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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Today, higher education is marked by ongoing change. Higher education plays a key role
in economic and social development and, as such, requires significant resources for
meeting the needs of mass access and building research capacity (Payne, 2010). Research
has become an enterprise for knowledge creation at a time of dynamic change in the world.
Research is the life blood of universities and a powerful conduit for change. Research in
universities is dynamic and has become necessary for keeping abreast with changes of the
21st century (Trowler, 2014). Faculty and support staff are vital entities in higher education
and carry out the mission and purpose of universities. Faculty are important to the success
of institutions and are the academic foundation of universities (Johnson & Louw, 2014).
Knowledge creation has become critical and has placed universities and research centers
at the center of national development (Teferra, 2007; Altbach & Salmi, 2011). Research and
teaching are important in higher education. When one considers the role of research in
higher education and the roles of academic faculty in higher education institutions and their
significance in sharing and creating knowledge (Task Force on Higher Education and
Society, 2000), one can appreciate the need to improve research.

University of The Bahamas (UB) is the national university of The Bahamas and espouses
excellence through the development of its teaching, research and service and continually
seeks ways to link these to national development as outlined in the 2009-2019 strategic
plan (Hodder, 2007). Currently, there is limited scholarly literature available on the
conditions and processes of faculty performing research at UB and minimal research exists
on the challenges faced by faculty or on their successes and failures. Improving faculty
research at University of The Bahamas can enhance problem solving and innovation, which
have direct links to improving learning (Brew, 2003), improve decision making on curricular
issues and institutional effectiveness and find new ways to utilize knowledge (Volkwein, Liu,
& Woodell, 2012). The heavy dependence on knowledge produced elsewhere, consistent
with institutions in the Caribbean region (Teferra & Knight, 2008), urges UB to craft a culture
of evidence for informing issues of academic quality, the declining male presence in higher
education, the national brain drain, the diverse learning needs of students and managing
change in the newly chartered institution. There is also a need to work towards balancing
learning for learning sake with employability for the goal of lifelong learning, which supports
a highly skilled workforce, stronger democracy and a more inclusive society (Yang,
Schneller, & Roche, 2015; Altbach, Reisberg, & Rumbley, 2010). Notably, the reality of
developing a high-quality higher education system in the Caribbean provides challenges
which many Caribbean countries share (Lewis & Simmons, 2010).
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The present study examined faculty and support staff research activity at University of The
Bahamas (UB) to determine why faculty and support staff engage in research. The study
examined both motivation and challenges to research at UB to better explicate how UB
might build research capacity while improving research quality. UB is an institution in
transition from a college devoted to teaching to a full university with a strong commitment
to research and scholarship as well as teaching and community service. The design of the
study was influenced by the ideas surrounding constructivist grounded theory which
encourages a detailed understanding of the social process within the context of UB
facilitated by the researcher’s interaction with participants and their narratives via interviews
(Charmaz, 2000). A constructivist grounded theory approach was utilized to explore the
experiences of faculty and support staff at UB and develop a theory to better understand
faculty and support staff research. As such, the results of the present study may provide
support for the organization and development of research policies in UB as well as the
encouragement of research activities at other Caribbean institutions of higher learning while
providing a unique perspective on faculty research with possible benefits for international
institutions with a similar context in small nation states.

A sample consisting of 18 faculty members and support staff from UB’s New Providence
and Grand Bahama campuses who were actively engaged in research at the University
were interviewed. Participants shared their beliefs, opinions, attitudes and experiences via
semi-structured interviews. Through an iterative process of comparative analysis, themes
and categories were identified allowing for a conceptualization of how faculty members at
UB approach research activities. This conceptualization led to the theory of the persistent
advocate which represented the different components of faculty and support staff
perceptions of their research in UB. Participants noted the many constraints that UB faces
which included deficits in resources and infrastructure as well as the constraints imposed
by colonial and postcolonial legacies (Iton, 2011; Miller, 2000) that still impact institutional
norms and behaviours and administrative structures. Past and current institutional practices
and a strong teaching culture at UB have militated towards limiting both research
opportunities and the resources allocated for research. Thus, researchers must act as
persistent advocates in order to navigate and overcome challenges to performing research.
Components of persistence and advocacy for participants were represented in the
narratives in three parts as noted in Table 1.
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Table 1. Summary of Key Components of Persistence and Advocacy

EXPRESSIONS OF PERSISTENCE AND ADVOCACY

Researchers maneuver the challenges to research and anticipate
that research in the institution could be improved by scaffolding
structures of support for research.

COMPONENTS OF PERSISTENCE AND ADVOCACY

/ ¥ Researchers create a context for engaging in research in the process
PERSISTENCE AND ADVOCACY of pursuing their commitment to learning.

ACCOMPLISHING PERSISTENCE AND ADVOCACY

Accomplishing research for faculty and support staff in UB meant
envisioning change.

Persistent advocates overcome institutional obstacles by valuing research, embracing
collaboration and engaging in scholarship. The findings of this study must be understood in
the context of the social and cultural setting both of UB and The Bahamas. This social
context creates situations that participants perceived as motivating and, in many cases,
challenging. The findings of the study and the theory of the persistent advocate are a critical
contribution in support of stakeholder dialogue as to UB’s future in developing its research
focus. The new university is currently faced with strong teaching traditions as well as
resource constraints potentially in conflict with the institution’s desire to build a true research
culture. Thompson and Pascal (2012) assert that a community of learners can create a
culture that fosters reflection and the collective creation of ideas which becomes a breeding
ground for new knowledge. To accomplish all that is required for UB to achieve its mission
and vision, the efforts of Bahamian scholars will need to be more generative. It was clear
from participants’ narratives and aspirations for UB and The Bahamas that Bahamian
scholars must become major players in constructing the nation’s future by taking an active
role in creating knowledge instead of simply replicating it.

Keywords: Building research capacity, research culture, faculty research
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