” studies) and ongoing advances in quantitative 
data analysis (some of these are described in the chapter on advanced quantitative methods in this 
volume). Engineering education research should continually strive to improve the methods we are 
using in our research and consider how different sources of evidence contribute to understanding 
engineering education.

We also reiterate that, when using quantitative methods, the data exists, draws from, and influ-
ences the contexts from which it is taken. Researchers need to be aware of their own biases, the 
biases of the field, and be conscious of how work is reported to the field in ways that are ethical and 
help advance engineering education research in productive ways. The numbers do not speak for 
themselves but rather are representations of underlying patterns in phenomenon. The researchers’ 
responsibility is to be transparent about how the numbers were generated and how they are used 
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to explore and explain educational phenomenon. We challenge the field to continue to learn, to 
develop, and to adapt new research methods in order to better understand engineering education, 
engineering students at all levels, the engineering profession, and engineering as part of the larger 
society.

Disclaimer

This chapter was written while Margret A. Hjalmarson served as a program director at the National 
Science Foundation. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this 
material are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science 
Foundation.

Note
 1 www.maa.org/programs/faculty-and-departments/curriculum-development-resources/national-studies- 

college-calculus.
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1  Introduction

Engineering education often trains graduates in statistics associated with experimental and 
 controlled systems (Montgomery & Runger, 2010). Because of this training, many engineer-
ing education researchers may tend to default to modeling approaches that align with classi-
cal approaches to null hypothesis significance testing dating back over 100 years. Often, these 
approaches include pairwise testing across groups (e.g., t-tests and chi square tests) or simple 
models (e.g., multivariate logistic or linear regression models, which fall under the broad category 
of generalized linear models). However, social science research engages in studies of complex 
phenomena and ecosystems (Harvey & Reed, 1997). Many times, meaningful research questions 
can only be partially answered with these traditional approaches. Additionally, these quantitative 
approaches can perpetuate overgeneralizations, particularly for systemically marginalized pop-
ulations (i.e., Black, Latino/a/x, Indigeneous, women, first-generation students, LGBTQIA+ 
 people, and numerous other groups).

More recent conversations in engineering education have considered how quantitative research 
might leverage emerging methods to add depth and nuance to the types of claims that can be made 
(Gero & Milanovic, 2020; Godwin et al., 2021; Hu & Shealy, 2019; Villanueva et al., 2019). In addi-
tion, researchers have also emphasized the reality that a researcher has a significant influence on mul-
tiple aspects of study design, data collection, data analysis, and interpretation, and their role in both 
making and handling data should be explicitly considered in this research (Godwin, 2020; Hampton 
et al., 2021). This chapter will discuss important considerations for quantitative research in study 
design, data collection and preparation, data analysis, and data equity that move beyond the general-
ized linear model. We envision that this chapter will be most useful to individuals who are familiar 
with quantitative methods and who are considering ways to push research forward with advanced 
quantitative methods. This chapter is a survey of selected advanced quantitative considerations and 
methods that we believe offer the highest potential for new directions for research in engineering 
education. This chapter is not exhaustive or systematic in the choice of the areas selected. In part, 
the methods discussed are chosen because the authors have used them in their own work and found 
them useful for gleaning new insights. Moreover, we do not delve far into the specific quantitative 
details or technical methods of each consideration; instead, we introduce areas for further attention, 
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discuss advantages and limitations of each consideration or approach, emphasize resources that can 
be used to explore these topics, and present an example of recent studies using these methods in 
engineering education and social science research.

2  Study Design

Study design includes broad considerations for quality, causal inference, and other complex relation-
ships and patterns that should be considered at the outset of a quantitative research study. These 
considerations must be revisited throughout the planning and execution of a study. Beyond these 
two, there are of course many more considerations: the National Research Council (NRC, 2002) 
provides a framework for considering quality in quantitative research that we find useful. The 
report emphasizes properly contextualized research questions, research grounded in relevant theory, 
research methods aligned with the research questions, a well-reasoned interpretation of findings, 
and the generalizability and application of findings linked to the bounds and limitations of the data. 
Herein we discuss considerations of quality, particularly in measurement and causal inference as two 
common pitfalls in study design.

2.1  Quality

Many of the NRC considerations are not new to researchers; however, when working with human 
subjects, there are an infinite number of factors that could influence data collection quality and 
interpretation – particularly measurement. These considerations include question wording and sub-
sequent interpretation as well as participant’s mood, prior experiences, and other factors. Some of 
this variation may be random, but other parts of the variation in observed data may also be system-
atic. The issue of measurement is also complicated by the latent or underlying nature of many of 
the phenomena engineering education researchers choose to study, which are called constructs (e.g., 
learning, motivation, metacognition, etc.). Most often, constructs do not exist in and of themselves 
but are operationalized via a measurement process. In measuring constructs, with standard tools like 
surveys, observations, or assessments, inference and validation are a constant facet of quantitative 
research to which the researcher must attend.

Inference is the leap from an observed, measured value to an estimate of underlying standing on 
a construct (Walters, 1970). For example, one might make an inference about a students’ level of 
motivation based on a score on a survey. Validity is defined in the Standards for Educational and Psy-
chological Testing (APA et al., 2014) as

the degree to which evidence and theory support the interpretations of test scores entailed by 
proposed uses of tests. Validity is, therefore, the most fundamental consideration in develop-
ing and evaluating tests. The process of validation involves accumulating evidence to provide a 
sound scientific basis for the proposed score interpretations. It is the interpretations of test scores 
for proposed uses that are evaluated, not the test itself.

(p. 11)

Validity is not a static set of checkboxes or statistics (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955). Instead, validation is 
the continual and ongoing process of evaluating the evidence available for the use of a measure in the 
given context (Douglas & Purzer, 2015; Kane, 1992). Validation considers multiple sources of evi-
dence (e.g., content validity, construct validity, concurrent validity, predictive validity, reliability, and 
the fair use of the measure) but is an overall and single argument for the use of a measure. Despite 
the updated definitions from major research societies, validation continues to be a key concern in the  
making of data: “For a concept that is the foundation of virtually all aspects of our measurement 
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work, it seems that the term validity continues to be one of the most misunderstood or widely mis-
used of all” (Frisbie, 2005, p. 21).

We would argue that the norm of taking “validated” scales and using them without question does 
not consider the full range of quality considerations in measurement. Often, these scales are devel-
oped and tested on general engineering populations, which overrepresents White cismen (Pawley, 
2017). In psychology research, this is part of a broader problem of studying one specific subset of a 
population and is known as “WEIRD psychology” because of studying samples in Western, edu-
cated, industrialized, rich, and democratic countries (Henrich et al., 2010). To wit, measures used 
in one context (i.e., with a psychology pool of first-year engineers) may not translate to another 
(e.g., upper-division mechanical engineering students). First and foremost, considerations about 
validation must be incorporated into the types of data collected utilized in quantitative modeling. 
Validation is also part of the process of ensuring research quality throughout the research design pro-
cess. While we emphasize measurement, the process of validation is essential to the entire research 
process. This topic has excellent resources that provide a longer discussion of the considerations and 
practices; refer to Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (APA et al., 2014) and Scale Devel-
opment (DeVellis & Thorpe, 2021) for measurement, specifically.

2.2  Causal Inference

Causal inference is another complex phenomenon of interest to inform study designs in engineer-
ing education research (and social science research more generally). Prototypical causal questions in 
engineering education can include asking if a teaching method improves a student learning outcome 
or whether a change in state financial aid policy will improve access to engineering education for 
students from underserved backgrounds. The implicit assumption is that teaching a certain way 
causes differential learning outcomes or instituting a particular policy will cause changes in access to 
engineering degrees, respectively.

Many researchers will know the adage that correlation does not imply causation. At the same 
time, the causal impact of various teaching strategies on student learning in science (Schroeder et al., 
2007), a makerspace on student experiences (Galaledin et al., 2016), a new technology program 
on student achievement (Gulek & Demirtas, 2005), a pre-collegiate summer program on retention 
(Maggio et al., 2005), and a new policy on systemic behaviors (Prados et al., 2005) are examples 
of causal questions that engineering education researchers may want to answer. While there are 
some methods for addressing these from a qualitative perspective (Maxwell, 2004, 2012), there is an 
array of options available to quantitative researchers as well. Causal inference can be considered an 
advanced topic in quantitative research because common models used in basic quantitative research 
are typically effective for establishing statistical associations between variables but are not necessarily 
designed for identifying causal association between variables. To establish causal associations, one 
needs to engage particular study designs or data analysis techniques. While experimental designs 
that utilize randomization address this need and are commonly taught in introductory quantitative 
courses, their use is not so straightforward, as introductory coursework may initially present them, 
particularly with human subjects. In those courses, one may also encounter the idea of condition-
ing on certain variables by adding them to a regression model; however, adding more variables can 
further exacerbate the situation, as discussed next.

Biases from conditioning on too many variables (or omitting variables) are notoriously diffi-
cult to detect (and we discuss the implications of this bias in model error later on in the chapter). 
Diagrammatic representations of the hypothesized relationships between variables, such as causal 
directed acyclic graphs (DAGs; Pearl, 1995; Spirtes, 2010), can help researchers identify potential 
issues otherwise created by either omitting variables or unobserved confounders (Steiner & Kim, 
2016). In a DAG, variables are represented as nodes in a graph, and causal relationships between 
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variables are represented as arrows, with the arrow originating from the cause and terminating at the 
effect. Figures 30.2 and 30.3 in the following sections show two simple DAGs for general settings 
of instrumental variables and the potential causes of scholarship receipt, respectively. Drawing these 
kinds of causal DAGs can help the researcher document their hypotheses about which variable(s) 
are causally associated with other variables. In the veterans and scholarships example that follows, 
without drawing a DAG to depict the relationships between these three variables, it can be difficult 
to identify the induced collider bias from conditioning on scholarship receipt with such a model. 
For a helpful guide demonstrating how DAGs can illustrate threats to validity (discussed earlier), see 
Matthay and Glymour (2020).

In engineering education, causal questions might fit under one of the three types of questions 
outlined in the National Research Council’s (2002) report on education research. Those three types 
were descriptive questions, causal questions, and mechanistic questions. To answer causal questions, 
researchers can use a variety of study designs, such as randomized control trials (RCTs), difference-
in-difference, regression discontinuity, instrumental variables, and propensity score matching (Arel-
lano & Bover, 1995; Angrist et al., 1996; Benedetto et al, 2018; Listl et al., 2016; Rosenbaum & 
Rubin, 1983). Table 30.1 lists some of their benefits and drawbacks, and the following paragraphs 
elaborate on their main ideas.

Many individuals will be familiar with the basics of RCTs, as already mentioned, which have his-
torically been considered the quintessential study design for establishing causal associations between 
variables (Cartwright, 2007). In a simple version, such a design would entail random assignment of 
some participants to a “treatment” group and others to a “control” group. Theoretically, random 
assignment helps ensure any observed differences between the averages of the two groups on some 
outcome variable of interest (e.g., grades, enrollment rate) are because of the treatment and not 
some other observed (or unobserved) confounding variables. While easy to implement in theory, 

Table 30.1 Trade-Offs for Common Causal Inference Techniques

Causal Inference Technique Advantages Limitations

Randomized control trial (RCT) Balances potential confounders 
to enable simple estimation of 
causal effect of factor of interest

Concerns about equitable 
participant treatment; often 
not practical to implement in 
education settings

Difference-in-difference (DiD) Simple method to estimate causal 
effect over time when matched 
control exists

Can be difficult to identify 
adequate match with equivalent 
trends

Regression discontinuity (RD) Estimate causal effect when there 
is a threshold that determines 
access to intervention

Requires threshold cutoff 
to determine exposure to 
intervention

Instrumental variable (IV) Can handle unobserved 
confounding well

Strong instrumental variables can 
be difficult to identify in practice; 
if assumptions not satisfied, can 
lead to more biased estimates 
than simple ordinary least 
squares

Propensity score method – 
propensity score matching 
(PSM) and inverse probability 
weighting (IPW)

Simple method when potential 
confounders are observed; 
easily implemented in statistical 
programming languages (e.g., R)

Identifying which covariates to 
include in propensity score 
model is challenging; matching 
methods can be inefficient and 
exclude observations
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in practice, these kinds of study designs can be infeasible for engineering education researchers, as 
others have highlighted (Thomas, 2016). There are issues around equity (e.g., random assignment 
when one intervention is believed to be more effective), logistics (e.g., selection bias and quasi-
experiments – those where there is no random assignment), and confounder imbalance (Deaton & 
Cartwright, 2018) that raise three obstacles to this study design.

Recognizing RCTs have their own limitations, especially in education settings (Connolly et al., 
2018), there are other options available to researchers interested in answering causal questions, as 
mentioned earlier. Many of them offer ways to address the challenge of not being able to randomize 
assignment to treatment and control groups, meaning, that experimental designs are infeasible. 
Instead, these designs tend to work with observational data or data from natural experiments – set-
tings where one group randomly receives some treatment but not because the researcher assigned 
it that way (Craig et al., 2017; Leatherdale, 2019). An example of a study design that leverages this 
arrangement is a difference-in-difference (DiD) design. The idea here is to match participants or 
units of observation based on similar characteristics and then track them over time as one subset 
(e.g., the intervention group) receives some treatment or exposure while the other group (i.e., the 
control group) does not (Donald & Lang, 2007; Abadie, 2005). The researcher then observes some 
outcome(s) of interest to measure if there is a difference in how those groups change over time 
(Wing et al., 2018). The assumption is that the treatment group would have followed the same trend 
in the change in their outcome of interest as the control group if they had not been exposed to the 
intervention of interest. Therefore, any deviation from that hypothetical trend is due to the interven-
tion. For example, Deschacht and Goeman (2015) wanted to know the effects of a blended learning 
environment on adult learner persistence and course performance. In their DiD study design, stu-
dents in 2009 and 2012 (the control group) did not have the blended learning format, while students 
in 2010 and 2011 (the intervention group) did have the blended learning format. The assumption is 
that the students in the control group and intervention group were similar except in their exposure 
to the blended learning environment, so any changes in the intervention group’s course persistence 
or performance that deviate from the trend one might expect (as observed in the control group) 
were due to that changed course format. For example, hypothetically there may have been a 10% 
attrition rate in the program in the control group. If the blended learning environment group then 
showed a 15% attrition rate, then one might conclude the blended learning environment caused a 
5% increase in the attrition rate as calculated from the difference in the differences (15–10%). A typi-
cal plot one might expect to see that illustrates the basic idea of difference-in-difference designs is 
shown in Figure 30.1. This plot shows trends in a treatment group and control group over time. If 
the treatment group did not, in fact, receive the treatment, then one might have expected them to 

Figure 30.1  Stylized plot showing how differences in differences can appear in DiD study designs.
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follow the same trend as the control group – the parallel trends assumption. Creating these kinds of 
plots with the outcome plotted against time helps illustrate the contrast between the treatment and 
control group.

A second alternative to RCTs for estimating causal effects is a regression discontinuity design. 
Regression discontinuity involves forming control and treatment groups based on participants’ rela-
tive closeness in some threshold continuous variable, for example, a test score (Imbens & Lemieux, 
2008). Participants in one group lie to one side of the cutoff, and participants in the other group 
lie close to the other side of the cutoff. The classic example for this design was the Thistlewaite and 
Campbell study from the 1960 trying to estimate the impacts of public recognition on student moti-
vation (Thistlewaite & Campbell, 2017). Other common examples arise from researchers wanting 
to estimate the effect of participating in an academic program, and participation is determined based 
on a GPA test score (Jacob & Lefgren, 2004; Matsudaira, 2008). In these kinds of studies, students 
above the threshold cutoff are admitted into the program, while students below the cutoff do not 
partake in the program. In a regression discontinuity design, a researcher would take students just 
above the cutoff as members of the treatment group, and students just below the cutoff as members 
of the control group. The idea is that students close to the cutoff on either side should be similar to 
each other in other potential confounding factors, and therefore, any differences in future outcomes 
would be due to the program (or intervention of interest). For a review of regression discontinuity 
designs in education, see (Valentine et al., 2017; McCall & Bielby, 2012).

A third alternative for answering causal questions is with instrumental variables (IVs). An IV 
design addresses the issue of confounding variables by identifying a variable (called the IV) that is 
associated with the explanatory variable of interest (i.e., the treatment or intervention), but not with 
the outcome variable (Angrist & Imbens, 1995; Angrist et  al., 1996; Greenland, 2000; Martens 
et al., 2006). Assumptions around IV designs focus on this isolation of the IV from other potential 
confounders and the outcome such that any statistical association the IV has with the outcome is 
only mediated through the treatment variable. A simple version of this is shown in Figure 30.2. The 
figure illustrates how the instrumental variable is associated with the treatment/intervention but 
not with any potential confounders. Additionally, any effect from the instrumental variable on the 
outcome is entirely mediated through the treatment, which is why there is no arrow directly from 
the instrument to the outcome.

For an example of this design, Block et al. (2013) wanted to estimate the effect of education on 
choices to pursue entrepreneurship. There are several potential confounding variables that would 
make working with observational data to generate this causal estimate biased. To address that chal-
lenge, the authors used family demographic background as their instrument in the study. Specifi-
cally, they used parents’ social class as their IV. Under the assumptions of IV designs, which they 
demonstrated in their paper (as is always suggested), parent social class is associated with a child’s 
educational attainment (i.e., the explanatory variable of interest as the treatment or intervention 

Figure 30.2  Instrumental variable DAG.
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variable), but not with other control variables of the outcome variable of interest (i.e., a binary vari-
able of entrepreneurial intent). For more on the use of IVs in education research, see (Orosz et al., 
2020; Salas-Velasco, 2006).

Finally, a fourth avenue towards estimating causal effects without randomization is through pro-
pensity score, either propensity score matching or inverse probability weighting. Propensity scores 
estimate the probability of treatment based on other variables in the dataset (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 
1983). The idea is to use these propensity scores as a way to match each participant in the interven-
tion group with one or more participants in the control group based on their propensity score. For 
example, if someone in the intervention group has a propensity score of 0.6 (remember, because 
these are probabilities, they should range between 0 and 1), then the researcher might try to match 
that participant with a participant in the control group who also has a propensity score of 0.6. That 
would be an example of nearest neighbor matching. There are other methods for matching based on 
kernel functions, intervals, or radii, as discussed in Caliendo and Kopeinig (2008). If the propensity 
score function has met a couple of technical assumptions related to covariate balance and treat-
ment assignment, then these matched participants should be similar to each other except that one 
is exposed to the intervention and the other is not (Abadie & Imbens, 2016). The researcher can 
then examine the differences in the outcome variable between matched participants to estimate the 
average causal effect of the intervention. An example of propensity score matching in engineering 
education is Olitsky’s (2014) estimation of the effects on STEM versus non-STEM major choice 
(the intervention) on student wage earnings (the outcome of interest). In that study, the author 
found that major choice accounted for 5 to 28% of a change in after-college earnings, with estimates 
varying across student gender and academic achievement. For practical guidance on implementing 
PSM and more examples in education, see (Caliendo & Kopeinig, 2008; Powell et al., 2020).

Rather than using any of these alternative study designs, some researchers may be tempted sim-
ply to add as many control variables to their models as possible to isolate the marginal effect of a 
particular explanatory variable on the outcome variable. Their assumption would be that the mar-
ginal effect produced from their regression model is what they have isolated to be the causal effect. 
Unfortunately, including as many variables as possible can generate misleading statistical associa-
tions by creating collider bias (Cole et al., 2010; Elwert & Winship, 2014). Collider bias – also 
known as endogenous selection bias – is a phenomenon in which a spurious statistical association 
is created between two independent random variables because they share a common effect, which 
has been conditioned upon. For example, consider the scenario of modeling student scholarship 
receipt as a function of their veteran status and their grades. Students may receive a scholarship 
through their veteran status or through their grades, depicted in Figure 30.3. However, there may 
be little a priori statistical association between veteran status and grades. Yet when conditioning 
on the common effect (i.e., receiving a scholarship), there can appear to be a spurious relationship 
between those two.

Figure 30.3  DAG of scholarship receipt.
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When answering questions of causal inference, researchers should also consider whether the 
explanatory variables of interest are manipulable. This kind of consideration would not show up 
in a DAG. Such graphical representations are agnostic about additional information about the vari-
ables, such as the type of variables being represented by the nodes, and require a level of background 
knowledge from the researcher. On the topic of manipulability, some make the claim that there can 
be “no causation without manipulation” (Holland, 1986). This phrase is especially notable with 
demographic variables such as race (Holland, 2003). More often, these will be treated as mediat-
ing or moderating variables. On the other hand, there are instances such as smoking where there 
is a consensus around causality that was established without random assignment of participants to a 
smoking and non-smoking group. Here, the general advice to researchers is to proceed with caution 
when attempting to make causal claims about these non-manipulable variables.

3  Data Collection and Preparation

Often, quantitative research relies on existing data (i.e., academic transcripts or clickstream data) or 
collected data through surveys. There are several resources that describe considerations for survey 
data collection and validation in more detail that we will not discuss in this chapter (indeed, this dis-
cussion could be an entire chapter in and of itself; refer to DeVellis & Thorpe, 2021; Douglas et al., 
2023). In the following, we present some newer methods for data collection as well as how to handle 
common but vexing problems with educational data, including missingness and error.

3.1  Multimodal Data

Multimodal quantitative methods are new data collection techniques. Multimodal techniques rely 
on multiple forms of quantitative data that combine direct measures (e.g., biological measurements, 
clickstream data, eye tracking) and indirect measures more typical of educational methods (e.g., sur-
vey data, interviews, focus groups, reflections, etc.). Villanueva et al. (2019) conducted a study with 
multimodal approaches to data collection, including interviews and electrodermal activity sensor 
data, from 12 womxn students to study psychophysiological responses to academic mentoring. Gero 
and Milanovic (2020) proposed measuring design thinking using a combination of brain imaging, 
electrodermal activity, eye movements, protocol analysis, surveys, and interviews to understand both 
cognition and emotion simultaneously. Two of the biggest challenges of multimodal approaches 
are the effort (i.e., time, cost, etc.) associated with data collection and synthesis of heterogeneous 
data. However, we note these methods as advanced ways to consider complex phenomena and the 
combination of these data sources as underutilized in engineering education research. Engineering 
education researchers may consider multimodal methods in data collection to better capture multiple 
examples of and synthesize the student experience.

3.2  Missing Data Methods

In data collection, whether at a single time point or over multiple, missing data are a common prob-
lem. Often, the default in simple analyses and in software is pair or listwise deletion. However, these 
approaches can lead to biased estimates and lack of precision in statistical analyses (Newman, 2014). 
It is essential to properly deal with missing data. Typically, if fewer than 5% of the observations are 
missing, then the risk of biased estimates is low; otherwise, the missingness needs to be addressed.

There are three types of missingness in data: missing completely at random (MCAR), missing 
at random (MAR), and missing not at random (MNAR). MCAR data occurs when the missing 
cases are no different than non-missing cases in terms of the analysis being performed. A potential 
observation is missing completely at random if, say, an individual decides whether to answer survey 
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questions on the basis of a completely random event (e.g., coin flips). This type of missingness is 
rare. For example, if women are less likely to answer a question about gender bias in an engineering 
context, then the data are not missing completely at random. In the unlikely event that the process is 
missing completely at random, then inferences based on listwise deletion are unbiased, but inefficient 
because some cases are lost. MAR depends on known values that are described by variables observed 
in the dataset. Following the earlier example about women’s non-responses on a gender bias ques-
tion, the data are missing at random so long as women generally respond to the question identifying 
their gender. If data are missing at random, then inferences based on listwise deletion will be biased 
and inefficient (Bell et al., 2009). The final type of missing data is missing not at random (MNAR; 
also known as not missing at random, NMAR). This type of data is particularly problematic in analy-
sis. The missing data depends on events or items which the researcher has not measured. This type of 
missing data would occur if women in the earlier example are not only less likely to refuse to answer 
a survey question about gender bias but also their gender (i.e., there are no other variables that can 
predict which respondents are women). This type of missingness can be damaging to conclusions 
drawn from incorrect analysis. The missingness can be accounted for, but an explicit external model 
from the collected data must be used rather than an imputation (McKnight et al., 2007).

When data are MAR, imputation techniques can be used to recover power and avoid biased 
estimates. Among the imputation options available to researchers, we caution against mean or regres-
sion substitution. Mean substitution uses the mean of all data for missing data. This approach adds 
no new information, and it decreases error and distribution added to potential bias (Li et al., 2015). 
Regression substitution treats each missing value as a linear variable and substitutes the trend value 
for the missing value. This approach can show trends that are not true of the raw data and can lead 
to erroneous conclusions (Cole, 2008).

More robust methods include full information maximum likelihood (FIML) and multiple impu-
tation techniques (Allison, 2012). FIML does not impute any data; instead, it uses each case’s available 
data to compute maximum likelihood estimates. The maximum likelihood estimate of a parameter 
is the most likely value to have resulted in the observed data if a question was answered. The likeli-
hood is calculated separately for cases with complete data on some variables and cases with complete 
data on all variables. These two likelihoods are then maximized together to find the estimates. This 
method addresses concerns about biased parameter estimates and standard errors. One advantage 
of this approach is that it does not require the careful selection of variables used to impute values, 
because it uses the full set of data available. It also results in the same answer each time the imputation 
is conducted. It is, however, limited to linear models.

Multiple imputation by chained equations fills in estimates for missing data by estimating values 
multiple times with bootstrapped error (Buuren, 2012; Azur et al., 2011). The result of these tech-
niques provides multiple datasets with identical values for the non-missing data and slightly different 
imputed values in each dataset. Then, the statistical analyses are performed on each imputed dataset 
separately, and the resulting estimates, standard error, etc. are recombined. Because of the variation 
in imputed data, there will be differences in the statistical test parameter estimates, which results in 
appropriate estimates of standard errors and p-values in testing (Allison, 2000).

Most statistical software programs have these techniques available, and the book Missing data: 
A gentle introduction (McKnight et al., 2007) provides a useful discussion and starting point about the 
assumptions, trade-offs, and steps of missing data techniques.

3.3  Understanding Error

It is important to understand that all data collected, and thus all models created, will have errors 
associated with them in the form of measurement error and model error. The goal is to decrease 
error as much as possible so that estimates from statistical testing reflect the “true” value. We put truth 



Advanced Considerations in Quantitative Methods in EER

669

in scare quotes to indicate that the goal of error reduction is an accurate estimate based on the data 
and practical implications of that value but also that any study cannot fully capture the entire essence 
of a phenomenon. There are many ways to reduce the error in both data collection and analysis so 
that the models which are created are more useful and the resulting interpretations are accurate and 
fair. These approaches depend on the type of model used and the data.

Measurement error can be in the form of random error and systematic error. Random error 
happens more often when not enough data is collected, while systematic error occurs when the 
instrument used for data collection is misaligned with the end goal. One of the ways to detect error 
in data is to first visually inspect the data for outliers. Visualization can be accomplished by plot-
ting a histogram or box plot to quickly inspect the data for any data that are different from the rest. 
There are various ways to deal with outliers, such as deleting the data (depending on the reason for 
it, such as a data entry error) or using more robust methods, which take into consideration outliers. 
For example, Huber weights reduce the contribution of outliers in calculating regression estimates in 
regression calculations (Lambert-lacroix & Zwald, 2011). Additionally, for latent measurements, par-
ticular statistical techniques that disaggregate measurement error from model error can be used (e.g., 
structural equation modeling discussed later in the chapter). Any decision to delete outliers should 
be carefully weighed with the implications of this approach. In research that considers policies or 
interventions, outliers may reflect unique experiences of individuals that will not be best served by 
the particular effort under study. If those individuals are also systemically marginalized, results can 
perpetuate inequity and even cause the opposite outcome from the intention.

Model error can come from several sources. In most studies, measurement error and model 
error are combined in a single error term. Some techniques described later on in the chapter are 
able to disaggregate these sources and provide ways to better understand where error originates in 
the research. One main source of model error is misspecification, sometimes called “type 3 error,” 
or variable omission bias (Mosteller, 2006). This error can arise, for example, in regression models 
when the functional form (the algebraic form of the relationship between a dependent variable and 
regressors) does not adequately reflect the underlying data relationships (Dennis et al., 2019). This 
error can result from omitting relevant variables, for example, and applies across different model 
types. We acknowledge that all possible independent variables are unlikely to be a part of a study; 
however, the DAG process described earlier may provide ways to consider the range of important 
variables from literature and theory. This technique is useful even in accounting for relationships that 
are not causal. Another source of error is overfitting the model to the dataset. Overfitting is when 
a model too closely matches the limited data on which it was trained and it is unable to be used 
accurately with additional data (in other words, it lacks predictive validity evidence for its use). This 
type of model error occurs commonly with machine learning approaches. A common approach 
to reduce this is the use of cross-validation and information criteria (Shao, 1993). Cross-validation 
methods entail using a portion of the data for estimating the model, and the remaining portion for 
testing the model. One can repeat this cycle of estimation and testing to eventually identify an opti-
mal set of model parameters that fits the data well but also fits unseen (in cross-validation, the data 
reserved for testing) data well. This approach allows one to generate reasonable model estimates that 
can be generalized to similar data and increases utility of models and reduces error. Another source 
of model error for regression can be collinearity, which is when two or more predictors in a model 
are so highly related that the design matrix for the regression model becomes singular (in other 
words, the independent variables are so highly related that the estimates are biased and cannot inde-
pendently predict the value of the dependent variable). This issue can be addressed by using typical 
assessments of collinearity like tolerance and a variance inflation factor (VIF; Alin, 2010) to identify 
collinear variables and removing one of the redundant predictor variables from the model. A small 
tolerance value indicates that the variable under consideration is almost a perfect linear combination 
of the independent variables already in the equation and that it should not be added to the regression 
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equation. The VIF measures the impact of collinearity among the variables in a regression model. 
The variance inflation factor (VIF) is 1/Tolerance; it is always greater than or equal to 1. There is 
no formal VIF value for determining presence of multicollinearity, but a value less than 2.5, 5, or 10 
is often used (Gareth et al., 2013). The actual impact depends on the model, including sample size, 
variable omission bias, number of predictors, etc. (Lavery et al., 2019). More generally, checking for 
multicollinearity is one of several assumption checks that one should conduct and report. Together, 
these areas provide some of the common sources of model error that may be able to be reduced in 
study design and measurement considerations.

4  Data Analysis

We now move from general considerations in study design and data quality to novel methods in quanti-
tative data analysis. In moving beyond the typical methods historically studied and used in engineering 
education research (i.e., simple hypothesis testing or regression), researchers have many options that 
open avenues for different types of research questions to be studied. In what follows, we outline some 
of the new(er) options available to encourage the community to consider them in their own work. We 
have selected these because of their diversity in applications and kinds of data they enable researchers to 
analyze, as elaborated in Table 30.2. As mentioned in the introduction, for each of these methods we 
provide an introduction, advantages, limitations, and example and point to further resources.

4.1  LCA/Clustering

4.1.1 Introduction

Latent class analysis (LCA, or, for non-categorical outcomes, latent profile analysis, LPA) is a tech-
nique that identifies individuals that share common characteristics or response patterns and estab-
lishes mutually exclusive subgroups or classes within data (Hagenaars & McCutcheon, 2002). This 

Table 30.2 Advanced Methods Reviewed in This Chapter

Method Application

Latent class 
analysis (LCA)

Reveals underlying groups (classes) in data based on individuals’ response 
patterns. Estimates measurement error separately from model error.

Structural 
equation 
modeling (SEM)

Set of techniques to simultaneously examine both direct and indirect 
relationships between measured variables. Estimates measurement error 
separately from model error.

Social network 
analysis (SNA)

Captures interpersonal dynamics and relationships in networks. Maps 
connections between entities (e.g., people) to reveal underlying information 
flows and hierarchies that can help explain social phenomena.

Topological data 
analysis (TDA)

Novel person-centered approach that reveals underlying data structure and 
connections (i.e., the shape of the data) even in complex and noisy data.

Monotonic effects 
models

More realistic modeling assumptions about explanatory variables that capture 
monotonicity of effects without assuming the same magnitude of effect. 
Moving from 1 to 2 on the predictor variable does not have the same 
predicted effect on the outcome as moving from 2 to 3.

Bayesian data 
analysis

Express prior knowledge about data generating processes. In addition to 
incorporating prior information, one can also directly model uncertainty in 
estimates through capturing entire probability distributions rather than point 
estimates.
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technique assumes that membership in one of these classes causes or explains particular patterns 
across multiple variables (i.e., survey questions, scales, assessment items, etc.; Muthén & Muthén, 
2000). In other words, individuals’ scores on a set of variables originate from their class membership, 
and this membership is identified through LCA.

LCA is similar to another person-centered analysis, cluster analysis. However, these two approaches 
make different assumptions about the data. In cluster analysis, the assumption is that cases with the 
closest (as a distance, correlation, or density metric) patterns across variables belong in the same clus-
ter, that is, the results are driven by the data rather than the underlying class membership (Hennig 
et al., 2015). Latent class analysis also assigns individuals to classes based on a probability score, while 
clustering may be either hard (i.e., a point belongs to a cluster or not) or soft (i.e., a probability of 
cluster membership is calculated, like LCA).

4.1.2  Advantages

LCA/LPA account for measurement error in the estimation of classes. Additionally, this technique 
may be better for particular kinds of research questions because there is an underlying statistical 
model. The choice of which aspects on which to group individuals is determined by this model over 
clustering. In addition, because the technique is based on this underlying model, there are several 
statistical tests to assess model fit and determine if the resulting classes fit the data. Finally, there are 
formal criteria to determine the number of classes used in this analysis (Karnowski, 2017).

In comparison, clustering does not require an underlying model and, instead, is solely based on 
observed similarities. This approach may be useful in exploratory data analyses or when multiple 
group memberships are desired.

4.1.3  Limitations

LCA assigns participants to classes based on probability determined from patterns on the meas-
ured variables (B.O. Muthén & Muthén, 2000). As such, accurate class assignment is not guaran-
teed. Additionally, because the assignment is conducted based on probabilities, the exact number 
of class members cannot be determined (unless an arbitrary probability threshold is decided upon 
by the researcher; Weller et al., 2020). Also, researchers often name the resulting classes, but due 
to the complexity of underlying patterns that determine classes, they may misname or oversimplify  
the general characteristics of class membership.

Clustering has a different set of limitations (Everitt et al., 2011). First, the different methods of 
clustering, for example, hierarchical, k-means, agglomerative, often give very different results due 
to the linking process. As such, it is particularly important to consider methodological trade-offs for 
the purpose of the study. Additionally, except for single-linkage clustering, the ordering of variables 
used in the model will affect the results. These models also depend on the data used, so dropping or 
adding cases will change the results. Some clustering algorithms such as k-means also have an ele-
ment of stochasticity to them, so cluster assignments may not be stable unless the researcher sets the 
same seed for their computer’s random number generator. Finally, determining the best model for 
clustering can be challenging. Cluster validation is often best when a known set of clusters can be 
used for comparison. In engineering education research, there are often not known classifications/
clusters. Clustering often needs more robust support for decision-making and claims made.

4.1.4  Example

A study of 629 adolescents’ (average age of 16) perceptions of the prevalence and severity of sexism in 
STEM used LCA and found three distinct classes that varied by perceived prevalence and severity of 
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sexism in STEM (Robnett & John, 2020). Notably, one of the classes considered sexism as relatively 
common and a serious issue; participants in this class were more likely to be girls and had a higher 
value for STEM study. Follow-on qualitative analyses indicated that these participants were more 
likely to describe the specific ways in which sexism can harm girls and women and to view sexism 
as having deep, systemic implications.

4.1.5  Further Resources

There are several considerations in LCA covered in this comprehensive discussion from Weller et al. 
(2020). To learn more about clustering, refer to Everitt et al. (2011) for a strong reference text. For 
a practical guide of implementing cluster analysis in R, Kassambara (2017) is an excellent resource.

4.2  SEM

4.2.1 Introduction

Structural equation modeling (SEM) allows researchers to combine both path models and measure-
ment models to test a system of regression equations simultaneously. The structural model showcases 
the relationship between latent variables, and the measurement model showcases the relationship 
between the latent variables and their corresponding observed indicators, usually in the form of 
survey questions. The basis of any structural model must derive from a theoretical perspective that 
SEM is used to test the validity of that theory. There are five distinct steps to utilizing SEM: (1) 
model specification, (2) model identification, (3) model estimation, (4) model testing, and (5) model 
modification (Schumacker & Lomax, 2010). The overarching goals of these steps are to build a 
model that supports theory building and at the same time is parsimonious – a simpler model is usu-
ally better. The results of SEM produce fit indices that indicate whether the model is supported by 
the data. Like many quantitative research endeavors, if the data are not properly collected, the results 
will not be valid. There is an array of software that will allow users to input raw data to compute 
SEM analyses, such as R, LISREL, and AMOS, among others. SEM is often associated with causal 
inference; however, just like with any quantitative method, it is the study design and not the statisti-
cal method that permits causal hypotheses to be adequately tested (Bullock et al., 1994). Overall, if 
you have multiple latent and observed variables, using SEM to validate a theoretical model is a major 
contribution to the field.

4.2.2  Advantages

The biggest advantage of using SEM is that it accounts for measurement error in the latent con-
structs, whereas using just a simple path model to determine relationships between variables does 
not account for measurement error. The ability to deal with latent variables, such as identity or 
motivation constructs (Jones et al., 2014), is critical to engineering education researchers involved 
in the social sciences. These types of models also account for both direct and indirect effects helping 
researchers identify how different variables interrelate.

4.2.3  Limitations

As with any method, there are limitations that exist for SEM as well. Those limitations fall within 
four main categories, as outlined by Kline (2015), and include specification, data preparation, analy-
sis and respecification, and interpretation. As mentioned earlier, model specification is a critical first 
step in conducting SEM. Just having latent constructs of interest does not necessitate the use of SEM. 
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The model design should be built on underlying theory. As with any quantitative method, under-
standing your data and the data generating process is just as paramount to SEM as any other method. 
Whether that may be ensuring the accuracy of the data or ignoring the pattern of missing data, it is 
important to have data that accurately represent your sample. With SEM, there are also many ways 
to misstep when conducting the analyses. It will be key to understand which fit indices to use, use a 
large-enough sample size, and report all the information necessary. Lastly, it is also important to not 
overstate your findings from the model. SEM is one step in building a case for a more robust theory.

4.2.4  Example

In Brozina (2015), SEM was used to analyze the model of domain identification (Osborne & Jones, 
2011). The author used the relationships between pre-college variables of SAT math, SAT verbal, high 
school GPA, and identity and motivation constructs along with course engagement depicted as an 
observed variable from mean usage of a learning management system. The model also included final 
grade as an observed variable. The analysis had a sample size of 714, with results indicating that SAT 
math and motivation had a significant direct effect on final grade in this first-year engineering course.

4.2.5  Further Resources

For further reading on SEM, see Schumacker and Lomax (2010) and Kline (2016).

4.3  SNA

4.3.1 Introduction

Social network analysis (SNA) provides another person-centered approach to data analysis. In this 
approach, SNA uses networks and graph theory to understand social structures. This method is based 
on the idea that individuals are embedded in layers of social networks and interactions that shape and 
explain key outcomes and behaviors. Network analysis has been used in a wide range of applications 
in social science, particularly since the early 2000s (Borgatti et al., 2009). The method helps examine 
the structure of interactions or relationships captured in data. In social science research, the participant 
is often the unit of analysis, and their position within a network is considered. The network consists 
of nodes that represent the actors (again, typically individual participants, but conceivably also organi-
zations or other entities), and the edges represent the relationships between those actors. Edges can be 
directed (i.e., has a direction, like help given in a class to one person by another person) or undirected 
(i.e., does not have a direction, like students who work together on course assignments). Once the 
graph is created, various properties can be analyzed, including the distribution of individuals within 
the network (i.e., nodes), through centrality measures, graph density, strength of connections, path 
analysis, and identification of hubs (Wasserman & Faust, 1994); the relationships between nodes (i.e., 
edges) through various tie metrics, including similarities to others, social relations, interactions, and 
flows (Borgatti et al., 2009); and the shape of the network through clustering for community detec-
tion. These metrics can also be used to predict particular outcomes (Scott, 2011). Network analyses 
can also be used with other units of analyses to understand patterns within the literature of citation 
networks and patterns, co-authorship, or shared keywords (Mejia et al., 2021).

4.3.2  Advantages

An SNA approach allows researchers to focus on dynamics in groups and the potential effects of net-
works on outcomes of interest (Ushakov & Kukso, 2015). Given the large number of interpersonal 
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interactions in education, this can help highlight the effects of different network structures, relation-
ship types, and information flows on student, faculty, and administrator experiences. More advanced 
approaches to SNA also expand the kind of networks that one may consider to capture dynamics 
between different kinds of actors (e.g., students and teachers; participants and learning resources) 
rather than unipartite networks that only support having one kind of node (actor).

4.3.3  Limitations

Limitations to SNA include difficulty in data collection, availability of data, potential privacy concerns, 
and capturing changes in the nature of relationships or network structure over time. The first three 
concerns arise from how one plans to collect data on network structures. One can survey participants, 
but that kind of recall data depends on the quality of participants to report all the actors in their net-
works, which could be an extensive process. Alternative methods include looking at social media sites 
(Gruzd et al., 2016) or institutional trace data (Goggins et al., 2010), but those methods raise privacy 
concerns if participants did not consent to participate in a study (if the data are not publicly available).

4.3.4  Example

A study of 209 senior capstone mechanical engineering students used social networks to character-
ize team leadership distribution (Novoselich & Knight, 2018). The authors found that leadership 
was more shared among teammates and that more teams used effective teaming skills. The authors 
concluded that engineering educators should consider leadership models in training and forming 
teams. This approach provided novel ways to consider complex team dynamics.

4.3.5  Further Resources

For further reading on SNA in education, see (Carolan, 2013; Grunspan et al., 2014).

4.4  Topological Data Analysis

4.4.1 Introduction

Topological data analysis is a recently developed technique that uses topology and geometry to infer 
information about the structure of multidimensional data (Chazal & Michel, 2021). The results of 
this method are descriptive results of data progressions that indicate the persistent structure of the 
data. Similar to clustering methods, the analysis technique relies on similarity measures.

4.4.2  Advantages

This approach provides ways to preserve the whole participant response in the data, which offers 
opportunities to re-evaluate the epistemic norms of quantitative research that often draw conclusions 
within some quantifiable certainty, consider multiple measures simultaneously, and avoid treating 
individuals as reducible to responses on a single variable or as outliers in data (Godwin et al., 2021). 
It also handles complex, noisy data well.

4.4.3  Limitations

Some limitations of this approach are that the results reveal relationships rather than definitive group-
ings or clusters. Data are most often visual relationships within data that can be analyzed for features 
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of those relationships for additional analysis. The decisions of how the relationships are analyzed and 
subsequently used can have significant impact on the interpretation of data. It is important to define 
these structures in ways that provide relevant information about the data (Chazal & Michel, 2021).

4.4.4  Example

As this statistical technique is one of the newest reviewed in this chapter, there are few examples of 
its use in engineering education. One project used survey data from 2,916 first-year engineering stu-
dents at four US institutions to understand how students with non-normative engineering identities 
navigate engineering (Benson et al., 2017). The authors used a range of attitudinal measures to char-
acterize particular patterns in the data. Results revealed a large dense grouping of students, which 
the authors named the “normative” group, and seven other distinct groups (the “non-normative” 
groups). Results of group comparisons and follow-up qualitative research emphasize unique experi-
ences and patterns of pathways through engineering.

4.4.5  Further Resources

For an introduction to the method, refer to Lum et al. (2013). For a discussion of decisions and steps, 
refer to Chazal and Michel (2021).

4.5  Monotonic Effect Models

4.5.1 Introduction

Many quantitative methods make assumptions about the underlying data. For instance, consider 
the case of an ordinal variable – a variable that has a natural ordering to its categories (Stevens, 
1946). These are often found on Likert-style survey items (Likert, 1932). An example of an ordi-
nal variable might be frequency of times a topic was covered in a course, with options including 
“never,” “rarely,” “sometimes,” “frequently,” and “always,” or the extent to which a participant 
agrees with options ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” There is a clear ordering, 
but the gap between one option and the next might not have the same meaning for each jump. 
Despite this possibility, some researchers will use models that assume a linear relationship between 
the ordinal explanatory variable and an outcome variable of interest (e.g., level of engagements, as 
operationalized by a scale score) (Helwig, 2017). Using such models will assume a one-unit change 
in the predictor variable (e.g., frequency of some pedagogical technique’s use in class) leads to the 
same X unit change in the outcome variable (e.g., student engagement), no matter where some-
one is moving from/to on that predictor scale (NB: ordinal variables as outcome variables can also 
create modeling challenges, and ordinal logistic regression models may be more appropriate than 
linear models in those settings (Liu & Koirala, 2012)). This can be problematic for several reasons, 
one of which is the observation that moving from one point on the ordinal scale to another may 
not always have the same effect. In other words, moving from “never” to “rarely” may not be the 
same as moving from “frequently” to “always.” Classic approaches that assume constant effect, 
however, do not account for that nuance. To address the issues associated with that assumption, 
one could use monotonic effect models (Bürkner et al., 2021). These models make a more relaxed 
assumption: moving from one level of the explanatory variable (e.g., rarely) to another level (e.g., 
sometimes) will have a monotonic statistical effect on the outcome variable (in this case, level of 
engagement) but not necessarily the same magnitude of the effect as moving from “sometimes” 
to “frequently.” In other words, both moves would have the same sign (positive or negative), but 
not the same value.
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4.5.2  Advantages

Monotonic effects models allow researchers to more accurately model ordinal data and drop the 
assumption of constant effects from moving along values on an ordinal scale. Using a more realistic 
model can lead to less-biased parameter estimates, reduction in loss of statistical power, and a reduc-
tion in false positive errors (type 1 error rate) (Liddell & Kruschke, 2018).

4.5.3  Limitations

Although these models are flexible for handling ordinal data, they can sometimes produce wide 
uncertainty intervals due to the large number of observations needed to estimate marginal effects. 
Another limitation is their relative novelty, which means the software infrastructure to implement 
them is still in nascent stages of development and not commonly available across statistical computing 
software packages. The good news is that free sources such as the brms package in R do allow them 
at this time (Bürkner et al., 2022).

4.5.4  Example

An example of their use in engineering education was from Milovanovic et al. (2021), in which they 
modeled associations of career interests in sustainability with various instructional activities and stu-
dent self-perceived proficiency in design skills. The self-perceived design proficiency and pedagogi-
cal techniques used in their design courses were measured using ordinal variables on a 5-point scale 
ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” for various statements. These design skills and 
pedagogical strategies were the predictor variables, which is why the authors used the monotonic 
effects model. Doing so, they found positive associations between students’ self-perceived design 
proficiency and interest in sustainable design careers.

4.5.5  Further Resources

For further reading on the theoretical properties of these models and a case study demonstrating 
implementation, see Bürkner and Charpentier (2020).

4.6  Bayesian Data Analysis

4.6.1 Introduction

Bayesian data analysis is another approach to complicating the traditional frequentist statistics taught 
and used in many social science disciplines (Efron, 2005). Problems with frequentist statistical testing 
revolve around interpretation of results and common constructs in that paradigm. For example, p 
values, despite their controversy (Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016), are still often reported in results sec-
tions. Technically, a p value is the probability that the value of a test statistic of the data would be as 
large or larger under some assumed statistical model (i.e., that which is implied by a null hypothesis). 
When the p value is below some predetermined threshold, then that is considered sufficient evidence 
to reject the null hypothesis in that study. This is not an intuitive concept, and even individuals with 
statistical training tend to misinterpret p values (Goodman, 2008; Gagnier & Morgenstern, 2017; 
Haller & Krauss, 2002; Lyu et al., 2018). The same misapprehension has been suggested of inter-
pretations of confidence intervals (Hoekstra et al., 2014; Morey et al., 2016) and significance tests 
(Falk & Greenbaum, 1995). In each example, difficulties have tended to arise with the common 
concepts in frequentist analysis. Results under the Bayesian paradigm have the benefit of being more 
consistent with how people actually interpret p values and confidence intervals (Vandekerckhove 
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et al., 2018). A Bayesian approach does this by giving direct estimates of the uncertainty around 
parameter values in a statistical model.

So what is this alternative all about? At a high level, the approach is about using conditional 
probabilities via Bayes’s rule to characterize the probability distribution of the parameter(s) of inter-
est given observed data and prior information about those parameters. Researchers fit models to 
capture the uncertainty around the distribution of model parameters by incorporating prior knowl-
edge about the specific domain, with a likelihood function they believe represents the underlying 
data generating process. This procedure ultimately produces an entire probability distribution over 
those unknown parameters (rather than single point estimates, as often is done under frequentist 
approaches). The step of creating a probability distribution also points to an underlying philosophical 
commitment about the nature of the parameters. In a frequentist paradigm, the unknown parameter 
(e.g., difference between means of two groups, regression coefficient) is treated as a fixed (i.e., non-
random) value that we are trying to estimate. Our knowledge of that parameter may be imperfect, 
but that is a function of the data we have collected.

For an example of where prior knowledge would be relevant, consider the scenario where a 
researcher wants to model student grades using explanatory variables, including previous test scores 
and number of hours the student studied for an assessment. If one were modeling the outcome vari-
able (i.e., student’s grade) as a Z-score, then the researcher would be relatively confident that the 
parameter estimate for the effect of the “number of hours studied” on the grade Z-score should have 
a relatively small standard deviation, since it might be unusual for number of hours studied to move 
a student’s grade by multiple standard deviations on the Z-score. This information about the small 
effect of “number of hours studied” is incorporated into the analysis in the form of a strong prior 
over the value of the parameter that is to be estimated via Bayes’s rule to generate the posterior prob-
ability density. The point here is that the researcher is not approaching their analysis with a blank 
slate, but frequentist analysis using maximum likelihood estimation actually does implicitly make that 
assumption (in the form of uninformative priors).

Bayesian data analysis can be used in most settings where classical frequentist models (e.g., models 
using maximum likelihood estimation) are used. Additionally, given their flexibility, Bayesian models 
fit settings where there is limited information in the data (i.e., small sample sizes (Winter & Depaoli, 
2020; McNeish, 2016; Smid et al., 2020), complex nesting structures (i.e., mixed effects, especially 
with a small number of clusters; McNeish & Stapleton, 2016a, 2016b), and where the traditional 
maximum likelihood estimation approach does not work (e.g., structural equation models with small 
samples; Lee & Song, 2004).

4.6.2  Advantages

Beyond allowing researchers to incorporate prior information about the problem into their analysis, 
there are also simulation studies which suggest that Bayesian approaches might be more powerful (in 
a statistical sense) than classical frequentist tests when used in intervention studies (Chen & Fraser, 
2017) and more robust when using smaller sample sizes in multilevel modeling (Stegmueller, 2013). 
This means that a Bayesian approach could help reduce the incidence of false negatives (e.g., detect-
ing true effects of an intervention on an outcome of interest in the classroom) and biased parameter 
estimation. There is also evidence to suggest that Bayesian methods can even outperform widely 
used options, such as t-tests (Kruschke, 2013).

4.6.3  Limitations

There are philosophical and practical limitations to a Bayesian approach. Philosophically, one might 
object to the interpretation of probability as degree of belief or an epistemic expression rather than 
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an empirical expression of frequency, as is the interpretation in the frequentist probability tradition 
(Gelman, 2011; Etz & Vandekerckhove, 2018). Practically, there are also limitations in that imple-
menting Bayesian models can have a steep learning curve. Those steep learning curves are both 
conceptually for understanding some of the math behind Bayesian data analysis if the researcher is 
not familiar with fundamental building blocks such as probability theory and Monte Carlo methods. 
There are additional practical limitations if the researcher is not familiar with statistical computing 
environments (e.g., R, Python) in which many Bayesian methods are implemented. There are some 
alternative methods that require less programming (e.g., JASP; van Doorn et  al., 2021), but the 
models implemented in those options tend to be limited.

4.6.4  Example

In engineering education, Bayesian analysis has been used to study topics ranging from a meta-
analysis of the effects of computer-based scaffolding on problem-based learning (Kim et al., 2018), 
factor analysis in studies of engineers’ capacity to innovate (Ferguson et al., 2018), and design educa-
tion (Milovanovic et al., 2021). These approaches are not to be confused with studies using Bayesian 
networks, which are probabilistic graphical models (i.e., DAGs) that can be used in causal inference 
settings, as mentioned earlier. Vaziri et al. (2022) used a Bayesian regression approach to study stu-
dent motivation in a business analytics course. They framed their study using Jones’s MUSIC model 
of student motivation and found that components of that motivation model were positively associ-
ated with student effort, final grade, and course rating.

4.6.5  Further Resources

For an accessible introduction to Bayesian data analysis, see McElreath (2016). For a more classic 
text on the topic, see Gelman et al. (2014). See Levy (2016) for a discussion focused on applications 
in education, and Gelman et al. (2020) for a discussion on practical implementation and workflow 
considerations.

5  Data Equity

A pressing consideration in the minds of these authors is how researchers can do justice to the vari-
ation in lived experiences of participants through quantitative measures. The history of quantitative 
methods is steeped in White supremacy and eugenics (Zuberi, 2001; Zuberi & Bonilla-Silva, 2008). 
Often, goals of generalizing to an engineering population or finding generalizable trends continue 
to reify a White male representation of results and perpetuate inequity (Godwin, 2020; Holly Jr., 
2020; Pawley, 2017). This topic could be a whole chapter in and of itself. In what follows, we raise 
considerations for the process of research and reference this ongoing conversation in social science 
and education research.

Quantitative research is typically framed as if it is certain or knowable within some margin of 
error (or that it is “objective”; Bryman, 2008). However, the design decisions at each step of the 
research process is influenced by the researcher (i.e., the research questions, research design, theo-
retical framing, population of study, sample, measurement, analysis, interpretations, acknowledgment 
of limitations, etc.), which influences the numeric results and changes whose lived experiences are 
prioritized. For example, a study of differences in academic performance in a course by race/ethnic-
ity in the United States can have several points at which value-laden decisions about persons and 
methods are made that influence the claims from research. First is the way in which the difference is 
described. It could be a deficit-based statement that Black students perform worse than White stu-
dents or an “academic gap.” However, this statement problematizes students rather than the systems of 
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disadvantage that create disparate student outcomes (Ladson-Billings, 2007). Additionally, identifying 
who is Black and who is White is often based on categories common in education, which are not 
devoid of historical issues of racism (Horton & Sykes, 2008). Additionally, a tension in quantitative 
research is having power to detect differences. Often, there are tensions of how disaggregation can be 
accomplished, particularly in discussions of race/ethnicity, due to how small the sample of particular 
groups is within engineering systems. The analysis itself could use comparisons that focus on a single 
variable and mean comparisons that obscure extreme cases important to understanding the phenom-
enon. Additionally, important aspects of students’ lived experiences may not be included in the model 
or treated as separable variables (e.g., gender; Ro & Loya, 2015). Additionally, measures of deeply 
personal psychological factors (e.g., motivation, interest, identities, etc.) are limited; a person’s inter-
nal states are not fully knowable through qualitative or quantitative approaches. Finally, the use of the 
results could lead to policy changes to provide support (positive) or decisions to reduce funding for 
“underperforming” schools (punitive). These are just a few examples of how the researcher’s decisions 
shape research findings. These examples are just a few of the key decision points in research design.

In each of these decisions, the researcher is present and influential, and the confluence of all 
these decisions can either address data equity or not. From the preceding example, there might be 
concerns that data equity cannot be achieved in quantitative research. We argue that in any research, 
there are tensions and limitations. We encourage the community to consider lessons from qualita-
tive research methods, which acknowledge and explicitly include descriptions of how the researcher 
was engaged in the decision-making and interpretation process of research (Secules et al., 2021). 
Additionally, there are opportunities to critically interrogate and revise methods to consider how 
systemic inequity is present in and replicated by quantitative work. For example, several researchers 
have made calls for better ways to measure demographics (Fernandez et al., 2016; Haverkamp et al., 
2021; Viano & Baker, 2020). Some newer quantitative methods begin to disrupt traditional statisti-
cal norms with possible data equity application through analytical approaches (e.g., person-centered 
analyses), while others reshape epistemic and methodological norms (e.g., FemQuant and Quant-
Crit). As more robust ways of making data and using methods to address the complexity of social data 
continue to push the types of questions and studies that can be conducted, an ethical consideration 
of how participants are represented in and discussed in quantitative research is paramount. Often, this 
conundrum is framed as a quality issue in quantitative research: if all confounding variables could be 
conceptualized and measured, a best-fitting model could be developed. However, the purpose of tra-
ditional quantitative research methods to describe or make inference, explain a particular phenom-
enon, or generalize inference across groups creates a tension between general trends and specificity 
(Babbie, 2020). This tension may arise in part because most quantitative research studies center vari-
ables rather than people as the unit of analysis (Wang et al., 2013). Variable-centered research focuses 
on relating variables to one another, for example, in regression analyses. Participants in these analyses 
are treated as non-unique data carriers that could be replaced by other randomly sampled individuals. 
The results of these analyses are aggregate statements that are not often applicable to an individual 
(Eye & Widermann, 2015). Some emerging methods and methodologies begin to disrupt these 
norms and offer ways to consider the whole person or response patterns in data. These approaches 
also provide opportunities to address key ethical and inclusion issues in quantitative research.

Person-centered methodologies assume that the population under study is heterogeneous. It is 
important to emphasize that if variation or distinct groups is expected in data, aggregation of raw 
data, as in traditional variable-centered quantitative analyses, can result in inaccurate conclusions, 
such as those from the ecological fallacy. We have already discussed some of these methods earlier, 
including LCA, clustering, and topological data analysis. The results of such studies focus on pre-
serving the variation in individual’s responses, resulting in authentic groupings of individuals, as 
opposed to imposing superficial characterizations of groups (Laursen & Hoff, 2006; Morin et al., 
2018). In these analyses, parameters are first estimated for each individual, and if generalization is 



Andrew Katz, Allison Godwin, and Cory Brozina

680

the goal, parameters are aggregated (rather than raw) data (Eye & Widermann, 2015). The results 
of these types of analyses are significantly different from variable-centered ones. These approaches 
are relatively new in social science research with increased use with the availability of computing 
resources (Laursen & Hoff, 2006). For a more comprehensive review of person-centered approaches 
and opportunities for novel research approaches, refer to Godwin et al., 2021.

Finally, FemQuant and QuantCrit offer both theoretical and methodological approaches to 
addressing issues in quantitative research. These approaches are more comprehensive than the  
person-centered methods in that they have a particular epistemic standpoint, a set of guiding tenets, 
and commitments to using methods to frame anti-deficit, anti-racist, and feminist research questions 
that speak to the overarching structure of inequity (Sablan, 2019). Both of these approaches are 
critical quantitative methodologies that draw on principles and histories of feminist and critical race 
theories (i.e., FemQuant and QuantCrit, respectively). FemQuant and QuantCrit share common 
framings but were developed separately, with FemQuant developing earlier than QuantCrit. There 
are numerous books and excellent studies that give a more thorough discussion of these approaches 
(refer to McCall, 2002; Oakley, 1998; Sprague, 2005; Sprague & Zimmerman, 1989; and a special 
issue edited by Gillborn, 2018).

Both approaches are based in several tenets that frame research (summarized in Godwin et al., 
2021) and adapted from prior work (Bowleg, 2008; Gillborn et al., 2018; Hesse-Biber & Piatelli, 
2012; Sigle-Rushton, 2014; Sprague  & Zimmerman, 1989). The first is that domination is a 
central component of society that is not natural but rather is socially constructed and supported 
through multiple dimensions of difference or categories that quantitative research employs. These 
framings also are based on the premise that quantitative research is not neutral and that numbers 
are representations of domination based on local or global meanings relating to differences in 
human bodies. As such, neutrality often parallels naturality in that what is deemed natural is often 
connected to political ideology (Oakley, 1998). Another tenet is the importance of intersection-
ality, which is that inequality exists beyond an individual’s social position. In addition, inequal-
ity is multiplicative rather than additive for persons experiencing multiple inequalities, and that 
multiplicative effect cannot be represented by simple variables or identities (Covarrubias, 2011; 
López et al., 2018). The fourth tenet is the humanity participants. Data cannot “speak for itself ” 
or act anthropomorphically in any other way. Rather, data is interpreted by researchers through 
their scientific understandings and global enculturation. This concept is related to how social 
processes like inequality may be reflected in statistical differences in data by race/ethnicity and/
or gender, but that these measures are not natural, neutral, or causal. (Holland, 2008; Gillborn 
et al., 2018). Next, quantification that unduly supports assumptions that there is an average, or 
dominant, group from which systematically marginalized individuals simply differ is not accept-
able. Quantitative measurement must also be complemented with counter-stories (quantitative 
or qualitative), which challenge the assumptions of difference. Person-centered analyses may pro-
vide quantitative methods able to identify narratives that are counter to what may be extracted 
from traditional variable-oriented engineering education work. Similarly, qualitative data may 
also identify quantitative measures unaccounted or wrongly accounted or models misspecified 
(Sigle-Rushton, 2014). Finally, the last tenet of reflexivity requires actively examining the role of 
the researcher. Consistent with the prior tenets, research by the nature of it being conducted by 
people within social systems has values within it. A transparent discussion of research decision-
making and the role of the researcher in this process, as well as how the data perpetuate or disrupt 
political and social discourse, must be included.

These tenets not only guide FemQuant and QuantCrit research but also necessitate a critical 
consideration of how methods are used and interpretations of results are made. Currently, there are 
numerous areas of quantitative methods that have not been used in this scholarship (Sablan, 2019). 
Most often, descriptive statistics or demographic statistics are used. These approaches emphasize 
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important differences between groups, but they may do little to establish underlying causes or moti-
vations that can guide policy change or the implementation of interventions. Many of the advanced 
quantitative approaches for examining complex social phenomena and person-centered analyses dis-
cussed in this chapter can provide additional ways of expanding these critical approaches to quantita-
tive methods. Additionally, measurement theory can be used to question and push forward critical 
perspectives (refer to Douglas et al., 2023). FemQuant and QuantCrit are not new, but they have 
only recently begun to be taken up in STEM education research, and there are significant opportu-
nities for more work in engineering education research.

Conclusions

The concepts and ideas covered in this chapter are some of the many issues that quantitative research-
ers should consider as they move from basic quantitative studies to more complex designs. Issues 
of data quality, causal inference, graphical representations, analysis methods, and data equity in data 
decision-making are all important for shaping how the engineering education research community 
learns about the lived experiences of participants in these ecosystems. While basic introductions to 
quantitative data analysis can help a researcher get started, there are additional complications and 
considerations. Around data collection, these can include issues of data quality and modeling qual-
ity. Around causal inference, this involves recognizing alternatives to RCTs for estimating causal 
effects, such as regression discontinuity, instrumental variables, and propensity score–based methods 
like propensity score matching and inverse probability weighting. Around analysis, this translates to 
considering ways that other methods may provide new ways to ask and answer research questions. 
We provide a starting list of promising methods, but we also acknowledge that there are many other 
approaches not described in this chapter. Finally, there is the important issue of the researcher’s 
reflexivity and role throughout the entire process. In total, we hope the concepts and resources here 
can extend the researchers’ toolbox as they embark on their quantitative investigations. We encour-
age the engineering education research community to use and develop new approaches in quantita-
tive methods. In presenting results from these newer approaches, there may be an additional burden 
of transparency in the research process and descriptions of steps taken and arguments for why these 
steps meet the key assumptions and align with the research questions, theory, methods, and interpre-
tation for a study as the field continues to mature.
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1  Introduction

This chapter describes a sociocultural approach to develop assessments of multidimensional engi-
neering competencies. We built the approach informed by four seminal works: (1) Pellegrino and 
colleagues’ (2014) introduction of evidence-centered design (ECD) to the engineering education 
community (ECD) was originally proposed by (2) Mislevy et al. (2003), (3) Harris and colleagues’ 
(2019) framework for development of knowledge-in-use assessment tasks which incorporate dis-
ciplinary ideas, cross-cutting concepts, and science practice, and (4) Oliveri and colleagues’ (2019) 
sociocultural-informed ECD (SCI-ECD) to support the development of culturally and linguistically 
responsive assessments. Each of these assessment frameworks is complimentary and contains crucial 
aspects for increasing the validity, reliability, and fairness of assessments and their associated inter-
pretations. By integrating the state-of-the-art of assessment development techniques, we propose 
an approach that tackles two challenges for high-quality engineering assessments: enabling diverse 
groups of learners to express what they know and can do in multiple ways, and becoming responsive 
to global demands for engineers with deeper levels of understanding. Thus, the approach proposed in 
this chapter is particularly for those engineering education researchers interested in assessing diverse 
groups of engineering students’ multidimensional learning (i.e., capable of integrating knowledge 
and skills needed from more than one domain), as required by today’s global economy.

Today’s globalized work requires not only engineers prepared with technical training but also 
those who can utilize their technological and scientific knowledge and respective skills to engage 
in engineering practices (e.g., design decision-making, modeling, problem-solving, etc.) while 
working with diverse multicultural teams. Engineering educators worldwide recognize the need to 
prepare learners to integrate multiple perspectives associated with differing stakeholders’ considera-
tions, including environmental, legal, and physical aspects of work, and conduct projects in multi-
cultural contexts (e.g., Auer & Rüütmann, 2021; Kim & Care, 2020; National Research Council, 
2012; UNESCO, 2016). Consequently, educational policies have shifted away from expectations of 
rote memorization of knowledge and basic application of skills to expecting students to use their 
knowledge in conjunction with multiple skills to complete complex tasks (Kim & Care, 2020; Pel-
legrino, 2012).

Educators and researchers increasingly recognize that students who cannot complete complex 
tasks are unprepared for the upcoming challenges they will face in their work. For instance, the 23rd 
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International Conference on Interactive Collaborative Learning in Estonia in 2020 focused on Edu-
cating Engineers for Future Industrial Revolutions (Auer & Rüütmann, 2021). Conference proceedings 
elucidated the multidimensional nature of the competencies required to solve ill-defined problems, 
collaborate in multinational teams, and keep up with increasing automation and rapidly changing 
technological advancements. Having knowledge even of a broad range of topics is insufficient to 
meet the real challenges engineers must solve – they must possess core disciplinary understanding, 
alongside professional skills (e.g., teaming, communication, etc.) and engineering practices (e.g., 
problem scoping, modeling, etc.). Educators increasingly seek to support the development of a com-
bination of professional skills such as creativity and collaboration (Geisinger, 2016) and engineer-
ing practices such as design or problem-solving, in conjunction with deep disciplinary knowledge 
(ABET Criterion 3 Outcomes 1–7, www.abet.org). Additionally, preparing for the engineering 
workforce means students are prepared to work in unfamiliar contexts – beyond the problems they 
might find in a textbook (Jorion et al., 2015).

To realize such dramatic shifts in engineering education requires assessment approaches aligned 
with the competencies educators aim to impart and with recognition that students can demonstrate 
competency in different ways. In light of global shifts in engineering education, we define engineer-
ing competencies as multidimensional constructs necessitating the integration of knowledge and 
skills from different domains. Rather than emphasizing a broad range of knowledge or skills from the 
engineering sciences, engineering competencies require integration of knowledge about the core 
concepts with a broad range of professional skills from different domains to make sense of a given 
problem and then engage in further learning to develop effective solutions (Neumann & Nordine, 
2022). Furthermore, as engineers are expected to work in diverse, multinational, and multidiscipli-
nary teams and to value the different perspectives team members create, engineering education must 
enable students to demonstrate their multidimensional engineering competencies in diverse ways.

2  Foundational Concepts: Validity, Reliability, and Fairness

The Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (AERA et al., 2014) state clearly that validity, 
reliability, and fairness are equally important and foundational to assessment. More recently, the 
educational assessment community has been engaged in conversations regarding equitable assessment 
(e.g., Randall, 2021). Attending to each of these processes requires continual iterative refinement, 
which implies that developing an effective assessment that leads to valid score inferences for diverse 
populations is a multiyear process.

2.1  Validity

Validity is the overarching evaluation regarding the extent to which an assessment score(s) is measur-
ing the construct the developers had intended to measure (Douglas & Purzer, 2015). The evaluation 
of validity is built on multiple sources of evidence which speak to the plausibility that the resulting 
score represents test-takers’ targeted knowledge, skills, and abilities (Kane, 1992, 2015). Through a 
chain of reasoning, assessment developers can follow scientific argumentation that if the assessment 
instrument truly measures (specific construct) in (the desired population), then it will measure evi-
dence of (validity source). The determination of evidence is designed to create a strong argument 
for validity long before the first actual assessment item is written.

Validity begins with how the developers define the construct to be assessed and continues through 
to the consequences of the assessment being used (Messick, 1989). The Standards for Educational and 
Psychological Testing (AERA et al., 2014) clearly outline that the sources of validity sought, and evi-
dence required, are dependent on the degree to which personal consequences are made from the test 

http://www.abet.org
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scores. Validity in educational assessment is not a checklist of psychometric procedures (Songer & 
Ruiz-Primo, 2012) or simply studied with psychometrics post-data collection using the assessment 
instrument. This more modern view of validity is holistic and requires intentionality to enable the 
identification of the most salient construct elements required for assessment.

2.2  Reliability

Building from the Standards (AERA et al., 2014), we understand that for an assessment to be consid-
ered valid for a particular purpose, the assessment must also demonstrate evidence of reliability. The 
term reliability is understood conceptually as consistency and precision. Construct irrelevance intro-
duces variance in scores which decrease the assessment’s consistency and precision of measurement.

2.3  Fairness

Fairness has many social connotations and field-specific meanings that require explanation, yet there 
is not one definition of fairness in educational assessment. Fairness is fundamentally a validity issue 
because construct irrelevant variance (CIV) can occur in numerous ways that prohibit students from 
truly being assessed based on the construct of interest. CIV, also known as construct irrelevance, 
“refers to the degree to which test scores are affected by processes that are extraneous to the test’s 
intended purpose” (AERA et al., 2014, p. 12). In other words, CIV is the variance in test scores 
not related to the construct purportedly being assessed. CIV and issues of fairness are not clearly 
delineated; however, the lens of fairness highlights how minoritize subgroups of students are more 
likely to be harmed from the CIV when test scores are used. Furthermore, fairness as a term invokes 
considerations of equity, inclusiveness, and just assessment (Douglas et  al., 2022). The Standards 
identifies four dimensions of fairness: (1) equal treatment during the testing process, (2) lack of 
measurement bias, (3) test-takers’ access to construct measured, and (4) validity of individual test 
score interpretations for intended uses. The Standards list four main threats to fairness: (1) test con-
tent, (2) test context, (3) confusion about the type of response expected for the question, and (4) 
opportunity to learn.

While much of the evidence for or against fairness in educational assessment has been obtained 
through psychometric modules examining differential item functioning (DIF; long after the assess-
ment has been administered), our goal is to develop assessments that are purposefully inclusive. 
Researchers have found that cultural and linguistic diversity, neurological and physical differences, 
poor representation in psychometric models, stereotype threat, linguistic diversity, and socialization 
differences all contribute to whether an assessment score is fair for the population that is assessed 
(Arbuthnot, 2009, 2017; Cobb & Russell, 2015; Freedle, 2010; Helms, 2006; Nguyen & Ryan, 
2008). Thus, discussion of approaches to find bias in assessment tasks is beyond the scope of our 
chapter. However, we point readers to Zumbo et al.’s (2015) discussion in the next-generation 
work on fairness and the third generation of DIF analyses and ecological modeling (Bronfenbren-
ner & Morris, 2006) that not only is flagging DIF important when developing assessments but also 
is identifying its potential sources and understanding why (and how) items function differentially 
across groups. It is also important to oversample minority groups in piloting phases to ensure the 
psychometric models used to evaluate item functioning represent all learner responses, not only the 
dominant culture/racial/linguistic group of test-takers.

Understanding how people learn and represent their learning in diverse ways is foundational to 
developing fair assessments. Thus, we approach fairness from a multidisciplinary perspective. Void 
of such understanding, the assessment developer runs the risk of only assessing students in the way 
the developer would demonstrate understanding, not in ways that the students would demonstrate 
understanding.



Approaches to Assessment of Engineering Competencies

693

2.3.1  A Multidisciplinary Perspective on Fairness

Social theories of learning describe human development and learning as mediated by cultural and 
social contexts (Vygotsky, 1978). Learning is supported through the use of participatory tools, such 
as the use of language and physical objects situated within the learners’ identity and culture. Learn-
ing is constructed through various interactions that cannot be separated from the historical, social, 
and cultural contexts in which learners participate (Hooks, 1992; Mignolo, 2011). Thus, our indi-
vidual unique realities take shape through activity patterns and reflection with the world around us. 
Assessment models that decontextualize learners from their lived experiences will inevitably fail at 
producing fair assessment results. Instead, the principle of situatedness (i.e., acknowledging the situ-
ated nature of learning) guides assessment designers to design tasks that are situated within students’ 
experiences, thus promoting fairer assessment of diverse learner subgroups.

Cognitive scientists define situatedness as the foundational premise that the mind is embodied in 
the body, that cognitive activity is embedded in the natural and social environment, and that indi-
vidual cognitive boundaries extend beyond the individual (Robbins & Aydede, 2008). The mind is 
therefore embodied, embedded, and extended. Assembling empirical research associated with this 
premise in updating its earlier report on learning processes, How People Learn: Brain, Mind, Experi-
ence, and School, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2018) acknowl-
edged the complex influence of culture. Authors of the report demonstrate that culture – the socially 
transmitted, learned behavior of a group carried across generations – is central to understanding vari-
ation in instructional practices and individual differences among students to be able to meaningfully 
assess diverse populations’ understanding of key concepts taught in engineering education.

3  Challenges with Traditional Assessments

Traditional assessments in engineering education are subject to two major challenges resulting 
from the most long-standing threats to assessment validity: construct underrepresentation and CIV 
(Messick, 1995). These two threats are associated with adequate representation of what is intended 
to be measured (construct representation) and variance in answers based on factors other than 
knowledge of the construct (CIV). CIV is an often-overlooked aspect in engineering assessments, 
especially in terms of gender, race, and ethnicity (Douglas et al., 2016), which has implications for 
fairness of assessments’ use. While other concerns about traditional assessments exist, these two are 
particularly thorny because of the difficulty in precisely scoping what will be assessed and how to 
ensure all engineering learners are fairly assessed.

3.1  Construct Representation Issues

Traditional assessment models (e.g., assessments that rely primarily on multiple choice, calculation, 
etc.) rely on narrow construct definitions centered on either the recall of content knowledge or 
recipe-style (low-level) skill application (Harris et al., 2019). The traditional approach to designing 
assessments begins with clear learning objectives which are then aligned with Bloom’s taxonomy or 
the revised Bloom’s (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001; Bloom et al., 1956) to decide what type of item 
is to be written. The approach leads to a very narrow construct definition of what is to be assessed, 
and each aspect of competence (i.e., knowledge, skills) is typically assessed independently.

While the ability to align closely with narrowly and well-written learning objectives can be a 
strength of traditional assessments, they tend to fall short of the multidimensional skills that engi-
neers use on the job (AAAS, 2017). Even assessments well aligned to curriculum learning objectives 
can place undue balance on recall or low-level application rather than in-depth understanding or 
how the learner would be expected to use this knowledge in future work. For example, concept 
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inventories (CIs) are designed to assess whether students have a conceptual understanding of a foun-
dational scientific/engineering concept (Klymkowsky & Garvin-Doxas, 2020) but not necessarily 
how the student would use that conceptual understanding in their engineering practice.

3.2  Construct Irrelevance in Assessing Multicultural Populations

Assessments that are not purposefully designed for multicultural groups of learners do not allow for 
valid inferences regarding students’ knowledge because of CIV (Oliveri et al., 2019). CIV can occur 
due to several reasons, with consequences of disadvantaging diverse student groups. One problem 
with overemphasizing traditional item types is that the item formats do not account for how vari-
ous cultures represent knowledge in different ways (various ways of knowing and using funds of 
knowledge), which leads to items being inherently differentially easier or harder for certain student 
groups (Freedle & Kostin, 1990). Moreover, traditional assessment models do not explicitly consider 
the diversity of learners, resulting in score discrepancies between racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 
groups that, in part, could be explained by CIV. CIV’s presence may differentially affect test-takers, 
such as disadvantaging test-takers that are from cultures that are more distant from the test devel-
opers’ culture. For example, if a UK-based fundamentals of electronics course assessment uses lan-
guage difficulty beyond the English proficiency required at admissions, learners’ English proficiency 
becomes CIV, explaining a portion of non-native-English-speaker assessment scores (e.g., Douglas 
et al., 2018). Another example related to opportunity to learn is presenting a problem context to 
engineering students that was not covered in the course activities and only students from some cul-
tures would have familiarity with.

Closed-response formats, not only including multiple-choice items, but also tasks that are 
designed to be solved in one specific way, while popular in the assessment of specific engineering 
science and skills, are less suitable to assess true competence, where students are pulling from knowl-
edge and practices in multiple areas to solve a problem. The questions are so specific that students 
are barred from drawing on their depth of knowledge and experiences in multiple engineering set-
tings to solving the item. Such assessment questions effectively disadvantage students that may be 
missing the specific pattern of resources the item is designed to assess. For example, students may 
lack specific linguistic (i.e., particular language skills), cultural (i.e., experience with particular item 
formats), or substantive resources (i.e., a gap in knowledge). This issue is particularly problematic 
if the user of the assessment knows little about the instruction students have received or students’ 
cultural background (Mislevy, 2016).

Language used on the test items and tasks can create unnecessary challenges for culturally and lin-
guistically diverse test-takers and then becomes misconstrued as a lack of knowledge of the content 
assessed (Oliveri, 2019). Without consideration of the linguistic diversity of test-takers, an assess-
ment’s passages and questions are less accessible to some test-taker populations, potentially leading to 
score misinterpretation, disengagement with the task, and increased cognitive load. Thus, linguistic 
complexity can become a source of CIV that goes unnoticed. Addressing these issues is important, 
and its investigation falls under larger foundational concepts, as explained in the next section.

4  Using Socioculturally Informed ECD to Assess Multidimensional 
Engineering Competencies

ECD (Mislevy et  al., 2017) is a principled approach to guide the development of engineering 
competency assessments. Mislevy and colleagues designed ECD to describe the central processes 
embedded in standardized testing to achieve the necessary validity evidence – from conceptualiza-
tion to delivery architecture in computerized testing to probability-based reasoning in accumulating 
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Figure 31.1  Evidence-centered design.

Source: Adapted from Pellegrino and colleagues (2014).

evidence of student learning across diverse tasks. ECD prompts critical reflection and articulation of 
whom we assess, for what purposes, and under what constraints (Oliveri et al., 2019).

Pellegrino and colleagues (2014) presented a version of ECD for the engineering education 
research community which entails a student model, domain model, and task model (Figure 31.1). They 
described the process of assessment development as three steps involving the delineation of (1) the 
desired score-based assessment claims, including what students are expected to know and turning 
them in evidentiary statements; (2) identifying the ways in which to obtain such evidence and how 
to evaluate it; and (3) describing how to interpret the evidence in light of the claims made. We build 
from that work to explicitly address sociocultural considerations.

4.1  Identifying and Delineating Multidimensional Engineering 
Competencies

The first step involves identifying the multidimensional engineering competencies and break-
ing them down into smaller claims (i.e., subclaims) through a process referred to as domain 
analysis. In domain analysis, claims about what will be assessed are made as well as the bounds 
to which it will assessed. Competencies are typically identified from standards or other high-
level documents (e.g., ABET, O*NET) as well as observations and interviews of the focal jobs 
needing those competencies (see www.uniformguidelines.com/). Domain analysis also requires 
considering how the competencies have been predefined and what they mean in the current 
assessment context, which is particularly important for construct representation. The outcomes 
of the domain analysis will reveal the combination of knowledge (e.g., thermodynamics, statics, 
etc.) as well as engineering (e.g., designing, mathematical modeling, etc.) and professional skills 
(e.g., communication, leadership, teaming, etc.), representing the competencies to be assessed. 
That is, domain analysis will not only delineate the knowledge and skills entailed in competen-
cies but also describe how diverse students are expected to combine the knowledge and skills 
to demonstrate their competency. To ensure the assessment speaks to a diverse population of 
learners, it is important to not only describe one (idealized) way in which students are expected 
to demonstrate their competency but also allow for multiple ways in which students may dem-
onstrate the competency and various ways to collect evidence of and interpret differential levels 
of competency attainment.

http://www.uniformguidelines.com
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This step’s purpose is to clearly identify and articulate construct-representative claims about the 
competencies expected of students and clearly define a broad range of construct-relevant perfor-
mances in which a diverse population of students may combine their knowledge and skills (Mis-
levy & Haertel, 2006; Oliveri et al., 2019). This step is guided by the following questions:

• What multidimensional engineering competencies are to be assessed?
• How are learners expected to combine knowledge and skills into performances?
• In what settings (e.g., cultural or national) will the future engineers work?
• In which ways (e.g., with regards to language or other factors) may diverse students demonstrate 

their performance?
• What diverse ways of performance will be accepted as evidence to support the claim that stu-

dents have mastered the competencies to be assessed?

Answering the posed questions then would lead to (1) explicit claims about students’ desired com-
petence, including the different ways students may combine knowledge and skills, and (2) statements 
about how diverse subgroups of students would provide evidence of mastering the competencies. 
These claims (and evidence) must accurately capture diverse groups’ ways of thinking and doing.

If students were expected to work as engineers in locations across a large geographical region, 
the assessment would need to reflect the different local conditions. For instance, engineers might 
need specific knowledge of the soil characteristics in the area where they are working, whether they 
are designing a building that will be placed in rural/urban settings, and the type of gases emanating 
from soils within the area, which differ considerably based on geographic region. Such considera-
tions contribute to construct relevance. Thus, an assessment should include questions related to the 
presence of radon levels, a lagoon versus a septic tank, and the soil permeability. The assessment 
may also prompt students to make design decisions based on the soil characteristics and local build-
ing codes.

To cater to increasing diversity in student populations, assessments must become more linguisti-
cally accessible; this will help minimize CIV. In this step of the development process, it can help to 
include experts on linguistically diverse learners to ensure that the claims and evidence statements 
sufficiently capture the different ways in which different language skills will play out in the compe-
tencies and different ways in which students can perform to provide evidence about their competen-
cies. If language skills are not relevant to a respective competency, this has substantial influence on 
what can or should be considered evidence and how that evidence is gathered (see next section).

4.2  Developing and Scoring Tasks Assessing Multidimensional 
Engineering Competencies

This step has two purposes: (1) develop assessment tasks and associated item formats (e.g., open-
ended problems, multiple-choice questions, essays, etc.) that can capture multiple ways in which 
diverse student groups can perform, as defined by the evidence statements, and (2) define procedures 
of evaluating students’ performance to draw conclusions about students’ competency levels and how 
that information will be fed back to students. In this step, the following questions are asked:

• What type of tasks will be required to elicit evidence about the different ways in which students 
are expected to perform?

• How will the different ways in which students can perform on these tasks be evaluated to draw 
conclusions about claims on students’ competencies?

• What type of feedback will be provided to the learners to enhance opportunity to learn for 
populations with different skill levels?
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The focus in developing assessment tasks is to connect the knowledge and skills with the potential 
ways of collecting evidence of the competencies (Mislevy & Haertel, 2006; Oliveri et al., 2019). 
Assessment tasks must be chosen based on type, scope, and complexity of the assessed competencies. 
Since traditional task formats such as multiple choice are more amenable to assessing the recall of 
facts or the ability to perform low-level procedures, additional task types need to be considered for 
a valid, reliable, and fair assessment of multidimensional engineering competencies.

The choice of assessment tasks matters because of the implications on what type of informa-
tion is construct-relevant and what is construct-irrelevant, as discussed in the section on CIV. Par-
ticularly poignant is the long-standing research demonstrating that multiple-choice questions favor 
White students over other racial and ethnic groups (Klein et al., 1997; Oliveri et al., 2018). How-
ever, researchers have found that contextualized tasks and use of performance-based assessments can 
decrease disparities in assessment scores between racial and ethnic groups (Guignard et al., 2016; 
Sternberg, 2010). Thus, consideration of task types and formats is important when assessments are 
administered to multicultural engineering populations.

4.2.1  Open-Ended Problems

Open-ended problems resemble tasks that engineers typically encounter in their everyday work 
(Diefes-Dux et al., 2010). These tasks cannot be reduced to testable facts but instead should resemble 
real-world problems that require careful thought to solve and can be approached in diverse ways. 
Gutiérrez Ortiz et al. (2021) describe two ways such tasks differ from traditional tasks: (1) they lack 
relevant information, so students need to identify what information is needed and how to find it, or 
to determine what assumptions can be made in place of exact information; (2) information surplus, 
effectively creating an excess of data so that students have to screen the information, identify the 
information needed, and make a decision about what information to use. This way, tasks can be 
clearly defined (enhancing construct representation) and yet allow for different ways of solving them 
(reducing construct irrelevance for diverse groups of learners).

One alternative to having students solve an open-ended problem is to have them describe how 
they would solve it (Bailey & Szabo, 2007). Kalyuga and Sweller (2004), for example, asked students 
to articulate the first step they would take to solve the problem. While novices typically employ a 
trial-and-error approach or low-level fine-grained step-by-step procedures, experts exhibit higher-
level overarching solution schemes (Kalyuga, 2006). The respective research found these approaches 
reliably and validly differentiated between different levels of competence in students.

Evaluating student responses to open-ended problems is not without challenges (Diefes-Dux 
et al., 2010). A central challenge is to identify (all) the diverse ways in which students might solve 
the task and to design scoring rubrics that can be utilized to evaluate student responses across these 
various ways (Davis et al., 2002). One approach to solve this issue is to score the complexity of the 
ways in which students have approached the solution of the task in relation to the possible ways of 
solving the task. Fortus et al. (2019), for example, used a scoring rubric to assess students’ three-
dimensional learning about energy (based on the framework for K–12 science education). The 
rubric delineated different levels of integration of scientific and engineering practices, disciplinary 
core ideas, and cross-cutting concepts. The lowest level marked no integration (i.e., application of 
the practice with no connection to energy ideas or presentation of energy ideas with no engage-
ment in the practice), and the highest level marked full integration (i.e., engagement in the practice 
using energy ideas).

4.2.2  Portfolios, Written Memos, and Technical Reports

Whereas open-ended problems are purposefully ambiguous to allow for multiple solutions, port-
folios, written memos, and technical reports all begin by clearly formulating the task, describing 
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what students are supposed to do and communicating expectations about students’ performance. 
The problem types require greater effort to score, limiting reliability between graders, yet have 
some advantage over open-ended problems. The advantages are that students can be provided with 
unambiguous information about the ways in which they are expected to solve the task through the 
rubrics, which are then used to score their solutions. In addition, students can be provided with 
templates or detailed instructions as to what information to include in what section.

Portfolios are collections of students’ (course) work. Hence, portfolios present evidence about 
students’ competencies over a longer period of time than other assessment methods. Newstetter and 
Khan (1997), for example, draw on portfolios to assess students’ competency in problem-solving 
through design, asking students to include all design iterations. The resulting portfolios, in addition 
to the final product, describe students’ solution processes. The evaluation rubric used six criteria: 
(1) portfolio design as an artifact of communication and persuasion as well as evidence of (2) prob-
lem structuring, (3) problem decomposition, (4) incremental development of the design solution, 
(5) constraint setting, and (6) different abstraction levels and various types of representation of the 
problem space. These criteria were the diverse ways in which students as designers were expected 
to engage in the task.

Written memos are a similar technique often found at engineers’ workplaces (Amare & Brammer, 
2005). Wertz et al. (2013), for example, tasked students with examining the buildings in which they 
lived to identify areas where energy efficiency could be improved and write a memo to recommend 
ways to increase the building’s sustainability. The memo’s quality was assessed in a multistage process, 
including the classification of citations, assignment of audience and purpose to each source, assess-
ment of documentation of each information source, use of sources to create argument, and overall 
memo quality – again acknowledging the diverse ways in which students can respond to these tasks.

Technical reports are essentially a combination of portfolios and memos. They describe the 
process, progress, or results of technical work or state of a technical problem and also may include 
recommendations or conclusions. Hence, depending on the exact task, technical reports can also be 
evaluated using scoring rubrics.

4.2.3  Computer-Based Tasks

Computer-based tasks (CBTs) include a variety of assessment tasks that are delivered through a 
computer-mediated environment. Recent advancements in technology used for CBTs have the 
potential to address the challenges associated with allowing students to use or come up with a 
broad range of different solutions. Early implementation of CBTs were mostly on-screen versions 
of traditional paper-and-pencil tests (Bennett, 2008). Recently, researchers have used CBTs to assess 
more complex constructs using task types, such as simulations (Pellegrino & Quellmalz, 2010), or 
scenario-based tasks applied to the assessment of workplace competencies (Oliveri et  al., 2021). 
Research shows these CBTs are able to interactively assess the integration of knowledge structures 
and respective inquiry skills (Quellmalz et al., 2012; Oliveri et al., 2021).

The advantage of simulations is that although they represent a complex system, they also limit 
the possible actions, effectively limiting the patterns of resources students may demonstrate. Simula-
tions typically offer students the possibility to interact with a (simulated) environment. These simu-
lated environments can come at different levels of abstraction, from simply presenting students with 
opportunities to define selected parameters of a particular system (e.g., a building’s heating, ventila-
tion, and air-conditioning system; Rampazzo & Beghi, 2018), to a realistic depiction of a real-world 
environment (e.g., a virtual lab in which students interact in ways indistinguishable from a real lab) 
or virtual workplace (in which students can learn to effectively communicate in diverse workplace 
environments with virtual peers in design environments; Slomp et al., 2021). In fact, in engineer-
ing education, simulations are an actual tool that students work with (e.g., simulating the energy 
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efficiency of buildings). Hence, CBTs using simulations not only allow for a more valid assessment 
of learning outcomes (compared to paper-and-pencil tasks) but also are sometimes the only way to 
assess select learning outcomes.

As with any performance assessment, the evaluation might be product- or process-based. The 
product-based evaluation focuses on the final solution submitted by the student; the process-based 
evaluation focuses on the student’s actions during the solution process. The process-based evaluation 
allows for more valid conclusions (e.g., Baxter et al., 1996) but is more resource-intensive in terms 
of data collection and analysis. Recent research suggests that students’ performance can be auto-
matically scored not only by using knowledge engineering (i.e., a priori defined rules encapsulating 
specific behaviors, for example, Buckley et al., 2006, 2010) but also by using machine learning (i.e., 
having a machine learn features of specific behaviors from human labeling). Sao Pedro et al. (2013), 
for example, developed machine learning–based detectors of inquiry strategies (e.g., control-of-
variables strategy) by having humans label replayed episodes from log-files of students working on 
a simulation and using a decision tree algorithm to identify sets of features (e.g., total number of 
trials, incomplete number of trials, and total number of actions) predicting the occurrence of the 
respective strategies.

4.2.4  Engineering Projects

Projects require students to work on a particular task over a longer period of time than other assign-
ments. These are often complex, real-world tasks resembling those students will meet in their later 
work lives. Hence, students need to draw on a broad range of knowledge and skills. Projects requir-
ing knowledge and skills developed across multiple courses or the whole engineering program are 
referred to as capstone projects or, since such projects are often part of the program’s final year, final-
year projects. To that end, capstone projects are also suitable as a checkpoint for assessing program 
learning outcomes (Abu Salem et al., 2020).

In engineering, projects often involve a design component as part of the solution (Lutz  & 
Paretti, 2017). The exact nature of the tasks in a project is subject to the respective education 
program. One feature, however, is common to all projects: students must deliver a product. This 
product can, for example, be a device or specific piece of technology, a design or specification, or a 
particular procedure or method. Beyond the actual product, the assignment often requires a report 
documenting the process and progress of developing the product or detailing the final product 
and how it meets the requirements laid out in the task. This allows for assessing not only the final 
product but also how students approached the development of the product. Among other advan-
tages, this approach provides insights into the complex patterns of resources students marshaled in 
design processes.

The evaluation of students’ projects is subject to a range of challenges (Oehlers, 2006). For one, 
projects often, in addition to a broad range of existing knowledge and skills, expect students to 
acquire new knowledge and skills. Any evaluation strategy must, hence, adhere to this variety of 
knowledge and skills that students may have activated in creating the project, including those that 
students have acquired throughout the project. One strategy in assessing projects is to evaluate the 
product. Sobek and Jain (2004), for example, rate products with respect to cost (i.e., person-hours 
devoted to the project), time (i.e., weeks the project took to complete), and quality (i.e., customer 
satisfaction and product quality). Another strategy is to focus on the process by collecting arti-
facts created throughout. Such artifacts can include proposals, plans, literature reviews, final reports, 
and oral presentations (Dugan, 2011; Lohman, 2006; Rees et al., 2019). Assessing different aspects 
through smaller artifacts can provide information about the process without jeopardizing the out-
comes (Tubino et al., 2020). Yousafzai et al. (2015) and Damaj and Yousafzai (2019) present a unified 
framework for evaluating process and product quality of project work and develop a set of rubrics 
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to score the quality of process and product together with a formula to generate a single sum score 
(see Abu Salem, 2020).

Since projects are commonly assigned to groups of students, one concern is the assessment of 
individual students (McKenzie et al., 2004; Rees Lewis et al., 2019). In response to these concerns, 
Tubino et al. (2020) present a rubric that enables assessing contributions by individual students while 
still encouraging teamwork. The rubric is divided into three categories: (1) criteria students need to 
comply with to demonstrate engagement in the project, (2) project practices that need to be enacted, 
and (3) adaptability, or approaches that allow teams to respond to novel or changing situations. For 
each criterion in these categories, the authors define three levels beyond failure: pass (P), credit (C), 
and distinction (D). Students must provide evidence for their contribution. For example, to achieve 
a P for a category 2 criterion (communication), students need to demonstrate they responded to 
queries in a timely manner in accordance with team agreements; to achieve a C, they need to 
demonstrate evidence of discussing project-relevant information with project stakeholders; and for 
a D, they must present evidence of successfully communicating key project information to external 
audiences (see Tubino et al., 2020 for details). From an initial evaluation, the authors conclude that 
the rubrics were suitable to assess individual students’ work, effectively addressing the concerns that 
projects do not allow for individual grading of students.

4.3  Interpreting Student Performance and Drawing Conclusions About 
Their Competencies

Effectively assessing students’ engineering competencies requires not only careful task authoring 
but also appropriately selecting strategies for analyzing students’ performance. Although inferring 
students’ competence from their responses appears straightforward, scoring their responses and, more 
importantly, drawing conclusions about their level of task mastery are not easy. When assessing 
multidimensional engineering competencies, we are not solely interested in comparing students’ 
performance; we are also interested in how students differ in their mastery, so we are able to provide 
students with feedback. Feedback may include understanding what is missing from a subpar perfor-
mance, whether students lack an important piece of knowledge and whether they lack any of the 
skills they need to use their knowledge.

The purpose of this step is to transform the assumption about how students’ competencies can 
play out in different ways in which different students can perform on the tasks and to a specific 
model that links students’ scores on individual tasks to a measure of their competency based on these 
assumptions. For this step, these questions should be considered:

• What competencies (i.e., knowledge and skills) are to be assessed at what mastery levels?
• How is the mastery of competencies reflected in individual task scores?
• What is the measurement model that best suits the assessed competencies, and how are they 

reflected in task scores?

It is challenging to discern from student responses how different students differ in their compe-
tency, or how different students with the same level of competency differ in their performance. 
We typically face a large amount of data from complex and not very well-defined tasks. Some-
times, these data are conflicting; students can exhibit mastery of one task but not another assessing 
the same competency (Hadenfeldt et al., 2014). To help sort these issues out, we use measurement 
models. Measurement models help us decide to which extent students’ responses (i.e., the data) 
exhibit evidence for the different ways in which students can demonstrate mastery of a compe-
tency (or not).
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The choice of the measurement model depends on the analytic strategy. The analytic strategy 
requires reflecting our assumptions about students’ competencies based on how students’ perfor-
mance was scored. Different measurement models reflect different assumptions about the construct 
and the reality of the data we have (Mislevy & Huang, 2007). These ways of thinking can be broadly 
categorized into three different data analytic: the performance-centered, the resources-focused, and 
the process-based strategy.

4.3.1  Performance-Centered Strategy

The performance-centered strategy builds on classical test theory and essentially corresponds to 
calculating the sum or mean score across items as a composite measure of student competence, 
sometimes individually for different groups of students (i.e., diverse learners) or tasks (assessing dif-
ferent aspects of students’ competence). The sum or mean score, then, is a function of students’ true 
competence plus an error term. One assumption of classical test theory is that errors are uncorrelated 
across tasks, that is, in summarizing or averaging across items, the error terms cancel each other out. 
However, this is often not the case. For example, some tasks are more text-heavy, or students less-
proficient in the test language may struggle to answer those tasks, leading to correlated errors. Other 
examples that introduce correlations into error terms are specific (numeric or otherwise) representa-
tions used that may be unfamiliar to some students, or typical misconceptions that apply to select 
tasks across different contexts. In some situations, the unfamiliarity or the familiarity with the task 
may influence performance, but other times, the same type of tasks can reflect different concepts rel-
evant to the domain that may be more or less difficult for students to master (for example, mastering 
energy forms appears to be substantially easier than mastering energy conservation, Neumann et al., 
2013). Hence, classical test theory rests on assumptions that are generally not met in reality which 
introduce a potential bias into analysis.

4.3.2  Resources-Focused Strategy

The resources-focused strategy acknowledges the shortcomings of the performance-centered strat-
egy by building on latent variable models. These models assume that one or more (latent) variables 
underlie students’ performance across different tasks. In the following, we will discuss the three 
families of latent variable models that have received substantial attention in educational assessment. 
While there are differing approaches, of most importance is that the measurement model chosen 
aligns to the construct definition. As we advance that engineering competence is a multidimensional 
construct, we present measurement models that can be used to increase validity, reliability, and fair-
ness of engineering assessments measuring multidimensional constructs.

4.3.2.1 MULTIDIMENSIONAL ITEM RESPONSE (MIRT) MODELS

MIRT models allow for modeling the role of different dimensions in students’ competencies. 
These models provide one ability estimate for each dimension, plus an estimation of the correla-
tions between the dimensions in addition to item difficulty parameters for each item relative to 
each dimension. However, multidimensionality has two fundamentally different types. The first 
type, which is also known as between-item dimensionality, refers to assessments in which we have 
different task sets measuring different constructs. For example, one task set might measure design 
skills, while another measure understanding of statics. Sometimes, however, individual tasks meas-
ure different aspects of a single construct. For example, students may be required to integrate their 
understanding of statics with design skills to solve an engineering problem. This is also known as 
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within-item dimensionality. Students do not necessarily have to be competent with respect to each 
dimension in order to perform successfully in such cases, as their ability in one dimension com-
pensates for their lack of ability in another. Such multidimensionality and the respective models are 
referred to as compensatory models.

4.3.3  Structural Equation Models

Structural equation models (SEMs) are models aimed at identifying the (correlational) structure 
underlying a range of observable variables (Kaplan, 2008). SEMs differentiate between measurement 
models, which measure students’ performance on a series of observable variables (also known as 
indicators) as a function of an underlying latent factor, and structural models, which build on two or 
more measurement models and model the relationships between the latent factors. These relation-
ships can be anything from simple correlational relationships to complex chains of causal relations, 
potentially including mediating or moderating effects.

Multi-group SEMs allow for investigating how relationships between latent variables vary across 
different groups of students (e.g., students from different backgrounds or with different native lan-
guages). SEMs even allow us to constraint the relationships between certain factors to specific values. 
This can be useful, for example, to investigate specific hypotheses about the relationships, for exam-
ple, to determine measurement invariance across groups (van de Schoot et al., 2012; for an example, 
see Opitz et al., 2019). Alternatively, constraining relationships can be used to demonstrate how a set 
of tasks measures a construct (e.g., engineering competencies) beyond another construct (e.g., black 
racial identity). For example, Ford and Helms (2012) demonstrated that Black racial identity was 
predictive of SAT scores, more so than high school GPA. The higher the scores of students identify-
ing as Black, the lower their SAT scores. Ford and Helms argued that was evidence of unfairness as 
the test was disadvantaging students with healthy levels of racial identity. To test whether Black racial 
identity is also prejudiced in engineering exams, through a SEM approach, we would need two task 
sets, for example, one measuring engineering competency, the other measuring Black racial identity 
development. Now, if we assume an underlying factor, Black racial identity, drives performance on 
the tasks measuring Black racial identity development and students’ performance on the tasks meas-
uring competence in engineering, and engineering competence drives students’ task performance 
measuring competence, we can test, using the data, if engineering competence explains variance in 
the items. To this end, we constrain the correlation between both factors to zero to ensure that the 
latter factor is indeed representing the factor underlying solely a part of students’ performance on 
each task not explained by students’ racial identity. This type of model is known as two- or bi-factor 
models (Gunnell & Gaudreau, 2015).

4.3.4  Diagnostic Classification Models

In some assessments, the dimensions underlying students’ competencies of interest do not represent 
a latent continuum; instead, they mark knowledge or skills that students do or do not have. In a 
CI, for example, we are often interested in whether students have mastered a particular concept like 
the energy concept. This assumption is reflected in the so-called diagnostic classification models 
(DCMs; Rupp & Templin, 2008). In DCMs, students’ competence is delineated into a set of dichot-
omous latent variables representing specific resources (i.e., KSAs), the existence (or non-existence) 
of which determines their performance.

One use of DCMs is in the analysis of data on student competence collected through CIs (e.g., 
Jorion et al., 2015). Jorion and colleagues (2015), for example, highlight the potential of DCMs to 
examine students’ conceptual profiles, that is, which of the concepts the CI assesses students have 
mastered and which ones they have not. DCMs could also be utilized to detect if students hold a 
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particular misconception or not (e.g., Bradshaw & Templin, 2014). Most DCMs can only detect 
if students have mastered or not mastered a particular concept, or if students hold a particular mis-
conception, but not both. However, an incorrect response to a task may be due to a student lacking 
mastery of a concept, possessing some misconceptions, or both. To address this issue, Kuo et al. 
(2018) recently proposed a DCM that can be used to simultaneously assess mastery of a concept (or 
any kind of skill, for that matter) and the existence of a misconception.

4.3.5  Process-Based Analytics Strategies

Assessments in engineering education and beyond are often based on products. Evaluation only of 
products created by students, however, falls short of capturing all the available information on stu-
dents’ competencies (Zlatkin-Troitschanskaia et al., 2015). In the case of a design task, for example, 
information on how students proceeded in designing the solution would allow for valuable insights 
about students’ competencies. Some students may take a trial-and-error approach, while others 
may pursue a more systematic approach, indicating different levels of competency. CBTs that allow 
students to design a solution to a problem and test its functionality can provide such information 
(Dabbagh & Beattie, 2010; see also Gobert et al., 2013).

However, such information is often too large in volume and too heterogenous to be analyzed by 
humans. Hence, researchers recently started to use data science techniques to make sense of them. 
There are two fundamentally different approaches to using data science techniques in the analysis 
of students’ achievement. The first approach seeks to replace the human rater. A growing body of 
research shows that, if adequately trained, computers can achieve a similar agreement with humans 
as human rater with each other (for an overview, see Zhai et al., 2020; for an example, Zhai et al., 
2021). This development facilitates the efficient scoring of student responses in the large scale. How-
ever, this approach does not unlock the actual potential of data science techniques in assessment, as 
assessments that can be actually considered too large-scale to efficiently score responses using human 
raters are rare and the use of data science techniques in analyzing student responses poses some chal-
lenges (e.g., Cheuk, 2021). The second approach appears more promising when it comes to the 
assessment of student competence. This second approach does not try to replace the human rater 
(necessarily) but rather to amend the rater. Data science techniques are a promising amendment in 
situations, in which the data we are looking at are too large in volume, heterogeneous, or complex. 
This applies in many cases where we are looking at students’ interaction with CBTs, especially those 
that draw on simulations or microworlds. As students engage with complex tasks, the possible inter-
actions become manifold and so become the data – up to the point where a meaningful analysis of 
the data and linking it to the product outcomes becomes impossible for a human rater. Here, data 
science techniques can play out their full potential.

One widespread example of the use of data science techniques in assessment is to analyze any 
kind of traditional-style input that would usually require coding and, more importantly, is impos-
sible to code in terms of how the input unfolds. This may include, for example, students writing 
an essay, writing source code (in software engineering), or drawing a model. A standard technique 
for analyzing any kind of textual data (e.g., essays or source code) is natural language processing 
(NLP; Bird et al., 2009). NLP refers to the process of automated, computerized analysis of natural 
language data. NLP may involve different methods or tools pending the analytic focus. Rahimi 
et al. (2017), for example, use NLP to investigate students’ use of evidence and their organization 
of ideas and evidence in support of their claim as part of the response-to-text assessment (RTA, 
Correnti et al., 2013).

In the RTA, students write an essay in response to a text read aloud and discussed with them. 
The researchers score the essays using two rubrics, one for the use of evidence and one rubric for the 
organization which is built from a series of features obtained through NLP. These features include 
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superficial text features, such as the number of paragraphs and sentence lengths. However, the fea-
tures also include more complex features, such as the length of topic chains (a list of occurrences of 
a given topic in the essay), indicating how well a topic is elaborated in the text or text coherence 
determined as the latent semantic analysis similarity of subsequent sentences; more similar sentences 
indicate a more coherent organization of the text.

Simulations, such as those found in www.nanoHUB.org, in sketchtivity (Castro et al., 2021), 
and in microworlds, present the opportunity to analyze how students interact with the tools. The 
most common approach to analyzing student process data in simulation-based tasks is supervised 
machine learning (see Zhai et al., 2020). In supervised machine learning, a machine is trained to 
score any kind of task using human-scored examples. That is, human raters score students’ per-
formance, for example, as indicative of the application of a particular problem-solving strategy  
(e.g., trial-and-error). The computer is then fed an array of data with respect to select features of 
students’ interaction, including, for example, the number of trials, the sequence of actions taken, or 
the time per action. Using respective algorithms, the computer identifies typical patterns of features 
predictive of the human raters’ score. Gobert et al. (2015), for example, use a J48 decision trees algo-
rithm to detect whether students have mastered the skill of designing controlled experiments using 
a broad array of features, such as all actions count, complete trials count, or simulation pause count, 
providing a solution for assessing this (ill-defined) skill in the context of complex assessment tasks. 
Interestingly, the authors found the same set of features can be used to assess this skill in different 
domains (Sao Pedro et al., 2012, 2013), indicating that there are generalizable features determining 
how students engage in the design of controlled experiments (and possibly other inquiry or higher-
order thinking skills).

5  Conclusion

Assessments are a major tool in engineering education but, just like any other tool, can be used in 
ways that benefit or harm. While there are many calls for increasing the diversity and inclusion in 
engineering education, there has been very little discussion of how to practically design assessments 
that demonstrate properties of validity, reliability, and fairness for multicultural groups of students. 
These considerations begin when an assessment is conceptualized and continue through to the use 
and consequences from use of an assessment score.

In this chapter, we have provided an approach to designing assessments from a sociocognitive per-
spective to capture students’ deeper levels of understanding content and how they use their under-
standing in engineering practices and skills. Acknowledgment of the situated nature of learning allows 
assessment designers to bridge technical and public concerns regarding fairness by acknowledging the 
need for greater attention to not only the technical aspects of measurement (e.g., psychometric mode-
ling) but also clear guidance on how the test scores are interpreted in defined contexts. Multiple-choice 
and calculation-based assessment questions are readily scored, yet achieving complex engineering com-
petence requires opportunities for feedback afforded through open-ended problems, space to justify 
or explain reasoning, and using content knowledge alongside the practices and skills of engineering. 
Additionally, we suggest that an increase in contextualized tasks, use of performance-based assessments, 
and inclusion of engineering practices might help reduce differences in opportunity to learn and create 
opportunities for higher representation in engineering education by diverse populations. 
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1  Introduction

For many engineering education research (EER) scholars, their journey began as an engineering 
faculty member who then subsequently developed an interest in educational scholarship. Others 
started as scholars in neighboring fields, such as physics or computer science education, and then 
shifted their research interests towards engineering education or continued with their research inter-
ests but were able to shift their identity to that of an “engineering education” researcher because of 
blurry disciplinary boundaries. In relative terms, and at least in terms of scale, it is only in recent 
years that people are beginning their academic journeys as “engineering education researchers.”

It can also be said that over these last two decades, the field of EER has undergone considerable 
change on a global level. In some parts of the world, EER could still be considered as an emerg-
ing area of scholarship. In other areas, such as the United States (US) and parts of Europe where 
there is a longer engineering education tradition, the last two decades in particular have seen a shift 
towards increased scientific rigor (Adams et al., 2006; Borrego, 2007) and scholarliness (Edström 
et al., 2018). Given this, it is very pertinent to have international handbooks in the field, such as this 
volume and the previously published collection edited by Johri and Olds (2014). These handbooks 
have several functions, such as acting as “lines in the sand” to guide continued investigation and 
innovation and as being consultable texts for researchers to gain access to comprehensive summaries 
of critical topics across the field which have been curated by experts (Johri et al., 2022).

This handbook specifically reflects the current state of thinking and evidence through its 30 
topical chapters. Having reviewed the included chapters, we find this handbook to be a very useful 
contribution to the engineering education literature base. But even an extended handbook such 
as this has its limitations and cannot address everything of disciplinary importance. We therefore 
want to use the opportunity of this concluding chapter to highlight other elements we believe to 
be important. We further offer a synthesizing narrative to some of the concepts treated in isolation, 
not as a critique of this handbook, but to frame for the reader that engineering education is and can 
(always) be much more. In doing so, we offer our concluding thoughts through the predominant 
framing of a few implications for future EER and practice.

Specifically, in this chapter we discuss the multiple levels of engineering education in an effort to 
synthesize some of the discourse offered through the more explicit topical chapters; we comment 
on the concept of a “global engineer” as a multidimensional aim of engineering education which 
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encompasses the concepts elaborated on throughout this handbook; and lastly, we discuss the need 
for engineering education researchers to look further afield in terms of geographical, conceptual, 
philosophical, and methodological knowledge in order to guide the next decade engineering educa-
tion evolution.

2  Considering Engineering Education as a Multilevel System

A classical focus of EER and of higher education research more generally is on pedagogical methods 
and embedding such methods in enacted practice (Evans et al., 2021). However, engineering work 
is very complex (cf. Buckley, Trevelyan et al., 2022). Engineering has many subfields, there are many 
types of engineer, and there is significant variability in what constitutes the activity of engineering 
even within engineering subfields and types of engineer (Buckley, Gumaelius et al., 2019). Engi-
neering is an amorphous discipline. As a result, both engineering education and EER must be able 
to reflect and control for this complexity. This, in turn, often necessitates both engineering educa-
tion and EER themselves becoming complex endeavors. This handbook and the pertinent literature 
present many different dimensions, perspectives, and levels which can and need to be adopted by 
engineering education practitioners and researchers. Approaching engineering education through 
the lens of a multilevel system approach can both illustrate and aid in organizing this complexity 
(Banathy, 1992; Baraldi & Corsi, 2016; Vanderstraeten, 2000). More specifically, such a multilevel 
system approach of engineering education shows at least four levels:

• The student level (individual students, student groups, classes, year groups, and non-curricular 
student organizations)

• The institutional personnel level (educators at various academic grades, researchers, institution 
support staff, management)

• The institutional culture and industry level (broader university ecosystems, national educational 
approaches, industry partners)

• The societal level (communities, governments, national university networks, regional and inter-
national cultures and networks)

Beyond these systems, there is a clear influence of disciplines and disciplinary dynamics (Becher, 
1994). Engineering education is often treated narrowly and singularly, but there are similar disci-
plines, such as “computing education” (see Malmi and Johri, chapter 26, and Yadav and Lachney, 
chapter 25) or “industrial design,” which are distinct but closely related. Hitt, Banzaert, and Pierra-
kos (chapter 21) also introduce the integration of liberal arts into engineering education, which is 
even more different but just as relevant. Such disciplinary boundary spanning has implications at all 
levels, such as attracting very different students, staff, and projects, influencing departmental cultures 
through either silos or collaboration, and implicating how societies view engineering education in 
terms of purpose, function, and accessibility.

2.1  The Student Level

Much engineering education discourse has focused on disciplinary and transversal knowledge and 
skills, and indeed, this handbook also has chapters which address these topics. But recent years have 
seen a growth in interest in a broader array of conative factors. It is beyond dispute that concepts such 
as emotion (Lönngren, Direito, Tormey, and Huff, Chapter 8), identity (Huff and Ross, Chapter 9), 
motivation (Bombaerts & Spahn, 2021), and creativity (Zappe, Huang-Saad, Duval-Couetil, and 
Simmons, Chapter 20) are of key importance to engineering education. However, it is very difficult 
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to interpret these concepts in a precise and evidence-informed way, particularly in terms of their 
operationalization through assessment. This, we believe, will be an important agenda for engineer-
ing education researchers across the next decade as efforts are continually invested in understanding 
students on an individual level. Intuitively, it is clear that there are large differences in emotions, 
motivations, and creativity among engineering students, and while authors have stressed the impor-
tance of individual differences across these and related concepts (e.g., Felder & Brent, 2005), it is 
remarkable that little research exists in engineering education that looks at how engineering educa-
tion should respond to associated diversity in individual differences across these concepts. Students 
have different basic psychological needs and motivations (Ryan & Deci, 2020), different attitudes 
about teaching and learning (Bombaerts & Vaessen, 2022), and respond differently to specific class-
room environments and instructional practices. While these differences may not lead to different 
learning styles – as this theory has been reliably disproven through replication (Kirschner, 2017) – 
this interaction can lead to different learning preferences (e.g., individual or collaborative), different 
approaches to learning (e.g., surface, deep, or strategic), and different intellectual developmental 
levels (e.g., mindset and capacity to acquire and evaluate knowledge). A developed understanding of 
student individual differences means we no longer find ourselves dealing with an individual–group 
dichotomy when considering pedagogy. Engineering education needs to cater for individual needs 
while acknowledging group dynamics.

In trying to achieve this balance, individual differences can be seen as an opportunity. Students 
can learn from each other as peers in collaborative or cooperative learning and can support each 
other in engaging with increasingly complex material (Kirschner et al., 2018). The results of strate-
gically designed collaborative learning approaches can be increased deep learning, more developed 
collaborative skills, and persistence in STEM fields (Mercier, Goldstein, Baligar, and Rajarathinam, 
Chapter 19). This is certainly an important reason to use group work in higher education, next to, of 
course, the mechanism for the upscaling or massification of courses. However, as a note of caution, 
it is often too easily assumed that group learning is an easy “win-win” sum of individual learnings, 
and that by placing students in a group, they will automatically learn from each other. It is possible 
that instead of positive attitudes, negative views can be reinforced, and that misconceptions and false-
hoods can be perpetuated (Bombaerts & Nickel, 2017).

In-group differences, and related opportunities and challenges, can and often should be delib-
erately increased. Students of different levels and types of expertise, or from differing engineering 
programs, can be brought together, or engineering students can collaborate with students from non-
engineering programs, such as the humanities, philosophy, or liberal arts students (Hitt, Banzaert, 
and Pierrakos, Chapter 21). These compositions can be strategically designed, or they can emerge 
naturally through, for example, non-curricular or non-degree activities (Chen, Kusimo, and Card-
enas-Navia, Chapter 16). A broader composition can also deliberately be designed, for example, 
in courses in which postgraduate students work together with and give feedback to undergraduate 
students. Additionally, the time dimension of education is an important aspect in EER, and it is not 
surprising that there is a lot of attention to this in this handbook. The career of students is quite 
nicely mapped across the included chapters: primary and secondary school when Yadav and Lach-
ney (Chapter 25) discuss computing education, professional learning for pre-college engineering 
teachers (Carberry, Klein-Gardner, Lottero-Perdue, and Shirey, Chapter 12), and graduate educa-
tion in the United States (Fleming, Borrego, and Knight, Chapter 13). In this timeline, however, 
a few important phases are missing – bachelor education with its challenges of the transition from 
secondary school to university, the crucial step from university to the first job and the complex 
learning young engineers go through, and then lifelong learning. Gaining an understanding of 
these different stages has become more of a priority for engineering education researchers in recent 
years (Asplund & Flening, 2022; Beddoes, 2022; Johri, 2022). Within the career timeline, phases 
of education as students progress through a course also merit consideration. In particular, there is a 
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difference among the introductory phase in which students get acquainted to many aspects of the 
particular course, the middle phase in which the necessary building blocks should be processed, and 
the ending phase in which a general overview and both broader and more nuanced insights need to 
emerge (Buckley, Trevelyan et al., 2022).

2.2  The Institutional Personnel Level

A second group of agents in the engineering education system are those who professionally support 
education and student learning. These are the people who engineering students encounter during 
their studies. These can be paid (student) teaching assistants, postgraduate research students (master 
and doctoral), postdoctoral researchers, junior or senior faculty (teachers, coaches, etc.), administra-
tors, educational support personnel, or management. Cutler and Strong (Chapter 14) analyze how 
job responsibilities, appointment types, and other factors impact the actual education and the career 
pathways of those involved.

The diversity of roles presented here creates its own system dynamics. Instructors differ in many 
aspects, for example, in their roles and hierarchy, their personality types, interests, and views of 
what “good” engineering education is, and their areas of expertise. Typical pedagogical questions 
arise from this, both at the applied and theoretical levels. For example, should a philosophy of 
mathematics course in electrical engineering be taught by someone from the electrical engineer-
ing discipline or by a non-disciplinary expert in the philosophy of mathematics? The presence of 
instructors and management gives rise to tensions between optimizing pedagogical strength and 
financial feasibility. Beyond this, it is important to note that engineering education has been criti-
cized for not being inclusive (enough) in its acceptance and accommodation of diverse learners. It 
can be argued that this pertains to the institutional culture and societal levels – and it does – but 
it is worth mentioning here to highlight the capacity that institutional personnel have in being 
agents of chance. This handbook presents many ideas in this regard, such as leveraging the hid-
den curriculum to develop social capital in minority groups (Alarcón, Sellers, Paul, and Smith, 
Chapter  18), adopting more informal learning approaches to encourage engagement and the 
development of competencies (Polmear, Chance, Hadgraft, and Shaw, Chapter 15), and consider-
ing contemporary approaches to assessment of engineering learning that are inclusive to diverse 
learners (Douglas, Neumann, and Oliveri, Chapter 31). There is a clear need for more research 
in engineering education to focus on interactions that emerge through institutional personnel, 
and it appears that comparative research (Tang, Case and Pineda, Chapter 3) and critical cultural 
analysis (Secules, Perez, Johri, and Pea, Chapter 10) may be auspicious methodologies for such 
investigation.

2.3  The Institutional Culture and Industry Level

Much of engineering education is not under the control of individuals, be they students, instructors, 
or administrators. Institutional characteristics strongly determine the boundary conditions of which 
modes of education are preferable and which are not (Pantzos et al., 2022). The continuous digitali-
zation of engineering education is a clear example of how institutions adopt different approaches. 
For example, Bairaktarova, Valentine, and Ghannam (Chapter 23) illustrate the use of virtual reality, 
augmented reality, wearables, and haptic technologies in engineering education, and May, Alves, 
Kist, and Zvacek (Chapter 24) focus on online laboratories. These and other developments under-
pin the plea made by Gregg and Dabbagh (Chapter 22) for engineering education to become the 
innovative leader in the digitalization of higher education. This also impacts specific elements of 
the curriculum, as shown by Douglas, Neumann, and Oliveri (Chapter 31), who provide concrete 
examples of how to assess engineering competencies for diverse learners.
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Many other aspects of engineering education are also dependent on institutional culture, such as 
curricula in the first instance, detailed aspects of different pedagogies which are implemented (Bek-
kers & Bombaerts, 2017), and assessment. For example, consider that there are CDIO (conceive, 
design, implement, and operate) institutions, faculties, and departments. Important choices have 
to be made here. Lindsay, Hadgraft, Ulseth, and Boyle (Chapter 6) focus on the necessity of flex-
ibility in terms of engineering curricula to answer the current disruptive nature of the Industry 4.0. 
This, in turn, implicates the need to consider the collaborative relationship between academia and 
industry. For example, the types of links that engineering education providers have with industry 
often determine their financial abilities, and there is certainly a difference in the capacity to organ-
ize desired and envisioned engineering education provision in more- or less-affluent institutions, as 
labs, materials, and immersive learning can be costly. As links with industry are considered important 
for the financial situation of institutions, the societal role of a technical university or engineering 
department is often a delicate balance. How (far) should such an institution go in taking up a societal 
role? For example, should a university go against “big tech” to try to change the attention economy 
(high-tech companies making users addicted), should they engage in ethical hacking, or should they 
react against energy companies with whom they work whose practices are having a negative envi-
ronmental impact? Importantly, this is not only a role of management. Engineering personnel can 
also play an active role as pedagogical approaches which stress the role of external stakeholders, such 
as project-based (MacLeod & van der Veen, 2020; Servant-Miklos & Kolmos, 2022), case-based 
(Martin et  al., 2019), or challenge-based (Bombaerts et  al., 2021; Doulougeri, Bombaerts et  al., 
2022; Doulougeri, Vermunt et  al., 2022) learning, can create system dynamics that have impact 
beyond the institution.

2.4  The Societal Level

Finally, engineering education institutions play an important societal role. Many chapters in this 
handbook testify to this, such as those pertaining to social justice (Chen, Hoople, Leydens, and 
Rottmann, Chapter  17), anti-Blackness (Holly Jr., Cross, and Lee, Chapter  27), decolonization 
(Cicek, Masta, Goldfinch, and Kloot, Chapter  4), and diversity and equity (Mejia and Martin, 
Chapter 11). Each of these chapters – we believe – brings important societal issues to the fore of 
EER discourse. However, we would also advocate the need for engineering education research-
ers to consider the generalizability and/or transferability of these issues to, for example, different 
geographical regions and cultural groups. Parts of EER have been noted as being US-centric (cf. 
Williams et al., 2018), and for topics with such implication, it is critical that global perspectives are 
acquired. In this regard, higher education institutions have societal responsibility – whether they 
want it or not. For engineering education providers, it seems often difficult to realize that and act 
upon this responsibility. The more rational engineering approach, reducing engineering work to 
finding micro-solutions and considering knowledge and facts as strictly separated from society and 
ethics (Latour, 1993; Silvast et al., 2020), makes it difficult at a very fundamental (epistemological 
and ontological) level. Of course, the hidden curriculum (Alarcón, Sellers, Paul, and Smith, Chap-
ter 18) and the informal learning (Polmear, Chance, Hadgraft, and Shaw, Chapter 15) that emerge in 
the way the university (including their internal organizations, such as makerspaces, innovation hubs, 
etc.) interacts with its ecosystem will inform students of what is and what is not an acceptable way 
of being a critical global engineer.

Engineering education certainly has its influence on the institutional and the university’s ecosys-
tem level, but certain habits and cultures reach further. National and international university alliances 
emerge worldwide, but there are also national and regional levels to be determined in engineer-
ing education. National and international university alliances answer a trend of internationalization 
and upscaling (Fuchs et al., 2022; Vukasovic & Stensaker, 2018), and the impact on engineering 
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education certainly warrants analysis. This handbook has a strong US focus. Nevertheless, Martin, 
Gwynne-Evans, Kazakova, and Zhu (Chapter 5) address the challenge for engineering ethics educa-
tion, showing regional authorship patterns and discussing recent pedagogical and institutional prac-
tices to broaden engineering ethics education towards global institutions. The authors iterate from 
the individual to the global, where regional levels are important in emancipatory processes. We, for 
example, see a strong merit in exchanges within (sub)regions to develop their own identity at the 
regional level, like Central Asia, Eastern Europe, or Central Africa. This overarching view on the 
need to consider the remit (local to global) of an engineer underpins the importance of the concept 
of a “global engineer.” This concept, in many ways, ties together several of the concepts which are 
individually presented throughout this handbook into two overlapping aims: (1) for engineering, to 
develop “global” engineers, and (2) for EER, to investigate what it means to be a “global” engineer.

3  Developing Global Engineers as an Aim of Engineering Education

Engineering education needs to be responsive to global issues of relevance as they emerge. It also 
needs to be proactive and support the development of engineers who not only view the world as it 
is but also view it as it could be. Today’s engineers need to see themselves as global engineers and 
global citizens; they need to take responsibility for their work and its potential impact on the wider 
society and its multiple stakeholders. Critically, engineers today need to consider not only their 
impact on the present but also how what they do could impact the lives of future generations. There 
is therefore a need for engineers to adopt multiple perspectives of the world, one of which being that 
of a social activist or changemaker (cf. Martin et al., Chapter 5).

Engineers need to embrace global challenges which are complex and evolving and understand 
and try to resolve these in systematic and holistic ways. In order to meet these challenges, the next 
generation of engineers will need to utilize both cutting-edge knowledge and technology but also 
develop new competencies that will allow them to understand the unique contexts of these chal-
lenges so that they can achieve sustainable solutions. The development of engineers that are capable 
of collaboration, problem-solving, and ethical decision-making has become a priority for engi-
neering education providers. Through this handbook, it is clear that this is a call coming from and 
supported by academics, but it is echoed by professional bodies. Indeed, both the UK Engineering 
Council and the US National Academy of Engineering have expressed the need for engineers to 
appreciate and understand the political, social, cultural, and economic impact and contexts of their 
work (Engineering Council, 2022; National Academy of Engineering, 2004). With this in mind, we 
need to consider what a global engineer is and, importantly, how engineering education providers 
can design pedagogies and curricula to support them.

A global engineer has been defined by Giovannelli and Sandekian (2017, p. 1) as someone who 
practices engineering:

• With forethought of its far-reaching consequences, both physical and social;
• With an appreciation of international colleagues and/or in international offices; and
• With cultural sensitivity, so that personal interactions are both pleasant and effective.

Several of the chapters in this handbook are dedicated to individual skills and competencies which, 
if developed, would support engineers practicing in these ways. Throughout the book, they are 
treated in isolation, as each chapter has a specific purpose; however, taken as a collective, they pre-
sent a connectivity which illustrates the attributes of a contemporary global engineer. For example, 
Zappe, Huang-Saad, Duval-Couetil, and Simmons (Chapter 20) discuss pedagogical approaches to 
developing creativity, entrepreneurship, and leadership in engineering education. Further to this, 
current engineers need to be sensitive to diversity, practice inclusivity, and understand social justice, 
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as outlined by Hitt, Banzaert, Pierrakos (Chapter 21). This has resulted in the introduction of new 
concepts into EER in recent years, such as emotions (Lönngren, Direito, Tormey, and Huff, Chap-
ter 8) and the need to consider learner diversity in practice, such as through assessment (Douglas, 
Neumann, and Oliveri, Chapter 31). One aspect which is thematic across these chapters is that 
global engineering requires engineers to develop a high level of proactive agency, and that in being 
proactive, it is necessary that global engineers have a nuanced appreciation for ethics. While there 
are many competencies and characteristics noted throughout this handbook, Hitt, Banzaert, and 
Pierrakos (Chapter 21) offer the overarching idea that engineering education for global engineers 
requires educating the whole engineer. In light of this, it could be beneficial for engineering educa-
tion researchers to establish a consensus framework of the competencies that define a global whole 
engineer, inclusive of cognitive, conative, physical, and physiological individual differences where 
relevant (Manichander, 2016). Such a framework would then permit the co-locating of pertinent 
pedagogical research which aims to examine the development including knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes.

Regarding relevant pedagogical approaches for developing global engineers described in this 
handbook, Martin, Gwynne-Evans, Kazakova, and Zhu (Chapter 5) discuss the teaching of engi-
neering ethics education as part of the development of engineering identity. Specifically, they note 
that engineering practices requiring engagement, agency, and tenacity are at the core of the develop-
ment of a global engineer identity, and that this can often occur outside the formal learning environ-
ment. One insight we noted of this handbook is that across several chapters, the traditional model 
of engineering education is witnessing significant augmentation in response to societal needs. One 
only needs to glance at the table of contents to see the inclusion of chapters on informal learning 
(Polmear, Chance, Hadgraft, and Shaw, Chapter 15), integrating the liberal arts into engineering 
education (Hitt, Banzaert, Pierrakos, Chapter 21), and transforming engineering education through 
social capital and the hidden curriculum (Alarcón, Sellers, Paul, and Smith, Chapter 18), to name 
just a few. Moreso, from a more focused pedagogical perspective, Gregg and Dabbagh (Chapter 22) 
describe how engineering educators first adopted, and now in many instances push, the cutting 
edge of online learning pedagogies. The related adoption of cutting-edge haptic and augmented 
reality technology adoption is outlined then by Bairaktarova, Valentine, and Ghannam (Chapter 23). 
One thing is clear – engineering education practice is evolving and methodologically diversifying in 
terms of pedagogy, and this evolution in practice is aligned with efforts to support the development 
of engineers who can operate effectively in a changing society. This evolution could also be con-
sidered as a result of efforts to disrupt prevailing practices in engineering education. This particular 
lens is elaborated on by Lindsay, Hadgraft, Ulseth, and Boyle (Chapter 6), who, based on the Doblin 
innovation framework (Keeley et al., 2013), present “five themes that are emergent, unifying ideas 
. . . giving shape to the changes we see in contemporary engineering programs”:

• Development of the “student engineer” identity from early in the program.
• Understanding perceptions and expectations from students, employers, academics, and others.
• Adopting a flexible curriculum.
• Modifying the learning environment.
• Starting with a greenfield site – entirely new programs.

In considering the implications of the work described through these chapters, it is worth consid-
ering the role and responsibility we (stakeholders of engineering education research and practice) 
have in these educational transactions. There has been a development in our understanding of what 
constitutes relevant engineering knowledge and skills, and also in how modern engineering students 
engage with a knowledge base that is increasing in volume and complexity at an exponential rate. 
Gone are the days when a lone engineer could design a product, or even a component. Due to the 
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increasing complexity of the field, we see increasing specialization within the profession. This has 
an inevitable impact on industry, where larger teams are required to solve problems, which in turn 
has resulted in our current priority of increasing collaborative capacities and supporting the rounded 
development of our graduates. In practice, this is reflected in our pedagogies. We see a consistent 
increase in the use of problem and project-based learning methodologies that seek to replicate the 
complex demands of modern engineering. These approaches, championed by organizations such as 
the CDIO initiative, tend to focus on skill development and knowledge retrieval capacities rather 
than the more traditional procedural or rote approaches. In many ways, these approaches signify a 
fundamental shift in how we see ourselves as educators. Barger et al. (2016) outline how student 
epistemologies – views on the nature and origin of knowledge – can be changed by factors within 
the control of the educator. Decisions based on the aspects of engineering education described 
earlier, such as incorporation of collaborative learning strategies or the inclusion of problem-based 
learning, can fundamentally shift how our students perceive the world. This is a profound privilege 
and responsibility. It is important to recognize the level of agency that we are afforded within these 
large systems and even more important that we make informed decisions that are cognizant of the 
global challenges that are quickly becoming existential threats.

4  Engineering Education Research as a Mirror of Engineering 
Education Practice: Philosophical, Theoretical, and Methodological 
Implications

Much like how engineering education practice is amorphous and can be considered to have blurry 
disciplinary boundaries, EER is also a complex melding of disciplines. Klassen and Case (2022) 
consider the position of the discipline relative to the strength of its boundaries to fields from which 
methods and theory are regularly drawn. They conclude that the argument for EER as a distinct 
field has served a purpose in establishing a clear identity, but it has not led to a unique knowledge 
base that would fully legitimize this distinct status and suggest that this could be overcome by 
looking to parent disciplines for methodological and theoretical direction. This outward-looking 
approach suggests a greater consideration of relevant research from other disciplines. There is some 
evidence to suggest that EER has begun to consider relevant evidence from neighboring disciplines 
(Williams et al., 2018); however, this is not universal and appears to be more focused on relevant 
theories and less so on the adoption of methods. In reading the topic chapters, one thought we con-
sistently arrived at related to the outward perspective of engineering education researchers – or at 
times the lack thereof. Is this a problem? Not necessarily, but it does present natural limitations and 
challenges from which can be borne considerable opportunity. We think it is important to consider 
this from both a theoretical and methodological perspective.

4.1  Translating Foundational Theories to the Applied Context of 
Engineering Education Research

One interesting tension that emerges across the different chapters in this handbook is how research 
is theoretically framed and approached. Where some chapters provided very nuanced and balanced 
accounts of concepts, theories, and phenomena, others focus more on providing solutions, concrete 
approaches, and recipes. However, even in chapters that focus more on concepts, theories, and 
phenomena, there often appears to be a goal to solve some kind of problem, overcome a perceived 
barrier, or at least contribute to making engineering education “better.”

In some ways, this is not surprising, as engineering practice also tends to be more on the applied 
rather than on the basic or foundational side. EER, being rooted in engineering practice, takes with 
it ideas and philosophies from the discipline. Thus, engineering practice does not only define the 
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context for EER but also influences research methodologies, perspectives, and approaches. EER is 
intrinsically context-bound and defined by the field of engineering. To some extent, we argue, it is 
grounded in educational practices within engineering rather than phenomena-driven research that  
is predominantly occupied with specific facts, concepts, or theories. In this respect, EER differs from 
higher education research and research on university pedagogy, which is oftentimes defined by the 
phenomenon that is studied or the disciplinary perspective that informs research. For example, there 
is an entire field that focuses on critical perspectives in higher education, another that is concerned 
with social interactions, or power dynamics. EER, like other discipline-based educational research 
(DBER) disciplines, oftentimes asks similar questions but is contextually bound to engineering edu-
cation. With this in mind, we want to advise researchers to look beyond the work published in EER 
journals and engage more broadly with the research literature in higher education.

It is important, we believe, to provide some underpinning for this advice. There have been several 
bibliometric analyses of EER prior to now and they tend to conclude a similar cautionary note that 
EER is broadening but is perhaps not as outward-looking as it could be – yet. Williams et al. (2018), 
for example, conducted a co-citation analysis of EER and suggested that while European engineer-
ing education research has spread beyond its regional origins in terms of international collaborations 
and citations, US engineering education remains relatively siloed. Wankat et al. (2014) outlined the 
evolution of the European Journal of Engineering Education and the Journal of Engineering Education and 
noted an increase in citations of psychology and education sources increased over time. However, 
they also warned that a silo effect was evident where research on education relevant to specific engi-
neering disciplines was not typically influencing general EER work. To add to this and to provide 
a slightly different perspective, Apiola et al. (2021) analyzed the 50 years of publications from the 
Frontiers in Education (FIE) conference. While they didn’t examine citation sources in general, 
they did identify that there is a low tendency for FIE authors to cite previous FIE publications and 
interestingly question whether a stronger link would even be desirable. We add this as a precursor 
to the brief and rapid analysis we present next. We do think engineering education researchers need 
to look more outwards in general but encourage readers to consider the relevance of this suggestion 
with regards to specific disciplinary research agendas.

We searched the Scopus database for all publications over the previous five years (January 1, 2018, 
to October 20, 2022) that were published in the following sources:

• International Journal of Engineering Education
• European Journal of Engineering Education
• Journal of Engineering Education
• Global Journal of Engineering Education
• Australasian Journal of Engineering Education

This search returned a total of 1,407 articles. These articles referred to 45,309 sources, which were 
what we considered to be of interest rather than the original articles themselves. The Scopus data-
base only had bibliometric details of 13,693 of these sources.

Figure 32.1 identifies the top 25 sources (of the 13,693 available in Scopus) based on the fre-
quency of which they were referenced by the 1,407 articles returned in the search. It is immediately 
evident that a very large portion of references are made to EER outlets. References to the American 
Society of Engineering Education (ASEE) Annual Conference and Exposition, the International Journal of 
Engineering Education, the Journal of Engineering Education, the European Journal of Engineering Educa-
tion, Frontiers in Education, and IEEE Transactions on Education accounted for 33% of all citations. Fur-
ther, of the top 25 cited sources, 79% of citations are to DBER sources. This analysis is reminiscent 
of the analysis conducted by Bruce et al. (2017). They presented a co-citation analysis of research 
relating to spatial ability in psychology, neuroscience, and mathematics education. What became 
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Figure 32.1  The top 25 most cited sources from the International Journal of Engineering Education, 
the European Journal of Engineering Education, the Journal of Engineering Education, 
the Global Journal of Engineering Education, and the Australasian Journal of Engineering 
Education for the last five years (January 1, 2018, to October 20, 2022).

Source: Data retrieved from Scopus.

immediately apparent when they plotted their analysis was that mathematics education researchers 
who were conducting research into spatial ability were not connected with the psychology or neu-
roscience literature, and the psychology and neuroscience researchers were not connected with the 
mathematics education research. This, of course, would present a set of limitations for any discipline, 
but for the mathematics educators, it illustrated a disconnect between their applied research and the 
foundational work pertaining to the phenomenon at the core of their inquiry. Viewing engineer-
ing education as akin to mathematics education in this vein, we want to emphasize the importance 
for engineering education scholars to not only engage with applied literature which often presents 
adaptations of foundational constructs but also engage with the original material as well.

One risk that emerges from the desire to come up with research-based solutions is that it can 
potentially overshadow the ability to spend time on understanding and exploring a problem from 
multiple perspectives. This stands in contrast to research that mainly focuses on understanding a 
phenomenon, situation, or context without the clear desire to solve any perceived problems or 
overcome barriers. For example, Lönngren, Direito, Tormey, and Huff, in their chapter on emotions 
(Chapter 8), provide a nuanced account about the importance of emotions in engineering and the 
fallacy of seeing engineering as purely rational practice. It highlights how engineering is embedded 
in complex social structures and draws on the broader literature to describe and discuss different per-
spectives, approaches, and research methods in relation to emotions. At the same time, the chapter 
only briefly touches on how the concept of emotion is covered in the humanistic and philosophical 
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literature and does not critically discuss the phenomenon itself and how it is used. Rather, there 
appears to be a clear desire to improve engineering education through research on emotions that 
subsequently informs teaching practices. This is already highlighted in the title, “with great potential 
to assist engineering education reform for the 21st century.” The risk, then, is that emotions are 
reduced to a tool, a means to an end, rather than being seen as intrinsically interesting and important 
to study and understand. This might not necessarily be what the authors intended, but it illustrates 
the importance for both readers and authors to critically reflect.

In contrast, Huff and Ross, in their chapter on identity (Chapter 9), provide a very balanced 
account of the concept of identity. They provide ample links to the literature on identity from a 
variety of other fields, as well as critical perspectives on the concept itself and how it is used. At the 
same time, the authors make the concept of identity relevant for EER without a direct link to how 
a focus on identity might improve engineering education. By critically discussing implications of 
choosing between different frameworks and conceptualizations of identity, the chapter opens the 
concept for other researchers as a phenomenon rather than a tool. It actively supports the reader in 
reflecting on the concept.

While these two chapters are chosen as examples, the trend to highlight the use-value and impact 
of the EER is apparent across the different chapters. In other words, research is oftentimes thought 
of as applied rather than fundamental. Even the chapters that cover more fundamental aspects and 
describe and discuss phenomena from multiple perspectives have a tendency to make a clear con-
nection as to why a focus on this phenomenon is important for developing engineering education. 
In this way, it appears that the use-value of the research is put to the forefront and there is a clear 
link established between research and development. Overall, it appears across the chapters that there 
remains a strong utilitarian and instrumental dimension in EER, where there is a clear goal to solve 
perceived problems. Research becomes a tool to advance engineering education, and the use-value 
of research easily gets reduced and being judged from how applicable it is. In other words, research 
is not necessarily seen as being of value on its own, but its relevance is determined by the impact it 
has on practice (Davies, 1999).

One potential challenge that arises from this is that questions might get framed too narrowly by 
focusing on problems to solve. Rather than seeing what emerges from the research and how it might 
or might not be of interest for engineering education, the anticipated findings might influence the 
research design process. In addition, more nuanced accounts might be reduced to pseudo-causal 
relations that are, in fact, strongly context-dependent. Applied and fundamental research should, 
however, not be seen as in opposition to each other or as exclusive binaries. They are deeply interde-
pendent of each other and span a vast research landscape that covers endless nuances and approaches. 
What is important though, we argue, is that researchers in the field of engineering education are 
aware of these risks and reflect on the broader research landscape and how it influences their own 
studies and approaches. Furthermore, this awareness is necessary to navigate the intertwined mesh of 
research, development, practice, and policy (Gornitzka, 2013).

The applied nature of much of EER often leads to a tighter integration of research, develop-
ment, and practice and can inform policy processes directly. On the one hand, this closeness means 
that research potentially is more readily used to inform practice and that the way from practitioner 
to research is shorter than in other cases. On the other hand, however, this closeness potentially 
blurs the boundary between research and evaluation. In contrast to research, the focus in evalua-
tions explicitly lies clearly on improving the quality of education and directly guides the revision of 
practices. Evaluation thus has a different intention to research, which is conceptually and practically 
important (Sandars et al., 2017). The blurriness between evaluation and research in EER demands 
that researchers reflect carefully on their research design, direction, and motivation and are aware 
how different stakeholders influence and shape research processes in explicit or implicit ways. There 
is certainly a risk that rather than contributing to research-informed policy making, policies are 



Jeffrey Buckley et al.

722

shaping research processes and favor certain types of questions and designs. Eventually, this can 
lead to research losing its critical edge, no longer questioning central underlying premises in engi-
neering education, and taking boundary conditions for granted. To counteract this, we argue that 
engineering education researchers need to ask themselves what we are researching and why, who is 
framing the boundary conditions, and how engineering education researchers can challenge those 
boundaries.

With this in mind, we want to urge engineering education researchers to engage in critical 
reflections around their own positionality and reflexivity, and how they inform and shape their 
research questions, framings, methodologies, and analysis, among other elements of the research 
process (Holmes, 2020). Positionality refers to a researcher’s worldview and their position with 
respect to the research activities’ social and political contexts. Worldviews, here, include onto-
logical assumptions (beliefs about the nature of reality), epistemological assumptions (beliefs 
about the nature of knowledge), methodological assumptions (beliefs about how knowledge 
can be generated), and axiological assumptions (beliefs about value of knowledge and action). 
Positionality is informed by reflexivity, which captures the process through which one reflects 
on one’s own worldviews and position, as well as how positionality shapes the research process. 
In this way, reflexivity is concerned with questioning assumptions and becoming aware of how 
researchers themselves influence the research. In other words, reflexivity is about what research-
ers do with and how they reflect on their own positionality (Finlay, 1998). Together, both 
positionality and reflexivity influence how research is conducted, its outcomes, results, and dis-
semination (Rowe, 2014).

While the importance of positionality and reflexivity is often discussed in relation to qualitative 
research, we argue that this is equally important in quantitative research and should be part of the 
general foundation in all EER. Research in engineering education and higher education, in more 
general terms, is seldomly value-free. Research and education are always political (Freire, 1970). As 
outlined before, EER is embedded in a complex social, cultural, and political mesh, as are researchers 
themselves. Rather than trying to avoid that their own worldviews and dispositions influence their 
research, which is impossible, we wish to encourage researchers to acknowledge their own posi-
tionality and approach it with critical reflexivity. Furthermore, we argue that it is important to go 
beyond the individual dimension of positionality and reflexivity and move towards critical reflection 
on EER and its boundary conditions. This is a crucial step in approaching the questions we posed 
before: what we are researching, who is framing the boundary conditions, and how engineering 
education researchers can challenge those boundaries. Following Brookfield’s (2017) work on criti-
cal reflection, we want to emphasize that reflection becomes critical when it questions assumptions 
and common practices, and when it focuses on power relations. There is a risk that EER contributes 
to someone else’s agenda if researchers do not critically reflect on their research approaches and ques-
tion their own approaches.

4.2  Translating Methodologies Developed in Foundational Disciplines to 
the Applied Context of Engineering Education Research

Like our view that broadening our theoretical outlook is important for engineering education 
researchers, the adoption of methodologies from other disciplines also needs to be viewed through a 
critical lens. EER is described by Goncher et al. (Chapter 7) as an applied social science, for which 
they then adopt Neuman’s (2011, p. 1) definition of applied social science as “research that attempts 
to solve a concrete problem or address a specific policy question and that has a direct, practice 
application.” Two fundamental questions arise when EER is considered in this way: (1) Is EER a 
“science,” and (2) what challenges and opportunities arise through the contextual application of 
foundational research?
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The first question is rather intentionally provocative and is perhaps primarily related to nomen-
clature, but its intention is to highlight an important omission of this handbook – that of a general 
chapter on inductive qualitative research focused on theory generation. The term “social science” 
was formerly used to refer to sociology, the science of societies and individual relationships within 
societies. The origins of sociology can be traced back to the French philosopher of science Auguste 
Comte and French sociologist Émile Durkheim, and it was notably rooted in positivism and quan-
titative methods. However, as society modernized, scholars – notably Karl Marx – began to reject 
positivism, and sociology broadened paradigmatically, theoretically, and methodologically. Today, 
the term social science is used in a broader sense to describe several branches of research, including 
anthropology, economics, education, political science, psychology, and sociology, to name a few. 
Social scientists now operate under various paradigms, such as postpositivism, interpretivism, and 
pragmatism, engage with a myriad of theoretical perspectives, such as critical, feminist, and social 
cognitive theories, and adopt methodological approaches which are quantitative, qualitative, and 
mixed methods. Where the positivist inception of the social sciences lends to them being considered 
a science, today there is a position which can be taken to move away from the term social science 
and to instead consider it as “social research” in response to the now-broader nature of scholarship 
the term represents. This handbook, however, which contains two very useful chapters dedicated 
to quantitative research in general (Hjalmarson, Herman, and Douglas, Chapter 29; Katz, Godwin, 
and Brozina, Chapter 30), is noticeably missing a chapter on qualitative methodology in general 
(although we believe there was an intention to have such a chapter, but for various reasons, it never 
made it into the final version). There, of course, are qualitative methods examined throughout the 
handbook – such as in Tang et al.’s insightful chapter (Chapter 3) on comparative research – but 
there are none which take the form of, for example, “Considerations for Engineering Education 
Research Using Qualitative Methods” (to play on the title of Hjalmarson et al.’s chapter [Chap-
ter 29]). We note this as an important point of discussion as we conclude this handbook, as there 
is a wealth of credible qualitative and “mixed methods” research available for review through dedi-
cated EER academic journals and conference proceedings. We would also note that in a previous 
handbook (Johri & Olds, 2014), there were chapters on qualitative methods in EER in general  
( J. Case & Light, 2014) and on ethnographic methods more specifically (Johri, 2014) which readers 
could consult.

The second question possibly raises considerably more interest – that of the challenges and 
opportunities which emerge through the adoption of methodologies which were developed in more 
foundational fields (e.g., psychology, anthropology, or sociology) and which have been translated for 
use in EER. Before reflecting on methodologies discussed in this handbook, I (Jeff) am reminded of 
a comment made to me by an engineering education PhD candidate at a doctoral research sympo-
sium. In a special interest group (SIG) discussion on research methods, this person commented that if 
you want to learn how to conduct research in engineering education, the last place you should look 
for guidance is published EER. As the conversation progressed, this sentiment was elaborated on and 
highlighted (1) the shortcomings of published works in explaining methodological nuances, that is, 
there was a lack of transparency in how methods were reported (cf. Buckley, Adams et al., 2022), 
and (2) that important methodological dimensions often get lost when a methodology is applied in 
a field it did not originate from. Hearing this from a person who was actively investing efforts in 
learning about different methodologies to inform their own impending work was a stark indicator 
of the potential to take important details for granted.

At least the first of these issues – improving methodological transparency – is straightforward to 
address through developing and implementing methods to ensure published works contain all essen-
tial information, and Svihla et al., in their chapter (Chapter 28), begin to address this issue. Specifi-
cally, Svihla et al. note that often engineering education researchers give relatively rich descriptions of 
methodological procedures but relatively little information on educational settings or interventions 
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that are integral to their investigation. In response, they provide a template for the publication of 
“learning design cases” and speak about the dissemination of EER scholarship through this lens.

The second issue is more complex – what is methodologically lost when methods from other 
disciplines are applied in EER, and what is gained? Using the research regarding spatial ability as an 
example to keep consistency with the previous citing of the work of Bruce et al. (2017), an illustra-
tive example can be provided. Spatial ability is a psychological construct described as “the ability to 
make use of simulated mental imagery to solve problems – perceiving, discriminating, manipulat-
ing, and recalling nonlinguistic images in the ‘mind’s eye’ ” (Schneider & McGrew, 2018, p. 125). 
It is not directly measurable, and therefore, psychometric tests have been developed as indicators of 
different sub-dimensions of the construct known as spatial factors. One of these, the visualization 
factor, has been the subject of extensive EER over the past three decades (Atit et al., 2020; Buckley 
et al., 2018; Buckley, Seery et al., 2019; Hyland et al., 2021; Munoz-Rubke et al., 2021; Ramey & 
Uttal, 2017; Sorby et al., 2018). Outside of engineering education, there is much more research on 
other spatial factors; however, visualization is the factor that has been identified as the most useful 
for engineering students and engineers and therefore receives the most attention. More importantly, 
to this point, as psychometric tests serve primarily as indicators of the construct they purport to 
measure, in psychological research, there is a view that multiple instruments should be used and a 
composite score of these used in data analysis (Buckley, 2022; Moreau & Wiebels, 2021). This is 
not the usual practice in EER, where, instead, generally, only one measure is used, or where there 
are multiple tests used, they are treated individually. Acknowledging that time limitations can exist 
in terms of access to participants, which can translate to methodological limitations, in this example 
and for many other constructs examined throughout EER, we believe there is a lot of value to be 
gained from consulting more regularly with literature from parental disciplines where methods and 
methodologies are conceived and developed without an applied context.

It is likely that the growth of theoretical links to neighboring disciplines will ultimately lead to 
increased use of related methods. Case and Light (2011) provide an overview of a diverse range of 
methods and examples of their use within EER. A related introduction for newcomers is presented 
by Goncher, Hingle, Johri, and Case (Chapter 7). It is encouraging to note that many of the exam-
ples of methodological use within EER include mixed and qualitative methods, as earlier trends 
suggested a dominance of descriptive quantitative approaches (Malmi et  al., 2018). Many of the 
examples presented by Case and Light (2011), including ethnography, action research, phenom-
enography, discourse analysis, and narrative analysis, utilized systems and approaches that have been 
developed in neighboring disciplines over decades. A broader argument for the need to consider 
more diverse methods is presented by Borrego et al. (2009), who outline the many potential ben-
efits. However, as we begin to adopt these approaches, it is important to consider the need for pro-
fessional development support to ensure methodological fidelity and broader best practice. Malmi 
et al. (2018) suggests that the execution of adopted methods requires further improvement. This, 
in many ways, is to be expected, and the capacity of a discipline to provide critical self-evaluations 
should be considered a strength.

Importantly, the call to be more considerate of the methodologies we use as they are imple-
mented in their originating disciplines also has the potential to support EER in its own definition. 
Borrego (2007) argued that clear classification of EER is essential if we are to continue advancement. 
In subsequent work, Borrego et al. (2014, p. 46) identified key areas that must be further developed 
in order to create a solid foundation:

• Progression: evidence that researchers are informed by previous studies and build upon or 
deepen understanding.

• Model publications: publications that other researchers hold up as models of conduct and pres-
entation of research studies in the field.
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• Seminal publications: publications recognized as important or definitive because they marked 
new directions or provided new insights.

These prerequisites are, in many ways, dependent on further adoptions of methods and theory from 
parental disciplines. Borrego et al. (2014) argued that this could result in a higher consensus within 
the discipline and support the pursuit of more complex questions. Jesiek et al. (2009) suggested that 
the ambiguity associated with engineering education researchers has led many to recognize chal-
lenges both in terms of wider academic recognition and in the scaling of future research efforts. 
Examples of methods and systems adopted from other disciplines have shown potential in both 
addressing this perceived ambiguity and in supporting consensus. One now widely used example is 
the rapid adoption of systematic reviews and associated protocols originally developed for use within 
medical research (Power, 2021b). In addition, open science practices and supporting infrastructure 
such as the Open Science Framework have increased in popularity within EER (Power, 2021a). 
These examples demonstrate a capacity for engineering education to be informed by developments 
in neighboring disciplines, but also to adapt to our specific contexts and, in some instances, lead their 
further development at the highest levels. In these and other examples, we can benefit from the work 
of colleagues in neighboring disciplines. There is perhaps no better example than the evolution of 
science education as a research discipline (Fensham, 2004).

Science education researchers, being from an older discipline, have encountered and, in many 
instances, overcome similar issues that now face engineering education researchers. This is in part 
due to an outward shift in perspective and the adoption of many methods that would have originated 
in social science disciplines. This disruption to engineering education is examined by Lindsay, Had-
graft, Ulseth, and Boyle (Chapter 6), where the impacts of innovation are considered alongside the 
broader shifting purpose of engineering education. While there are lessons to be learned from the 
historical experiences of science education as an emerging discipline, it should not be considered as 
a sequence to be followed. The process was necessarily messy, and the value of debate then and now 
is a primary factor in its development. In this manner, the emergence of science education research 
offers insight, not instruction. Instead, the emergence of EER must be considered in the context 
of its own current position and about any influencing factors of the current international education 
environment.

5  Concluding Thoughts

In concluding this conclusion, we are posed with the question of how we evaluate the handbook 
as a whole.

As noted earlier, we find it a very useful core text within the engineering education literature, 
in which the editors have curated a selection of accessible and informative topical chapters at the 
frontier of engineering education discourse. This book opens discussions and provides direction for 
researchers and educators to help them navigate and contribute to contemporary research agendas 
and practice. The included chapters have built on developing topics in EER and can potentially 
contribute to transforming engineering education towards developing more globally competent and 
socially responsible engineers. Across the chapters, there are calls for more empirical and rigorous 
research in underdeveloped areas of EER, and these are balanced with comprehensive summaries of 
the work which has been conducted here to date.

Throughout this chapter, we have noted some limitations of this handbook, and this was to be an 
inevitable situation. Some limitations are quite apparent (such as there not being a dedicated chap-
ter on general qualitative or mixed-methods research in EER), and others were more subtle (such 
as there being a dominant US focus across some chapters with a global voice missing). But these 
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limitations in themselves provoked us to reflect on the nature and current state of engineering edu-
cation research and practice. So from that perspective, even in its limitations, this book has been 
successful in achieving one of its likely primary intentions of acting as a platform from which to 
inform the future of the field.

We therefore consider it fitting to conclude with a summary of our thoughts and our main take-
home message(s) after reading and reflecting on the included chapters. There are different ways of 
thinking and working in engineering education. What is central is that as a scholar of EER, or as an 
engineering educator, we are aware of the choices we make, how we position ourselves, and who 
influences us, so that we can be critically reflexive. We need to ask ourselves at a macro-level, what 
are engineering education research and practice, what could they become, and what do we want 
them to be (cf. Ramnath, Bix, Winberg, Pevkur & Conlon, Chapter 2)? Prevailing practices have 
changed before and are emerging and solidifying again now. There is a strong movement towards 
evidence-based work – with rigor and scholarliness becoming keywords – and much progress has 
been made. However, we would contend that there is still much that can be improved upon and there 
is a need to ensure that the evidence base we are constructing is not mono-dimensional. Ultimately, 
going forward, there is a need to balance the standing of the shoulders of (disciplinary) giants with 
looking back at our origins and being aware of simultaneously occurring foundational advances.
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