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Instructor strictness: instrument development and validation
T. Kody Frey a and Nicholas T. Tatum b

aSchool of Information Science, University of Kentucky, Lexington, KY, U.S.A.; bDepartment of
Communication Studies, University of Nevada, Las Vegas, NV, U.S.A.

ABSTRACT
Three studies (N = 1,346) detail the development of three
theoretically grounded instruments operationalizing instructor
strictness. Using open-ended questionnaire data (n = 427), study 1
inductively derives an understanding of the instructor behaviors
that students perceive as strict. These patterns of behavior are
then condensed into a comprehensive item pool designed to
measure the relevant constructs. Study 2 (n = 391) evaluates the
underlying factor structures comprised by the patterns of
strictness identified in study 1 through a series of exploratory
factor analyses. Study 3 (n = 528) establishes factorial validity of
each new measure through confirmatory factor analyses. Studies
2 and 3 also provide evidence for convergent and concurrent
validity between the newly formed measures of evaluative,
regulatory, and interactive strictness and relevant variables within
the nomological network, including the Questionnaire on Teacher
Interaction (QTI) strictness inventory, the QTI admonishing
behavior inventory, instructor caring, and cognitive flexibility. The
research provides a roadmap to investigate how instructors who
enforce classroom rules or demonstrate inflexibility may influence
instructional outcomes in nuanced ways. The theoretical and
practical implications of the new measures for instructional
communication research, as well as future directions, are discussed.
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Students routinely use the word “strict” to describe instructor behavior in the classroom
(Jenkins, 1997; Poplin et al., 2011; Wubbels et al., 1991), and variations of the term appear
frequently throughout popular culture (e.g., Carr, 2014; Tickle, 2017). In terms of scho-
larship, strictness is routinely discussed across disciplines (e.g., Jiang et al., 2021; Wubbels
& Levy, 1991); however, no apparent research considers instructor strictness as a variable
of interest or systematically explores the role it could play in the classroom (Tatum &
Frey, 2021). Instead, because of its colloquial pervasiveness, the term strictness is often
used without consideration for how it is actually managed and prescribed in classroom
contexts. For example, in their study of instructor self-disclosure online, Mazer et al.
(2007) claimed that “… teachers who exhibit a relaxed personality on Facebook with
informal photographs and entertaining messages, but show themselves to be strict in
the classroom, may create violated student expectations that may result in negative
effects on students” (p. 13). Likewise, Larseingue et al. (2012) argued that “teachers
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can modulate the perceived rigor of communication courses by regulating the amount of
work they require as well as by adjusting the strictness with which they adhere to grading
standards” (p. 438). Such examples may be intuitively understood, yet the true impact of
strict instruction remains anecdotal until scholars solidify and empirically validate this
often expressed, but seldom clarified, concept.

The need for research exploring strictness becomes even more apparent when consid-
ering the impact of the 2020 SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) pandemic. The virus uprooted
standards for instructor behavior in a variety of ways and raised ethical questions regard-
ing how pedagogy and instruction should be enacted (Darling-Hammond & Hyler,
2020). The conversation surrounding how to put students in the best position to learn
despite increasing worries about health care, finances, and personal safety, among
other topics, toed the line between offering increased accommodations and remaining
firm in the face of uncertainty. As Tatum and Frey (2021) argued, “the pandemic has
led to a clamoring of voices making broad, sweeping generalizations concerning what
students need and want in terms of strictness” (p. 215). However, the efficacy of such
claims needs to be called into question without empirical investigations that explore
the effects of this flexible, or inflexible, behavior.

The present studies seek to address these gaps, elaborating on the conceptualization of
instructor strictness and developing three reliable and empirically derived instruments to
assess instructor strictness in the college classroom. Study 1 employs open-ended survey
data to inductively develop a typology of instructor messages and behaviors related to
perceived strictness as the basis for scale item generation. Study 2 submits the items gen-
erated from study 1 to exploratory factor analysis (EFA) procedures to reduce them to a
meaningful set of underlying factors. Additionally, this study examines convergent val-
idity between the newly formulated measures and existing inventories of strictness and
admonishing behavior. Finally, Study 3 submits each measure to confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) procedures to holistically test the data against a previously theorized
factor structure. Study 3 also provides tests of concurrent validity through the expected
relationship between instructor strictness and other theorized constructs (i.e., instructor
caring, cognitive flexibility).

Conceptualizing instructor strictness

The first step in truly understanding a construct should be the formation of a precise
definition within the desired context (Hinkin, 1998). Drawing from several descriptions

Table 1. Existing descriptions of strict instructor behavior.
Article Definition

Coll et al. (2002) “Severe when marking papers, standards are very high, tests are hard, afraid of this
teacher, silent in this teacher’s class” (p. 120)

Den Brok and Brekelmans
(2001)

“Keeps a tight rein, checks, judges, demands silence, sets rules, gives hard tests” (p. 25)

Fisher et al. (1995) “The extent to which teachers keep the reins tight, maintain silence and consistently check
the rules” (p. 132)

Kendall and Schussler
(2013a)

“Adhere to policies and rules, are inflexible, are tough graders, and not tolerant of bad
behavior or distractions” (p. 205)

Wubbels et al. (1991) “Keep reins tight, check, judge, get class silent, maintain silence, be strict, exact norms and
set rules” (p. 3)
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of strict instructors (see Table 1), Tatum and Frey (2021) offered the following definition
of strictness: “the perceived inflexibility of an instructor based on their unwavering
adherence to instructional policies and procedures” (p. 2). Herein, this definition is
expanded, and its assumptions are elucidated to create a more nuanced understanding
of the construct of interest.

First, strictness is enacted by instructors through the enforcement of implicit and
explicit policies and procedures in the classroom. Broadly speaking, policies and pro-
cedures refer to an instructor’s expectations for how classrooms should be managed in
terms of formal classroom rules (e.g., the syllabus; Thompson, 2007) or enacted class-
room norms (e.g., gives hard tests; Den Brok & Brekelmans, 2001). Regardless of
format (e.g., face-to-face, hybrid, online), classroom policies typically exist to prepare
instructors “for what occurs when a class begins and so they can decrease the likelihood
that students will feel the need to engage in aversive behaviors” (Hayes, 2005, p. 62). The
nature and importance of these policies and procedures are unique to each classroom. In
many cases, instructors have autonomy to manage their classrooms how they see fit.
However, various programs, departments, and universities might enforce universal pol-
icies (e.g., attendance, Title IX). So, the first assumption within this definition is that
strictness occurs in reference to a wide range of rules and norms, many of which may
not be applicable to every instructional setting or may be prescribed by entities other
than an instructor.

Second, for an instructor’s behavior to be described as strict, it must be perceived as
“inflexible” by students. Thus, not all adherence to a policy or a procedure is considered
strict—only that which is perceived to be keeping reins tight. In this way, one student
may perceive adherence to be lenient while another could view the same behavior as
rigid. Flexibility as a communicative construct has been explored in the discipline at
large (Martin & Rubin, 1994) and is often considered “an essential component of com-
munication competence” (Martin & Anderson, 1998, p. 2). More specifically in the class-
room, researchers have identified flexibility, or lack thereof, as a key communication
behavior that drives students’ perceptions such as instructor credibility (Myers &
Bryant, 2004) and teaching evaluations (Worley et al., 2007).

In fact, in a classroom setting, students identify instructors who demonstrate inflexi-
bility through unreasonable and arbitrary rules as misbehaving. In the initial investi-
gation of instructor misbehaviors (Kearney et al., 1991), students specifically described
instructors who refused to accept late work, gave no breaks during long classes, punished
entire classes for a single student’s behavior, or generally behaved with rigidity, inflexi-
bility, or authoritarianism as interfering with learning. Subsequent replications in
more current classroom contexts (Goodboy & Myers, 2015), as well as online learning
environments (Vallade & Kaufmann, 2018), have also identified inflexibility stemming
from unreasonable and arbitrary rules as misbehaviors. Collectively, the second assump-
tion within this definition is that strictness does not explicitly refer to the characteristics
or features of policies and procedures but instead reflects the extent to which the instruc-
tor adheres to them. This means that simply having a specific policy does not constitute
strictness; for a behavior to be strict, it must involve unwavering adherence to a policy (or
contrarily, flexible adjustment away from stated or implied expectations).

Third, strictness does not necessarily produce unfavorable evaluations, as the
definition forwarded by Tatum and Frey (2021) is void of either positive or negative
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valence. Despite the notion that a theoretical grounding in flexibility is likely to lead stu-
dents to perceive inflexible instructors undesirably, there may be some conditions
whereby it has the opposite effect. Indeed, a strict instructor “may be unbending in
their rules to the point of being unfair” (Kendall & Schussler, 2013b, p. 102), and this
unfairness will likely be viewed negatively (see Chory-Assad & Paulsel, 2004). But it is
also entirely possible that strict instructors may be perceived favorably when enforcing
“polite behavior in a large classroom” or even applying “the same rules to all students”
(Kendall & Schussler, 2013b, p. 102). Some instructors have indeed experienced
success through adherence to policies or procedures they view as strict (for example,
see Trefzger, 2018). Moore and Richards (2019) extended this line of thinking by
suggesting that “favorable student outcomes may occur in response to reward-based,
prosocial strategies and to punishment-based, antisocial strategies, depending upon
the credibility of the instructor and the framing of the syllabus policy” (p. 405). Thus,
on its own, strictness is likely to be perceived negatively; however, depending on how
an instructor frames their inflexibility or applies their rules, some students could
benefit from, or even appreciate, strict instruction. The third assumption within this
definition is that instructor strictness is not value-laden; it describes the strict messages
and behaviors themselves and excludes students’ evaluations of them.

Operationalizing instructor strictness

Based on this expanded conceptualization of strictness, no existing instruments appear
to reflect the full scope of the construct in the twenty-first-century classroom. In the
few times it has been measured, the concept has only been captured using a small
number of items from a larger scale. Most predominantly, six items from Wubbels
et al.’s (1985) 48-item Questionnaire on Teacher Interaction (QTI) have been
employed to elicit students’ perceptions of an instructor’s strictness: (1) this teacher
is severe when marking papers; (2) this teacher’s standards are very high; (3) we
have to be silent in this teacher’s class; (4) we are afraid of this teacher; (5) this tea-
chers’ tests are hard, and (6) this teacher is strict. For several reasons, these items are
inadequate for operationalizing strictness. The items do not reference important, man-
dated policies and procedures found in most classrooms like those related to academic
integrity or deadlines. Further, the items make no mention of technology restrictions,
which are pervasive in modern classrooms (e.g., Tatum et al., 2018). Finally, it seems
improbable that such a limited number of items, especially given that the QTI was not
developed following modern instrument development standards, truly capture the
scope of this abstract concept. As such, there is an exigency to develop a novel
instrument to measure instructor strictness so it can be explored quantitatively in
research.

Study 1: thematic analysis and instrument development

Given the arguments presented for the conceptualization of strictness, study 1 sought to
understand students’ actual, lived experiences with strict instruction. Furthermore, ana-
lyzing students’ actual recollections of their interactions with strict instructors should
overcome the limitations posed by existing scales by revealing specific instances of
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inflexible behavior that better reflect the current educational context. In turn, these
instances can be used as the basis for item generation in the construction of a
measure. The following research question was posed:

RQ1: Given the present definition, what types of instructor messages or behaviors do stu-
dents perceive as strict?

Participants and procedures

Participants included 427 undergraduate students enrolled at a large institution in the
Southeast (160 men, 37.47%; 260 women, 60.89%, seven did not report, 1.64%). Partici-
pants ranged in age from 18 to 54 (M = 19.69, SD = 2.87), with 174 first-year students, 57
sophomores, 108 juniors, 81 seniors, one fifth-year senior or beyond, and six who did not
report. Students identified as White/Caucasian (n = 329; 77.05%), Black or African
American (n = 30; 7.03%), Asian or Pacific Islander (n = 36; 8.43%), Hispanic or
Latino/Latina (n = 16; 3.75%), Native American or American Indian (n = 1; 0.23%),
and Other (n = 9; 2.11%), with 6 (1.41%) not reporting.

Following approval from the university IRB, students were recruited from the introduc-
tory communication course via a research participation system. Participants who self-selected
to participate were provided with a link to a survey hosted by Qualtrics. After agreeing to
participate, students were then directed to respond to several open-ended and demographic
questions. Students who completed the survey earned minimal course credit (1% of their
total grade). Those choosing not to take part in the research were provided with an alternate
assignment, providing them with the opportunity to earn the same amount of credit. Stu-
dents were first provided with the definition of instructor strictness forwarded by Tatum
and Frey (2021). Then, they were prompted to provide written narratives about their experi-
ences with instructor strictness in the classroom. Specifically, participants responded to two
open-ended questions designed to elicit a wide variety of experiences and perspectives:
(1) Tell me a story about when an instructor during college was strict; and (2) What other
things do you believe an instructor can do to make them seem strict? Students were not
asked to report on a specific instructor, and no data was collected regarding the instructors
students were referencing in their open-ended responses.

Thematic analysis

Following analytic procedures in similarly derived scale development studies (e.g., Ledbet-
ter, 2009; Mazer, 2012), data were subjected to qualitative thematic analysis and interpret-
ation using techniques established byBraun andClarke (2006). Braun andClarke defined a
thematic analysis as “a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes)
within data” (p. 79). Their approach identified six steps for a thorough analysis: (1) famil-
iarizing yourself with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) looking for themes, (4) eval-
uating themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report.

First, the authors read through the responses individually to get a better, holistic sense of
the data. The authors did not rely on any pre-existing categorizations, establishing a purely
etic analysis that reflects Braun andClarke’s (2006) constructivist perspective. Second, after
the individual read-through, the authors met to compare their initial interpretations of the
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data. This involved identifying similarities and differences among the responses and iden-
tifying individual units. Third, the authors identified key themes and concepts from the
data. The researchers read the data line by line to establish categories in the form of theor-
etical concepts, events, or markers based on their surface-level characteristics (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). Fourth, authors met on several occasions to modify the existing categories
based on their understanding of the data or add new categories for responses that did
notfit an existing category. Fifth, authors combined the concepts from the surface-level cat-
egories to reflect themes occurring broadly across the data set (Lindlof & Taylor, 2017).
Authors utilized the constant comparative method until they reached consensus that the
categories and themes accurately described the data. The analysis resulted in the identifi-
cation and naming of three unique themes reflecting separate types of strict behavior
(i.e., evaluative, regulatory, and interactive strictness). Sixth, these themeswere used to gen-
erate an initial item pool for subsequent measurement (DeVellis, 2003).

Study 1 Results

Overall, students described three patterns of strict behaviors and messages. Evaluative
strictness refers to the enforcement of rules, policies, or practices dealing with the
direct assessment of students’ content knowledge or ability to complete instructional
objectives. Evaluative strictness was enacted when instructors did not provide stu-
dents with opportunities to improve grades, graded harshly, held high expectations
for how much content students should know, assigned a heavy workload in a short
timeframe, or lacked clarity when providing information necessary to complete or
perform tasks. Regulatory strictness refers to the way instructors used policies and
procedures to manage the classroom and facilitate ideal conditions for student learn-
ing and growth. Regulatory strictness occurred when instructors required attendance,
refused to accept late work, banned technologies (e.g., phones, laptops), mandated
specific conditions for taking tests or exams (e.g., everyone has to take the exam at
the same time), enforced implicit norms for classroom behavior not stated within
the syllabus (e.g., no using the bathroom, no eating in class), or did not deviate
from their chosen teaching methods (e.g., they would only lecture). Interactive strict-
ness refers to the way instructors interpersonally communicated about their policies
and procedures to students both within and outside the classroom. Students perceived
interactive strictness when instructors refused to acknowledge their reasoning for
breaking a policy, publicly addressed students for not adhering to policies, or made
themselves unavailable for help.

Next, an initial pool of 52 items was created from previous descriptions of strictness
and the qualitative findings (Carpenter, 2018). Importantly, because the results of study 1
appeared to suggest that each pattern of strictness resembled its own subset of behaviors,
a decision was made to treat the patterns of strictness as separate, independent constructs
(cf., classroom justice, Chory-Assad & Paulsel, 2004). Given the unique characteristics of
each pattern, the authors felt that aggregating all the items into a unified instrument may
have masked interesting latent constructs or jeopardized potentially nuanced relation-
ships with relevant classroom outcomes. Thus, 15 items were written to measure evalua-
tive strictness, 22 items were written to measure regulatory strictness, and 15 items were
written to measure interactive strictness.
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Finally, a focus group of seven undergraduate students was utilized to enhance the
face validity of the item pool. After discussing their personal experiences with strict
instructors, students reviewed the proposed definition and list of items and completed
a full version of each instrument. Following this process, one of the authors reviewed
the items individually with the focus-group participants to assess their comprehen-
siveness and clarity. Participants offered a small number of changes regarding
item phrasing, wording, and specificity. In general, the focus group determined that
the items represented their understanding of the construct. For a full list of items,
see Table 2.

Based on the conditions outlined in the review of literature, the thematic analysis,
and a student focus group, study 1 presents three initial item pools—evaluative strict-
ness, regulatory strictness, and interactive strictness—that align with the definition
proposed by Tatum and Frey (2021). Study 2 individually tests the factor structure
of the newly derived instruments and examines relationships with other operationali-
zations of strict instruction as a method of ensuring the proposed items are measuring
the intended construct.

Study 2: EFA and convergent validity

Study 2 refines the instruments by subjecting each set of items to EFA procedures. The
study also includes an examination of relationships between each pattern of strictness
and related constructs as a test of convergent validity.

Convergent validity

Convergent validity is established when an instrument correlates positively with scales
that measure the same or similar constructs and have been previously validated.
Therefore, two scales that assess strictness or related constructs were compared to
the newly derived strictness measures. First, the most frequently cited measure of
instructor strictness comes from Wubbels et al.’s (1985) QTI. Second, a related
aspect to strictness within the QTI is the perception of an instructor’s admonishing
behavior. This scale reflects the extent to which an instructor conveys anger or pun-
ishes students. Given the current conceptualization of strictness, in addition to the
results of study 1 which indicate that instructors who become angry, show rudeness,
express irritation, or punish students are indeed strict, this relationship was also exam-
ined. The new measures expand upon the inventories proposed by the QTI, indicating
they should be related. Accordingly, the following research question and hypotheses
were posed to guide study 2:

RQ2: What factor structure and reliability are present in the items for perceived
(a) evaluative, (b) regulatory, and (c) interactive strictness?

H1: Each proposed measure will be positively associated with the strictness dimension of the
QTI.

H2: Each proposed measure will be positively associated with the admonishing dimension of
the QTI.
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Participants and procedures

Participants (N = 391) included undergraduate students enrolled in communication
courses at a large, Southeastern university (148 men, 37.85%; 241 women, 61.64%; one

Table 2. Study 1 initial item results.
Evaluative Strictness
1. Refused to curve grades on assignments (e.g., projects, exams).
2. Refused to curve final grades.
3. Denied students’ requests to round their grades up.
4. Allowed students to redo assignments. [R]
5. Gave severe penalties for small mistakes when grading.
6. Consistently docked students a small number of points when grading.
7. Made assignments challenging.
8. Removed points for not adhering to minor assignment details.
9. Provided adequate time to complete assignments after they were assigned. [R]
10. Required students to complete multiple assignments each week.
11. Overwhelmed students with busy work.
12. Required students to complete unnecessary assignments.
13. Provided unclear instructions for completing assignments or tasks.
14. Contradicted their own instructions or guidelines.
15. Gave assignment directions that left students confused.
Regulatory Strictness
1. Penalized students for being late to class.
2. Required students to attend class meetings.
3. Got angry when students came to class late.
4. Needed documentation to excuse student absences.
5. Declined to extend assignment deadlines.
6. Refused to accept late work.
7. Would not grade an assignment if it was turned in late.
8. Did not allow students to use personal devices (e.g., phones, laptops) in class.
9. Publicly called out students for using personal devices (e.g., phones, laptops) in class.
10. Punished students for inappropriately using of technology in class.
11. Controlled how students used technology (e.g., phones, laptops; cameras) in class.
12. Made students take tests and exams at the same time to prevent cheating.
13. Used technology (e.g., software, cameras) to closely monitor individual behavior when taking tests.
14. Took steps to ensure students could not cheat on tests or exams.
15. Gave students assigned seats.
16. Prohibited students from talking to one another during class.
17. Banned students from eating during class.
18. Forbade students from using the restroom during class.
19. Enforced classroom rules that were not directly stated in the syllabus.
20. Refused to deviate from the course schedule.
21. Restricted how students took notes during class.
22. Did not allow students to talk informally with one another during class.
Interactive Strictness
1. Refused to acknowledge a student’s reasoning for breaking a policy.
2. Did not listen to student excuses.
3. Was not willing to listen to students’ excuses.
4. Was understanding of a variety of student circumstances. [R]
5. Belittled students if they did not follow classroom rules.
6. Made disparaging comments toward students who did not follow classroom rules.
7. Spoke to students with a stern tone.
8. Took frustration out on students when they did not follow a rule or policy.
9. Was mean to students who did not follow rules or policies.
10. Was not available for additional help outside of set class time.
11. Showed no interest in helping students.
12. Was unavailable to help students solve problems.
13. Was unavailable to help students complete tasks.
14. Went out of their way to make themselves available to students. [R]
15. Did not desire to have a relationship with the students in class.

Note. [R] indicates that item is reverse-coded.
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identified as a transgender female; 0.26%, one did not report; 0.26%). The participants’
ages ranged from 18 to 55 (M = 19.61, SD = 2.66), including 158 first-year students
(40.41%), 89 sophomores (22.76%), 85 juniors (21.74%), 47 seniors (12.02%), six fifth-
year seniors or beyond (1.53%), and six unreported (1.53%). They reported their ethni-
city as White/Caucasian (n = 310; 79.28%), Black or African American (n = 34; 8.70%),
Asian or Pacific Islander (n = 13; 3.32%), Hispanic or Latino/Latina (n = 16; 4.09%),
Native American or American Indian (n = 4; 1.02%), Bi-racial or Mixed (n = 9; 2.30%),
Other (n = 4; 1.02%), and unreported (n = 1; 0.26%).

After receiving approval from the university’s IRB, students were solicited
through a research participation system in undergraduate communication courses.
Students were provided with a brief description of the research which included
an overview of the purpose and the amount of time they could expect for partici-
pation. Additionally, they received course credit for their involvement. Like study 1,
those choosing not to take part in the study were provided with an alternative
assignment for equivalent credit. Students responded to a survey administered
through a secure and unique link hosted by Qualtrics. Finally, the design
avoided students reporting on the same instructor by asking them to answer ques-
tions about the instructor of the course they attended prior to taking part in the
research (Plax et al., 1986).

Measures

Study 1 initial item results
Students responded to the 15 items assessing evaluative strictness, the 22 items assessing
regulatory strictness, and the 15 items assessing interactive strictness developed in study
1. Items were created in reference to the stem “My instructor…”, and responses were
drafted using a Likert-type scale ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (7).

Strict behavior
The strictness dimension of the QTI uses 6 items to represent students’ perceptions of the
perceived strictness of an instructor. Responses were collected using a Likert-type scale
ranging from 0 (Never) to 4 (Always). McDonald’s omega reliability for the measure
was estimated at ω = .841 (M = 2.43, SD = 0.84).

Admonishing behavior
The admonishing dimension of the QTI uses six items to represent students’ perceptions
of an instructor’s ability to warn or reprimand them (“This instructor gets angry too
quickly”; “This instructor is quick to correct us when we break a rule”). Responses
were collected using a Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (Never) to 4 (Always). McDo-
nald’s omega reliability for the measure was estimated at ω = .919 (M = 1.45, SD = 0.73).

Results

Exploratory factor analyses

RQ2 sought to analyze the factor structure and reliability for the evaluative, regulatory,
and interactive strictness instruments. To answer this question, items comprised by each
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scale were subjected to EFA procedures with maximum likelihood estimation via the
psych package (Revelle, 2017) in the free statistical software RStudio (Version 1.4.1717;
RStudio Team, 2021). RStudio was chosen to conduct the analyses to allow for compari-
son of a variety of models using relevant fit indices; all codes are provided in the online
appendix.1 For each instrument, we followed Carpenter’s (2018) advice and examined
solutions ranging across several factors—as dictated by both the scree plot and parallel
analysis (PA; Horn, 1965)—to determine the model that best fit the data. All models
were conducted using direct oblimin rotation to allow factors to correlate. Following
the guidance of Sloat et al. (2017), models were then evaluated based on a blend of (1)
chi-square, (2) fit indices, (3) eigenvalues, (4) factor loadings, and (5) factor interpretabil-
ity. After an appropriate model was selected, the criteria for item and factor retention
were: (1) primary factor loadings of .50 or greater, (2) no secondary factor loadings
exceeding .30, (3) loading on a factor with a minimum of two items, and (4) theoretical
interpretability. Items that did not adequately load onto a factor were iteratively elimi-
nated. Fit statistics across all initial extraction models are presented in Table 3.

Evaluative strictness
During the initial screening, both the scree plot and the PA suggested that four factors
best fit the 15 items for evaluative strictness. Thus, we examined models with solutions
ranging from one to four factors. Both the KMO measure (0.88) and Bartlett’s test [χ2 =
2804.872 (105), p < .001] were acceptable. As shown in Table 3, the four-factor model
provided the best fit compared to the other models. Thus, we determined that the
four-factor solution best represented the data.

After iteratively removing three items not meeting the .50/.30 criteria, the final, four-
factor solution collectively explained 63.77% of the variance. The first factor was labeled
Standards (M = 3.40, SD = 1.41, ω = .793). This dimension consisted of three items relat-
ing to the amount of work students were expected to complete for the class. The second
factor was labeled Rounding (M = 3.83, SD = 1.30, ω = .843). This dimension included
three items related to the instructor’s willingness to curve project, exam, and final
grades. The third factor was labeled Harshness (M = 3.27, SD = 1.44, ω = .827). This
dimension included three items related to the meticulousness of the instructor’s

Table 3. EFA initial extraction model fit indices.
Factors Parameters χ2 df RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR CFI TLI

Evaluative Strictness
4 78 144.18 51 .068 [.055, .082] .032 .965 .928
3 67 248.25 63 .087 [.076, .098] .041 .931 .885
2 55 486.00 76 .117 [.108, .128] .065 .848 .789
1 42 900.22 90 .152 [.143, .161] .107 .700 .649
Regulatory Strictness
6 161 262.62 114 .058 [.049, .067] .024 .963 .925
5 144 351.92 131 .066 [.058, .074] .031 .945 .903
4 126 491.16 149 .077 [.069, .084] .046 .915 .868
3 107 833.83 168 .101 [.094, .108] .073 .835 .772
Interactive Strictness
3 67 299.41 63 .098 [.087. .109] .038 .954 .922
2 55 704.55 76 .145 [.136, .156] .067 .877 .829
1 42 1151.88 90 .174 [.165, .183] .077 .792 .756

Note. All χ2 correlations are significant at p < .001.
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grading criteria. The fourth factor was labeled Ambiguity (M = 2.82, SD = 1.46, ω = .847).
This dimension included three items related to the way the instructor provided students
with instructions or directions. The comprehensive scale demonstrated high internal
reliability of ω = .881. Using cutoff criteria suggested by Hu and Bentler (1999), the
final four-factor solution fit the data well: χ2(24) = 49.990, p = .001; RMSEA = .053
(.032, .073); CFI = .989, TLI = .970, SRMR = .018. Factors loadings for individual items
in the final model are presented in Table 4.

Regulatory strictness
The scree plot suggested that five factors best fit the 22 items for regulatory strictness.
Contrarily, the PA suggested a six-factor model. Thus, we examined models with sol-
utions ranging from three to six factors. Both the KMO measure (0.89) and Bartlett’s
test [χ2 = 4267.68 (231), p < .001] were acceptable. The results demonstrated worsening
of model fit when moving from the six-factor model to the five-, four-, and three-
factor models. However, within the six-factor model, the two items comprised by the
sixth factor loaded poorly and had an eigenvalue less than 1. Therefore, we determined
the five-factor solution best represented the data.

Following the iterative deletion of five items not meeting the .50/.30 criteria, the final,
five-factor solution collectively explained 60.53% of the variance. The first factor was
labeled Norms (M = 2.22, SD = 1.15, ω = .855). This dimension consisted of five items
relating to an instructor’s assumed expectations for classroom decorum. The second
factor was labeled Deadlines (M = 3.36, SD = 1.46, ω = .854). This dimension included
three items related to the instructor’s enforcement of policies for accepting late work.
The third factor was labeled Testing (M = 3.91, SD = 1.62, ω = .782). This dimension
included three items related to the extent the instructor enforced policies about cheating
on tests or exams. The fourth factor was labeled Technology (M = 2.49, SD = 1.44, ω
= .880). This dimension included three items related to the way the instructor enforced

Table 4. Rotated factor structure of evaluative strictness.

Survey item Factor

1 2 3 4

Standards
1. Overwhelmed students with busy work. .87 .00 .03 –.01
2. Required students to complete unnecessary assignments. .77 .01 –.02 .15
3. Required students to complete multiple assignments each week. .52 .03 .00 –.07
Rounding
4. Refused to curve final grades. –.01 .98 –.07 .03
5. Refused to curve grades on assignments (e.g., projects, exams). –.01 .72 .07 .02
6. Denied students’ requests to round their grades up. .09 .58 .25 –.14
Harshness
7. Gave severe penalties for small mistakes when grading. –.10 .01 .84 .13
8. Consistently docked students a small number of points when grading. .15 .01 .76 –.07
9. Removed points for not adhering to minor assignment details. .09 .06 .57 .05
Ambiguity
10. Provided unclear instructions for completing assignments or tasks. .03 .03 –.02 .86
11. Gave assignment directions that left students confused. .06 –.01 .15 .62
12. Contradicted their own instructions or guidelines. .22 .05 .17 .51
SS loading 1.98 1.93 2.00 1.73
Variance accounted for 16.53% 16.10% 16.70% 14.44%

Note. SS loading = rotated sum of squares loading. Bold factor coefficients show acceptable factor loadings for the cor-
responding items and factors. Items that are not in bold did not load on the corresponding factor.
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policies controlling classroom technology. The fifth factor was labeled Attendance (M =
4.75, SD = 1.63, α = .605). This dimension included two items related to the way the
instructor enforced classroom attendance policies. The comprehensive scale demon-
strated high internal reliability of ω = .849. Using cutoff criteria suggested by Hu and
Bentler (1999), the final five-factor solution fit the data well: χ2(61) = 122.677, p < .001;
RMSEA = .051 (.038, .064); CFI = .980, TLI = .955, SRMR = .019. Factors loadings for
individual items in the final model are presented in Table 5.

Interactive strictness
The scree plot suggested that two factors best fit the 15 items for interactive strictness.
Contrarily, the PA suggested a three-factor model. Thus, we examined models with
solutions ranging from one to three factors. Both the KMO measure (0.93) and Bar-
tlett’s test [χ2 = 5199.433 (105), p < .001] were acceptable. The results demonstrated
worsening of model fit when moving from the three-factor model to the two and
one factor models; we determined that the three-factor solution best represented
the data.

After the iterative deletion of three items not meeting the .50/.30 criteria, the final
three-factor solution collectively explained 74.33% of the variance. The first factor con-
sisted of two items and was labeled Excuses (M = 2.67, SD = 1.46, α = .913). The two items

Table 5. Rotated factor structure of regulatory strictness.

Survey item Factor

1 2 3 4 5

Norms
1. Forbade students from using the restroom during class. .94 –.03 .00 –.04 –.01
2. Enforced classroom rules that were not directly stated in the
syllabus.

.71 .03 .04 –.04 .02

3. Restricted how students took notes during class. .71 .02 –.02 .20 –.08
4. Did not allow students to talk informally with one another during
class.

.56 .07 –.04 .09 .09

5. Banned students from eating during class. .50 .12 .05 .13 .11
Deadlines
6. Refused to accept late work. –.08 .97 –.01 .04 –.04
7. Would not grade an assignment if it was turned in late. .13 .75 .01 –.03 –.01
8. Declined to extend assignment deadlines. .11 .63 .07 –.06 .13
Testing
9. Took steps to ensure students could not cheat on tests or exams. –.04 –.03 .92 .01 –.01
10. Made students take tests at the same time to prevent cheating. .00 .06 .68 .01 .01
11. Used technology (e.g., software, camera) to closely monitor
individual behavior when taking tests.

.22 .04 .54 –.02 .02

Technology
12. Punished students for inappropriately using of technology in class. –.01 –.03 .05 .88 –.03
13. Controlled how students used technology (e.g., phones, laptops;
cameras) in class.

.00 –.03 –.01 .83 .08

14. Publicly called out students for using personal devices (e.g.,
phones, laptops) in class.

.03 .08 –.02 .81 –.03

15. Did not allow students to use personal devices (e.g., phones,
laptops) in class.

.19 .03 –.02 .55 .06

Attendance
16. Required students to attend class meetings. .01 –.03 –.08 –.02 .70
17. Needed documentation to excuse student absences. –.05 .03 .13 .08 .61
SS loading 2.84 2.06 1.69 2.71 0.96
Variance accounted for 16.75% 12.20% 10.00% 15.94% 5.64%

Note. SS loading = rotated sum of squares loading. Bold factor coefficients show acceptable factor loadings for the cor-
responding items and factors. Items that are not in bold did not load on the corresponding factor.
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were related to the instructor’s willingness to listen to students’ excuses for failing to
follow or breaking a policy. The second factor was labeled Rudeness (M = 2.25, SD =
1.27, ω = .931). This dimension included five items related to the way an instructor
treated students after they failed to follow or broke a policy. The third factor consisted
of five items and was labeled Availability (M = 2.19, SD = 1.17, ω = .900). The items
were related to the instructor’s inflexibility with their time to help students with tasks
or problems. The comprehensive scale demonstrated high internal reliability of ω
= .945. The final three-factor solution fit the data adequately: χ2(33) = 167.225, p
< .001; RMSEA = .102 (.087, .118); CFI = .970, TLI = .940, SRMR = .021. Factors loadings
for individual items in the final model are presented in Table 6.

Correlation analyses

The remaining hypotheses aimed to provide convergent validity evidence for each
proposed strictness instrument. Correlations between the combined version of each
instrument, individual factors, and the remaining study variables are provided in
Table 7.

H1 predicted that each proposed measure would be positively associated with the
strictness inventory from Wubbels et al.’s (1985) QTI. Table 7 confirmed significant,
positive correlations between the holistic scales and individual factors for all three instru-
ments. H1 was supported.

H2 predicted that each proposed measure would be positively associated with the
admonishing behavior inventory from Wubbels et al.’s (1985) QTI. Table 7 confirmed
significant, positive correlations between the holistic scales and individual factors for
all three instruments, with one exception. The correlation between the Attendance
dimension of regulatory strictness and admonishing behavior was not significant (r =
0.07, p = .073). H2 was partially supported.

Table 6. Rotated factor structure of interactive strictness.

Survey item Factor

1 2 3

Excuses
1. Did not listen to student excuses. 1.01 .02 –.04
2. Was not willing to listen to student excuses. .74 .01 .17
Rudeness
3. Was mean to students who did not follow rules or policies. –.01 .95 .01
4. Took frustration out on students when they did not follow a rule or policy. –.07 .92 .07
5. Spoke to students with a stern tone. .07 .80 –.14
6. Made disparaging comments toward students who did not follow classroom rules. .06 .77 .06
7. Belittled students if they did not follow classroom rules. .18 .59 .14
Availability
8. Was unavailable to help students solve problems. .02 –.02 .94
9. Was unavailable to help students complete tasks. .00 .02 .90
10. Was not available for additional help outside of set class time. –.04 –.01 .79
11. Showed no interest in helping students. .06 .21 .70
12. Went out of their way to make themselves available to students. [R] .17 –.07 .50
SS loading 1.87 3.64 3.41
Variance accounted for 15.57% 30.34% 28.42%

Note. SS loading = rotated sum of squares loading. [R] = item is reverse-coded. Bold factor coefficients show acceptable
factor loadings for the corresponding items and factors. Items that are not in bold did not load on the corresponding
factor.
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Table 7. Correlations (one-tailed).
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

1. QTI—Strictness –
2. QTI—Admonishing 0.55 –
3. Standards 0.38 0.32 –
4. Rounding 0.35 0.25 0.32 –
5. Harshness 0.56 0.43 0.51 0.43 –
6. Ambiguity 0.43 0.41 0.66 0.32 0.59 –
7. Normative 0.37 0.49 0.39 0.35 0.48 0.44 –
8. Deadline 0.47 0.38 0.37 0.38 0.53 0.49 0.43 –
9. Testing 0.38 0.20 0.28 0.16 0.30 0.31 0.24 0.32 –
10. Technological 0.38 0.44 0.28 0.31 0.43 0.37 0.63 0.37 0.20 –
11. Attendance 0.20 0.07* 0.10* 0.15 0.24 0.09* 0.13 0.10* 0.15 0.22 –
12. Excuses 0.53 0.46 0.36 0.27 0.47 0.46 0.49 0.50 0.26 0.38 0.11* –
13. Rudeness 0.56 0.68 0.38 0.32 0.51 0.48 0.64 0.44 0.27 0.58 0.10* 0.64 –
14. Availability 0.52 0.60 0.43 0.26 0.52 0.55 0.60 0.49 0.23 0.44 0.03* 0.62 0.76 –
15. Total Eval. 0.55 0.44 0.81 0.65 0.81 0.82 0.54 0.56 0.33 0.45 0.19 0.51 0.55 0.56 –
16. Total Reg. 0.55 0.51 0.44 0.42 0.61 0.54 0.80 0.67 0.57 0.79 0.40 0.55 0.65 0.58 0.65 –
17. Total Inter. 0.60 0.67 0.44 0.32 0.56 0.56 0.66 0.53 0.28 0.54 0.08* 0.78 0.93 0.92 0.61 0.67

Note. All correlations are significant at p < .01 unless marked with an *.
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Study three: CFA and concurrent validity

Study 3 provides further validity evidence by subjecting the measures forwarded in Study
2 to CFA procedures. In addition, this study also establishes concurrent validity through
expected relationships between each form of instructor strictness, instructor caring, and
cognitive flexibility.

Instructor caring

Concurrent validity is established when an explanatory variable is related to a different
response variable in an expected direction. Despite the treatment of strictness as an
inherently value-free construct, it is likely that students will hold a negative connotation
of the concept in the absence of other factors (e.g., the instructor’s framing of a policy;
students’ attributions for the inclusion of a policy; Poplin et al., 2011). This is in stark
contrast to research concerning instructor caring, or perceived instructor concern for
the well-being of students (McCroskey, 1998; Teven & McCroskey, 1997). Research
suggests that instructors who harshly evaluate their students’ work, routinely enforce
classroom policies and procedures, or come across as mean, rude, or aggressive are
likely to be seen as less caring (Banfield et al., 2006; Thweatt & McCroskey, 1998).
Thus, the three measures of instructor strictness should be negatively related to students’
perceptions of instructor caring.

Cognitive flexibility

Flexible communicators change and adapt their behavior to be effective within their
social situation (Martin & Rubin, 1994, p. 173). Flexible individuals recognize that
they have a variety of communicative alternatives that they can choose from, and they
demonstrate competence by adapting and applying the behaviors that are most appropri-
ate for the context of their interactions (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984, 1989). However, as
Martin and Rubin (1995) note, before one can be flexible in a given social situation,
they must be cognitively flexible. Cognitive flexibility is “a person’s (a) awareness that
in any given situation there are options and alternatives available, (b) willingness to be
flexible and adapt to the situation, and (c) self-efficacy or belief that one has the ability
to be flexible” (Martin & Anderson, 1998, p. 1). Given that strictness is conceptually
rooted in the concept of inflexibility, we expect that students who perceive instructors
as stricter also perceive instructors as less aware, willing, and capable of changing their
behavior. Accordingly, the three measures of instructor strictness should be negatively
related to students’ perceptions of cognitive flexibility. The following hypotheses were
posed to guide study 3:

H3: The factor structures for (a) evaluative, (b) regulatory, and (c) interactive strictness pro-
posed in study 2 will fit the data well.

H4: Each proposed measure will be negatively associated with instructor caring.

H5: Each proposed measure will be negatively associated with cognitive flexibility.
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Participants and procedures

Participants (N = 528) included undergraduate students enrolled in communication
courses at a large, Southeastern university (151 men, 28.60%; 376 women, 71.21%; 1
did not report; 0.19%). The participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 49 (M = 20.10, SD =
3.03). Students’ class ranks varied: first-year students (36.93%), sophomore (17.42%),
junior (29.36%), seniors (14.96%), fifth-year senior or beyond (0.19%), graduate
student (0.19%), and unreported (0.95%). They reported their ethnicity as White/Cauca-
sian (n = 432; 81.82%), Black or African American (n = 31; 5.87%), Asian or Pacific
Islander (n = 27; 5.11%), Hispanic or Latino/Latina (n = 20; 3.79%), Native American
or American Indian (n = 1; 0.19%), Bi-racial or Mixed (n = 10; 1.89%), Other (n = 6;
1.14%), and unreported (n = 1; 0.19%). The procedures for this study were identical to
those described in study 2.

Measures

Evaluative strictness
Students responded to the 12 items assessing evaluative strictness developed in study
2. Items referenced the stem “My instructor…” and were drafted using a Likert-type
scale ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (7). Higher scores indicated
greater perceived levels of inflexible adherence to the respective dimension (i.e.,
greater strictness): Standards (M = 3.41, SD = 1.42, ω = .796), Rounding (M = 4.11,
SD = 1.41, ω = .877), Harshness (M = 3.26, SD = 1.38, ω = .820), Ambiguity (M = 2.79,
SD = 1.46, ω = .830), Evaluative Strictness (M = 3.39, SD = 1.11, ω = .884).

Regulatory strictness
Students responded to the 17 items assessing regulatory strictness developed in study
2. Items referenced the stem “My instructor…” and were drafted using a Likert-type
scale ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (7). Higher scores indicated
greater perceived levels of regulatory strictness: Norms (M = 2.24, SD = 1.06, ω = .814),
Deadlines (M = 3.61, SD = 1.50, ω = .861), Testing (M = 4.15, SD = 1.59, ω = .764), Tech-
nology (M = 2.58, SD = 1.49, ω = .882), Attendance (M = 4.89, SD = 1.57, α = .564), Regu-
latory Strictness (M = 3.20, SD = 0.88, ω = .823).

Interactive strictness
Students responded to the 12 items assessing regulatory strictness developed in study
2. Items referenced the stem “My instructor…” and were drafted using a Likert-type
scale ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (7). Higher scores indicated
greater perceived levels of interactive strictness: Excuses (M = 2.73, SD = 1.50, α
= .902), Rudeness (M = 2.20, SD = 1.21, ω = .933), Availability (M = 2.14, SD = 1.13, ω
= .895), Interactive Strictness (M = 2.27, SD = 1.10, ω = .941).

Caring
Instructor caring was operationalized using Teven and McCroskey’s (1997) Caring Scale.
This instrument consists of six items asking students to report perceptions of instructor
caring using a semantic differential format with adjectives placed at opposite ends of a 7-
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point scale (e.g., “Not understanding—Understanding”). Higher scores indicate greater
perceived levels of caring (M = 5.73, SD = 1.10, ω = .873).

Cognitive flexibility
Cognitive flexibility was measured using a modified version of Martin and Rubin’s (1995)
Cognitive Flexibility Scale. This scale included 12 items (e.g., “My instructor is able to act
appropriately in any given situation”, “My instructor is willing to listen and consider
alternatives for handling a problem”) collected using a Likert-type scale ranging from
1 (Almost Never True) to 7 (Almost Always True). Higher scores indicated greater per-
ceived levels of cognitive flexibility (M = 5.33, SD = 0.98, ω = .782).

Results

CFAs
Correlations between the combined version of each instrument, individual factors, and
the study 3 variables are provided in Table 8.

To test the hypotheses and provide structural and construct validity for the scales, indi-
vidual CFAs with robust maximum likelihood estimation were conducted via the lavaan
package (Rosseel, 2012) in the free statistical software RStudio (Version 1.4.1717; RStudio
Team, 2021); all codes are provided in the online appendix.2 Consistent with the procedures
outlined in study 2, model fit was evaluated based on criteria from Kline (2016) and Hu and
Bentler (1999): (1) chi-square goodness-of-fit, (2) root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) <.08, (3) standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) <.08, (4) Tucker–Lewis
index (TLI) >.90, (5) comparative fit index (CFI) >.90.

Prior to running the analyses, a decision was made to drop the Attendance dimension
from the measure of regulatory strictness. This dimension had poor reliability and was
the only subscale that was not significantly correlated with either the other strictness
instruments or validity measures in both study 2 and study 3 (see Tables 7 and 8). There-
fore, analyses included a four-factor model of regulatory strictness.

For evaluative strictness, global fit indices indicated that the four-factor structure fit
the data reasonably well: χ2 (48) = 114.16, p < .000, scaling correction factor = 1.215,
RMSEA = .056 [90% CI: .043, .070], SRMR = .040, TLI = .968, CFI = .977. All 12 items
loaded significantly on their respective factors (loadings ranged from 0.43 to 0.93).3

An examination of the normalized residuals also indicated that the model fit well at a
local level.

For regulatory strictness, global fit indices indicated that the four-factor structure fit
the data reasonably well: χ2 (84) = 181.037, p < .000, scaling correction factor = 1.322,
RMSEA = .054 [90% CI: .043, .065], SRMR = .054, TLI = .955, CFI = .964. All 15 items
loaded significantly on their respective factors (ranging from 0.57 to 0.93). However,
an examination of the normalized residuals revealed several instances of local misfit
for one item (i.e., “Uses technology (e.g., software, cameras) to closely monitor individual
behavior when taking tests”). Local misfit can be considered significant when residuals
are greater than +/- 2.58 (2 standard deviations; Bowman & Goodboy, 2020; Goodboy
& Kline, 2017). This poor local fit was likely caused by the shared reference to technology
between this item and the Technology subscale. Thus, the model was respecified with this
item removed. In this iteration, global fit indices indicated that the revised four-factor
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Table 8. Correlations (one-tailed).
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

1. Caring –
2. Cog. Flexibility 0.50 –
3. Standards −0.32 −0.35 –
4. Rounding −0.35 −0.30 0.34 –
5. Harshness −0.42 −0.43 0.49 0.44 –
6. Ambiguity −0.47 −0.52 0.62 0.38 0.62 –
7. Normative −0.36 −0.53 0.37 0.25 0.39 0.48 –
8. Deadline −0.38 −0.33 0.39 0.43 0.46 0.39 0.29 –
9. Testing −0.16 −0.19 0.28 0.19 0.24 0.21 0.16 0.27 –
10. Technological −0.26 −0.28 0.30 0.24 0.35 0.40 0.52 0.27 0.19 –
11. Attendance −0.09* 0.06* 0.13 0.20 0.19 0.14 0.08* 0.22 0.12 0.17 –
12. Excuses −0.43 −0.55 0.43 0.37 0.48 0.54 0.52 0.47 0.19 0.41 0.12 –
13. Rudeness −0.45 −0.60 0.39 0.30 0.46 0.52 0.65 0.40 0.22 0.50 0.06* 0.64 –
14. Availability −0.50 −0.69 0.32 0.31 0.44 0.51 0.56 0.32 0.17 0.36 0.03* 0.56 0.74 –
15. Total Eval. −0.50 −0.51 0.79 0.69 0.81 0.84 0.48 0.53 0.29 0.41 0.21 0.58 0.54 0.51 –
16. Total Reg. −0.40 −0.43 0.46 0.40 0.52 0.52 0.72 0.63 0.55 0.74 0.40 0.55 0.63 0.50 0.61 –
17. Total Inter. −0.54 −0.70 0.42 0.36 0.51 0.58 0.66 0.44 0.21 0.48 0.07* 0.77 0.93 0.89 0.60 0.62

Note. All correlations are significant at p < .01 unless marked with an *.
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structure fit the data well: χ2 (71) = 137.349, p < .000, scaling correction factor = 1.350,
RMSEA = .049 [90% CI: .036, .061], SRMR = .042, TLI = .966, CFI = .973. The 14 items
again loaded significantly on their respective factors (ω = .782), and the normalized
residuals indicated that the model fit well at a local level.

For interactive strictness, global fit indices indicated that the three-factor structure fit
the data well: χ2 (51) = 121.608, p < .000, scaling correction factor = 1.533, RMSEA = .063
[90% CI: .049, .078], SRMR = .028, TLI = .976, CFI = .982. All 12 items loaded signifi-
cantly on their respective factors (ranging from 0.45 to 0.96). An examination of the nor-
malized residuals also indicated that the model fit relatively well at a local level.
Collectively, H3 was partially supported.

Correlational analyses
H4 predicted that each proposed measure would be negatively associated with instructor
caring. Table 8 confirmed significant, negative correlations between the holistic scales
and individual factors for all three instruments. Thus, H4 was supported.

H5 predicted that each proposed measure would be negatively associated with cogni-
tive flexibility. Table 8 confirmed significant, negative correlations between the holistic
scales and individual factors for all three instruments. Thus, H5 was supported.

Discussion

The idea that an instructor can be strict is pervasive throughout much of popular culture
and generally accepted as a common practice. Parents, teachers, students, and many
other individuals who inhabit instructional contexts are likely to be familiar with the
term and its implications. However, the little research that has been conducted concern-
ing strict instruction fails to provide a comprehensive definition of the concept or capture
the wide domain of strictness through existing measures (e.g., Jiang et al., 2021). This
three-part study presented a more inclusive and encompassing conceptualization and
operationalization of instructor strictness that fills existing knowledge gaps and
expands thinking about how the enforcement of classroom policies and procedures con-
tributes to students’ instructional experiences.

Drawing on the conceptual definition provided by Tatum and Frey (2021), study 1
used open-ended student responses to better understand what instructor strictness
looks like in the college classroom. A thematic analysis of the responses indicated that
students perceived instructors to remain steadfast in their policies and procedures in
three general areas: evaluation, classroom regulation (through explicit policies and
norms), and interaction. These findings were then integrated into a pool of items repre-
senting the different types of strictness, which was further confirmed by a focus group of
undergraduate students.

The responses build and enhance upon the work done by Wubbels et al. (1985) in
understanding strict instruction as presented through the QTI. Students’ experiences
with strict instruction were broadened to include inflexible enforcement of attendance,
technology, testing, and late work policies, classroomnorms not explicitly stated in the syl-
labus (e.g., informal interactions, grade rounding behaviors, ambiguity), and particularly
high standards related to the amount of work students must complete within the course.
Particularly important is that students identified theway that an instructor interpersonally
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treated them (e.g., not listening to excuses, rudeness, a lack of availability) as a component
of strict behavior. Within the QTI, this idea appeared to be captured not by strictness but
by another construct in the formof admonishing behavior. Strictness is concernedwith the
rigid adherence to policies and procedures, and students clearly articulated the relational
component of this enforcement in their narratives. Taken together, the conclusions from
the first study expand the current understanding of strictness and present opportunities to
analyze how this instructional behavior influences classroom experiences in areas beyond
those identified within the QTI and similar instruments.

The results from study 2 provided factorial and convergent validity for the evaluative,
regulatory, and interactive strictness measures. Each scale consists of several factors that
represent the variety of policies or procedures that an instructor realistically implements
in a classroom setting. In addition, both the individual subscales and the holistic scales
were reliable. Convergent validity was demonstrated through moderately strong, positive
relationships between all strictness measures and both the strict and admonishing behav-
ior dimensions from the QTI. Thus, the instructor strictness scales were related to but not
redundant with existing scales of the same construct; the measures are similar but not
isomorphic.

Study 3 provided construct and concurrent validity by subjecting the new measures to
a series of CFAs and investigating relationships between instructor caring and cognitive
flexibility. The four-factor and three-factor models for evaluative and interactive strict-
ness that were proposed in study 2, respectively, fit the data well. However, the five-
factor model for regulatory strictness required revision.

Specifically, the Attendance dimension was dropped from the measure. In addition to
poor reliability and nonsignificant correlations with theorized constructs, an argument
could be made that the items for this dimension are not truly representative of inflexi-
bility or a strict adherence to a policy (“Required students to attend class meetings,”
“Needed documentation to excuse student absences”). Furthermore, many students
and instructors may not see attendance as a primary responsibility necessary for facilitat-
ing effective instruction. Instead, perhaps many instructors exclude attendance policies
or rely on scripted language mandated by university administration for tuition and
enrollment purposes (e.g., Title IV). Said differently, students might perceive that
requirements to attend class or provide documentation are enforced at an administrative
level rather than through an individual instructor’s actions. This is also reflected in the
mean for the attendance dimension in both study 2 and study 3, which was well above
the mean value and appears to suggest that attendance was enforced more universally
(i.e., as an expectation of the institution) than many of the other policies. Second, one
item was dropped from the Testing dimension due to poor local fit. This resulted in a
better fitting and more conceptually sound model, as the item in question shared com-
monalities in wording with the Technology dimension.

Study 3 also provided support for construct validity through hypothesized relationships
between each form of strictness and instructor caring and cognitive flexibility. Concurrent
validity was demonstrated through the significant relationships between each measure of
strictness and perceived instructor caring. Instructor caring is based on empathy (i.e., the
ability to identify with another’s feelings or situation; Stiff et al., 1988), understanding (i.e.,
the ability to comprehend another’s needs, ideas, and feelings; Cahn & Shulman, 1984),
and responsiveness (i.e., having a sensitivity toward others by being other-orientated;
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Thomas et al., 1994). Instructors who are caring can adjust their behavior to show support
to students when they need it. Likewise, cognitively flexible communicators have the
knowledge, motivation, and capability to adjust their behavior given the constraints of a
situation. Thus, cognitive flexibility is generally treated as a central component of compe-
tent communication (Duran, 1983; Martin & Rubin, 1994), and inflexibility is likely to be
seen as incompetent or ineffective. In isolation, we should expect these variables to be
related, and these results were confirmed by the study.

However, we believe these results potentially highlight how the uniqueness of the
instructional setting may impact the relationship between strictness and other outcomes.
For example, there are clear differences in broad, cultural expectations for instructors to
enact strict and authoritative behaviors (Biggs & Watkins, 2001; Jiang et al., 2021; Zhang
& Zhu, 2008). These differences may also manifest at geographical, university, depart-
mental, or disciplinary levels; institutional expectations for student behavior or involve-
ment, or even standards of student scholarship, may impact how strict instructor
behavior is differentially interpreted. Thus, we recognize the call by Mazer and
Graham (2015) to assess measures across culturally diverse samples. Future research
might seek to confirm measurement invariance of each strictness instrument across
groups of students who potentially respond to the items in different ways, providing a
stringent test of the factor structures proposed in this study.

Several student narratives in study 1 also hinted at the possibility that strictness may be
tolerated, or perhaps even encouraged, in an instructional setting (e.g., to keep students
safe in a lab; to treat all students fairly). We speculate that effects of strictness may be
mitigated depending on students’ perceptions of an instructor’s intent when enforcing
a policy or procedure, similar to how scholars have conceptualized aggressive instructor
behavior (e.g., Martin et al., 2010). Aggressive communication can take both constructive
and destructive forms, depending on how it is received by the student. As Avtgis (2016)
stated, “it appears as if students’ perceptions determine whether instructor communi-
cation behavior is interpreted as argumentative (constructive) or verbally aggressive
(destructive) in nature” (p. 268).

Said differently, if a student perceives the purpose of an instructor’s perceived inflexi-
bility is to ultimately benefit them (i.e., there is a good reason this policy or procedure is
in place) or that it is communicated without malice or aggression, they may evaluate
strictness positively. Indeed, an instructor has the capacity to be both strict and suppor-
tive simultaneously. For example, an instructor can identify with a student’s feelings of
disappointment about a grade (i.e., empathy), even though he or she was the one who
distributed the grade using stringent criteria (i.e., strictness), or an instructor could
recognize why an assignment was submitted after a deadline had passed (i.e., understand-
ing) and simultaneously express the desire to hold students to the same standards as
potential future employers (i.e., strictness). This potentially opens the door for new
and important work concerning how perceptions of strictness interact with other
instructional variables to influence classroom outcomes.

Accordingly, one avenue ripe for exploration is the relationship between strictness and
caring demonstrated in this study. Research on parenting behaviors has demonstrated
that children of authoritative parents—who are responsive (i.e., accepting, supportive,
caring) and demanding (i.e., controlling, strict)—receive better academic grades (Radzis-
zewska et al., 1996), tend to be more academically competent (Steinberg et al., 2006), and
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are less likely to engage in antisocial behavior (Steinberg, 2001). Essentially, the author-
itative parent “affirms the child’s present qualities, but also sets standards for future
conduct” (Baumrind, 1971, p. 261). Considering the increasingly close relationships
college students have with their parents (Elam et al., 2007; Frey & Tatum, 2016),
perhaps the same stylistic patterns of caring and strictness may be effective in promoting
positive student outcomes in the classroom.

A final important conclusion from this three-part study concerns the assortment of
individual factors that emerged representing the three patterns of strictness. Since strict-
ness occurs in relation to policies or procedures, having several factors that represent the
variety of places where rules can be applied aligns with the conceptual definition. The
difficulty lies in understanding the best strategy for implementing the measures to
assess classroom practices; researchers might choose to isolate specific policies depending
on their research questions and hypotheses.

To illustrate, several studies have investigated students’ reactions to classroom mess-
ages in the form of technology policies. This research shows clear differences in student
responses depending on the framing of the policy; students do not like their autonomy
restricted by classroom rules in general, but they appear to respond more favorably when
those rules and communicated in ways that are encouraging (Finn & Ledbetter, 2013,
2014), fair, and less controlling (Frey et al., 2021). However, the classroom context pre-
sents a distinct scenario in which students know their options to restore autonomy are
limited out of a need for academic survival (i.e., their status or grades may be affected
depending on their behaviors; Horan et al., 2012). Perhaps Finn and Ledbetter (2013)
summarized it best when they stated that it “is likely a combination of (a) the policy
and (b) the way the instructor communicates and enforces classroom policies and pro-
cedures that influences students’ perceptions” (p. 39). Instructor strictness presents an
opportunity for researchers to better investigate both the message and the enforcement
of it to paint a more nuanced picture of how instructors manage their classrooms
through rules, policies, and norms.

Limitations and future research

One important limitation of the current study is the lack of additional validation to
support the measures. Divergent validity is particularly important in this case. There
are clear conceptual similarities between instructor strictness, misbehaviors, and class-
room justice, and steps should be taken to ensure instruments are truly assessing
different constructs. Another form of structural validation that may be necessary for
strictness involves comparing the first-order factor structures reported here to respecified
models with second-order factor structures, depicting the respective dimensions for each
scale as the lower order factors and the pattern of strictness (i.e., evaluative, regulatory,
interactive) as the higher order factors (Chen et al., 2005). Byrne (2005) posed four ques-
tions related to the adoption of first-order versus second-order models: (1) Does the
higher-order structure represent a well-fitting model? (2) Is the discrepancy between
model fit minimal? (3) Are the correlations between the latent factors substantial? and
(4) Is there theoretical justification to consider a higher order construct? In the
current study, one could argue that the correlations between the latent factors for each
measure were not large enough to justify the inclusion of a second-order model; in

348 T. K. FREY AND N. T. TATUM



Byrne’s (2005) study, correlations between latent factors ranged from 0.77 to 0.93, much
stronger than most of those observed for the current research. However, there is theor-
etical justification (i.e., the results of study 1) to suggest that each latent factor in the first-
order structure should be represented by second-order factors (i.e., each pattern of strict-
ness). Researchers interested in strictness are encouraged to evaluate competing models
to determine whether the measures are best represented as multidimensional or unidi-
mensional constructs.

Second, this study is limited in that the relationships between strictness and learning
were not assessed. Learning outcomes are the ultimate goal for instructional communi-
cation researchers (Clark, 2002), and future research should seek to examine the impact
that students’ perceptions of strict instructor behaviors have on their reported learning
outcomes. Researchers should anticipate a negative relationship between strictness and
students’ learning outcomes, yet they should also remain mindful of the possibility that
the impact of strictness on students’ motivation, affective learning, cognitive learning,
and satisfaction (among other outcome variables) is conditional based on other factors.

Third, this study is limited in its reliance solely on self-report data. There is clear value in
using self-report measures to better understand students’ experiences, but this approach is
limited until it can be complemented with other validation approaches. Future research
should seek to provide additional validation by building a multitrait-multimethod
matrix (Campbell & Fiske, 1959) that assesses strictness in a variety of ways. For
example, students’ perceptions of instructor strictness may differ widely from instructors’
perceptions of their own strict behavior. Or, perhaps observational research would reveal
that instructors rarely engage in the low-inference behaviors that make up each respective
scale. Finally, a short-form, high inference measure of strictness that reflects the inherent
characterizations of strict instructors would be applicable in a wider variety of settings,
contexts, and situations. Evidence that any of the above approaches are strongly, and posi-
tively related to the advocatedmeasures of strictness would provide important evidence of
convergent validity and ensure the scales are performing as intended.

Ultimately, strictness may not be the damaging, disreputable teaching behavior that is
often portrayed in popular media and press. Looking at the items that make up each
scale, it would be irresponsible not to suggest that it can, of course, have consequences
if wielded inappropriately. Questions remain regarding how an instructor’s rigid enfor-
cement (or renunciation) of rules, policies, and norms influences learning and achieve-
ment, what short- and long-term effects inflexible instruction might have throughout an
academic term, how strictness impacts instructor–student relationships, and whether
strict behavior can potentially motivate students to higher levels of achievement.
Research that seeks to answer such questions can provide a fresh theoretical perspective
to investigate the light side of seemingly dark instructor behaviors, and we welcome new
research that accepts this challenge.

Notes

1. https://osf.io/3hyds/?view_only=5878be0e5feb45d690169a17380d9747.
2. https://osf.io/3hyds/?view_only=5878be0e5feb45d690169a17380d9747.
3. Unstandardized and standardized CFA loadings are available via the online appendix:

https://osf.io/3hyds/?view_only=5878be0e5feb45d690169a17380d9747.
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