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INTRODUCTION 

As the undergraduate population becomes more di-
verse, national reports have called for an increased use of 
formative assessments (FAs) (1, 2), which improve learning 
for all students and decrease achievement gaps for underrep-
resented minorities and first-generation students (3, 4). FAs 
can be implemented as pre-, in-, or post-class activities, and 
they contribute to a course structure that enables students 
to engage with material and revise their understandings (5). 
FAs are thought to promote learning through the achieve-
ment of five key objectives: 1) clarifying learning intentions 
and criteria for success, 2) revealing evidence of student 
understanding to the instructor, 3) providing feedback that 
moves learners forward, 4) activating students as instruc-
tional resources for one another, and 5) activating student 
ownership of learning (6).

While FAs can facilitate learning, student buy-in toward 
these methods remains an important area for investigation. 
Here, we define buy-in as the extent to which students per-
ceive an activity to support their learning. Several reviews 
have found overall positive student perceptions toward 
in-class methods, such as clicker questions (7–9), but few 
studies have examined student perceptions toward out-
of-class FAs. Our own prior work on student perceptions 
toward commonly used pre-class, in-class, and post-class 
FAs showed that most students find these methods ben-
eficial and recognize specific ways that FAs improve their 
learning in a course, while a small number of students display 
resistance (10). 

Understanding student buy-in and resistance toward 
FAs requires identifying extrinsic and intrinsic factors that 
influence student perceptions. Extrinsic causes of student 
resistance may include uneven distribution of workload 
within a group or poor instructor implementation (11). In 
the present study, we were interested in understanding 
intrinsic factors, or characteristics unique to a student, 
that can influence student attitudes and perceptions (11, 
12). Several previous studies have investigated the effects of 
various demographic characteristics on student preferences 
and attitudes toward assessments and teaching techniques. 
Research on gender has produced mixed results, with some 
studies finding more positive attitudes in women (13, 14), 
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others finding more positive attitudes in men (15–18), and 
a few finding no gender differences (19–21). Lower-division 
students (13, 14, 22, 23) and nonscience majors (14, 24) 
have been reported to have more positive attitudes toward 
clickers and active learning than upper-class students and 
science majors, respectively. While these studies provide 
key insights into student perceptions, most have focused on 
clickers and have neglected to include other important de-
mographics, such as race/ethnicity or first-generation status. 

Along with demographics, several other student 
characteristics can influence attitudes toward teaching 
techniques, including students’ prior experiences and ex-
pectations about college classrooms (11, 23). Disorientation 
and resistance can result when students’ prior experiences 
and expectations clash with novel teaching techniques (25, 
26). Moreover, negative or positive prior experiences with 
a particular teaching technique can influence attitudes in 
subsequent courses (19), although past experiences do not 
always predict current attitudes (14). In addition to prior 
experiences, students’ preferred learning approaches, study 
strategies, and beliefs about learning represent other intrin-
sic factors that can influence their assessment preferences 
and reactions to transformed teaching practices (22, 23, 27, 
28). Finally, student academic performance may also be an 
important factor in determining attitudes toward classroom 
practices. For example, students with higher expected (23) 
and actual (22) grades have more positive attitudes toward 
clickers than lower-performing students.

In the present study, we examined student buy-in 
toward six FA techniques used in twelve undergraduate 
biology courses to identify factors that influence buy-in 
and to determine whether high FA buy-in predicts course 
success. We hypothesized that intrinsic student character-
istics, such as demographics, prior experiences, previous 
academic performance, perceptions, behaviors, and beliefs, 
would affect FA buy-in and that high student buy-in would 
lead to better course performance. While other authors 
have offered theory-based suggestions about how to mini-
mize resistance and improve student attitudes toward new 
teaching techniques (11, 25, 29, 30), few data exist regarding 
what factors contribute to either buy-in or resistance and 
whether buy-in toward specific FAs influences student per-
formance. By investigating the relationships among student 
characteristics, FA perceptions, and course performance, we 
hoped to identify potential ways to improve buy-in as well 
as to determine the importance of FA buy-in for broader 
academic success. 

METHODS

Study context and survey administration 

This study included 12 biology courses offered from 
fall 2014 through fall 2015 at the University of Nebras-
ka-Lincoln, including seven introductory (i.e., 100 level) and 
five non-introductory (i.e., 200–400 level) courses. The 

non-introductory courses spanned the full range of topics 
offered by a general biology program, from molecular biol-
ogy through ecology and evolution, and these courses were 
content-based, as opposed to being seminar, lab, or field 
courses. Each course was taught by a different instructor 
or instructor pair, and they utilized at least one out-of-class 
and one in-class FA type, with many courses utilizing three 
or four FA types. Descriptions of each FA type are shown 
in Table 1. 

Students in each course completed a survey about their 
FA perceptions online, outside of class for a small amount 
of required or extra credit during the second half of the 
semester. The format of the FA survey has been previously 
described (10), and the items used in the present study are 
included in Appendix 1. The FA survey included seven items 
related to FA buy-in and five items related to factors used 
as predictors of buy-in. Each student answered questions 
about two FA types used in their course. For courses with 
more than two FA types, students were randomly assigned 
only two of the FAs to avoid survey fatigue. 

Of the 1,927 students enrolled in the courses, 75% 
submitted the FA survey and consented to the study (IRB 
exempt protocol 14314). We then excluded students with 
incomplete demographic data, leaving a total of 1,182 stu-
dents, representing 61% of enrollment. Appendix 2 shows 
the numbers of students from each course and Table 2 shows 
the demographics of students in the study.

Measuring FA buy-in

The FA survey included seven items used to measure FA 
buy-in: two covering the overall benefits of the FA and five 
items addressing four of the specific FA objectives (6). Each 
item had a five-point Likert scale of “strongly disagree” to 
“strongly agree.” Combining data from all FA types, we used 
principal axis factor analysis in SPSS to identify underlying 
factors (i.e., unobserved variables) affecting student respons-
es (31). All seven items loaded onto one factor that explained 
57.4% of response variance. Item loadings (i.e., the relations 
between each item and the underlying factor) ranged from 
0.65 to 0.83, well above the commonly accepted threshold 
of 0.3 (32). Factor score estimates were calculated for each 
student, representing their relative buy-in for each FA type 
evaluated. For ease of interpretation, FA buy-in factor scores 
were renormalized to a 0 to 10 scale, with 0 being the lowest 
factor score and 10 being the highest score in the data set. 

Predictor variables

Demographic information and previous academic per-
formance were obtained from the institutional research 
office and used as predictors of FA buy-in. Demographic 
variables included gender, race/ethnicity, generation status, 
high school location, major, and class rank (Table 2). While 
many predictor variables had relatively balanced represen-
tation across categories, it should be noted that only 9% of 
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students in our sample were classified as underrepresented 
minorities (URMs), so results for this variable may not be 
broadly generalizable. Previous academic performance was 
based on a z-score of students’ undergraduate GPA at the 
beginning of the semester or high school GPA for first-
year students. More information about demographic and 
performance variables is provided in Appendix 3. The FA 
survey included five items addressing student experiences, 
perceptions, behaviors, and beliefs that may have predict-
ed FA buy-in. One item asked students how many of their 
previous high school and college courses used a similar FA 
type, with a five-point Likert scale ranging from zero to 
more than eight courses. Two additional items addressed 
student perceptions about FA question content. Specifically, 
we asked what percentage of questions were relevant to 
course content and what percentage challenged students 
to think more deeply about course content. Another item 
addressed the frequency with which students discussed FA 
questions with their peers, using a five-point scale of never 
to always. Although peer discussion is one of the five FA 
objectives, we did not include this item as part of the buy-in 
score because it related to behavior and therefore was more 
appropriate as a predictor variable. A final item addressed 
students’ beliefs about their responsibility for learning, in 
which higher values represented a belief that students have 
more responsibility than the instructor and lower values 
indicated a belief that the instructor has more responsibility 
than the student for learning. 

TABLE 1.  
Summary of formative assessment (FA) types used in the study.

FA  
timinga

FA type Abbrev. Description Course  
sectionsb

Survey  
responsesc

Pre-class Just-in-Time Teaching JiTT 3–4 questions, typically open-ended,  
often including a metacognitive question

4 255

Online textbook  
program pre-class  

assignments

OTP-pre Electronic learning activities (e.g., video tutorials 
and closed-ended questions) related to the  

textbook chapter to be covered in class

5 498

In-class Clicker questions CQ Electronic audience response systems in which  
students submitted answers to closed-ended  

questions; often accompanied by peer instruction

10 686

In-class activities ICA Activities in which students worked in pairs  
or small groups to complete a task or set of  
questions electronically or on a worksheet

4 236

Post-class Online textbook  
program post-class  

assignments

OTP-post Electronic learning activities (e.g., video tutorials 
and closed-ended questions) related to the  
textbook chapter already covered in class

3 220

Homework  
assignments/quizzes

HW/Q Set of questions completed by students about  
topics already covered in class; question  

format varied among sections

6 464

aPre- and post-class FAs were completed by students outside of class.
bEach course section used at least 2 FA types. There were a total of 12 sections included in the study.
c�The number of student survey responses for which we have complete data. Students answered questions about 2 FA types on the survey. 
We had complete data for a total of 1,182 student surveys.

TABLE 2.  
Demographic characteristics of students in the study.

Demographic categories n %

Gender
Male 453 38.3
Female 729 61.7

Race/ethnicity
Non-URM (White, Asian, International) 1,072 90.7
URM 110 9.3

Generation status
Continuing-generation 842 71.2
First-generation 340 28.8

High school location
Urban or other 854 72.3
Rural 328 27.7

Major
Life Sciences 915 77.4
Non-Life Sciences (other STEM, non-STEM, 
or undeclared)

267 22.6

Class rank
First-year 380 32.1
Sophomore 397 33.6
Junior 257 21.7
Senior 148 12.5

URM = underrepresented minority.
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Statistical models

We used general linear models in SPSS to analyze the 
relationships between predictor variables and a contin-
uous dependent variable (33). We followed procedures 
to determine that collinearity among predictor variables 
was not preventing detection of significant effects (Ap-
pendix 4).

The first set of statistical models examined the effect 
of several predictors on buy-in score for each FA type. 
The predictors included all the demographic variables, 
previous classes with a similar FA, GPA z-score, percep-
tions about FA content (i.e., relevant and challenging), FA 
discussion frequency, and belief in student responsibility 
for learning. We also included course section in the model 
to control for variation among courses and instructor 
implementation. 

A second and third set of general linear models were 
created for each FA type to determine whether FA buy-in 
scores predicted exam grades and overall course grades, 
respectively. To isolate the influence of FA buy-in while 
controlling for other factors that may influence grades, 
we also included all the demographic variables, GPA 
z-score, and course section in the models. For exam 
grades, we calculated each student’s exam average in the 
course, excluding missed exams, and calculated z-scores 
within each course section to account for variation in 
exam averages across sections. For course grades, we 
converted letter grades to a standard 4.0 numeric scale 
(see Appendix 3). To visualize model-predicted grades 
of hypothetical students across the buy-in spectrum, we 
used the intercept and B coefficient values from the gen-
eral linear models to calculate point estimates of grades 
for students with buy-in scores at the 95th, 50th, and 5th 
percentiles for each FA type.

RESULTS

Influence of student characteristics on FA buy-in

Each FA type yielded a wide range of variation in FA 
buy-in score (Fig. 1). Average results of student responses to 
questions regarding previous FA experiences, FA question 
content, FA discussion frequency, and responsibility for 
learning are shown in Table 3. 

We used general linear models to determine which 
student characteristics influenced FA buy-in (Table 4). Most 
demographic characteristics, including gender, race/ethnicity, 
high school location, major, and class rank, were not significantly 

FIGURE 1.  Distributions of FA buy-in scores for each FA type. 
Central bars represent medians, boxes represent inner quartiles, 
and whiskers represent the 5th and 95th percentiles. FA = formative 
assessment; JiTT = Just-in-Time Teaching; OTP-pre = online textbook 
program pre-class assignments; CQ = clicker questions; ICA = in-
class activities; OTP-post = online textbook program post-class 
assignments; HW/Q = homework assignments/quizzes.

TABLE 3.  
Means (±SD) of student responses to survey questions serving as predictors of buy-in toward each formative assessment (FA) type.a

Pre-Class In-Class Post-Class

JiTT OTP-pre CQ ICA OTP-post HW/Q

Previous classes with FA 
  Scale of 1 (0 courses) to 5 (more than 8 courses)

2.3 ± 1.1 2.3 ± 1.0 2.7 ± 1.1 2.4 ± 1.2 3.1 ± 1.2 3.3 ± 1.3

% FA questions relevant 
  Scale of 0–100%

83.7 ± 19.9 76.6 ± 20.9 87.0 ± 17.0 81.7 ± 20.9 74.8 ± 22.3 84.6 ± 18.7

% FA questions challenging
  Scale of 0–100%

73.1 ± 22.5 64.5 ± 23.6 74.5 ± 21.0 69.2 ± 24.5 63.8 ± 25.5 74.2 ± 21.5

FA discussion frequency
  Scale of 1 (never) to 5 (always)

2.5 ± 1.2 2.4 ± 1.1 3.6 ± 1.1 3.4 ± 1.2 2.5 ± 1.1 2.6 ± 1.2

a�Students also answered one global question regarding the extent to which they believed learning to be the responsibility of the student 
versus the instructor. On a scale of 0–100, the mean response to this question was 61.3 (± 17.2), indicating that students viewed themselves 
as slightly more responsible than the instructor. 

JiTT = Just-in-Time Teaching; OTP-pre = online textbook program pre-class assignments; CQ = clicker questions; ICA = in-class activities; 
OTP-post = online textbook program post-class assignments; HW/Q = homework assignments/quizzes.



Journal of Microbiology & Biology Education  

BRAZEAL and COUCH: STUDENT BUY-IN TOWARD FORMATIVE ASSESSMENTS

5Volume 18, Number 1

predictive of buy-in toward any of the FA types. Compared with 
continuing-generation students, first-generation students had 
lower buy-in toward Just-in-Time Teaching (JiTT) and online 
textbook program post-class (OTP-post) assignments, but had 
equivalent buy-in toward the other FA types. Students who 
had more experience with pre-class assignments had higher 
buy-in toward online textbook program pre-class (OTP-pre) 

assignments. Conversely, students who had more previous 
classes with in-class activities had lower buy-in toward those 
activities. Higher GPA predicted lower buy-in toward JiTT 
and higher buy-in toward clicker questions (CQs). Overall, 
these results suggest that demographic characteristics, 
previous experiences, and incoming academic performance 
only influenced buy-in toward select FA types. 

TABLE 4.  
Results of general linear models to assess influence of student characteristics on formative assessment (FA) buy-in.a

Model predictors Outcome variable

Pre-Class FAs In-Class FAs Post-Class FAs

JiTT 
Buy-In

OTP-pre 
Buy-In

CQ
Buy-In

ICA 
Buy-In

OTP-post 
Buy-In

HW/Q 
Buy-In

Student demographics

Gender 
  Female (ref: male)

-0.35 ± 0.19 0.02 ± 0.14 -0.01 ± 0.12 -0.09 ± 0.23 0.05 ± 0.19 0.14 ± 0.14

Race/ethnicity 
  URM (ref: non-URM)

0.10 ± 0.29 0.06 ± 0.23 0.27 ± 0.20 -0.17 ± 0.48 -0.09 ± 0.33 -0.13 ± 0.24

Generation status
  First-generation (ref: continuing-generation)

-0.44 ± 0.21 0.06 ± 0.15 -0.07 ± 0.13 -0.26 ± 0.25 -0.55 ± 0.21 0.07 ± 0.15

High school location
  Rural high school (ref: urban or other)

-0.01 ± 0.22 -0.08 ± 0.15 0.06 ± 0.13 -0.15 ± 0.23 -0.01 ± 0.20 -0.23 ± 0.15

Major 
  Non-life sciences (ref: life sciences)

-0.03 ± 0.23 -0.20 ± 0.16 -0.05 ± 0.14 0.50 ± 0.26 -0.41 ± 0.21 -0.04 ± 0.15

Class rank 0.14 ± 0.12 -0.04 ± 0.09 -0.02 ± 0.07 -0.09 ± 0.14 -0.21 ± 0.11 -0.02 ± 0.08

Student prior experiences and incoming academic performance

Previous classes with similar FA (5-point scale) 0.11 ± 0.09 0.14 ± 0.07 0.02 ± 0.07 -0.22 ± 0.10 0.02 ± 0.08 0.10 ± 0.06

GPA (z-score) -0.21 ± 0.10 -0.03 ± 0.08 0.16 ± 0.07 -0.13 ± 0.12 -0.12 ± 0.10 0.07 ± 0.07

Student perceptions and behaviors related to the FA and beliefs about learning

% FA questions relevant 
  (Scale of 0–100)

0.02 ± 0.01 0.03 ± 0.004 0.03 ± 0.004 0.02 ± 0.01 0.03 ± 0.01 0.03 ± 0.004

% FA questions challenging
  (Scale of 0–100)

0.02 ± 0.01 0.03 ± 0.003 0.02 ± 0.003 0.03 ± 0.01 0.03 ± 0.004 0.01 ± 0.003

FA discussion frequency 
  (5-point scale)

0.31 ± 0.09 0.05 ± 0.06 0.25 ± 0.06 0.15 ± 0.10 0.24 ± 0.09 0.23 ± 0.06

Student responsibility for learning 
  (Scale of 0–100)

0.01 ± 0.01 0.01 ± 0.004 0.01 ± 0.003 0.003 ± 0.01 0.01 ± 0.01 0.01 ± .004

Course sectionb F3, 252 = 0.96 F 4, 494 = 0.94 F9, 676 = 5.22 F3, 232 = 24.42 F2, 217 = 3.97 F5, 458 = 3.49

a�Most numbers shown are unstandardized B coefficients ± SE and should not be compared among predictors, but rather relative to the 
categories or scale of each predictor. For categorical demographic groups of interest, the coefficients shown represent the change in FA 
buy-in compared with the reference group indicated in parentheses. For predictor variables on a continuous scale, the coefficients represent 
the change in buy-in per one unit increase, with the total scale shown in parentheses. 

b�Course section was included for control purposes. Since pairwise course comparisons were not of interest, F values are shown to reflect 
the overall ratio of the variation between sample means to the variation within samples, rather than B coefficients. 

JiTT = Just-in-Time Teaching; OTP-pre = online textbook program pre-class assignments; CQ = clicker questions; ICA = in-class activities; 
OTP-post = online textbook program post-class assignments; HW/Q = homework assignments/quizzes; SE = standard error; URM = un-
derrepresented minority.
Numbers in bold are statistically significant (p < 0.05). Adjusted R2 of the models ranged from 0.32–0.56.
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The models also included student perceptions and 
behaviors associated with the FA as well as beliefs about 
learning (Table 4). Students who rated a higher percentage 
of FA questions as relevant and challenging had higher buy-
in toward all FA types. For many FA types (i.e., JiTT, clicker 
questions, and post-class FAs), students who reported 
discussing FA questions more frequently had higher buy-in. 
In addition, students who accepted more responsibility for 
their own learning had higher buy-in toward pre- and post-
class FAs. Overall, these results show that student percep-
tions, behaviors, and beliefs were more broadly important 
for determining FA buy-in. 

Finally, course section was included in the models to ac-
count for differences among the classes, including instructor 
FA implementation. We found significant effects of course 
section on buy-in toward clicker questions, in-class activities 
(ICAs), OTP-post assignments, and homework (HW/Q) but not 
toward JiTT or OTP-pre assignments (Table 4). This suggests 
that for in-class and post-class FAs, instructional implementa-
tion was likely an important factor influencing student buy-in.

Influence of FA buy-in on course performance

To determine whether FA buy-in influenced course suc-
cess, we used general linear models with outcome variables 
of exam scores and course grades. After controlling for de-
mographics, GPA, and course section, we found that for all 
FA types except in-class activities, higher FA buy-in predicted 
higher exam and course grades (Table 5). An increase in buy-
in score of one unit yielded a modest influence on grades; 

however, these effects were more striking when comparing 
students at different points of the buy-in spectrum. To illus-
trate this effect, we graphed model-predicted point estimates 
of grades for students with very high, medium, and very low 
buy-in (i.e., resistant), at the 95th, 50th, and 5th percentile 
buy-in scores, respectively, for each FA type (Fig. 2). Since the 
models control for demographics, GPA, and course section, 
these point estimates represent predictions for hypothetical 
students with the same values for these other variables. For 
FAs where buy-in significantly predicted grades, students 
with very high buy-in had exam grades 0.1 to 0.2 standard 
deviations above students with medium buy-in and 0.3 to 0.5 
standard deviations above students with very low buy-in (Fig. 
2A). With an average exam grade standard deviation of 12.7 
percentage points, these differences translate into a boost 
of 1.3 to 2.5 and 3.8 to 6.4 percentage points, respectively. 
Additionally the model predicted that students with very high 
buy-in had course grades 0.1 to 0.3 GPA units higher than 
students with medium buy-in and 0.3 to 0.6 GPA units higher 
than students with very low buy-in (Fig. 2B).

DISCUSSION

Factors influencing student buy-in toward FAs

Identifying which student characteristics influence 
buy-in toward FAs is important for understanding how to 

TABLE 5.  
Parameter estimates of general linear models to assess influence 

of formative assessment (FA) buy-in on course performance.a

Outcome Variable

Exam Grade z-Score Course Grade

JiTT buy-in 0.05 ± 0.02 0.08 ± 0.03

OTP-pre buy-in 0.04 ± 0.02 0.04 ± 0.02

CQ buy-in 0.05 ± 0.02 0.05 ± 0.02

ICA buy-in 0.03 ± 0.02 0.03 ± 0.02

OTP-post buy-in 0.06 ± 0.03 0.07 ± 0.03

HW/Q buy-in 0.10 ± 0.02 0.11 ± 0.02

a�Numbers shown are unstandardized B coefficients ± SE, represent-
ing the change in exam z-score or course grade (in GPA units) for 
a one-unit increase in FA buy-in score. 

Numbers in bold are statistically significant (p < 0.05). Adjusted R2 of 
the models ranged from 0.40–0.54 for exam grades and 0.41–0.56 
for course grades. 
Separate models were generated for each FA type. Models also con-
trolled for demographic variables, incoming GPA, and course section. 
JiTT = just-in-time teaching; OTP-pre = online textbook program 
pre-class assignments; CQ = clicker questions; ICA = in-class activ-
ities; OTP-post = online textbook program post-class assignments; 
HW/Q = homework assignments/quizzes.

FIGURE 2.  Model-predicted exam grade z-scores (A) and course 
grades (B) of students with differing FA buy-in. Bars represent point 
estimate predictions from the general linear models for grades of 
three hypothetical students with very high, medium, and very low 
buy-in (i.e., resistant), at the 95th, 50th, and 5th percentile buy-in 
scores, respectively, for each FA type. Asterisks indicate FAs for 
which buy-in significantly influenced grades (p < 0.05; Table 5), while 
controlling for demographic variables, incoming GPA, and course 
section. FA = formative assessment; JiTT = Just-in-Time Teaching; 
OTP-pre = online textbook program pre-class assignments; CQ 
= clicker questions; ICA = in-class activities; OTP-post = online 
textbook program post-class assignments; HW/Q = homework 
assignments/quizzes.
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help students value these methods and minimize potential 
resistance. While knowledge about buy-in toward FAs has 
been mostly limited to clickers, our study included a range 
of FA types and provided needed insight into other com-
mon FA activities. Within the sample collected, we found 
support for our hypothesis that student characteristics 
influence FA buy-in; however, only some characteristics had 
broad effects. Fixed characteristics, such as demographics, 
previous experience, and incoming academic performance 
were relatively poor predictors of buy-in, while unfixed 
qualities, including perceptions, behaviors, and beliefs, had 
more consistent influences (Table 4). 

The finding that student buy-in did not differ based on 
most demographic traits contrasts with many prior studies. 
While other investigations have found that attitudes toward 
teaching techniques differ according to gender (13–18), ma-
jor (14, 24), and class rank (13, 14, 22, 23), we found that FA 
buy-in was not influenced by these or other demographic 
factors, including race/ethnicity and high school location. 
This difference could have been due either to differences in 
study populations or the fact that we controlled for more 
variables in our study. 

We did find that in comparison with continuing-gener-
ation students, first-generation students had lower buy-in 
toward select FA types. The underlying cause of differing 
attitudes between these groups remains unclear, but 
first-generation students face many obstacles that could 
influence their buy-in toward FAs. They frequently enter 
college with less preparation (34, 35) and less familiarity 
with university norms (36). First-generation students can 
struggle with time management and understanding faculty 
expectations (37), are more likely to live off-campus and 
have nonacademic (i.e., work, family) responsibilities (34, 
38–40), and are less likely to be academically and socially 
engaged in college (39, 41, 42). While we hypothesize that 
first-generation students’ lower buy-in toward two out-of-
class FAs may stem from external commitments or time 
management, these results warrant further investigation, 
particularly since FAs disproportionately help first-gener-
ation students (3, 4).

As with demographics, we found that prior experiences 
and academic performance only influenced buy-in for select 
FAs. For most FA types, prior experience with a similar FA 
had no influence on buy-in. This finding differs from previous 
work emphasizing the role of prior experiences in shaping 
student attitudes toward teaching techniques (11, 19, 23, 25, 
26). In our study, previous experiences with a similar FA 
type predicted higher buy-in toward OTP-pre assignments 
and lower buy-in toward in-class activities, which could have 
stemmed from positive or negative carry-over from similar 
activities in the past (19). With respect to previous academic 
performance, students with higher incoming GPA had lower 
buy-in toward JiTT and higher buy-in toward clicker ques-
tions. Previous studies of student attitudes toward JiTT have 
not addressed student differences (43–45), but the clicker 
results parallel other studies (22, 23). 

In contrast to the fixed characteristics, student percep-
tions, behaviors, and beliefs more consistently predicted FA 
buy-in. We found that students had higher buy-in toward all 
FA types when they perceived that the FA questions related 
to course content and challenged them to think more deeply. 
This finding suggests that students value high-quality FA 
questions and agrees with our prior analysis of open-end-
ed survey responses showing that dissatisfaction with the 
content of FA questions was a common source of resistance 
(10). In addition, the present study revealed that students 
who discussed FA questions more frequently and accepted 
more ownership over their learning had higher buy-in toward 
many FA types. While students’ learning approaches and 
strategies can influence their preferences for certain types 
of summative assessments or other teaching techniques (27, 
28), few studies have examined how students’ approaches 
affect their attitudes toward specific FAs. One study found 
that a desire to be involved and engaged in class predicted 
positive perceptions of clicker activities (23). Taken together, 
our results suggest that student perceptions, behaviors, and 
beliefs represent promising avenues for delineating sources 
of FA buy-in and resistance. 

Influence of FA buy-in on course performance

In addition to identifying factors associated with FA 
buy-in, we also found that, after controlling for other 
relevant variables, higher student buy-in toward most FA 
types predicted higher exam grades, which are determined 
independently from FA scores, and higher course grades, 
which include FA points (Table 5). Model predictions also 
indicate that FA buy-in can have modest, but potentially 
consequential, impacts on academic achievement (Fig. 2). 
Building on a recent study finding that students with high 
buy-in toward in-class active learning are more likely to 
engage in self-regulated learning and have higher course 
grades (46), we hypothesize that students who have higher 
buy-in engage more deeply with the FAs and gain more con-
ceptual learning, while resistant students may only engage 
on a surface level. This explanation also follows from other 
work demonstrating that positive perceptions of learning 
environments lead to deeper study approaches for sum-
mative assessments (47–49) and that these approaches are 
associated with higher exam scores (50–52). 

Implications for instruction

These findings have specific implications for instruc-
tors wishing to optimize their use of FAs. Our finding 
that unfixed student qualities were more predictive of FA 
buy-in than fixed characteristics suggests that instructors 
can make tractable changes to improve student FA buy-in. 
We also found that buy-in toward in-class and post-class 
FAs significantly varied among course sections, suggesting 
that instructional implementation plays an important role 
in shaping student buy-in. Moreover, since higher buy-in 
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predicted improved course performance, instructors should 
spend time and effort cultivating student buy-in, including 
explaining to students how FAs are intended to promote 
their learning (11, 25, 29, 53). We further identified three 
main areas instructors can leverage to foster FA buy-in: 
making FA questions relevant and challenging, encouraging 
student discussion of FA questions, and empowering student 
ownership of learning.

Incorporating relevant and challenging questions rep-
resents one way that instructors can potentially improve 
student buy-in. To create relevant questions, instructors can 
align FA questions with their learning objectives and sum-
mative assessments (54, 55) through a process of backward 
design (56, 57). Instructors can create challenging questions 
by emphasizing higher order cognitive processes (58–60). To 
stimulate critical thinking, FA activities can explore student 
misconceptions (61) and ask students to connect scientific 
principles to real-world situations (62). 

Student discussion also holds promise as a way to 
encourage buy-in and promote learning both during (63) 
and outside of (64) class. While some students may be 
less inclined to discuss with peers during and outside of 
class (22, 65), explaining how discussion supports the 
learning process, using best practices when forming stu-
dent discussion groups, and creating a classroom culture 
that values student talk can each contribute to a sense 
of community and help students feel more comfortable 
participating in discussions (3, 66, 67). Instructors can 
spark discussion by providing complex problems that 
require collaboration or improve the quality of student 
discussions by explicitly prompting students to share their 
reasoning (68). Influencing student behavior related to 
FAs that occur outside of class time may be challenging, 
but instructors can reserve class time for discussion of 
these FAs, a key component of the JiTT pedagogy (69), or 
use online forums to provide a platform for out-of-class 
discussions (70). 

Finally, instructors can work to improve student buy-
in, particularly toward out-of-class FAs, by empowering 
students to take ownership of their learning. Students’ be-
haviors and beliefs associated with learning, including their 
sense of responsibility for learning, tend to remain stable 
over time (71, 72); however, these qualities can evolve and 
be influenced by instructors (72, 73). By using process-ori-
ented teaching methods, such as helping students diagnose 
their learning patterns, explicitly modelling alternative 
thinking strategies, and actively encouraging students to 
try those strategies, instructors can help students gradually 
transition from teacher-regulated to student-regulated 
learning and adopt a conception that learning involves 
construction rather than intake of knowledge (74, 75). In 
addition, instructors can provide other opportunities both 
in and out of class for students to reflect on their under-
standing, confusion, and study habits in order to develop 
deeper metacognition (76), which forms an integral part 
of self-regulated learning (77, 78).

In conclusion, this study identifies unfixed student char-
acteristics as promising leverage points by which instructors 
can foster student buy-in and demonstrates that buy-in 
toward particular FAs predicts course success. As with 
many educational studies, these results were obtained with 
a specific student population and particular instructional 
implementations, and thus, the generalizability of our results 
will require additional research. Furthermore, we anticipate 
that other important factors affecting FA buy-in will emerge 
as researchers continue to explore connections between 
student engagement with FAs and academic success.

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS

Appendix 1:	 FA survey items used in the present study
Appendix 2: 	�Numbers of students included in the study 

and total enrollment for each course
Appendix 3:	� Additional information regarding defini-

tions for predictor and outcome variables
Appendix 4:	� Procedure for addressing potential collin-

earity between predictor variables

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This work was supported by an NSF WIDER Award 
(DUE-1347814) and completed in conjunction with the 
UNL ARISE team, including Lance Pérez, Ruth Heaton, 
Leilani Arthurs, Doug Golick, Kevin Lee, Marilyne Stains, 
Matt Patton, Trisha Vickrey, Hee-Jeong Kim, Ruth Lion-
berger, Jeremy van Hof, Beverly Russell, Sydney Brown, 
Tareq Daher, Eyde Olson, Brian Wilson, Jim Hammerman, 
and Amy Spiegel. We thank Tanya Brown, Mary Durham, 
Joey Hubbard, and the UNL DBER community for critical 
discussions. We also thank the students and instructors 
for their participation. 

The authors have no conflicts of interest to declare. We 
received technical support from our team of collaborators 
funded by NSF DUE-1347814. There were no potential 
conflicts to study participants. The study sponsors had 
no role in the study design; in the collection, analysis, and 
interpretation of the data; in the writing of the report; and 
in the decision to submit the report for publication.

REFERENCES 

	 1.	 American Association for the Advancement of Science. 2011. 
Vision and Change in Undergraduate Biology Education: 
A Call to Action: a summary of recommendations made 
at a national conference organized by the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, July 15–17, 
2009. Washington, DC.

	 2.	 National Research Council (NRC). 2003. Evaluating and 
improving undergraduate teaching in science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics. The National Academies 
Press, Center for Education, Division of Behavioral and Social 
Sciences and Education, Washington, DC.



Journal of Microbiology & Biology Education  

BRAZEAL and COUCH: STUDENT BUY-IN TOWARD FORMATIVE ASSESSMENTS

9Volume 18, Number 1

	 3.	 Eddy SL, Hogan KA. 2014. Getting under the hood: how and 
for whom does increasing course structure work? CBE Life 
Sci Educ 13:453–468.

	 4.	 Reimer LC, Schenke K, Nguyen T, O’Dowd DK, Domina 
T, Warschauer M. 2016. Evaluating promising practices in 
undergraduate STEM lecture courses. RSF Russell Sage Found 
J Soc Sci 2:212–233.

	 5.	 Freeman S, Haak D, Wenderoth MP. 2011. Increased course 
structure improves performance in introductory biology. 
CBE Life Sci Educ 10:175–186.

	 6.	 Black P, Wiliam D. 2009. Developing the theory of formative 
assessment. Educ Assess Eval Account Former J Pers Eval 
Educ 21:5–31.

	 7.	 Kay RH, LeSage A. 2009. Examining the benefits and 
challenges of using audience response systems: a review of 
the literature. Comput Educ 53:819–827.

	 8.	 Keough SM. 2012. Clickers in the classroom: a review and a 
replication. J Manag Educ 36:822–847.

	 9.	 Vickrey T, Rosploch K, Rahmanian R, Pilarz M, Stains M. 
2015. Research-based implementation of peer instruction: a 
literature review. CBE Life Sci Educ 14:es3.

	10.	 Brazeal KR, Brown TL, Couch BA. 2016. Characterizing 
student perceptions of and buy-in toward common formative 
assessment techniques. CBE Life Sci Educ 15:ar73.

	11.	 Seidel SB, Tanner KD. 2013. “What if students revolt?”—
Considering student resistance: origins, options, and 
opportunities for investigation. CBE Life Sci Educ 12:586–
595.

	12.	 Prosser M, Trigwell K. 2014. Qualitative variation in 
approaches to university teaching and learning in large first-
year classes. High Educ 67:783–795.

	13.	 Welsh AJ. 2012. Exploring undergraduates’ perceptions of 
the use of active learning techniques in science lectures. J 
Coll Sci Teach 42:80–87.

	14.	 Wolter BH, Lundeberg MA, Kang H, Herreid CF. 2011. 
Students’ perceptions of using personal response systems 
(“clickers”) with cases in science. J Coll Sci Teach 40:14–19.

	15.	 Birenbaum M, Feldman RA. 1998. Relationships between 
learning patterns and attitudes towards two assessment 
formats. Educ Res 40:90–98.

	16.	 Gok T. 2011. An evaluation of student response systems from 
the viewpoint of instructors and students. Turk Online J Educ 
Technol 10(4):67–83. 

	17.	 Hoekstra A. 2008. Vibrant student voices: exploring effects 
of the use of clickers in large college courses. Learn Media 
Technol 33:329–341.

	18.	 Kay RH. 2009. Examining gender differences in attitudes 
toward interactive classroom communications systems 
(ICCS). Comput Educ 52:730–740.

	19.	 Hillyard C, Gillespie D, Littig P. 2010. University students’ 
attitudes about learning in small groups after frequent 
participation. Act Learn High Educ 11:9–20.

	20.	 Terrion JL, Aceti V. 2012. Perceptions of the effects of clicker 
technology on student learning and engagement: A study of 
freshmen chemistry students. Res Learn Technol 20(2):16150. 
doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.3402/rlt.v20i0.16150.

	21.	 Zeidner M. 1987. Essay versus multiple-choice type classroom 
exams: the student’s perspective. J Educ Res 80:352–358.

	22.	 Preszler RW, Dawe A, Shuster CB, Shuster M. 2007. Assessment 
of the effects of student response systems on student learning 
and attitudes over a broad range of biology courses. CBE Life 
Sci Educ 6:29–41.

	23.	 Trees AR, Jackson MH. 2007. The learning environment in clicker 
classrooms: student processes of learning and involvement in 
large university-level courses using student response systems. 
Learn Media Technol 32:21–40.

	24.	 Crossgrove K, Curran KL. 2008. Using clickers in nonmajors- 
and majors-level biology courses: student opinion, learning, 
and long-term retention of course material. CBE Life Sci Educ 
7:146–154.

	25.	 Akerlind GS, Trevitt AC. 1999. Enhancing self-directed learning 
through educational technology: when students resist the 
change. Innov Educ Train Int 36:96–105.

	26.	 Taylor M. 1986. Learning for self-direction in the classroom: the 
pattern of a transition process. Stud High Educ 11:55–72.

	27.	 Birenbaum M. 1997. Assessment preferences and their 
relationship to learning strategies and orientations. High Educ 
33:71–84.

	28.	 Jones A, Kember D. 1994. Approaches to learning and student 
acceptance of self-study packages. Program Learn Educ Technol 
31:93–97.

	29.	 Felder RM, Brent R. 1996. Navigating the bumpy road to student-
centered instruction. Coll Teach 44:43–47.

	30.	 Keeley SM, Shemberg KM, Cowell BS, Zinnbauer BJ. 1995. 
Coping with student resistance to critical thinking: what the 
psychotherapy literature can tell us. Coll Teach 43:140–145.

	31.	 Fabrigar LR, Wegener DT, MacCallum RC, Strahan EJ. 1999. 
Evaluating the use of exploratory factor analysis in psychological 
research. Psychol Methods 4:272.

	32.	 Osborne JW, Costello AB. 2009. Best practices in exploratory 
factor analysis: four recommendations for getting the most from 
your analysis. Pan-Pac Manag Rev 12:131–146.

	33.	 Theobald R, Freeman S. 2014. Is it the intervention or the 
students? Using linear regression to control for student 
characteristics in undergraduate STEM education research. CBE 
Life Sci Educ 13:41–48.

	34.	 Terenzini PT, Springer L, Yaeger PM, Pascarella ET, Nora A. 1996. 
First-generation college students: characteristics, experiences, 
and cognitive development. Res High Educ 37:1–22.

	35.	 Warburton EC, Bugarin R, Nunez A-M. 2001. Bridging the 
gap: academic preparation and postsecondary success of 
first-generation students (NCES 2001-153). National Center 
for Education Statistics, US Government Printing Office, 
Washington, DC.

	36.	 Stephens NM, Fryberg SA, Markus HR, Johnson CS, Covarrubias 
R. 2012. Unseen disadvantage: how American universities’ focus 
on independence undermines the academic performance of 
first-generation college students. J Pers Soc Psychol 102:1178.

	37.	 Collier PJ, Morgan DL. 2008. “Is that paper really due 
today?”: Differences in first-generation and traditional college 
students’ understandings of faculty expectations. High Educ 
55:425–446.

http://dx.doi.org/10.3402/rlt.v20i0.16150


Journal of Microbiology & Biology Education  

BRAZEAL and COUCH: STUDENT BUY-IN TOWARD FORMATIVE ASSESSMENTS

Volume 18, Number 110

	38.	 Pascarella ET, Pierson CT, Wolniak GC, Terenzini PT. 2004. 
First-generation college students: additional evidence on college 
experiences and outcomes. J High Educ 249–284.

	39.	 Pike GR, Kuh GD. 2005. First-and second-generation college 
students: a comparison of their engagement and intellectual 
development. J High Educ 276–300.

	40.	 Stebleton M, Soria K. 2013. Breaking down barriers: academic 
obstacles of first-generation students at research universities.

	41.	 Lundberg CA, Schreiner LA, Hovaguimian K, Slavin Miller S. 
2007. First-generation status and student race/ethnicity as 
distinct predictors of student involvement and learning. NASPA 
J 44:57–83.

	42.	 Soria KM, Stebleton MJ. 2012. First-generation students’ academic 
engagement and retention. Teach High Educ 17:673–685.

	43.	 Luo W. 2008. Just-in-Time Teaching (JiTT) improves students’ 
performance in classes—adaptation of JiTT in four geography 
courses. J Geosci Educ 56:166–171.

	44.	 Marrs KA, Novak G. 2004. Just-in-Time Teaching in biology: 
creating an active learner classroom using the internet. Cell 
Biol Educ 3:49–61.

	45.	 Simkins S, Maier M. 2004. Using Just-in-Time Teaching 
techniques in the principles of economics course. Soc Sci 
Comput Rev 22:444–456.

	46.	 Cavanagh AJ, Aragón OR, Chen X, Couch B, Durham M, 
Bobrownicki A, Hanauer DI, Graham MJ. 2016. Student buy-in 
to active learning in a college science course. CBE Life Sci Educ 
15:ar76.

	47.	 Lizzio A, Wilson K, Simons R. 2002. University students’ 
perceptions of the learning environment and academic outcomes: 
implications for theory and practice. Stud High Educ 27:27–52.

	48.	 Struyven K, Dochy F, Janssens S. 2005. Students’ perceptions 
about evaluation and assessment in higher education: a review. 
Assess Eval High Educ 30:325–341.

	49.	 Trigwell K, Prosser M. 1991. Improving the quality of student 
learning: the influence of learning context and student approaches 
to learning on learning outcomes. High Educ 22:251–266.

	50.	 Davidson RA. 2003. Relationship of study approach and exam 
performance. J Account Educ 20:29–44.

	51.	 Elias RZ. 2005. Students’ approaches to study in introductory 
accounting courses. J Educ Bus 80:194–199.

	52.	 Holschuh JP. 2000. Do as I say, not as I do: high, average, and low-
performing students’ strategy use in biology. J Coll Read Learn 
31:94–108.

	53.	 Silverthorn DU. 2006. Teaching and learning in the interactive 
classroom. Adv Physiol Educ 30:135–140.

	54.	 Biggs J. 1996. Enhancing teaching through constructive alignment. 
High Educ 32:347–364.

	55.	 Blumberg P. 2009. Maximizing learning through course alignment 
and experience with different types of knowledge. Innov High 
Educ 34:93–103.

	56.	 Allen D, Tanner K. 2007. Putting the horse back in front of the cart: 
using visions and decisions about high-quality learning experiences 
to drive course design. CBE Life Sci Educ 6:85–89.

	57.	 Wiggins G, McTighe J. 2005. Understanding by design. 
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 
Alexandria, VA.

	58.	 Allen D, Tanner K. 2002. Approaches to cell biology teaching: 
questions about questions. Cell Biol Educ 1:63–67.

	59.	 Crowe A, Dirks C, Wenderoth MP. 2008. Biology in bloom: 
implementing Bloom’s taxonomy to enhance student learning in 
biology. CBE Life Sci Educ 7:368–381.

	60.	 Krathwohl DR. 2002. A revision of Bloom’s taxonomy: an 
overview. Theory Pract 41:212–218.

	61.	 Tanner K, Allen D. 2005. Understanding the wrong answers—
teaching toward conceptual change. Cell Biol Educ 4:112–117.

	62.	 Miri B, David B-C, Uri Z. 2007. Purposely teaching for the 
promotion of higher-order thinking skills: a case of critical thinking. 
Res Sci Educ 37:353–369.

	63.	 Smith MK, Wood WB, Adams WK, Wieman C, Knight JK, 
Guild N, Su TT. 2009. Why peer discussion improves student 
performance on in-class concept questions. Science 323:122–124.

	64.	 Benford R, Gess-Newsome J. 2006. Factors affecting student 
academic success in gateway courses at Northern Arizona 
University. Cent Sci Teach Learn North Ariz Univ ERIC Document 
No ED495693.

	65.	 Graham CR, Tripp TR, Seawright L, Joeckel G. 2007. Empowering 
or compelling reluctant participators using audience response 
systems. Act Learn High Educ 8:233–258.

	66.	 Oakley B, Felder RM, Brent R, Elhajj I. 2004. Turning student 
groups into effective teams. J Stud Centered Learn 2:9–34.

	67.	 Tanner KD. 2009. Talking to learn: why biology students should 
be talking in classrooms and how to make it happen. CBE Life Sci 
Educ 8:89–94.

	68.	 Knight JK, Wise SB, Southard KM. 2013. Understanding clicker 
discussions: student reasoning and the impact of instructional 
cues. CBE Life Sci Educ 12:645–654.

	69.	 Novak GM. 2011. Just-in-Time Teaching. New Dir Teach Learn 
2011:63–73.

	70.	 Benfield G. 2002. Designing and managing effective online 
discussions. Oxford Centre for Staff and Learning Development, 
Oxford Brookes University, Oxford, UK.

	71.	 Fishman EJ. 2014. With great control comes great responsibility: 
the relationship between perceived academic control, student 
responsibility, and self-regulation. Br J Educ Psychol 84:685–702.

	72.	 Vermunt JD, Vermetten YJ. 2004. Patterns in student learning: 
relationships between learning strategies, conceptions of learning, 
and learning orientations. Educ Psychol Rev 16:359–384.

	73.	 Trigwell K, Prosser M, Waterhouse F. 1999. Relations between 
teachers’ approaches to teaching and students’ approaches to 
learning. High Educ 37:57–70.

	74.	 Vermunt J, Verschaffel L. 2000. Process-oriented teaching, p 
209–225. In Simons RL, van der Linden J, Duffy T (ed), New 
learning. Kluwer Academic Publishers, Netherlands. 

	75.	 Vermunt JD, Verloop N. 1999. Congruence and friction between 
learning and teaching. Learn Instr 9:257–280.

	76.	 Tanner KD. 2012. Promoting student metacognition. CBE Life Sci 
Educ 11:113–120.

	77.	 Ertmer PA, Newby TJ. 1996. The expert learner: strategic, self-
regulated, and reflective. Instr Sci 24:1–24.

	78.	 Schraw G, Crippen KJ, Hartley K. 2006. Promoting self-regulation 
in science education: metacognition as part of a broader 
perspective on learning. Res Sci Educ 36:111–139.


	University of Nebraska - Lincoln
	DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
	2017

	Student Buy-In Toward Formative Assessments: The Influence of Student Factors and Importance for Course Success
	Kathleen R. Brazeal
	Brian A. Couch

	tmp.1537456307.pdf.0OiAY

