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ABSTRACT 

 

THE IMPACT OF RE-ACCREDITATION PROCESSES AND INSTITUTIONAL 

ENVIRONMENT UPON A COMMUNITY COLLEGE’S EFFORTS TO MEET 

MINIMUM STANDARDS FOR ASSESSING GENERAL EDUCATION 

By R. Scott Mattingly 

Doctor of Education 

Temple University, 2012 

Advisor: Corrinne A. Caldwell, Ph.D. 

 

 As one result of the accountability movement in American postsecondary 

education, accrediting agencies have increased their emphasis on student learning 

outcomes assessment. Among other consequences, this change has impacted the manner 

in which institutions of higher education (IHEs) plan, implement, assess, and revise the 

general education portion of their curricula. Yet, although accreditation has promoted the 

practice of general education assessment, studies suggest that it has not necessarily 

helped IHEs to use assessment effectively for improvement. In particular, community 

colleges have faced unique challenges in implementing general education assessment 

plans and using their results for improvement. 

 This single case study sought to illuminate the manner in which the convergence 

of environmental characteristics and the Middle States Commission on Higher 

Education’s (MSCHE) re-accreditation and sanctioning processes impacted a community 

college’s plans for assessing general education. To accomplish this, the researcher 

conducted an intensive examination of a community college, which MSCHE had recently 

required to submit a progress report that detailed specific improvements to the IHE’s plan 

for assessing general education. 
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 The data showed that re-accreditation served as a primary motivator for changes 

to this IHE’s approach to general education assessment. However, interview responses 

suggested that MSCHE could have assisted the community college by providing more 

support as institutional leaders sought to produce a required progress report that 

sufficiently documented their general education assessment plan. Four overarching 

components of the institutional environment had a complex impact on the community 

college’s ability to meet accreditation standards. The physical environment neither 

stimulated nor inhibited efforts to meet standards at this IHE and the human aggregate 

environment had a predominantly positive impact on these efforts. Data related to the 

organizational environment proved mixed. While some stimulants of change existed, 

other organizational factors inhibited the ability of this community college to meet 

MSCHE standards related to general education assessment. Finally, the constructed 

environment of collective beliefs had an overwhelmingly positive impact on these efforts. 

 These findings led to several recommendations for the case study IHE, MSCHE, 

the state, and future researchers. In addition, they have yielded valuable insights about the 

combined impact of the regional accreditation process and environmental characteristics 

upon an IHE’s ability to meet standards in areas such as general education and 

assessment. The recommendations may assist other IHEs needing to improve both their 

general education assessment plans and, more broadly, their ability to meet the standards 

of regional accrediting bodies. Furthermore, they may assist regional accrediting bodies 

and states with improving their ability to facilitate substantive change. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

 The accountability movement has forced institutions of higher education (IHEs) 

and their accrediting agencies to shift their foci in discussions of quality from a 

cataloguing of inputs and resources to student learning outcomes assessment and the use 

of assessment results to improve (Alstete, 2004; Eaton, 2003; Ewell, 2001, 2005, 2008; 

Hubball & Gold, 2007; McMurtrie, 2000; Lubinescu, Ratcliff, & Gaffney, 2001). This 

shift has impacted IHEs in many ways, including the manner in which they plan, 

implement, assess, and revise the general education portion of their curricula. For 

example, Hart Research Associates (2009b), who surveyed chief academic officers or 

their representatives from 433 Association of American Colleges and Universities 

(AAC&U) member IHEs, indicated that nearly all of these members have recently 

engaged in assessment or revision of their general education curricula. With such a 

significant impact, some (Ewell, 2005, 2007; Ewell, Paulson, & Kinzie, 2011; Hubball, 

Gold, Mighty, & Britnell, 2007; Nunley, Bers, & Manning, 2011; Provezis, 2010; Wolff, 

2005; Wright, 2002) have suggested that accreditation now represents the chief external 

motivator for assessment. 
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 In spite of the emphasis on outcomes assessment and improvement, many IHEs 

appear to struggle with general education. Though engaged in assessment, many report 

that they do not assess well (Hart Research Associates, 2009b). Furthermore, many 

acknowledge the incoherence of their general education sequences and that most of their 

students do not possess a sufficient understanding of institutional learning outcomes 

(Hart Research Associates, 2009a, 2009b). Given the value of general education 

competencies for becoming “flexible and adaptable to the changes of the world” in a 

rapidly evolving knowledge-based economy, this proves particularly troubling (Yin & 

Volkwein, 2010, p. 79). It would seem that, while accreditation has promoted the practice 

of assessment, it has not necessarily helped IHEs to use assessment effectively for 

improvement, particularly in the area of general education. Consequently, it is not 

surprising that many critics exist, pointing out several flaws in the American system of 

accreditation. To answer the calls for accountability and to prevent potentially harmful 

intrusion from the government, accreditors and IHEs must collaborate to ensure the 

public of student learning outcomes achievement. 

 This case study assists accrediting bodies and IHEs with understanding how 

aspects of an institutional environment can contribute to the use of regional re-

accreditation and sanctioning processes for spurring improvements in general education. 

By means of interviews, observation, and document analysis at a community college, I 

have gained information about the impact of environmental factors on efforts to satisfy a 

requirement for a progress report in response to a recent decision from the Middle States 

Commission on Higher Education (MSCHE). While this project is not generalizable to all 

accredited IHEs given differences between IHEs and between accrediting bodies, it does 
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offer insights that can benefit both IHEs seeking to improve outcomes achievement 

through general education curricula and accrediting bodies seeking to understand how 

their processes and sanctions can lead to institutional improvements. This research 

project also suggests directions for future studies, which, considered together, may 

enhance generalizability. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

 In 2002, Peterson and Vaughan reported that only 54% of the 1,393 IHEs that 

responded to their study had collected data on general education. However, more 

recently, Hart Research Associates (2009b) indicated that 56% of the institutional 

representatives in their study felt that general education “ha[d] become more of a priority 

over the past five years” (p. 6). Another 41% believed that the priority level remained 

unchanged and only 3% believed it had decreased as a priority. This shifting emphasis 

partially results from the need for quality assurance (Allen, 2006). However, it also points 

to the improvements in general education that may occur as a result of assessment, the 

respect which general education may garner as a result of assessment, and the overall 

usefulness of assessment in ensuring that IHEs fulfill their missions (Allen, 2006; Forrest, 

1990; Leskes & Miller, 2005; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Lubinescu et al., 2001; Nichols, 

2003; Roy, Borin, & Kustra, 2007) Leskes and Miller (2005) proclaimed general 

education “possibly the most important manifestation of an institution’s educational 

mission” (p. 2). Reflecting this importance, according to Hart Research Associates 

(2009b), 89% of the IHEs in their study were “in some stage of assessing or modifying 

their [general education] program” (p. 6). 
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Although these statistics seem positive on the surface, a deeper examination leads 

to concerns. Returning to Hart Research Associates (2009b), 11% of IHEs had not 

engaged in any type of general education assessment. In this age of accountability, one 

wonders how any IHE could avoid assessment. Furthermore, given its value, one 

wonders why these IHEs would avoid assessment. Even among those IHEs that did 

assess, shortcomings existed. Only 49% of the representatives surveyed agreed that their 

IHEs assessed learning outcomes very well, indicating much room for improvement in 

the assessment of general education. Additionally, of those IHEs who had learning 

outcomes common to all undergraduate students, only 5% stated that they believed 

“almost all students underst[ood] their institution’s intended learning outcomes,” while 

only 37% “believe[d] that a majority of students underst[ood] the outcomes” (Hart 

Research Associates, 2009a, p. 3). Just 35% “report[ed] that their general education 

programs ha[d] a coherent sequence of courses” and only 11% believed that they had 

integrated general education with majors very well (Hart Research Associates, 2009b; p. 

9). These shortcomings could point to poor planning and implementation of the 

curriculum (including desired learning outcomes), poor planning and implementation of 

assessments, and/or insufficient use of assessment results for improvement. IHEs, 

accrediting bodies, and the public need more information about the factors that contribute 

to successful and unsuccessful general education programs.  

 General education assessment challenges IHEs for a variety of reasons, each of 

which helps to cause the shortcomings described above.  First, the involvement of 

individuals from many campus departments in general education requires significant 

coordination and support (Allen, 2006; Borden, 2002; Hutchings et al., 1991; Leskes & 
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Wright, 2005; Palomba, 2002; Roy et al., 2007). With faculty more heavily invested in 

their department work, they have had difficulty committing to general education or even 

understanding it (Allen, 2006; Leskes & Wright, 2005). They have also traditionally 

resisted involvement in assessment (Ewell, 2005; Lopez, 2004; Rowley, Lujan, & 

Dolence, 1997). Beyond faculty, IHEs as a whole often perceive assessment as nothing 

more than a necessity for compliance with accreditation requirements, failing to treat it as 

a useful tool for enhancing achievement of learning outcomes through the curriculum  

(Alstete, 2004; Astin et al., n.d.; Banta, 2004; Ewell, 2005; Maki, 2004). IHEs need 

assistance to overcome these challenges. 

 Accrediting agencies have served as the major external motivator of 

postsecondary assessment in recent years (Ewell, 2005, 2007; Ewell et al., 2011; Hubball 

et al., 2007; Nunley et al., 2011; Provezis, 2010; Wolff, 2005; Wright, 2002). Peterson 

and Vaughan’s (2002) study supported this claim, as respondents most commonly cited 

accreditation as a stimulus for assessment, with 69% mentioning accreditation, 59% 

mentioning a desire to improve student achievement, and 55% mentioning a desire to 

strengthen academic programs. Although pushed by the accountability movement for 

several years beforehand, this role for regional accrediting bodies finally became an 

explicit reality when the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools created a standard 

requiring assessment of outcomes in 1986 (Driscoll, 2006; Ewell, 2001, 2005, 2008; 

Sims, 1992; Wright, 2002). In spite of the contentions that regional accrediting bodies 

have successfully encouraged assessment since 1986, many critics remain dissatisfied 

with their efforts.  
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 Critics point to low standards, excessive flexibility, and insufficient requirements 

of direct evidence as major flaws in the regional accreditation process (Alstete, 2004; 

Ewell, 2001, 2007, 2008; Neal, 2008; Wright, 2002). Many feel that accreditors have also 

allowed IHEs to respond slowly and superficially to the requirements that do exist 

(Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2001, 2008). Some detractors decry the lack of transparency as 

well, perceiving secrecy among both accrediting organizations and IHEs (Alstete, 2004; 

Ewell, 2007, 2008; Leveille, 2005; U.S. Department of Education, 2006; Wolff, 2005). 

Finally, regional accrediting bodies have seldom sanctioned IHEs for weak assessment 

(Ewell, 2007, 2008; Fritschler, 2007; Pekow, 2007). Several counter-arguments, as 

described in Chapter 2, do exist. However, regardless of the value of these arguments and 

counter-arguments, the perception of poor quality alone merits attention.  

 As IHEs become more familiar with and improve their efforts at outcomes 

assessment, accreditors will continue to respond to calls for accountability by increasing 

their expectations for direct evidence of student achievement (Ewell, 2005, 2008; 

Hernon, 2004a). If IHEs and accrediting bodies prove unsuccessful, several authors the 

federal government may further intervene and damage the present American system, 

uniquely predicated on autonomy, diversity of missions, and academic freedom (Alstete, 

2004; Brittingham, 2008; Eaton, 2007, 2008; Lederman, 2011a; Rowley et al., 1997; 

Selden, 1960). Clearly, more research is needed to suggest how IHEs, accreditors, and the 

public can overcome their disagreements and work together to provide satisfactory 

evidence of quality, so that the public can better ascertain which IHEs strive to make 

substantive changes and which IHEs remain satisfied with achieving the minimum 

standards alone. 
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Purpose of the Study 

This study sought to better understand the factors that contribute to the success or 

failure of general education programs to result in achievement of institutional learning 

outcomes. Specifically, it sought to illuminate the manner in which the convergence of 

environmental characteristics and the MSCHE re-accreditation and sanctioning processes 

impact an IHE’s plans for assessing general education. To accomplish this, I selected an 

IHE, Nabor County Community College, which MSCHE had recently required to submit 

a progress report that detailed specific improvements to the plan for assessing general 

education. I conducted an intensive examination of the campus in an attempt to identify 

how environmental factors have impacted the IHE’s response to MSCHE standards and a 

required progress report regarding general education assessment. In particular, I hoped to 

learn how knowledge of specific environmental factors might help campus leaders to 

maximize re-accreditation and sanctioning processes as opportunities for substantive 

change. 

To ascertain the impact of environmental factors, data collection needed to 

incorporate a variety of methods. These included interviews with faculty and 

administrators involved with general education, an analysis of key documents related to 

the planning of general education assessment, and observation of the environment in 

which decisions about general education occur. It was believed that analysis of these data 

would result in the identification of environmental characteristics that impact the 

development of an assessment plan for general education as a response to accreditation 

requirements. 
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This information has proven important for several reasons. It has resulted in 

insights about the circumstances conducive to the development of an effective assessment 

plan, one that yields both evidence of the general education program’s successes and 

suggestions for further improvement of that program; as well as insights about the 

circumstances conducive to maximizing the benefits of regional accreditation. Given the 

challenge that the coordination of a coherent general education curriculum represents; the 

need to demonstrate accountability; and, for many IHEs, the need and the desire to 

improve; the higher education community could certainly benefit from these insights. 

Furthermore, this research project has resulted in information useful for regional 

accrediting bodies who strive to meet the government’s call for greater central 

accountability, helping their representatives to understand how they can better facilitate 

positive changes at IHEs, particularly in general education programs. While several 

authors do provide IHEs with some recommended steps for using accreditation to 

facilitate change, these resources tend to be anecdotal. Few qualitative or quantitative 

studies provide such information and most of these only examine general education in a 

tangential fashion if at all, instead focusing on outcomes and/or assessment more 

generally. I found no study that focuses exclusively on the effects that either regional 

accreditation or environmental characteristics have upon general education assessment. 

While existing research may hint at possible stimuli or inhibitors of change to general 

education through the accreditation process, none do so directly. This study serves as an 

additional qualitative study to suggest how IHEs can take full advantage of the re-

accreditation process at a time when simple anecdotal accounts dominate the literature on 

the topic. Furthermore, it offers a more detailed examination of both the relationship 
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between institutional environment and regional accreditation and the relationship 

between regional accreditation and general education than has previously been available.  

 

Research Questions 

 The research questions examine the relationship between regional accreditation, 

institutional environment, and the plan for general education assessment at a community 

college. In particular, these questions were designed to reveal the impact of the re-

accreditation process, the accreditor’s sanctioning decision, and four specific 

environmental components upon Nabor County Community College’s efforts to meet 

and/or exceed accreditation requirements for general education assessment. 

 

The Research Questions follow: 

 

1. How has the MSCHE re-accreditation process, including a required progress 

report, impacted Nabor County Community College’s efforts to meet and/or 

exceed minimum standards for general education assessment? 

a. What seemed to be the primary motivator for improving general 

education assessment? 

b. How has the plan for assessing general education evolved over time 

and especially since the most recent MSCHE decision? 

c. How has MSCHE supported efforts to change general education 

assessment? 
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d. What evidence of students’ achievement of institutional learning 

outcomes has this IHE been able to provide since the most recent 

MSCHE decision and how has this evidence differed from what they 

could provide in the past? 

 

2. How have the environmental characteristics at Nabor County Community 

College stimulated or inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE 

standards related to the general education assessment plan? 

a. How has the physical environment, such as the design and layout of 

meeting spaces, stimulated or inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed 

MSCHE standards related to the general education assessment plan? 

b. How have the human aggregate characteristics of constituents 

stimulated or inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE 

standards related to the general education assessment plan? 

c. How have the organizational structure and decisions regarding how to 

involve various constituents in the planning process stimulated or 

inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE standards related to 

the general education assessment plan? 

d. How has the constructed environment of collective beliefs about 

general education, assessment, and accreditation stimulated or 

inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE standards related to 

the general education assessment plan? 
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Definitions 

 This section serves to identify and define terms with significant meaning to this 

study. 

 

Accountability:   The responsibility of institutional leaders to provide evidence that they 

are serving the public by continuously striving to achieve their mission-centered 

goals and student learning outcomes in an efficient and effective manner, thereby 

justifying the public’s investment. The public, in this case, includes federal and 

state governments, businesses and organizations that employ college graduates, 

students, the families of students, and all other taxpayers. 

 

Accreditation:   A periodic process for certifying that IHEs or individual programs meet 

pre-existing standards of quality. It involves the completion of a detailed self-

study, a visit by a team composed predominantly or entirely of peers, and a 

decision by the accrediting body to either affirm accreditation, provide some type 

of sanctioning, or deny accreditation. This self-regulation holds IHEs accountable 

to internal and external stakeholders and, therefore, helps to protect American 

higher education from further government intervention. In addition, visiting team 

members typically offer several recommendations rooted in their standards of 

quality and in their own past experience, making the process valuable as a 

stimulus for improvement. Among the accrediting bodies approved by the 

Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) are regional accrediting 

bodies, faith-based accrediting bodies, and accrediting bodies for vocational and 
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technical IHEs. CHEA has also approved a large number of specialized 

accrediting agencies (also known as professional or discipline-based accrediting 

agencies) for specific programs of study. 

 

Assessment:   The means by which IHEs or specific programs within IHEs gather data to 

serve as evidence of their effectiveness for the purposes of improvement and 

accountability. IHEs and programs should use a combination of multiple 

summative and formative assessment methods to gain both direct and indirect 

evidence. MSCHE separates assessment into two standards. Standard 7 requires 

attention to assessment as a means of demonstrating “overall effectiveness,” 

especially through achievement of institutional mission and goals (Middle States, 

2002, p. 21). Standard 14 requires more specific attention to assessment as a 

means of demonstrating students’ achievement of learning outcomes. 

 

Culture of Evidence:   An institutional environment characterized by the continuous use 

of quantitative and qualitative data to gain knowledge about the strengths and 

weaknesses of processes for achieving desired outcomes, as well as to enhance 

decision-making at all levels. 

 

Direct Evidence:   Student products or performances that demonstrate achievement of 

desired learning outcomes. 
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Effectiveness:   Achievement of institutional goals and, especially, of desired student 

learning outcomes. Since goals and outcomes differ from one campus to the next, 

effectiveness can be demonstrated in different ways. To demonstrate students’ 

achievement of learning outcomes, some IHEs focus on attainment of those 

outcomes at graduation and/or within a specific amount of time after graduation. 

Other IHEs apply a value-added approach, examining changes in attainment from 

matriculation to graduation. Effectiveness is one aspect of accountability. 

 

Efficiency:   The accomplishment of goals in a cost-effective and timely manner. 

Efficiency is one aspect of accountability. 

 

Environment:   The context in which an IHE resides, particularly those internal and 

external factors which affect how that IHE functions and achieves its goals. The 

primary external factors impacting this research project are MSCHE standards, 

state mandates regarding general education curricula at public IHEs, public 

demands for efficiency and effectiveness, and the desire of potential employers 

for graduates with modern skills. The methodology, based on the conceptual 

framework, focuses on four internal factors that affect how an IHE responds to 

these external demands: physical design and layout, human aggregate 

characteristics, organizational structures and functioning, and the constructed 

environment of artifacts and subjective perceptions of the culture. 
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Formative Assessment (or Formative Evaluation):   Ongoing evaluation that provides 

feedback to instructors or administrators regarding how to alter a learning process 

for improvement of student learning. 

 

General Education:   The portion of an IHE’s curriculum that is common to all students 

and is designed to promote achievement of broad institutional outcomes. While 

these general education outcomes can be achieved in part through discipline-

specific courses and co-curricular experiences, IHEs typically require students to 

complete some combination of general education courses outside of the major. 

Coursework that emphasizes general education is sometimes described as the 

breadth of the curriculum, while coursework in the major is commonly described 

as depth. Specific models of general education vary widely from campus to 

campus, largely grounded in mission. 

 

Indirect Evidence:   Ratings, opinions, or other feedback by which students indicate their 

perceptions about the extent to which they have achieved desired learning 

outcomes. 

 

Standard:   An established level of quality to which IHEs or programs should aspire, 

often serving as the basis for judgments about IHEs or programs. Regional and 

other accrediting bodies use standards as a basis for determining accreditation 

status. As Middle States (2002) articulates: 
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No assurance is given that every accredited institution 
manifests these characteristics and meets these standards in 
equal proportion. Accredited institutions are expected to 
demonstrate these standards in substantial measure, to 
conduct their activities in a manner consistent with the 
standards, and to engage in ongoing processes of self-
review and improvement (p. v). 

 
 

Student Learning Outcomes:   The specific set of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 

abilities that each IHE believes its students should possess at graduation, as a 

result of the educational experience provided by that IHE. They can also describe 

the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and abilities that result from individual courses, 

activities, and programs of study. Student learning outcomes differ from one 

campus to the next and from one program to the next, reflecting unique mission 

statements. For the last several decades, proponents of the accountability 

movement, accrediting bodies, and educators themselves have moved from 

measuring each IHE’s resources and their students’ inputs at matriculation to 

producing evidence that students have achieved desired outcomes at the 

completion of a program or at graduation. In this study, the terms learning 

outcomes and outcomes can be considered shortened forms of student learning 

outcomes. 

 

Summative Assessment (or Summative Evaluation):   An evaluation that occurs at the 

conclusion of a learning experience to determine if that experience resulted in 

students’ achievement of desired learning outcomes. 
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Transparency:   A continual openness of IHEs to the public, encompassing disclosure of 

both processes and results. Transparency is one aspect of accountability. 

 

Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 

 A number of delimitations characterize this research. Some studies examine the 

impact of accreditation on outcomes and/or assessment in general terms. Other studies 

examine the characteristics or perceptions of general education at IHEs. The current 

study differs from these by specifically emphasizing both regional accreditation and 

general education, as well as environmental characteristics. Given its specificity, one 

cannot apply the results of this study as broadly as other studies. Yet, this delimitation 

proves necessary for answering the research questions. 

This project also focuses on the experiences of administrators and faculty 

members. Time constraints did not permit attention to the views of other constituents 

such as accrediting body representatives, government officials, and students and their 

families. Therefore, the research questions emphasize the institutional perspective and 

ignore others’ perspectives. As another delimitation, these research questions were best 

answered by means of a qualitative study. However, one could have approached the 

problem by inquiring about the relationships between accreditation status, variety of 

general education assessment methods, amount of direct and indirect evidence available, 

and perceived satisfaction with general education among students, faculty, and staff. With 

this approach, I might have surveyed institutional representatives and performed a 

statistical analysis to obtain quantitative data. However, I wish to examine the process 

and characteristics of change as a means of providing useful suggestions for educators 
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and accreditors, rather than to produce statistical descriptions of relationships with little 

immediate applicability to the efforts of educators and accreditors. 

 MSCHE may sanction IHEs in several different ways (Middle States, 2008). I 

chose to examine an IHE, identified by the pseudonym of Nabor County Community 

College, which MSCHE recently required to submit a progress report as part of the 

decision to reaffirm accreditation. According to Middle States, when reaffirming 

accreditation, they can require a progress report to ensure that IHEs have begun to 

address “recommendations made by the team or reviewer” or “to address activities that 

were being planned or implemented at the time of the on-site evaluation” (p. 5). This type 

of sanction proves the least severe, as the IHE’s accreditation status is not presently in 

jeopardy. As a result, this type of sanction may not motivate IHEs to the same extent as 

others, such as a monitoring report, required by MSCHE “when it is concerned about the 

potential for future non-compliance with one or more standards of accreditation, when 

issues are more complex or more numerous, or when the issues require a more 

substantive, detailed response” (p. 6). While monitoring reports focused on general 

education assessment might increase the motivation of IHEs to change, progress reports 

prove more common. Therefore, progress reports represent a criterion both more feasible 

for study and of interest to a greater number of leaders at IHEs not participating in this 

research project. When drawing conclusions about the impact of accreditation on Nabor 

County Community College, I will need to take into account this delimiting criterion. 

Logistically, it seemed more manageable for me to focus on an IHE accredited by 

MSCHE because of my own geographic location and my familiarity with MSCHE. 

However, other regional accrediting bodies use different standards and different 
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sanctioning processes. This serves as yet another delimitation affecting generalization. 

Ideally, this project would have incorporated multiple cases to increase 

generalizability. Although the study was originally conceived as a multi-case study and 

some data collection actually began under that assumption, it proved difficult to identify 

two or more IHEs that both fit the necessary criteria for inclusion and were willing and 

able to participate. One IHE’s IRB gave conditional approval, pending independent 

approval from their acting provost. However, the acting provost proved difficult to reach, 

failing to respond to me for several months in spite of a handful of attempts to reach her. 

Another IHE declined to participate immediately. This may indicate that the latter IHE 

had not made a serious effort to utilize MSCHE standards for improvement and, 

therefore, did not feel comfortable exposing this failure to an external individual such as 

myself. Institutional leaders with more confidence in the effort exerted by their 

community may feel more comfortable participating in this type of study, therefore 

skewing the results. The lack of a comparison IHE is a limitation, although it proved 

unavoidable. The different histories of IHEs not participating in this study, as well as 

their varying attitudes toward general education, assessment, and accreditation, could 

have led to different results and/or enhanced generalizability. 

Finally, Strange and Banning (2001) explain that personality types form an 

important part of the human aggregate component of the environment, as discussed in 

greater depth below. Ideally, a study such as this one, in which the researcher has an 

interest in all four components of the environment identified by Strange and Banning, 

would utilize a variety of personality type inventories to learn more about the 

characteristics of the people within the educational environment. However, it did not 
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prove feasible for me to conduct a comprehensive series of personality inventories with 

interview subjects nor would it have proven reasonable to expect interviewees to devote 

ample time for completing such inventories. On the other hand, the use of a variety of 

other methods of data collection, as described in Chapter 3, yielded much information 

about the human aggregate environment even without the use of such inventories. 

 

Significance of the Study 

 The degree of emphasis placed on general education by American IHEs has 

varied over time (Blackburn, Armstrong, Conrad, Didham, & McKune, 1976; Gaff, 1999; 

Levine, 1978; Rudolph, 1977). Yet, as Leskes and Miller (2005) stated, general education 

“is possibly the most important manifestation of an institution’s educational mission” (p. 

2). So, it does not prove surprising that, in recent decades, the importance of general 

education has seemed unquestionable. Gaff (1999) mentioned that “the American 

Council on Education [has reported] that roughly 80 to 90 percent of their member IHEs 

reviewed and/or revised their undergraduate curriculum during the 1980s” (p. 1). He also 

noted that, even where the proportion of specific general education courses declined, this 

often resulted from a redistribution of general education outcomes “across the 

curriculum” in major courses or the co-curriculum (p. 1). More recently, 56% of 

Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) members felt “that general 

education has become more of a priority over the past five years” (Hart Research 

Associates, 2009b, p. 6). 

Accreditation has also contributed to the importance of general education. 

MSCHE includes general education as a separate standard (Standard 12) for 
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accreditation, in addition to having other standards (Standards 7 and 14) that address 

assessment (Middle States, 2002). Standard 12, General Education, requires that 

“students acquire and demonstrate college-level proficiency in general education and 

essential skills” (p. 37). In addition, Standard 11, Educational Offerings, requires a 

sufficiently coherent, rigorous, and adaptable program of study, in which all aspects of 

the curriculum and co-curriculum, including general education, incorporate learning 

outcomes, assessment, and efforts to improve effectiveness based on assessments. While 

other regional accrediting bodies may address general education in ways that differ from 

MSCHE, all assume that it represents a critical component of educational mission, in 

keeping with the assertion of Leskes and Miller (2005) cited above. 

 With such an emphasis on evidence of effectiveness by regional accreditors, many 

authors (Ewell, 2005, 2007; Ewell et al., 2011; Hubball et al., 2007; Nunley et al., 2011; 

Provezis, 2010; Wolff, 2005; Wright, 2002) have described accreditation as the chief 

stimulus for assessment from an external perspective. Regional accreditors also offer 

assistance to IHEs in the form of workshops and best practices reports, as well as by 

requiring that staff members have sufficient experience with assessment to offer IHEs 

appropriate guidance. Furthermore, the standards of regional accreditors provide 

additional guidance regarding assessment approaches with the greatest potential for 

practical application (Dodd, 2004). Consequently, the accreditation process has immense 

value for IHEs wishing to improve their assessment plans, including plans for general 

education. 

 Even if IHEs do not care to use accreditation for improvement, participation in 

federal financial aid programs requires institutional accreditation as a certification of 
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sufficient quality, compelling most IHEs to become or to remain accredited (Alstete, 

2004; Ewell, 2008; “Faculty Involvement”, 2008; Neal, 2008). Critics disapprove of this 

relationship and have called for separation since the 1970s (Ewell, 2008; Neal, 2008). 

One critic, Contreras (2007), points out that at least 1,045 IHEs, many offering only 

graduate degrees, have chosen to forgo federal student aid and can legally remain 

unaccredited. On the other hand, many authors (Alstete, 2004; Brittingham, 2008; Eaton, 

2007, 2008; Rowley et al., 1997; Selden, 1960) feel that the use of accrediting agencies 

as a go-between for the federal government and IHEs has helped to insulate institutional 

autonomy and academic freedom, as well as the diversity of mission statements among 

IHEs. These important hallmarks of American higher education allow IHEs sufficient 

flexibility to innovate and they also provide the nation with the capacity to serve 

Americans who possess a wide variety of goals and needs (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2008). 

 Given the existing connection between federal financial aid and accreditation, it 

does not prove surprising that, as of 2008, 7,006 IHEs had some form of accreditation, 

either from a regional, national faith-based, or career-related accrediting body (Council 

for Higher Education Accreditation, 2008). Regional accreditors accounted for 3,025 of 

these. Given these statistics, the vast majority of IHEs, excluding some vocational and 

career-related IHEs without substantial general education programs and some IHEs that 

avoid federal financial aid and accreditation, should have an interest in continuously 

striving to improve general education, if not for the benefit of students’ learning, then 

surely for the purpose of maintaining accreditation. 

Two overarching challenges to the development and implementation of a 

successful general education program exist, as noted above in the Statement of the 
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Problem. First, a successful general education curriculum requires a significant amount 

of collaboration and coordination, and many faculty members do not understand or 

possess sufficient time for general education (Allen, 2006; Borden, 2002; Leskes & 

Wright, 2005; Palomba, 2002; Roy et al., 2007). Second, many educators tend to view 

assessment, including assessment of general education, as nothing more than a necessity 

for accreditation (Alstete, 2004; Astin et al., n.d.; Banta, 2004; Ewell, 2005; Maki, 2004). 

As a result, they do not invest sufficient effort or resources into these processes and fail 

to make substantive changes that will enhance student learning. Some IHEs may have 

become more successful at overcoming these challenges than others. However, none are 

fully immune to them. As mentioned above, just over half of the AAC&U IHEs’ 

representatives indicated that they do not assess outcomes very well (Hart Research 

Associates, 2009b). Moreover, just 35% felt that they possessed a coherent general 

education sequence and only 11% believed they had integrated general education with 

major coursework very well. As a result, it does not prove surprising that many of the 

students at these IHEs have difficulty understanding learning outcomes (Hart Research 

Associates, 2009a). Given these recent statistics, the extent of the problems leading to the 

research questions seems great. 

In answering the research questions, this research project adds to the knowledge-

base regarding both regional accreditation and general education assessment by providing 

information about the impact that re-accreditation processes and sanctions have upon 

general education curricula. More specifically, since Bailey and Alfonso (2005) claimed 

that much of the existing research on community colleges lacks sound methodology or 

does not offer useful suggestions for improvement, this study adds to the knowledge-base 
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for community college leaders wanting to maximize the accreditation process as a tool 

for improvement and/or to enhance their general education program through assessment. 

In particular, the findings and conclusions offer Nabor County Community College a 

better understanding of its progress in implementing both a general education assessment 

plan and a successful general education curriculum that achieves desired student learning 

outcomes. The findings and conclusions also include suggestions for continued 

improvement of the general education curriculum in the future. Furthermore, the findings 

and conclusions give MSCHE and the state a better understanding of the manner in which 

their processes can impact efforts at substantive change. It is hoped that this new 

information may serve as a springboard for enhanced communication among opponents 

and proponents of both accreditation and outcomes assessment, increasing the potential 

for a mutually satisfying resolution. In the long-term, students could prove the most 

important beneficiary of this study and any similar ones that may follow, as curricular 

improvements at IHEs enable them to maximize their learning experiences. Likewise, if 

prospective students can gain more information about both regional accreditation 

sanctions and the success of IHEs in achieving general education outcomes, then they can 

use this knowledge as they search for an IHE equipped for helping them to maximize 

learning. 

 

Theoretical Basis 

 I will ground this research study in the theoretical framework of person-

environment theory, as described by Strange and Banning (2001). In the preface to their 

work, they stated that “[t]he capacity of any postsecondary institution to carry out its 
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educational mission depends, in part, on how well its principal environmental features are 

understood and shaped accordingly” (p. xii). Their work builds on the ecological 

perspective of education first offered by Banning and Kaiser in 1974 and later enhanced 

by Moos in 1986, with “the assumption that institutions themselves bear responsibility 

for the design and creation of campus environments, arranged appropriately for meeting 

educational purposes” (p. 2). Utilizing the writings of various researchers and theorists, 

Strange and Banning postulated four “key components of all human environments,” 

which include: 

 

• Physical condition, design, and layout 
• Characteristics of the people who inhabit them 
• Organizational structures related to their purposes and goals 
• Inhabitants’ collective perceptions or constructions of the context and 

culture of the setting (p. 5). 
 
 

Given this study’s examination of an institutional response to a required progress report 

for MSCHE that details steps taken to develop and implement a general education 

assessment plan, it will prove critical to consider the contextual impact of Nabor County 

Community College’s specific environment. In particular, one can easily apply Strange 

and Banning’s categorization of environmental components to case study research, as did 

Scott (2008), described in greater depth in Research Associated with the Conceptual 

Framework below. Strange and Banning suggested as much themselves when they 

articulated the value of their book with these words: 

 

Educators in the classroom, beyond the classroom, and in various 
administrative posts will find here a comprehensive framework of ideas 
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for structuring their work and ultimately improving the learning outcomes 
of the students they serve. From physical plant operators and maintenance 
personnel to faculty members, academic administrators, and student affairs 
staff, all participants in any particular college or university setting can 
benefit from a broader understanding of how the campus environment, in 
all its dimensions and features, serves to shape and influence the behavior 
of those who pursue its opportunities. The purpose of this volume is to 
assemble and orient the many disparate pieces in the literature that address 
the definition, description, and outcomes of campus environments, with 
the expectation that staff, administrators, and faculty who read this will 
return to their work with greater purpose, intention, and effect with regard 
to the design and understanding of the environments they create and 
function within (p. xii). 

 
 

Although their explanation and subsequent discussion emphasizes the direct impact of the 

environment on student behavior rather than on educator behavior, the potential impact of 

the environment on the behavior of faculty members and administrators for the indirect 

benefit of students remains undiminished. Hence, although researchers had not yet used 

this framework to seek a deeper understanding of the decisions and behaviors of 

educators and administrators specifically, it seemed justifiable to debut such an 

application here. 

 In describing the potential impact of the physical environment, Strange and 

Banning (2001) relied heavily on other authors to build their case. They pointed to 

research conducted by Sturner, as well as by Thelin and Yankovich, describing the 

importance of the physical environment in the first impressions of visitors or new 

inhabitants. Furthermore, citing Griffith and Stern, Strange and Banning asserted that the 

campus layout, color schemes, architectural designs, and the weather can all impact 

attitudes. The physical environment has a functional and a symbolic purpose, “afford[ing] 

and constrain[ing] certain activities,” while “also communicat[ing] important nonverbal, 
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symbolic messages,” as the authors noted, citing both Rapaport and Mehrabian (p. 17). In 

addition to the aspects of the physical environment mentioned above, Strange and 

Banning discussed the work of Banning and Bartels in describing physical artifacts such 

as “signs and symbols; art work or posters; graffiti; and specific physical structures,” as 

well as the work of Bechtel and Zeisel in describing behavioral traces such as erosion 

indicating foot traffic, unconsumed leftovers such as litter, and renovations as a response 

to patterns of space utilization (p. 21). Strange and Banning made it clear that any study 

considering the environment’s impact upon different campuses should examine the 

physical condition, design, and layout of each campus’s relevant environmental features. 

With this in mind, I needed to examine the spaces in which meetings, forums, and other 

discussions regarding general education assessment occur. 

 Relying on research by Holland and Moos among others, Strange and Banning 

(2001) also asserted the value of considering the human characteristics present within an 

environment. They noted that “environments are transmitted through people, and the 

dominant features of a particular environment are partially a function of the collective 

characteristics of the individuals who inhabit it,” citing Holland (p. 35). Within each 

environment, there may exist a variety of psychosocial characteristics, including both 

learning styles and personality types, as explicated by various authors such as Holland, 

Astin, Myers, and Kolb. For example, Holland has offered six vocational-interest 

personality types (realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, and conventional), 

while Myers and Briggs have suggested four dimensions of personality (extraversion or 

introversion, sensing or intuition, thinking or feeling, and judgment or perception), and 

Kolb has presented four types of learners (divergers, assimilators, convergers, and 
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accommodators). Even more simply, demographic characteristics can also influence 

behavior. Referring to Holland, Strange and Banning asserted that the “degree of 

differentiation (that is, the degree of type homogeneity among inhabitants) and 

consistency (the similarity of type among inhabitants)” among both psychosocial and 

demographic characteristics can help to encourage or discourage “certain behaviors, 

values, attitudes, and expectations” (p. 49-50). Person-environment congruence, or “the 

degree of fit between persons and environments,” represents another important concept, 

suggesting that those individuals who best fit an environment will prove most likely to 

persist in that environment (p. 52). To answer the research questions, I sought to 

understand both how aggregate characteristics influence the results of planning processes 

and how feelings of congruence or incongruence might lead some constituents to 

participate in the planning process more fully than others. 

 Strange and Banning (2001) also discussed the manner in which organizational 

structures can impact the decisions and behaviors of individuals within environments, 

acknowledging that this idea stretches back to German sociologist, Max Weber, in 1947. 

They applied to higher education organizational structures the work of Etzioni, who 

identified three relevant characteristics of organizations: 

 

1. divisions of labor, power, and communication responsibilities . . . 
2. the presence of one or more power centers which control the concerted 

efforts of the organization and direct them toward its goals . . . 
3. substitution  of personnel, i.e., unsatisfactory persons can be removed 

and others assigned their tasks (p. 60). 
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Decisions related to each of these characteristics create the structures “that, in turn, affect 

an environment’s overall design and functioning as well as an individual’s attraction to, 

functioning, and satisfaction within the environment” (p. 61). Building on Hage and 

Aiken’s work from 1970, Strange and Banning singled out complexity, centralization, 

formalization, stratification, production, efficiency, and morale as expressions of 

organizational structure that may dictate whether an organization promotes or hinders 

change. As I studied the circumstances that led MSCHE to require a progress report from 

the case study IHE and the manner in which the IHE’s leaders responded to that 

requirement, I observed and inquired about committee structures, decision-making 

patterns, and other manifestations of organizational structure to seek to understand why 

the campus might appear either dynamic or static with regard to changes in assessment of 

general education. 

 Constructed environment models “focus on the subjective views and experiences 

of participant observers, assuming that environments are understood best through the 

collective perceptions of the individuals within them” (p. 86). In their examination of the 

role that collective perceptions play in campus decision-making and behaviors, Strange 

and Banning (2001) built on the work of Murray, Pace and Stern, mentioning that these 

perceptions can exert an environmental press either in the direction of a behavior or away 

from a behavior. They also cited Pace and Stern’s 11 characteristics that can describe the 

direction of environmental press on a particular campus, as found in their College 

Characteristics Index: aspiration level, intellectual climate, student dignity, academic 

climate, academic achievement, self-expression, group life, academic organization, social 

form, play-work, and vocational climate. An IHE’s collective scores on each of these 
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subscales can “be grouped to yield a profile of the general intellectual and nonintellectual 

climate” (p. 88). This work was later simplified and refined in the College Characteristics 

Analysis of Pace and Baird, listing four presses: intellectual humanistic aesthetic 

emphasis; friendly, group welfare emphasis; scientific, independent emphasis; and 

practical, status-oriented emphasis. This refined model proved particularly useful because 

it made known “that various environmental presses can be a function of different campus 

subenvironments,” which may or may not exert pressure in the same direction as the 

overall environment (p. 91). As an alternative, Pace developed the College and 

University Environment Scale, which emphasizes scholarship, awareness, community, 

propriety, practicality, campus morale, and quality of teaching. Moos once again served 

as a foundation for this fourth component of the environment, as Strange and Banning 

discussed social climate. Social climate includes three domains: the relationship domain 

focused on involvement, support, and free expression; the personal growth and 

development domain focused on various aspects of an individual’s development; and the 

system maintenance and change domain focused on the relative degree of order, control, 

and adaptability. Lastly, Strange and Banning listed Kuh and Hall’s four levels of culture 

that help the inhabitants of an educational environment to make meaning from their 

experiences: artifacts, perspectives, values, and assumptions. While each of these aspects 

of the constructed environment were difficult to assess at Nabor County Community 

College, doing so proved essential for understanding if the campus community tended to 

favor or disfavor general education, assessment, and/or regional accreditation. Time 

constraints limited the level of immersion to some extent, though careful observation of 
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the environment and its inhabitants did yield valuable insights about the constructed 

environment, as discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 

 Strange and Banning’s description of person-environment theory is largely an 

amalgamation of the work of several previous researchers and theorists, a fact which they 

readily acknowledge. However, the work of these two authors expands on their 

predecessors’ accomplishments and provides a scheme of categorization that proves quite 

useful to researchers interested in the impact of the environment, dividing it into its 

physical, human aggregate, organizational, and constructed components. Although other 

researchers have not often used their categorization as a framework for studying 

educational environments, I believe that it is a useful framework for research projects 

such as this one. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW  
 
 

 This research project examines the intersection of three major topics in the 

context of a community college setting: general education curricula, assessment, and 

accreditation. Given the magnitude of each of these topics, the literature review must 

prove correspondingly large. As a result, this chapter includes six overarching sections: 

General Education Curricula, General Education Assessment, Developing and 

Implementing an Assessment Plan, Accreditation, Pertinent Research Studies, and 

Research Associated with the Conceptual Framework. 

This chapter begins with a lengthy examination of general education curricula in 

America higher education within the first section. It begins with a discussion of the 

current emphasis on general education in America and then attempts to place this current 

emphasis into a broader context by discussing the gradual evolution of general education 

curricula. With this context set, I include a more in-depth look at the characteristics of 

general education, such as models of general education programs and types of courses 

included in general education curricula. Section one ends with consideration of the 

unique characteristics of community colleges, the impact that these unique characteristics 
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have on their general education programs, and an overview of the circumstances that can 

lead to general education reform efforts. 

The second section of the literature review focuses on the assessment of general 

education curricula since this is a major component of this study. It incorporates 

descriptions of the history of general education assessment, the value of general 

education assessment, types of general education assessment in which IHEs can engage, 

challenges that hinder efforts at general education assessment, and the unique 

characteristics of general education assessment in community colleges. Section three also 

focuses on assessment, but instead describes the literature on effective assessment 

planning, emphasizing the importance of leadership. In particular, this section explains 

that leaders must seek engagement of constituents by involving stakeholders, setting 

parameters, and creating incentives; must foster a climate conducive to the planning of 

assessment by connecting assessment to institutional mission and outcomes, providing 

appropriate support during assessment planning, and integrating assessment planning 

with strategic planning; and must use the accreditation process to enhance assessment. 

While the end of section three connects accreditation with assessment, the fourth 

section of the literature review focuses entirely on accreditation. It begins with a 

description of the modern system of regional accreditation in America and a description 

of the history of accreditation with heavier emphasis on regional accreditation of IHEs 

than specialized accreditation of individual academic programs within disciplines. It also 

gives attention to the role of states in accountability and accreditation. These parts of the 

fourth section serve as important background information for subsequent discussion of 

the strengths and weaknesses of regional accreditation, arguments in favor of America's 
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present system of regional accreditation, and the specific complaints of educators about 

regional accreditation. The section ends with concluding thoughts based on these 

aforementioned parts. The fifth section reviews pertinent studies, each of which serve as 

a foundation for my own research. Related to this, the sixth section reviews research 

utilizing the theoretical framework, Strange and Banning's (2001) four components of an 

educational environment. 

 

General Education Curricula 

 

The Centrality of General Education in America 

In order to contextualize a study such as this one, it is critical to understand the 

role of general education in American society. Consequently, I will begin by discussing 

the current role of general education in the context of the American educational system 

and follow this with a detailed history of general education. The U.S. Constitution and 

the Tenth Amendment made it clear that the responsibility for education falls to the states 

(Bender, 1983; Chambers, 1983; Volkwein, Lattuca, Caffrey, & Reindl, 2003). Still, in 

1819, a key Supreme Court decision in Trustees of Dartmouth College v. Woodward, 

held that the original charter of the IHE superseded any federal or state interest in 

dictating institutional decisions (Cohen, 1998; Ewell, 2008; Volkwein et al., 2003). Ewell 

(2008) claimed that not until the 1862 Morrill Act establishing land-grant IHEs did the 

“first significant action of federal government in higher education” occur (p. 78). Without 

a federal ministry of education and in contrast with nations in Europe and elsewhere, 

America has developed a unique educational system in which institutional leaders have 
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the ability to manage their IHEs in a relatively independent manner (Ewell, 2008; 

Rudolph, 1977; Volkwein et al., 2003). 

 Just as the American system of higher education as a whole has developed into a 

unique system emphasizing the autonomy of individual IHEs, the American 

undergraduate curriculum, more specifically, has developed in a unique manner as well 

(Allen, 2006; Ewell, 2008). It includes a significant amount of study in general education 

outside the major, whereas “[t]he traditional European degree—and therefore the degree 

plan followed by institutions in most other regions with European colonial histories—

consists of three years of study, concentrated in a single discipline” (Ewell, 2008, p. 64). 

As evidence of the perceived value of general education, the early goals of regional 

accreditation included “preserving the general education component” (p. 65). This goal 

remains important in the regional accreditation process today, as Allen (2006) has 

asserted that IHEs must “explicitly state the outcomes associated with their general 

education program, assess these outcomes, and use results to improve” in order to 

maintain regional accreditation (p. 25). Furthermore, Yin and Volkwein (2010) 

emphasize that today’s postsecondary students require effective general education 

curricula in order to become “flexible and adaptable to the changes of the world” in a 

rapidly evolving knowledge-based economy (p. 79). 

Clearly, the concept of general education proves central to regional accreditation 

and to American education as a whole (Allen, 2006; Carnegie Foundation, 1977; Yin & 

Volkwein, 2010). In spite of this, the diversity of curricula in America with no uniform 

vision has resulted in confusion about the common characteristics and roles of general 

education, such that each regional accrediting body defines it in a different way with 
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different outcomes (Carnegie Foundation, 1977; Yin & Volkwein, 2010). As Wehlberg 

(2010) contends, “how institutions view and use general education has and continues to 

be a work in progress” (p. 95). For this reason, full comprehension of the state of 

American general education requires historical context. 

 

The Evolution of General Education 

Colonial Curricula 

 A historical understanding of general education helps to place the present research 

study into a wider context. Furthermore, the history of general education necessitates a 

broader look at the evolution of curricula as a whole in America. The first American 

IHEs began as religious endeavors, building upon the European Calvinist tradition and 

Puritan values (Cohen, 1998; Cremin, 1972; Morison, 1935; Rudolph, 1977). At the time, 

many professionals in fields such as medicine and law turned to apprenticeships for 

training, while ministers turned to higher education for study and training (Cremin, 

1972). However, “[t]he curriculum could not exclusively be an instrument in the service 

of God or of Church and State, as the founders of Harvard and Yale had intended” (p. 

28). Instead, their curricula reflected medieval and Renaissance thoughts about education, 

blending an emphasis on Latin, Aristotelian philosophy, and theology, with an emphasis 

on the knowledge necessary to become a gentleman, including rhetoric, natural sciences, 

and Greek (Hofstadter & DeWitt Hardy, 1952; Morison, 1935; Rudolph, 1977). 

Originally founded in 1636, Harvard College eventually developed a four-year version of 

this curriculum in the 1650’s that served as the model for colonial higher education 

(Cohen, 1998; Cremin, 1972; Morison, 1935; Rudolph, 1977). Cohen (1998) 



36 
 

characterizes Colonial Era colleges as “struggling to break away from the influence of the 

church and adherence to the classics” (p. 35). 

 

Curricula in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century 

By the latter part of the eighteenth century, many colleges had altered their 

curricula, often including more attention to science and mathematics, more texts written 

in English, and emphasis on reason and the study of man rather than divine law and the 

study of God (Rudolph, 1977). Hofstadter and DeWitt Hardy (1952) noted that, even 

though IHEs maintained their religious character in various other ways, theological 

training began to move from colleges to theological schools “with the founding of three 

theological schools in the last two decades of the 18th century” (p. 8-9). Related to this, 

Petrello (1988) expressed the belief that the University of Pennsylvania, known as the 

Academy of Philadelphia when founded by Benjamin Franklin in 1749, most likely 

served as “[t]he first school to teach vocational subjects,” primarily in the form of 

business courses (p. 49). Gradually, the school became less practical and more classical, 

eliminating vocational options later in the century, but the foresight of Franklin remains 

noteworthy nonetheless. Reforms such as these “can be traced to the separation of 

philosophy from religion, the rise of the scientific method, and a breakdown in the notion 

of privilege, hence of a curriculum designed only for a few people who would be civic 

leaders” (Rudolph, 1977, p. 74). 

 A number of challenges also impacted nineteenth century curricula. According to 

Veysey (1973), most IHEs by the middle of the century “promote[d] some version of the 

Christian religion, both by training a ministry and by infusing conventional moral and 
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religious beliefs into the minds of all undergraduates, no matter what their future 

occupations” (p. 1). Still, with “liberal arts colleges, theological seminaries, medical 

schools, law schools, academies, technical institutes, even libraries and lyceums,” 

Americans could not make sense out of such a “diversity of educational experiences,” 

present in the early part of the century (Rudolph, 1977, p. 55). As a result, colleges 

struggled to define their identity in the form of a coherent curriculum. Higher education 

curricula also faced additional complications, as “[e]galitarian impulses challenged . . . 

elitist pretensions,” and “[t]he agricultural-commercial world . . . was undergoing strains 

that were moving it in the direction of a technological-industrial order” (p. 56). Given 

these egalitarian impulses, students came to colleges from a wider variety of educational 

backgrounds and levels of preparation, as well as with more diverse goals. Even students 

from impoverished backgrounds received assistance from government and private 

sources or they worked to earn money for tuition. Another sign of reform was the 

increasing irrelevance of Latin and Greek to American society. 

 The Yale Report of 1828 proved one of the most important developments to occur 

during the first half of the nineteenth century, as the first attempt by an IHE to defend its 

curriculum by explicating the philosophy behind it (Cohen, 1998; Hofstadter & DeWitt 

Hardy, 1952; Rudolph, 1977). Its authors, President Jeremiah Day, Professor James L. 

Kingsley, and Governor Gideon Tomlinson, also called for “raising admissions 

requirements, [and] invigorating the secondary schools” (Rudolph, 1977, p. 73-74) in 

support of higher standards. Although many disagreed with aspects of the staunchly 

classical philosophy infused into the document, it nevertheless proved important as a tool 

for accountability, leading other IHEs to clarify their own philosophical foundations. 
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One year later in 1829, according to Levine (1978), A.S. Packard first used the 

term, “general education,” in an article “defending the common elements of the 

curriculum” (p. 5). Shortly thereafter, according to Hofstadter and DeWitt Hardy (1952), 

general education became a popular term in reaction to the negative connotations that had 

come to characterize the earlier term, liberal education. The common curricular elements 

to which Levine (1978) referred included four components at mid-century: the classical 

course of study, a capstone course emphasizing moral philosophy, required chapel 

attendance, and the extracurriculum of literary societies and other student organizations 

by which students took charge of their education and overcame the poor instruction and 

impracticality of the existing curriculum. Hofstadter and DeWitt Hardy (1952) explained 

that these elements resulted in a curriculum that “consisted chiefly of studies in Latin, 

Greek, mathematics, logic, and moral philosophy, with occasional smatterings of Hebrew 

and rather elementary physics and astronomy” (p. 11). With these common elements, 

“general education was praised for training the mind (mental discipline), establishing a 

necessary and solid foundation for the professions, developing student character and 

morality, offering an antidote to barbarism, and providing a liberal education” (Levine, 

1978, p. 5). These elements created a “common group experience, as much social as it 

was intellectual; . . . believed to foster desirable class loyalties” (Veysey, 1973, p. 2). 

 In spite of praise, the typical institutional curriculum at mid-century lacked 

purpose, with some IHEs attempting innovative reforms and others clinging to the past 

(Hofstadter & DeWitt Hardy, 1952; Rudolph, 1977). Some of those who chose to engage 

in innovative reform experimented with elective options, although not necessarily with 

success (Rudolph, 1977). For example, as president of Brown University, Francis 
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Wayland envisioned a college with several departments that could cater to the unique 

vocational interests and spiritual needs of all students, but especially the middle class. 

However, he lacked the resources to make his visionary reforms a reality and Brown 

replaced him in 1855. Similarly, at Harvard, Professor Ticknor proposed several bold 

ideas for the college in 1825, including elective options, ability-grouping, separate 

academic departments, and the admission of non-degree students who could undergo a 

more flexible course of study known as a partial course. Although initially adopted by the 

IHE, these reforms quickly failed because they lacked support from other faculty 

members. 

 

Curricula in the Latter Half of the Nineteenth Century 

By 1828, Union College had already “instituted the first science and engineering 

courses in a traditional American college” (Harris, 1970, p. 28). In the latter half of the 

century, more IHEs began to look upon the sciences and engineering favorably, offering 

them as parallel courses of study or at least partial courses of study, and many of these 

had strong enrollment numbers (Rudolph, 1977). For example, Yale and Harvard began 

to offer degrees through newly created scientific schools around mid-century, but feared 

corrupting the bachelor of arts degree with this new and less dignified curriculum, opting 

instead to grant bachelor of philosophy and bachelor of science degrees respectively, as 

parallel courses of study to the B.A. Meanwhile, some religious IHEs saw faith and 

science as compatible, while others resisted offering scientific coursework. 

 University curricula reflected another development in the latter half of the 

century. Many IHEs had begun to claim university status by their names, though they 
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lacked the characteristics of the German universities upon which many of them were 

supposedly modeled. Without either an adequate secondary system, professional fields 

with standards that required a college degree, a true profession of college teaching with 

scholarly Ph.D. graduates as instructors, or graduate degree programs, most of these IHEs 

overstated their status by calling themselves a university. The first actual university was 

Cornell, according to Rudolph (1977). Aided by the Morrill Federal Land-Grant Act of 

1862, the first president of Cornell University, Andrew D. White, embraced all of the 

competing choices that had divided IHEs and their leaders: “Practical vocationalism, 

scientific research, applied technology, classical learning, and university scholarship all 

found a welcome in the Cornell Report of 1866” (p. 118), although theology was absent. 

The IHE valued equally its vocational division of nine departments and its general 

division with an unprecedented set of five options for a degree. It incorporated physical 

education and military exercises into the undergraduate curriculum, emphasizing physical 

health and preparation for potential conflicts as did many other IHEs at the time. Cornell 

also became the first coeducational IHE in the East. Interestingly, it differed from 

German universities in that, rather than “identifying Cornell with research and 

scholarship, White identified it with an educational philosophy that helped poor but 

energetic young men and women to get rich” (p. 128). This approach had a far-reaching 

influence on the curricular reforms of other American colleges and universities, including 

Harvard, led on the road to university status by the visionary President Charles W. Eliot, 

beginning in 1869. The fact that the vocational division of Cornell expanded as students 

gravitated toward those curricular paths while students at Harvard pushed it in the 
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direction of general studies, demonstrates the influence of student choice upon an IHE’s 

curriculum. 

 While Cornell rejected research and scholarship, Johns Hopkins University took 

the opposite approach, building its reputation on these principles (Cohen, 1998; Rudolph, 

1977). Young (1983b) called it “the first real American university,” countering 

Rudolph’s earlier claim about Cornell (p. 5). Their emphasis led several key faculty 

members to flock to the IHE, leaving their previous employers, as Rudolph (1977) 

explains. Their influence spread, contributing greatly to the professionalization of higher 

education instruction, enhancing the notions of faculty rights, academic freedom, and 

tenure, as well as promoting the creation of professional associations for the various 

disciplines. As professionalism took hold, so too did neglect of undergraduates. Veysey 

(1973) described the resulting universities as “far more impersonal and bureaucratic” 

than their German ancestors (p. 4). The simultaneous rise of football may have occurred 

because, as the faculty engaged themselves in scholarly pursuits outside of the classroom, 

there developed a lack of common purpose (Rudolph, 1977). Professional educators 

tended to view knowledge from a more objective standpoint.  

 Clearly, a new interest in vocational preparation, in an expanding base of 

contemporary knowledge, and in technology was intruding upon the colonial curriculum, 

bolstered by the land grant IHEs established as a result of the 1862 Morrill Act (Harris, 

1970; Rudolph, 1977). As vocationalism became acceptable, degree programs and 

courses proliferated haphazardly without adequate standardization, resulting in degrees 

such as the B.Home Ec. and the B.Sci.Ag. (Rudolph, 1977). This would not change until 

the middle of the twentieth century, when the bachelor of arts became a home for 
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concentrations. With so much new learning taking place during the latter half of the 

nineteenth century, the moral philosophy capstone course became increasingly 

impractical and diminished amid these reforms. To replace the fading moral philosophy 

capstone, social science departments applied morality to practical problems, with 

specializations such as sociology, politics, and economics, though their “sense of moral 

engagement was less certain” than it had been in the moral capstones (Rudolph, 1977, p. 

157). These programs expanded after the turn of the century and quickly led to additional 

service-oriented programs such as nursing and public administration. IHEs also placed 

greater emphasis on the English language and, gradually, on fine arts, although the latter 

occurred more through the extracurriculum and bequeathed artwork initially. 

 Colleges and universities for black Americans, many of which were created at this 

time, had mixed approaches to the curriculum. Some emphasized the classical curriculum 

as a means of liberation and others focused on training for manual labor as a more 

realistic acknowledgement of their status in the South. Colleges for women faced the 

unenviable task of balancing critics who wanted them to “live up to the curricular 

standards of men’s colleges” with those who accused them of “not providing a course of 

study appropriate to women’s work” (Rudolph, 1977, p. 169). Many of them sought 

equality of standards rather than accepting their status as homemakers. Catholic IHEs 

also had unique challenges, as they strived to balance “the needs of the Church and the 

ethnic sensibilities of its diverse membership on the one hand and the pressure to fit into 

the American mold on the other” (p. 170). The University of Notre Dame and St. Louis 

University were among the first Catholic IHEs to adopt a more elective curriculum in the 

1880s, after noticing that many of their faithful sought to have their needs met by 
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“drifting away to godless state institutions or careless private colleges and universities” 

(p. 172). 

 Late in the nineteenth century, free electives became a more prominent feature of 

American education (Rudolph, 1977; Young, 1983b). Levine (1978) explained that 

“[t]his system [of electives], in its purest form, required of students no prescribed 

courses” (p. 5). The emerging psychology of human differences helped to justify 

electives by demonstrating to educators the importance of responding to student 

differences (Rudolph, 1977). Alternatively, Cohen (1998) claimed that the rise of 

electives in nineteenth century curricular reforms signaled “a tacit admission that the 

colleges’ unifying theme was based not on teaching common knowledge or values but on 

adding enrollments, preparing young people for various careers, providing a home for 

organized research in all areas, and gaining prestige” (p. 134). Indeed, electives proved 

key in enabling colleges and universities to simultaneously “embrace utility, research, 

and culture” (Rudolph, 1977, p. 191). With more options came more students and this 

ultimately “underwrote social mobility and emerging new professions” (p. 210-211). At 

the same time, electives made “unity of knowledge . . . more difficult to believe” and 

“expressed a loss of spiritual character” (p. 193). Furthermore, they decreased standards 

and proved expensive. 

 The pendulum began to swing back near the end of the century when many called 

for reform and, specifically, for general education as an alternative to a perceived 

overemphasis on science, research, and electives (Cohen, 1998; Levine, 1978; Veysey, 

1973). Faculty in the humanities served as the most common advocates of general 

education (Veysey, 1973). Related to this, the “Battle of the Classics” ensued, as 
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educators publically debated the merits of the not-quite-dead classic languages, Latin and 

Greek (Rudolph, 1977, p. 180). For the most part, proponents of the ancient languages 

seemed to lose the battle as student enrollments in their IHEs declined near the turn of the 

century. However, contrary to the outcome one might expect, the slow death of Latin and 

Greek seemed to free colleges who supported a philosophy of liberal learning to fulfill 

their aesthetic desires with a wider array of course requirements, including “the modern 

languages, English literature, the fine arts, and philosophy,” as well as cultural 

refinements like “[a]rt galleries, afternoon tea, and a self-proclaimed superiority to the 

masses and the bourgeosie” (p. 188-189). This educational philosophy even found 

advocates among the educational leaders of universities such as Harvard, Yale, 

Columbia, Cornell, and Amherst, who saw value in the vocational and the humanistic. As 

Veysey (1973) articulated, universities of the time simultaneously served as homes for 

those who advocated an emphasis on general education and homes for all competing 

perspectives. 

In this environment, in 1892, the University of Chicago opened with 

undergraduate and graduate programs that sought to “eliminate the distinction between 

professional and liberal studies” (Rudolph, 1977, p. 200). The IHE seemed to bring some 

order to the chaos of competing approaches, both with its organizational structure and its 

vision. It succeeded in reaching and serving those who typically “were hostile to higher 

education,” leading Rudolph to call it “the first fully developed all-purpose American 

university” (p. 199-200). 

Another trend that impacted college curricula during the latter half of the 19th 

century was standardization of secondary schooling and admissions requirements, as 
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described in greater detail below under the heading, The Early History of Accreditation. 

Secondary school curricula negatively impacted the quality of college curricula since 

many schools graduated students not adequately prepared for undergraduate study 

(Rudolph, 1977). For example, Wabash College hoped that, by maintaining high 

standards, they could promote higher standards among the secondary schools. However, 

they ultimately had to lower the standards in order to survive. Many colleges and 

universities in the early part of the twentieth-century sacrificed quality for enrollment, 

admitting students conditionally. The lowering of standards proved only temporary as, 

eventually, “both the schools and universities arrived at a reasonably comfortable 

relationship” (p. 161). Rather, because the high schools often chose their students’ 

courses of study with little regard for college and university requirements, “[t]he lasting 

damage to the traditional college and university curriculum occurred in the definition of 

subjects that were acceptable for college admission and that could be continued as course 

programs leading to college and university degrees” (p. 161). Postsecondary leaders 

could not convince secondary leaders to contribute to creating an educational system like 

Germany’s, where liberal learning took place at the secondary level and specialization 

took place at the postsecondary level. Instead, high schools focused on citizenship, job 

training, and homemaking, significantly impacting college and university curricula 

(Hofstadter & DeWitt Hardy, 1952; Rudolph, 1977). 

 

Curricula in the Early Half of the Twentieth Century 

 The twentieth century also proved a period of standardization, as discussed in 

more depth with the history of accreditation below. When, in 1919, the National 
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Conference Committee and the American Council on Education defined an American 

college based on their resources and curricular structure, they affected curricula by 

recognizing “the academic department as an organizing principle and therefore 

strengthen[ing] the role of subject matter specialists in defining the course of study” 

(Rudolph, 1977, p. 226). They also clearly distinguished schools from IHEs, contributing 

to some standardization of curricula and supporting the professionalization of the faculty. 

Although a system focused exclusively on electives “encouraged the growth of 

departments and the proliferation of courses,” (Rudolph, 1977, p. 228) college leaders 

began to recognize that it had also resulted in a weaker education, as a large number of 

students chose to take as many elementary courses as possible. To provide an organizing 

framework for all of their courses and programs, many IHEs began to implement a 

concentration and distribution system during early twentieth century reforms, which 

included courses from an area of special focus and additional courses chosen from among 

multiple groups of courses (Levine, 1978; Rudolph, 1977). The concentration component 

ultimately led to the development of majors, while the distribution component ultimately 

evolved into today’s version of general education. By this point, in spite of their 

similarities, general education had come to have more practical and civic significance, 

emphasizing skill development and full participation in a democracy for the betterment of 

individuals and society, whereas its predecessor, liberal education, brought personal 

fulfillment through knowledge (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Higginbottom, 1994; 

Zeszotarski; 1999). As part of the general education component, IHEs began to use 

survey courses, originally “synoptic[s] in a broad academic field,” but more recently 

“expanded to include overview and introductory courses” (Levine, 1978, p. 5-6). 
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Majors and minors helped IHEs to combat the lack of purpose inherent in an 

elective system. However, this form of specialization also harmed the unity of 

knowledge. General education “began as a response to the sense of bewilderment with 

which many young students faced the freedom of the elective course of study” (Rudolph, 

1977, p. 236).  Rudolph (1977) clarified the nature of general education, stating that 

“[a]lthough there may not have been two colleges and universities in the country with 

exactly the same distribution requirements and opportunities, distribution generally 

applied to the first two years of the undergraduate program,” with some IHEs requiring 

specific core courses and others allowing students to choose courses in each of several 

categories (p. 254). However, this distribution component of institutional curricula 

suffered from “an embarrassing lack of authority and an absence of agreement on the 

knowledge that should define an educated person” (p. 243). Looked at independently, 

both areas of emphasis had shortcomings. In the wake of World War I, general education 

began to emphasize our common American culture and the importance of citizenship 

increasingly. In spite of this emphasis on what unites all Americans, specialized courses 

proved far more motivating for the majority of students than general education, especially 

among the lower and middle classes. In contrast, the wealthiest students continued to 

prize a liberal arts education. 

 Curricular experimentation characterized reforms in the early part of the twentieth 

century (Veysey, 1973). In 1911, President William T. Foster, opened Reed College with 

the goals of greater specialization and a curriculum focused on the most talented students, 

disregarding less capable students who seemed more interested in extracurricular 

activities (Rudolph, 1977; Veysey, 1973). Antioch College began anew in 1919 when 
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their president developed an innovative curriculum focused largely on work experiences 

(Levine, 1978; Rudolph, 1977). Half of the IHE’s five-year curriculum was “spent off 

campus in remunerative employment” (Rudolph, 1977, p. 241). Swarthmore College 

underwent a similarly striking change under a new president in the 1920s, focusing on its 

honors program to the detriment of the IHE’s social life. While the specific changes at 

this IHE may have proven too bold for many others, they did help some institutional 

leaders with finding the courage to consider other less extreme changes. Other IHEs such 

as Sarah Lawrence, Bennington, Bard, Chicago, St. John’s, Stephens College, and the 

University of Wisconsin developed their own original ideas for general education in the 

1930s and 1940s as well (Levine, 1978; Rudolph, 1977; Veysey, 1973). 

Just as World War I impacted general education by encouraging attention to 

American culture and citizenship, World War II impacted general education by 

encouraging more attention to foreign cultures, languages, study abroad, and war-related 

content (Henry, 1975; Levine, 1978; Rudolph, 1977; Veysey, 1973). Furthermore, fine 

arts grew gradually throughout the century, overcoming their associations with the 

classics and clerics, the perception of them as a field for women only, and the difficulty 

of measuring student achievement (Rudolph, 1977). Philanthropic gifts served as a major 

stimulus for this growth. At the same time, “[c]reative writing, drama, dance, and film 

made their way into the curriculum often obliquely and seldom without institutional 

condescension” (p. 265). 

The year 1945 proved a particularly monumental one for general education. 

Lawrence College introduced the first freshmen seminar course focusing on writing and 

other elements of general education (Levine, 1978). Amherst College developed a 
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planning document that supported general education in that same year. However, the 

Harvard Report of 1945 proved most significant. With support from an IHE of such 

stature, no other IHE could avoid the push for general education (Rudolph, 1977; Veysey, 

1973). The document articulated the need for a curriculum that included both 

specialization and distribution (The Harvard Committee, 1945; Rudolph, 1977). It also 

“proposed to democratize what had once been the education of a gentleman and an 

aristocrat and make it the education essential to the responsibilities of every citizen” 

(Rudolph, 1977, p. 259). The document emphasized that, in order to be a good citizen, a 

person must first be a “good man” who recognizes the value of criticism for the 

advancement of the common good, in a sense blending the personal fulfillment that came 

from liberal education with the practical and civic benefits of general education (The 

Harvard Committee, 1945, p. 77). Later, in 1947, President Truman’s Commission on 

Higher Education also supported general education, although it addressed a number of 

other topics as well, including the value of community colleges (Levine, 1978). 

 

Curricula in the Latter Half of the Twentieth Century 

In spite of the respect garnered for general education over the years, it endured 

challenges as the twentieth century continued. While several IHEs had enhanced the 

concept of general education in the 1930s and 1940s with innovations, later in the 

century, it became increasingly clear that “[t]heir eccentricity denied them . . . influence” 

(Rudolph, 1977, p. 260). The broad nature of general education made it difficult to draw 

the attention of faculty who had greater expertise in and concern for their areas of 

specialization. Furthermore, competition with Russia after Sputnik led to increasing 
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federal funds for science (Henry, 1975; Veysey, 1973). Consequently, throughout the 

1960s and 1970s, if and when curricula changed, “specialization was the most likely 

beneficiary,” particularly specialization in the areas of science and technology (Rudolph, 

1977, p. 253). Declining support for general education also resulted from a lack of 

evidence to authenticate its value. As Dressel and DeLisle stated in 1969, “[d]espite all 

that academicians have had to say about the curriculum, few of them have ever taken the 

time and trouble to make a comprehensive study of course offerings” (p. iii). Ultimately, 

Blackburn, Armstrong, Conrad, Didham, and McKune’s (1976) study confirmed that the 

amount of general education courses required by four-year IHEs had declined between 

the 1960s and 1970s by 22 percent or approximately 12 credit hours, including a “move 

away from specific course requirements toward distribution requirements” or even 

toward additional free electives in some cases (p. 33). This followed a study of changes 

in curricula between 1957 and 1967, by Dressel and DeLisle (1969), which had shown 

that general education remained at 37 percent of American curricula during that ten-year 

timeframe. 

Two curriculum reform efforts of the 1970s deserve mention as harbingers of 

change at a time when IHEs had apparently focused on specialization to the detriment of 

general education. First, Miami-Dade Community College revitalized their general 

education program (Higginbottom, 1995; Lukenbill & McCabe, 1978). By engaging in a 

reform effort “aimed at making community college education count for something, while 

also being accountable,” Miami-Dade Community College influenced the curricula of 

many other community colleges (Higginbottom, 1995). Second, Harvard University once 

again altered its curriculum in 1979 (Boning, 2007; Faculty of Arts and Sciences, 
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1979/2008; Higginbottom, 1995). The revival of general education at Harvard University, 

like that of Miami-Dade Community College, spurred other IHEs to reconsider and 

reform their own general education curricula (Boning, 2007; Higginbottom, 1995). 

Higginbottom (1995) claims that these reforms, along with Boyer and Levine’s 1981 

work, A Quest for Common Learning, “have set general education reform’s agenda 

concerning, for example, the individual and the community, social responsibility and 

freedom, and the means and ends of inquiry and knowledge” (p. 89). 

In addition to these reinvigorating reforms, Gaff (1999) more recently criticized 

claims of declining general education curricula, noting that these claims ignore a shift 

“toward developing student capacities and intellectual skills across the curriculum” (p. 1). 

His observation suggests that, even in the 1960s and 1970s, the content of general 

education may not have disappeared to the extent that it seemed. IHEs now recognize that 

education occurs not only across the curriculum, but also outside of the classroom. As 

Allen (2006) makes clear, “[l]earning does not happen just in courses. Institutions, as a 

whole, should support the general education program,” including all of the activities and 

services that make up the extracurriculum (p. 103). First-year experience programs now 

exist on many campuses as engaging learning experiences that can improve retention, as 

do experiential learning opportunities such as internships and service learning (Allen, 

2006; Hart Research Associates, 2009b). As another bridge between the curriculum and 

extracurriculum, IHEs have created learning communities, though they remain less 

prevalent than first-year experience programs and experiential learning (Gaff, 1999; Hart 

Research Associates, 2009b). Lastly, given the rapid expansion of technology, it has 

become imperative for graduates to possess information literacy, the ability “to recognize 
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when information is needed and have the ability to locate, evaluate, and use effectively 

the needed information” (American Library Association, 1989, para. 3). Consequently, 

several authors (Burke, Germain, & Xu, 2005; Gaff, 1999; Nichols, 2004; Zeszotarski, 

1999) have commented on the recent emphasis upon information literacy by IHEs. This 

trend toward the outward expansion of general education represents a reversal of the 

emphasis on specialization experienced approximately forty to fifty years ago. 

In the last several decades, general education reforms have begun to emphasize 

several new components integrated across the curriculum and in the extracurriculum. As 

a result of changing social perspectives, an increasingly diverse student population, larger 

IHEs, and expanding programmatic options for students, curricula increasingly 

emphasize diversity and campuses increasingly strive for inclusion (Allen, 2006; 

Carnegie Foundation, 1977; Cohen, 1998; Gaff, 1999; Hart Research Associates, 2009b). 

Another component, now common and indicative of a broader worldview as well as of a 

changing society, is globalization (Hart Research Associates, 2009b; Leskes, Haring-

Smith, & Resch, 1999; Nichols, 2004). 

 Gaff (1999) mentioned that “the American Council on Education report[ed] that 

roughly 80 to 90 percent of their member IHEs reviewed and/or revised their 

undergraduate curriculum during the 1980s” (p. 1). Even more recently, Hart Research 

Associates (2009b) reported that 56% of AAC&U members felt “that general education 

has become more of a priority over the past five years” (p. 6). These statistics suggest that 

institutional leaders still take general education seriously and engage in reform efforts to 

strengthen it. Although it has faced challenges, the survival of general education does not 

prove surprising when one considers the attention that regional accreditors and prominent 
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universities have given it. The historical perspective presented here makes evident the 

value of general education and, therefore, the importance of continued study of general 

education through research projects such as this one. 

 

Current Characteristics of General Education 

 With an understanding of the curricular history that led to the modern system of 

general education, one can better understand the characteristics of general education as it 

exists today. Such an understanding represents a helpful context for examining general 

education at the case study IHE, Nabor County Community College. Levine (1978) 

asserted that the amount and content of general education courses varies from one IHE to 

the next. Still, three distinct types of general education frameworks exist, according to 

Levine: core curricula, distribution requirements, and the free elective system. Core 

curricula “are common, tightly knit, yet broad and often interdisciplinary series of 

courses usually required of all students” (p. 9). Related to this, Allen (2006) described a 

core liberal arts model that “places more emphasis on interdisciplinary thinking” with 

courses that bridge disciplines, such as the Great Books curriculum involving readings of 

classic works and deep discussions of their implications (p. 10). In contrast, “distribution 

requirements are designed to ensure that each student takes a minimum number of 

courses or credits in specified academic areas” (Levine, 1978, p. 11). Allen (2006) 

described this type of general education curriculum as “a menu from which students can 

select classes to meet each of a set of requirements” (p. 8-9). Levine (1978) detailed 

several specific types of distribution requirements. The prescribed form of distribution 

requirement, which includes a combination of core courses, menu-based courses, and 
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electives, proves more common than all other general education categories. Smorgasbord 

distributions or minimally prescribed distribution requirements emphasize areas of study 

and “require few if any specified courses” (p. 12). The rare recommended distribution 

guideline incorporates the same structure as a prescribed distribution requirement, 

although students can choose to ignore the IHE’s recommendations. Other rare forms of 

distribution requirement allow students to satisfy competencies in a variety of ways, such 

as by a comprehensive exam. Overall, Hart Research Associates (2009b) found that four 

out of five IHEs used some type of distribution requirement as part of their general 

education curriculum. Levine’s (1978) final category after core curricula and distribution 

requirements is a free elective system in which no general education requirements exist. 

 Within these various types of general education systems, IHEs can offer several 

different types of courses. Levine (1978) described three common variations. As the first 

of these, “[t]he introductory disciplinary course, an overview of a discipline such as 

introduction to biology, business, sociology, art, or education, is the most common 

element” (p. 18). He defined the second type, advanced disciplinary courses, as 

“specialized courses within a discipline” and the third type, interdisciplinary courses, as 

courses that “join two or more disciplines” (p. 18) Three less common types of general 

education include freshmen seminars, senior seminars, and, as mentioned above, great 

books. 

Regardless of the model of general education chosen by an IHE or the types of 

courses used within that selected model, the general education curriculum should 

demonstrate certain ideal qualities. The Association of American Colleges (1994) 

produced what appears the most comprehensive list of principles upon which strong 
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general education programs should be built. Six of these focus on the curriculum and six 

focus on the community in which that curriculum resides: 

 

PART I: ARTICULATING A COMPELLING VISION FOR GENERAL 
EDUCATION 

Principle #1: Strong general education programs explicitly answer the 
question, “What is the point of general education?”  

Principle #2: Strong General Education Programs Embody Institutional 
Mission  

Principle #3: Strong General Education Programs Continuously Strive for 
Educational Coherence  

Principle #4: Strong General Education Programs Are Self-Consciously 
Value-based and Teach Social Responsibility  

Principle #5: Strong General Education Programs Attend Carefully to 
Student Experience  

Principle #6: Strong General Education Programs Are Consciously 
Designed So That They Will Continue To Evolve  

 
PART II: FORMING AN EVOLVING COMMUNITY BASED UPON A 

VISION OF GENERAL EDUCATION 
Principle #7: Strong General Education Programs Require and Foster 

Academic Community  
Principle #8: Strong General Education Programs Have Strong Faculty 

and Administrative Leadership  
Principle #9: Strong General Education Programs Cultivate Substantial 

and Enduring Support from Multiple Constituencies  
Principle #10: Strong General Education Programs Ensure Continuing 

Support for Faculty, Especially as They Engage in Dialogues Across 
Academic Specialties  

Principle #11: Strong General Education Programs Reach Beyond the 
Classroom to the Broad Range of Student Co-curricular Experiences  

Principle #12: Strong General Education Programs Assess and Monitor 
Progress Toward an Evolving Vision Through Ongoing Self-
Reflection (p. 3-12). 

 
 

These principles provide an appropriate framework for evaluating the general education 

curricula of Nabor County Community College. 
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The second and third principles emphasizing mission and coherence, have also 

received attention from other authors (Leskes & Miller, 2005; McNertney & Ferrandino, 

2010; Nichols, 2003; Yin & Volkwein, 2010) as well. Nichols (2003) stated that a 

curriculum “is purposeful,” possessing “a clear rationale related to institutional mission” 

(p. 24). Leskes and Miller (2005) agreed, calling general education “possibly the most 

important manifestation of an institution’s educational mission” (p. 2). Several authors 

(Allen, 2006; Borden, 2002; Ewell, 2004, 2008; Gaff, 1999; Leskes & Miller, 2005; 

Leskes & Wright, 2005; Nichols, 2003, 2004) have confirmed the necessity of aligning 

general education with coursework in majors and/or with the extracurriculum. To achieve 

such coherence, Nichols (2003, 2004) remarked on the importance of support from all 

faculty members. A coherent general education curriculum should promote both breadth 

“by expand[ing] students’ range of knowledge” and depth by “deepen[ing] their 

intellectual skills [and] their ability to translate knowledge into different contexts” 

(Nichols, 2003, p. 24). 

Coherence has increased in importance with the shift toward learning outcomes 

(Allen, 2006; Ewell, 2004). Yet, according to Hart Research Associates (2009b), only 

11% of administrators said that “their institution’s general education program is very well 

integrated with students’ major requirements, and another 37% sa[id] they are fairly well 

integrated” (p. 10). Moreover, “[o]nly 35% of administrators report[ed] that their general 

education programs ha[d] a coherent sequence of courses” (p. 9). Furthermore, Kuh and 

Ikenberry (2009) found that, although three-fourths of existing IHEs had established 

common learning outcomes for their students, they offered only minimal support for 
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assessing these outcomes, with “20% hav[ing] no assessment staff and 65% hav[ing] two 

or fewer” (p. 3). 

 With the trend toward coherent general education outcomes achieved across the 

curriculum comes the modern idea that some core outcomes should be common across all 

IHEs (Ewell, 2008). While Ewell does not appear to disagree with this, he does caution 

that “a lot depends on how these ‘common’ abilities are defined and assessed,” using the 

example of critical thinking as an outcome that IHEs can define and assess “in different 

ways” (p. 72).  Allen (2006) identified several organizations that have attempted to define 

and list these desirable outcomes in the past decade. The Association of American 

Colleges and Universities, through its Greater Expectations initiative, has proven a leader 

in this effort, sponsoring at least two prominent attempts from The National Leadership 

Council for Liberal Education & America’s Promise and from the Project on 

Accreditation and Assessment. Although both groups had different goals, each viewed 

the definition of outcomes as necessary in order to prepare students for the challenges of 

this new century (National Leadership Council, 2007; Nichols, 2003; Nichols, 2004). The 

National Leadership Council for Liberal Education & America’s Promise developed the 

following list , which they clarify, “does not call for a ‘one-size-fits-all’ curriculum,” but 

rather “can and should be achieved through many different programs of study” (p. 2): 

 

Knowledge of Human Cultures and the Physical and Natural World 
• Through study in the sciences and mathematics, social sciences, 

humanities, histories, languages, and the arts 
Focused by engagement with big questions, both contemporary and 
enduring 

 
Intellectual and Practical Skills, including 

• Inquiry and analysis 
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• Critical and creative thinking 
• Written and oral communication 
• Quantitative literacy 
• Information literacy 
• Teamwork and problem solving 
Practiced extensively, across the curriculum, in the context of 
progressively more challenging problems, projects, and standards for 
performance 

 
Personal and Social Responsibility, including 

• Civic knowledge and engagement—local and global 
• Intercultural knowledge and competence 
• Ethical reasoning and action 
• Foundations and skills for lifelong learning 
Anchored through active involvement with diverse communities and 
real-world challenges 

 
Integrative Learning, including 

• Synthesis and advanced accomplishment across general and 
specialized studies 

Demonstrated through the application of knowledge, skills, and 
responsibilities to new settings and complex problems (p. 12). 

 
 

On the other hand, Nichols’ (2003) Report from the Project on Accreditation and 

Assessment listed these essential competencies: 

 

Core proficiencies – can be developed in any course and by the whole 
faculty 

• Communication: Speaking/listening, writing/reading, visual, 
artistic 

• Reasoning: Qualitative and quantitative 
• Information literacy: Accessing, evaluating, and using information; 

skill in determining sources to consult 
• Adaptability: Resourcefulness and flexibility in various contexts 
• Application: Applying knowledge appropriately 
Developed through constant practice all across the curriculum 

 
Inquiry capacities – disciplinary and interdisciplinary and based on faculty 
collaboration 

• Critical thinking: Intellectual creativity 
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• Lifelong learning: Systemic thinking 
• Scientific reasoning: Historical perspective 
• Aesthetic appreciation 
Developed through expertise gained in a major, engagement in various 
types of disciplinary inquiry, integrative work in connecting courses 
and fields 

 
Orientation and application – proficiencies and capacities exhibited in 
dealing with: 

• Self: Self-understanding and values; self-assessment and 
responsibility 

• Society: Individuals (civility); Family, groups; Organizations, 
systems; Diversity, including a range of cultural and artistic 
creations; Communication across world cultures, cultural 
difference, and linguistic barriers 

• Natural world: Scientific laws and theories (p. 17-18). 
 
 

These efforts suggest some familiar outcomes that may appear in the curriculum of Nabor 

County Community College. These efforts also represent a potential starting point for 

future discussions on the topic of national standards. However, as implied later in this 

literature review in Strengths and Weaknesses of Accreditation, in order to maintain the 

autonomy and diversity characteristic of American education, educators themselves 

should lead these discussions rather than waiting for the federal government to intervene. 

 History, as the literature review has shown, reveals a close relationship between 

the evolution of general education and societal changes, resulting in a distinctively 

American curriculum (Hubball & Gold, 2007; Rudolph, 1977). This relationship suggests 

that the curriculum of tomorrow may appear much different than the curriculum of today, 

especially given the seemingly rapid pace of societal changes in recent decades. Perhaps, 

this also implies the reason why general education proves so critical to the success of our 

nation: When well-designed, these courses can “leave a lasting foundation for lifelong 

learning, understanding, application, and appreciation of various approaches to 
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understanding individuals, cultures, and the world we live in” (Allen, 2006, p. 1). 

Fortunately, according to the Carnegie Foundation (1977), “colleges should be able to 

design the general education that is best for their own students,” but that also contributes 

to this unique American system of education (p. 185). The Carnegie Foundation also 

added that “[n]o other effort to define the quality and character of the education to be 

offered is nearly as important as this one” (p. 185). I have chosen to conduct this study, in 

part, because I also believe in the importance of general education and I believe that this 

study can contribute to the efforts of American IHEs to improve their general education 

curricula. 

 

General Education Curricula in Community Colleges 

Cohen and Brawer (2003) defined the uniquely American community college as 

“any institution regionally accredited to award the associate in arts or the associate in 

science as its highest degree” (p. 5). Over 50 percent of all postsecondary students begin 

in this type of IHE and their enrollments have grown at a faster rate than four-year IHEs 

(Brint, 2003; Cuseo, 2001; Striplin, 2000). Cohen and Brawer (2003) attributed the rapid 

expansion of two-year IHEs since their creation as public and private junior colleges in 

“the early years of the twentieth century” to the need for highly trained workers, the need 

to care for youth as the traditional length of adolescence expanded, the desire for equality 

through greater access, and the perception that an IHE would bring prestige to a 

community (p. 1). They even mentioned the belief of some critics that two-year IHEs 

represented a conspiracy to reduce the social mobility of the poor. Although existing 

four-year IHEs could have expanded to accommodate rising enrollments, some faculty 
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members wanted their IHEs “to abandon their freshman and sophomore classes and 

relegate the function of teaching adolescents to a new set of institutions, to be called 

junior colleges” (p. 6). Some weak four-year IHEs became junior colleges to help with 

filling this perceived need. Secondary schools also developed “upward extensions” as 

early versions of community colleges (p. 8). However, in spite of such visions, four-year 

IHEs never eliminated their first two years. 

Growth continued as citizens recognized that community colleges represented an 

alternative to more expensive four-year IHEs (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Wellman, 2002). 

Wellman (2002) cited as additional reasons for expansion the increase in high school 

graduates, particularly among minorities and poor families, and higher admissions 

standards at four-year IHEs. Furthermore, 

 

community colleges thrived on the new responsibilities 
because they had no traditions to defend, no alumni to 
question their role, no autonomous professional staff to be 
moved aside, no statements of philosophy that would 
militate against their taking on responsibility for everything 
(Cohen & Brawer, 2003, p. 3). 

 
 

Cohen and Brawer reported that “[b]y 1930 there were 440 junior colleges, found in all 

but five states,” with California having the most, and “[b]y 1940, there were 610”  (p. 

14). Southern states proved more likely to have private junior colleges in the early years. 

But, after peaking in 1949, private junior colleges began to decline, “merging with senior 

institutions or closing their doors” (p. 14). Meanwhile, public junior colleges, or 

community colleges, have continued to expand to the present. 
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Given the large number of students enrolled in American community colleges and 

given the inclusion of a community college in this study, it is important to focus on the 

unique characteristics of their general education programs. Cohen and Brawer (2003) 

found remarkable the number of writers both within and outside of higher education who 

value general education as a critical component of community college education. They, 

along with Zeszotarski (1999), contended that general education in community colleges 

promotes social mobility. Cohen and Brawer (2003) expressed their belief that general 

education should be required of all students, stating that  “[b]ecause we are embedded in 

families, tribes, and communities, we must learn to be free-thinking citizens, learning the 

literacy necessary for life in a civil society” (p. 335). Otherwise, “occupational students . 

. . may be excluded from full participation in significant social and political activities” 

(Zeszotarski, 1999, p. 47). To plan and implement a successful general education 

program, they argued that community colleges must have faculty members who 

understand their role in general education with well-defined responsibilities, a staff 

member whose sole responsibility is oversight of general education, and management at 

the campus level (for multi-campus community colleges). While the value of general 

education in community colleges seems evident, it remains a challenge for them due to a 

variety of factors. 

One major factor complicating general education in community colleges is the 

existence of multiple missions, which administrators struggle to bring into alignment 

(Bailey 2003; Bailey & Averianova, 1999; Brint, 2003; Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Eaton, 

1993; Higginbottom, 1994; Higginbottom & Romano, 2001, 2006; Laanan, 2001; 

Seybert, 2002). These missions include vocational education with an emphasis on skills 
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for future employment, workforce training and development to enhance the skills of those 

already employed, remedial education, and transfer education for those intending to earn 

a baccalaureate degree from a four-year IHE. Junior colleges initially emphasized transfer 

education and vocational education (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Continuing education was 

also an early function, but did not gain momentum until the 1940s, while remedial 

education increased in importance as the number of poorly prepared students increased. 

In the last several decades, economic pressure from corporations and multiple levels of 

government has pushed community colleges beyond the transfer mission and has also 

promoted an emphasis on general education as a means to gaining skills that are 

immediately practical in specific work settings rather than skills for lifelong learning and 

for civic benefit, such as critical thinking (Eaton, 1993; Higginbottom, 1994; 

Higginbottom & Romano, 2001, 2006). While it is true that some employers value broad 

skills, they often want those skills placed into a practical context that diverges from the 

general education desired by full-time faculty members (Higginbottom & Romano, 2006; 

Tichenor, 2001). Therefore, community college faculty members have the difficult task 

of integrating technical and general education in such a way as to satisfy both goals 

(Jacobs, 1993; Tichenor, 2001). Similarly, demands for remedial education chip away at 

liberal learning through general education as well by “crowd[ing] out those subjects 

designed to deliver liberal learning,” particularly in skills-based vocational curricula 

where the private benefits of a curriculum receive more emphasis than the public benefits 

(Higginbottom & Romano, 2006, p. 27). 

Government leaders have also impacted general education curricula. Many state 

government officials, as well as concerned think tanks and lobbyists, have desired an 
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increase in access to four-year degrees in recent decades, particularly for students 

transferring to four-year IHEs from two-year IHEs (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Education 

Commission of the States, 2009; Gross & Goldhaber, 2009; Hezel Associates, 2009, 

2010; Ignash & Townsend, 2001; Knoell, 1990; National Center for Public Policy and 

Higher Education, 2011; Ullman, 2011; White House, n.d.). This has resulted in 

legislation in many states to help facilitate transfer from two-year IHEs to four-year 

IHEs, compelling community colleges to reconsider their general education curricula, 

leading to the proliferation of distributional formats for meeting general education 

requirements, and forcing four-year IHEs to reconsider their policies for accepting 

transfer credits in general education (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Dougherty, Reid, & 

Nienhusser, 2006; Gross & Goldhaber, 2009; Ignash & Townsend, 2001; Knoell, 1990; 

Ullman, 2011; Zeszotarski, 1999). Dougherty, Reid, and Nienhusser (2006) found that, 

among variations in such core-to-core agreements, 

 

Most binding are policies that are products of statutory 
action and apply to all parts of public higher education. 
Somewhat less authoritative are agreements between the 
state community college system and the state four-year 
college system(s). A good example is California. Even less 
comprehensive and binding are agreements between the 
community college system as a whole and individual four-
year colleges… (p. 19). 

 
 

Overall, they claimed that “37 states have some strong provision for transfer of general 

credits with another 9 states allowing for students who transfer with an associate degree 

to receive general education credit. Four states definitely have neither arrangement” (p. 

20). More recently, researchers identified 15 states with general education common core 



65 
 

courses across public IHEs, 7 that have common course numbering, 20 that have block 

credit transfer policies applicable to general education courses or major prerequisites in a 

less comprehensive manner than general education common core courses, 31 stipulate 

transfer of associate’s degrees to four-year IHEs such as by guaranteeing junior class 

standing, and 22 have articulation practices in place for specific majors (Hezel 

Associates, 2010). Hezel Associates (2009) reported that “[m]ost statewide transfer and 

articulation agreements apply to only public higher education institutions, though some 

do include four-year private institutions and for-profit institutions” (p. 9). Authors 

(Dougherty, Reid, & Nienhusser, 2006; Gross & Goldhaber, 2009; Hezel Associates, 

2010) have also pointed out that many states have compelled IHEs to reconsider pre-

requisites for certain majors and institute common course numbering across state IHEs.  

Several writers (Gross & Goldhaber, 2009; Jaschik, 2009; Ullman, 2011) have 

noted that core-to-core mandates have not had the impact that many hoped. Some 

(Education Commission of the States, 2009; Hagedorn, Moon, Cypers, Maxwell, & 

Lester, 2006; Ullman, 2011) articulated that improved preparation during high school, 

transfer counseling from knowledgeable advisors, cooperation and support from four-

year IHEs, and a rigorous two-year curriculum focused on necessary competencies that 

prepares students for four-year IHES are all critical for capitalizing on core-to-core 

articulation agreements. These recommendations seem consistent with the findings of 

Hagedorn et al. (2006), who discovered that most students in the Los Angeles 

Community College district failed to complete sufficient general education modules 

largely because they did not understand transfer policies. 
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Beyond multiple missions and government interference, changing student 

demographics also exert pressure on community college general education programs. 

Students from poor and minority backgrounds have increased, as have the number of 

students who attend part-time and/or are not degree-seeking, but rather wish to gain 

specific skills for job advancement (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Eaton, 1993; Higginbottom 

& Romano, 2006; Laanan, 2001; Wellman, 2002). Community colleges have difficulty 

delivering a coherent general education program when such a high percentage of these 

students exists (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Higginbottom & Romano, 2006). One cannot 

predict which courses they will take and “most of them do not seem to value the goals of 

general education,” caring more about workplace skills (Higginbottom & Romano, 2006, 

p. 28). Hope exists, however, because the population may shift toward more full-time 

students who intend to transfer and obtain a bachelor’s degree as students and their 

families look to save money by enrolling in a community college for the first two years of 

their degree (Bailey, 2003; Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Higginbottom & Romano, 2006). 

 Additional challenges also exist as a result of faculty characteristics. Because of 

their comprehensive institutional missions, faculty members in community colleges prove 

particularly independent and communicate poorly across departments (Brewer, 2000). 

Furthermore, “only one in ten faculty are very satisfied with the current mission of their 

institution” and they disagree about what the ideal mission should be (p. 4). The 

abundance of adjunct faculty leaves community colleges with few faculty members to 

“conceive, organize, administer, and assess” general education, such that administrators 

ultimately bear most of these responsibilities (Higginbottom & Romano, 2006, p. 28). 

This problem becomes compounded since community college leaders often come from 
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business or political backgrounds, leading to greater influence over the curriculum by 

those with corporate and political interests than by the faculty, although the president at 

Nabor County Community College is an exception with extensive work experience in 

higher education. On the other hand, the full-time faculty members who are present at 

community colleges may prove more flexible and open to general education than those at 

four-year IHEs because they “tend to be generalists rather than specialists” and, therefore, 

“are less bound to their discipline” (p. 28-29). 

General education represents a critical component of community college 

curricula. Yet, given the multiple missions, government influence, and demographics 

present in them, they have complications in planning and implementing general education 

to which four-year IHEs cannot relate. While conducting research at a community 

college, I have found it useful to remain mindful of the unique challenges that these IHEs 

face as they strive to offer a coherent general education program for all of their students. 

 

Stimuli for General Education Reform 

General education reform can come as the result of a variety of stimuli, depending 

upon the environment in which it takes place. Gaff (1991) gave an extensive account of 

the motivating factors that hasten reform. As a common internal stimulus, leadership 

from visionary academic administrators often brings about change. However, “[t]he 

single biggest factor leading to curriculum reform has been the realization of college 

faculties that their students were not adequately learning what they should be” (p. 220). 

Selfishly, IHEs may also find it beneficial to alter their general education curricula for 

marketing purposes, so that they can attract more students. Societal trends can impact 
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curricula as well. As an example, Gaff noted that the public demanded practical curricula 

during challenging economic times in the 1970s. Other common external forces 

impacting general education curricula include regional accrediting bodies, state 

governments, and, charitable foundations, the latter of which exerts influence by reward 

rather than mandate. Employers also pressure IHEs to ensure that graduates have needed 

skills and knowledge for the ever-evolving workplace, while politicians likewise want to 

strengthen the economy with skilled laborers. 

In another work, Gaff (1999) spoke more about emerging trends that had also 

begun to promote changes in general education curricula. He discussed the trends toward 

integrating content across both general education and major coursework, using new 

research to enhance the manner in which instructors teach, incorporating diversity into 

curricula, and ensuring that students understand how to apply technology in the 

classroom and as members of the workforce. Other trends remarked upon by Gaff include 

attention to effectiveness and efficiency as a means of ensuring that costs do not 

outweigh benefits, provision of opportunities for faculty and staff development, the 

proliferation of new staff positions to support general education and of professional 

associations to support these staff members, and emphasis on assessment as a means of 

ensuring quality in general education programs. Gaff discusses the effect on general 

education of the trend toward combining general education reform “with other change 

initiatives” and of the convergence of the accountability and improvement agendas (p. 

11). Clearly, Gaff (1991, 1999) provided important insights into the conditions that lead 

to general education reform. As discussed in greater depth below, the regional 

accreditation visiting team and sanctioning processes served as the primary prompt for 
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change at Nabor County Community College even though institutional leaders should 

have made improvements long before the MSCHE team visit occurred. 

 

General Education Assessment 

 

The History of General Education Assessment 

Early Grading and Assessment Methods 

 Given the emphasis of this research project on assessment of general education, it 

is important to consider not only the history of general education reforms, but also of 

general education assessment. In the early years of American education, student 

assessment largely consisted of an entrance test and a graduation test with ungraded 

exercises such as “recitation, declamation, and disputation” in between (Rudolph, 1977, 

p. 77). The examination at graduation typically included public debates or oration at 

commencement (Hutchings & Marchese, 1990; Rudolph, 1977). According to Rudolph 

(1977), “[f]ormal grading dates back to approximately 1785, when Yale introduced a 

four-category grading system” (p. 79). Students became dissatisfied “with the poor 

quality of examination procedures,” leading to “[t]he first known student rebellion 

against tests . . . at Yale in 1762, when students refused to be examined for graduation” 

(p. 77-78). During the first two decades of the nineteenth century, Yale finally altered 

their assessment methods, instituting daily quizzes with no impact for graduation, as well 

as yearly tests common to all students rather than only one common test at graduation. 

Some IHEs also began using written examinations and these became increasingly 

common throughout the century. Yale shifted to a one-to-four grading scale in 1813, 
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similar to the zero-to-four scale now in use. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, 

IHEs began to allow experimental tests in a laboratory setting for science courses. The 

1882 introduction of in-course examinations to replace yearly examinations at Michigan 

proved among the most significant changes of the time. Improvements to grading also 

occurred with the 1877 implementation of percentage grading at Harvard and the 1896 

introduction of rank by letter at Mount Holyhoke, with each letter equivalent to a number. 

 

General Education Assessment in the Twentieth Century 

 In the early 1900s, colleges and universities implemented standardized entrance 

exams, aptitude tests, mathematical reasoning tests, multiple-choice tests, and tests of 

vocational interest (Rudolph, 1977). In addition, comprehensive senior examinations 

specific to a student’s program of study began at Harvard in 1913 and spread throughout 

the 1920s. However, these became labor-intensive and, interestingly, they led to the 

assignment of a credit hour for courses (Hutchings & Marchese, 1990; Sims, 1992). 

Some continued to argue for the value of comprehensive examinations, although, “most 

such exams were restricted to the major, where scale and common studies made the 

device more workable; questions about larger cumulative learning tended to be left aside” 

(Hutchings & Marchese, 1990, para. 16). The twentieth century also featured a number of 

attempts to obtain research data on student achievement. Penn (2011a) described a large 

study in the late 1920s and early 1930s, in which “nearly forty-five thousand high school 

and college student were given a multiple-choice test” as sophomores and again as 

seniors to assess their knowledge in several basic subjects (p. 6). Kuh, Gonyea, and 

Rodriguez (2002), along with Ewell (2002) and Sims (1992), traced student learning 



71 
 

assessment to the 1930s and 1940s when a series of studies focused on students and 

alumni occurred. For example, Sims (1992) described the Pennsylvania Study first 

administered in 1928, which found that students in the state made significant gains, 

especially during their last two years of undergraduate study. Sims also mentioned the 

Cooperative Study in General Education from 1939 to 1944, which provided specific 

information about general education programs for many participating IHEs. 

 In the 1940s, three agencies produced tests for measuring outcomes: the Graduate 

Records Office of the Carnegie Foundation, the Cooperative Test Service, and the 

Educational Testing Service (Sims, 1992). While the tests developed by these three 

agencies tended to be more basic, national achievement tests measuring students’ abilities 

to comprehend and interpret information began to develop in the 1950s, starting with 

Graduate Record Examinations. Meanwhile, at the American Psychological Association 

conference in 1948 and with help from twenty-four other people, Bloom began work on 

his well-known taxonomy for categorizing objectives of education. The taxonomy served 

as a pre-cursor to several other systems of classification that would come in later decades, 

each serving as a basis upon which IHEs could assess student outcomes and make 

judgments about the quality of their curricula. One year later, in 1949, Ralph Tyler’s 

important “book on curriculum development and evaluation” recommended a process for 

achieving desired outcomes (Penn, 2011a). Between 1950 and 1954, the Cooperative 

Study of Evaluation in General Education analyzed specific categories of general 

education at a variety of IHEs and yielded a variety of tests that could assess students’ 

abilities to analyze and think critically (Sims, 1992). 
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 A number of developments in the 1960s and 1970s also advanced assessment. 

First, an increasing number of federal programs related to higher education led to a 

corresponding rise in the number of program evaluations (Ewell, 2002). These 

evaluations, borrowing from the scientific management movement, proved largely 

quantitative in nature to start. They also required attention to outcomes for cost-benefit 

analysis. Second, the competency-based movement, which began in elementary and 

secondary education before moving to adult education in the 1960s and 1970s, ultimately 

contributed to assessment (Ewell, 2001, 2002; Sims, 1992). Concerns about the quality of 

elementary and secondary teaching led to an emphasis on professional standards, required 

tests, and video-tapes of aspiring teachers in the classroom; while the need to document 

adult students’ incoming abilities led to the proliferation of portfolios (Sims, 1992). 

These ideas eventually spread as IHEs began to use them in campus-wide curriculum 

reviews (Ewell, 2001; Sims, 1992). Lastly, “in 1970, Hampshire College introduced the 

dossier—a non-graded transcript—listing student educational activities and containing 

faculty and student evaluations and examples of student work” (Levine, 1978, p. 80). 

 At this point, the history of the accountability movement begins to merge with the 

history of assessment. Although I will discuss the history and relevance of accountability 

in greater depth in a description of the history of accreditation below, Eaton (2003) 

summarized the reasons underlying “demands for evidence of institution and program 

performance and student learning outcomes from accreditation” in this manner: 

 

the significant public expenditure for higher education, the obligation that 
accreditation has to provide information to the public about academic 
quality, the federal obligation to protect students and the public from 
dubious providers of higher education in an environment marked by an 
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increasing number of sources and delivery systems for higher education, 
and the extent to which higher education degrees have become entry 
credentials for many valuable jobs (p. 9). 

 
 

In addition to the accountability movement, technological advances have also had an 

impact on assessment. In order to compare distance education programs with on-campus 

programs, accreditors have had no choice but to judge programs based on achievement of 

student learning outcomes instead of inputs and resources (Ewell, 2001). Particularly 

since the 1980s, “these stimuli [have] helped spawn a recognizable ‘assessment 

movement’ in higher education,” which continues to have an impact (p. 2). In spite of 

these stimuli, assessment of general education has progressed more slowly than 

assessment of majors, as discussed in greater depth below, because majors have clearer 

goals and faculty are more devoted to their areas of expertise (Hutchings, Marchese, & 

Wright, 1991). Recognition of this historical context of general education assessment 

assisted me in evaluating the procedures and plans of the case study IHE, Nabor County 

Community College. 

 

The Value of General Education Assessment 

 In addition to requiring an understanding of the historical context of general 

education assessment, it will prove beneficial for me to understand the importance of 

general education assessment in American society. General education assessment serves 

as one part of the overall effort to provide evidence of quality for accrediting bodies 

(Allen, 2006). However, it also does more than merely ensure minimal compliance for 

the purpose of accountability (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2005). It can help an IHE and its 
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constituents to determine if it is fulfilling its mission (Leskes & Miller, 2005; Leskes & 

Wright, 2005; Nichols, 2003). It can also lead to improvement of general education 

programs (Allen, 2006; Forrest, 1990; Nichols, 2003). Furthermore, greater respect for 

and comprehension of general education among campus constituents can result from 

assessment (Hutchings et al., 1991; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Lubinescu et al., 2001; Roy 

et al., 2007). This occurs, in part, because assessment forces constituents from across 

departments to collaborate, leading to greater discussion of general education, and also 

because it highlights areas of concern that constituents will want to address (Hutchings et 

al., 1991)  Finally, assessment of general education provides feedback for students 

regarding their performance (Forrest, 1990; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Nichols, 2003). 

 Given its value to IHEs, campus leaders should not only make a firm commitment 

to general education assessment, but should continuously search for ways of improving 

their general education assessment plans as well. Even if campus administrators fail to 

see the value, mounting pressure from accrediting agencies will ultimately force them to 

put forth more effort. Consequently, it would seem wise for all IHEs, including Nabor 

County Community College, to make a commitment sooner rather than later so that they 

can derive the maximum benefit from their assessment plans. 

 

Types of General Education Assessment 

 As part of the context of general education assessment, it is important to become 

grounded in the various types of general education assessment. Many methods exist for 

this and institutional leaders must take care to select a strategy that meets their unique 

needs (Allen, 2006; Banta, 2002; Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Kuh & Ikenberry, 2009). In 
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making these decisions, administrators must give attention to the validity, reliability, and 

cost of each assessment (Allen, 2006; Jones & Voorhees, 2002). Tracking data such as 

“graduation and retention rates, and employment statistics” may prove somewhat useful 

(Hernon, 2004b; p. 161). However, “[a]ssessment is most effective when it reflects an 

understanding of learning as multidimensional, integrated, and revealed in performance 

over time” (Astin et al., 1993, p. 1). So, IHEs should make use of multiple assessment 

methods to ensure that they can compile a wider spectrum of evidence of learning (Allen, 

2006; Banta, 2002; Barker & Smith, 1998; Doherty, Riordan, & Roth, 2002; Jones & 

Voorhees, 2002; Kuh et al., 2002; Leskes & Miller, 2005; Mentkowski, 2006; Nichols, 

2003, 2004; Palomba, 2002; Shermis & Daniels, 2002). These methods should include 

various types of direct, indirect, formative, and summative assessments, each of which I 

have defined in Chapter 1, as well as both quantitative and qualitative assessments (Astin 

et al., 1993; Banta, 2002; Banta & Pike, 2007; Ewell, 2004; Leskes & Miller, 2005; 

McDaniel, 2006; Nichols, 2004). Furthermore, administrators cannot string together these 

assessments haphazardly. Instead, “[a] well-designed plan describes a series of 

assessment studies that systematically address all outcomes in a multi-year cycle” (Allen, 

2006, p. 18). Typically, such a plan would incorporate assessment of desired general 

education outcomes at three different levels: the course-level, the program-level, and the 

institution-level. 

 A variety of assessments have the potential to provide direct evidence of student 

learning. Standardized tests serve as the first of these (Banta, 2007; Hernon, 2004b; Kuh 

et al., 2002). Leskes and Wright (2005) explained that commercial forms of standardized 

tests “can be purchased from such organizations as Educational Testing Service and 
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American College Testing” (p. 42). Examples of assessments of general education 

highlighted by Allen (2006), Benjamin and Chun (2003), Humphreys (2004), Lutz 

(2004), and Yin and Volkwein (2010), include the Academic Profile, focusing on 

proficiency in a variety of specific skills such as critical thinking and writing; the 

California Critical Thinking Skills Test, a test that measures several aspects of critical 

thinking; the College Basic Academic Subjects Examination (CBASE), a criterion-

referenced test of achievement in general education subjects, including English, science, 

mathematics, and social studies; the Collegiate Assessment of Academic Proficiency 

(CAAP), a norm-referenced instrument for assessment of students’ learning as a result of 

general education, which leads to improvement of programs and interventions for 

students not yet ready for advanced coursework; and the Collegiate Learning Assessment, 

which uses direct measures to yield data about the value added for students from the 

freshmen year thru the senior year. Yin and Volkwein (2010) added to this list the 

Defining Issues Test, “which evaluates a person’s moral reasoning based on three 

schemas: personal interest, maintaining norms, and postconventional;” the ETS 

Proficiency Profile (formerly, Measures of Academic Proficiency and Progress), which 

“assesses students in four areas through multiple-choice questions: critical thinking, 

reading, writing, and mathematics;” as well as three comprehensive assessment planning 

and reporting systems, TaskStream, Tk20 CampusWide, and WeaveOnline (p. 89-90). In 

addition, Allen (2006) and Yin and Volkwein (2010) referred to the Watson-Glaser 

Critical Thinking Appraisal. Allen (2006) noted that it was originally created for “career 

advising and personnel selection,” but is also useful as an assessment of critical thinking 

(p. 149). The ACT College Outcomes Measurement Project (COMP) measures 
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achievement of general education outcomes (Ewell, 2002). Hernon (2004b) also 

mentioned the Major Field Assessment Tests for students in a variety of majors to take 

after they have completed their program, which can provide some data about 

achievement of general education outcomes. Finally, Allen (2006) described three 

additional tests that can assist administrators with obtaining information about 

achievement of general education outcomes, but which are more commonly used to assist 

administrators with decisions about course placement for incoming students: 

ACCUPLACER, ASSET, and COMPASS. 

Leskes and Wright (2005) articulated that these types of assessments “are a 

traditional, widely recognized, and accepted means of assessment; require little on-

campus time or labor; prepare students for licensure and other certifications; offer 

longitudinal data; [and] are technically high quality” (p. 42). Allen (2006) added that they 

“have established reliability and validity, and generally provide multiple comparison 

groups” (p. 149). In addition, they “[offer] objective scoring” and “[p]rofessional help 

[is] usually available” if needed (Yin & Volkwein, 2010, p. 92). On the other hand, 

scores are not aligned with general education outcomes and can actually detract from 

outcomes achievement as a result, the tests often make use of a simplistic methodology 

utilizing multiple-choice or short-answer formats that do not allow a student to 

demonstrate depth in their responses, they typically do not yield enough information to 

suggest concrete improvements to general education, and they can prove costly (Allen, 

2006; Forrest, 1990; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Yin & Volkwein, 2010). To combat these 

challenges, Leskes and Wright (2005) recommended “supplement[ing] with other 

methods” (p. 42). Allen (2006) said that administrators should review tests ahead of time 
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in the Mental Measurements Yearbook and should also increase student motivation 

toward the tests by discussing them during orientation, embedding them in a course, or 

providing incentives. 

If time permits, IHEs may wish to consider developing standardized tests aligned 

to their own general education outcomes rather than using commercial products (Allen, 

2006; Banta, 2007; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Yin & Volkwein, 2010). Among the variety 

of locally developed test options are “paper-and-pencil tests, essay tests, or interviews 

using scripts and scoring guides for interviewers” (Allen, 2006, p. 152-153). These tools 

can lead to broader discussion of perspectives on student learning, have more content 

validity for a given campus, make use of complex formats to obtain more useful 

information, and offer greater institutional control for using results (Allen, 2006; Leskes 

& Wright, 2005; Yin & Volkwein, 2010). However, they often lack norms so that they 

cannot be placed into a larger context with other IHEs, their reliability and validity 

remain uncertain, and development takes a great deal of effort. To overcome some of 

these challenges, IHEs can pilot test the instrument and supplement it with commercial 

instruments. 

Capstone experiences during the senior year, including courses, papers, projects, 

research, and hands-on experiences, serve as another form of general education 

assessment (Banta, 2007; Hart Research Associates, 2009a; Hernon, 2004b; Nichols, 

2003; Palomba, 2002). According to Hart Research Associates (2009a), most IHEs offer 

some type of capstone experience, although these experiences are frequently optional and 

offered through the major rather than through general education courses. Nichols (2003) 

asserted that “performance of students in capstone courses or completing senior projects 
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is one of the strongest indicators of sophisticated educational outcomes” (p. 10). With 

capstones, IHEs have the ability to assess simultaneously general education outcomes and 

outcomes of the major, determine how learning takes place over time and builds upon 

previous learning, promote greater discussion of results since multiple faculty and 

administrators can review the products of capstones, and use the capstone products as 

direct and visible evidence for external accountability efforts (Leskes & Wright, 2005). 

On the other hand, IHEs will need to make a number of decisions, depending upon the 

nature of the capstone experience that they choose to offer. They may need to include an 

additional course in the curriculum or embed the capstone into an existing requirement, 

create opportunities for students to complete the capstone at multiple junctures since they 

can complete the requirements for graduation at different times, “allow multiple 

variations on a theme” so that the capstone proves equally appropriate for students from 

various programs of study, and communicate effectively with students both about the 

criteria required for completion of a capstone experience and about how the IHE may 

share students’ capstone product(s) with appropriate constituents for review (p. 32). 

 A number of authors (Allen, 2006; Banta, 2007; Leskes & Wright, 2005; 

Palomba, 2002) have discussed the utility of course-embedded assessments for 

assessment of general education. Leskes and Wright (2005) defined this practice as 

making an assessment “part of the regular business of a course, requiring nothing more 

than students’ completion of the assignments in the syllabus” (p. 36). Palomba (2002) 

claimed that they are “becoming more popular as a way to assess general education 

programs,” attributing this to the recognition that it may prove overly burdensome “[t]o 

insist that general education always be assessed separately from the major” (p. 222). 
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Allen (2006) suggested that many common course assignments can double as general 

education assessments. Leskes and Wright (2005) also recommended a “common 

assignment” given in multiple courses or having a person (or committee) other than the 

instructor give a “secondary reading” of assignments in a course (p. 36). These types of 

assessment generally “ensur[e] typical quality of effort; are efficient and economical . . . ; 

can be adapted to all fields . . . ; have face validity; [and] respect local autonomy while 

encouraging collaboration” (p. 36). Allen (2006) argued that they enhance student and 

faculty motivation, as well as the cohesiveness of the curriculum.  Yet, course-embedded 

assessments have uncertain reliability and validity, can require coordination (if using a 

common assignment), and can require significant effort on the part of faculty, 

(Allen, 2006; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Palomba, 2002). Leskes and Wright (2005) 

recommended both simplifying the process with easy-to-administer assignments to 

reduce the amount of work and “invest[ing] in faculty development” to enhance 

effectiveness (p. 31). 

 Portfolios also serve as a method of assessing outcomes of the general education 

program (Allen, 2006; Forrest, 1990; Hart Research Associates, 2009a; Palomba, 2002; 

Yin & Volkwein, 2010). Allen (2006) described these as “student-created collections of 

their best work” for showcasing or “document[ing] growth” (p. 161). Students decide 

items to include in the portfolio, determining which ones demonstrate learning and often 

including a written reflection (Leskes & Wright, 2005; Shermis & Daniels, 2002). Hart 

Research Associates (2009a) reported that 57% of AAC&U IHEs used electronic 

portfolios, although most made them optional. Portfolios can serve as a meaningful 

method of compiling multiple types of assessments, as well as “a valid, reliable, and cost-



81 
 

effective program evaluation” (Forrest, 1990, p. 15). Furthermore, according to Leskes & 

Wright (2005), they “are adaptable to different levels, purposes . . . , and kinds of 

materials;” promote critical reflection; provide information about “the process and the 

product of learning;” satisfy external accountability requirements with “authentic work 

products,” and “actively engage students in the learning process” (p. 30). They represent 

an opportunity for in-depth and longitudinal analysis, measuring multiple outcomes and 

curricular levels simultaneously, and allow greater control for using results (Yin & 

Volkwein, 2010). Portfolios, however, can prove time-consuming to review and “can 

involve a complex gathering and reflection process that is difficult to oversee” (Leskes & 

Wright, 2005, p. 30). As with capstone experiences, faculty development can enhance 

portfolio assessment. Additionally, sampling can ease the burden of reviewing so many 

materials. Lastly, Allen (2006) suggested that faculty must collaborate in designing a plan 

for using portfolios to assess the general education program because of the many 

potential formats and purposes. 

 According to Leskes and Wright (2005), “[p]erformances are simply the things 

students do that one can observe in action—a virtually limitless array of activities, from 

carrying out a lab experiment or singing an aria to teaching a class, taking a medical 

history, giving a speech, or mediating a disagreement” (p. 34). These assessments can 

provide information about achievement of general education outcomes (Doherty et al., 

2002; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Mentkowski, 2006; Yin & Volkwein, 2010). They “may 

be the only way to assess certain kinds of learning” (Leskes & Wright, 2005, p. 34). 

Furthermore, they: 
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have strong face validity; emphasize what the student can do, thus are 
integrative, active, motivating, and reflective or real-world situations; 
provide a non-written way to demonstrate achievement, thereby giving 
students the message that doing is as important as knowing; promote self-
assessment, internalization of standards, and a coaching relationship 
between students and faculty (especially when presented to external 
reviewers); [and] are highly adaptable, even to liberal arts disciplines (p. 
34). 

 
 

They provide a “[b]etter means of evaluating depth and breadth of student skill 

development” and prove flexible enough that “some degree of simulation can be arranged 

for virtually any discipline or student target skill” (Yin & Volkwein, 2010, p. 94). Yet, 

performances can also prove time-consuming, expensive, and frightening to students, in 

addition to require a subjective analysis (Leskes & Wright, 2005; Yin & Volkwein, 

2010). To overcome these challenges, IHEs should sample performances rather than 

attempting to assess all of them, provide training opportunities for faculty and staff 

involved in the process, attempt to provide nonthreatening options for students to the 

extent possible, and emphasize the usefulness of performances for future career paths 

(Leskes & Wright, 2005). 

Classroom Assessment Techniques (CATs) or Classroom Research, such as 

electronic clickers or directed paraphrasing, are another form of direct assessment for 

general education (Leskes & Wright, 2005; Yin & Volkwein, 2010). These methods “put 

[assessment’s] control into the hands of individual instructors” (Leskes & Wright, 2005, 

p. 38). It “is sometimes called ‘action research’ when an instructor or program collects 

findings over time, identifies patterns, uses the data to improve learning, and shares the 

results publicly” (p. 38). These forms of assessment provide immediate opportunities for 

improvement and help to demonstrate that teaching evolves. They actively engage 
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students and “communicate that professors care” (p. 38). In addition, faculty members 

appreciate the autonomy that they grant. Yin and Volkwein also noted that they 

“[encourage] multimethod approaches to assessment . . . [and provide] direct links 

between the teaching-learning process and outcomes,” although they also suffer from 

“small sample sizes with no controls for differences in student backgrounds,” depend on 

the research skills of the instructor, and prove difficult to generalize (p. 98). Leskes and 

Wright (2005) recommended “creat[ing] a culture supportive of assessment to elicit 

sufficient cooperation from students and “encourag[ing] an ongoing forum for sharing 

approaches and results” in an attempt to make those results more generalizable (p. 38). 

 Course-management programs, such as Blackboard, serve as one final method of 

directly assessing general education (Leskes & Wright, 2005; Yin & Volkwein, 2010). In 

discussing the uses of technology for educational assessment, Shephard (2009) asserted 

that information and communication technologies increase “flexibility . . . , interactivity . 

. . , and connectivity” (p. 387). Indeed, course-management programs have altered the 

interactions of faculty and students, providing them with more opportunities to 

communicate outside of the classroom (Leskes & Wright, 2005). They can also serve as 

assessment tools, such as by “keep[ing] a running record of discussions that would be lost 

if they took place in the classroom” (p. 44). Advantages include adaptability, ability to 

record data previously unavailable, efficiency, low cost, and prompt feedback. 

Unfortunately, course-management programs: 

 

rely heavily on student writing skill and comfort with technology . . . ; 
pose challenges to levels of aggregation beyond the individual course . . . ; 
can involve managing a large volume of material . . . ; may promote 
surface rather than deep learning . . . ; [and] may make direct observation 
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of student performances difficult and encourage the collection of indirect 
evidence” (p. 44). 

 
 

Consequently, the authors argued that faculty members must incorporate assessments 

from course-management programs into a larger assessment plan. 

 Yin and Volkwein (2010) discussed behavioral observations, which sound similar 

to performances. However, in this case, an observer “[catches] students being 

themselves” as “the most natural form of assessment” (p. 97). Observations represent 

both the “best way to evaluate [the] degree to which attitudes and values are put into 

action” and “the least intrusive assessment option,” although they also carry the “risk of 

confounded results due to the observer effect,” may have legal ramifications that merit 

consideration, depend upon the interpretations of an observer, and may cause students to 

develop a “‘big brother’ perception of assessment or [the] institution” (p. 97). 

 In addition to the direct forms of assessment noted above, institutional leaders can 

also use indirect methods of assessing their general education curriculum. Surveys 

represent the first of these methods (Allen, 2006; Hernon, 2004b; Yin & Volkwein, 

2010). They “allow us to obtain opinions from students, alumni, employers, and other 

stakeholders” (Allen, 2006, p. 186). In the same way that there can exist commercial 

standardized tests and locally developed test to obtain direct evidence, there can also exist 

commercial surveys and locally developed surveys for obtaining indirect evidence 

(Hernon, 2004b). IHEs use several common commercial surveys today, as identified by 

Allen (2006). The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) “asks students to 

report their engagement in a number of activities” and “also collect[s] information on 

aspects of the college environment” (p. 190).  The First-Year Initiative “is designed to 
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assess ten types of learning outcomes fostered in first-year experiences seminars” (p. 

193). Furthermore, the Cooperative Instructional Research Program (CIRP) administers a 

survey for freshmen as well as a survey for incoming sophomores (Allen, 2006; House, 

2004; Sax & Gilmartin, 2004). IHEs can use the College Student Experiences 

Questionnaire for current students entering their sophomore year or, alternatively, the 

College Student Expectations Questionnaire for incoming freshmen (Allen, 2006; 

Gonyea, 2004; Gonyea, Kish, Kuh, Muthiah, & Thomas, 2003; Siegel, 2004). The 

Community College Student Experiences Questionnaire is also available (Allen, 2006; 

Murrell, 2004). Finally, Allen (2006) explained that “[t]he Noel- Levitz Student 

Satisfaction Inventory (SSI: http://www.noellevitz.com) measures student satisfaction 

and priorities” (p. 196). Surveys tend to be inexpensive and flexible, though their validity 

requires both well-constructed questions that can take time to develop and careful reading 

from respondents (Allen, 2006; Yin & Volkwein, 2010). 

 As another indirect form of assessment, IHEs can conduct interviews of various 

constituents (Allen, 2006; Yin & Volkwein, 2010). Interviews have the advantages of a 

flexible format, the opportunity for follow-up questions from the interviewer, and the 

opportunity for interviewees to clarify the meaning of a question. Challenges include 

scheduling interviewees, interviewee intimidation, generalizing beyond interview 

subjects to larger groups, and selecting or training interviewers. According to Allen 

(2006), focus groups share many of the same benefits as interviews, but often “uncover 

more in-depth responses” and allow “the facilitator to check for consensus” with group 

members (p. 201). Unfortunately, focus groups also require skilled group leaders and 

more time than the other methods of indirect assessment. 
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 Yin and Volkwein (2010) included several additional methods of indirect 

assessment. First, they highlight the role of external examiners as individuals who can 

provide useful feedback from an impartial perspective. They caution, however, that this 

approach can “risk . . . a misfit between examiners’ expertise or the expectations and 

program outcomes,” prove “difficult to arrange,” and/or prove “costly and time-

consuming” (p. 95). Second, analysis of archived records and transcripts serves as a cost-

effective opportunity to examine past events in a longitudinal manner. However, archived 

data can take time to locate, may lead to concerns about confidentiality, and may not 

reflect current circumstances. Third, these authors also count student self-evaluations 

among indirect assessments. This type of assessment “[encourages the] active 

participation of students in their own learning and development,” costs little, and may 

help students to better comprehend the expectations of course instructors. Yet, “self 

evaluation is among the most subjective methods of assessment . . . “[r]esearch has 

suggested that students in the United States may be particularly prone to expressing self-

confidence in their own academic abilities despite evidence to the contrary” (p. 98). 

 The literature review yields three suggestions for analyzing data from these 

various methods. First, evaluations from external constituents can offer an unbiased 

perspective on the data (Hernon, 2004b; Mundhenk, 2004). Second, rubrics can also 

enhance data analysis (Allen, 2006; Doherty et al., 2002; Leskes & Miller, 2005; Leskes 

& Wright, 2005). These tools “specify criteria for classifying products or behaviors into 

categories that vary along a continuum” (Allen, 2006, p. 166). IHEs can derive the 

following benefits from rubrics: students given rubrics have a better understanding of 

expectations, improved alignment of course content with desired outcomes, and 
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efficiency. In addition, rubrics improve the reliability and validity of assessments. Third, 

Leskes and Miller (2005) articulate the value of pedagogy, contending that “some 

important outcomes (e.g., teamwork, oral communication fluency, respect for others) can 

be advanced better by well-chosen classroom practices than through particular content or 

a program’s design” (p. 10). Consequently, IHEs should encourage faculty to examine 

their strategies and should also assist them in evaluating their expertise. With the 

information about general education assessment methods provided here, I should be well-

equipped to understand the methods utilized by the case study IHE. 

 

The Challenges of General Education Assessment 

This research project will require an ability to recognize those aspects of campus 

environment that may hinder the development of an effective general education 

assessment plan. For this reason, I must conduct the study with knowledge of challenges 

to the development of such a plan. Hart Research Associates (2009b) explained that most 

IHEs were “in some stage of assessing or modifying their [general education] program” 

(p. 6). So, it seems clear that many IHEs do engage in some type of assessment of their 

general education program. However, only 49% of those surveyed indicated that their 

IHE assesses achievement of learning goals well, and only 35% would describe their 

general education curriculum as coherent. Furthermore, even when IHEs assess well, they 

often fail to use the resulting data to improve (Kuh & Ikenberry, 2009). Hence, it does 

not prove surprising to learn that problems with student learning outcomes assessment 

have become the most common citation of regional accreditors (Provezis, 2010). 
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The aforementioned statistics make it clear that, in spite of their efforts, IHEs 

have had difficulty with assessment. Lopez (2004) listed three overarching reasons 

identified by the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools for not developing 

comprehensive assessment plans (p. 32). These include “(1) basic misunderstandings 

about the purpose and nature of assessment, (2) emotionally based resistance to 

assessment from those responsible for it, and (3) inadequate information and skills 

needed to conduct assessment” (p. 32). Other IHEs have assessment plans, but have not 

completely implemented them. Lopez identified eight specific “problems most frequently 

described as preventing or slowing an institution’s progress toward reaching full 

implementation of its assessment plan” and described these as difficulties in: 

 

1. involving faculty and students in assessment 
2. developing program goals and measurable objectives 
3. selecting or developing direct and indirect measures aligned with 

program goals and measurable objectives 
4. collecting and interpreting data 
5. disseminating assessment data and information because of insufficient 

or incomplete feedback loops 
6. obtaining or reallocating the funds needed for assessment activities 
7. linking the assessment processes with operational planning and annual 

budgeting processes 
8. understanding and providing for the collaborative roles of academic 

administrators and faculty (p. 34). 
  
 

This list serves as a useful overview of the potential challenges that IHEs can experience 

with assessment. However, further discussion can shed greater light. 

Ideally, “assessment must permeate the institution” (Wright, 2002, p. 256). This 

occurs when “the push to improve educational performance is a visible and primary goal 

of leadership; [and] improving the quality of undergraduate education is central to the 
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institution's planning, budgeting, and personnel decisions” (Astin et al., 1993, p. 2). In its 

most effective form for stimulating educational change, this type of environment creates 

a culture of evidence (Leveille, 2005; Martin, Manning, & Ramaley, 2001). Leveille 

(2005) defines a culture of evidence as “the disposition of the institution to consider 

evidence routinely at all levels when planning and contemplating action” (p. 9). 

Institutional leaders within the context of a culture of evidence engage in ongoing 

assessment, rather than multiple periodic assessments to satisfy accreditation 

requirements (Allen, 2006; Alstete, 2004; Astin et al., 1993; Banta, 2002; Hutchings et 

al., 1991; Lubinescu et al., 2001; Nichols, 2003). These IHEs also use data continuously 

for the purpose of improvement (Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Hutchings et al., 1991; Leskes 

& Miller, 2005; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Nichols, 2003). In doing so, they exhibit a 

willingness to accept negative findings and use them as indicators of areas for 

improvement (Brittingham, O’Brien, & Alig, 2008; Nichols, 2003). This culture of 

evidence requires wide-based support and advocacy from members of all constituencies 

(Ferrara, 2007; Kuh et al., 2002; Levine, 1978; Long, 2005; Nichols, 2003). Dowd (2005) 

took this concept further by calling for a culture of inquiry, which she characterized as an 

environment “in which data move out of the limelight and practitioners move to center 

stage,” making subjective decisions about how to collect, interpret, communicate, and use 

evidence in such a way as to encourage positive changes (p. 1). Ensuring that assessment 

permeates an IHE in this manner clearly requires an immense investment of time and 

resources (Galle & Galle, 2010; Morest & Jenkins, 2007; Wehlberg, 2010). 

Support for assessment from faculty members proves especially important (Roy et 

al., 2007). Ideally, faculty members should lead efforts to develop outcomes and 
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outcomes assessments, as well as to use assessment data for improvements (Nunley et al., 

2011; Wehlberg, 2010). Unfortunately, faculty members have typically resisted 

collaborating on assessment initiatives and, as a result, IHEs have struggled to engage 

them (Ewell, 2005; Lopez, 2004; Rowley et al., 1997). As Rowley, Lujan, and Dolence 

(1997) explained, “[i]f the faculty are senior, tenured, and not heavily engaged in creative 

activity or research, their resistance will be nearly impermeable” (p. 56). According to 

Lopez (2004), IHEs must grapple with three contributors to faculty resistance: 

 

1. Misunderstandings about the nature and purpose of assessing student 
academic achievement and about what constitutes an assessment 
program, academic program review, and evaluation of institutional 
effectiveness 

2. Strongly negative reactions to the idea of ‘measuring’ learning and the 
thought that assessment results could be used to actually improve 
students’ learning 

3. Lack of the information and technical skills needed to understand and 
implement assessment (p. 35). 

 
 

In addition, faculty members concern themselves more with their majors and departments 

than with general education assessment (Allen, 2006; Borden, 2002; Hutchings et al., 

1991; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Palomba, 2002; Roy et al., 2007; Wehlberg, 2010). Dill, 

Massy, Williams, and Cook (2006) also faulted the declining interest of faculty members 

in teaching and learning as they pursue research and other endeavors. They tend to invest 

more time and effort into their departmental work, leaving less time for general education 

(Allen, 2006). With “lofty but ill-defined goals,” faculty members may not fully perceive 

the value of general education (Leskes & Wright, 2005, p. 2). Advocates of assessment in 

the educational community have become so engaged in the process and technique of 
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assessment that faculty members often have difficulty connecting it with their daily work. 

Those that do have sufficient time and interest may still resist becoming involved because 

they fear that administrators will use data from general education assessment in negative 

evaluations (Jones, 2010; Wehlberg, 2010). Other barriers to faculty involvement include 

low prioritization of assessment, poor understanding of the process, resistance from older 

faculty members, a “[l]ack of support or follow-through from the administration,” an 

inability to require involvement from the large population of part-time faculty members, 

and collective bargaining (Nunley et al., 2011, p. 19). For these reasons, survey results 

showing that “engaging faculty in assessment has become a major issue in institutions of 

higher education” do not prove surprising (p. 17). 

Because responsibility for the general education curriculum does not fall to any 

specific academic department, but instead requires the collaboration of individuals from 

across many departments, it can prove challenging to organize general education and to 

provide adequate support for it (Allen, 2006; Borden, 2002; Hutchings et al., 1991; 

Leskes & Wright, 2005; Palomba, 2002; Roy et al., 2007). If merely organizing and 

supporting the existing general education curriculum challenges IHEs, then developing 

an effective assessment plan for general education must seem a herculean task. Perhaps 

because of the emphasis that faculty members give to their programs, programmatic 

assessment “has been practiced widely for more than a decade” (Wehlberg, 2010, p. 89). 

Many instructors have “‘built in’ measures within required and capstone courses,” 

whereas general education outcomes often appear more nebulous and difficult to quantify 

(p. 90). As a result and especially at IHEs in which the general education curriculum is 

more than five years old, many general education programs still lack measurable 



92 
 

outcomes. Some of these IHEs have attempted to work backwards, developing 

assessments without having well-defined outcomes in place. 

The tendency of IHEs to view general education assessment merely as a means to 

satisfy demands for accountability through the periodic accreditation process serves as an 

additional factor decreasing its effectiveness (Alstete, 2004; Astin et al., 1993; Banta, 

2004; Ewell, 2005; Maki, 2004). Ewell (2005) stated that such “compliance-oriented 

behavior is the worst kind of outcome” from the assessment process (p. 117). Researchers 

(Dougherty & Hong, 2005; Ewell et al., 2011; Kuh & Ikenberry, 2009; Nunley et al., 

2011; Penn, 2011a; Wehlberg, 2010) have also reported that many IHEs are either unable 

or simply fail to provide sufficient resources in the form of money and staff for 

institutional research offices. Finally, as described above in Types of General Education 

Assessment, many of the assessment options have flaws that contribute to the difficulty of 

developing a comprehensive plan for evaluating general education. 

 

General Education Assessment in Community Colleges 

In addition to mandating articulation agreements, supporters of accountability 

among government officials have encouraged outcomes-based assessment in community 

colleges (Higginbottom & Romano, 2006). In fact, survey results indicate that 

community college assessment “is more externally driven than it is in the four-year 

sector,” perhaps due to greater ties with the local community (Nunley et al., 2011, p. 8). 

Most recently, the Committee on Measures of Student Success, at the behest of the 

Department of Education, issued a draft document in September 2011, recommending 

that the federal government assist community colleges by improving data regarding 
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student transfers, graduation rates, employment, and student learning (Committee on 

Measures of Student Success, 2011; Fain, 2011; Gonzalez, 2011a). Although the 

Committee does not need to submit a final version to Secretary of Education Arne 

Duncan until April 2012, the draft specifically calls for expanding the number of students 

included in graduation rate calculations to include remedial education students and part-

time degree-seekers, and for expanding transfer data to include such students as those 

who transfer laterally to other two-year IHEs. 

Nunley et al. (2011) pointed out that “[i]n addition to accreditation and 

governance demands, some national initiatives have spurred the assessment movement in 

community colleges, Achieving the Dream being one of the most significant” (p. 8). 

Collins (2009) described their efforts, saying: 

 

Achieving the Dream states have made significant investments in data 
infrastructure, data warehouses, data marts, technology platforms, and 
business-intelligence software to provide customizable data reports and 
query tools to colleges. They have also invested in programming and 
analytic staff to increase their capacity to process these data and turn them 
into actionable information at the campus level. The combination of 
increased infrastructure and increased staff capacity has positioned states 
to do more sophisticated research on student outcomes and to increase the 
knowledge base on the impact of state and institutional interventions on 
developmental education student outcomes (p. 15). 

 
 

Other initiatives concerned with assessment include the Voluntary Framework for 

Accountability (VFA), which brings together community colleges for the purposes of 

holding each other accountable, and the American Association of Community Colleges 

(AACC), working identify the best methods of assessing student learning (Nunley et al., 

2011). 
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Because of their unique position in the higher education landscape, community 

college assessment often includes links with K-12 data systems, postsecondary data 

systems, the National Student Clearinghouse, and Unemployment Insurance wage 

records (Collins, 2009; Hezel Associates, 2010). These collaborative efforts help 

community colleges “to identify course-taking patterns and credit thresholds for 

community college students in developmental education who go on to earn credentials, 

transfer to four-year institutions, or enter the workforce” (Collins, 2009, p. 15). Related to 

this, Anderson and Sundre (2005) recommended that community colleges and four-year 

IHEs work together to develop assessment partnerships, since many of their students and 

desired outcomes overlap. Similarly, Penn (2011b) expressed the belief that “the large 

number of students enrolling at multiple institutions or transferring between institutions” 

would justify the creation of assessment consortia, which could later expand to include 

K-12 members (p. 112). The research of Nunley et al. (2011) showed that: 

 

Community colleges were somewhat less likely than four-year institutions 
to use assessment as a tool in faculty evaluation, for example, but they 
were more likely to use it for determining readiness for college, for 
aligning outcomes across sectors, for changing transfer policy, for 
improving instructional effectiveness, and for allocating resources across 
academic units (p. 11). 

 
 

These authors also discovered that departments and programs are the predominant users 

of assessment data in community colleges and that these IHEs conduct few assessments 

“with samples to represent the entire institution” (p. 10). 

Although I have discussed challenges to assessment of general education more 

generally above, the unique context of community colleges presents additional challenges 
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that merit further discussion. Nunley et al. (2011) offered perhaps the most 

comprehensive list of challenges, mentioning the multiple missions of community 

colleges; student characteristics, including socioeconomic background, academic 

background, and employment status; the absence of programs offered at the baccalaureate 

level by four-year IHEs; the use of a de facto program designation for students who do 

not appear likely to complete a degree program, but who still manage to complete a 

significant number of courses that address important competencies and outcomes; 

alternative learning venues derived from the unique personal experiences of community 

college students; limited support, including under-funded institutional research offices; 

low engagement of faculty members in assessment initiatives; a large percentage of 

adjunct faculty members; collective bargaining for the faculty; and varying governance 

structure. Bers, Davis, and Mittler (2001) described three unique sources of challenge 

themselves: 

 

1. a highly mobile student population 
2. few students earning an associate’s degree before transferring or 

exiting, and 
3. many students having taken college courses at other institutions (p. 6). 
 

Dougherty and Hong (2005) added “depressed local labor markets” to this list (p. 1). 

Other authors (Seybert, 2002; Weed, 2007) have also discussed these various challenges 

in the community college setting. As a result of these complications, Bers et al. (2001) 

argued that traditional assessments such as capstone courses, portfolios, and standardized 

examinations prove ineffective. Seybert (1994) further contended that mandated 

assessments as graduation requirements would only discourage students from obtaining a 
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degree. However, in contrast with Bers et al., Seybert argued that portfolios may prove 

effective, since students can compile work from a variety of courses, regardless of 

enrollment history. Similarly, he also advocated for embedding general education 

assessment into various course exams. As I immerse myself in Nabor County Community 

College, knowledge of the challenges that may discourage creation of an assessment plan 

for general education will certainly prove beneficial. 

 

Developing and Implementing an Assessment Plan 

 

While many challenges to general education assessment planning exist, as 

discussed above, the literature does include a number of suggestions for successfully 

developing and implementing such a plan. To start, the development and implementation 

of an assessment plan, for general education or for the campus as a whole, requires an 

effective leader (Allen, 2006; Banta, 2002; Bontenbal, 2006; Ferrara, 2007; Jones & 

Voorhees, 2002; Levine, 1978; Long, 2005; Morest & Jenkins, 2007; Waite, 2004). This 

individual should take several key steps to facilitate the assessment plan, as described 

below.  

 

Engagement of Constituents 

Involving Stakeholders 

Involvement of constituents from all campus departments and offices serves as 

one critical component of assessment planning (Allen, 2006; Angelo, 2002; Alstete, 

2004; Astin et al., 1993; Banta, 2002; Bashford & Slater, 2008; Bontenbal, 2006; 
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Delaney, 2007; Ferrara, 2007; Kuh et al., 2002; Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Levine, 1978; 

Long, 2005; Lopez, 2004; Martin et al., 2001; McNertney & Ferrandino, 2010; Palomba, 

2002; Peterson & Vaughan, 2002; Roy et al., 2007; Waite, 2004; Wehlberg, 2010). Roy 

et al. (2007) asserted that “[c]urriculum change is increased when respected, experienced 

colleagues play key roles” (p. 26), making it clear that involvement of stakeholders 

benefits general education assessment. All offices can contribute to the achievement of 

general education learning outcomes by taking their roles seriously (Allen, 2006; Banta, 

2002). However, faculty members have a particularly important role with regard to 

general education assessment because “whether they teach general education or major 

courses, [they] assume collective responsibility for both parts of the curriculum. They 

create, implement, sustain, and rate assessments of student learning” (Nichols, 2003, p. 

36). Bashford and Slater (2008) recommended that leaders facilitate involvement by 

creating “forums for collaboration” and “shar[ing] data broadly” (p. 3). Additionally, 

since programmatic assessment has evolved in advance of general education assessment 

across the nation, assessment leaders must know about the assessment activities of each 

department and incorporate them into general education assessment plans (Ewell et al., 

2011; Wehlberg, 2010). Yet, as noted above in the discussion of challenges, faculty 

members tend to resist general education assessment. To overcome this, Martin et al. 

(2001) recommended:  

 

Instilling a discipline of reflection and a culture of evidence that supports 
honest discussions, . . . [f]ostering new patterns of conversation and 
interaction, . . . [p]romoting genuine conversation about difficult and 
controversial subjects, . . . [and p]roviding open access to meaningful 
information about the condition and resource base of the institution (p. 
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113). 
 

 

One should note that, although Driscoll (2006) acknowledged the existence of faculty 

resistance, he also made the contention that it has decreased recently, as faculty members 

have become more comfortable with assessment. 

 

Providing a Foundation: Parameters and Incentives 

 One cannot expect stakeholders to accomplish much if they do not possess an 

adequate understanding of the IHE’s goals. Consequently, leaders need to set clear 

expectations for planning participants to follow (Leskes & Miller, 2005). Additionally, to 

the extent possible, institutional administrators should strive to maintain stability of 

personnel, as “[c]urriculum change is enhanced when there is stability in the personnel 

involved in instituting and maintaining the initial changes” (Roy et al., 2007, p. 29). To 

this end, Roy et al. recommended project teams of at least three people so that individual 

members can depart without significantly affecting the group’s work. As part of the 

parameters for undertaking such a task, campuses truly open to change should encourage 

reasonable risk-taking for the purpose of innovating (Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Levine, 

1978; Long, 2005; Mundhenk, 2004).  Furthermore, rewards or incentives for those who 

demonstrate a commitment to effective general education assessment can boost efforts to 

improve further in that regard (Allen, 2006; Angelo, 2002; Ferrara, 2007; Jones & 

Voorhees, 2002; Levine, 1978; Long, 2005; Lopez, 2004). Lastly, administrators should 

provide sufficient and appropriate timing for assessment activities, such that individuals 

can feasibly accomplish the tasks associated with this process (Banta, 2002). Both 
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developing a culture of evidence and altering the general education program take time 

and can suffer if campus leaders attempt to rush them (Galle & Galle, 2010; Morest & 

Jenkins, 2007; Wehlberg, 2010). 

 

Fostering a Climate Conducive to Assessment Planning 

Connecting Assessment with Mission and Outcomes 

The leader should take care to foster a climate conducive to the creation and 

implementation of a comprehensive assessment plan (Ewell, 2002; Leskes & Miller, 

2005; Wehlberg, 2010). They can attempt to build such an environment by demonstrating 

consistent prioritization of assessment since a visible emphasis on student learning and on 

improving educational outcomes achievement contributes to effective assessment and 

successful curriculum change (Angelo, 2002; Astin et al., 1993; Ferrara, 2007; Martin et 

al., 2001; Palomba, 2002). Prioritization must involve alignment with the IHE’s mission 

and values (Astin et al., 1993; Banta, 2002; Nichols, 2003; Peterson & Vaughan, 2002). 

As Astin et al. (1993) stated, “[w]here questions about educational mission and values are 

skipped over, assessment threatens to be an exercise in measuring what's easy, rather than 

a process of improving what we really care about” (p. 1). As another key step, IHEs must 

clearly state desired learning outcomes that emanate from the mission and upon which 

they can base general education assessment and/or institution-wide assessment (Allen, 

2006; Astin et al., 1993; Banta, 2002; Doherty et al., 2002; Dugan, 2004; Ewell, 2004; 

Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Leskes & Miller, 2005; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Mentkowski, 

2006; Nichols, 2003; Palomba, 2002; Sheahan, 1997). The existence of outcomes ensures 

that assessments have relevance (Palomba, 2002). Indicative of their importance, Hart 
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Research Associates (2009a) articulated that the AAC&U IHEs in their study who had “a 

common set of outcomes for all undergraduates (59%) [were] nearly twice as likely to 

assess outcomes in general education as [were] those who [did] not have a common set of 

outcomes (30%)” (p. 8). 

 

Reinforcement 

In addition to connecting assessment of general education to the mission and to 

the IHE’s outcomes, campus leaders need to reinforce the importance of assessment in 

other ways. Bashford and Slater (2008) referred to the importance of institutionalizing 

assessment and the use of assessment data by referencing it in faculty and staff 

evaluations, discussing it in meetings, and emphasizing it during orientations for new 

employees. Beyond integrating assessment into the strategic plan, IHEs should also hold 

departments accountable for achieving the goals inherent in their plan. Otherwise, it 

becomes a series of lofty words without practical meaning. The authors expressed their 

belief that campus leaders can accomplish this through internal accountability 

mechanisms, such as required annual reports or assessment reports as well as through 

more specific mechanisms for each long-term goal. 

 

Providing Sufficient Support 

As another expression of the importance of continuous improvement in student 

learning, leaders must make the assessment plan central in the processes of budgeting, 

personnel decisions, and planning (Leskes & Miller, 2005; Peterson & Vaughan, 2002; 

Wright, 2002). In particular, administrators need to divide resources in such a way as to 
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demonstrate concern for assessment, not only financial resources, but also technical 

assistance with organizing and analyzing information, as well as with developing 

effective strategies that fit the local context (Allen, 2006; Banta, 2004; Borden, 2002; 

Brittingham et al., 2008; Ferrara, 2007; Leskes & Miller, 2005; Leskes & Wright, 2005; 

Long, 2005; Palomba, 2002; Roy et al., 2007). To provide technical assistance, the 

organizational structure can contain an institutional research office or an assessment 

office with sufficient staff and a sufficient budget to assist constituents with collecting 

and using data efficiently and effectively (Allen, 2006; Barker & Smith, 1998; 

Brittingham et al., 2008; Dodd, 2004; Dowd, 2005; Ferrara, 2007; Frost, Lucas, & 

Blankert, 2004; Morest & Jenkins, 2007; Nunley et al., 2011; Yin & Volkwein, 2010).  In 

addition, IHEs can provide training and development opportunities for those engaging in 

the assessment planning process (Allen, 2006; Banta, 2002; Borden, 2002; Chapman, 

2007; Driscoll, 2006; Ferrara, 2007; Long, 2005; Lopez, 2004; Waite, 2004). This may 

include the invitation of external constituents or consultants to participate in the processes 

of creating and implementing the assessment plan (Ferrara, 2007; Roy et al., 2007). 

Stakeholders cannot prove successful if they do not have resources or support. 

Unfortunately, many IHEs do not supply ample resources (Dougherty & Hong, 2005; 

Ewell et al., 2011; Kuh & Ikenberry, 2009; Nunley et al., 2011; Penn, 2011a; Wehlberg, 

2010). 

 

Integrating Assessment into the Strategic Plan 

The existence of the aforementioned aspects of campus climate will certainly help 

to facilitate assessment planning for the benefit of the general education program and all 
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other aspects of the campus. However, in addition, IHEs with a serious interest in 

continuous improvement should integrate assessment into their strategic plan (Alstete, 

2004; Barker & Smith, 1998; Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Nichols, 2003; Rowley et al., 

1997; Volkwein, Lattuca, Harper, & Domingo, 2007). Astin et al. (1993) claimed that 

IHEs have a responsibility to use assessment as a means of improving, rather than merely 

as a means of public accountability.  They explained that: 

 

Assessment recognizes the value of information in the process of 
improvement. But to be useful, information must be connected to issues or 
questions that people really care about. This implies assessment 
approaches that produce evidence that relevant parties will find credible, 
suggestive, and applicable to decisions that need to be made. It means 
thinking in advance about how the information will be used, and by 
whom. The point of assessment is not to gather data and return “results”; it 
is a process that starts with the questions of decision-makers, that involves 
them in the gathering and interpreting of data, and that informs and helps 
guide continuous improvement (p. 2). 

 
 

Integrating assessment into the strategic plan would seem to aid in making the vision of 

these authors a reality. A number of benefits can result from this, such as unifying efforts 

to serve various constituents on and off campus and more efficient and effective use of 

resources (Barker & Smith, 1998; Volkwein et al., 2007). 

 

Using Accreditation to Enhance Assessment 

 As part of reinforcement, campus leaders should strive to ensure that constituents 

view the regional accreditation process (a process described in more depth below) 

positively and, more specifically, that they view it as an opportunity for improving 

assessment on their campuses (Alstete, 2004). Although many IHEs have had difficulty 
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reconciling demands for accountability with the need to improve, they can achieve both 

goals (Nichols, 2003; Shupe, 2001). Nichols (2003) contended that IHEs could satisfy 

external accountability mandates if they simply documented their use of assessment for 

quality improvement and for student feedback about performance. 

Many authors have also commented on the value of the accreditation process, 

especially the self-study, as a stimulus for positive changes (Dodd, 2004; Ewell, 2008; 

Ferrara, 2007; Lubinescu et al., 2001; Martin et al., 2001; Palomba, 2002; Saunders, 

2007; Kells, 1983). Accreditation standards provide specific guidance about assessment 

for institutional leaders “and universities can look to these standards as representing best 

practices” (Dodd, 2004, p. 15). Yet, Ewell (2008), Kells (1983), and Saunders (2007) 

cautioned that IHEs must engage in the self-study process sincerely in order to capitalize 

fully on it. This means that IHEs need to prepare the community in advance, including 

“[p]lanning, organizing, supervising, directing, reporting, budgeting, and other activities 

to facilitate accreditation” (Alstete, 2004, p. 3). Leaders must provide adequate structure 

and resources for the process and they also need to ensure that the campus understands 

the accreditation process, perceiving it as more than minimal compliance (Alstete, 2004; 

Ewell, 2005; Martin et al., 2001). To this end, Kells (1983) articulated that leaders should 

express the commitment of their IHEs to the self-study process “formally, both in writing 

and orally” (p. 125). They should also consider organizing electronic institutional 

portfolios with evidence of outcomes achievement, as a way of bridging quality 

assurance with quality improvement (Banta, 2004; Ketcheson, 2001). 

As another demonstration of their sincere desire to improve assessment through 

accreditation, institutional leaders should incorporate the accreditation process into the 
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strategic plan (Alstete, 2004; Barker & Smith, 1998; Dodd, 2004; Ruben, 2007; 

Volkwein et al., 2007). Several authors (Andrade, 1999; Alstete, 2004; Martin et al., 

2001; Paris, 1997) have highlighted IHEs that did this successfully and with a variety of 

benefits. Barker and Smith (1998) advocated, more specifically, that IHEs should insert 

reviews of their accreditor’s requirements into the strategic plan. In this manner, the 

processes of accreditation and strategic planning can help to facilitate comprehensive and 

ongoing assessment. 

Following the trend of the K-12 accountability movement, higher education’s 

regional accreditors will continue to raise their expectations regarding direct assessment 

evidence as IHEs become more comfortable with effective outcomes assessment (Ewell, 

2005, 2008; Hernon, 2004a). As a result, it has become increasingly imperative for IHEs 

to take assessment planning seriously, which suggests the potential value of a study such 

as this one. As the literature described in this section makes clear, leaders wishing to 

achieve a useful assessment plan have many steps to take in reaching their goal. 

Obviously, the process could prove lengthy and unexpected challenges may occur 

(Angelo, 2002; Long, 2005). Consequently, patience and flexibility will prove critical 

(Ferrara, 2007; Long, 2005; Palomba, 2002). This section of the literature review makes 

clear several steps that may benefit the research study IHE, Nabor County Community 

College, as its leaders develop a response to MSCHE’s visiting team report and progress 

report requirement. 
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Accreditation 

 

The American System of Regional Accreditation 

Although some information about regional accreditation has been included above, 

its relevance to this study merits additional information. As described above, America’s 

system of higher education proves unique among all nations and part of this unique 

system is our method of voluntary regional accreditation (Alstete, 2004; Basken, 2008b; 

“Faculty Involvement”, 2008; Harcleroad, 1983). Many authors (Brittingham, 2008; 

Brittingham et al., 2008; Kells, 1983; Perley & Tanguay, 2008) have agreed that regional 

accreditation serves two overarching purposes: quality improvement and quality 

assurance. Through the former, “accreditation supplies institutions with a useful engine to 

foster improvement” and through the latter, “accreditation signals to prospective students, 

parents, employers, and others that the institution meets fundamental standards of 

quality” (Brittingham et al., 2008, p. 69). Several authors (Harcleroad, 1980; Lubinescu 

et al., 2001; Selden, 1960; Sims, 1992) have also articulated additional purposes beyond 

these two. However, I favor Lubinescu et al. (2001) for a comprehensive yet well-

organized list of purposes: 

 

1. Fostering excellence through the development of criteria and 
guidelines for assessing effectiveness; 

2. encouraging improvement through ongoing self-study and planning; 
3. ensuring external constituents that a program has clearly defined goals 

and appropriate objectives, maintains faculty and facilities to attain 
them, demonstrates it is accomplishing them, and has the prospect for 
continuing to do so; 

4. provid[ing] advice and counsel to new and established programs in the 
accrediting process; and 
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5. ensur[ing] that programs receive sufficient support and are free from 
external influence that may impede their effectiveness and their 
freedom of inquiry (p. 6). 

 
 

Finally, by supporting a high quality education for all Americans, regional accreditation 

will also help our nation to thrive (Ewell, 2008). 

Many of these purposes stem from the unique relationship between the American 

federal government and accreditors that has developed over time. According to the 

regulations stipulated in the Higher Education Act of 1965 and subsequent 

reauthorizations of that act, each accrediting body must receive periodic approval from 

the federal government in order to accredit IHEs for the purpose of distributing federal 

student aid (Eaton, 2003; Ewell, 2008). Currently, the National Advisory Committee on 

Institutional Quality and Integrity (NACIQI) is the body with authority to approve 

accrediting agencies, although the Department of Education actually reviews the 

accreditors and makes recommendations to NACIQI.  NACIQI consists of individuals 

from outside government whom the secretary of education appoints to serve. The 

regulations found in the Higher Education Act after each reauthorization set the standards 

for recognition of accrediting bodies. Ewell (2008) asserted that, through this process, the 

federal government can institute a variety of requirements for accrediting bodies, such as 

specific topics that their institutional evaluations must address. The history of 

accreditation, provided below, explains how this unique relationship between the 

government and accreditors came into existence. 

 Six regional accrediting organizations (New England Association of Schools and 

Colleges [NEASC], Middle States Commission on Higher Education [MSCHE], North 
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Central Association of Colleges and Schools [NCA], Southern Association of Colleges 

and Schools [SACS], Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities [NCCU], and 

the Western Association of Schools and Colleges [WASC]) currently accredit 3,025 IHEs 

(Council for Higher Education Accreditation, 2008). In addition to the regional 

accreditors, the Council for Higher Education Accreditation recognizes 11 national 

accreditors (four faith-based and seven for vocational and career-related IHEs), which 

also accredit IHEs, and 62 specialized accreditors for individual academic programs 

(Alstete, 2004). While many similarities exist among the regional organizations, there 

also exists some variation among their standards and procedures (Alstete, 2004; Driscoll, 

2006; Ewell, 2001; Young, 1983a). 

 The process for achieving accreditation has remained relatively stable since the 

1950s (Ewell, 2008). Steps typically include demonstration that the IHE meets basic 

eligibility requirements, conducting a self-study and preparing a written report, an on-site 

visit by a review team, the creation of a report by that review team highlighting strengths 

and areas for improvement, and the decision by the accrediting body’s governing 

commission. Subsequent monitoring of IHEs involving periodic review reports also 

occurs between site visits (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2008). According to Dodd (2004), 

institutional leaders will usually begin the self-study at least two years in advance of a 

visiting team by first determining who will lead the self-study process. This often 

involves appointment of a steering committee to oversee the work and/or task forces for 

examining specific standards. These groups frequently have responsibility for “planning, 

compiling documentation, analyzing assessment data, [and] drafting self-study report 
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sections” (p. 18). Personnel responsible for institutional research and/or planning may 

also prove helpful. 

Alstete (2004) described eight potential decisions by a regional accrediting body: 

 

1. Reaffirmation [of] accreditation without conditions. 
2. Reaffirmation [of] accreditation, with a request for a follow-up report 

on specific issues to be submitted by a specific date. 
3. Reaffirmation [of] accreditation, with a request for a follow-up report, 

to be followed by a special visit. 
4. Deferment of a decision on accreditation. 
5. Warning an institution that its accreditation may be in jeopardy, unless 

the agency’s serious concerns regarding noncompliance with standards 
are addressed. 

6. Placing an institution on probation. 
7. [Requiring] an institution to show cause, within a limited period, as to 

why its accreditation should not be removed. 
8. [Removing] an institution from the list of accredited institutions 

holding membership in the accrediting agency membership roster. (p. 
117-118). 

 
 

Given the relevance of progress reports to this particular study, a more detailed 

explanation of this type of decision is necessary. Alstete explained that accrediting 

agencies usually require a progress report when an IHE has not provided sufficient 

evidence to demonstrate that they meet a specific requirement or when the agency would 

like to focus “early attention on a special issue of concern” (p. 42). These reports can 

prove just as useful for planning purposes as a self-study. When completed properly, 

progress reports provide context with adequate background information, an overview of 

recent developments in the area(s) of emphasis, and any data that support these recent 

decisions and actions. The regional organization can then make a decision consistent with 
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one of the eight potential decisions described above or may choose to visit the campus 

again before issuing another decision. 

 While this explanation of the modern system of accreditation in America is 

helpful as a context for understanding this research, to truly comprehend the role of 

accreditation today and the values inherent in the system, one must also know its history 

(Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2008). The following section will help to place the overview given 

above into a historical context. 

 

The Early History of Accreditation 

Accreditation thru 1925 

 As the nineteenth century came to a close, higher education in America 

experienced great challenges. IHEs grappled with new academic programs, an expanding 

array of IHEs, the rise of electives and the demise of the classical curriculum, a lack of 

common standards for admission and degree completion at both the postsecondary and 

graduate levels, and a large increase in education at multiple levels without any uniform 

way of distinguishing between the various types of IHEs (Alstete, 2004; Bloland, 2001; 

Harcleroad, 1980; Rudolph, 1970; Volkwein et al., 2003). Particularly as a solution to the 

challenges of admissions standards and the need to distinguish postsecondary education 

from secondary education, and in the absence of government coordination of higher 

education, IHE leaders saw the necessity of developing standards (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 

2008; Harcleroad, 1980; Rudolph, 1977; Volkwein et al., 2003; Wolfe, 2005; Young, 

1983b). 
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In 1784, the New York State Board of Regents became the first group to use 

accreditation as a method of controlling standards, requiring yearly reports of each state 

IHE (Harcleroad, 1980; Ewell, 2008; Harcleroad, 1983; Selden, 1960). However, Ewell 

(2008) explained that “leaders of elite private secondary schools in the east and Midwest” 

actually created the first organizations to address concerns about standards, organizations 

which would ultimately become the regional accrediting bodies in existence today (p. 

21). In 1884, one of these organizations, the Massachusetts Classical and High School 

Teachers Association, and Charles W. Eliot, president of Harvard, held a conference 

(Selden, 1960). There, discussions about the challenges of standards and admissions 

policies led to the 1885 creation of the New England Association, later renamed the New 

England Association of Schools and Colleges (Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008; Harcleroad, 

1980; Harcleroad, 1983; Selden, 1960; Wolfe, 2005). The organizations that would 

become the five other regional accrediting bodies, Middle States Commission on Higher 

Education, North Central Association of Colleges and Schools, Southern Association of 

Colleges and Schools, Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities, and the 

Western Association of Schools and Colleges were created in 1887, 1895, 1895, 1917, 

and 1924, respectively. Ewell (2008) noted that each began small, expanding slowly as 

members from elite IHEs affirmed the status of their peers. Furthermore, each had a 

different approach, depending upon the unique character of the particular region (Ewell, 

2008; Selden, 1960; Young, 1983a). As examples of the unique characteristics within 

regions, Ewell (2008) mentioned the prestigious IHEs of New England and the small, 

religiously-affiliated IHEs of the Southeast. 
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 The regional accrediting bodies did not immediately prove effective enough in 

overcoming the challenges of the times (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2008; Selden, 1960; Sims, 

1992; Young, 1983b; Zook & Haggerty, 1936). Therefore, in 1906, representatives from 

various organizations, including the existing regional associations and the College 

Entrance Examination Board, founded the National Conference Committee on Standards 

of Colleges and Secondary Schools to coordinate their efforts and reduce duplication, 

particularly with regard to setting admissions standards and defining postsecondary 

education. The American Council for Education (ACE) took over this standardizing 

function in 1922, developing lists of accrediting bodies and accredited IHEs (Bloland, 

2001; Ewell, 2008). 

In addition to regional accreditation, other types of accreditation emerged early in 

the twentieth century. Professional associations began to establish standards and accredit 

members in their respective fields, with the American Medical Association (AMA) the 

first to do so, beginning in 1910 (Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008; Young, 1983b). 

Furthermore, 22 school administrators founded the National Association of Accredited 

Commercial Schools, now known as the Accrediting Council for Independent Colleges 

and Schools, in 1912 (Petrello, 1988). It brought together many of the vocational and 

career schools that had grown in number throughout the previous century, helping to 

ensure that IHEs of this kind, having either poor standards or no standards, did not harm 

the reputations of all such IHEs. 

 Several other associations founded at this time also tackled the issue of standards. 

These associations, which each brought together a group of similar IHEs, included the 

National Association of State Universities founded in 1896, the Association of Catholic 
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Colleges founded in 1899, the Association of American Universities founded in 1900, the 

Association of Land-Grant Colleges also founded in 1900, and the Association of 

American Colleges founded in 1914 (Rudolph, 1977; Young, 1983b). Money played a 

major role in the standardization of higher education at the turn of the century as well. 

The Carnegie Foundation and other foundations required that IHEs meet minimum 

standards with regard to a wide variety of inputs in order to become eligible for grants, 

establishing lists of eligible IHEs in the process (Bloland, 2001; Rudolph, 1977; Zook & 

Haggerty, 1936). Although separate from accreditation, these requirements helped to 

define higher education nonetheless (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2008; Rudolph, 1977; Selden, 

1960; Zook & Haggerty, 1936). 

 In addition to all of these attempts at standardization by higher education leaders 

and foundations, the federal government also attempted to contribute to standardization. 

The U.S. Office of Education had been established in 1867 “to collect statistics, including 

data on the numbers of schools and colleges” (Ewell, 2008, p. 78). Starting in 1870, this 

department produced basic lists of degree-granting IHEs (Ewell, 2008; Rudolph, 1977; 

Zook & Haggerty, 1936). In 1911, they attempted a more sophisticated classification 

based on time needed to complete a degree and the types of undergraduate and graduate 

degrees offered. However, as several authors (Chambers, 1983; Harcleroad, 1980; 

Rudolph, 1977; Selden, 1960; Zook & Haggerty, 1936) have mentioned, when an early 

partial version of the list became public, protests from offended educators resulted, 

leading President Taft to prohibit publication of the full version. The department has 

since avoided such attempts at classification, although they still publish lists of IHEs 

recognized by accreditors. 
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As the federal list was no longer a possibility, the American Association of 

Universities, with cooperation from regional accrediting agencies, reluctantly took up the 

task of making a list in 1913 (Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008; Harcleroad, 1980; Rudolph, 

1977; Selden, 1960; Young, 1983b; Zook & Haggerty, 1936). That same year, NCA also 

started to create a list of postsecondary IHEs within that region based on predominantly 

quantitative criteria. Prior to this time, although the regional accreditors concerned 

themselves with distinguishing between secondary and postsecondary IHEs, they had 

only published lists of secondary schools. SACS and MSCHE followed shortly after this 

and gradually, all of the regional accreditors did so (Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008; Selden, 

1960). 

Later, in 1973, the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education would continue 

this tradition of lists by releasing the first edition of their Carnegie Classification, which 

has since become an important tool for the higher education community in illustrating the 

differences between IHEs (Carnegie Foundation, n.d.). Although this occurred later in the 

century, the establishment of the Carnegie Classification illustrates the increasing 

importance of lists, as leaders sought to define higher education. According to Selden 

(1960), “increasing reliance on lists of approved institutions is a natural corollary both to 

a more structured society and to an expanding interest in higher education on the part of 

all segments of society” (p. 88). As interest in higher education grew, institutional 

rivalries developed and many IHEs found it necessary to compete with their peers and 

maintain a sufficient level of prestige (Rudolph, 1977). Inevitably, more attention was 

given to standards. 
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Standardization and Coordination of Accreditation, 1925 thru 1975 

With the expansion and diversification of American higher education, regional 

accrediting bodies grew in prominence (Ewell, 2008). Often a trailblazer, NCA found it 

useful to create separate standards for two-year IHEs, four-year IHEs, and teacher 

training IHEs. Other associations would approach the issue differently in coming years. 

For example, NEASC created a two-year commission entirely separate from their four-

year commission. The reputation of regional accrediting organizations was also 

strengthened as a result of enforcement of standards, legal cases establishing the authority 

of accreditors, and discussion of curricula by members of these organizations at 

conferences or in publications. Moreover, as Harcleroad (1980) and Sims (1992) asserted, 

the need for accreditation became increasingly evident as the nation sought to overcome 

the challenge of degree mills. 

 The growth of higher education also fueled the rapid proliferation of other types 

of accreditors, including specialized accreditors for professional fields and national faith-

based accreditors for bible colleges and schools of theology (Harcleroad, 1980; Ewell, 

2008). Additionally, in 1926, the National Home Study Council became the first national 

association to offer standards for correspondence education (Harcleroad, 1980). Many of 

the specialized accreditors required students to complete exams for licensure, having an 

early focus on outcomes assessment that predated the regional accreditors’ own shift 

toward measurement of outcomes by many years (Sims, 1992). The system of regional 

accreditation would, however, make a different sort of shift within the next few years. 

 Having been concerned that the use of quantitative data could lead to excessive 

standardization, the NCA engaged in a study of their review criteria throughout the early 
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part of the 1930s (Ewell, 2008; Harcleroad, 1980; Selden, 1960; Sims, 1992; Zook & 

Haggerty, 1936). Based on the results of the study, in 1934, the organization expanded 

their role to include institutional improvement as a new goal of the accreditation process. 

Their standards became less numerical and more open to institutional context (Ewell, 

2008; Sims, 1992). According to Sims (1992), this change “made it possible for 

accrediting to be adapted to the ever-widening spectrum of postsecondary education 

institutions such as normal schools, junior colleges, universities, and technical schools” 

(p. 70). By 1948, all regional accrediting bodies had either adopted this principle or taken 

steps in that direction. 

 The Association of American Universities stopped providing a list of IHEs in 

1948 (Bloland, 2001; Harcleroad, 1980; Harcleroad, 1983; Sims, 1992). To that point, it 

“had been the most important form of accreditation” and consequently, “the regional 

associations [sic] lists became much more important” (Sims, 1992, p. 71). Shortly 

thereafter, WASC and NEASC finally became accrediting bodies rather than bodies that 

merely organized opportunities for discussion (Harcleroad, 1980). Furthermore, “the 

number of specialized associations [at that time also] skyrocketed” (p. 4). This led to the 

1949 creation of the National Commission on Accreditation to coordinate accrediting 

agencies (Alstete, 2004; Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008; Harcleroad, 1983). Specifically, the 

National Commission on Accreditation sought to bring specialized accreditors under 

regional accreditors, although all accrediting agencies resisted successfully. Instead, the 

regional associations created the National Committee of Regional Accrediting Agencies 

at a 1949 conference of the American Council on Education for the purpose of 

coordinating activities and addressing the increase in specialized associations (Alstete, 



116 
 

2004; Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008; Selden, 1960). This organization would later become 

the Federation of Regional Accrediting Commissions of Higher Education in 1964, 

another organization that proved unsuccessful in halting the spread of accreditation 

(Alstete, 2004; Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008; Harcleroad, 1983). 

 The relationship between the federal government and regional accrediting 

agencies changed significantly in the latter half of the twentieth century, beginning with 

federal financial aid (Brittingham, 2008; Eaton, 2003; Sims, 1992). When the Veterans 

Readjustment Act, commonly known as the Second G.I. Bill, passed in 1952, the 

government turned to regional accrediting bodies to identify eligible IHEs for receiving 

funds (Bloland, 2001; Brittingham, 2008; Chambers, 1983; Eaton, 2003; Ewell, 2008; 

Harcleroad, 1980; Harcleroad, 1983; Neal, 2008; Sims, 1992; Volkwein et al., 2003). In 

order to identify eligible IHEs, the Commissioner of Education had to rely on the work of 

the National Commission on Accrediting, despite that body’s resistance, to determine 

which accrediting agencies could serve as valid sources of such information (Chambers, 

1983; Selden, 1960). They used the same process for disbursement of funds related to the 

National Defense Education Act, beginning in 1958 (Chambers, 1983; Sims, 1992). 

Later, the legislation for the Higher Education Facilities Act of 1963 specifically 

mandated that only accredited IHEs could receive funds (Ewell, 2008). 

These gradual changes in the relationship between the federal government and 

regional accreditation soon led to a more monumental event, when the Higher Education 

Act of 1965 authorized federal financial aid for postsecondary students (Basken, 2008b; 

Ewell, 2008; Sims, 1992). Concerned about the quality of IHEs disbursing these funds 

and the manner in which they would do so, by 1968, the federal government took more 
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control over the process for approving accrediting agencies through the newly created 

Accreditation and Institutional Eligibility Staff under the Department of Health Education 

and Welfare (Bloland, 2001; Chambers, 1983; Ewell, 2008). While technically still 

voluntary, most IHEs felt compelled to seek or maintain accreditation in order to receive 

federal aid for their students (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2008; “Faculty Involvement”, 2008; 

Neal, 2008). Accreditation had become “a major force,” although it also shifted into a 

new role as “gatekeeper” (“Faculty Involvement”, 2008, para. 2).  

 Given the expanding role of accreditation, the National Commission on 

Accrediting and the Federation of Regional Accrediting Commissions of Higher 

Education merged to form the Council on Postsecondary Accreditation (COPA) in 1975 

(Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008; Harcleroad, 1980; Harcleroad, 1983; Sims, 1992). This 

organization sought to work more cooperatively with state and federal governments, 

provide the public with more information about accreditation, conduct research on 

accreditation, institute training and evaluation programs for members of accrediting 

bodies, and coordinate the many specialized accreditors, which, according to Glenn 

(2011), still continue to increase in number. In addition, Sims (1992) asserted that the 

organization wished to stimulate quality by promoting the measurement of outcomes, 

hinting at an impending shift from a focus on institutional inputs to a focus on student 

learning outcomes, discussed in the next section. 
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Recent Developments in the History of Accreditation 

The Accountability Movement: From Inputs to Outcomes 

 As the literature will demonstrate, the history of the movement toward greater 

accountability is intimately connected with the recent history of accreditation. According 

to Leveille (2005), “[a]ccountability in higher education is not new. It is déjà vu all over 

again” (p. 2). Criticism of accreditation’s focus on inputs and its practice of self-

regulation gradually increased after the 1965 Higher Education Act (Alstete, 2004; 

Wolff, 2005). Initially, the federal government felt satisfied with the focus of regional 

accreditors on resources and processes (Eaton, 2003). However, that soon began to 

change. Like the government and other social institutions, higher education faced 

growing skepticism in the activist climate of the 1960s (Cohen, 1998; Henry, 1975; 

Laveille, 2005; and Veysey, 1973). Additionally, as students defaulted on their loans 

increasingly and IHEs increased tuition to account for recession losses during the 1960s 

and 1970s, the federal government became more interested in oversight (Alstete, 2004; 

Burke, 2005; Henry, 1975; Sims, 1992). Given this interest, in 1979, COPA proposed a 

shift toward outcomes assessment rather than maintaining reliance on “structure and 

process” (Casey and Harris, 1979, p. 21). Young (1983b) suggested that regional 

accreditors had already shown evidence of this change by 1983, with greater interest in 

qualitative approaches, institutional autonomy, self-evaluation as opposed to external 

evaluation, and the promotion of improvement. 

Early efforts at outcomes assessment did not prove sufficient to reduce calls for 

greater accountability, as initial public concerns about cost were soon accompanied by 

other concerns.  As one example of such a concern, Ewell (2005) described how the view 
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of education in the 1980s shifted so that people began to view it as a societal benefit, 

rather than merely a private benefit. Related to this, employer demands for graduates with 

technological and other skills appropriate for the 21st century became louder (Alstete, 

2004; Ewell, 2001; Shupe, 2001; Sims, 1992). Meanwhile, the financial concerns of state 

and federal governments grew amidst another recession, forcing a reduction in funds for 

IHEs and helping to justify further oversight (Brittingham, 2008; Ewell, 2008; Lubinescu 

et al., 2001; Sims, 1992). Furthermore, “[a]s public support diminished [and] public 

demands escalated,” much of the cost of postsecondary educated shifted to private 

citizens (Burke, 2005, p. 8). Students and their families have, therefore, become 

increasingly frustrated with the rising costs and corresponding value of their 

postsecondary education (Leveille, 2005; Mundhenk, 2004; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2006). In an effort to assist IHEs in becoming responsible stewards of their 

money and surviving trying times, accreditors have taken it upon themselves to monitor 

the financial health of IHEs more carefully “and financial difficulty remains the single 

biggest category of sanction applied by accreditors (Ewell, 2008, p. 6). 

 The accountability movement migrated from the K-12 sector to the higher 

education sector during the 1980s (Ewell, 2001, 2005). A series of prominent and critical 

reports reflected that scrutiny, beginning with the National Commission on Excellence in 

Education’s 1983 A Nation at Risk (Ewell, 2001, 2005; Sims, 1992). This particular 

report focused on high schools, but “caused those responsible for colleges and 

universities to start asking similar questions about higher education” (Sims, 1992, p. 16). 

Other reports criticized higher education curricula directly and called for assessment of 

student learning outcomes, including the National Institute of Education’s 1984 
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Involvement in Learning, The National Endowment for the Humanities’ 1984 To Reclaim 

a Legacy (by William Bennett), the American Association of Colleges’ 1985 Integrity in 

the College Curriculum, and the National Governors’ Association’s 1986 Time for 

Results (Burke, 2005; Ewell, 2001, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2008; Sims, 1992). Ewell (2002) 

noted that the Involvement in Learning report spurred the First National Conference on 

Assessment in Higher Education in 1985 and he traces the beginning of the higher 

education assessment movement to this conference. Furthermore, the National Education 

Goals Panel “established the nation’s first objectives for collegiate learning” in 1990 

(Ewell, 2008, p. 20). 

 All of these conditions contributed to a sharp shift in accreditor focus from a 

checklist of inputs to assessment of student learning outcomes (Alstete, 2004; Eaton, 

2003; Ewell, 2001, 2005, 2008; Hubball & Gold, 2007; Lubinescu et al., 2001; 

McMurtrie, 2000). This change became evident through “an expanding array of 

conferences, publications, measurement techniques, and institutional experiments” 

(Ewell, 2001, p. 2). Yet, many of the critical reports from the 1980s had ignored the past 

contributions of regional accrediting bodies to quality improvement and also ignored 

their potential for additional contributions, causing accreditors to feel slighted (Driscoll, 

2006; Wright, 2002). In 1986, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools made an 

attempt to change this perception by instituting a specific standard on outcomes 

assessment (Driscoll, 2006; Ewell, 2001, 2005, 2008; Sims, 1992; Wright, 2002). Other 

accrediting bodies soon followed with each having formally addressed assessment of 

outcomes in their standards by 1992 (Driscoll, 2006; Ewell, 2001, 2008; Wright, 2002). 

However, one must acknowledge that, in 1988, the federal government had already begun 
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to require that accrediting organizations obtain information about outcomes (Driscoll, 

2006; Ewell, 2001, 2005; Lubinescu et al., 2001; Sims, 1992; Wright, 2002). As Ewell 

(2001) states, “[s]ince that time, these requirements have become more explicit and 

stringent” (p. 3). 

 Some may still question the utility or practicality of outcomes assessment, as 

advocated through the accountability movement. In particular, Bollag (2006a) repeated 

the arguments of some accreditors who worry that the federal emphasis on comparing 

outcomes is unrealistic: “For example, how do you compare graduation rates at a 

selective institution with those at one with a policy of open admissions?” (para. 8). 

Additionally, inputs might prove easier to measure than outcomes and, therefore, allow 

for more efficient comparisons. For example, Shephard (2009) and Anderson (2007) 

provided an overview of the difficulties associated with assessing affective outcomes 

such as values. Wehlberg (2010) also commented on challenging outcomes such as 

critical thinking and problem solving. Subjective outcomes like creativity may be 

desirable for employers, but existing quantitative assessments do not prove sufficient for 

making judgments about the extent to which a student possesses them. New quantitative 

measures can be developed for such outcomes, although faculty members must first agree 

regarding “what the construct actually means” (p. 93). Penn (2011a) points to Cronbach’s 

method of construct validation for defining even the most complex general education 

outcomes. However, faculty members may feel that these assessments force a narrow 

view of knowledge and learning upon students (Higginbottom & Romano, 2006). Nelson 

(2011) recently echoed such sentiments rather passionately in an opinion piece for The 

Chronicle of Higher Education. Although qualitative measures also exist, “many faculty 
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are not as comfortable with using qualitative data to assess general education” 

(Wehlberg, 2010, p. 90). Furthermore, many feel compelled to produce quantifiable data 

based on administrator interpretations of accrediting standards and state reporting 

requirements. 

Penn (2011a) provided an overview of several additional critiques and responded 

to each of them. For example, he noted that IHEs can develop their own assessments if 

sufficient ones do not currently exist or if existing ones prove too expensive. To the 

charge that some students are incapable of learning certain skills or concepts, he replied 

convincingly that: 

 

If students, given sufficient time, can become concert violinists and 
grandmaster chess experts through deliberate practice, then undoubtedly 
they can also learn to become critical thinkers, quantitative reasoners, and 
writers through deliberate practice. Given enough time, nearly all of our 
students are capable of learning anything we would like to teach them (p. 
9). 
 

 

Other arguments that he countered include the contention that assessment data are never 

used and that assessment of general education threatens academic freedom. Hussey and 

Smith (2003) provided perhaps the best critique of outcomes, discussing the challenge of 

balancing attention to desired outcomes with student engagement and contributions: 

“[t]he teacher is stuck in the middle between tight adherence to achieving pre-specified 

outcomes, on the one hand, and optimising [sic] the opportunities for the development 

and support of independent, autonomous and lifelong learners, on the other” (p. 358). 

Proper balance requires flexible outcomes and flexible instructors. Lastly, outcomes may 

not prove appropriate in all circumstances. For example, Anderson (2007) described the 
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dilemma of values-based outcomes: Should educators seek to promote certain values 

among students, strengthen their existing values, or “somehow attempt to make general 

education value-free?” (p. 25). 

In spite of these challenges, outcomes assessment seems far more valuable than 

reliance on inputs. Drake and Walcerz (2004) called outcomes assessment essential and 

refer to research demonstrating how IHEs can use the results of outcomes assessment to 

improve. Penn (2011a) added that: 

 

Although the dialogue about how best to achieve accountability without 
distorting and corrupting the very thing we are trying to measure is 
ongoing (see Amrein and Berliner’s uncertainty principle, 2002), we 
cannot, and should not, resist all accountability efforts by labeling them as 
unreasonable (p. 12). 
 

 

In particular, the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (2003) advocated 

“authentic and contextual” evidence in light of the complexity of education and implies 

that assessment plans should include a variety of methods (p. 6). Therefore, inputs and 

outcomes both appear to have a place in accountability for and improvement of IHEs. 

Regardless of one’s positions on accountability or outcomes, one cannot deny their 

influence on higher education and, in particular, on accreditation. 

 

Increasing Federal Involvement in Accreditation thru 2005 

 Upon entering the new millennium, Ewell (2001) claimed that “the demands for 

accountability… are unabated” (p. 4). In fact, scrutiny from various constituents 

including government, accrediting organizations, the media, students, faculty and staff, 
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parents, alumni, and surrounding communities, has increased while funds have decreased 

(Dougherty & Hong, 2005; Ewell, 2001; Leveille, 2005; Mundhenk, 2004). As one 

example, “in 1998, the National Center for Education Statistics’ Integrated Postsecondary 

Education Data System (IPEDS) began requiring nationally standardized reporting of 

student retention and graduation” (Leveille, 2005, p. 4). The Measuring Up 2000 report 

from the National Center on Public Policy in Higher Education serves as another 

prominent example of scrutiny at that time. This report graded each state and provided 

information about progress in the assessment of student learning outcomes, enabling 

comparisons of states for the first time (Anderson, 2004; Leveille, 2005; National Center 

on Public Policy in Higher Education, 2000). Additionally, the State Higher Education 

Executive Officers (SHEEO) created the Commission on Accountability in Higher 

Education, which released a 2005 report, Accountability for Better Results (Ewell, 2008; 

Leveille, 2005). It criticized the current state of higher education, but called for a system 

of accountability built on pride, aspirations, shared responsibility, respect for 

constituents’ roles, and respect for diverse institutional missions, rather than a system 

built on fear, minimum standards, and blame (National Commission on Accountability in 

Higher Education, 2005). It also offered several recommendations for achieving this 

vision. 

The evolution of federal regulations for the accreditation system demonstrates the 

force of the accountability movement, perhaps better than all of these aforementioned 

events. Throughout the 1990s and during the new millennium as well, periodic 

reauthorizations of the Higher Education Act presented regular opportunities for 

increasing government intervention in the interest of promoting better evidence of 
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outcomes (Eaton, 2003; Leveille, 2005; Wolff, 2005). In 1992, reauthorization altered the 

relationship between federal government and regional accrediting organizations 

significantly, adding several new federal requirements to be addressed in accreditation 

reviews (Bloland, 2001; Bollag, 2006c; Dill et al., 2006; Eaton, 2003; Ewell, 2001, 2008; 

Wolff, 2005). It also replaced the Accreditation and Institutional Eligibility Staff with 

NACIQI to approve accrediting bodies as gatekeepers for federal student aid and it 

instituted State Postsecondary Review Entities (SPREs) to review IHEs. Ewell (2008) 

described SPREs as a controversial “alternative to accreditation” (p. 46). They had a 

short life given that they lost funding in 1994 and the 1998 reauthorization eliminated 

them entirely (Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008). Also in the 1998 reauthorization, Congress 

emphasized student learning outcomes as a critical requirement for accreditation (Bollag, 

2006c; Eaton, 2003). 

 Just as the K-12 accountability movement impacted accreditation in the 1980s and 

1990s, it has continued to do so in recent years, particularly building on the 2001 

reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), commonly 

known as No Child Left Behind (Eaton, 2003; Ewell, 2005). This act has imposed 

national standards and high-stakes testing as a means of achieving quantifiable results in 

K-12 education. Initially, it resulted in “heightened scrutiny of teacher training programs” 

within IHEs (Wolff, 2005, p. 80). However, many proponents of the act’s measures see 

no reason why it cannot work more universally in higher education, beyond just teacher 

training (Eaton, 2003; Ewell, 2005). 
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Creation of the Council for Higher Education Accreditation 

Any history of accreditation that failed to mention the Council for Higher 

Education Accreditation (CHEA) would certainly prove incomplete. CHEA’s own 

history began with the aforementioned coordinating body, COPA. COPA suffered due to 

conflicts among the various kinds of accreditors (specialized, regional, and national faith-

based), each of whom had different ideas about the proper purpose of the council 

(Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008). Moreover, it failed to stem the tide of accountability, as 

evidenced by the actions taken in the 1992 reauthorization of the Higher Education Act 

(Ewell, 2008). In this context, the regional accreditors left COPA and then it dissolved in 

1993 (Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008). In dissolving, council members still thought it 

prudent to create a temporary organization that could fulfill the gatekeeper role for the 

government and, therefore, developed the Commission on Recognition of Postsecondary 

Accreditation (Alstete, 2004; Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008). 

Members of the regional accrediting organizations felt that another new 

organization would aid them in coordinating efforts and enhancing accreditation 

(Bloland, 2001; Ewell, 2008). With this in mind, they established the National Policy 

Board on Higher Education Institutional Accreditation. This group developed many 

innovative ideas, several of which members presented and discussed at key conferences 

and meetings in 1994 and 1995, such as multiple tiers of accreditation status and a single 

national organization for accreditation to replace regional accreditors, though this latter 

idea faced strong opposition. Within a couple of years, the group decided to give the 

“responsibility for the design of a coordinating organization to a working group of 
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presidents” (Ewell, 2008, p. 51). These presidents ultimately introduced the concept of 

CHEA. 

 CHEA began operating in 1996 with the goals of coordinating, promoting, and 

enhancing accreditation as a means of accountability and institutional improvement 

(Alstete, 2004; Bloland, 2001; Dill et al., 2006; Ewell, 2008; Volkwein et al., 2003) 

CHEA also became the body that works with the federal government during the process 

of approving accreditors. Some other organizations have also developed to support 

accreditors. Ewell (2008) stated that “the Council of Regional Accrediting Commissions, 

the Association of Specialized and Professional Accreditors and the Council of 

Recognized National Accrediting Agencies provide venues for coordination and 

advocacy platforms for regional, programmatic, and national career-related accrediting 

organizations” (p. 51). However, CHEA remains the most visible and manages the most 

critical tasks and responsibilities. 

 

The Spellings Commission and the 2008 Reauthorization of the Higher Education Act 

 In 2006, the U.S. Department of Education released a report from their 

Commission on the Future of Higher Education, also known as the Spellings Commission 

based on the name of the U.S. secretary of education at that time, Margaret Spellings, 

entitled, A Test of Leadership (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). Prior to publication, 

some drafts mentioned the desire to dismantle the system of regional accreditation and 

replace it with a national accrediting body (Bollag, 2006a). Many seem to believe that the 

final report still mentions a national body or mentions standardized testing. In reality, the 

report did not prove as harsh as some had feared (Bollag, 2006a, 2006c). Still, it did make 
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a number of recommendations consistent with those of other critics of higher education 

quality, calling for a shift from inputs to student learning outcomes, the use of value-

added measures that would enable comparisons between IHEs, and greater transparency 

with regard to institutional quality (Bollag, 2006c; Ewell, 2007, 2008; U.S. Department 

of Education, 2006). 

 During discussions for the next reauthorization of the Higher Education Act, 

participants considered how to implement these various recommendations. Throughout 

these discussions, the tone seemed to shift multiple times. Initial remarks by Spellings 

(2006) after the report indicated that her action plan included a refocusing of 

accreditation to enhance achievement of student learning outcomes at IHEs. To that end, 

she planned a forum with accreditors and leaders from both business and higher 

education (Bollag, 2006c; Spellings, 2006). The agenda circulated prior to the event 

offended educators who felt that it “ignore[d] a major shift” from inputs to outcomes that 

had already occurred (Bollag, 2006c, para. 11). Accrediting body representatives also 

took issue with a subsequent denial of approval by NACIQI for one national accreditor, 

the American Academy for Liberal Education (Bollag, 2006b). Yet, accreditors “scored a 

victory” when language requiring minimum standards for accreditation was removed 

from the reauthorization document and replaced with a statement acknowledging the 

need for more flexibility based on varying institutional missions (Bollag, 2007, para. 2). 

Furthermore, late in this process of negotiated rule-making, Spellings appeared to relent 

and favor a cooperative approach, saying, “[n]o one-size-fits-all measures, no 

standardized tests . . . . All I ask is that institutions be more clear about the benefits they 

offer to students” (Basken, 2008a, para. 4-5). In addition, as more agencies sought re-
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approval, Basken described how NACIQI appeared to soften its standards for approving 

accreditors. Ultimately, members of accrediting bodies “praised the process” and the 

results that led to the 2008 reauthorization of the Higher Education Act (Field, 2009, 

para. 2). They felt pleased that language requiring evidence of institutional performance 

remained broad and that the Education Department clarified and limited their own role in 

approving accrediting agencies. 

 

President Obama and Accountability 

Our current President, Barack Obama, seems particularly interested in education 

at all levels. According to the White House (n.d.) web page, “President Obama is 

committed to providing every child access to a complete and competitive education, from 

cradle through career” (para. 2). Practically speaking, this commitment has resulted in an 

increased investment in education through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 

in order to improve student achievement and teacher effectiveness, particularly in K -12 

schools defined as low-performing. While the President supports “demanding 

accountability and performance” in elementary and secondary education, he also wants to 

eliminate “ineffective ‘off-the-shelf’ tests, and promote the development of new, state-of-

the-art data and assessment systems that provide timely and useful information about the 

learning and progress of individual students” (White House, 2009, para. 11-12). At the 

postsecondary level, the Obama administration is particularly concerned with 

“regain[ing] its lost ground and hav[ing] the highest proportion of students graduating 

from college in the world by 2020” (White House, n.d., para. 10). The President aims to 

accomplish this through increased access, a restructuring and expansion of federal 
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financial aid, and further investment in community colleges (White House, 2009, n.d.). In 

his recent jobs proposal, President Obama proposed $5-billion of additional money for 

infrastructure improvements at community colleges (Gonzalez, 2011b). 

During President Obama administration, postsecondary accountability seems to 

have increased in some ways and decreased in others. As one example of increased 

accountability from the administration, the Department of Education has increased 

oversight and scrutiny of for-profit education (Epstein, 2010; Kelderman, 2010; 

Lederman, 2010a, 2011a). They have also taken an interest in improved teacher-training, 

impacting education departments at IHEs (Sawchuk, 2009).  

The administration has demonstrated a desire to improve financial accountability 

for higher education, although in a less intrusive manner than other forms of 

accountability. Less than a year after taking office, Secretary of Education Arne Duncan 

expressed his view that higher education has become “caught in an ‘iron triangle’” of 

“improve[ing] quality, increase[ing] access, and yet constrain[ing] costs, the three of 

which appear contradictory propositions to many educators (Duncan, 2009, p. 9). He 

discussed his belief that postsecondary IHEs have not effectively constrained costs. 

Specifically, he questioned “[t]he smorgasbord curriculum . . . not allgned with the 

demands” of students (p. 11). Rather than proposing government intervention though, he 

seemed to plead with governing boards to make these goals paramount, even suggesting 

that their survival depends on it. 

Accreditation has received much attention from President Obama’s administration 

as well. In December 2009, the Department of Education stirred emotions in the higher 

education community by criticizing NCA and even considering revoking their status as 
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approved accreditor for purposes of federal financial aid after having already expressed 

concerns about two additional regional accrediting bodies earlier in the year (Lederman, 

2009). The president of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools, Belle S. 

Wheelan, expressed her concern that “they appear to have put themselves in the place of 

the evaluators, and made a recommendation that's fairly radical based on one instance at 

one institution” (para. 5). In March of the following year, the Department of Education 

produced a draft version of a guide for accrediting agencies that also caused an uproar 

(Lederman, 2010c). The draft document included specific requirements such as a 

statement regarding mandatory faculty credentials that seemed to exceed federal authority 

on such matters. The Department quickly retracted many of these statements, claiming 

that they had not intended for them to be perceived in such a manner. 

The aforementioned incidents involving accreditation, as well as increasing 

interest in for-profit education and teacher-training have resulted in the perception among 

many educators that the accountability movement has not slowed since President Bush 

left office, as they had hoped it would (Kelderman, 2010; Lederman, 2009, 2010b). 

Lederman (2010b) sums up the perceived differences in two administrations, saying that: 

 

While the Bush administration often seemed to dislike and disparage 
higher education, the Obama administration will be tough on colleges 
because its officials value higher education and believe it needs to perform 
much better, and successfully educate many more students, to drive the 
American economy (para. 6). 
 

 

Although educators appreciate the softer tone, “they lead to roughly the same place: 

continuing pressure on colleges to prove that they provide quality education to students at 
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an affordable price, and the threat of unpalatable, top-down requirements if they don't 

make that case” (para. 7). 

The histories of accountability and accreditation seem to have merged. As 

Saunders (2007) put it, “[h]igher education institutions must [emphasis added] be 

accountable by virtue of the compelling social and financial interests that many 

stakeholders hold in the higher education enterprise” (p. 20). To ensure accountability, 

accrediting bodies have emphasized assessment and, in particular, assessment of student 

learning outcomes. Their influence in this regard has proven powerful, leading many 

authors (Ewell, 2005, 2007; Ewell et al., 2011; Hubball et al., 2007; Nunley et al., 2011; 

Provezis, 2010; Wolff, 2005; Wright, 2002) to assert that, at least from an external 

perspective, accreditation is now the primary stimulus for assessment. In the context of 

this study, this history suggests that accreditation should, without a doubt, impact the 

assessment plans of IHEs and, therefore, contribute to the improvement of outcomes 

achievement. 

 

The Evolving Role of the States in Accountability and Accreditation 

 The history of accountability and accreditation, as described above, demonstrates 

how regional accreditors have taken a significant interest in assessment since the 

beginning of the 1990s (Brittingham, 2008). However, states have also involved 

themselves in quality assurance. The state’s roles include owning and operating public 

IHEs, chartering or licensing independent IHEs within the state, regulating certain 

professional fields, ensuring that higher education represents a worthwhile expenditure of 

public funds, and protecting consumers who expend their own private funds (Burke, 
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2005; Ewell, 2008). For community colleges, state performance accountability methods 

have included “persistence and retention rates, rate of transfer to four-year colleges, 

graduation or completion rates, degree of success in placing students in jobs, student 

performance on licensing exams, and student satisfaction” (Dougherty & Hong, 2005, p. 

2). Dougherty, Reid, and Nienhusser (2006) later added successful remediation, course 

completion, skill attainment, graduation efficiency, and success after transfer to this list. 

Interestingly, the authors also reported that such measures of accountability had only a 

weak impact on student outcomes to that point. 

Ewell (2008) noted that “[l]icensure review is the state’s primary mechanism for 

regulating independent institutions” (p. 98). Although Congress and certain recognized 

Indian tribes can confer degree-granting authority on IHEs in rare instances, the states 

have done so for over 98% of existing IHEs, deriving this power from the Tenth 

Amendment (Contreras, 2009). Regulations for licensure vary, with some states merely 

requiring payment of a small fee and others requiring extensive review processes 

(Bender, 1983; Chambers, 1983; Contreras, 2007). Some states also allow exemptions for 

IHEs on religious grounds (Contreras, 2009). The terms employed by states for degree-

granting approval also vary, including approve, authorize, certify, register, and license 

(Ewell, Boeke, & Zis, 2010). Some states even “accredit” IHEs, using the word in a more 

general sense separate from actual regional accreditation. 

In spite of their stake in education, interest in quality on the part of states is rather 

recent (Ewell, 2008). A few states had instituted comprehensive examinations for 

students at public IHEs by the early 1980s (Ewell, 2001). Bender (1983) traced growing 

state interest further back than Ewell, to the 1960s, but acknowledged that, prior to this, 
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the states had minimal involvement. Even by 1983, Bender called them merely a 

“concerned underwriter” of postsecondary education. Responding to the many critical 

reports published in the 1980s, more states began to enact primitive assessment 

requirements such as standardized tests (Ewell, 2002, 2005, 2008). By 1987, two-thirds 

of all states had formally addressed assessment through some combination of 

encouraging institutional action, early intervention programs, mandated testing, teacher 

education testing, the incorporation of assessment into existing state requirements for 

IHEs, and monitoring outcomes such as retention and job placement (Sims, 1992).  

Although some IHEs had already implemented plans to assess student learning outcomes 

in the 1980s, that number increased rapidly over the past two decades as states took a 

greater interest (Lubinescu et al., 2001; McLendon, Hearn, & Deaton, 2006). 

More recently, the increased interest in performance by states has led to 

“institutional oversight in ways unprecedented in U.S. history” (McLendon et al., 2006). 

However, prior to this development, the states attempted to maintain more flexibility in 

their processes (Burke, 2005). Many attempted to “combine public accountability with 

professional autonomy” by allowing IHEs to determine their own desired outcomes and 

corresponding assessments (p. 7). Moreover, according to Ewell (2001), “[a]s regional 

accrediting organizations gradually moved into assessment in the 1990s, . . . many states 

appeared happy to allow them to assume the burden of reviewing institutional assessment 

programs,”  (p. 3). Although budgetary constraints may have contributed to this change, 

similarities between the review processes of the states and of regional accreditors also 

made it feasible (Ewell, 2001, 2008). Some states now reference accreditor standards in 

their own requirements, while others have adopted the specific criteria of their regional 
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accreditors (Ewell, 2001). Ewell, Boeke, and Zis (2010) confirmed that the states’ 

specific uses of accreditation standards and processes vary greatly. The overlapping 

elements in state and accreditor roles have caused many citizens to presume incorrectly 

that accreditors themselves confer degree-granting authority (Contreras, 2009). In reality, 

IHEs require both licensure from their state and institutional accreditation in order to 

receive financial aid. I present four regional examples below, which detail the similarities 

and differences between local states and MSCHE in approving degree-granting IHEs. 

These states appear to have similar approaches. Though none of them quote MSCHE or 

any other accrediting body, they do appear to acknowledge MSCHE standards in various 

ways. 

 

Pennsylvania Standards for Approval of Degree-Granting IHEs 

 The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s standards for licensure have much in 

common with MSCHE standards for accreditation. They share attention to mission, 

governance and administration, planning, finances, student services, faculty 

characteristics, admissions, and assessment (“Institutional Approval Information,” n.d.; 

Middle States, 2002; Pennsylvania Code Title 22, § 40, 1998). Both require information 

about the curriculum, including relationship to the mission, goals and objectives, and 

structure. Pennsylvania independently emphasizes physical facilities, the library, and the 

need for an IHE of this type within the local community and the state. It also requires 

more specific information about staff, such as qualifications and salaries. Pennsylvania 

law explicitly states that the IHE must meet the standards of the accrediting body from 

which it will seek approval. The Pennsylvania Department of Education confirmed for 
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Ewell, Boeke, and Zis (2010) that accreditation is required not only for degree-granting 

status, but also for state funding. MSCHE standards not addressed by Pennsylvania law 

are Integrity and most of Related Educational Activities (e.g., certificate programs, 

branch campuses, non-credit offerings, etc.) with the exception of distance education 

programs (Pennsylvania Code Title 22, § 40, 1998). The state’s law makes no specific 

statement regarding general education requirements. However, Dougherty, Reid, and 

Nienhusser (2006) identified the existence of a core-to-core articulation agreement for 

community colleges and public four-year IHEs. While the law does ask states to specify 

their graduation requirements, it does not list minimum requirements (Pennsylvania Code 

Title 22, § 40, 1998). 

 

New Jersey Standards for Approval of Degree-Granting IHEs 

 New Jersey’s standards also have much in common with those of MSCHE. 

Shared points of emphasis include a mission statement with related goals, planning, 

governance and administration appropriate for fulfilling the mission, finances, faculty 

characteristics and qualifications, admissions, student services, and curriculum (Middle 

States, 2002; New Jersey Administrative Code Title 9A § 1, 2008). New Jersey 

independently emphasizes library resources and physical facilities. Like Pennsylvania, 

the state of New Jersey does not mention the MSCHE standards of Integrity or Related 

Educational Activities, with the exceptions of academic freedom, which the MSCHE 

Integrity standard references, and distance learning, which the MSCHE Related 

Educational Activities standard references. Accreditation and assessment are only 

mentioned when the discussion turns to IHEs offering graduate education or to University 
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status, as the state requires periodic review in the former case and MSCHE accreditation 

in the latter case. However, the law also indicates that the operating licenses of all IHEs 

in the state last for no more than five years at a time unless an IHE maintains 

accreditation through MSCHE. Although state law does not mention accreditation often, 

representatives of the state’s commission on higher education reported to Ewell, Boeke, 

and Zis (2010) that both private and public IHEs must have accreditation in order to 

receive licensure to grant degrees, as well as to receive state funding. The state refers to 

general education as an aspect of undergraduate education to which students should have 

exposure (New Jersey Administrative Code Title 9A § 1, 2008). Specifically, associate in 

arts degrees should incorporate no less than 45 credit hours, associate in science degrees 

should incorporate no less than 30 credit hours, associate in applied science and 

specialized associate degree programs such as Nursing should incorporate no less than 20 

credit hours, and baccalaureate programs should require at least 120 credits total with 

approximately half of those in general education. Although Dougherty, Reid, and 

Nienhusser (2006) noted that the state did not guarantee transferability of general 

education from community colleges to four-year IHEs at that time, this appears to have 

changed more recently. Hezel Associates (2010) indicated that block transfer and transfer 

of associate’s degrees have become the law. 

 

Delaware Standards for Approval of Degree-Granting IHEs 

 Delaware shares with MSCHE requirements related to the following: mission and 

goals, governance and administration, finances, student services, admissions policies, 

faculty characteristics, curriculum, and assessment of outcomes (Delaware 
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Administrative Code Title 14 § 292, n.d.; Middle States, 2002). Like New Jersey, the 

state has chosen to include additional requirements related to facilities and the library. 

State law does not explicitly address either the Integrity or Related Educational Activities 

standards of MSCHE with the exception of academic freedom, which the MSCHE 

Integrity standard references. The state typically relies only on their own standards for 

approval, although the law notes that the Department of Education may require IHEs or 

programs to meet the criteria of an accrediting body at their discretion. In addition, the 

review of a regional accrediting body may be accepted in lieu of a state evaluation if the 

Department of Education has a representative on the visiting team. Interestingly, state 

representatives gave a more nuanced response to Ewell, Boeke, and Zis (2010), 

indicating that accreditation is required for public IHEs to operate, but not for private 

ones. Although the law does not refer directly to general education, it does emphasize the 

importance of combining a “broad education” with “the acquisition of techniques and 

skills” (Delaware Administrative Code Title 14 § 292, n.d., p. 5). Dougherty, Reid, and 

Nienhusser (2006) claimed that Delaware guarantees transferability of general education 

to the University of Delaware and to Delaware State University. The state specifies 

minimum credits required for graduation. However, unlike New Jersey, they designate no 

specific number for general education. 

 

Maryland Standards for Approval of Degree-Granting IHEs 

 Maryland’s approach to approval of IHEs appears quite similar to the approaches 

of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware. Standards held in common by both the state 

and MSCHE include governance and administration, mission and goals, admissions, 
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faculty characteristics, student services, and finances, (Code of Maryland Regulations 

Title 13B § 2, 2009; Middle States, 2002). Maryland requirements that differ from 

MSCHE include establishing the need for such an IHE, library resources, and facilities. 

Maryland does not appear to address the Integrity standard, as MSCHE does. Unlike the 

three states discussed above, Maryland law gives significant attention to programs at off-

campus locations and they also give attention to distance education. As such, their 

requirements align more with the Related Educational Activities standard of MSCHE 

than the requirements of any of the three aforementioned states. Ewell, Boeke, and Zis 

(2010) learned that, as in Delaware, Maryland’s public IHEs must be accredited, while 

private ones need not be. 

The state’s law discusses general education requirements in great depth, noting 

the specific skills and knowledge that all graduates of public IHEs should possess. Private 

IHEs have multiple options for satisfying the state’s general education requirements. 

Option 1 dictates that they should have no fewer than 20 credit hours of “arts and science 

core courses” for associate degree programs and no fewer than 40 credit hours for 

baccalaureate degree programs (Code of Maryland Regulations Title 13B § 2, 2009, p. 

30). Furthermore, this option also dictates that they must have at least one three-credit 

course to cover each of five different content areas: “(i) arts and humanities; (ii) English 

composition; (iii) Social and behavioral sciences; (iv) Mathematics; and (v) Biological 

and physical sciences” (p. 30). Option 2 stipulates that private IHEs may choose to 

develop a general education curriculum that results in students’ achievement of the same 

knowledge and skills outcomes identified by the state for public IHEs. Finally, Option 3 

indicates that they may develop their own goals and a means of assessing students’ 
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achievement of these goals, provided that they receive approval to do so. Dougherty, 

Reid, and Nienhusser (2006) confirmed the existence of a core-to-core articulation 

agreement between the state’s community colleges and four-year IHEs. Hezel Associates 

(2010) characterized this process as a combination of statewide credit articulation, block 

transfer, and Associate’s Degree transfer. 

 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Regional Accreditation 

Positive Results 

 Just as knowledge of the challenges that IHEs face when crafting assessment 

plans is valuable for this study, so too is knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of 

regional accreditation. Such information will assist me in discerning the impact of the 

regional accreditation process on the general education assessment plan of Nabor County 

Community College. Today, accreditation represents a “widely accepted signal of 

quality” given “an otherwise decentralized and uncoordinated national system of higher 

education” (Ewell, 2008, p. 105-106). It has proven successful enough that individuals in 

some industries, including travel agencies and international businesses, have considered 

the voluntary educational accreditation model for themselves (Alstete, 2004). Beyond 

reviewing IHEs, regional accrediting bodies have also offered assistance to them for 

enhancing assessment, such as in the form of workshops, reports of best practices, and 

requirements that staff members have experience with assessment (Ewell, 2008; Kells, 

1983; Provezis, 2010; Wolff, 2005). CHEA has also offered a document, Statement of 

mutual responsibilities for student learning outcomes: Accreditation, institutions, and 

programs, which defines key terms and specifies the responsibilities of each constituency 
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(Council for Higher Education Accreditation, 2003; Wolff, 2005). These efforts have 

yielded positive results. Harvey (2006) described, for example, institutional 

improvements apparent from one site visit to the next, especially in terms of increased 

student learning; the emergence of new institution-based quality assurance measures that 

seem to build on the work of external quality assurance agencies; and positive feedback 

from students, institutional representatives, and employers, particularly regarding the 

self-study process. Indeed, several authors (Alstete, 2004; Dodd, 2004; Kells, 1983) have 

remarked upon the value of the self-study process for promoting institutional 

improvement. Clearly, “there is progress, overall and at nearly every institution” 

(Brittingham, 2008, p. 35). 

 

Desire for a “A More Dramatic Impact” 

 In spite of the positive results noted above, some wonder why, given the push 

from accreditors, assessment “has not had a more dramatic impact” (Wright, 2002, p. 

255). Critics perceive higher education leaders to have “more [interest] in autonomy than 

accountability—in demanding support than supplying services” (Burke, 2005). They also 

perceive generic standards, excessive flexibility, and reliance on indirect evidence 

without an adequate amount of direct evidence (Ewell, 2001; Wright, 2002). Wright 

(2002) questioned whether IHEs have merely increased the number of assessment 

activities taking place or if they have actually engaged in meaningful thinking about 

assessment and how it can impact their campuses. Several authors (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 

2001, 2008) have pointed out that IHEs seem to many people only superficially engaged 

in the accreditation process, often responding to requirements for accreditation slowly. 
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Rather than engaging in ongoing outcomes assessment and continuous efforts to provide 

evidence for accreditation, many have merely engaged in a flurry of activity just prior to 

their ten-year accreditation review (Alstete, 2004; Barker & Smith, 1998). They have 

generally failed to address quality improvement and quality assurance comprehensively 

through strategic planning, according to Choban, Choban, and Choban (2008). 

Supporting these claims, Hart Research Associates (2009a) pointed out that only 5% of 

AAC&U IHEs who possessed learning outcomes felt that all of their undergraduates 

comprehended these desired outcomes and only 37% felt that a majority comprehended 

outcomes. 

 

Self-Regulation 

 Opponents of the current system of accreditation often believe that self-regulation 

exists to insulate IHEs from high standards (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2007, 2008; Neal, 

2008). While accrediting organizations mandate assessment, they do not “specify what 

level of actual student performance on these assessments is good enough” (Ewell, 2007, 

p. 12). Furthermore, typical forms of evidence submitted for accreditation reviews by 

IHEs do not lend themselves to comparisons (Brittingham, 2008). Related to this, some 

critics question the quality of visiting teams (Ewell, 2008; Wright, 2002). Others note that 

volunteer team members need more training to aid them in uncovering and addressing 

more institutional shortcomings (Ewell, 2008). For federal authorities wishing to improve 

the accreditation process, Ewell has suggested that they may need to invest more funding 

in the process, though this could also serve as a justification for greater federal oversight. 

In addition, Ewell claimed that suspicions of any self-referential process such as regional 
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accreditation will always exist, though educators and accreditors can minimize them by 

building trust. 

 

Transparency 

 Outsiders have difficulty trusting regional accreditation when they know little 

about the process. Many authors (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2007, 2008; Leveille, 2005; 

Sheahan, 1997; U.S. Department of Education, 2006; Wolff, 2005) have mentioned that 

detractors perceive secrecy in the relationships between accrediting bodies and IHEs, 

demanding more transparency regarding the accreditation process and regarding the 

manner in which IHEs achieve their goals. Even Judith Eaton (2003), president of CHEA, 

remarked upon “the obligation that accreditation has to provide information to the public 

about academic quality” (p. 9). Ewell (2008) described this task as “daunting if only 

because of the complexity of the enterprise” (p. 116). Concerns exist about publicizing 

accreditation results, since these results could create public relations headaches for IHEs, 

particularly private ones (Bollag, 2006a; Ewell, 2008; Wright, 2002). These fears could 

lead the fearful IHEs to hide potentially negative information in self-study and visiting 

team processes, diminishing their ability to utilize these processes for improvement. 

Given the public’s inability to distinguish between the various levels of accreditation, 

even an overwhelmingly positive report could yield negative consequences if the media 

or others take findings out of context (Bollag, 2006a). Ewell (2008) offered some 

recommendations for meeting the challenge of transparency without harming IHEs, 

including the use of “short narrative public reports” and electronic institutional portfolios 

with evidence of institutional goal attainment (p. 150). 



144 
 

 

Sanctioning 

To some people, accrediting bodies do not appear to hold IHEs accountable for 

poor outcomes assessment and this serves as another source of mistrust. As Ewell (2007, 

2008) explained, regional accrediting agencies rarely sanction IHEs for poor assessment. 

This is especially troubling given that “[o]nly a handful of institutions in the country are 

in full compliance with such standards” (Ewell, 2007, p. 12). However, the tide may be 

changing. Ewell (2008) felt that the recent decision to place Texas Technological 

University on probation for failing to provide evidence of student learning outcomes 

could signal that accreditors feel more willing now than ever to hold IHEs to high 

standards and to sanction them. Recent research by Provezis (2010), who studied the 

practices of each regional accrediting body, has confirmed Ewell’s suspicions, indicating 

that “deficiencies in student learning outcomes assessment” have overcome financial 

difficulties as the most common citation. In addition to sanctioning IHEs, Ewell (2008) 

made several recommendations for promoting higher standards. These include a multi-

level system of accreditation to recognize IHEs that excel in achievement of student 

learning outcomes or optional supplementary review processes that IHEs could choose to 

undertake if they wished to achieve certification of their accomplishments in a particular 

category. Although existing levels of accreditation status can also signify levels of 

achievement, the public does not understand these complex distinctions. The common 

person would seem to understand only that an IHE is accredited without sanctions, has 

received sanctions from an accreditor, or is not accredited. 
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The Federal Role 

 The relationship between the federal government and regional accreditation has 

also resulted in disapproval, with calls having existed since the 1970s for separation of 

financial aid eligibility from regional accreditation of IHEs (Ewell, 2008; Neal, 2008). 

Contreras noted in 2007, that at least 1,045 IHEs operated legally in spite of remaining 

unaccredited, many of them offering only graduate degrees and having less concerns 

about federal aid for their students. While states should, in theory, set their own standards 

that would cover these unaccredited IHEs, several states offer little to no oversight and 

have become havens for diploma mills. Contreras (2007) argued that federal aid should 

have no connection with accreditation because the existing link fails to prevent fraudulent 

IHEs from operating. Instead, he believes that the federal government should set their 

own minimum standards. 

 

Institutional Comparisons 

 Proponents of the accountability movement have also desired the ability to 

compare institutional performance for the purposes of quality assurance and quality 

improvement (Brittingham, 2008; Ewell, 2008; Spellings, 2006; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2006; Wolff, 2005). To this end, the U.S. Department of Education (2006) 

“recommend[ed] the creation of a consumer-friendly information database on higher 

education with useful, reliable information on institutions, coupled with a search engine 

to enable students, parents, policymakers and others to weigh and rank comparative 

institutional performance” (p. 16). Alternatively, representatives of accrediting agencies 
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have concerns about institutional comparisons, fearing simplistic policies that would not 

account for institutional differences (Bollag, 2006a). 

 

Innovation 

 As a final criticism, some have argued that accreditation stifles innovation to the 

extent that it ignores the diversity of institutional missions (Pekow, 2007; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2006). Yet, a number of authors (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2008; 

McMurtrie, 2000; Sheahan, 1997) have indicated their belief that accreditors have taken 

significant measures to build greater flexibility into their processes to promote 

innovation. Consequently, although this criticism might have had merit at one point in 

time, it seems questionable now. 

 

Additional Arguments in Support of Regional Accreditation 

Supporters of accreditation make a number of counterpoints to defend the system 

against criticisms. I have remarked upon some of these above as direct responses to the 

criticisms. However, the literature points to others that deserve mention as well. 

 

Publicizing Recent Improvements 

Perceptions that accreditation has not had a large enough impact on institutional 

quality seem to exist, at least in part, because changes have only recently occurred 

(Wolff, 2005). Many politicians and members of the public remain unaware of the impact 

that accreditation has made and continues to make. Related to this, “too few academic 

leaders have taken the time to document the improvements to which outcomes 
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assessment has contributed” (Banta, 2004, p. 3). More IHEs need to enlighten the public 

about benefits of accreditation and publicize exemplary assessment plans because the 

public has never truly understood the accreditation process (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2004; 

Young, 1983a, 1983b). One potential outcome of this research projects is that it may help 

all constituents to improve their comprehension of and appreciation for this complex 

process. It will become easier for IHEs to enlighten the public themselves as time passes 

and they have the experience of multiple ten-year review cycles to learn how to assess 

properly (Brittingham, 2008). If accreditors attempt to force hard changes too quickly and 

in a manner insensitive to institutional differences, this will harm IHEs and also “may 

lead to perceived but not actual understanding of student achievement” (p. 35). As 

another response to the proponents of accountability in higher education, Rowley, Lujan, 

and Dolence (1997) hypothesized that people experiencing the challenges of a changing 

job market may wish to place the blame for these challenges on IHEs and their 

accreditors rather than acknowledging that, unfortunately, many people simply cannot 

obtain employment easily. By better publicizing the recent developments in regional 

accreditation and the resulting institutional improvements , IHEs and accreditors may 

improve such opinions among American citizens. 

 

The Danger of Government Intervention 

Perhaps the most common argument against drastically altering the present 

system of regional accreditation is the argument that further government intervention 

could cause irreparable damage to American higher education and its hallmarks (Alstete, 

2004; Brittingham, 2008; Eaton, 2007, 2008; Lederman, 2011a; Rowley et al., 1997; 
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Selden, 1960). The thought of such damage frightens educators enough that “[s]ince the 

passage of the Higher Education Act in 1965, …the principle of self-regulation is 

advanced less as an end in itself than as an alternative to government regulation” (Ewell, 

2008, p. 69). Specific hallmarks of America’s system include institutional autonomy, the 

diversity of institutional types and missions, and academic freedom, which provide IHEs 

with the flexibility to develop innovative methods of achieving their goals and also 

provide the nation as a whole with the capacity to serve citizens who have a variety of 

educational goals (Alstete, 2004; Chambers, 1983; Ewell, 2008; Lederman, 2011a; 

Young, 1983b). Certainly, government officials have a legitimate need to monitor higher 

education with regard to finances and public safety (Ewell, 2008). However, to maintain 

the present strengths of American higher education, the system should remain free from 

excessive government intervention in other respects. As Ewell stated: 

 

Perhaps the best way to describe the relationship between the federal 
government and the accreditation organizations that it recognizes is 
dynamic co-dependence. On the one hand, the federal government gets a 
quality assurance process through accreditation very cheaply. While it is 
frequently unhappy with the rigor and consistency of accreditation’s 
efforts, it would otherwise have to create such a capacity itself at 
considerable cost. On the other hand, recognized accreditation 
organizations get an almost guaranteed membership base because few 
institutions can afford to remain unaccredited. Certainly accrediting 
organizations are uneasy about excessive government control, and their 
status as membership organizations means that they cannot push too hard 
in pursuit of the federal agenda. But they can accept the resulting bargain 
as long as it allows them to continue to fulfill their original purpose of 
institutional self-examination and improvement. Neither can afford to 
operate without the other (p. 96). 
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The Complaints of Educators 

Educators have also expressed complaints about the accreditation system. First, 

institutional leaders find the cost of accreditation burdensome, in terms of both finances 

and time (Alstete, 2004; Driscoll, 2006; Ewell, 2008; Harvey, 2006). In spite of various 

attempts to coordinate accreditation, the system has developed “without reference to any 

common design and with minimal coordination,” resulting in a plethora of accrediting 

organizations “with varying scope and coverage” (Ewell, 2008, p. 114). Volkwein et al.  

(2007) mentioned that many accrediting agencies now encourage IHEs to embed 

accreditation reviews into planning processes to decrease costs. As an alternative to 

multiple visits, IHEs can host a joint accreditation team representing more than one 

organization, according to Shibley and Volkwein (2002). These authors claimed that such 

joint visits prove more efficient and also yield greater benefits to the IHE in terms of 

quality improvement.  Beyond the challenging cost of accreditation, many institutional 

leaders also view it “as a necessary chore that is promulgated by quasi-governmental 

agencies” (Alstete, 2004, p. 19). However, as noted above, accrediting bodies have 

altered their processes in recent years in an attempt to ensure that adequate flexibility 

exists to account for differences in institutional missions (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2008; 

McMurtrie, 2000; Sheahan, 1997). These attempts suggest that accrediting agencies 

genuinely want to help IHEs. If they continue to take this approach, “accountability and 

improvement can both be served” (Ewell, 2005, p. 117). Regional accreditation has both 

strengths and weaknesses, “[b]ut the balance remains positive for most academic 

observers” (Ewell, 2008, p. 117). Recognition of these strengths and weaknesses will 
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enable me, through this dissertation research, to better comprehend the role of regional 

accreditation in promoting effective general education assessment. 

 

Conclusions about Accreditation 

 
 
Accrediting is, basically, a struggle over standards in higher 
education; individual and group positions are questioned; 
personal opinions and judgments are involved—all of these 
and other factors have encouraged emotionalism, 
dogmatism, criticism, and denunciation. Condemnation, 
however, will neither remove it from the scene nor remove 
its policies and procedures (Seldon, 1960, p. 6). 

 
 

Many critics have misunderstood the purposes for which leaders of higher 

education designed accreditation and this has impacted their perspective (Alstete, 2004; 

Young, 1983a, 1983b). Examining the historical events that initially shaped accreditation 

makes it clear that the process was not intended to make determinations about 

institutional quality. Rather, this voluntary system of non-governmental self-regulation 

was developed to give definition to a postsecondary education market expanding 

haphazardly (Alstete, 2004; Brittingham, 2008; Ewell, 2008). Nevertheless, the more 

recent histories of accreditation and accountability make it evident that regional 

accreditation now serves additional purposes related to accountability. Furthermore, as 

the quote above illuminates, regardless of all of the arguments for and against 

accreditation, it has become embedded in the American system of higher education. 

Likewise, it does not appear that the accountability movement will relent, but rather, that 

“measuring what students are learning will continue to gain importance” (McMurtrie, 
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2000, para. 19). Specifically, “there is considerable likelihood that state and federal 

authorities will demand direct and easily comparable measures of student learning” 

(Ewell, 2005, p. 117). Consequently, Judith Eaton, president of CHEA, contended that 

accrediting agencies must respond to calls for accountability and demonstrate that they 

enforce standards diligently (Eaton, 2007). 

 With support from the Pew Charitable Trusts, many accrediting agencies “have 

undertaken comprehensive self-reviews and instituted major reforms in their practices” 

(Wolff, 2005, p. 89). However, they must continue seeking to improve. Reflecting on the 

literature review, I believe that they must consider each of the following 

recommendations: address calls for transparency in a manner which respects the 

sensitivity of institutional data, engage in a media campaign to publicize the benefits of 

accreditation beyond the educational community through the use of anecdotal examples 

from each region, and utilize the levels of accreditation status more effectively (including 

sanctions for IHEs that do not provide adequate evidence of student learning outcomes 

assessment) to encourage all IHEs to strive for improvement. Furthermore, given their 

present stake in the process, the government should provide funding to accrediting 

organizations for training visiting team members, provide funding to IHEs to assist them 

with the rising costs of maintaining multiple accreditations, require states with lax charter 

and licensing requirements for IHEs to submit a plan for curbing the growth of diploma 

mills, and refrain from any other interventions in higher education with the exception of 

interventions to address direct concerns about finances and public safety. Recently, 

Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has indicated his openness to reviewing and 

revising the present system, inviting NACIQI to expand their role by recommending 
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changes to the system (Lederman, 2011b, 2011c; Nelson, 2011). Substantive change will 

take considerable time and effort, but the future of American higher education requires 

such attention. As Astin et al. (1993) stated: 

 

There is a compelling public stake in education. As educators, we have a 
responsibility to the publics that support or depend on us to provide 
information about the ways in which our students meet goals and 
expectations. But that responsibility goes beyond the reporting of such 
information; our deeper obligation -- to ourselves, our students, and 
society -- is to improve (p. 2). 

 
 

This desire to improve the quality of higher education through regional accreditation is a 

major benefit of a study such as this one. While regional accreditation has already proven 

critical to the success of American higher education, the literature review makes it 

evident that room for improvement still remains. Regional accrediting agencies, the 

federal government, institutional leaders, and the public all need more information about 

the strengths and weaknesses of this process so that we can collaborate to maximize its 

value. This study sheds light on the strengths and weaknesses of regional re-accreditation 

and sanctioning processes, yielding related suggestions for improvement. 

 

Pertinent Research Studies 

  

Volkwein et al. (2007) noted that most research simply documents institutional 

responses, but that “[s]ystematic studies of the impact of accreditation processes on both 

changes in educational programs and student learning are, to our knowledge, non-

existent” (p. 253). Many authors have discussed anecdotal examples of IHEs that have 
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used re-accreditation efforts or probation status to spur effective assessment, including 

assessment of general education. Some of these authors are cited above, discussing the 

experiences of and lessons learned at IHEs as diverse as Indiana University-Purdue 

University Indianapolis (IUPUI), Richland College, Tallahassee Community College, and 

the University of Vermont (Balog & Search, 2006; Banta, 2004; Bollag, 2004; Canham & 

Lester, 2003; Martin et al., 2001). Several authors (Dyer, 2004; June, 2002; McMurtrie, 

2001; Moore, 2006; Pluviose, 2006) have also described how an IHE has either become 

re-accredited or returned to good standing after a regional accreditor had previously 

either withdrawn accreditation or placed the IHE on probation. However, far fewer 

documents rise to the level of scholarly research through either a qualitative or 

quantitative framework. 

This section of the literature review presents a discussion of those qualitative and 

quantitative research studies that have relevance to my own research study and, therefore, 

that serve as a foundation for it. Given the expansiveness of general education, 

assessment, and accreditation, a number of studies seem to have some relevance. I chose 

to focus my search for literature on the past decade. However, as I reviewed many of 

these sources, I discovered other critical studies from previous decades that also merited 

inclusion here. In addition, after completing data analysis, I sought to bolster the 

literature review with any additional research that might have been published during that 

timeframe. I have attempted to separate these studies into thematic categories and to list 

them in order of perceived relevance to this study. I begin with two studies that consider 

the relationship between accreditation and general education and move to an examination 

of several studies involving, more broadly, the relationship between accreditation and 
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student learning outcomes, as well as one study that focuses on factors contributing to the 

successful implementation of student learning outcomes, which suggests indirectly the 

factors that might contribute to successful implementation of general education programs. 

Following this, I describe one extensive quantitative study on institutional approaches to 

general education curricula and several studies examining general education in 

community colleges along with articulation agreements between community colleges and 

four-year IHEs, as well as three studies concerned with how IHEs can and should make 

use of assessment data, including data derived from the assessment of general education. 

I mention several studies that comment on the perceived usefulness of accreditation using 

a variety of methodologies and I conclude this section of the literature review with two 

research projects concerned with the manner in which IHEs lose and/or re-obtain 

accreditation. 

 

Accreditation and General Education 

Nutter (2000) 

 Nutter studied the perceptions of faculty members at 260 community colleges in 

the NCA region to identify the relationship between accreditation guidelines for general 

education and attitudes regarding those guidelines. Correlates of both satisfaction with 

general education and the perception of positive changes in general education during the 

past five years included: the perceptions that general education was rooted in mission and 

integrated “throughout the curriculum of the college,” that faculty have ownership of and 

participate in general education, that administrators offer support for general education, 

that faculty participate in evaluating general education, and that the general education 
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program exhibits coherence (p. 189). In addition, successful implementation of 

accreditation standards also correlated with both a perception of positive changes in the 

recent past and satisfaction with general education. No specific approaches to general 

education correlated with satisfaction. However, the use of a “locally developed general 

education test, a combination of assessment methods or course-based methods” yielded 

greater satisfaction than either commercial tests or the lack of a “formal procedure for 

assessment” (p. 192). This suggests that the constructed environment of perceptions 

about general education could impact individuals’ attitudes toward general education and, 

subsequently, could impact campus processes for revising general education assessment. 

Furthermore, both the MSCHE accreditation process and the methods of assessment used 

by Nabor County Community College could also impact general education assessment 

planning. However, given the quantitative nature of Nutter’s project, it does not provide 

enough information about how the accreditation process might be used to strengthen 

general education. 

 

Ferrara (2007) 

 Ferrara examined the process by which Farleigh Dickinson University 

implemented student learning outcomes assessment, including the revision of their 

general education requirements, with accreditation serving as a major stimulus for 

change. The author identified several key steps in this process, which prove useful to this 

study as one blueprint for transformation from which Nabor County Community College 

could draw lessons. First, campus leaders built support among the relevant planning 

committees to start, and then among the remaining faculty with the help of those on the 
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relevant committees. Second, programs requiring professional licensing had the ability to 

build on the successes of other programs that had already achieved professional 

accreditation and specifically met standards related to outcomes assessment. One faculty 

member told Ferrara that the curricular revisions would not have proven successful 

without “the support of the faculty in the professionally accredited schools” (p. 126). 

Third, leaders valued assessment and looked upon accreditation as an opportunity. The 

president told Ferrara of the importance of momentum for change created through 

professional accreditation reviews. Specifically, the Commission on Collegiate Nursing 

Education accrediting standards served as a lever for emphasizing and making changes to 

student learning and assessment in the School of Nursing, which ultimately became the 

model for other professional programs on that campus. Fourth, leaders remained patient 

yet persistent during consensus-building. They accomplished this by presenting the 

proposals to constituents in stages and by following large meetings with more personal 

departmental and student group meetings. Fifth, after initiating changes in professionally 

licensed fields, the IHE made changes in the assessment of general education. This order 

proved important because the entire campus community needed to understand and value 

student learning outcomes assessment prior to examining general education. Lastly, 

because Farleigh Dickinson University’s general education improvements affected all 

departments through their respective core course offerings, even those departments and 

majors without professional accreditation had to make some changes. The changes in 

core courses increased faculty receptiveness to additional changes in discipline-specific 

courses. Therefore, after implementing general education changes, “assessment processes 
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[could] be more easily applied to majors and programs without professional 

accreditation” (p. 146).  

Respondents also discussed with Ferrara their recommendations for continued 

success in implementing assessment of student learning outcomes. The need for 

additional resources was most frequently cited, while participants also emphasized the 

importance of consistent leadership and professional development for those engaging in 

the work of implementing changes. The respondents mentioned less frequently sharing 

information and suggestions, using external experts to assist some departments, 

developing a central assessment office to coordinate efforts, and including assessment in 

the faculty evaluation process. As noted above, the methodology described by Ferrara 

could serve as a model for IHEs, such as Nabor County Community College, who wish to 

improve their achievement of outcomes through curricula. 

 

Accreditation and Student Learning Outcomes 

Waite (2004) 

Waite conducted a qualitative study to better understand the manner in which 

three California community colleges implemented student learning outcomes. She found 

that these change initiatives stemmed directly from new requirements imposed by the 

Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges of WASC and, in two 

cases, from a requirement to include implementation plans in progress reports. Two of 

the IHE’s leaders explained that they had seen the need for these changes in advance, but 

they did not actually begin to change until required to do so for accreditation. Faculty 

feared these initiatives because they thought that failure would affect tenure evaluations 
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and because they believed that student learning outcomes were a fad. Administrators 

feared that poor documentation of outcomes would negatively affect accreditation status 

and that these initiatives would prove difficult to sustain over time. 

In overcoming these fears, communication proved essential, including appropriate 

venues and attention to inclusiveness. Leadership, particularly early and visible 

leadership from the president and including the provision of adequate resources, created 

necessary momentum for change. Educational events and resources for faculty and staff, 

especially in the initial phases of change, also served to reduce resistance. Success also 

hinged upon streamlined processes that minimized the burden of change, as well as upon 

an awareness of institutional culture, particularly the perception of student learning 

outcomes among constituents. The author found that faculty and administrators serve 

different roles in the process, with faculty members acting as the experts in the details of 

constructing classroom-based outcomes and assessment, while administrators served as 

the architects designing a vision for the IHE as a whole and recognizing the necessity of 

linking this vision with accreditation standards. The existence of artifacts such as 

planning documents and course outlines with clear outcomes appeared to increase the 

speed at which transformation could occur. The results of this study reveal inhibitors to 

change that an IHE such as Nabor County Community College might find, as well as 

methods of overcoming these inhibitors. The study is also notable in that it examines 

community colleges whose motivation for implementing student learning outcomes was 

regional accreditor standards. 
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Bontenbal (2006) 

Bontenbal used an organizational learning framework to explore the response of 

one California community college to new standards of the Accrediting Commission for 

Community and Junior Colleges of WASC emphasizing assessment of student learning 

outcomes. Interviewees believed that implementation of student learning outcomes 

represented a strategic change. The findings also suggest that the following stimuli can 

facilitate change: the existence of experts on the change, strong leadership, teamwork, 

communication, an interest in the IHE’s well-being, and an interest in student learning 

outcomes. Alternatively, the findings suggest that inhibitors could include stressors such 

as time constraints, a lack of relevant knowledge, resistance to the particular type of 

change, an unwillingness to comply, excuses to avoid doing necessary tasks associated 

with the change, a lack of participation in the change process, and the perception that the 

change will not prove helpful. Other factors discussed by Bontenbal include the culture, 

particular strategies used, organizational structure, and the environment (e.g., the degree 

of turbulence). This study points to specific stimuli for and inhibitors of change. It also 

suggests that the environment can play an important role in the development of an 

assessment plan, which serves as a key assumption underlying my own research. 

 

Chapman (2007) 

 Chapman surveyed 102 faculty and administrators at five North Carolina 

community colleges and interviewed an additional 15. She sought “to identify patterns of 

faculty and administrator beliefs about the impact of the assessment of student learning 

outcomes as it relates to the current SACS reaccreditation process” (p. 9). Among survey 
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respondents, 74% believed that “developing and assessing outcomes improved teaching,” 

while “83% agreed that it improved learning” (p. 84). Through interviews, Chapman 

learned that faculty teaching general education courses proved much more likely than 

vocational/technical instructors to use outcomes, to assess them, and to improve teaching 

and learning as a result of outcomes assessment. Vocational/technical faculty had an 

interest in student learning, but did not know the related jargon and, therefore, did not 

understand how to articulate their work in this manner. Overall, faculty and 

administrators demonstrated that they did know what students should learn and whether 

or not they had learned it, in spite of the inability of many of them to define outcomes or 

provide examples of them. 

 Survey responses and interview responses regarding the impact of accreditation 

on assessment appeared to contradict one another. Survey results indicated that each IHE 

possessed an assessment plan and engaged in comprehensive assessment prior to the 

development of self-studies. However, interview results showed that “[f]aculty and 

administrators alike shared that either their colleges were not assessing learning outcomes 

prior to their self-study for reaccreditation, or they were assessing learning outcomes, but 

just not documenting what they were doing” (p. 92). Although faculty and administrators 

valued accreditation as a tool for improvement, they also revealed great frustration with 

the amount of time and effort exerted to obtain re-accreditation, feeling that the 

challenges outweighed the benefits. Some of these frustrations may have indirectly 

stemmed from the expressed feelings that “the whole process was just an exercise to 

satisfy SACS requirements that goes away when SACS goes away” (p. 94). Furthermore, 

the lack of guidance from SACS and the lack of support and resources from the IHEs 
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certainly contributed to the frustrations of faculty and administrators as well. The results 

of this research project suggest that accreditation can positively impact faculty members’ 

and administrators’ efforts to assess learning outcomes, although the faculty members 

and administrators did not reveal this as readily in surveys as in interviews. Constituents 

felt frustrated with the effort required for re-accreditation, although better guidance from 

the accrediting body and more support from the IHE might decrease such agitation and 

enhance the potential for positive outcomes from the process. I found it valuable to keep 

these insights in mind as I analyzed my own results. 

 

Pagano, Jr. (2007) 

Pagano, Jr.’s survey of 331 higher education faculty, assessment leaders, and 

administrators, and follow-up interviews with 20 of these individuals, examined the 

current state of assessment in light of mandates from regional accrediting organizations. 

Specifically, it asked these individuals to indicate their perceptions of the purposes of 

assessment, the methods used on their campuses, their own preferred methods, and the 

effects of assessment on their campuses. He discovered that accreditation served as the 

primary purpose for assessment: “Eighty-six percent of participants responded that 

accreditation was either very important (76.1%) or moderately important (19.9%)” (p. 

123). Interview responses confirmed this as well, with the majority indicating that 

external forces drove assessment. Interestingly though, when responding to a question 

about the primary reason for assessment on their campuses, ten mentioned improvement 

of student learning, while five each mentioned improvement of institutional effectiveness 

and accreditation. The author explained this by claiming that IHEs recognize the value of 
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assessment for improvement, but often make little progress until “external processes 

provide the necessary impetus” (p. 129). Beyond this, the desire for “demonstrating 

student achievement, followed by guiding undergraduate programs, meeting state 

reporting requirements, and, finally, improving faculty performance” also stimulated an 

interest in assessment (p. 123).  

Pagano, Jr. also found that Associate’s degree-granting IHEs tended to emphasize 

assessment as a tool for making decisions more than other IHEs, a finding important for 

my study, given that the research site is a community college. Student surveys served as 

the most commonly cited method of assessment, “followed by Student Papers, Student 

Projects, Alumni Surveys, Capstone Courses, Anecdotal Evidence, Departmental Exams, 

Student Portfolios, Commercial Exams, Student Interviews and Focus Groups, and 

Employer Surveys” (p. 132). Furthermore, “[e]ighteen of the twenty interviewees stated 

that their institutions used both direct and indirect methods and these were administered 

at both the institutional and course level,” although most survey respondents valued 

direct methods more (p. 133). Faculty members valued anecdotal information more than 

either administrators or assessment leaders, who seem to prefer quantitative data instead. 

Additionally, faculty members had more negative feelings about assessment than 

administrators, with the former tending to believe that assessment efforts have proven 

ineffective and that their IHE has not identified areas for improvement or made changes 

as a result of assessment. Assessment leaders felt most positive about assessment, 

followed by administrators and then faculty members. Overall, the majority (13) of 

interview participants could not “cite specific examples where assessment efforts had 

produced curricular changes on their campuses” (p. 140). This research project suggests 
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that accreditation can serve as a valuable motivator for change. More importantly, in 

advance of my study, it suggested that faculty members at Nabor County Community 

College could have more negative feelings about assessment than administrators. 

 

Mortenson (2000) 

 Mortenson examined the accreditation-related documents of 34 IHEs accredited 

by WASC between the fall of 1992 and the spring of 1997, deeming this a representative 

sample for WASC. His findings “suggest that the more resources an institution has 

garnered the more likely they are to not be on warning/sanction with WASC” and that 

both IHEs and visiting teams defined quality most often in terms of resources (p. 252). 

However, stronger IHEs managed to place greater importance on reputation as an 

indicator of quality than weaker IHEs. When writing self-studies, IHEs tended to include 

more discussion of assessment when addressing the standard of Institutional Planning and 

Effectiveness, but also significantly as part of the Educational Programs and Student 

Services standards. Additionally, independent IHEs emphasized outcomes as indicators 

of quality more than public IHEs did, “[a]lthough few sample institutions specifically 

articulated their desired student learning outcomes” (p. 260). 

While IHEs reported faculty involvement in assessment, “these were typically 

more traditional activities such as letter grades, end-of-semester student evaluations of 

faculty, student surveys, review of curriculum, etc.” (p. 260). Many reports contained 

extensive amounts of data, but no “evidence of an overall assessment plan to guide the 

data gathering” (p. 262). Large public IHEs proved more likely to systematically use 

outcomes assessment for improvement. Most self-study reports and visiting team reports 
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expressed concern about assessment and sought more evidence.  As an additional related 

insight, “[i]nstitutions most likely to be on warning/sanction with WASC were 

Independent/Sectarian, level II and less selective institutions” (p. 273). Given the date of 

this study, one wonders how these findings might differ in today’s environment, since 

accrediting bodies have since begun to require assessment of student learning outcomes. 

Still, it provided useful background information regarding trends in assessment of student 

learning outcomes as demonstrated through accreditation documents. 

 

Volkwein, Lattuca, Harper, and Domingo (2007) 

Volkwein et al. conducted a study examining the effects of recent changes in 

engineering program accreditation, which place greater emphasis on broad student 

learning outcomes. Their study proved the only one among those I could identify to 

demonstrate a direct impact upon student learning outcomes by accreditation standards. 

Specifically, they found: 

 

significant gains between 1994 and 2004 in their ability to  
• Apply knowledge of mathematics, science, and engineering 
• Use modern engineering tools necessary for engineering practice 
• Use experimental skills to analyze and interpret data 
• Design solutions to engineering problems 
• Function in groups and engage in teamwork 
• Communicate effectively 
• Understand professional and ethical obligations 
• Understand the societal and global context of engineering solutions 
• Recognize the need for, and engage in life-long learning (p. 269). 
 

 



165 
 

These gains may have resulted from the increased emphasis on skills and knowledge, 

which faculty respondents reported and which reflected the emphasis of revised 

accreditation standards. Another source of improved outcomes may have been the 

enhanced experiences reported by students, which included: 

 

• More collaborative work and active engagement in their own learning; 
• More interaction with instructors and instructor feedback on their 

work; 
• More study abroad and international travel experiences; 
• More involvement in engineering design competitions; and 
• More involvement in professional society chapters (p. 267). 
 

 

The authors learned that the faculty, once reluctant to assess, has now become more 

supportive of assessment initiatives and more willing to participate in those initiatives, 

with “[s]eventy percent report[ing] moderate to strong support for the assessment of 

student learning” (p. 264). Furthermore, data supporting the achievement of student 

learning outcomes for graduates of engineering programs increased significantly. The 

authors claimed that the revised outcomes for engineering students seemed consistent 

with the outcomes of other specialized accrediting organizations and of regional 

accreditors as well. These results suggested that I might find similar increases in 

achievement of general education outcomes stemming from the broader emphasis on 

outcomes across the curriculum by MSCHE. 
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Implementation of Student Learning Outcomes 

Long (2005) 

Long’s qualitative survey of 18 faculty and 7 administrators identified factors 

contributing to the successful implementation of student learning outcomes. These factors 

included leadership, communication, commitment, resources, rewards/recognition, 

support, involvement, a risk-free environment, staff development, feedback, and process-

based planning. Long also learned that faculty and administrators value different aspects 

of the implementation process. Faculty emphasized “what [went] on in their day-to-day 

existence in the classroom” and, more explicitly, factors that assisted them in improving 

teaching and learning (p. 204). For example, they valued communication “across their 

course-level assessment projects” and they valued leadership from faculty and 

administrators with whom they tended to interact more (p. 205). Administrators naturally 

had a broader perspective, valuing “communication across the institution” and senior 

leadership, while concerning themselves more with public accountability (p. 205). 

Respect for both perspectives proved important for accomplishing the goal of 

implementation. Additionally, Long discovered that IHEs must prepare themselves to 

respond to unexpected challenges, which may surface during implementation. This study 

suggested in advance some of the differences between faculty and administration that I 

might have encountered during data collection. It also supports the contentions of various 

authors regarding factors that contribute to implementation of student learning outcomes 

and, presumably, general education programs. 
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General Education 

Hart Research Associates (2009a, 2009b) 

 Hart Research Associates conducted a member survey for the AAC&U, published 

in two parts during 2009. The survey asked 433 Chief Academic Officers or other 

campus representatives to answer questions related to their approaches to general 

education, their learning outcomes, and their manner of assessing general education. 

Among their extensive findings: 78% reported that they had learning outcomes for all 

undergraduates, though only 5% believed all students could comprehend them and only 

37% believed that the majority could comprehend them; 18% from among those with 

learning outcomes for all students applied those outcomes to general education only, 34% 

applied some outcomes to general education and others to the discipline, and 26% applied 

all outcomes to the entire curriculum; 72% assessed some type of outcomes throughout 

the entire curriculum; 68% assessed outcomes at the department-level versus 52% in 

general education, although another 42% reported that they plan to assess general 

education outcomes in the future; IHEs with learning outcomes for all undergraduates 

(78%, as noted above) assessed general education outcomes at a rate of 59% versus 30% 

for IHEs without such outcomes; 40% used rubrics for general education assessment, 

37% used capstones, and 35% used surveys, while 25% used locally developed exams, 

skills tests, or assignments; although the vast majority of IHEs offered capstone 

experiences, most of these did so in an optional manner; and 57% used electronic 

portfolios, although not all of them did so for assessment. Furthermore, 56% claimed that 

general education has increased in priority in recent years; 63% believed that the general 

education curriculum had clearly stated outcomes; only 35% described their general 
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education program as a coherent one and only 11% stated that the general education 

component of their curriculum was aligned with requirements for majors; common focal 

points among learning outcomes included “writing, critical thinking, quantitative 

reasoning, and oral communication skills,” while common “areas of knowledge . . . are 

humanities, science, social sciences, global cultures, and mathematics” (Hart Research 

Associates, 2009b, p. 4); 60% said that they had global courses, 58% had first-year 

seminars, 56% had diversity courses, and 51% had interdisciplinary courses; in terms of 

experiential learning opportunities, 38% had civic engagement opportunities and 38% 

had service-learning, 78% indicated that undergraduate research has increased in 

importance, 73% said the same about first-year experience programs, 68% about service-

learning, and 62% about internships, while far fewer institutional leaders indicated an 

increase in first-year seminars and learning communities; 15% utilized only a distribution 

model of general education, 64% used a distribution model in concert with some other 

type of model, and 18% did not use the distribution model at all; IHEs with distribution 

models proved less likely to have learning outcomes for all undergraduate students, to 

report that students understand their outcomes, and to integrate general education with 

disciplines; and IHEs with a core curriculum form of general education indicated that 

their students comprehended outcomes at a greater rate than all other respondents. This 

timely study provided current background information about approaches to general 

education and general education assessment across the nation. 
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Jones (2010) 

 Jones conducted “a survey of chief academic administrators and directors of 

institutional research at private, four-year HBCUs” and “content analysis of course 

catalogs and institutional Web sites” (p. 6). Through these methods, he learned that these 

campuses use a variety of assessment methods, that “[t]he majority of institutions had 

formal, written missions, goals, and assessment plans for their general education 

program,” that multiple groups implemented assessment on each campus, and that “data 

from assessment were reported to a wide variety of people” (p. 10). Interestingly, in 

comparing his results with those of Ratcliff , Johnson, La Nasa, and Gaff; Jones noticed 

that general education programs represent a higher portion of the overall curriculum at 

HBCUs than at other IHEs on average. In spite of this, nearly 40% of respondents “did 

not believe that their institution’s general education assessment plan was proficient” (p. 

10). The biggest challenges reported included “difficulty motivating students . . . ; a lack 

of time . . . ; and faculty belief that general education assessment would be used to 

evaluate them” (p. 12). Although focused on HBCUs, this study still provides useful 

trends for comprehending the status of American general education curricula as a whole. 

 

General Education in Community Colleges and Articulation Agreements 

Striplin (2000) 

After conducting a 1998 study of catalogs and schedules from 164 community 

colleges, Stripin reported that 54% of community college courses were liberal arts 

courses. Of these, 74% proved transferable to four-year public IHEs in the same state, as 

compared to only 34% of other courses. Only a little more than half of the catalogs 
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included general education objectives.  Of these, “basic academic skills, especially 

composition and mathematics, [were] highly represented . . . for both academic and 

occupational degrees” (p. 4). Most academic degrees (69%) utilized distribution 

requirements for general education, while fewer vocational programs (29%) did so. 

Turning to specific types of general education courses, Striplin explained that just over 

three-quarters of the IHEs required computer literacy coursework for students in transfer 

education programs and 86% for other types of programs. Comparing his study to others 

from previous years, Striplin pointed out that ethnic studies courses rose from 9% in 

1991, to 26% in 1998. Still, “the number of courses offered and the number of students 

enrolled in multicultural courses were relatively small” (p. 5). While not as extensive as 

the studies of Hart Research Associates (2009a, 2009b), Striplin’s work provided 

important background information about the nature of community college general 

education curricula. 

 

Zeszotarski (1999) 

 Zeszotarski analyzed quantitatively the general education requirements found in 

the catalogs of 32 community colleges. Many of her findings mirror those of Striplin 

(2000), cited above. Zeszotarski (1999) discovered that just over half of these catalogs 

stated their community colleges’ general education objectives. She also learned that most 

programs utilized distribution requirements. Forty-three percent of the IHEs 

“designate[d] their GE requirements for nontransfer degree programs on a program-by-

program basis,” which, according to the author, “belie[d] the purposes of GE to afford 

individuals with common knowledge” (p. 45). She learned that basic skills were highly 
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represented in both academic and vocational programs, but many programs did not offer 

civic education. A large number of programs required computer literacy coursework, 

although non-transfer programs proved more likely to do so than transfer programs. In 

fact, non-transfer programs proved “more likely to require computer literacy over U.S. 

Government, humanities, life and physical sciences, and U.S. history” (p. 46). 

Zeszotarski asserted that, in particular, “the lack of science education . . . may present a 

future occupational barrier for graduates of these programs” (p. 46). Similarly, a lack of 

coursework in health education could negatively impact their future health. This research 

project, like Striplin’s, resulted in valuable information about general education curricula 

in community colleges. 

 

Palmer, Ludwig, and Stapleton (1994) 

Palmer, Ludwig, and Stapleton presented the results of an American Association 

of State Colleges and Universities study, examining 15,278 students who transferred 

from two-year IHEs to one of 30 participating four-year IHEs. They found that 75% of 

these students earned at least 49 credits at their respective community colleges and 57% 

earned at least 61 credits. Interestingly though, few of these transfer students (37%) 

“earned the associate’s degree before transferring” (p. 3). The authors also learned that 

students successfully transferred most of their credits with 63 as the median number 

completed prior to transfer and 60 as the median number accepted by four-year IHEs. In 

spite of the large number of credits completed and successfully transferred, the finding 

that less students finished an associate’s degree suggests the difficulty that community 

colleges have in implementing a cohesive general education program common to all 
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students. For this reason, the authors question the use of the associate’s degree 

framework “as the sole means of structuring the pre-transfer experience” (p. 16). Under 

such uncertain circumstances, IHEs such as Nabor County Community College may need 

to plan and implement general education frameworks that result in the acquisition of 

broad knowledge and skills even if the student does not complete an associate’s degree. 

 

Goff (2003) 

 Goff conducted a descriptive study of the articulation agreements and transfer 

policies in both Maryland and Florida. According to him, Florida had developed a 

common general education module for only five of their community college Associate in 

Science (A.S.) degree programs. In these programs, students could successfully transfer 

all of their required general education courses to a four-year IHE, with each of those 

completed courses counting toward the 36 general education courses required by the state 

for a bachelor’s degree. Students in other programs could still transfer general education 

and other credits, but they depended upon individual articulation agreements developed 

between two-year and four-year IHEs to do so. In Maryland, all A.S. students could 

transfer between 30 and 36 general education credits of a common general education 

module and then, they needed to complete a maximum of 46 additional general education 

credits for a bachelor’s degree. On the other hand, Associate of Applied Science (A.A.S.) 

students could receive credit from a four-year IHE for between 20 and 36 general 

education credits completed at a community college. While this approach “guarantee[d] 

that a substantial portion of general education credits [would] be accepted in transfer,” on 
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the other hand, “it also allow[ed] receiving institutions to impose their own additional 

general education requirements upon students after transfer” (p. 8). 

Interestingly, in spite of the finding that transfer policies in Florida proved 

simpler for students to understand and follow, the percentages of students who 

successfully transferred in each state were almost identical with Florida at 23.3% and 

Maryland at 23.8%. Goff argued that, in both states, faculty members needed to develop 

statewide articulation agreements that simplified transferability instead of continuing to 

develop unique agreements between individual IHEs in a rather arduous manner. He also 

concluded that the best approach would combine Maryland’s cohesive general education 

modules for all A.S. and A.A.S. students with Florida’s more comprehensive transfer 

policy involving the entire A.S. curriculum for five specific programs. Goff’s research 

highlights the challenges of general education for community colleges. No prescribed 

approach exists for maximizing the benefit of community college curricula and so, IHEs 

such as Nabor County Community College must work within the parameters set by their 

state government to develop a curriculum that best achieves the goals stemming from 

their complex mission statements. This appears a rather challenging task. 

 

Arnold (2003) 

Arnold analyzed 13 states that have “common and fully-transferable general 

education core curricula” (p. 1). He found that each used a distribution model. In eight of 

the thirteen cases, although states claimed that their established core was fully-

transferable, in reality, they had areas of weakness. These included cases “where courses 

may be at risk for denial of credit, where courses other than those of the typical general 
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education curriculum are required, and/or where additional lower-division general 

education courses may still be required at the receiving institution” (p. 9). His findings 

suggest that several states have not described their transfer policies truthfully, perhaps 

intentionally or perhaps unintentionally.  Given this, it seems that all states should review 

their policies to determine if community colleges can feasibly apply them in all cases. 

Where shortcomings exist, if possible, states and community colleges should collaborate 

to improve transferability for the benefit of students. Arnold’s study demonstrates the 

challenges of establishing community college general education programs that meet the 

needs of students who wish to take advantage of articulation agreements with four-year 

IHEs. 

 

Wellman (2002) 

 Wellman examined the policies of six states regarding transfer from two-year 

IHEs to four-year IHEs, selecting three states who “received high grades on retention and 

degree completion” in the Measuring Up 2000 report and three states who “received low 

grades” (p. vi). Interestingly, she found little difference between these states “in many of 

their basic approaches to transfer policy” (p. vi). Each state seemed to have similar 

policies regarding transfer and curriculum, including general education coursework. She 

identified governance structure as the key variable with the low-performing states 

allowing for more institutional control and high-performing states having “stronger 

statewide governance capacities” (p. vii). In addition, high-performing states used data 

effectively for improvement by distributing information to individual IHEs for 

benchmarking. Wellman contended that each of the six states focused excessively on the 
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role of two-year IHEs without considering the role of four-year IHEs, whose policies may 

have discouraged acceptance of transfer students. Furthermore, states also tended to 

emphasize public IHEs and largely ignored the role of private IHEs. Wellman 

recommended that states give greater attention to incentivizing a successful transfer 

mission among community colleges and other two-year IHEs. Her research makes it clear 

that many challenges faced by community colleges and other two-year IHEs in the 

planning and implementation of general education curricula for transfer education 

students derive from state policies. On the other hand, state coordination seemed crucial 

to the performance of community colleges as well. Consequently, one could reasonably 

expect that state policies would have an important impact on Nabor County Community 

College, for better or worse. 

 

Knoell (1990) 

Knoell compared the data regarding community college transfer policies from two 

studies completed in 1965 and 1989. Both studies focused on 11 states. She found that 

four-year IHEs had a wide variety of admissions policies and minimum standards for 

community college transfer students, but that: 

 

institutions that are under-enrolled are likely to admit any applicant with a 
community college grade-point average of C or better, while those with an 
oversupply of qualified freshman applicants are likely to institute selective 
procedures for transfer applicants, with no clear rationale for the level of 
selectivity or the priority to be given to community college applicants in 
relation to first-time freshmen and other transfer applicants (p. 64). 
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Knoell also found that the earlier study made some conclusions that now appear to have 

been valid. These included the conclusions that four-year IHEs harmed students both by 

denying admission to graduates of vocational programs and by failing to develop new 

types of upper-division programs for graduates of community colleges. She contended 

that the latter was problematic for those individuals who wished to advance in their 

careers as they became older. These findings highlight the importance of preparing 

vocational students for potential four-year degrees with general education coursework. 

They also demonstrate the challenges created for community colleges by the policies of 

four-year IHEs. 

 

Tenbergen (2010) 

 In his recent dissertation, Tenbergen explored differences among California 

students who transferred from two-year IHEs to four-year IHEs and native students who 

started and finished at four-year IHEs without attending any two-year IHEs. Methods of 

data collection included “data mining, Web-based survey[s], and face-to-face 

interview[s]” (p. 65). Interestingly, the degree completion rate of transfer students proved 

nearly 30% higher than that of native students. Although administrators and articulation 

office personnel differed regarding the perceived needs of students intending to transfer 

credits, “the majority of administrators agreed that a seamless transition is the most 

important aspect of any articulation agreement between a 2-year college and 4-year 

university” (p. 136). In addition, students and administrators had high regard for 

Articulation System Stimulating Interinstitutional Student Transfer (ASSIST), a tool for 

helping students and their advisors “to determine what courses are articulated” (p. 136). 
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This study shows that students at two-year IHEs can achieve a high rate of success with 

the help of articulation agreements, campus resources, and collaborative efforts by 

institutional personnel to promote student transfer. 

 

Hezel Associates (2010) 

 Funded by the Lumina Foundation, Hezel Associates conducted a mixed-method 

study, incorporating “review of publicly available documentary evidence; interviews of 

key higher education officials in each state; and three state-level surveys examining 

practices related to the administration of statewide transfer and articulation systems; their 

evaluation, and communication strategies” (p. vii). Although they discovered resistance 

to top-down approaches at the institutional level, they also found that state leaders 

believed intervention necessary for facilitating improved transfer rates. Examining 

variations in policy, they learned that fifteen states had a general education common core, 

seven had common course numbering, twenty-two had articulated major course 

requirements across IHEs, twenty had block credit transfer policies involving articulation 

of groups of courses rather than the entire curriculum, and thirty-one had agreements 

regarding transfer of associate’s degrees. The authors emphasized the importance of 

improving student tracking mechanisms through unit records as well, indicating that poor 

tracking complicates assessment efforts and results in the reporting of incomplete data. 

Without unit record data, two-year IHEs such as Nabor County Community College will 

continue to have challenges with obtaining accurate assessment results, which will also 

harm their ability to use assessment data for improvement. 
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Dougherty and Reid (2007) 

 Working for Achieving the Dream, Dougherty and Reid surveyed all 50 states to 

better understand their policies regarding access, success, and performance 

accountability. They gave particular attention to state policies regarding transferability of 

credits in general education from community colleges to other IHEs, finding “that 37 

states have some strong provision for transfer of general credits with another 9 states 

allowing for students who transfer with an associate degree to receive general education 

credit,” and four states with “neither arrangement” (p. 20). The nine states already 

participating in Achieving the Dream proved “more likely than states generally to have 

policies for transfer of general credits, even without an associate degree” (p. 20). Finally, 

“less than one-third rated” general education transfer policies positively with regard to 

underrepresented student populations, implying room for improvement. This report 

provided helpful background information regarding the present state of general education 

articulation agreements across the nation. 

 

Gross and Goldhaber (2009) 

 Using data from multiple surveys by other authors, Gross and Goldhaber 

conducted a multivariate, cross-sectional analysis to better understand “the relationship 

between transfer and articulation policies, the components of these policies, and the 

strength of these policies and the rates at which students transfer from two-year to four-

year colleges” (p. 9). Interestingly, the found that articulation agreements covering 

general education and other courses had little impact on transfer rates with the only 

exception being Hispanic students. They hypothesize that states may have created 
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articulation agreements based on a need to improve transfer rates, while states who 

already possessed satisfactory transfer rates did not find articulation agreements 

necessary. The authors also found that “per-student expenditures for instruction and 

students services has little association with the chance that a student might transfer” (p. 

18). A higher percentage of tenured faculty members on a given campus had a positive 

impact on transfer rates. The authors ultimately concluded that articulation agreements 

are useful, although IHEs must couple them with additional methods to form a more 

comprehensive approach if they wish to improve transfer rates. This study suggests that a 

complex network of factors affects the ability of community college students to transfer 

and that articulation agreements involving general education and other courses will not 

have a large impact on their own. 

 

Hagedorn, Moon, Cypers, Maxwell, and Lester (2006) 

 Hagedorn et al. used data from a longitudinal survey sample of 5,000 Los Angeles 

Community College District students to investigate transfer between community colleges 

and four-year IHEs. “Even when restricting the sample by time,” they found that “few 

students make actual progress” in their desire to transfer (p. 236). While the authors agree 

that articulation agreements are an important component of successful transfer, they 

discovered that the process is also complicated by students’ remedial education needs and 

the time that it takes them to complete the requirements for transfer to a four-year IHE. In 

addition, students from minority groups tended to be less successful in transferring, 

although the extent of success differed depending upon ethnicity. Those students who did 

complete the necessary requirements for transfer “typically did so in 9 ½ semesters,” 
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making their program much longer than two years in length (p. 237). This study predates 

Gross and Goldhaber’s, though it leads to a similar conclusion that articulation 

agreements alone do not prove sufficient to facilitate student transfers. 

 

Assessment 

Ewell, Paulson, and Kinzie (2011) 

 Ewell, Paulson, and Kinzie, on behalf of the National Institute for Learning 

Outcomes Assessment, followed up on a prior study by Kuh and Ikenberry (2009) and 

compared the results of both projects. They began by sending a survey to department and 

program heads at 2,719 IHEs in the United States. They discovered that their primary 

motivation for assessment was programmatic improvement, although accreditation also 

proved important. In fact, the heads of programs with specialized accreditation weighted 

accreditation more heavily than any other motivating factor. Those with specialized 

accreditation also “engage[d] in more assessment activities, . . . report higher levels of 

faculty involvement in assessment, . . . [and] report more use of assessment results of all 

kinds” (p. 14-16). Respondents tended to use assessment results during program review 

processes most frequently, though they also used them for accreditation purposes and for 

institution-wide improvements. They reported using a wide variety of assessment 

methods, with capstone courses, rubrics, final projects, and performances the most 

common. These individuals did not seem to have sufficient resources and many wanted 

greater support, such as “stipends, release time, and professional development” (p. 11). In 

comparing their results with those of the prior study, they learned that administrators 

perceive more assessment activities on campus than department and program heads. 
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Responses by discipline differed greatly in most categories with the exception of desired 

resources for greater support. This study suggested possible differences in attitudes 

toward assessment among administrators and faculty members for consideration during 

my own study. 

 

Morest and Jenkins (2007) 

 Morest and Jenkins, on behalf of Achieving the Dream,  combined a survey of 

111 institutional research administrators with 28 community college case studies to 

gather information about institutional research offices at these two-year IHEs. They 

found a wide variety of staffing patterns with three colleges having no institutional 

research office, fifteen with less than one full-time staff member, forty-five had one full-

time director and no more than half-time support if any, and forty-eight had more than 

1.5 full-time institutional researchers. Although respondents had as many as seven staff 

members, “[n]early three quarters of the surveyed colleges had two or fewer FTE staff 

devoted to IR, and just over half of these colleges actually had one or fewer” (p. 6). Fifty-

four percent of the staff members in institutional research had six or more years of 

experience and staff members came from a wide variety of educational and experiential 

backgrounds. Sources of data for institutional research efforts in order of frequency 

included data from the state, IPEDS, national commercial surveys, locally developed 

surveys, and focus groups. Many offices also assist campus offices with more specific 

research projects to inform the work of staff members in these offices. However, they use 

the majority of their data for “compliance reporting and enrollment monitoring” (p. 10). 

When asked about what resources or support they would need to increase institutional 
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research effectiveness, 85% mentioned additional staff, 56% mentioned professional 

development, 31% mentioned that administrators needed to make better use of data, and 

20% mentioned that they have no institutional research office. Case study results 

highlighted the importance of presidential leadership to the success of institutional 

research. This study is included here because it emphasized the value of institutional 

research for community college assessment and, more specifically, the needs that many 

community colleges have for developing robust institutional research offices. 

 

Peterson and Vaughan (2002) 

Peterson and Vaughan, in their 2002 study reporting the percentages of IHEs that 

collect assessment data in each of a variety of forms, learned that only 54% of the 1,393 

responding IHEs collected data on general education. They also found that 69% of IHEs 

cited accreditation as a stimulus for assessment, as compared to 59% for improving 

student achievement and 55% for improving academic programs. Surprisingly, the 

participating IHEs reported that assessment data did not greatly impact decision-making. 

Those IHEs that did base decisions on data tended to do so as a result of internal stimulus 

(e.g., improvement) rather than external stimulus (e.g., accreditation). This supports the 

notion that assessment must become connected to institutional mission, outcomes, and 

the strategic plan. Specifically, Peterson and Vaughan suggested that IHEs such as Nabor 

County Community College should demonstrate the importance of assessment through 

organizational structure, resources, and planning; a system for organizing and analyzing 

large amounts of data; and ways to involve all campus constituents in assessment 

processes. 
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Perceptions of Accreditation 

Saunders (2007) 

Saunders’s qualitative study of a community college that had recently completed 

the re-accreditation process seemed to confirm much of the existing literature, while also 

adding some new insights. She found that seven out of ten members of the faculty and 

administration at this community college believed that accreditation impacted the quality 

of educational programs positively, with administrators more likely to hold this view 

(five out of six) than faculty (two out of four). The aspects of the process believed to 

contribute most to quality include the collaborative self-study, the accreditation standards 

for effective IHEs to meet, an emphasis on “assessment of educational outcomes at all 

levels of the higher education enterprise” (p. 192), and the perspective brought by peer 

review teams. Related to my own study, the threat of sanctions was notably absent from 

this list. Yet, the educators interviewed by Saunders noted that the impact might vary 

widely depending upon “the seriousness with which the individual institution takes the 

process,” particularly the self-study preparation and the response to findings in the self-

study. For the IHE in Saunders’s study, the process resulted in several improvements, 

such as changes in staffing and policies, a redefined role for the Board, a formal review 

cycle for administrative procedures, and better cost containment. More directly related to 

my research, the process also spurred a review of the core curriculum, the creation of a 

process for reviewing new academic programs, and an emphasis on student learning. All 

but two of the interviewees, both faculty members, felt that accreditation impacted 
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student learning positively by emphasizing outcomes assessment. These findings have 

obvious relevance to my own study. 

 

Sheahan (1997) 

 Sheahan conducted interviews with 20 individuals determined to have expertise in 

accreditation with the goals of understanding how they generally define quality, including 

specific components of quality, the role of accreditation in quality assurance, and 

differences in definitions based on the roles of interviewees. While respondent definitions 

of quality varied, Sheahan identified four central themes among them: “the mission 

statement is an important indicator of quality,” institutional resources help in gauging 

quality, “the faculty should play an active role in defining quality at their respective 

institutions,” and outcomes have superseded inputs and resources as important measures 

of quality in recent years (p. 127-129). Regarding the relationship between accreditation 

and quality assurance, “[t]he majority of respondents agreed that the accreditation process 

is a vital part of quality assurance in U.S. higher education” (p. 133). Most felt that 

accrediting bodies need to educate citizens about accreditation and also to disclose more 

information about specific IHEs to improve public perception. However, they cautioned 

against moving toward an overly prescriptive accreditation process with minimum 

standards, arguing for a more flexible process. Respondent type had little impact on the 

definitions of quality provided. Sheahan particularly wanted to know how the views of 

executive directors of accrediting organizations compared to those of all other 

interviewees. As his only significant finding of this nature, he learned that executive 
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directors “relied heavily on their respective commission’s stance on quality,” while other 

interviewees appeared “less constrained” and, consequently, more philosophical (p. 140). 

Based on the findings, Sheahan articulated a need for greater education about and 

public disclosure of accreditation results, greater education of faculty members to 

enhance their role in accreditation, greater education of state and federal government 

officials about the value of the existing accreditation process, additional research about 

optimal methods of measuring student learning, and recognition of the necessary fluidity 

of definitions for quality in an ever-evolving higher education landscape. This research 

emphasizes the importance of quality definitions specific to each campus environment, 

suggesting that no two campuses should share a general education curriculum or a set of 

desired institutional outcomes. It also verifies the role of accreditation as a stimulus of 

quality assurance practices, although it does not indicate how accrediting bodies might 

enhance the efforts of IHEs to improve quality. 

 

Brown (1999) 

 By surveying “438 college and university presidents, 83 state legislators, and five 

governors,” Brown sought to understand how presidential and political perceptions of 

accreditation differed (p. v). Results showed that presidents felt positively about 

accreditation, seeing it as a useful process for both quality assurance and quality 

improvement. Consequently, they did not perceive a need for changes in the system, 

having a particular dislike for state involvement, “rankings and ratings, unannounced 

audits, or exempting well-known institutions” (p. 252). Presidents did recognize that 

accreditation has little impact on athletics and that it “is only as good as the institution, 
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the chair, the visiting team, and the regional staff can make it” (p. 252). Political leaders 

understood the necessity of accreditation in the absence of a better alternative, but tended 

to doubt the process’s usefulness for quality assurance. Overall, those who had greater 

involvement in and experience with accreditation felt more positively about it than 

others. Interestingly though, among politicians, “there were no differences between those 

who had more or less experience on the Education Committee in the Senate or House in 

their state” (p. 252).  

Surprisingly, the results showed little difference among the responses of 

presidents and politicians. Politicians seemed less confident in the value of peer 

evaluation and of self-studies, while being more supportive of rankings and state 

involvement in quality assurance. They preferred more involvement from government 

and lay members in the process than presidents did, and they also appeared more 

supportive of publishing institutional data. Other differences proved much less 

significant. Although Brown’s study specifically emphasizes the perceptions of 

presidents, the results may also offer insights into the potential reactions to accreditation 

of other senior administrators. 

 

Putnam (2001) 

Putnam examined changes in attitudes of tribal college administrators toward 

regional accreditation between 1982 and 2000. In spite of changes in the regional 

accreditation standards, she found little difference in responses between the two survey 

dates, with only one item significantly different. Administrators perceived significant 

benefits from accreditation, particularly from the self-study and visiting team 
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suggestions, which outweighed any costs. The author specifically noted that most 

presidents responding to the survey have made budget or other changes as a direct result 

of their self-studies. This research serves as further evidence of the perceived benefits of 

accreditation. Even before the reforms brought about by the accountability movement, 

institutional representatives found the accreditation process beneficial. 

 

Anderson (1987) 

 Anderson reported the results of a 1986 American Council on Education 

(ACE) survey of presidents, provosts, deans, and others. The sample included 

representatives from 520 IHEs with a response rate of 72 percent. The researchers 

statistically adjusted data to enhance representativeness of all American IHEs. Ninety 

percent of respondents deemed “institutional accreditation . . . a useful index of 

institutional quality,” while three-fifths found it “extremely useful” for self-evaluation 

and half found it “extremely useful” for improvement (p. 2-4). Most respondents did not, 

however, find accreditation useful for determining federal aid eligibility. Just over half of 

the respondents believed that “institutional accreditation needs to be strengthened” (p. 4). 

To achieve this, four-fifths called for “greater cooperation among the accrediting bodies” 

and two-thirds called for common standards among them. In addition, approximately 

ninety percent felt that campus leaders should become more involved in the work of 

regional accrediting bodies. Finally, approximately eighty percent believed that 

“recognition of accrediting bodies by the Council on Postsecondary Accreditation 

(COPA) is a sufficient index of quality and should preclude the federal government’s 

need to compile its own list” (p. 8). Although dated, this report does seem useful from a 
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historical standpoint. Over twenty years ago, prior to the requirement that IHEs must 

develop student learning outcomes and assess them, institutional leaders found 

accreditation sufficient for regulating quality. In spite of the time and effort required by 

IHEs to address expanding accreditation requirements, most accreditors and institutional 

leaders continue to view the process as a necessary alternative to government intervention 

as this literature review has shown. 

 

Barber (1990) 

 Barber interviewed 42 individuals holding a variety of key positions related to 

accreditation at the national and state (Kentucky) levels to identify their views on the 

outcomes of accreditation and of “major issues surrounding accreditation” (p. 1). 

Respondents acknowledged the self-regulatory nature of accreditation and most tended to 

view it as a primarily qualitative process, although some respondents from the Council on 

Higher Education of Kentucky and from a regional university located in Kentucky proved 

more likely to view it as primarily quantitative. Only representatives of research 

universities in the state believed that standards of accrediting bodies hindered innovation. 

Respondents from all IHEs tended to view accreditation “standards as lagging behind 

changes occurring in the educational process,” while those from accrediting bodies 

considered them current (p. 107). Similarly, members of the former group claimed that 

“the accrediting process remained ongoing,” while members of the latter group did not 

agree (p. 108). Members of the regional accrediting body, the Southern Association of 

Colleges and Schools affirmed the effectiveness of self-studies for evaluating quality, 

while members of COPA and the Council on Higher Education of Kentucky felt 
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otherwise. Members of the latter organization also sought a greater role in accreditation 

and more access to visiting team findings. Interviewees defined quality in vastly different 

ways, with those from evaluation agencies offering process-oriented definitions most 

frequently and those from IHEs offering student-oriented definitions most frequently. 

 Barber also examined differences in viewpoints by chief executive officers of 

evaluation agencies and IHEs (including presidents and chancellors) and those other staff 

members who were interviewed. These groups did not differ significantly with regard to 

perceptions of accreditation as quantitative or qualitative or as an inhibitor of innovation. 

However, interestingly, “[c]hief executives from the evaluation agencies judged the 

institutional self-study as falling short of its quality improvement purpose while their 

staff members disagreed” (p. 110). Among institutional respondents, presidents, 

chancellors, and staff members all agreed that self-studies have value. Deans proved 

more likely to offer process-oriented definitions of quality than vice presidents, who 

typically offered student-oriented definitions. Barber’s study also contributed to 

improved comprehension of several major issues surrounding accreditation, as interview 

responses touched upon the impact of evolving standards, the challenges of measuring 

quality, peer evaluation, the shift from an emphasis on teaching to an emphasis on 

learning, differences among the six regional accrediting agencies, the role of states in 

accreditation, and the costs of accreditation. The study, though dated, made it clear that 

perceptions of the value of accreditation differ, depending upon one’s position and one’s 

views on key issues related to accreditation. Consequently, I needed to consider 

positionality when analyzing interview responses. 
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The Challenges of Earning Re-accreditation 

Gutierrez (2006) 

 In a qualitative case study, Gutierrez sought to understand what led to the 

probation of the University of Guam by its regional accreditor, WASC, as well as how it 

achieved re-accreditation. Through interviews with 28 individuals and a review of 

documents, she identified several internal and external factors contributing to probation. 

These included a “climate of fear and intimidation associated with the President” (p. 78); 

a lack of shared governance so pervasive that faculty members felt they had little or no 

control over their own programs; the “intrusion into the University’s governance and 

operations by stakeholder groups, specifically the Board of Regents and the Guam 

legislature” (p. 85); poor assessment to support planning efforts; a lack of library 

resources; financial woes, made worse by a negative relationship between the President 

and the legislature; and the establishment of off-site programs prior to obtaining proper 

WASC approval. Internal factors paving the way for re-accreditation included a 

leadership change, the “creation of a faculty senate to enable greater faculty voice,” and 

“stakeholder involvement from within the University community to address the 

University of Guam’s probation” (p. 105). External factors included the “reduction of 

political interference” from the Board of Regents and the legislature; “generating external 

financial support for University operations” (p. 127); and “[e]xternal stakeholder 

involvement [that] came in the form of working with the community, soliciting assistance 

from external agencies, and working with individuals from WASC” (p. 137). 

It appears that probation from WASC “brought about necessary organizational 

changes at the University of Guam. If it were not for the probation demanding change, it 
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seemed the University would likely still be captive to many of its organizational 

problems and issues” (p. 170). In this particular case, probation “proved to be an essential 

ingredient necessary for substantive and long-overdue organizational change” (p. 179). 

Gutierrez also concludes that presidential leadership proves critical to an IHE’s response 

to probation and that, more specifically, a shift in power can help an IHE to overcome 

poor leadership and create substantive change. These conclusions certainly seem relevant 

to my own study, suggesting the potential value of accreditation sanctions for promoting 

change and also pointing to the importance of examining how institutional leadership 

may contribute to problems in general education assessment or how they may facilitate 

strong responses to sanctions that ultimately benefit their respective IHEs. 

 

Jones (2005) 

Jones, having conducted a case study of two Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities accredited by SACS, found that the two IHEs in her study struggled to 

achieve re-accreditation for a variety of reasons. Among the reasons discussed was a 

failure to address employee frustrations internally and prior to the conclusion of the self-

study process, leading to the use of this process for venting. Because the IHEs did not 

address these frustrations prior to the accreditation team visit, they eventually became 

recommendations. In addition, these IHEs failed to address other recommendations given 

by their visiting teams in previous years, provided little documentation, and demonstrated 

financial instability. These IHEs successfully achieved re-accreditation by becoming 

more financially stable, resolving audit findings, demonstrating the use of evaluation 

results for improvement and planning, and hiring presidents familiar with the process for 
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attaining reaffirmation of accreditation. This study proves relevant to my own by 

suggesting which circumstances might lead to sanctions by a regional accrediting body, 

as well as which actions might yield a more positive response from a regional accrediting 

body, such as restoration of full accreditation. 

 

Summary of Pertinent Research Studies 

 The studies detailed above suggest a number of key insights related to this study: 

1) Much room for improvement exists in American general education curricula, as 

evidenced by the findings of Hart Research Associates (2009a, 2009b) that 

students do not comprehend learning outcomes and general education curricula do 

not appear coherent. Furthermore, far too few IHEs have engaged in serious 

assessment of their general education curricula and use of assessment data for the 

purpose of improvement (Mortenson, 2000; Peterson & Vaughan, 2002). To 

enhance their assessment efforts and, therefore, their general education curricula, 

IHEs must provide more support for the faculty and staff members engaged in 

assessment, including institutional research offices with adequate staffing and 

funding (Ewell, Paulson, & Kinzie, 2011; Morest & Jenkins, 2007). 

2) To maximize satisfaction with and effectiveness of a general education 

curriculum, an IHE should ground it in mission and outcomes (Hart Research 

Associates, 2009a, 2009b; Nutter, 2000), integrate it throughout the curriculum as 

a whole (Nutter, 2000), provide appropriate resources and support for it (Ferrara, 

2007; Nutter, 2000), ensure coherence (Nutter, 2000), involve faculty and other 

constituents, especially in assessment of the curriculum (Ferrara, 2007; Nutter, 
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2000), and utilize a variety of appropriate assessment methods in a formal 

assessment plan (Nutter, 2000). 

3) When IHEs make concentrated efforts to reform and/or improve their general 

education curricula, characteristics such as visible leadership (Bontenbal, 2006; 

Long, 2005; Waite, 2004); teamwork and open communication (Bontenbal, 2006; 

Long, 2005; Waite, 2004); the provision of resources, support, and feedback 

(Long, 2005; Waite, 2004); involvement of various constituencies (Bontenbal, 

2006); and the existence of rewards or other recognition (Long, 2005) can 

enhance the results of these efforts. 

4) The environment can also play a role in the success or failure of initiatives to 

change general education curricula for the better, depending upon the institutional 

mission, institutional culture, and attitudes toward change (Bontenbal, 2006; 

Long, 2005; Sheahan, 1997; Waite, 2004), as well as on institutional size and type 

(Mortenson, 2000). 

5) Faculty may resist efforts to change for a variety of reasons, including fear that 

changes will negatively impact tenure evaluations in some way (Waite, 2004), 

belief that changes are predicated on some temporary fad (Waite, 2004), the 

perception that previous efforts have failed (Pagano, Jr., 2007), and the failure of 

IHEs to offer them significant opportunities for involvement (Mortenson, 2000). 

6) Community colleges struggle to offer a coherent general education curriculum. 

This is evident by the many community college catalogs that lack objectives for 

general education (Striplin, 2000; Zeszotarski, 1999), the many community 

colleges that vary general education requirements “on a program-by-program 
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basis” (Zeszotarski, 1999, p. 45), the many students who depart or transfer prior 

to earning an associate’s degree (Palmer, Ludwig, & Stapleton, 1994), the 

challenges created by state’s roles in transfer articulation (Arnold, 2003; Goff, 

2003; Wellman, 2002), the challenges created by their students’ remedial 

education needs (Hagedorn, Moon, Cypers, Maxwell, & Lester, 2006), and the 

challenges created by relationships with four-year IHEs (Knoell, 1990). To their 

credit, according to at least one study by Pagano, Jr. (2007), community colleges 

do tend to emphasize assessment as a tool for making informed decisions more 

than other IHEs. 

7) Core-to-core articulation agreements between two-year and four-year IHCEs can 

prove helpful for community college students who seek to earn a four-year degree 

(Dougherty & Reid, 2007; Gross & Goldhaber, 2009; Hagedorn, Moon, Cypers, 

Maxwell, & Lester, 2006; Hezel Associates, 2010; Tenbergen, 2010). However, 

these authors also discovered that community colleges and state governments can 

further assist students with achieving this goal both directly and indirectly by 

focusing efforts on underrepresented student populations, offering campus 

resources such as proper advising, fostering collaborative efforts by institutional 

personnel, and improving student tracking through unit records. 

8) When taken seriously and valued by institutional leaders, the process of obtaining 

accreditation or re-accreditation can serve as a key stimulus for institutional 

change related both to assessment and improvement of general education 

curricula (Anderson, 1987; Brown, 1999; Ferrara, 2007; Nutter, 2000; Pagano, Jr., 

2007; Peterson & Vaughan, 2002; Putnam, 2001; Saunders, 2007; Waite, 2004) 
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and to implementation of student learning outcomes or assessment of student 

learning outcomes (Bontenbal, 2006; Chapman, 2007; Ferrara, 2007; Volkwein et 

al., 2007). However, perceptions of the usefulness of accreditation do seem to 

vary depending upon one’s position as either a leader of an accrediting 

organization, a staff member of an accrediting organization, a member of a state 

government body overseeing accreditation, a president of an IHE, or a staff 

member of an IHE (Barber, 1990). 

9) Accrediting bodies themselves can stimulate improvements in general education 

curricula by placing IHEs on probation or by requiring progress reports in their 

accreditation decisions, as noted by Gutierrez (2006), Jones (2005), and Waite 

(2004). In addition, some institutional representatives believe that accrediting 

bodies can enhance their role as agents of change by providing better guidance to 

IHEs throughout the accreditation process (Chapman, 2007). Sheahan (1997) also 

showed that accrediting bodies may have the ability to improve by educating 

citizens about the process of accreditation, disclosing more information about the 

results of individual IHEs, educating faculty members about their role in the 

process, and educating officials in state and federal governments about the value 

of accreditation. 

10) Factors contributing to a loss of accreditation found by Gutierrez (2006) included 

bureaucratic leadership that removes constituents from decision-making 

processes, excessive involvement from groups such as the Board of Regents and 

the local legislature, poor assessment, a lack of resources, financial challenges, 

and a failure to abide by the procedural rules of the regional accreditor. Factors 
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found by Jones (2005) included a failure to address emerging concerns prior to 

completing the self-study, a failure to address problems identified by the regional 

accreditor in previous visits, lack of documentation, and financial instability. 

11) Factors contributing to re-accreditation found by Gutierrez (2006) included a 

leadership change, involvement of faculty and other stakeholders both internal 

and external, a reduction in the amount of external interference in decision-

making, and improved finances. Factors found by Jones (2005) included greater 

financial stability, evidence of the use of assessment for improvement and 

planning, and the hiring of a president familiar with the process of obtaining re-

accreditation. 

 

Research Associated with the Conceptual Framework 

 

 As discussed above, Strange and Banning’s (2001) person-environment 

framework provides the theoretical basis for this research project. They have brought 

together information from a variety of sources related to each of the four components of 

an environment to demonstrate the potential impact that these components can have upon 

people. Specifically, this study investigates the potential impact of all four components, 

the physical environment, the human aggregate environment, the organizational 

environment, and the constructed environment, on the response of one IHE to a mandate 

from MSCHE requiring demonstrated progress in the development and implementation 

of a plan for general education assessment. Beyond this study, research utilizing Strange 

and Banning’s person-environment framework proves scarce. The research that does 
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exist emphasizes the impact of the environment on students. I was unable to find a single 

study like this one, which considered the impact of the environment, as described by 

Strange and Banning, on faculty and staff members. 

Scott’s (2008) dissertation research most closely approximated mine in his use of 

Strange and Banning’s person-environment theory. Scott took into account all four 

components of the environment, employing a qualitative methodology that incorporated 

document analysis with interviews. The interview protocol included specific questions 

related to the components of the environment. Scott’s study focused on the impact of 

culture on civic engagement among students, whereas my own study examined the 

impact of the environment on faculty and staff members’ attempts to satisfy their 

accrediting body with improved general education assessment. Scott found that the 

environment greatly affected student attitudes toward civic engagement, particularly the 

perceived sense of community and the combination of positive, negative, and mixed 

messages. Fisher (2009) conducted a study of students’ perceptions of the services that 

they receive at a community college. As a theoretical framework, she emphasized the 

constructed aspect of the environment only, ignoring the other three components 

described by Strange and Banning. She used this framework to identify the contribution 

of perceptions, attitudes, and expectations to students’ positive feelings about services 

offered to them. 

Other research projects utilize Strange and Banning to a lesser extent. Birk’s 

(2009) quantitative study of the perceptions of African American and European 

American students at a predominantly White IHE utilized a person-environment 

theoretical foundation. She discussed the works of several authors related to this 
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framework, including Strange and Banning, ultimately finding that race had a significant 

impact on students’ perceptions of the campus climate, particularly perceptions of faculty 

treatment, interracial relationships, and academic experiences. Two other researchers 

(Lopez del Puerto, 2009; Paine, 2008) referred to Strange and Banning in their discussion 

of the physical environment as a critical variable for their studies, the first of which 

considered student attitudes about graduate school and the second of which examined the 

impact of residence hall types on students. However, like Birk, they also relied on several 

other researches for the theoretical basis, making them even less relevant than both Scott 

and Fisher. Given the varying emphases of the studies that I have identified, it appears 

that this project has expanded the reach of Strange and Banning’s work. Ultimately, I 

hope that additional researchers will come to see the utility of this framework for 

comprehending the impact of an environment, not only on the students within that 

environment, but on all of the constituents who may populate the educational 

environment. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The literature review shows that, in spite of the importance of general education 

and its lengthy history in American higher education, many IHEs still require major 

improvements in their general education curricula. While assessment serves as an 

important vehicle for such improvement, a number of challenges have hindered IHEs, 

particularly community colleges, from taking full advantage of it. Regional accrediting 

bodies have attempted to stimulate change, placing great emphasis on assessment of 
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student learning outcomes and also concerning themselves with the general education 

curricula of IHEs within their purview. Yet, they have also faced a number of challenges 

and have room for improvement themselves. Previous authors and researchers have 

considered these various issues independently or much more broadly. Nutter (2000) did 

conduct a quantitative study in the interest of learning more about the nature of the 

relationship between accreditation and general education. Although valuable, Nutter’s 

study did not provide direct information about how accreditors and/or IHEs might work 

to enhance the relationship between accreditation and general education for the 

betterment of all. Alternatively, my research study uniquely seeks to consider general 

education assessment as a function of regional accreditation and environmental 

components. Utilizing a qualitative methodology, it should result in more 

recommendations about changes that accrediting agencies and IHEs could make to yield 

enhancements of general education. These recommendations may also impact the manner 

in which IHEs and regional accreditors approach a variety of other standards to achieve 

quality assurance and quality improvement. Consequently, it adds an important 

perspective to the existing knowledge base. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY  

 

Assumptions and Rationale for a Qualitative Design 

 A qualitative design seemed most appropriate for answering the research 

questions of this study, which sought to examine how accreditation sanctions and 

environmental factors affected the general education assessment plan of a community 

college. Qualitative research designs answer the type of “how” questions found in 

Chapter 1 (Yin, 2003). Specifically, this study sought to gain an “understanding [of] the 

particular context” of the participating campus, of “unanticipated phenomena and 

influences” in this environment, and an of “the process by which events and actions take 

place” as the IHE attempted to respond to accreditor demands by bolstering the plan for 

assessment of general education (Maxwell, 2005, p. 22-23). Finally, without any control 

over the variables, this study favored a qualitative design rather than an experimental 

approach. 

 Initially, I chose a multiple-case design with the goal of making the evidence 

more compelling, enhancing the validity and generalizability of the study (Merriam, 

1998; Yin, 2003). However, this did not prove possible since less than a handful of 

feasible IHEs fit the criteria for the study at the time and the majority of these either 
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declined to participate or did not respond to requests to discuss the study. Rather than 

forgo this type of study completely, I reconsidered the purpose and determined that a 

more in-depth single case study would also have tremendous benefits. In one sense, 

Nabor County Community College is clearly unique, since I could not find more than a 

handful of IHEs meeting the criteria for this study. Yin (2003) explained that one 

justification for a single-case study “is when the case represents an extreme or unique 

case,” making it “worth documenting and analyzing” (p. 40-41). In another sense, Nabor 

County Community College still appeared representative enough to yield clues for other 

IHEs who may need to improve general education assessment at the behest of their 

regional accreditor now or in the future, particularly as accrediting bodies increase their 

focus on evidence of direct and indirect assessment and presumably increase the number 

of IHEs that receive sanctions for failing to provide such evidence (Ewell, 2005, 2008; 

Hernon, 2004a). Yin noted that an additional “rationale for a single case is the 

representative or typical case,” from which “[t]he lessons learned . . . are assumed to be 

informative about the experiences of the average person or the institution” (p. 41). 

Furthermore, this study assumed that documents, observations, and interview responses 

would prove sufficiently detailed and representative of the campus to provide evidence of 

the impact of environmental factors on the community college’s reaction to the 

accreditation decision by MSCHE. More specifically, the study assumes that the subjects 

chosen for interviews would each possess sufficient knowledge to give an impression of 

related institutional processes. 
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Role of the Researcher 

 I conducted this research as a doctoral student at a state-related research 

university in Pennsylvania. Previously, I served on a four-year private IHE’s steering 

committee for the creation of a self-study for MSCHE and simultaneously co-chaired a 

task force on Standards 7 (Institutional Assessment) and Standards 14 (Assessment of 

Student Learning). This experience proved overwhelmingly positive, as the IHE’s 

president provided the parameters, resources, and support necessary to maximize the self-

study process as a means of improvement. Furthermore, involved constituents 

approached the task with sincerity. In particular, the co-chair with whom I worked 

possessed vast knowledge of and experience with both accreditation and assessment, 

enabling me to maximize the process as a personal learning opportunity. Ultimately, my 

employer received an excellent review, while also deriving some valuable suggestions. 

With such a positive experience, it should come as no surprise that I developed an 

appreciation of regional accreditation. I also developed an interest in understanding how 

IHEs can maximize this process as a tool for learning and improvement. 

Currently, I serve as an academic affairs administrator at the aforementioned four-

year private IHE and, as one of my functions, I ensure that each degree program 

possesses a form detailing all academic requirements for graduation and suggesting a 

possible semester-by-semester timeline for students. Working closely with department 

chairs, I have witnessed the challenges that they face in attempting to make decisions that 

balance attention to disciplinary courses with attention to general education courses. 

These challenges prove particularly acute at a small private IHE that does not have the 

financial means or the student demand to justify many sections of each general education 
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course. I also advise students and one of my goals is to assist them in comprehending 

how their general education courses, both those that are dictated for them and those that 

they may select by themselves, can benefit them. Prior to this position, I worked in career 

services and learned of the importance that employers place on hiring well-rounded 

graduates with skills derived in large part from the general education portion of a liberal 

arts curriculum. These roles have increased my belief in the value of general education, 

building on my prior experiences as an undergraduate student at a small, private, liberal 

arts IHE. They have also led to an appreciation of the challenges that characterize an 

IHE’s efforts to plan, implement, assess, and improve general education and an interest in 

helping IHEs to overcome these challenges. 

Researchers must remain aware of the potential for bias (Maxwell, 2005; 

Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003). I have had a positive experience with regional accreditation, 

which may have made it difficult for me to perceive MSCHE’s weaknesses. I have also 

witnessed the challenges of planning, implementing, and assessing a general education 

program, which may have made me prone to perceiving weaknesses in the general 

education curriculum and general education assessment plan of the participating IHE. 

The recent decision of MSCHE that calls for improvements in general education at Nabor 

County Community College could have amplified this tendency, since I might have 

assumed that MSCHE’s judgments had merit and, therefore, that weaknesses did exist. 

To guard against such bias, a researcher must remain “open to contrary findings” (Yin, 

2003, p. 62). I planned in advance to do this by means of intensive and long-term 

involvement, triangulation, rich data, descriptive statistics, and member checks with 
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members of my advisory committee. I will describe each of these methods in more depth 

below. 

 

Sample 

To effectively explore the impact of both MSCHE sanctions and campus 

environments on an IHE’s response to an MSCHE re-accreditation decision, I selected a 

community college for which MSCHE had recently reaffirmed accreditation, while also 

requiring a progress report from that IHE to provide additional evidence of a general 

education outcomes assessment plan. In selecting this site, it proved essential to identify 

an IHE that was either in the midst of drafting their progress report or had recently done 

so, since the passage of additional time might have altered the viewpoints of constituents. 

Nabor County Community College, which fit these criteria, is a mid-sized (headcount 

between 7,500 and 10,000 and adjusted FTE enrollment between 5,000 and 7,500) 

community college near the East coast. A more thorough description of my impressions 

of the campus upon first visiting is included in Chapter 4. The most recent MSCHE 

action required this community college to submit a progress report near the end of the 

spring semester of 2010. According to the Middle States (n.d.) web site, this report was 

required to provide details of “the development and implementation of an organized and 

sustained process to assess the achievement of general education student learning 

outcomes.” In addition, two other requirements more generally related to student learning 

outcomes and assessment. Given that institutional administrators must demonstrate 

improvement in general education assessment when crafting a progress report for 

MSCHE, Nabor County Community College makes an ideal setting for determining how 
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required progress reports can impact IHEs’ efforts to improve general education 

assessment and for determining how environmental factors have further stimulated or 

inhibited efforts to meet MSCHE standards related to general education assessment. In 

addition to serving as an ideal setting for answering the research question, the location of 

this IHE within the MSCHE region and the deadline date for its required progress report 

proved critical, given the time constraints of this dissertation and the need for several 

visits to the campus. As discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4, I discovered during data 

collection that the state also had an important role in facilitating changes to the general 

education curriculum and, as a state IHE, I considered this an aspect of Nabor County 

Community College’s organizational environment. 

 As Maxwell (2005) asserted succinctly, purposeful sampling allows a researcher 

to gain “information that can’t be gotten from other sources” (p. 88).  A purposeful 

sample in this study included faculty and administrators from the community college. I 

began by conducting an initial information-gathering interview with the person who is 

ultimately accountable for the quality of general education on the campus, Dr. Carl 

Collins, the vice president of academic affairs. During this more brief and informal 

interview, to identify appropriate subjects, I inquired about the roles of constituents in the 

development of an assessment plan for general education as a response to the 

requirements of MSCHE. In addition, I also reviewed relevant documents to identify 

appropriate subjects for interviews. 

I conducted six interviews from the purposeful sample, including one more formal 

interview with the vice president, one interview with the president, and four interviews 

with members of a general education team, tasked with recommending changes in the 
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general education assessment plan. These members were specifically identified by the 

vice president as key members of the general education team who could speak about 

general education assessment. The vice president, being incredibly supportive of my 

research, set up the interviews on my behalf, which I had not intended for him to do. To 

guard against the potential that he may have influenced their responses or that they may 

have felt pressure to participate, I made it especially clear at the beginning of these 

interviews that I was an independent researcher, that their participation was not 

mandatory, and that their privacy would be protected by the use of pseudonyms. All four 

of the general education team members made it clear that they understood all of this and 

then agreed to continue with the interview process. Given the involvement of these 

individuals on campus, this purposeful sample had the greatest likelihood of yielding 

evidence that would lead to answers for the research questions. However, given that these 

individuals were recommended by the vice president, there existed a potential for 

selection bias as well. Consequently, a purposeful sample was not sufficient for this study 

alone. 

In addition to a purposeful sample, I requested the names and length of service of 

full-time faculty members on campus. I divided this list of faculty members into five 

strata based on years of service, one each for 0 - 2 years, 3 - 5 years, 6 - 15 years, 16 - 25 

years, and 26 or more years. Since, as part of the purposeful sample, the general 

education team consisted of department chairs, each with 26 or more years of experience, 

stratification was necessary to understand what impact, if any, experience and 

involvement had upon the responses of faculty members. Two individuals from each 

strata were selected randomly by an unbiased individual with no knowledge of the study. 
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For each group, this individual pulled two names from a box with one piece of paper per 

faculty member. I contacted these ten individuals initially be e-mail and then followed up 

with phone calls during their office hours as posted online, providing them with a brief 

abstract and inviting them to participate in the study. Seven replied and each of the seven 

agreed to be interviewed, with at least one from each of the five strata. The faculty 

interviewees from both the purposeful and stratified random samples represented a wide 

variety of academic departments. As shown in Table 1 below, they also had varying 

degrees and types of involvement related to general education assessment and regional 

accreditation, including five department chairs, five general education team members, 

two current curriculum committee members, two former curriculum committee members, 

one co-chair for the self-study leading up to the 2008 MSCHE visit, and three individuals 

with relevant experience in general education committees at the state-level. Subjects from 

the purposeful sample all had knowledge of and experience with general education 

assessment and many with regional accreditation, while subjects from the stratified 

random sample may or may not have. Regardless of their level of involvement and 

experience, the latter subjects provided valuable insights about campus attitudes toward 

general education assessment and the impact of the organizational environment. 

Additionally, in some cases, their lack of knowledge proved just as telling as other 

interviewees’ existing knowledge. 

 

Data Collection 

This case study examined four components of the institutional environment, as 

identified by Strange and Banning (2001): physical environment, human aggregate 
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Table 1.  Participants’ Relevant Experience 

   __________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
   Subject Pseudonym  Gender  Years of Discipline Department General 

Service   Chair  Education 
          (Range)     Team 

  __________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
  1  Dr. Angela   Female  26+  English Yes  Yes (Co-chair) 
    Anderson 
  2  Ms. Barbara Brown Female  26+  Bio/Chem Yes  Yes 
  3  Vice President  Male  0-2  N/A  N/A  N/A 

Dr. Carl Collins    
  4  Ms. Donna Davis Female  26+  I.T.  Yes  Yes 

   5  Ms. Evelyn Edwards Female  26+  Math  Yes  Yes (Co-chair) 
   6  President Frank Male  26+  N/A  N/A  N/A 
     Farmer 
   7  Ms. Gloria Givens Female  6-15  Radiography No  No 
   8  Ms. Haley Harris Female  3-5  Respiratory No  No 
            Therapy 
   9  Dr. Ian Isaacs  Male  3-5  Poli. Sci. No  No 
   10  Dr. James Jordan Male  26+  History Yes  Yes 
   11  Dr. Kevin King Male  0-2  Philosophy No  No 
   12  Ms. Linda Long Female  16-25  Chemistry No  No 
   13  Ms. Mary Mills Female  26+  Nursing No  No 
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Table 1.  (continued) 

   __________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
   Subject Self-  Current  Former   State  Prior Relevant 
     Study  Curriculum  Curriculum  Involvement Knowl/Exper. 
     Co-Chair Committee  Committee  (While at (Before Employment 
          (If Not Current) NCCC) at NCCC) 

  __________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
  1  No  Yes (Co-chair)  N/A   Yes  Unknown  
  2  No  No   No   No  Unknown 
  3  N/A  N/A   N/A   Yes  Yes – through other 

IHEs, organizations, 
and publications 

  4  No  No   No   No  Unknown 
   5  No  No   No   No  Unknown 
   6  N/A  N/A   N/A   Yes  Yes – as chief  

academic officer at 
other IHE 

   7  No  No   Yes   No  Unknown 
   8  No  No   No   No  Yes - on committees  
               at another IHE 

9  No  No   No   No  Yes - as grants  
director and 

               state employee 
   10  No  Yes (Co-chair)  N/A   No  Unknown 
   11  No  No   No   No  Unknown 
   12  Yes  No   No   No  Unknown 
   13  No  No   Yes   No  Unknown 
   __________________________________________________________________________________________
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characteristics, organizational structures, and constructed environment. These 

components framed the data collection procedures. As the first step in collecting data, I 

conducted a brief and informal interview with the vice president of academic affairs to 

gather information. Specifically, I gained information about the most appropriate sources 

of data on the campus, including optimal interview subjects, key documents, and relevant 

meetings. The second step was to conduct document analysis and observations so that I 

could gain a firm understanding of the environment in which decisions are made 

regarding either assessment of general education or MSCHE accreditation (e.g., decisions 

about the self-study or about preparations for a visiting team). More specifically, I 

observed physical environments and human interactions, particularly the interactions of 

faculty and staff members working to enhance the plan for assessment of general 

education. Based on these observations, I generated field notes for later analysis. 

Merriam (1998) elaborated on the importance of field notes since memory recall is often 

challenging, particularly during a long-term study, by detailing the need to record: 

 

• Verbal descriptions of the setting, the people, the activities 
• Direct quotations or at least the substance of what people said 
• Observer’s comments—put in the margins or in the running narrative 

(p. 106). 
 
 

Additionally, I conducted a thorough review of and generated field notes about or 

describing relevant documents, as listed in Table 2 below, including the 2008 institutional 

self-study and follow-up progress report, along with the corresponding MSCHE 

recommendations and MSCHE’s later response to the progress report. Other useful 

documents included institutional guidelines for program reviews, the 2007-2009 strategic  
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Table 2. Documents Reviewed 
  ______________________________________________________ 

 
 Document Relevance 

  ______________________________________________________ 
 Accreditation Timetable Regional Accreditation 
 Institutional Self-Study for 2008  Regional Accreditation 

MSCHE Visiting Team 
 MSCHE Visiting Team Report Regional Accreditation 
 Institutional Progress Report Regional Accreditation 
 MSCHE Follow-Up to Progress  Regional Accreditation 

Report 
 National League for Nursing  Specialized Accreditation 

Accrediting Commission,  
Inc. Program Evaluator  
Report for the Nursing  
Major 

 152  Outcomes Assessment Reports Assessment: Program- 
from All Majors (from   Level 
2005-2006 to 2008-2009) 

 Six-Year Review Schedule Assessment: Program- 
   Level 
 Current Guidelines for Program /  Assessment: Program- 

Department Review  Level 
 2005 Guidelines for Program /  Assessment: Program- 

Department Review  Level 
Self-Study Guidelines Assessment: Program- 
  Level 
General Education Competencies  Assessment: Program- 

(assessment considerations  Level 
for self-studies) 

 Guidelines for External  Assessment: Program- 
Consultants  Level 

 Guidelines for Internal  Assessment: Program- 
Consultants and   Level 
Subcommittees 

 Institutional Research Mission Assessment: Institutional  
Statement  Research 

 Institutional Research Objectives  Assessment: Institutional  
Aligned with Programs and   Research 
Services 

 Institutional Research Assessment Assessment: Institutional  
Plan  Research 

 2007-2008 Institutional Research  Assessment: Institutional  
Outcomes Assessment Report  Research 
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Table 2. (continued) 
  ______________________________________________________ 

 
 Document Relevance 

  ______________________________________________________ 
 2008-2009 Academic Outcomes  Assessment / Planning: 

Summary (an overview of   Institution-Level  
programmatic learning   and Program-Level 
outcomes and corresponding   
assessments, results, and  
follow-up actions) 

 2007-2009 Strategic Plan Planning: Institution-Level 
 2010-2011 Nursing Department  Planning: Program-Level 

Strategic Plan 
 New Course Approval Form Academics Background 
 Course Information Outline Academics Background 
 Syllabus Template Academics Background 
 2008-2010 Catalog Academics Background 
 Curriculum Requirements (a section Academics Background 

of the 2010-2012 Catalog, 
including general education  
requirements for each type of  
degree offered and a list of  
courses that fulfills each  
general education competency) 

 Curriculum Check Sheets for 10  Academics Background 
Programs (each of which  
listed all requirements for  
graduation) 

 Minutes from Several Faculty  Academics Background 
Meetings and Curriculum 
Committee Meetings from  
2007 - 2010 

 Student Opinion Report (for course  Academics Background 
evaluations by students) 

 Learning Outcomes for American  Academics Background 
Government Course 

 Facts and Figures 2009 (including a  Environment Background 
profile of the student body 
and enrollments by program) 

Campus Map Environment Background 
 5 Student Newspapers (one from Environment Background 

February, 2010; one from  
March, 2010; one from  
April, 2010; and two from 
November, 2010) 
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Table 2. (continued) 
  ______________________________________________________ 

 
 Document Relevance 

  ______________________________________________________ 
Campus Life Events Flyer (Week Environment Background 

of March 17, 2010) 
 General Education Competencies State Background 

and Suggested Learning 
Objectives 

 General Education Competencies State Background 
and Course Criteria 

   
 ______________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
plan, faculty meeting minutes, curriculum committee meeting minutes, the most recent 

undergraduate course catalog, student newspapers, curriculum check sheets (graduation 

requirement advising handouts), and outcomes assessment reports. It should be noted that 

I did not request or review a copy of MSCHE’s response to Nabor County Community 

College’s progress report until after having collected and analyzed data in order to ensure 

that MSCHE’s response did not bias my own analysis and conclusions in any way. 

After reviewing documents and making observations, I conducted a total of 13 

interviews, with all but the first four taking place in the interviewee’s offices to increase 

the likelihood of a relaxed atmosphere for our conversations. Among these 13 interviews, 

I met with the vice president a second time, since the first encounter, rather than an 

interview, simply assisted me with gathering necessary information prior to data 

collection. The second meeting benefited from a formal interview protocol (Appendix C) 

designed to address the research questions. 

Prior to each interview, I required all participants to read and sign an informed 

consent document (Appendix A), which also included information about the purpose and 
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methodology of the research study, identified measures to protect confidentiality, and 

provided my contact information in the event that a subject(s) had questions. I also 

required participants to sign a form, which indicated that they permitted me to audiotape 

the interview (Appendix B). Copies of these forms were given to each interviewee. For 

these meetings, I used three different semi-structured interview protocols (Appendices C, 

D, and E), which differed slightly depending upon the role of the individual and which 

each reflected the theoretical framework. They began with questions designed to 

determine the participant’s background and any functions related to general education. 

Additional questions attempted to learn more about the interviewee’s understanding of 

and perceptions about the development of a plan to assess and improve general education 

and the role of MSCHE in this specific process and in the life of Nabor County 

Community College as a whole. Finally, the protocols all concluded with an open-ended 

question, allowing the interviewee an opportunity to provide any related comments as 

desired. As Merriam (1998) explains, “[l]ess structured formats assume that individual 

respondents define the world in unique ways” and, therefore, employ more flexibility in 

both the questions asked and the format (p. 74). Protocols were not supplied to 

interviewees in advance since I felt that it was critical to obtain their first impressions of 

both the institutional environment and MSCHE. Here, it should be noted that data 

collection began prior to the realization that I could not identify multiple cases for this 

research project and Appendices A, B, C, and D each reflect this. 

I strove to conduct all interviews in an hour or less and was surprised that the 

interview times ranged from approximately 17 minutes to just over an hour due to 

differing tendencies in the depths of some subjects’ responses, as shown in Table 3 
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below. In addition to recording the responses to these questions on an audiotape, I 

recorded field notes by audiotape after interviews for the purpose of documenting 

observations and impressions accurately, as well as for the purpose of recording for later 

analysis any suspected patterns that emerged over time as a result of subjects’ responses. 

This simplified and made more efficient the data analysis phase described below, helping 

to ensure that my future conclusions after the passage of time maintained consistency 

with and flowed naturally from my first impressions, even if I expounded much upon 

those first impressions. All data were stored either in a locked firebox or a password-

protected section of my home computer. This combination of document analysis, 

observations, and interviews of key constituents yielded rich data as evidence of the type 

of impact that accreditation and environmental factors had upon general education at 

Nabor County Community College, increasing the reliability and validity of the study. 

 

Table 3.  Interview Details 

_____________________________________________ 
 
   Subject Interview Date  Interview Length 

  _____________________________________________ 
   1  4/20/2010  43:43 
   2  4/20/2010  51:05 
   3  4/20/2010  24:21 
   4  4/21/2010  31:04 
   5  4/21/2010  35:03 
   6  5/21/2010  17:46 
   7  11/30/2010  57:04 
   8  11/30/2010  29:03 
   9  12/1/2010  1:01:02 
   10  12/1/2010  26:04 
   11  12/1/2010  27:13 
   12  12/1/2010  56:27 
   13  12/1/2010  17:27 
   _____________________________________________ 
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Data Analysis 

I analyzed data in a variety of ways. First, to begin identifying relationships 

among coded data, this study employed the constant comparative method. According to 

Merriam (1998), “[t]he basic strategy of the method is to do just what it implies—

constantly compare” (p. 159). In other words, this in-depth strategy consists of examining 

each new piece of data in light of the data already obtained. This continuous examination 

occurs from the moment that data collection begins, leading to the development of new 

categories for coding and the establishment of relationships between data. Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) described their theory in four stages: 

 

1) comparing incidents applicable to each category, 
2) integrating categories and their properties, 
3) delimiting the theory, and 
4) writing the theory (p. 105). 

 
 

They further noted how: 

 

This constant comparison of the incidents very soon starts generate 
theoretical properties of the category. The analyst starts thinking in terms 
of the full range of types or continua of the category, its dimensions, the 
conditions under which it is pronounced or minimized, its major 
consequences, its relation to other categories, and its other properties (p. 
106). 

 
 

Given that no one has previously researched the impact of environmental variables on an 

IHE’s response to a required accreditation progress report, no concrete information exists 
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to suggest potential patterns of data and subsequent conclusions. Consequently, the 

constant comparative method described above proved the best method of analysis for 

answering the research questions in spite of existing gaps in the relevant literature. I 

sought to make comparisons among data sets and literature from the moment that data 

collection began and soon started to notice theoretical properties. Throughout the 

research process, I continued to test the extent to which emerging data supported these 

properties, ultimately resulting in a model for understanding the relationship between 

regional accreditation and the environment at the case study site, as presented in Chapter 

5. 

As an additional method of analysis, I used a physical case study database to 

maintain case study notes and case study documents (Yin, 2003). This allowed for 

efficient retrieval of data as needed. Furthemore, the database became part of a chain of 

evidence leading clearly to my eventual conclusions, as Yin recommended. Developing 

and maintaining such a database also made the constant comparative analysis easier to 

undertake. 

I personally transcribed all interviews in order to increase my familiarity with the data 

and to bolster my use of the constant comparative method, as described above. I then 

identified patterns in the data of field notes, documents, and interview transcriptions by 

coding. Based on Maxwell’s (2005) description of the process, I coded segments of data 

according to how they fit into pre-determined categories, as well as additional categories 

that emerged during data collection, in keeping with Merriam’s (1998) description of 

analytic induction. Specifically, I began with 15 overarching categories based on the 

theoretical framework and research questions: which include: 
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• evidence of the positive impact of the physical environment, 
• neutral information about the physical environment, 
• evidence of the negative impact of the physical environment, 
• evidence of the positive impact of human aggregate characteristics, 
• neutral information about the human aggregate environment, 
• evidence of the negative impact of human aggregate characteristics, 
• evidence of the positive impact of organizational structures, 
• neutral information about the organizational environment, 
• evidence of the negative impact of organizational structures, 
• evidence of the positive impact of the constructed environment, 
• neutral information about the constructed environment, 
• evidence of the negative impact of the constructed environment, 
• evidence of the positive impact of MSCHE accreditation, 
• neutral information about MSCHE accreditation, and 
• evidence of the negative impact of MSCHE accreditation. 

 
 

While coding data, it became clear that four additional categories would assist with me 

determining what relationship, if any, an interview subject’s level of knowledge and 

experience had with their responses: 

 

• evidence of knowledge about general education, 
• evidence of a lack of knowledge about general education, 
• evidence of knowledge about regional accreditation, and 
• evidence of a lack of knowledge about regional accreditation. 

 
 

These categories defined the structure for the case study database, which I created within 

a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. The basic structure of this spreadsheet is included below 

in Appendix H. 

As I examined data, I attempted to remain widely open to all possible 

categorizations, gradually closing in on the most appropriate categories as informed by 
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the theoretical framework and the research questions. In many cases, a single passage or 

observation had elements that made it appropriate to place in multiple categories. For 

example, in a response to a single question, comments about the general education team 

from Subject 2, Ms. Barbara Brown, highlighted both the overall manner in which the 

team was organized and the characteristics of team members as a reflection of the larger 

human aggregate characteristics across the campus. I added personal comments at the end 

of many passages or observations, some analytical in nature and others as reminders 

regarding which aspects of a passage justified its placement in a particular category. The 

multifaceted nature of many segments of data complicated the process and necessitated 

revisions of the coding. For the second attempt at accurately coding the data, I printed 

each cell from the spreadsheet and taped these cells to the walls of a spare bedroom in the 

same order that they had appeared after concluding the first round of coding. I reviewed 

these printouts over a period of approximately three weeks and made comments with 

sticky notes that I later transferred to the original spreadsheet. Again, some of these 

comments were analytical in nature and others pointed out that a coding change had 

merit. Passages or observations were moved or copied to another cell/category in the 

spreadsheet as needed. Finally, I developed a simplistic outline for Chapter 4 and began 

to place the coded segments of data into the outline. At this stage, I also began to 

incorporate the data from documents. Although I had kept this data in mind throughout 

the first two phases of coding, I found it easier to incorporate it into the outline format 

than the spreadsheet, using historical quotes to contextualize other data. This process 

became a third instance for reviewing and revising the categorization of data. As I began 

to see a natural logic to the flow of content in outline form and as I considered the 
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historical context provided by documents, a few additional revisions appeared obvious. 

Finally, to further justify inferred patterns across categories, I developed descriptive 

statistics or, as Merriam (1998) described it, conducted “quantitative content analysis” by 

measuring “the frequency and variety” of units of data (p. 160). This process of coding, 

re-coding, and developing descriptive statistics enhanced my confidence in the patterns of 

data. These findings then formed the basis for answering the research questions and 

formulating conclusions in light of the literature review. I have included a visual 

representation of this process below in Figure 1. 

 

Methods of Verification 

 The data collection and analysis procedures above were intended to serve as the 

framework for a report that draws valid conclusions. Given the potential for bias as the 

result of my previous experiences with accreditation and general education, the danger 

exists for “selection of data that fit the researcher’s existing theory or preconceptions” 

(Maxwell, 2005, p. 108). Furthermore, there exists a danger that my presence on either or 

both of these campuses may have led to reactivity “on the setting or individuals studied” 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 108).  Certainly, faculty, staff, and administrator respondents may 

have had a desire to present a particularly positive or negative impression during data 

collection even if that impression was not justifiable. The strategies for verification of 

results include a combination of intensive and long-term involvement, triangulation, rich 

data, descriptive statistics, and member checks. As shown in Figure 1, it proved 

necessary to consider these methods of verification throughout each phase of the study. 

An ephemeral look at the participating IHE might have led to incomplete or inaccurate 
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conclusions. Especially since this study focuses heavily on environmental characteristics 

and also as a result of the potential for bias, long-term involvement proved critical. The 

data collection phase required a significant investment of time. However, more than a 

necessity merely for data collection, the considerable amount of time spent on the campus 

also enabled adequate reflection on the research questions, literature, and data to increase 

the validity of findings and subsequent conclusions.  

Each of the data sources described above, including observation, document 

review, and interview transcriptions, assisted in triangulation as a means of enhancing 

validity. To eliminate doubt, I could often point to a preponderance of evidence when 

identifying patterns and building conclusions. I also acquired rich data from each of these 

sources, which aided in ensuring that conclusions adequately represented the existing 

campus environments. Specifically, I used carefully crafted and semi-structured interview 

protocols as well as detailed transcriptions of interviews. Although the first set of 

interviews with four general education team members was scheduled in a single meeting 

room to maximize time, I set up a more flexible schedule for all other interviews, meeting 

individuals in their offices so that I could personally experience the environment in which 

these subjects worked. Finally, I collected a variety of documents as identified above in 

Table 2, including Nabor County Community College’s 2008 self-study for MSCHE and 

subsequent progress report, MSCHE’s visiting team report and later response to the 

progress report, minutes of meetings, curriculum check sheets (graduation requirements 

for specific majors, including general education requirements), outcomes assessment 

reports, several student newspapers from various time periods, and other documents all 

serving as rich data prior to coding and to developing descriptive statistics. 
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As another method of verification, I attempted to locate discrepant evidence. 

While, the majority of related data might suggest a particular conclusion, the potential for 

bias or misinterpretation still exists, especially when divergent information is ignored. 

Therefore, to increase confidence in the conclusions, I included all relevant data, 

including data contrary to the conclusions. Since a variety of data sources from a variety 

of perspectives existed, I could often explain the discrepancies by considering their 

source. In this manner, the method emulated Merriam’s (1998) description of analytic 

induction, the “continual refinement of hypotheses as the researcher finds instances that 

do not match the original hypothesis” (p. 160). Such an approach to verification is 

consistent with the constant comparative method, which “force[s] the analyst to consider 

much diversity in the data. By diversity, we meant that each incident is compared with 

other incidents, or with properties of a category, in terms of as many similarities and 

differences as possible” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 114). Acknowledging discrepancies 

allows the reader to view the complete spectrum of evidence, instilling confidence as one 

sees how I have arrived at the conclusions of the study. 

The members of my advisory committee possess experience relevant to this study. 

Therefore, I conducted member checks with these individuals, seeking advice regarding 

data interpretations. This method of verification and the others discussed in this section, 

as well as the use of descriptive statistics and the constant comparative method as 

components of data analysis, minimized threats such as researcher bias and reactivity 

and, therefore, led to greater validity of conclusions. 
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Ethical Issues 

The interview process served as a minor inconvenience for participants. However, 

this study carried no significant risks since the potential for physical or emotional harm 

did not appear to exist, given the nature of topics being discussed. I required a signed 

consent form from all participants by which they acknowledged their voluntary 

participation in the study and their comprehension of the study’s intent, the potential 

benefits, the methods of ensuring confidentiality, their freedom to ask questions, and their 

right to discontinue participation at any time. I also required participants to sign a form, 

which indicated that they had given me permission to audiotape the interview. This form 

indicated the duration of time that the recording would be kept, notified interviewees that 

they could rescind permission, and contact information both for me and for Temple 

University. 

This project required careful attention to confidentiality. The distinctive 

characteristics of individuals and of IHEs can make anonymity a challenging goal in 

some cases. To combat this, both individual subjects and the IHE were described with 

pseudonyms in this case study. These pseudonyms will also be used in any future 

publications or presentations that refer to the research. At all times, I have remained 

attentive to potential ethical concerns and to the possibility that results could harm 

subjects if I do not maintain their confidentiality. Furthermore, I have stored audio tapes, 

transcripts, notes, and other documents in a locked firebox to assist in ensuring privacy. 

Electronic information has been stored in a password-protected section of my home 

computer. As the principal investigator, I have been and remain the only person with the 

ability to access either the firebox or the electronic information. These methods of 
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ensuring confidentiality were included in my applications to both the Temple University 

Institutional Review Board and to Nabor County Community College’s Institutional 

Review Board. Temple University’s Institutional Review Board requested minor changes 

to the consent form and permission to audiotape, including the insertion of a space for 

subjects to initial on each page of the consent form and updating the date ranges on the 

permission to audiotape. After making these changes, both proposals were approved and 

permission was granted to conduct the study. 

 

Summary of the Literature and Its Relationship with the Study 

In examining the impact of regional accreditation sanctions on assessment of 

general education, this research study relied on Strange and Banning’s (2001) four 

components of the campus environment: physical environment, human aggregate 

characteristics, organizational structures, and constructed environment. The findings have 

helped to fill research gaps and resulted in an enhanced understanding both of the factors 

that contribute to improvement of a general education program and of the role of 

accreditation sanctions for improvement of an IHE. General education has evolved over 

time in America by reflecting larger societal trends and changes (Hubball & Gold, 2007; 

Rudolph, 1977). It has ultimately become a critical component of an IHE’s mission 

(Leskes & Miller, 2005). This is confirmed by the emphasis placed upon it by regional 

accrediting bodies (Allen, 2006; Middle States, 2002). This portion of the curriculum can 

vary from one IHE to the next with regard to both the amount of courses focused on 

general education and the content of those courses (Levine, 1978). Despite the emphasis 

of accrediting bodies on general education, many IHEs continue to struggle in their 
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efforts to build a coherent program (Hart Research Associates, 2009b). The recent 

accreditation decision of MSCHE indicates that Nabor County Community College has 

not remained immune from these struggles with general education 

Assessment of general education can lead to improvement of the curriculum 

(Allen, 2006; Forrest, 1990; Nichols, 2003). Many assessment methods exist and, 

therefore, IHEs must become devoted to the development of an assessment plan with a 

particular set of strategies appropriate for their unique needs (Allen, 2006; Banta, 2002; 

Jones & Voorhees, 2002). This begins with an effective leader (Allen, 2006; Banta, 2002; 

Bontenbal, 2006; Ferrara, 2007; Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Levine, 1978; Long, 2005; 

Waite, 2004). The effective leader should involve constituents from all campus offices 

(Allen, 2006; Angelo, 2002; Alstete, 2004; Astin et al., n.d.; Banta, 2002; Bontenbal, 

2006; Delaney, 2007; Ferrara, 2007; Kuh et al., 2002; Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Levine, 

1978; Long, 2005; Lopez, 2004; Martin et al., 2001; Palomba, 2002; Peterson & 

Vaughan, 2002; Roy et al., 2007; Waite, 2004). To enhance their ability to make an 

effective plan, leaders should give constituents clear expectations (Leskes & Miller, 

2005), offer training and development opportunities (Allen, 2006; Banta, 2002; Borden, 

2002; Driscoll, 2006; Ferrara, 2007; Long, 2005; Lopez, 2004; Waite, 2004), provide 

rewards or incentives (Allen, 2006; Angelo, 2002; Ferrara, 2007; Jones & Voorhees, 

2002; Levine, 1978; Long, 2005; Lopez, 2004), and ensure sufficient and appropriate 

timing for assessment (Banta, 2002). Leaders also need to foster environments conducive 

to the creation and implementation of a plan for assessment of general education (Ewell, 

2002; Leskes & Miller, 2005). To do this, they must make the prioritization of 

assessment evident to all, but particularly through decisions about budgeting, personnel, 
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and planning (Angelo, 2002; Astin et al., n.d.; Ferrara, 2007; Leskes & Miller, 2005; 

Martin et al., 2001; Palomba, 2002; Peterson & Vaughan, 2002; Wright, 2002); dividing 

resources in such a way as to promote assessment, including financial resources and also 

technical assistance through personnel with appropriate expertise (Allen, 2006; Banta, 

2004; Barker & Smith, 1998; Borden, 2002; Brittingham et al., 2008; Dodd, 2004; 

Ferrara, 2007; Leskes & Miller, 2005; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Long, 2005; Palomba, 

2002; Roy et al., 2007); aligning efforts with mission and values (Astin et al., n.d.; Banta, 

2002; Nichols, 2003; Peterson & Vaughan, 2002); clearly stating learning outcomes to 

serve as a foundation for assessment (Allen, 2006; Astin et al., n.d.; Banta, 2002; Ewell, 

2004; Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Leskes & Miller, 2005; Leskes & Wright, 2005; 

Mentkowski, 2006; Nichols, 2003; Palomba, 2002); striving for stability of personnel 

involved in assessment (Roy et al., 2007); and encouraging reasonable risk-taking and 

innovation (Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Levine, 1978; Long, 2005; Mundhenk, 2004). 

Finally, IHEs should integrate assessment into their strategic plan (Alstete, 2004; Barker 

& Smith, 1998; Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Nichols, 2003; Rowley et al.,1997; Volkwein et 

al., 2007). 

Accreditation, particularly the self-study, can also lead to improvement of general 

education and so leaders must make sure that campus constituents view it as, not only a 

necessity for quality assurance, but an opportunity for positive change (Alstete, 2004; 

Dodd, 2004; Ewell, 2008; Ferrara, 2007; Lubinescu et al., 2001; Martin et al.,2001; 

Palomba, 2002). In addition to the self-study, accreditation standards offer guidance to 

IHEs (Dodd, 2004). Institutional leaders need to prepare their communities for 

accreditation in advance, providing structure and resources, and ensuring that constituents 
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understand the process (Alstete, 2004). To this end, many authors (Alstete, 2004; Barker 

& Smith, 1998; Dodd, 2004; Ruben, 2007; Volkwein et al., 2007) have advocated the 

incorporation of the regional accreditation process into the strategic plan. The 

aforementioned research suggests what leaders must do to promote assessment of general 

education. However, it does not address directly the environmental components that 

contribute to effective assessment of general education and effective utilization of the 

accreditation process for maximizing institutional potential, as this study has done. 

The history of accreditation, and particularly of the accountability movement, 

demonstrates how regional accrediting bodies have shifted from reliance on inputs and 

resources to an emphasis on assessment of student learning outcomes, including general 

education curricula (Alstete, 2004; Eaton, 2003; Ewell, 2001, 2005, 2008; Hubball & 

Gold, 2007; McMurtrie, 2000; Lubinescu et al., 2001). This shift has significantly 

impacted IHEs, resulting in greater attention to assessment at all levels (Alstete, 2004; 

Brittingham, 2008; Dodd, 2004). Yet, critics believe that accreditors need to do more to 

require that IHEs move beyond superficial engagement that purely seeks to satisfy 

minimum regional accreditation standards (Alstete, 2004; Ewell, 2001, 2008). 

Furthermore, accrediting bodies need to become more willing to sanction IHEs that fail to 

meet their standards (Ewell, 2007, 2008). As discussed below, this study has yielded 

recommendations for improving the utility of the sanctioning processes used by 

accrediting bodies. 

Nutter’s (2000) research found a relationship between the perceptions of 

constituents about regional accreditation and their satisfaction both with the existing 

general education curriculum and with improvements in general education. However, this 
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finding could speak more to the efforts of institutional leaders and/or the institutional 

environment than the strengths of accreditation. Other researchers (Bontenbal, 2006; 

Chapman, 2007; Ferrara, 2007; Mortenson, 2000; Pagano, Jr., 2007; Volkwein et al., 

2007; Waite, 2004) have examined the relationship between accreditation and student 

learning outcomes and/or assessment of student learning outcomes without focusing on 

general education specifically, although Ferrara’s study does include much discussion 

and analysis of the process by which one IHE reformed general education along with 

disciplinary curricula. Of these studies, I could only identify one, by Volkwein et al. 

(2007), that sought to clarify what direct impact accreditation had upon student learning 

outcomes. However, their study focused on specialized accreditation standards rather 

than regional accreditation standards, indicating a sizable gap in the literature. Long’s 

(2005) study focused on the institutional factors contributing to successful 

implementation of student learning outcomes. Although Long’s research did not focus on 

either accreditation or general education, it indirectly suggested factors that IHEs should 

consider in implementing a general education program, including leadership, 

communication, commitment, resources, rewards/recognition, support, involvement, a 

risk-free environment, staff development, feedback, and process-based planning. Hart 

Research Associates (2009a, 2009b) conducted an extensive quantitative study to learn 

how IHEs approach general education, while Striplin (2000) and Zeszotarski (1999) 

quantitatively examined the nature of general education in community colleges, more 

specifically. Although Palmer, Ludwig, and Stapleton (1994), Goff (2003), Arnold 

(2003), Wellman (2002), and Knoell (1990) focused on the transferability of credits 

between two-year IHEs and four-year IHEs, their work yielded insights about the 
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challenges of general education curricula in community colleges. Several authors 

(Dougherty & Reid, 2007; Gross & Goldhaber, 2009; Hagedorn, Moon, Cypers, 

Maxwell, & Lester, 2006; Hezel Associates, 2010; Tenbergen, 2010) examined the 

existence of core-to-core articulation agreements and other circumstances that contribute 

to successful student transfer from two-year IHEs to four-year IHEs. Peterson and 

Vaughan (2002) researched the manner in which IHEs use assessment data, including 

general education assessment data, in another quantitative study; while Ewell, Paulson, 

and Kinzie (2011) and Morest and Jenkins (2007) found that faculty and staff members 

need more support, such as through well-funded institutional research offices, in order to 

assess effectively. Additionally, Anderson (1987), Sheahan (1997), Brown (1999), Barber 

(1990), Saunders (2007), and Putnam (2001) considered the perceived usefulness of 

accreditation through various means. Gutierrez (2006) sought to understand how the 

University of Guam lost and subsequently re-obtained accreditation. Similarly, Jones 

(2005) reported on the factors that led two historically black IHEs to struggle with re-

accreditation. 

Authors have advocated for accreditation as a means of improvement, but they 

have not conducted research to determine how accreditation sanctions may contribute to 

or inhibit improvement of general education by means of assessment. The history and the 

more recent criticisms of accreditation indicate that accreditors may have the ability to 

improve their sanctioning processes and, consequently, to improve the assessment plans 

of IHEs under their watch. Furthermore, the existing research has not sufficiently 

considered how environmental factors may contribute to the meeting or exceeding of 

minimum accreditation standards by IHEs. Based on the methodology in Chapter 3, I 
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believe that the findings of this research project in Chapter 4 yield new and valid insights 

regarding the relationships between environmental characteristics, regional accreditation, 

and the efforts of IHEs to meet and/or exceed minimum standards in areas such as 

general education assessment. This new knowledge has also contributed to 

recommendations in Chapter 5 for regional accrediting bodies, IHEs, and state policy-

makers, as well as for future researchers. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS  

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to develop a better understanding of the manner in 

which both the environmental characteristics of an IHE and the MSCHE re-accreditation 

and sanctioning processes impact an IHE’s ability to meet and/or exceed standards 

related specifically to the general education assessment plan. The study’s significance 

derives in large part from the complexity of the topics. For example, Allen (2006) 

explained that “[a] well-designed plan describes a series of assessment studies that 

systematically address all outcomes in a multi-year cycle” and that, ordinarily, such a 

plan would incorporate assessment of desired general education outcomes at the course-

level, the program-level, and the institution-level (p. 18). The relevant literature makes it 

clear that IHEs face a number of challenges in their efforts to develop a coherent general 

education curriculum, to satisfy demands for accountability such as regional accreditation 

standards, and to improve their ability to achieve desired student learning outcomes 

through the use of assessment data. Furthermore, accrediting bodies face a variety of 

challenges in their efforts to satisfy government demands for greater accountability. 
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Although regional accrediting agencies have promoted assessment, Hart Research 

Associates’ (2009b) results indicate that many IHEs still struggle to conduct useful 

assessments, particularly in the area of general education curricula. This suggests an 

opportunity for accrediting bodies to provide information to IHEs regarding how to use 

assessment effectively for the purpose of making improvements to the general education 

curriculum. Additionally, existing literature does not yield enough assistance for IHEs or 

accrediting bodies, relying excessively on simple anecdotal accounts of efforts to 

improve achievement of learning outcomes or failing to address improvement of general 

education outcomes assessment and achievement directly. In particular, the literature 

does not sufficiently address the needs of community colleges, which possess unique 

challenges in their efforts to satisfy accreditation standards by using assessment data to 

develop an effective general education curriculum. Based on these gaps, I created the 

following research questions: 

 

1. How has the MSCHE re-accreditation process, including a required progress 

report, impacted Nabor County Community College’s efforts to meet and/or 

exceed minimum standards for general education assessment? 

a. What seemed to be the primary motivator for improving general 

education assessment? 

b. How has the plan for assessing general education evolved over time 

and especially since the most recent MSCHE decision? 

c. How has MSCHE supported efforts to change general education 

assessment? 
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d. What evidence of students’ achievement of institutional learning 

outcomes has this IHE been able to provide since the most recent 

MSCHE decision and how has this evidence differed from what they 

could provide in the past? 

 

2. How have the environmental characteristics at Nabor County Community 

College stimulated or inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE 

standards related to the general education assessment plan? 

a. How has the physical environment, such as the design and layout of 

meeting spaces, stimulated or inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed 

MSCHE standards related to the general education assessment plan? 

b. How have the human aggregate characteristics of constituents 

stimulated or inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE 

standards related to the general education assessment plan? 

c. How have the organizational structure and decisions regarding how to 

involve various constituents in the planning process stimulated or 

inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE standards related to 

the general education assessment plan? 

d. How has the constructed environment of collective beliefs about 

general education, assessment, and accreditation stimulated or 

inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE standards related to 

the general education assessment plan? 
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Methodology 

 This research study employed a qualitative single case study methodology. This 

choice seemed appropriate since I sought to gain an “understanding [of] the particular 

context” of Nabor County Community College, of “unanticipated phenomena and 

influences” in this environment, and an of “the process by which events and actions take 

place” as this IHE attempted strengthen the plan for assessment of general education in 

response to accreditor demands (Maxwell, 2005, p. 22-23). Furthermore, I have no 

control over the variables and I used “how” research questions, which Yin (2003) 

described as appropriate questions for qualitative research. Although a multiple-case 

design did not prove possible, an in-depth single case methodology was appropriate given 

that this case seems to represent a unique case “worth documenting and analyzing” and 

yet also a representative enough case “to be informative about the experiences of the 

average person or the institution,” particularly as accrediting bodies increase their focus 

on evidence of effective assessment practices and presumably sanction more IHEs (p. 40-

41). 

The study benefited from three methods of data collection to ensure triangulation 

and to address the varied sub-questions of the two overarching research questions: 

observation, document review, and interviews. I began data collection by observing the 

physical environment, as well as the interactions of community members, continuing to 

observe and generate field notes even as other forms of data were collected. I also 

conducted a thorough review of relevant documents including the IHE’s self-study in 

preparation for their 2008 MSCHE visiting team, the progress report sent to MSCHE in 

2010, the acceptance letter from MSCHE in response to the progress report, relevant 
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meeting minutes, outcomes assessment reports submitted by a variety of departments, 

student newspapers, the most recent course catalog, graduation requirement handouts for 

advising purposes, and various other documents. I conducted 13 interviews with faculty 

members, the vice president of academic affairs, and the president, the lengths of which 

ranged from 17 minutes and 27 seconds to 1 hour, one minute, and 2 seconds. The three 

semi-structured protocols that were used (Appendices C, D, and E) differed slightly 

depending upon the role of each participant, with the number of questions ranging from 

17 to 18. I obtained permission to record each interview and, later, personally transcribed 

them. 

 

Participants 

 The site of this case study was Nabor County Community College, a mid-sized 

(headcount between 7,500 and 10,000 and adjusted FTE enrollment between 5,000 and 

7,500) community college near the East coast. After their 2008 visiting team, MSCHE 

reaffirmed accreditation, but required a progress report that was to provide, among other 

shortcomings, evidence of a general education outcomes assessment plan. The state had 

an unexpected role in changes to general education as well, having recently mandated 

that all public IHEs alter their general education curricula to satisfy nine specific 

competencies, specified in Appendix F. The site was clearly unique since I was unable to 

find another IHE in the midst of crafting such a progress report and willing to participate 

in the study. 

Thirteen interviewees participated in data collection. The first six interviews came 

from a purposeful sample and included four interviewees who serve as members of a 
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general education team tasked with recommending changes in the general education 

assessment plan and two interviews with relevant administrators, the vice president of 

academic affairs and the president. In addition, through stratified random sampling based 

on years of service, I selected ten potential interview subjects, seven of whom replied and 

agreed to participate, for a total of thirteen subjects. 

Among the thirteen interviewees, as indicated in Table 3 above, nine had relevant 

involvement and/or experience in general education, assessment, and/or regional 

accreditation at Nabor County Community College; two had no relevant involvement or 

experience on the campus, but did have knowledge through previous work experience 

(one at another state community college and the other in state government), and one had 

no relevant involvement, experience, or even knowledge. Specifically, the subjects 

included five department chairs, five general education team members, two current 

curriculum committee members, two former curriculum committee members, one co-

chair for the self-study leading up to the 2008 MSCHE visit, and three individuals with 

relevant experience in general education committees at the state-level. Seven 

interviewees had 26 or more years of service on the campus, one had 16 - 25 years of 

service, one had 6 - 15 years of service, two had 3 - 5 years of service (although one of 

these two had previously served in another capacity as a staff member on the campus), 

and two had 0 - 2 years of service. Finally, the 11 faculty members represented a wide 

variety of disciplines and departments with one from the English discipline, one from 

Chemistry, one with experience in Biology and Chemistry, one from Information 

Technology, one from Mathematics, one from Radiography, one from Respiratory 

Therapy, one from Political Science, one from History, one from Philosophy, and one 
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from Nursing. The subjects obviously represented a broad cross-section of the faculty at 

Nabor County Community College, as well as including two administrators with relevant 

experience. 

As one might expect, those faculty members with 26 or more years of experience 

tended to possess more in-depth knowledge than most of the other subjects. This proved 

most evident in the responses of Subject 11, Dr. Kevin King, who had no relevant 

experience with regional accreditation or general education, having served as a faculty 

member for less than two years. For example, when asked if he thought that other 

constituents shared his opinions regarding assessment and general education, he replied: 

 

I don’t know. I know that I can speak to [name of another philosophy 
instructor]. I think there’s 7, 8 professors between part- and full-time in 
the English and philosophy department. And so, I deal, we’re the only two 
full-time philosophers there, and so I deal more with [him] than the others 
and so, I don’t know school-wide what people think about it. 

 
 

However, two of the most experienced faculty members were more resistant than the 

other veterans with at least 26 years of service. As described in greater depth below, 

resistance seemed to impact the ability of these two subjects to retain knowledge since 

they could not speak as accurately or in as much detail about general education and 

regional accreditation. For example, Subject 13, Ms. Mary Mills, incorrectly identified a 

co-chair of the committee that prepared the self-study for the most recent MSCHE 

visiting team, instead calling an individual who had served as a co-chair for the previous 

self-study, which had occurred a decade earlier, “the head fellow.” 
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Description and Observations 
 

Observations proved an important component of data collection, which helped to 

lead to the findings presented in this chapter. However, discussing my observations in 

pieces as they pertain to each of the research questions might feel disjointed to the reader. 

Therefore, to assist the reader with forming a more unified mental image of the 

environment prior to a discussion of the findings for each question, I begin with a 

narrative description of the campus based upon my own observations. 

I had the opportunity to visit Nabor County Community College on several 

occasions during 2010, one instance of which included observation of a faculty retreat on 

the topic of general education. Driving there for the first time on March 23, 2010, I failed 

to notice immediately how many hills existed in the surrounding area, perhaps too 

focused on not becoming lost. However, once I arrived on campus at approximately 

12:30 p.m., it struck me that, not only was it full of interesting contours and sightlines, 

but I could now recall having passed through such a landscape along much of the drive 

and particularly as I came increasingly nearer to the campus. I noticed that the parking 

lots all laid on the outermost edges of campus in a semi-circle so that, once out of the car, 

all of the buildings were within a relatively short walking distance. Given the visual 

appeal and the layout in comparison to other community colleges that I had visited in the 

past, it felt as though I had somehow wandered onto the campus of a small liberal arts 

college by mistake. 

As I walked up the hill from the visitor parking lot toward the campus, I tried to 

smile or ask politely how each person was doing. At first, few people responded, several 

of them not bothering to look up. However, this did not prove an enduring trend. As I 
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approached the student center, more people nodded and grinned. One memorable 

gentleman headed toward the Financial Aid Office was particularly friendly and talkative 

even as he passed me at a brisk pace. Even on a cloudy day after a morning rain, the 

people on campus did not seem at all gloomy. Shortly after my encounter outside of 

financial aid, I noticed the Advising Office. Outside, staff members had placed 

information for students about course requirements and advising procedures. I browsed 

through some of the materials and picked up a few copies to take with me before 

spontaneously deciding to enter the office. I met a nice woman at the front desk who was 

happy to provide me with a little information about the IHE’s general education 

requirements. She offered little more than what I had already found through my 

document review, although I was interested to hear that the advising model on the 

campus was similar to the model utilized at my own place of employment. 

I witnessed many small groups of students congregating in various areas of the 

campus, but particularly in the student center where they played video games, consumed 

food, and, conversed. At 1:00 p.m., I sat down and ate some lunch in the dining hall, 

which wasn’t particularly crowded in spite of the time. I was surprised to see that the vast 

majority of people on campus appeared to be under the age of 30. However, perhaps this 

should not have proven surprising since non-traditional students might be more likely to 

take courses in the evening and also to spend less time in the student center due to family 

and/or work commitments. After walking a bit more inside the student center, I departed 

and began to walk toward some of the other buildings. As I did so, I noticed a group of 

four or five students playing Frisbee in spite of the weather. 
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Although I took my time walking around the campus, stopping in each of the 

buildings to observe people and offices over a period of approximately two hours, I feel 

certain that I could have walked the entire perimeter in a half-hour at a leisurely pace. 

Plenty of trees and grass made the walk across campus pleasant. Although I haven’t 

visited many community college campuses, it seemed clear that Nabor County 

Community College had planned their layout intentionally. The closeness of buildings 

brought people together from across campus, like a massive cul-de-sac. Still, I wondered 

where additional buildings might be placed if enrollment necessitated expansion. 

Although not a crowded campus at this time, it nevertheless seemed that a new building 

or two could harm the beauty of the campus and draw people out of the inner circle. 

Interestingly, I did not notice a single residence hall, nor could I recall having seen one 

on the map of campus that I viewed in the days leading up to my visit. Having work 

experience on several heavily residential campuses, I did not expect to observe this. 

The last building that I entered was the building where a meeting regarding the 

general education curriculum was to take place. The building seemed quite nice, 

appearing to have new carpet and furniture. It actually looked more appealing than the 

Admissions Office, which led me to suspect strongly that this must be a relatively new 

building or at least a recently renovated building. I sat down in a leather lounge chair in 

the entranceway lobby and typed the notes that pre-dated what you are reading now. 

Several people greeted me briefly or smiled, while others chatted in a friendly manner 

with each other. 

Approximately thirty-five minutes before the scheduled meeting time of 3:30 

p.m., I went to the office of the vice president of academic affairs to notify him that I was 
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here. Surprisingly, he indicated that the desired meeting had taken place the day before 

and apologized for our miscommunication. He clearly felt bad and wanted to be as 

accommodating as possible. I maintained a positive attitude and suggested that, although 

I hadn’t come prepared to conduct interviews that day as he initially suggested, perhaps 

the two of us could sit down and chat informally to clarify some of the university 

procedures and to obtain additional documents, which I had not yet received, such as the 

MSCHE self-study and the recently completed progress report for MSCHE. 

As we sat down to talk, I briefly but politely commented on the beautiful campus 

and Dr. Collins said something interesting. Although I cannot recall his exact words and I 

did not record them, I remember something similar to the following: “It’s like a liberal 

arts campus, isn’t it? We like to think of it that way here.” Obviously, I had already come 

to that conclusion myself. The students, the employees whom I encountered, and the 

physical environment all would have signaled that I had stepped onto a liberal arts 

campus if I had not known better. However, hearing it from him as well confirmed that 

others shared my own perception. From this point, we spoke factually about university 

procedures and he provided me with the additional documents that I needed. Throughout, 

I took care not to delve deep into any topics and not to convey too much emotion since I 

did not want to compromise the integrity of a future interview. We spoke briefly of each 

others’ backgrounds. During the conversation and particularly at its conclusion as I 

reflected on what had transpired, I truly felt as though this was a competent administrator 

who had an extremely pleasant demeanor. I could not imagine that faculty members or 

staff members would find him a difficult person with whom to work. Still, I looked 
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forward to the opportunity to hear other perspectives through the interview process that 

might support or challenge such impressions. 

Subsequent visits to campus that year on April 20, April 21, May 21, November 

30, and December 1, confirmed my positive first impressions of the environment. While 

most of the time was spent in one-on-one interviews during these additional trips, I felt a 

sense of warmth even as, for example, I simply sat on a bench for a few minutes in 

between interviews. In one instance, I had difficulty finding an office and must have 

worn the challenge on my face without recognizing it. A gentleman with a cheerful smile, 

whom I presumed to be a faculty member, seemingly came from nowhere to guide me on 

my way, like a miraculous little apparition. 

During the May 21 visit, I was offered the opportunity to witness a unique retreat 

on general education to which all faculty were invited. The event was hosted by Dr. 

Collins and took place in a conference room in the same newer building described above. 

In keeping with the rest of the building, the furniture appeared new and, additionally, it 

seemed to have relatively up-to-date technology for presentations. The room was marked 

as a classroom outside the door, but had been rearranged as a conference room for this 

occasion. It was not so large that there were several empty seats, but not so small that it 

was crowded. Tables were arranged in a square to create an open environment for equal 

participation and food was provided for those in attendance both in the morning and 

again later for lunch. 

In attendance were five males and seven females for a total of twelve participants. 

In addition to the vice president, the majority of the voluntary participants came from 

among members of the general education team. In total, there were 11 faculty members 
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present, including 9 faculty members who served on the general education team and 2 

faculty members who did not serve on the team. While Dr. Collins spent much of his time 

at the front of the room taking notes on a flip chart, this proved functional for the purpose 

of facilitating the retreat and did not appear to be an indication of any need to assert 

authority or power, nor did it seem that faculty members perceived it as such. In fact, 

faculty members themselves did the vast majority of the talking. Furthermore, they 

seemed supportive of the vice president when he did speak, often demonstrating that they 

concurred by means of verbal and/or non-verbal signals. 

Faculty members also proved collegial with each other throughout the day-long 

event, complementing one another at times and showing a willingness to talk openly 

about their own individual flaws as they pertained to the work being discussed. Even 

before the meeting began, they engaged in a friendly and constructive conversation about 

the challenges of advising secondary education students. Of course, the retreat did not go 

without disagreements entirely. There were instances when one person countered the 

opinions of another. Yet, I perceived their manner of disagreeing to be respectful in all 

cases. No one person dominated the day’s conversations and rarely did an individual 

interrupt someone else. 

As the meeting progressed, one person whom I had previously interviewed began 

to become more vocal and interrupted someone one or two times. However, just as a little 

tension seemed to surface, Dr. Collins smartly called on a faculty member who had been 

waiting patiently to say something and this maneuver changed the dynamic, easing 

tensions immediately. Another time, he said, "Let's let ____ finish" to ensure that a 

person had an opportunity to complete their thought. These instances proved rare, but 
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showed excellent leadership on his part. Other examples of his facilitation skills included 

the strategic use of statements such as, "I'd like re-frame this" and "Good point. How?" 

The agenda that the vice president had prepared for the meeting included time to 

discuss the role of the general education team, to compare gaps between the board-

developed general education policies and the new competencies recently mandated by the 

state, and to discuss methods of assessing general education outcomes. A few ideas were 

suggested for assessing general education outcomes such as sample research papers from 

specific courses and the use of campus-wide rubrics for certain types of assignments. 

However, there was also an acknowledgement that outcomes were not well-defined and 

that faculty members needed to work together to define them. Furthermore, it was 

expressed that departments needed to assess general education outcomes more actively 

and more directly, having tended to focus on their own programs, a trend consistent with 

what many authors (Allen, 2006; Borden, 2002; Hutchings et al., 1991; Leskes & Wright, 

2005; Palomba, 2002; Roy et al., 2007; Wehlberg, 2010) have observed. Participants also 

discussed the role of the general education team and some suggested that department 

chair meetings on these topics should occur more regularly so that others could contribute 

to the conversations undertaken by the team. Dr. Collins summed up the discussion at the 

conclusion and offered that his own next step should be to attend meetings for each 

division for the purpose of discussing with faculty members how their courses address 

general education outcomes and how they can best assess those outcomes, with the 

ultimate goal of pulling together all of the information and developing an assessment 

grid. The faculty members who participated in the event clearly cared about the topic and 

had given it thought in advance. Furthermore, they recognized that students obtained and 
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expressed general education outcomes across the curriculum and even outside the 

classroom. However, I could not discern from that event alone whether or not those 

faculty members were representative of the faculty as a whole. A review of documents 

and interview transcripts helped to place the observations described here into a more 

complete context and increase the validity of the following findings by means of 

triangulation. 

 
 

Question 1: Findings and Analysis 
 
 

 
1. How has the MSCHE re-accreditation process, including a required progress 

report, impacted Nabor County Community College’s efforts to meet and/or 

exceed minimum standards for general education assessment? 

 

To assist with answering this research question, I created four sub-questions. 

Before attempting to answer the overarching question regarding the impact of progress 

reports, it is important to examine each of these sub-questions more closely.  

 

a. What seemed to be the primary motivator for improving general 

education assessment? 

 

Through an analysis of interview responses and relevant documents, I sought to 

identify motivating factors that contributed toward the types of changes that Nabor 

County Community College needed to address in their progress report, specifically 
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demonstrating that they have a plan for assessing and improving general education. 

Through this analysis, I discovered that seven individuals made a total of eleven mentions 

of the state as a motivating factor, while eleven mentioned the MSCHE accreditation 

process a total of twenty-eight times. Since the interviews included more direct questions 

about the accreditation process than about the role of the state, the frequency of state 

mentions may be just as impressive if not more impressive than the frequency of 

accreditation mentions. When asked about the impetus for change in general education, 

Subject 1, Dr. Angela Anderson, stated that “[w]e were not in compliance” with the 

state’s requirements for public IHEs. Similarly, President Frank Farmer (Subject 6) 

claimed that “the coming about of the [state-wide] transfer agreement also had an equally 

if not stronger impetus [than accreditation].” However, Subject 12, Ms. Linda Long, who 

served as co-chair for the self-study undertaken in preparation for the accreditation 

visiting team, observed, “I don’t think if Middle States wasn’t behind pushing it, I think 

we would just go along our merry way. I really do.” Later, she elaborated: 

 

I think the changes that middle states suggested and what we saw with the 
accreditation process overall is going to make the institution a better 
institution and I think people do believe that. I don’t think that’s just the 
lip service. I think they see this as a tool that we’re using to make 
ourselves better. It’s just that you don’t want to do it because it’s extra 
work. But, in the long run, I think people believe that. But, whether they 
would do it without it or not, I don’t know. 

 
 

Subject 2, Ms. Barbara Brown, articulated that: 

 

I think it was two years ago maybe three, we’re reaccredited for ten years, 
but have to have an interim report and one of the things cited was to 
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increase outcomes assessment. A number of the departments had it for 
programs and that it needed to branch out to general ed. 

 
 

These subjects would seem to contradict one another with the first two suggesting that the 

state provided the primary impetus for change and second group of two suggesting that 

MSCHE did so. However, Subject 10, Dr. James Jordan, seemed to put this apparent 

contradiction into context, when he spoke about the role of the state in the curriculum and 

the role of MSCHE in assessment. In reply to my observation that it sounded from his 

comments as though the state drove changes in the general education curriculum through 

the development of a state-wide transfer agreement, while MSCHE drove improvements 

to the manner in which that general education curriculum is assessed through their 

standards and review process: “Right. That seems fair… yeah.” In this manner, both the 

state and accreditation played a major and simultaneous role in the reexamination of 

general education. However, it appears that, by focusing more heavily on assessment than 

the state and by requiring a progress report rather than giving full reaffirmation of 

accreditation, MSCHE proved the primary motivator of change in this specific regard. 

This is consistent with the contentions of many authors as well (Ewell, 2005, 2007; 

Ewell, Paulson, & Kinzie, 2011; Hubball, Gold, Mighty, & Britnell, 2007; Nunley, Bers, 

& Manning, 2011; Provezis, 2010; Wolff, 2005; Wright, 2002). In addition, Jones (2005) 

and Gutierrez (2006) discussed the impact of accreditation probation status on IHEs’ 

efforts to improve, although probation represents a more severe status than a required 

progress report. 

Another key motivator for enhancing assessment of general education according 

to interview responses was a foundational interest on the part of six individual subjects in 
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maximizing the learning of students, which each of the six made evident in explicit 

and/or implicit ways. For example, Dr. Jordan described a deeper interest “in the process 

of [students’] learning and understanding, not just in the retention of information.” 

Additionally, Subject 9, Dr. Ian Isaacs, demonstrated his concern for student learning in 

multiple instances, including when he described a hypothetical future encounter with a 

student from one of his classes: 

 

I tell them I say you know if you meet me ten years from now, we happen 
to bump into each other at the mall ten years from now, I will not expect 
you to remember the definition of federalism or something like that. I 
hope you will remember me as someone who helped you to think better, 
write better, and maybe be a little better citizen by having better 
understood you know the government process and stuff. [Sure.] Because 
that’s really what it’s all about. I mean especially at this level. But, I view 
my job as preparing and giving them the grounding in political science to 
go on and take more advanced classes and you know and and also to give 
them hopefully some I hope they will walk out the door as better citizens, 
more interested in the political process and I think that’s an important part 
of a liberal arts education. 

 
 

Four subjects discussed a push from administrators with unknown or unmentioned 

motives, such as the statement by Subject 8, Ms. Haley Harris, that “[t]he college has 

been on a campaign I think for a long time to look more at outcomes assessment overall 

you know, all over campus.” Two subjects mentioned the desire of faculty members to 

become involved in change efforts in order to avoid having changes imposed upon them 

by external entities, exemplified by Subject 5’s (Ms. Evelyn Edwards) sentiment: “Well, 

if they’re going to do it to me, I’d rather do it myself.” Two subjects noted the presence 

of a new vice president of academic affairs (Dr. Carl Collins) with past experience and 

expertise in general education as a motivating factor, also best expressed by Ms. 
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Edwards, who said that “our current Vice President is probably the most proactive person 

for whom I’ve worked. He totally understands general education. He’s used it in his past 

schools. He pushes us constantly pushes us to hear what other places are doing.” Two 

other subjects noted how pressure from specialized accreditors at the program-level 

spurred assessment, including Ms. Harris, who stated that “[w]e were used to it in Allied 

Health programs in the Nursing program because we have to do outcomes assessment for 

our accreditation agencies.” Ms. Edwards also described a past dean who brought 

attention to assessment by informing the community about changing MSCHE 

expectations, claiming that “the Dean that I mentioned who is long gone who just pushed 

it and pushed it, . . . he could see it coming.” The transcript of my interview with 

President Farmer also made it apparent that his past experience as a former chief 

academic officer at Nabor County Community College led to genuine support for the 

assessment and general education agendas of both MSCHE and the state, which certainly 

had an impact on the direction of the IHE, contending that “as . . . a former chief 

academic officer, it’s always been a very strong interest of mine.” A number of subjects 

commented on the leadership exhibited by the president and/or the vice president of 

academic affairs and some offered specific anecdotes in which one or the other 

demonstrated leadership, as discussed in more depth and by means of direct quotes 

below. 

It merits noting that the extent of involvement in and knowledge about assessment 

of general education and/or accreditation seemed to have an impact on interview 

responses about this topic, while not having a sizable impact on other topics related to 

Research Questions 1 and 2. Subjects with and without experience all mentioned the 
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state, MSCHE, an interest in student learning, an administrative push, and specialized 

accreditation. However, involvement appeared to enhance the depth of responses. First, 

while both groups mentioned MSCHE as a promoter of change, the one faculty member 

without experience or knowledge, Dr. King, had difficulty discussing the particulars of 

the process: 

 

Middle states had a requirement starting spring of 2009 as it turns out that 
we put into our syllabuses [sic] some of the objectives that we would like 
to achieve for the course. So, my colleague and I… came up with seven 
objectives per course. …we know our end. But, I don’t know what their, I 
know they were serious about these getting these objectives together and 
so we did. That’s about the extent of it. 

 
 

This faculty member didn’t mention assessment as a component of the process, nor did 

he offer any indication that he understood either the concept of accreditation or the basic 

process of earning re-accreditation. Second, related to the previous observation, two 

faculty members seemed to have different reasons for mentioning the role of specialized 

accreditation in shaping their respective departments’ approaches to outcomes 

assessment. One of the two (Ms. Long) had relevant experience and made comments 

about specialized accreditation at this campus in the broader context of other factors, 

including the recent MSCHE report. For example, she stated that: 

 

I’m probably more for [accreditation] than a lot of people maybe because I 
was involved with Middle States [as co-chair of the self-study committee], 
I don’t know and maybe because I’ve seen it work in our department too 
you know. I saw you know that it did make a difference. Like I said, 
we’ve been doing this through the American chemical society. 
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Later, she added that: 

 

I know when I was interviewing or hiring people in industry, I wanted to 
hire somebody that went to a college and my boss when he looked he said, 
“Can’t hire him. He didn’t go to an accredited college, wasn’t accredited.” 
So, he got a chemistry degree from a college that didn’t have American 
Chemical Society accreditation and that was important to [my boss]. So, I 
couldn’t hire him. So, we [in the chemistry department at Nabor County 
Community College] have the two-year accreditation, which I think just 
again gives us some standards you know and we use the, it’s the industrial 
standards. Our standards were put together by industry who hires our 
students. So, that’s what we’re following. So, our teaching is kind of 
geared to that . . .  

 
 

The second faculty member (Subject 8, Ms. Haley Harris) did not have a great knowledge 

of university-wide approaches to accreditation and general education assessment. 

Although she could discuss her experiences at other IHEs, her lack of involvement at 

Nabor County Community College made it difficult to discuss specifics about this IHE 

such as the recent MSCHE decision. Without a broad perspective, she reverted to 

discussing specialized accreditation as a factor that had more influence on assessment and 

the day-to-day work of faculty members in her department and, therefore, one which 

would presumably have received greater attention in department meetings, saying: 

 

The college has been on a campaign I think for a long time to look more at 
outcomes assessment overall, you know all over campus. We were used to 
it in Allied Health programs, in the Nursing program because we have to 
do outcomes assessment for our accreditation agencies. As I said earlier, 
my accreditation agency being COARC [Commission On Accreditation 
for Respiratory Care], they require all these outcomes assessments. So, for 
me, and it was department meetings, division meetings where all of this 
information had to be prepared for the Dean and the Dean then takes that 
information to the higher level, to the Deans’ level, where they review 
everything.  
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Third, as identified above, involved individuals gave additional sources of change not 

noted by the uninvolved faculty members (including the two who had some knowledge 

even if they did not have direct experience on this campus). These additional motivators 

for change included the desire of faculty members to avoid having changes imposed upon 

them, the presence of a new vice president with a background in general education, and 

the role of a dean in educating the community about MSCHE expectations for 

assessment. 

 Document analysis supports the findings from the analysis of interview 

transcripts. References were made to general education and assessment of general 

education in directions for academic departments undergoing six-year self-studies and the 

directions for yearly outcomes assessment reports. For example, each departmental self-

study should answer the following question: “How are the General Education 

Competencies addressed in your program?” However, these documents did not provide 

any clues about what motivated the IHE to include assessment of general education as a 

component of the review processes. On the other hand, the self-study prepared for the 

most recent MSCHE visiting team in 2008 did offer some insights about the sources of 

changes in assessment methods. In Standard 7: Institutional Assessment, the authors 

described the Plan for Outcomes Assessment drafted in 1997 and finalized in 1999, 

noting that it “was found to be lacking in a number of significant ways,” including the 

observation that “[i]t was driven by assessment of academic programs and inadequately 

addressed general education.” Even before its finalization, the 1998 MSCHE visiting 

team had “expressed concern that the plan required a ‘high level of effort to implement’ 
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and encouraged ‘the exploration of an alternative and the application of multiple 

instruments to assist student learning outcomes beyond the current use of grades and 

courses.’” This evidence clearly connects improvements in assessment of general 

education to the regional accreditation process. In addition, the IHE’s 2007-2009 

strategic plan called for “high priority” attention to general education and, in particular, 

curricular assessment in the form of “a division-wide assessment plan focusing on student 

learning outcomes and assessment,” in order to achieve academic excellence. Related to 

this, by the end of the Spring 2009 semester, “[a]ll associate degrees have been revised to 

reflect a common General Education Foundation.” By emphasizing the necessity for all 

programs to incorporate unique learning outcomes while also reflecting the general 

education core common to all programs, one could reasonably infer that this portion of 

the plan resulted, at least partially, from the state’s mandated revision of general 

education curricula across all public IHEs to create uniformity and improve 

transferability. However, the timing of the statement one year prior to the 2008 MSCHE 

visiting team might also lead one to infer that this portion of the plan represented a rushed 

attempt to address findings from the 1998 MSCHE visiting team report. 

 
 

b. How has the plan for assessing general education evolved over time 

and especially since the most recent MSCHE decision? 

 

To answer question 1b, it would appear most useful to consider the comments of 

interviewees in light of related information from the review of documents. In the 2008 

institutional self-study for the MSCHE visit, specifically Standard 7: Institutional 
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Assessment and Standard 14: Assessment of Student Learning, the authors described the 

evolution of the assessment plan for Nabor County Community College. In the latter half 

of the 1990’s and the first half of the new century, the IHE created and fine-tuned their 

plan for assessing outcomes. As discussed above and referenced in the IHE’s 

accreditation self-study chapter on Standard 12 , the original Plan for Outcomes 

Assessment developed late in the 1990s had several flaws, failing to adequately address 

general education, primarily employing data regarding utilization of services and student 

satisfaction while ignoring other types of data, and focusing exclusively on academic 

programs. As this section of the self-study acknowledged and as shown in the timeline of 

relevant events (Appendix G), the 1998 MSCHE visiting team noticed these flaws and 

encouraged the IHE to consider alternatives. This chapter also explains that, after 

“[a]ssessment of outcomes in the administrative (non-academic) areas was formalized” 

between 2000 and 2002, the IHE moved toward addressing assessment of outcomes in 

academic areas: 

 

In 2002, the plan for outcomes assessment in academic areas underwent 
similar revision and realignment. At that time, the Vice President of 
Academic Affairs directed all academic departments to address assessment 
of learning outcomes and to report on assessment activity to the [already 
existing] Curriculum Committee at the time of their periodic reviews and 
when proposing new programs. 

 
 

The curriculum committee provided guiding questions for the departments to use 

when creating the self-study portion of these periodic reviews, such as ““How are the 

General Education Competencies addressed in your program?” as mentioned above. 

According to the follow-up progress report submitted by Nabor County Community 
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College to MSCHE in 2010, each academic program and/or department also completes 

an outcomes assessment report yearly. Standard 14: Assessment of Student Learning in 

their 2008 self-study for MSCHE indicates that programs first began submitting these 

reports during the 2006-2007 academic year and, more specifically, that these reports 

should consist of a program’s responses to a series of guiding questions or prompts. As I 

observed when reviewing many of these past reports, one prompt requires programs and 

departments to consider how their assessment of learning outcomes has resulted in 

improvements, specifically asking them to “[s]ummarize what changes in curriculum 

have resulted from your assessments. Describe how data has been used, explain what you 

have learned, and share your plans for future assessment.” Other departments in areas 

such as career services and offices providing learning support also created assessment 

plans to demonstrate their achievement of learning outcomes. The institutional self-

study’s discussion of Standard 14 noted that each course must have learning outcomes 

and that faculty members utilize a variety of assessment methods. For example, the four 

learning outcomes for an American Government course that one individual supplied to 

me included: 

 

• Demonstrate a broad working knowledge and critical understanding of 
the constitutional foundations and basic institutions and processes of 
American government and politics. 

• Analyze and evaluate at a basic level the evolution of the American 
political system, including both major historical changes and 
contemporary developments. 

• Analyze and evaluate the mechanisms and processes through which 
citizens interact with government officials, politicians, and each other 
during the development, implementation and evaluation of national 
public policies. 
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• Formulate and evaluate basic hypotheses about all major elements of 
the American political process by employing relevant social science 
information sources. 
 

 

The self-study’s discussion of Standard 14 also offered several examples of 

improvements that academic programs have made as a result of assessment. However, the 

authors devoted just three short paragraphs to general education, two of which actually 

seemed irrelevant to general education and focused on assessment of programs for under-

prepared students. The first paragraph simply noted that: 

 
 
All academic programs and departments are required to have assessment 
plans in place and implemented, the results of which are reported at the 
time of their six-year reviews. Many of those initiatives address the eight 
general education competencies, and all new program proposals must 
consider the inclusion of general education competencies and the means 
by which learning outcomes will be assessed. The Curriculum Committee 
reviews all proposals looking for evidence that results will be utilized for 
curricular improvement. 

 
 

The authors of the 2008 self-study spoke in greater depth about general education 

in Standard 12: General Education. They made it known that Nabor County Community 

College accomplished their general education goals both in specific general education 

course options for students and also more broadly across a variety of courses as well as 

activities that take place outside the classroom. Until the state “reinforced the need for 

general education consistency among two-year colleges” through a common set of 

general education degree requirements during the 2006-2007 academic year, the IHE 

used their own set of eight general education competencies, which had been approved for 

use in 1996. At the time of their self-study, according to the authors, Nabor County 
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Community College had not completed their revisions to general education based on the 

state’s new guidelines. The Standard 12 chapter was three and a half pages in length, with 

only two paragraphs devoted to assessment. These paragraphs included much of the same 

information as the related section in Standard 14 discussed above, indicating that 

academic programs were reviewed on a six-year cycle with attention given to general 

education competencies and that “[t]he Curriculum Committee reviews all new programs 

and inquires how general education competencies are addressed.” Furthermore, the 

authors asserted that many programmatic assessment plans “directly address the eight 

general education competencies.” The chapter ultimately acknowledged the necessity of 

“a college-wide system for coordination of the overall review of general education 

outcomes” and for “the communication of assessment results in general education across 

departments.” Some improvement in this regard seems to have occurred more recently 

since the progress report indicated that “the Vice President of Academic Affairs and the 

academic deans review the results to identify learning outcomes that are common across 

academic programs and that should be addressed systematically across academic 

programs and disciplines.” 

The role of the state in pushing revisions to general education was also pointed 

out by a wide variety of interview respondents, as noted above in the discussion of 

question 1a. The response to the state mandate took time for the IHE to address. As 

Subject 4, Ms. Donna Davis, offered, courses could no longer be “grandfathered” as 

general education courses. Rather, they had to go through a lengthy process of approval: 

 

I have eight degrees in my department. So, I had to go through all of those 
degrees and you know reformat them and throw out some and bring them 
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into alignment and so the dean’s checked those very very carefully to 
make sure that they were in compliance. In addition, in my department, we 
were the first department to develop a new gen ed class and have it 
approved. So, we developed a four-credit general education elective in 
technology literacy and I had a lot of support. That had to go through the 
gen ed committee and I had to go… I had to present it to [the curriculum 
committee]. It had to be approved by College Council. Then it went on to 
the state for approval. 

 
 

The pressure to complete this process for the state certainly would have taken time away 

from the community for giving careful consideration to assessment. Of course, an IHE 

would ideally begin to address the recommendations of a prior accreditation team well in 

advance of the next regional accreditation visiting team. However, interview Subjects 1 

(Dr. Angela Anderson), 2 (Ms. Barbara Brown), and 5 (Ms. Evelyn Edwards) shed light 

on an additional challenge that made improvement more difficult in this case, describing 

poor leadership from a former administrator who no longer works at the IHE. Dr. 

Anderson, in particular, noted that: 

 

we were given no guidance. We were never told what was wrong.  We 
were just told things were wrong and when he left, we found out how far 
behind we were.  So it wasn't as though we were intentionally not doing 
what we needed to do.  We had not been given a charge…  

 
 

Ms. Brown added that “when this first started on campus any of the outcomes 

assessment, the Dean who spearheaded it tried to mandate a one-size-fits-all that was 

monstrous and everybody hated it and it was three years of open warfare almost.” On the 

other hand, Dr. Anderson favorably recalled an acting vice president of academic affairs 

subsequent to the challenging administrator and prior to the current vice president, who 
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provided a great deal of support as departments worked to adjust their degree programs to 

align them with the revised general education curriculum as mandated by the state and 

attempted to address the gaps in assessment prior to the return of MSCHE to campus. 

This change in leadership, combined with pressure from the state, likely accounts for the 

seemingly desperate inclusion of general education and general education assessment as 

components of the 2007-2009 strategic plan, consistent with the belief of some critics that 

IHEs engage in a flurry of activity prior to re-accreditation visits rather than engaging in 

ongoing assessment (Alstete, 2004; Barker & Smith, 1998). 

 Following their 2008 visit, MSCHE apparently found that Nabor County 

Community College had not made sufficient progress. Hence, they required the 

submission of a progress report within two years, which demonstrated, among other 

accomplishments, how the IHE had created and executed an organized plan for assessing 

students’ achievement of general education learning outcomes. In response to this 

requirement, Dr. Collins, the new vice president of academic affairs (replacing the acting 

vice president) determined that a “team” without committee status was needed to 

examine how the community college would assess each of the nine new general 

education competencies mandated by the state, as I was informed by Subjects 1 (Dr. 

Anderson, general education team co-chair), 2 (Ms. Brown, general education team 

member), 3 (Dr. Collins), and 4 (Ms. Davis, general education team member). Developed 

in 2009, this general education team serves in an advisory capacity to the curriculum 

committee and to the vice president “via dotted-line relationship” as Dr. Collins stated. 

From the beginning, according to these four subjects, the team set out to analyze 

competencies, recommend an organized system for assessing each of the nine, and 
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subsequently gather all of the data collected through the assessment methods that they 

had recommended. To keep the process manageable, they instituted a timeline, which 

stipulated that two, three, or four competencies would be completed each year on a three-

year cycle. 

The progress report submitted to the accrediting body in 2010 indicated that 

Nabor County Community College’s general education outcomes are dictated by state 

legislation. The state allows each IHE flexibility in terms of actual outcome statements, 

instead dictating only the categories (or “competencies”) which must be covered. 

Interestingly, examining the material included in the progress report, it appeared to me 

that the IHE had not yet created specific, clear, or measurable general education outcome 

statements. Instead, they had defined each general education category by means of a 

series of bulleted skills or traits, only slightly more specific than the overarching 

categories themselves. For example, Nabor County Community College’s learning 

outcomes for the state’s mathematics competency included proficiency in such areas as 

“[s]olving equations” and “[c]onstruction and interpretation of graphs and charts.” The 

state also appears to allow IHEs flexibility with regard to methods of assessing general 

education. For instance, the progress report showed that Nabor County Community 

College measures mathematical outcomes through a series of multiple choice questions in 

specific courses. The progress report explained that each outcome is assessed annually. 

For the broader competencies, a table followed, which showed that two general education 

competencies had been assessed in year one of the assessment cycle, three would be 

examined and assessed in year two, and four more in year three. 
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Assessment data for two general education competencies from the 2008-2009 

academic year were included in the progress report (data for the three competencies being 

reviewed in 2009-2010 were not yet available). The report noted next that “[t]he General 

Education Team reporting to the Vice President for Academic Affairs is responsible for 

general education outcomes assessment.” Their findings for 2008-2009 were summarized 

in a table with five columns: the state-defined competency, the bulleted list of vague 

“learning outcomes” in which each student must have proficiency, assessments, results, 

and specific actions taken to address the results. The vague learning outcomes such as 

those identified above for mathematics did not prove surprising, however, since several 

faculty members and the vice president had acknowledged this at a faculty retreat on May 

21, described in greater depth below. The progress report also indicated that the 

assessment “results and [corresponding] actions are reported to the faculty by the General 

Education Team.” Appendix 3 in this report seemed similar to the table described above. 

However, rather than listing a general education competency, the first column was 

instead an academic program and the second column included the specific learning 

outcomes for that program. A small percentage of these learning outcomes aligned with 

one of the nine general education competencies, although there did not appear to be a 

concerted effort to achieve or demonstrate alignment. 

 The content of the progress report suggests that the work of the general education 

team consisted of examining assessment methods already in use across the IHE and 

aligning those in a coordinated fashion to specific general education competencies. This 

observation is bolstered by the following comment from Ms. Brown: 
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I think most departments were examining it anyway, just not in a formal 
manner. But now, the state and accrediting agencies are mandating that it 
be addressed in a formal manner. So, probably the majority of departments 
on this campus, it’s a matter of formalizing what was done anyway and 
then now we display the data on the web site. We didn’t do as much of 
that before. Data was just processed, sent up the chain, and we never knew 
if anybody read it. But, I think inherently most of us did want some way of 
assessing how we how, did we did we do a good job, do our students 
transfer, all of those types of things. 

 
 

Based on the information provided in this progress report about general education, it 

seems that data about general education competencies did exist even prior to the MSCHE 

visit in 2008. However, general education data seems to have come into existence 

through happenstance means as individual departments collected data about achievement 

of their program-specific learning outcomes and these data offered incidental insights 

about general education competencies that administrators may or may not have noticed. 

This situation perfectly reflects a criticism of postsecondary quality control by Wright 

(2002), who questioned whether IHEs have merely increased the number of assessment 

activities on their campuses or, alternatively, if they have given sincere thought to 

assessment and its potential impact for their work. The cataloguing of existing 

assessment activities and the connection of these assessment methods to general 

education competencies for the purpose of improving Nabor County Community College 

students’ achievement of desired general education outcomes represents a significant step 

forward since the issuing of the 2008 MSCHE visiting team report. On the other hand, it 

appears that more changes are needed, as discussed in greater depth in Chapter 5. 
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c. How has MSCHE supported efforts to change general education 

assessment? 

 

A complete understanding of the impact of the MSCHE process and of the 

required progress report in particular requires a recognition of specific types of support 

provided to Nabor County Community College as it seeks to respond to the required 

progress report. Document review did not provide insights about this. Interviews, 

however, suggested that the IHE could have benefited from greater support. Two 

individuals, Subjects 5 (Ms. Edwards) and 7 (Ms. Gloria Givens), made somewhat 

positive statements. Ms. Edwards spoke about her perception that the exit meeting hosted 

by MSCHE representatives at the conclusion of their visit proved a positive and 

enlightening experience, while Ms. Givens felt that MSCHE did not need to provide 

additional support as they had fulfilled their role by reviewing the IHE and providing 

recommendations. 

Constructive criticism about the level of support outweighed positive comments 

in both quantity and quality. The vice president, Dr. Collins, explained his perspective, 

saying: 

 

You know, considering the timing of when I arrived last July, I just don’t 
know what they had done for the institution other than do a site visit and 
provide a recommendation. And I know they run institutes. But, 
considering what we needed to do and we didn’t have time to go off to an 
institute to figure out what we needed to do. We had to respond pretty 
quickly cause our report was due     . . . . And you know I began compiling 
a lot of this information late December, early January in preparation for 
writing the report. So, we really didn’t even have much time to send 
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people off to create something. You know they do offer programs that 
might be beneficial and then their national, regional conference also 
provides sessions that are helpful about general education. 

 
 

In fairness, this interviewee did acknowledge efforts by MSCHE to support IHEs within 

their region. However, he also felt that insufficient time existed for Nabor County 

Community College to take advantage of these opportunities. Consequently, the support 

mechanisms did not benefit this particular IHE. Another individual, Ms. Davis, observed: 

 

I’ve been just obsessing about getting this general education, not general 
education, the basic skills test for technological literacy [one of the nine 
competencies dictated by the state] together, so that our all of our 
incoming students can take this test and I’ve been really concerned about 
what needs to be included, etc., etc. I brought it up to my state association 
who met just two weeks ago and they looked at me like I had three heads. 
None of them are obsessing about it. No one you know is worried about it 
and so, I get a sense that general education is a big push in some schools 
and not in others. So, I’m not quite sure if we’re all getting the same 
message from Middle States. So, maybe they could supply better clarity 
and some real stringent, more stringent guidelines. 

 
 

The existence of diverse attitudes about general education may represent a lack of care 

and concern on the part of some IHEs. Yet, it also suggests that different representatives 

from MSCHE may communicate different messages about general education with some 

speaking to IHEs more clearly or in a manner more consistent with MSCHE standards 

than others. This possibility could frustrate individual faculty members and 

administrators, discouraging their efforts. While this does not exactly represent a lack of 

support, it does represent a potential hindrance to success, making it more challenging for 

administrators to keep faculty and staff motivated. 
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Two interviewees, Subjects 2 (Ms. Brown) and 7 (Ms. Givens), made remarks 

about the relationship of MSCHE to specific disciplines. Ms. Brown implied that 

MSCHE could offer better models to aid individual programs in meeting standards, 

feeling the specialized accreditor, the American Chemical Society, provided more useful 

models. Ms. Givens spoke even more directly, stating: 

 

Middle States doesn’t know a lot about specialty areas like what the 
requirements are for an x-ray program, what the requirements are for the 
nursing program. I would like Middle States to have a better 
understanding of our requirements before they make the demands that they 
do on what’s required of the college for these programs. 

 
 

The feelings of these two subjects suggest that accrediting bodies could better support 

IHEs by coordinating their own resources and knowledge base with that of specialized 

accrediting bodies. Clearly, analysis of interview data suggests that MSCHE could have 

provided greater support for improving assessment of general education. 

 

d. What evidence of students’ achievement of institutional learning 

outcomes has this IHE been able to provide since the most recent 

MSCHE decision and how has this evidence differed from what they 

could provide in the past?  

 

This question inquires about proof that exists to demonstrate that Nabor County 

Community College has altered assessment methods in such a manner as to yield better 

and more diverse data about students’ achievement of general education outcomes. 
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Unfortunately, it proved difficult to find concrete evidence of improved outcomes 

assessment and student achievement related to general education. In fact, among 

interviewees, only Subject 12, Ms. Long, mentioned a change in the type of evidence 

available to demonstrate student learning outcomes achievement for general education, 

when she noted that the English Department had recently begun to mandate term papers 

for all students in English Composition II. 

 Other changes stemming from MSCHE’s visiting team report were apparent, 

although they did not relate directly to general education outcomes. Ms. Givens 

mentioned changes such as instituting student feedback mechanism for administrative 

offices and student support services, improving data collection regarding students who 

withdrawal from the community college, strengthening tutoring services in a centralized 

office, and increasing the number of online and hybrid courses, none of which had a 

direct relationship with general education outcomes assessment. Subjects 1 (Dr. 

Anderson) and 4 (Ms. Davis) remarked upon the fact that the IHE no longer 

“grandfathered” general education courses, having strengthened the approval process. 

While this change was related to general education, it was not related to outcomes 

specifically.  Dr. Anderson also spoke about one program review during the previous 

academic year in which the curriculum committee did not approve the program because it 

lacked attention to outcomes assessment, commenting that such a rejection “was unheard 

of” prior to that point. The enhanced approval process described by Dr. Anderson and 

Ms. Davis, however, probably resulted as much from changes at the state level as from 

MSCHE requirements or visiting team findings and again, does not relate to general 

education outcomes assessment. Dr. Anderson, along with subjects 9 (Dr. Ian Isaacs) and 
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10 (Dr. Jordan) mentioned changes in outcomes assessment related to individual 

academic programs rather than to broader general education outcomes. Finally, Dr. 

Anderson, Ms. Brown, Ms. Davis, Ms. Edwards, and Dr. Jordan (subjects 1, 2, 4, 5, and 

10), all department chairs and members of the general education team, referred to 

changes in general education courses that resulted from state requirements rather than 

MSCHE requirements. 

A review of documents also yielded little to demonstrate that MSCHE’s visiting 

team report had led to revised assessment procedures or examples of general education 

outcomes achievement. Dr. Collins approved and facilitated access for me to the IHE’s 

intranet through a temporary password. There, I found 153 outcomes assessment reports 

from across the University, with the first of these apparently having been created during 

or shortly after the 2005-2006 academic year. Of the 153, 152 came from academic 

programs and one non-academic report came from the institutional research office. For 

some programs, the intranet did not appear to have reports available for all four of the 

potential academic years (2005-2006, 2006-2007, 2007-2008, and 2008-2009). Although 

many of these departments certainly offer general education courses regularly, their 

reports focused upon the learning outcomes of specific academic programs. 

These reports varied remarkably in both appearance and content, although they 

each began with four or five question prompts presumably supplied by the curriculum 

committee. Some programs included several graphs or charts in response to these 

prompts, while others created reports no more than one page in length and included only 

brief responses. Some programs seemed to submit essentially the same report each year 

with little variation other than perhaps in aspects of the appearance such as the font and 
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margins. While some question prompts naturally led to similar responses each year (e.g., 

a prompt asking the program to identify their learning outcomes), one would certainly 

expect that a prompt asking for examples of changes brought about by assessment results 

would yield different responses each year. Interestingly, although the current template 

suggests that each program should identify specific changes made as a result of 

assessments, some reports did not include this prompt at all (particularly among the 

oldest reports) and others simply stated that they had not planned any changes at this 

time. Those that did highlight changes often made brief and/or vague statements. A few 

examples (as they appeared in full in their respective assessment reports) include: 

 

• Implementation of Voice over IP course to enhance student skills in all 
aspects of Telecommunications 

• We have concluded that administering the assessment to Accounting II 
students may have resulted in erroneous results. Included in the 
assessment were economics questions. We cannot assume that because 
a student is enrolled in Accounting II that they have had Economics I 
and II. Therefore we are eliminating the Economics questions so that 
they will be administered to the correct population of students. 

• The assessment results have indicated certain areas of weakness in our 
students. As a result, a commitment has been made to consciously 
incorporate general mathematics skills and strategies into all courses 
and to include more examples of the three competencies into our 
courses. The department has decided to use the same assessment 
questions during the next academic year to obtain a more accurate 
semester comparison. 

• The assessment results have indicated certain areas of weakness in our 
students. As a result, a commitment has been made to consciously 
incorporate general mathematics skills and strategies into all courses 
and to include more examples of the four competencies into our 
courses. 

 

These reports do demonstrate some attempts to provide evidence of changes as a result of 

programmatic outcomes assessment data, however minor many of those changes might 
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seem. Such an approach may help to satisfy critics who claim that “too few academic 

leaders have taken the time to document the improvements to which outcomes 

assessment has contributed” (Banta, 2004, p. 3). The approach is also consistent with the 

recommendations of Bashford and Slater (2008), who discussed the value of annual 

reports and assessment reports for the purpose of holding departments accountable for 

assessment. Yet, as an outside observer, it seemed to me that little improvement occurred 

in Nabor County Community College’s outcomes assessment reports even in the 

academic year following the Spring 2008 MSCHE visiting team. Furthermore, they 

provided little or no insights about general education learning outcomes. Given the 

available documents and the responses of interviewees, I did not find a large amount of 

evidence that concrete changes in general education outcomes assessment had occurred 

since the 2008 MSCHE visiting team report. However, this may change as the general 

education team continues to recommend revisions to assessment methods and gather 

general education assessment data from various sources. 

 

Question 1 Summary 

 After analyzing the findings as they relate to each of the sub-questions above, it 

appears that little evidence of concrete changes in general education assessment exists 

since the MSCHE visiting team report indicated that Nabor County Community College 

needed to submit a progress report. Document review and interview transcript analysis 

showed that the MSCHE process has served as one of the primary motivators if not the 

primary motivator for changes in the IHE’s approach to assessment of general education. 

Since the 2008 MSCHE visiting team, the IHE has instituted the general education team 
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to focus on examining and revising assessment methods for each general education 

competency, as well as on gathering and reporting assessment data for each competency. 

Ultimately, the team’s work will allow the vice president of academic affairs to 

demonstrate how each competency is assessed across the curriculum and what specific 

changes to general education have stemmed from assessment results. Thus far, evidence 

of concrete revisions to general education as a result of assessment data appears lacking, 

although that may change in time due to the work of the general education team. 

Interview responses suggested that MSCHE also could have aided the community college 

in enhancing their assessment efforts and strengthening general education by providing 

more support to assist Nabor County Community College with making satisfactory and 

demonstrable progress. It seems that, while the 2008 MSCHE visiting team report and 

required progress report have motivated change, MSCHE representatives also could have 

provided more follow-up support to the IHE if they wished to ensure that institutional 

representatives made these changes substantively and efficiently. 

 

Question 2: Findings and Analysis 

 

2. How have the environmental characteristics at Nabor County Community 

College stimulated or inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE 

standards related to the general education assessment plan? 

 

To answer the second research question, I established four sub-questions, one for 

each of Strange and Banning’s (2001) four components of the educational environment: 
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physical, human aggregate, organizational, and constructed. A combination of 

observations, interview transcript analysis, and document review contributed to 

answering each sub-question. 

 

a. How has the physical environment, such as the design and layout of 

meeting spaces, stimulated or inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed 

MSCHE standards related to the general education assessment plan? 

 

Strange and Banning (2001) explained that the physical environment can impact 

both attitudes and functionality, including such aspects as campus layout, color schemes, 

architectural designs, and the weather. It can also include behavioral traces such as 

erosion indicating foot traffic, unconsumed leftovers such as litter, renovations, and signs 

and symbols such as art. I attempted to answer this question regarding the impact of the 

physical environment upon efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE standards related to the 

general education assessment plan primarily by means of observation since this particular 

case-study included long-term, intensive involvement. As described in the narrative 

above, the layout of buildings on campus and local landscape were not only visually 

attractive, but also allowed a sense of warmth to permeate the campus by helping to make 

it feel small and conducive to interactions with many different people. This may not have 

had a direct impact on general education assessment, but did seem to contribute indirectly 

by facilitating a collaborative environment as a whole. Looking at the one meeting space 

that I observed more specifically, the open layout was conducive to equal collaboration 
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by all participants and the bright, modern room also led to healthy conversation, whereas 

an older and less functional room might have distracted participants. 

The interview protocol did not include direct questions about the physical 

environment since I had planned to use observation primarily and hoped that the topic 

would come up in an organic and unprompted manner. In hindsight, it might have helped 

to have included a standard question on this topic. However, in addition to assuming that 

a failure to mention it would signal that it was not problematic and that those who did 

comment would tend to do so only if they perceived a problem, it also would have made 

the already lengthy protocol even longer. 

My suspicion that wholly organic comments on the topic would tend toward the 

negative proved accurate. Two individuals discussed the environment without prompting, 

Ms. Givens whose only involvement was serving on the curriculum committee in the past 

and Dr. Isaacs who had no direct experience with either general education or 

accreditation. Neither discussed the impact of the environment on discussions of either 

general education assessment or accreditation. Rather, more generally, they asserted their 

dissatisfaction with decisions about the physical environment and the lack of faculty 

input in decision-making processes, as well as the lack of proper accommodations for 

individuals with disabilities. As one example of this, while Ms. Givens acknowledged 

that most forms of planning on campus were effective, she also complained that:  

 

They’ve gone to this toilet paper which is paper-thin. You can’t even get it 
off the roll. Many of us have written letters. We’re still not getting new 
toilet paper. I know it sounds ridiculous. But, it’s stuff like that which 
makes your day go a little easier. The noise that we’re hearing here, that’s 
the bathrooms being repaired and there’s no time that there’s never 
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anybody here because we run the college all year-round. But, there are 
times where there’s fewer students. 
 

Strange and Banning (2001) noted the importance of the environment for helping 

individuals to satisfy their needs according to Maslowe’s hierarchy. One can certainly see 

how the feelings expressed by these two individuals would impact their sense of 

belonging and their perceptions of campus safety. While this might not impact the 

effectiveness of general education assessment directly, failure to meet the needs of 

faculty can obviously reduce their motivation and their concentration, thereby impeding 

efficiency and effectiveness in the completion of all duties. 

During one interview with Ms. Edwards that seemed to move along at a smooth 

pace, I broke from the protocol spontaneously and asked a simple question, “And do you 

tend to meet in this building, in this type of room?” Since she had just finished discussing 

the general education team meetings, it seemed a natural follow-up question. I had hoped 

to learn where this team usually met, expecting a short and strictly factual answer to start. 

However, the subject’s simple factual answer was immediately followed by her 

impressions of the meeting space: 

 

No. This building is really is really out of the way for us and it’s very 
difficult if you’re teaching a class right before this meeting because you 
know you’re walking quite a distance. And every time there’s a meeting 
here and I have a one o-clock class, so if the meeting is at 2:30, I never run 
out of the room at 2:15 and I’m always late and I hate to be late. So, this 
building is very difficult. We usually meet up in the English area. They 
have a conference room probably about a quarter of the size or a third of 
the size of this room and it’s perfect. 
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This remark suggests that the regular meeting space for the general education team is a 

space that facilitates productive conversations due to its appropriate location and size. 

Her comments should not detract from the location of the faculty retreat that took place in 

the same building as our interview, however, since that event took place at the beginning 

of the summer shortly after the completion of fall courses and, as a result, most interested 

faculty members did not have scheduling conflicts. 

 Although document review did not provide insights regarding the physical 

environment and relevant data from interview transcripts did not prove extensive, it does 

appear possible to answer research question 2a. An analysis of existing data from 

observations and interviews signals that the physical environment, including the layout, 

size, and location of relevant meetings, did not did not serve as a major stimulus for 

improving general education assessment. On the other hand and perhaps more 

importantly, the physical environment did not inhibit this work either. Perhaps if this case 

study had focused on a topic that, for example, required up-to-date classroom technology, 

there might have been a greater opportunity for the physical environment to stimulate 

change. However, at least in this scenario, the physical environment would only seem to 

have a significant impact if it were so overwhelmingly poor in layout, size, or location, 

that meeting participants had difficulty concentrating on the topics of conversation and/or 

that it prevented participants from participating equally. 
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b. How have the human aggregate characteristics of constituents 

stimulated or inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE 

standards related to the general education assessment plan? 

 

Human aggregate aspects of the environment include personality types, learning 

styles, and demographic characteristics, each of which can influence “certain behaviors, 

values, attitudes, and expectations” (Strange & Banning, 2001, p. 49-50). Individuals 

congruent with the dominant human characteristics in their environment prove more 

likely to persist in that environment over time. Based on surface observations made while 

traversing the campus, community members ostensibly feel comfortable on the campus as 

a whole, as if living in a tight-knit neighborhood. More specifically, observation of the 

faculty retreat on general education at the conclusion of the spring 2010 semester 

demonstrated that faculty members and administrators collaborate effectively when 

making decisions, showing mutual respect for one another and commitment to the best 

interests of Nabor County Community College and its students. Interview transcripts 

predominantly reinforced these conclusions with some caveats. 

 Respondents offered a mixture of positive and negative remarks. In total, nine of 

the thirteen individuals made at least one comment that could be interpreted as positive, 

while eight of the thirteen made at least one comment that could be interpreted as 

negative. Among the negative comments, the majority of them were direct statements 

about human aggregate characteristics as observed by the respondents and the remaining 

ones indicated either explicitly or implicitly that the respondents themselves were 

representative of some characteristic. 
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The most common positive responses by a total of eight different individuals were 

related to the positive relationships on campus as evident through the rapport, effective 

collaboration, mutual respect, and professionalism of colleagues. Subject 7, Ms. Givens, 

who has had involvement in the past as a former member of the curriculum committee, 

gave an extensive explanation of this atmosphere, stating: 

 

There are people here 40 years and they’re all starting to retire now 
because they’ve been here forever. But, we have a lot of 70+ year-old 
people. It just blows my mind cause and we all get along regardless of 
what age we’re in which is pretty good you know. They are, you know 
even though they’re older, they’re receptive to some of the new changes. 
You have a couple of faculty that will resist. But, for the most part, I think 
that we all get along well and if you’re not on a committee, you can 
always give the stuff to the committee and you can send a letter to 
whatever committee that handles it and they’ll bring up the topic. So, it’s 
not like you don’t have an open door. 

 
 

Of the eight, only one did not have some form of involvement in decision-making about 

curricular assessment and/or regional accreditation and, furthermore, five of the eight had 

26 or more years of experience on the campus. Regarding the general education team, 

two respondents with past or current involvement, one with over 25 years of experience 

(Ms. Brown) and another with between 6 and 15 years of experience (Ms. Givens), 

asserted that even though weaker members exist on the team, the majority of the team 

members share common goals and a commitment to the IHE, overcoming the influence 

of the weaker members. As an example of this, Ms. Brown, explained that “there’s some 

weak members on the committee and then the strong members, we tend to take over.” Dr. 

Anderson, a department chair who also serves as co-chair of the general education team 

noted that the existence of a large group of veteran faculty members brings stability and 
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valuable, shared experiences, even though many of these veterans are “entrenched” and 

resistant to change. Therefore, a shared commitment to institutional goals among the 

large group of veteran faculty members represents another positive human aggregate 

characteristic. 

Related to the shared commitment of faculty members, five of the interviewees 

described faculty acceptance of directives from campus leaders, even when the faculty 

members disagree with those administrators. Dr. Jordan provided evidence of this, 

articulating that: 

 

most are accepting that the process has to take place, implementing 
programs that make it work. But you know . . . I don’t think any of us are 
completely supportive of a test-driven society. Diane Ravitch reviewed her 
position. I’ll review my position. Did you see she, Ravitch, who was you 
know the major educator, the architect of No Child Left Behind finally 
came in and said testing is wrong, you’re doing it wrong? So, you know I 
can have that opinion, but also understand the necessity of what we’re 
doing. 

 
 

More simply, Ms. Mills noted that “I don’t see this college as a group that fights. You 

don’t see a lot of union-style issues or marching on campus. Once upon a time, in the 

early years, but not now, you don’t do that now.” President Farmer acknowledged this 

and shared his appreciation during our interview: 

 

when you go under these things, particularly when things are being 
imposed upon an institution or there’s an appearance of imposition, I’m 
never quite sure how faculty are going to respond. But, I’ve been very 
very pleased with the degree to which our faculty seem to have embraced 
this… . So, again, I’ve been just very pleased with the degree to which the 
whole concept’s been accepted. That’s my perception. You may find 
something quite different in your interviews, but I’d be surprised. 



279 
 

 
 

Of the five people who expressed this sentiment, four had 26 or more years of experience 

and also had been involved in some capacity with general education assessment and/or 

regional accreditation. This suggests that length of service aided respondents in 

recognizing this pattern. Deference to administrator directives would seem to stem from 

the commitment to institutional goals shared especially by veteran faculty members. 

Negative comments regarding human aggregate characteristics focused 

exclusively on the aforementioned resistance to change and to efforts at improving 

assessment in particular. The transcripts of eight individuals included veteran resistance 

in one form or another. Most focused on the resistance of other faculty members besides 

themselves, such as the statement by Ms. Long that “older faculty” tend to resist 

“[b]ecause they’ve been doing things a certain way for a long time and I think you’ll find 

that true anywhere you know. The people who’ve been around for a long time are the 

least likely to accept change.” However, three of the eight did not discuss resistance 

directly. Rather, their own responses made it evident that they were among those veteran 

faculty members who resisted. As an example of the latter group, when asked about the 

role of Middle States in promoting effective general education assessment, Subject 10, 

Dr. Jordan, demonstrated an awareness of his role, but had difficulty saying anything 

positive about this:  

 

Well, it seems, the mandate clearly came from middle states. Most of us 
would agree that my end of the year exam is the assessment, the only 
assessment necessary for me to understand if my students had achieved 
the goals. But, middle states said we had to have a more standard form, a 
better form, a more formal form of assessment. The college put this in 



280 
 

place and so, clearly it was a mandate by Middle States who said we had 
to do it and so we’ve done it. But, not everyone has done it willingly, 
obviously. 
 

As a member of the general education team and co-chair of the curriculum committee, 

this department chair’s negative reaction served as an outlier, contrasting with the 

impressions of the other respondents involved in general education assessment and/or 

regional accreditation, who had all made much more positive statements. The degree of 

resistance asserted by these eight faculty members varied. For example, Subject 9, Dr. 

Isaacs, an individual who has not had any related involvement on this campus, made 

veteran resistance sound prevalent:  

 

So, it’s, to me, it’s reasonable. A lot of people rebelled against it. Many of 
the older faculty were not happy that they had to do this. They don’t like 
the idea of outside assessment and the union got a little upset about it too 
at one point. But, I’ve never had a problem with it. 
 

On the other hand, Ms. Givens simply referred to “a couple of faculty” who had fought 

improvements in general education assessment. It is also important to note that some of 

the 13 interviewees made more vague statements about resistance or statements that did 

not fit the descriptors given above, which made it difficult to determine if these 

individuals believed that resistance was restricted predominantly to veterans or if it 

applied to a broad spectrum of instructors. Ms. Harris, a faculty member with three to 

five years of experience, acknowledged that she rarely takes the time to respond to or 

discuss communications about general education assessment or regional accreditation, 

indicative of her own resistance to engagement in these topics. She proved the only non-

veteran faculty member to demonstrate such resistance, suggesting that it may extend 
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beyond veterans. Similarly, Subject 11, Dr. Kevin King, hesitatingly spoke about 

resistance without clarifying if any faculty members might tend to resist more than 

others, saying “I don’t know school-wide what people think about it. You know . . . my 

understanding is they might groan at first or you know people are resistant to some kind 

of change.” As a result, faculty resistance is discussed as a potentially broader trend in 

the findings and analysis for Question 2d below. 

Clearly, data analysis shows that the human aggregate characteristics of this 

community college with a liberal arts feel prove more positive than negative. Subject 12, 

Ms. Long, even offered a reasonable explanation for the one negative trend, the resistance 

of veterans, arguing that it is not uncommon at many IHEs: 

 

they’ve been doing things a certain way for a long time and I think you’ll 
find that true anywhere you know. The people who’ve been around for a 
long time are the least likely to accept change and see it as or maybe 
they’re thinking in terms of, “I’m only going to be here a couple more 
years. Why do I have to worry about this?” versus the new faculty. It’s 
here. It’s not something that was brought in. It was here before they got 
here. So, I think they are more accepting. I think that’s part of it. 
 

Her observation puts the resistance of veteran faculty members into context, suggesting 

that the trend is not unique to this campus. What does seem more unique is the 

overwhelmingly positive rapport of colleagues, deference to administrative directives, 

and shared commitment to the IHE’s best interests. An atmosphere of mutual respect and 

collaboration among colleagues is critical for counteracting detractors of general 

education assessment and regional accreditation. At this campus, some faculty members 

noted that they did not all receive release time or other personal rewards for their work. 

Yet, resistant faculty members and especially department chairs participated 
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appropriately in meetings and in the efficient and effective completion of tasks even 

when they disagreed with the necessity of those tasks. The only possible explanation for 

this appears to be their combination of respect for the institution and an inclination 

toward collaboration with colleagues. This seems in keeping with the person-

environment theory of Strange and Banning (2001), who note the impact of an 

individual’s congruence with the environment on that individual’s participation in the 

environment. 

 

c. How have the organizational structure and decisions regarding how to 

involve various constituents in the planning process stimulated or 

inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE standards related to 

the general education assessment plan? 

 

In their discussion of the organizational environment, Strange and Banning (2001) 

discussed various manifestations of power and decision-making, including the degrees of 

complexity, centralization, formalization, stratification, production, efficiency, and 

morale within an environment. A review of interview transcripts yielded much data on 

the organizational components of the environment. As the examples below illustrate, all 

13 interviewees made statements that could be construed as indicators of a positive 

impact by the environment on change efforts in the area of general education assessment. 

Alternatively, 11 of these 13 also made statements that could be construed as indicators 

of a negative impact by the environment on change efforts. 



283 
 

One major topic of discussion related to the organizational environment, and one 

which also relates to the constructed environment as noted in the findings for Question 

2d, were a variety of comments that could be characterized as evidence of leadership, 

demonstrated through an overarching common vision or through support offered by 

campus leaders. Several authors (Allen, 2006; Banta, 2002; Bontenbal, 2006; Ferrara, 

2007; Jones & Voorhees, 2002; Levine, 1978; Long, 2005; Morest & Jenkins, 2007; 

Waite, 2004) have explained that leadership is essential for the development of an 

assessment plan either for general education or for the campus as a whole. While overall 

perceptions of leadership certainly fit into the constructed environment, concrete 

examples of support included below such as resources given to committee members and 

the imposition of an effective committee structure certainly fit into the organizational 

environment. A total of nine individuals made such comments, many directly applauding 

the leadership of the president, vice president of academic affairs, and/or the 

administration generally. For example, Ms. Davis, a veteran department chair and 

member of the general education team, provided an explanation of how the vice president 

of academic affairs gives direction to the general education team while still allowing the 

members to make their own decisions: 

 

The vice president [of academic affairs] has met with the general 
education [team] and given us our charge and has provided documentation 
from the academic officers, also from the Middle States information, and 
the academic officers, the guidelines for gen ed programs within the 
state… so they can be articulated between two and four-year universities. 
So, he really has been very forthcoming with what he would like to see 
accomplished by the [team] and how he sees the flow of work moving 
through the [team]and back to the departments. So, and the deans have 
also brought forth information from the vice president if we haven’t met 
directly with him. 
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Similarly, when asked who has given procedural guidelines and provided the impetus for 

improving, Subject 5, Ms. Edwards, stated: 

 

It’s been different people. But, our current vice president [of academic 
affairs] is probably the most proactive person for whom I’ve worked. He 
totally understands general education. He’s used it in his past schools. He 
pushes us, constantly pushes us to hear what other places are doing. I 
attended the AACU conference this year in Seattle and that was really an 
eye-opener for me and I’ve been doing gen ed now for a long time. 

 
 

Other statements were more indirect such as offering release time for the two general 

education team co-chairs, which seems to have motivated these individuals and given 

them ample time to coordinate the team’s work; the encouragement and financial support 

by the vice president of academic affairs for members of the general education team to 

attend conferences; the inclusion of related topics in meetings and as the subjects of 

workshops; and the invitation of external experts to campus by the vice president of 

academic affairs to inspire cutting edge thinking about the general education curriculum 

and general education assessment. As evidence of this, Ms. Long spoke highly of the 

IHE’s efforts in this regard: 

 

we had workshops on what’s assessment and different types of it. We’ve 
had workshops on that. We’ve had like I said the faculty meetings, . . . 
they brought even I don’t know if they did get a speaker, I think they did 
use speakers on campus, but you know what’s the assessment process, 
why are you doing it. General ed was real big because we were way 
behind. We were going by standards that were years and years ago, I think 
like 1998 or something, 1996. It was a long time ago. So, we actually had 
like I said the faculty meetings where it was brought up, it’s just the . . . 
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So, you know we in our department, we’ve had you know meetings on 
different things, different ways we’ve done it. A lot of our department 
meetings have been dedicated to assessment because it’s to get everyone 
understanding. 

 
 

Eight of the nine respondents had experience with committees that discussed general 

education assessment and/or accreditation and the other individual had knowledge 

through his experience in public policy as a former employee of the state. Five of the nine 

had 26 or more years of experience, one 16 - 25, one 6 - 15, one 3 - 5, and one 0 - 2. One 

might surmise that individuals with more experience had more opportunities to witness 

examples of leadership. 

Another commonly mentioned example of organizational effectiveness was 

appropriate communication facilitated by an effective division of labor. Eleven people 

mentioned communication, either directly commenting on the appropriate balance of 

informal and formal communication or the appropriate communication and division of 

labor between offices and committees, or indirectly discussing processes that 

demonstrated an effective division of labor and effective communication. Regarding the 

balance of informal and formal communication, Subject 13, Ms. Mary Mills, asserted 

that: 

 

the atmosphere is not rigid; it’s open. And so, if I wanted to discuss 
something, let’s say with [faculty member in psychology], all I have to do 
is say, “Hey [faculty member in psychology], can I stop by your office to 
discuss something?” and that’s, you don’t see that in a lot of higher-level 
universities. It’s more structured and rigid. I think, after all these years of 
teaching here, it’s always open door. Even a chair person, I can walk in 
and say something and walk out again. So, that’s a positive vibe if you 
want to move forward. 
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Regarding the division of labor and the flow of communication, Ms. Givens asserted 

about her past experience on the curriculum committee that “it was a really good 

experience because we had wonderful communication with [President Farmer] and 

[President Farmer] was very receptive.” Later, she added that: 

 

we had one gentleman who does all the statistics for the college that was 
on the committee which made our life a little easier. So, any tallying or 
any surveys we did, he took care of all that. So, it really was a good mix of 
personnel on that committee, I think. 

 
 

Four interviewees mentioned collaboration by the academic division (including 

administrators and faculty members) with other departments on the campus such as the 

advising office through the division of student life or with the institutional research 

office, which also represents a component of effective communication and division of 

labor for the benefit of enhancing general education assessment. Dr. Anderson provided 

an example, speaking about collaboration between members of the general education 

team and the advising office: 

 

We worked with [the director of the advising office] and we would meet I 
would say maybe every 10 days, maybe every week towards the end, the 
group. When we really, I mean, we would shuffle back and forth with 
[graduation requirement forms for each major]: ‘Well, this is what's going 
to work.’ ‘We've got this.’ ‘We've got that.’ I like that process. 

 
 

Of the 11 respondents, 9 had experience with general education assessment and/or 

regional accreditation at the community college. Six of the eleven had 26 or more years 
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of experience, one 16 - 25, one 6 - 15, one 3 - 5, and two 0 - 2 with one of those two 

being Vice President Collins. The fact that two of the three inexperienced individuals 

commented positively on communication and/or the division of labor and that the number 

of years of experience did not prove a factor suggests that these qualities of the 

community college are easily visible regardless of the individual’s amount of experience. 

An effective general education team for reviewing general education curricula and 

assessment methods also exists according to several interview subjects. Six respondents 

complimented the manner in which the team was set up, describing effective membership 

with department chairs, an appropriate size, the fact that institutional leaders did not 

make it an official committee to give more flexibility with fluid membership, and the 

appropriate selection of co-chairs who represented departments responsible for critical 

general education courses (English and Mathematics). Ms. Brown, the department chair 

for Biology and Chemistry, gave a particularly detailed description of the team and its 

processes, which highlights how its organization has led to effectiveness: 

 

the team really started formally a year ago. So, this is the second year. 
And this was to look at the curriculum committee still has more focus on 
outcomes for the program. The general education assessments really 
became mandated at that point. So, we set up a timeline to do it. The 
people involved are chairs of major departments across the curriculum, 
you know from all divisions. So, all divisions are represented. We were 
careful that I have most of the science programs, but not all in my 
department, and I would never make a decision about somebody else’s 
course, you know ‘I have a question about this’ or ‘the committee has a 
question.’ But, the department chair is still the one in charge of that course 
and so, we would invite them and get their feedback and that’s been true 
across the curriculum. You know it’s not a committee mandating that this 
is, but we also had to go by the state definition of what a gen ed course is 
and does this fit the definition and ask people at times. We also set a 
timeline of when we would actually first produce an assessment tool to be 
reviewed because you couldn’t ask everybody to do it once for one thing. 
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There needed to be some models I guess in some sense and some 
departments, it’s more difficult than others. I don’t think it’s easy in any of 
them. It’s easier to assess your own program than it is to do skills that are 
supposed to carry over somewhere else because my department is 
supposed to assess it. But, what’s really more important is can somebody 
who’s gone through a science course in liberal arts then think critically 
carry critical thinking over to their discipline and use it. And if someone 
learns writing and English, can they then, when I give an essay question in 
a Chemistry class, answer it in English, correct English, cogently stated, 
write a lab report where I don’t drown it in red ink with grammar 
corrections, which my students don’t expect and come to respect at least 
very quickly? 

 
 

Nichols (2003) attested to the importance of faculty involvement in general education 

assessment, while Roy et al. (2007) contended that “[c]urriculum change is increased 

when respected, experienced colleagues play key roles” (p. 26). Related to this, Ferrara 

(2007) showed the benefits of involving campus leaders and relevant committees first and 

then building support among the remaining community members with the help of those 

people. The sentiments of these authors would seem to support the membership of the 

general education team as a group of respected faculty members who can build support 

among their colleagues. 

Ms. Brown and Ms. Edwards, veteran department chairs and members of the 

team, as well as Dr. Collins, the vice president of academic affairs who instituted the 

team, also described effective team meetings as evidenced by proper preparation, 

facilitation, timing (i.e., not too frequent and not when members are unavailable), and 

agendas with adequate attention to assessment. As an example of the effectiveness of the 

structure of general education team meetings, Ms. Brown characterized them as follows: 
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We work well together. We don’t believe in having a lot of meetings and 
at the meeting, you don’t discuss things to death. You have an agenda. 
You follow the agenda. The work gets done outside of the meeting and 
that’s fine. Yeah and we all agree on doing things that way. If we met 
every two weeks just because we should to generate minutes, I would 
resign from the committee or I always say I would. I end up not. But, I’d 
get very very frustrated. So, I work with people that I respect. 

 
 

Each of the six respondents who spoke about the general education team naturally came 

from among the team members whom I interviewed and Vice President Collins, who 

created the team. 

Other interviewees described the curriculum committee as an effective committee 

responsible for reviewing and approving all program curricula and for whom the general 

education team serves in an advisory capacity “via dotted-line relationship” as Dr. 

Collins said. Ms. Edwards described the curriculum committee’s work, saying: 

 

We look at every assessment as part of the curriculum committee. [Dr. 
Anderson] . . . and I are the co-chairs, but the whole committee looks at 
every outcomes assessment. We have to caution people not to do anything 
with the actual discipline because, who am I to decide if the heart-rate 
question is correct for a phys ed question? And people tend to do that. I 
don’t like the way they ask this and that’s not what we’re doing. What 
we’re doing is saying, ‘Is this outcomes assessment test, is it, does it seem 
like an accurate test? Is it given to enough people?’ We found in 
sociology, the number of people was ridiculously small. It was under 30. I 
mean you’ve had lots of statistics. It wasn’t a significant number. So, 
that’s the kind of thing we do. How many people are doing it? What are 
you doing with the test? Are you discussing the results or are you just 
saying, ‘Okay, that test is done’? So, that’s what we do. 

 
 

As an official committee in contrast with the unofficial general education team, a greater 

diversity of individuals, seven total people from a variety of experiential backgrounds, 
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spoke about the role of the curriculum committee. During the review of documents, I 

discovered the following in the minutes from a curriculum committee meeting in 2008: 

 

Professor [Anderson, co-chair of the curriculum committee] expressed 
concern that the lack of quantitative data for the programs reviewed this 
year may cause a delay in the programs being recommended for 
continuation.  The committee has expressed concern that a system to 
consistently evaluate and report outcomes assessment data is lacking.  As 
a result, the committee may be charged with implementing and monitoring 
the process used by all academic divisions. 

 
 

This passage serves as evidence that the committee concerned itself with improving its 

methods for assessing programs. Interestingly, it is also reasonable to conclude by the 

timing that the MSCHE process served as a motivator for this concern. 

 According to Subjects 12 (Ms. Long) and 13 (Ms. Mills), involvement has 

mitigated resistance. Ms. Long’s comments seemed especially relevant, as she co-chaired 

the IHE’s MSCHE self-study for the 2008 visiting team: 

 

I worked with a lot of senior faculty, we call them seasoned faculty, when 
I was on the committee. And I think in the beginning a lot of us, myself a 
little bit including my background is a little bit different because of the 
American Chemical Society, but I think some of them were more resistant 
in the beginning. And you know but, I think working on a committee and 
working with your colleagues, I think it does most of the time bring about 
positive changes. 

 
 

In total, nine interviewees made statements about the IHE’s attempts to involve the 

community and solicit feedback, including Subject 8, Ms. Harris, who has experience on 

several committees at another IHE rather than at this one and who stated: 
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I read the e-mails that I get and there are there’s a lot of communication 
from the committee that is setting everything up and reviewing everything 
and preparing for Middle States. They communicate very well with the 
faculty as to what they are doing, what they are looking at via e-mail. The 
occasional meetings that we do have at the beginning of the semester, 
semesters I should say, and the beginning of the school year, they then 
give a big report as to what they have accomplished in past, you know in 
that past year or how their committee has changed. They do solicit for 
committee members. They do obviously for somebody to you know chair 
that particular committee and you know it’s a lot of work. 

 
 

Four of these people noted that the IHE used faculty meetings in an attempt to ensure that 

all faculty members all had the same up-to-date information about general education 

assessment and/or regional accreditation. Among the nine interviewees who discussed the 

efforts of institutional leaders to inform and seek feedback, all three of the less 

experienced interviewees offered comments. The document review supports the belief 

that the institution made an effort to keep the community informed, as faculty meeting 

minutes from 2008 included the following: 

 

[President Farmer] shared that the Middle States teams are currently under 
a great deal of pressure from the Federal Government regarding Regional 
Accreditation and Outcomes Assessment.  He cautioned that the reports 
may not be as glowing as they have been in the past, although he believes 
we’ll do well.  He advised everyone take any constructive criticism in the 
spirit it is meant and use it to improve. 

 
 

Comments from Subjects 2 (Ms. Brown), 4 (Ms. Davis), and 5 (Ms. Edwards), revealed 

that, at least in their own academic departments, all faculty members contributed to the 

development of assessments. Ms. Brown, for instance, claimed that: 
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Within the departments, I think all faculty are involved with coming up 
with whatever assessment tools there are and the whole process of it. 
Certainly, my department, they are. So, it’s part of every faculty member’s 
obligation, job, whatever you want to call it. 

 
 

Similarly, Ms. Davis indicated that: 

 

I can’t speak to other department, other divisions. But, I know that, in my 
area, I’m a chairperson. So, I include my faculty and get their feedback 
and we’re the ones who are responsible for putting together an assessment 
tool. So, certainly, their input is very important. 

 
 

These individuals clearly feel that faculty members in their departments are involved in 

assessment. 

While many respondents identified above commented on efforts to involve faculty 

members, seven individuals made contrasting remarks, such as those given below, 

suggesting that institutional leaders might have more effectively informed and involved 

some faculty members. It was unclear by these statements whether campus administrators 

failed to inform, whether they attempted to inform through intermediaries such as deans 

and department chairs and those individuals failed to convey clear messages, or whether 

the message was delivered but not reinforced such that faculty members could easily 

ignore or forget it. Nevertheless, the fact that individuals from a variety of experiential 

backgrounds made such statements in their interviews, including five involved and 

experienced people, one not involved but with some knowledge through other work 

experience, and one neither involved nor knowledgeable; as well as only three 
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interviewees with 26 or more years of experience and all others having less; indicates that 

a sizable number of faculty members feel as though the message has not been received by 

all. For example, Subject 11, Dr. King, who has been on campus for less than two years 

and who has no involvement in committees related to general education or regional 

accreditation, simply stated when asked about the community college’s plan for 

assessment of general education: “I don’t know. You know I’ve probably seen memos on 

it and such but I can’t recall now what the university-wide plan is.” His comment 

suggests that the IHE may not have sufficiently reinforced the message enough. Ms. 

Harris, who has not had involvement on this campus but has at another IHE, had perhaps 

the most critical remarks. In one lengthy passage, she decried the lack of meetings 

between departments at the division-level and also between separate divisions, asserting 

that: 

 

That would give me a little bit of a different perspective on what’s going 
on you know in English, what’s going on with math, and we don’t see 
that. We have one meeting you know an academic meeting and at the 
beginning of the school year and everybody you know all of the faculty 
are on campus that are on campus you know are at this one meeting. But, 
there’s no real interaction about what this division is doing or that division 
is doing or looking at those outcomes as you asked about. So, I just think 
that if there were some more interaction between all of us, that would 
probably help. 

 
 

Similarly, when asked about the regularity and effectiveness of department chairs 

meetings, Ms. Edwards stated: 

 

Yes, but they are regular in the sense that anything that takes place 
regularly is regular. But, it’s not often. They’re like twice a semester 
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maybe, maybe the beginning and the end, once in a while in the middle if 
something big comes, but not a lot. I don’t think anyone else likes, I mean 
the chairs don’t mind, but I don’t think anybody above the chairs likes the 
meetings because the chairs tend to get very critical and so I think if you 
can put it off, you put it off. I don’t want to attend that meeting. 

 
 

Participants at the May 21 faculty retreat also discussed a desire to incorporate 

discussions of these topics into department chair meetings more regularly. Once again, 

this indicates a problem with reinforcement, as the message was seemingly conveyed 

from the top, though faculty members believed that they did not have enough 

opportunities to engage in meaningful discussions of the topics. In addition, when 

responding to my question inquiring about whether the length of time working at Nabor 

County Community College versus her former IHE might have served as the reason for 

her lack of involvement in relevant committees, Ms. Harris replied: 

 

You know I was pretty much involved at [her former IHE] from the very 
beginning. They involved everybody. It didn’t matter if you were you 
know one-year, two-year, tenured, you know. And we were all involved 
from the very beginning. We had regular academic council meetings on a 
monthly basis that we [at this community college] don’t have. I know they 
meet. But, I know that nobody’s really involved in them. I mean, I said to 
my chairperson, “Can I go?” You know, she says, “You don’t have to go. 
You don’t need to go to this.” almost as though, say, you know I don’t 
want you to go. And maybe could be my own fault. Maybe I should just 
take the initiative and just show up one day and find out what is going on 
here. But, they, they, at [her former IHE], we had to go. Everybody went. 
It was just everybody. Here, it’s just not that way. So, I don’t know. I 
think I’ve been involved and I’ve been associated long enough with [this 
community college] that, by now, you know I should be able to be 
involved at that level and I’m not. 
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These sentiments expressed by Ms. Harris indicate that the message sent by department 

chairs is not consistent from one department to the next. Some departments involve 

everyone in developing assessments and encourage involvement, while others do not 

appear to do so.  

Many committees at Nabor County Community College are assigned members 

through a combination of faculty vote and presidential appointment, according to the vice 

president of academic affairs. However, for other committees such as the general 

education team and the accreditation self-study committee, the approach to involving 

individuals in committee work by voluntary means seems to have resulted in a cycle 

where the same diligent faculty members populate committees regularly, as suggested by 

Ms. Brown and Ms. Long. While this appears to have been effective in many cases, as the 

most diligent workers developed a model(s) upon which others can build, it has also 

prevented involvement for others. When asked if any members had taken on more of a 

leadership role on the general education team, Ms. Brown replied: “the same people who 

always do. I think you’d find that most anywhere. The hardest working people ended up 

being on the most committees.”  Even Ms. Long, who co-chaired the 2008 MSCHE 

visiting team, indicated that she did not know how the IHE identified and approved 

general education courses. This suggests the need to expand the number of faculty 

members who have involvement in and knowledge about such work. Dr. Anderson and 

Vice President Collins both acknowledged that, even though not all faculty members are 

informed well enough about general education assessment, this is something that the IHE 

plans to improve in the near future. Specifically, Dr. Collins characterized 

communication around the topic as “under development” and discussed plans for an 
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upcoming retreat to involve more faculty members. Although the vice president 

recognizes that not all faculty are hearing the same message and is planning some 

corrective measures, this apparent problem cannot be ignored here as a factor hindering 

implementation of general education assessment. Interestingly, Gutierrez (2006) also 

found that an increase in stakeholder involvement became a major factor in the removal 

of the University of Guam’s probationary accreditation status. 

 Related to the above trend, the IHE seemingly needs to provide more information 

to the community about MSCHE and its resources or ensure that nothing is lost in the 

transmission of information through various intermediaries in the organizational chart. 

Through my analysis, I identified five individuals who described or implied problems in 

this area. For example, Ms. Harris made a recommendation that MSCHE representatives 

should meet with the institutional community to discuss their findings, stating: 

 

You know, I don’t know if they do this or not. But, wouldn’t it be nice if 
Middle States would have an open forum, an open meeting where they 
could discuss what their findings were with all of the faculty? If they do it, 
I’m not aware of it. If, I’m sure that the meeting is probably a closed 
meeting where they meet with the committee and they meet with the 
academic personnel. But, they don’t meet with the faculty per se. So, 
maybe a Dean might be privileged to go to that kind of a meeting or even 
a chairperson. I don’t know. But, you know as far as myself, I’ve never 
seen anything that says ‘We’re having this meeting to discuss the 
outcomes of the Middle States meeting.’ That I would like to see. 

 
 

In fact, MSCHE already holds an open meeting to discuss their preliminary findings at 

the conclusion of each team visit, indicating that Ms. Harris did not receive or could not 

recall critical information. Similarly, Ms. Davis felt that MSCHE needed to provide more 

“stringent deadlines” and more information about “what they want,” although such 
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information does exist and it is the responsibility of campus leaders to disseminate the 

details of published timelines and standards of excellence. Ms. Long, who served as co-

chair for the IHE’s MSCHE self-study, also had much to say about how the process could 

have been improved by administrators: 

 

I think it could be set up so that it’s a more continuing process and I think 
that’s what Middle States wants. You know don’t just dust off the books 
and now when accreditation is due, you take everything out of the all files 
and you start all over again. And that’s what we do here and I think a lot 
of schools do that and I don’t know I don’t think that’s, I don’t think that’s 
the best way of doing that. I think it should be continuous. I believe in the 
process so much that I think there should be a committee that you know 
just oversee s everything. You don’t even have to meet every month, 
maybe twice a year just to kind of keep it going. If there’s any changes 
like Middle States I don’t know recently changed some of their standards 
you know that then this committee would be aware of that. And then when 
you have that, you know now you have, you know now you have the big 
accreditation, now you might even pick somebody that’s already on the 
committee. So, it would just be a like a smooth transition that they 
wouldn’t have to go start from scratch and learn like [the second co-chair] 
and I did. [The second co-chair] and I knew nothing and I was on the sub-
committee for the previous [self study in preparation for the visiting team 
in 1998]. But, being on a sub-committee is very different than chairing the 
whole thing. Now, maybe there’s a reason why it’s not done that way you 
know. I don’t know. I think middle states would like you to kind of keep it 
going. But you know we don’t. We don’t have a Middle States committee. 
Now, part of that was that the vice president [of academic affairs] that we 
had at the time, I think he had the idea that because we met, [the second 
co-chair] and I would talk to him all of the time. But, he’s not here 
anymore. Now, we have a new vice president. So, we had a change in 
administration, which I think might have been part of the reason. So, I 
don’t know. It was very hard. It took a year before we finally figured out 
what we were doing. Once I got comfortable with the process and what we 
were doing and how to write this report and this massive report that you 
have to put together. 
 

 

I also counted President Farmer among the five. He stated: 
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I think you know, quite frankly, I think they provide some direction, some 
expectations. But, I think that you know these are the kinds of things that 
are best left to the faculties with some guidance and direction and I think 
you know some expertise and so forth. So, I’m not feeling that they 
needed to do any more than what they’ve done. 

 
 

As he failed to recognize what a sizable percentage of interview subjects views as a 

problem, his impressions were inconsistent with the responses of other interviewees. 

According to the findings pertaining to Question 1c as well as the findings pertaining to 

the current question being considered, Question 2c, many of those interviewed felt that 

MSCHE could have provided more support to assist the community college with 

developing an effective plan for assessment of general education and responding with an 

appropriate progress report. This indicates that the president does not have a full 

awareness of the feelings of others with regard to the role of MSCHE in assisting Nabor 

County Community College. Finally, two faculty respondents with 26 or more years of 

experience each, Subjects 10 (Dr. Jordan) and 13 (Ms. Mills), had no interest in and/or 

knowledge of either MCHE’s 2008 findings or MSCHE’s role in assisting IHEs with 

general education assessment. Dr. Jordan, a member of the general education team and a 

co-chair of the curriculum committee, when asked how aware he was of MSCHE’s 

findings specific to general education, replied: “I’m not at all aware and that’s only 

because I’ve chosen probably not to be. I’m sure it’s readily available. But, I’ve not 

looked at that.” Ms. Mills, when asked how aware she was of the role of MSCHE in the 

life of the campus, replied: “there’s a select group of people who work with the president 

of the college to make that roll out the way it’s supposed to roll out. But, in terms of us 

and myself, no, I’m not involved in that.” These comments suggest that room for 
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improvement exists in institutional communication about the role of MSCHE and the 

manner in which they have involved the campus community. 

 Another aspect of the organizational environment that merits consideration, as 

suggested by the literature review, is the state. As a public community college, the state 

has an important role in certifying Nabor County Community College’s degrees and 

ensuring that their curricula meet basic standards. I did not anticipate prior to data 

collection, however, that the state had played an even larger role at this IHE by 

mandating changes to the general education curriculum, including the nine general 

education competencies specified in Appendix F. In analyzing the data for question 1, I 

noted that nine people with varying levels of experience, including President Farmer, 

mentioned the state as a motivator for changes in general education and/or general 

education assessment. Some of the nine, such as the president, clearly articulated the 

critical role of the state as a motivator, while others more briefly noted that the 

community college bowed to state mandates when revising the general education 

curriculum. Dr. Anderson spoke about her experience as a member of a state committee 

on general education, describing the meetings as somewhat dysfunctional, but 

acknowledging that they represented a useful opportunity for collaborating and sharing 

ideas with individuals from other state IHEs: 

 

that one meeting that I went to, it started out very formally.  It was very 
interesting. By the end of the afternoon, people were waving course 
descriptions and saying that, you know, “I've got something. If you'll give 
me this, we can approve such and such.”  I mean, it was almost like a 
street market. They were you know and I'm thinking these are supposed to 
be people who know what they're doing.  But that aside, I did find out how 
other institutions work and that was very valuable to me. That was very 
helpful. [Another community college whose representative she met] has 
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all kinds of stuff for general education. Every institution has its own 
character. 

 
 

Comments from other interviewees show that the state did not provide enough support 

for the IHE during the process of incorporating new general education competencies. As 

the first indicator of this, four veteran department chairs, Dr. Anderson, Ms. Brown, Ms. 

Edwards, and Dr. Jordan (subjects 1, 2, 5, and 10) noted the existence of differences of 

opinion between faculty members and the state regarding how to define general education 

competencies and which courses could be associated with those competencies. Some 

department chairs did not appreciate the manner in which they were forced to realign 

their courses to different competencies. For instance, Dr. Jordan complained: 

 

But you know questions arise about: are certain courses general ed 
courses? We’d consider them so and it doesn’t seem to be sort of a logical 
reason why some are yes and some are no. So, for example, in the state of 
[the state in which Nabor County Community College resides], the history 
of African Americans in the U.S. is a general ed course. The history of 
minorities in the United States is not a general ed course. I appealed that 
and I was denied. So, why? So, I’m suggesting there are very logical 
pieces. Others are not so logical in my mind. 

 
 

The same four subjects, as well as Vice President Collins, Subject 3, described the lack of 

guidance on an even broader scale. The state required much paperwork for completing 

the general education mandate. Yet, interview subjects felt that they gave little guidance 

for how to implement it and communicated poorly about it. For example, Ms. Brown 

recalled her frustration at the amount of work necessary to defend why some courses 

should satisfy one of the state’s general education competencies and her perception that 
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“a number of courses that I had were dropped from the list and yet, they were still on the 

list for other colleges.” Even Dr. Collins, who serves on a statewide committee of chief 

academic officers that discusses general education, believed that the state’s guidelines 

were “not clear.” In fact, he acknowledged that the same statewide committee was in the 

process of “developing a review process of the courses” that is “still being implemented,” 

an enlightening fact given that the state has somehow managed to review courses already 

even without having such a process fully in place. As asserted above, the state represents 

an important component of the organizational environment. According to the statements 

of these five individuals, the state’s lack of coordination and support made the change 

process more difficult for Nabor County Community College. On the other hand, I found 

two documents from the state that included suggested learning objectives, which could 

have aided the IHE in developing more concrete outcomes, as well as course criteria to 

assist state IHEs with identifying courses sufficient for each of the nine competencies. 

Although I had no way to determine how effectively the state might have communicated 

this information to IHEs, the ease with which I found them suggests that the IHE should 

have also had access and, therefore, bears some responsibility for not using them more 

effectively both to define measurable outcomes and to bring clarity to questions about 

approvable courses. 

 A variety of other organizational factors also hindered the ability of the IHE to 

enhance the achievement of general education outcomes through a better assessment 

plan. Three veteran department chairs. Dr. Anderson, Ms. Brown, and Ms. Edwards 

(Subjects 1, 2, and 5), spoke at length about the challenges of poor leadership represented 

by a former dean who had failed to provide sufficient information about general 
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education assessment and who attempted to mandate standardized testing as a means of 

assessing general education without first obtaining input from the faculty. As clear 

evidence of their frustration at events that had transpired at least a decade prior, when I 

interpreted some of Ms. Edwards’ words about the dean’s efforts out loud, saying that “it 

sounds like the idea of a standardized test was problematic for the department,” she 

responded emphatically “[t]hat’s a nice way to say that, yes, problematic. It was crazy-

making.” Although long gone, this former employee’s approach and unilateral decision-

making soured many people on the thought of general education assessment for several 

years. Similarly, Gutierrez (2006) found that a poor president who intimidated 

constituents and did not support shared governance had a major impact on the University 

of Guam’s probationary accreditation status and that new leadership proved critical to 

improving their status, offering a preview of what would later occur here at Nabor 

County Community College. As another hindrance, at least one department chair, Dr. 

Jordan, felt dissatisfied with a perceived institutional focus on quantitative data over 

qualitative data, claiming: 

 

Well, I think clearly that we had to move to a far more formal sense of 
data-generated assessment. In other words, it seems that what was wanted 
at the end was data related to scores on exams and I think that that is 
exactly what they got. I’m not sure that I agree with that at all. But, that’s 
what they wanted. I mean colleagues have tried to use a rubric to grade 
essays and that seemed to be unacceptable to the college. They wanted 
you know hard statistical data that at the end of the semester, x percentage 
of people showed competency in blah blah blah blah. It’s not particularly 
interesting, I don’t think. But, there it is. 
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His desire for a greater appreciation of qualitative approaches appears consistent with 

several additional authors (Astin et al., 1993; Banta, 2002; Banta & Pike, 2007; Ewell, 

2004; Leskes & Miller, 2005; McDaniel, 2006; Nichols, 2004), who advocate for using 

various types of data simultaneously. Interestingly, the president, Subject 6, contradicted 

this by claiming: 

 

those kind of accountability kind of things can sometimes be a challenge 
particularly for some of the faculties in some of the liberal arts where 
they’re more interested quite frankly in qualitative assessment than 
quantitative assessment and so, and but I think we’ve been able to define 
things in a way that accommodates both quantitative and qualitative 
analysis and assessment of outcomes as we move through this process. 

 
 

Given this contradiction, one can only say that a possible over-emphasis upon 

quantitative assessment may characterize the assessment efforts on the campus and that, 

whether accurate or not, the mere perception that this trend exists has impacted the 

attitude of at least one department chair. Finally, Subject 7, Ms. Givens, articulated her 

belief that the campus community does not have a sufficient awareness of the unique 

circumstances of highly specialized programs such as Nursing, contending that “the only 

thing is that I would like the people, as well as the accreditation facility, the college to be 

more aware of our individual program, which they are not and that goes right from the 

top.” Later, she explained how this impacts general education, explaining that “[t]hey 

have no idea of what our students do and because of that, the other areas of the gen ed are 

not aware of how intense the radiography program is.” These observations each represent 

hindrances to the development of an effective assessment plan for general education that 
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satisfies regional accreditation standards inasmuch as each interviewee perceives them to 

be true. 

 An additional related finding proved neither positive nor negative. Rather, it 

served as useful background information regarding future directions for assessment. Dr. 

Isaacs and Ms. Long praised the individual responsible for institutional research at Nabor 

County Community College. For instance, Dr. Issacs said: 

 

Here we have a very highly qualified director of institutional research, 
named [name of director]. I don’t know if you’ve, if you need data on the 
college, he’s the person to talk to. I work, our offices were side-by-side 
when I was down the hill in Henderson Hall in administration [as the 
former grants director]. So, he was invaluable. His data was invaluable. 

 
 

In addition, a review of the Institutional Research Assessment Plan as a component of 

document review indicated that this office offers assistance to departments when 

engaging in curricular assessment. However, neither general education team members nor 

Dr. Collins described a role for this person or office in the work of the general education 

team. This suggests an opportunity for collaboration, as discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter 5. 

 Clearly, evidence exists to signal that the organizational environment has both 

positive and negative effects on general education assessment. Relating this to Strange 

and Banning’s (2001) person-environment framework, one could characterize this 

particular environment as dynamic in some regards and static in others. Among the 

organizational factors described as having a positive impact on efforts to meet and/or 

exceed general education assessment standards were effective leadership and support 
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from administrators, appropriate communication facilitated by an effective division of 

labor, the creation of an effective general education team with appropriate flexibility and 

membership, and motivation in the form of state mandates. Among the organizational 

factors described as having a negative impact upon planning for general education 

assessment were an inability to ensure that all faculty members receive the same message 

about general education assessment and about the role of MSCHE and its available 

resources, a lack of coordination and support from the state, poor leadership from a past 

campus administrator, a possible over-emphasis on quantitative data in assessments, and 

the lack of a common understanding about the unique circumstances of specialized 

programs. Interestingly, some of these organizational factors portrayed as negative 

related back to factors portrayed as positive. Data analysis suggests that the 

organizational environment has had an important and complex role in this IHE’s efforts 

to develop a better plan for assessing and improving general education. This supports the 

contention of Peterson and Vaughan (2002) that institutional leaders should demonstrate 

the importance of assessment through organizational structure, resources, and planning; a 

system for organizing and analyzing large amounts of data; and ways to involve all 

campus constituents in assessment processes. 
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d. How has the constructed environment of collective beliefs about 

general education, assessment, and accreditation stimulated or 

inhibited efforts to meet and/or exceed MSCHE standards related to 

the general education assessment plan? 

 

Models of the constructed environment “focus on the subjective views and 

experiences of participant observers, assuming that environments are understood best 

through the collective perceptions of the individuals within them” (Strange & Banning, 

2001, p. 86). Much like trends in the human aggregate environment, these perceptions 

can exert an environmental press in the direction of a behavior or away from a behavior. 

Answering this component of the second research question proved challenging due to the 

overlap of interview data in multiple environmental components. In one sense, every 

statement in every interview offered a glimpse into the collective beliefs of the 

community. The clearest example of this was leadership. Although I have already 

included a discussion of leadership in the response to question 2c due to the existence of 

specific examples of support that evidence effectiveness in the organizational 

environment, the overall perception of leadership as either effective (more recently) or 

ineffective (in the past) certainly speaks to the constructed environment as defined by 

Strange and Banning (2001). Two other examples of data applicable to multiple 

components of the environment also merit mention: resistance to change from faculty 

members and dissatisfaction with the state’s involvement in general education. 

The resistance of veteran faculty members proved an important component in 

answer to the question of how human aggregate characteristics impacted efforts to 
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improve general education assessment because the resistance largely related to the level 

of experience of faculty members on campus. On the other hand, several interviewees 

also mentioned faculty resistance in more general terms without identifying a specific 

characteristic to connect these resistant people. As one example of this, Dr. King said that 

“people are resistant to some kind of change,” without qualifying the people to whom he 

referred. Similarly, while discussing how various state mandates have come and gone, 

Ms. Edwards, acknowledged early resistance from faculty members to mandates 

specifically related to general education, admitting that: 

 

Nobody likes these things, you know. And then gen ed looked like one 
more of those things. You thought, ‘I’ll do this and in five years it’ll be 
gone.’ But, this is not one that is gone. But, I think it’s unfolded and 
everybody’s jumped on board now, slowly. 

 
 

According to Ms. Givens, some faculty members resisted change because they feared 

repercussions for speaking their mind: “People who were kind of quiet, afraid to speak, 

afraid that there would be repercussions.” Inasmuch as resistance to mandates may 

characterize the collective beliefs of the faculty as a whole, it would fit into the 

constructed environment as well as the human aggregate environment. Yet, the ambiguity 

in some responses made it difficult to determine if the resistance belonged strictly to 

veterans or proved widespread. Interestingly, the idea that the faculty collectively resists 

revisions to Nabor County Community College’s plan for assessing general education 

seems contradicted by other findings of collective beliefs identified below. 

Dissatisfaction with the role of the state proved another overlapping trend. 

Certainly, the state is an important component of the organizational environment at any 
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public IHE such as this one and, in this case, the role was amplified by recent state 

mandates regarding general education. Consequently, one must consider related 

comments when considering how the organizational environment has impacted general 

education assessment. Yet, in addition to providing some specific examples of poor 

coordination or support as included in the analysis of Question 2c, the five interview 

subjects who commented on this topic also appeared to have a more general 

dissatisfaction with the role of the state in higher education as a whole. A collective belief 

in the inefficiency and poor organization of the state seemed to exist, expressed best by 

Subject 2, Ms. Brown, who complained about the manner in which the state approved 

some courses for general education while not approving the same or similar courses at 

other IHEs. She claimed that there was “more paperwork than there ever should have 

been” and that this was typical in this type of “bureaucracy.” 

The aforementioned trends fit into multiple components of the environment and, 

as such, contribute to more than one component of question 2, including the constructed 

environment. However, additional statements by interview subjects relate to the 

constructed environment and contribute to answering question 2d.  Each of these is 

considered below. Overall, all 13 respondents made comments about the constructed 

environment that were interpreted as positive, while 9 made comments interpreted as 

negative. Interestingly, neither the president nor the vice president were among the latter 

group, nor were Subject 8, Ms. Harris, whose only experience comes from another 

campus, or Subject 12, Ms. Long, who has been on campus 16 to 25 years but has only 

had experience as the co-chair of the most recent MSCHE self-study for the 2008 visiting 

team. Subject 11, Dr. King, had only one minor negative remark about perceived 
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resistance, as mentioned above, and was the only faculty member with no experience in 

the areas of either general education assessment or regional accreditation. 

Respondents overwhelmingly acknowledged the value of general education and 

the importance of having a community-wide understanding of it, with all 13 making 

related comments, consistent with the findings of Nutter’s (2000) previous research. On 

one end of the spectrum, Dr. King had difficulty answering questions about general 

education or general education assessment, but showed a genuine desire to learn more by 

asking several questions about my research at the conclusion of our interview; while 

Subject 13, Ms. Mills, implicitly acknowledged the value of general education by 

discussing the importance of “try[ing] to make the students a little more well-rounded.” 

Other interviewees were more direct. Subject 9, Dr. Isaacs, spoke about specific general 

education outcomes that he values in a quote also cited earlier: 

 

I tell [students in my classes] I say you know if you meet me ten years 
from now, we happen to bump into each other at the mall ten years from 
now, I will not expect you to remember the definition of federalism or 
something like that. I hope you will remember me as someone who helped 
you to think better, write better, and maybe be a little better citizen by 
having better understood you know the government process and stuff 
because that’s really what it’s all about. I mean especially at this level. 
But, I view my job as preparing and giving them the grounding in political 
science to go on and take more advanced classes and… I hope they will 
walk out the door as better citizens, more interested in the political 
process. And I think that’s an important part of a liberal arts education. 

 
 

Similarly, Ms. Edwards spoke about her own undergraduate experience with general 

education in the past: 
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it’s really what we used to call the core curriculum. You know when I was 
a math major, everybody had core curriculum. And it’s really the same 
thing. You could wiggle your way out of it. You know I got out of all art 
and music classes and regret it to this day. 

 
 

It is also important to note that the president values the general education curriculum, 

saying: 

 

as the chief academic officer, it’s always been a strong, a former chief 
academic officer, it’s always been a very strong interest of mine. [Sure.] 
So, and [Nabor County Community College] has always had a strong 
commitment to the liberal arts in all of its programs and I think our faculty 
in those areas are very strong. And I think the recent interest and concern 
among at the Middle States level in terms of general education and the 
assessment of general education is certainly something that I’m very 
interested in and supportive of. In addition, I happen to, I’ve chaired the 
president’s council of [the state], which represents all colleges and 
universities and I’ve also chaired the transfer committee and was very 
much involved in the development of the statewide transfer agreement that 
we have here in [the state], which also has a strong component of general 
education . . .  . 

 
 

The interviewees felt strongly about the importance of general education as a component 

of the undergraduate experience that benefits students. These findings supported what I 

had already observed in a more limited capacity at the faculty retreat in May 2010. The 

importance placed upon general education by the campus community presumably has had 

a positive influence on their feelings about improving it through better assessment. 

 In addition to valuing general education, community members also appear to 

value assessment. Once again, the faculty retreat in May 2010 proved instructive in this 

regard. There, I watched as faculty members brought forth a wide variety of ideas for 

assessing general education outcomes. It was evident that those in attendance cared about 
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this topic and had given thought to it in advance. Of course, their feelings may not have 

represented the faculty as a whole since the event was voluntary and naturally drew 

individuals who already had an interest in the topic. Still, interview transcripts supported 

on a broader scale what the faculty retreat had first indicated. Eleven respondents 

remarked upon the value of assessment such as the importance of assessing properly 

and/or they discussed improvements in their departments as a result of assessment. The 

only two individuals who did not mention that they valued assessment or who did not 

discuss improvements as a result of assessment were Ms. Harris, a faculty member in the 

range of three to five years with related experience at another IHE rather than at this IHE, 

as well as Subject 3, the vice president, although his overall attitude and the manner in 

which he developed the general education team to focus on assessment would make it 

reasonable to assume that he does indeed value it. As an example of a particularly clear 

statement, Ms. Davis remarked: 

 

we’ve had assessment up and down and up and down. I’ve been here for 
thirty years. So, it comes around and in different forms you know every 
five to ten years. So, I think it’s something that is very hard to, it’s like 
mercury on a table you know. It’s one of those things. It’s really hard to 
pin down, but it’s not even a, I don’t want to say necessary evil, but it’s a 
necessary part of education. You have to, any job you know, you have to 
have some type of assessment and general education I think is important 
for all. The issue for us now is providing that same general education to 
every student who comes and ensuring that everyone gets the same 
reaches the same goals and has the same positive or successful passage 
through our general education and the only way to know if they have is to 
assess it. 

 
 

Later, she added, “what we have to do is to look and see how we can maintain and get 

better at the same time. So, you want to maintain your quality standards, but you don’t 
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want them to stagnate.” Ms. Brown demonstrated recognition of the need to assess 

regularly and to use the assessment results for improvement: 

 

you constantly do the assessment every year or every semester, however 
it's designed, and then you look at the numbers you get and see if it tells 
you anything and you should make any changes in the curriculum. If you 
do all of this stuff and you don't have a feedback loop in it, you might as 
well not do it at all. It makes no sense whatsoever. 

 
 

Related to the value of assessment and as discussed in relationship to Question 1a, 

Ms. Brown and Ms. Edwards also asserted that the desire to avoid having assessment 

methods such as standardized tests imposed upon them by the state or even by their own 

senior administrators led some departments to take more ownership of their own 

assessment strategies, in some cases well before other departments. Ms. Brown, for 

instance, exemplified this thinking when she explained: 

 

We do know it’s a necessity. You know it’s not ever going to go away. 
We need to do it and . . . what I’ve told my own faculty and I know others 
have too is if we don’t do it the way we want to do it and do it well, it is 
going to be imposed in some way we don’t want. This isn’t going away. 
So, sometimes that’s the motivation for it. And I would rather put the time 
in and develop something that works within the framework of this 
institution, may not work anywhere else. Each institution is different. And 
I think I think too much of the U.S. has tended toward a standard test and I 
don’t think that’s a good thing. 

 
 

Additionally, Ms. Edwards remarked upon the developments that led the mathematics 

faculty members to assess general education outcomes in their courses: 
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we were very resistant. But, I’m going back an awful lot of years. I’m 
going back at least a decade. But, finally you heard him and thought 
‘Well, if they’re going to do it to me, I’d rather do it myself.’ 

 
 

These statements signal a possible realization among such faculty members that, in order 

for assessments to be developed and implemented in the manner that they perceived as 

most appropriate and beneficial for their respective programs and for the students in their 

courses, the faculty members must develop and implement the assessments themselves. 

Clearly, data from observation and interview responses demonstrated that the community 

values assessment, an attitude which surely would have helped during efforts to improve 

the general education assessment plan. Several authors (Alstete, 2004; Astin et al., n.d.; 

Banta, 2004; Ewell, 2005; Maki, 2004) have noted the extent to which some 

postsecondary educators perceive assessment as simply a necessity for compliance, 

making the deeper understanding of many individuals on this particular campus a 

pleasant surprise. 

 Alstete (2004), Ewell (2005), and Martin et al. (2001) believe that campus leaders 

must strive to ensure that community members understand the accreditation process and 

perceive it as a valuable opportunity for improvement. Interview transcripts demonstrated 

that the subjects at this community college valued the regional accreditation standards, 

processes and/or resulting institutional improvements as well as valuing assessment and 

general education. Eleven of the thirteen made statements about this. The only two who 

did not were Dr. Anderson and Dr. Jordan, both of whom are veteran department chairs 

with significant involvement in campus committees on curricula and general education. 

Dr. Anderson said that she did not feel competent enough to answer a question about the 
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topic, although she did seem to know the process, and Dr. Jordan, an outlier as discussed 

below, expressed dissatisfaction with the way in which changes to curricula and an 

increase in quantitative assessments had been mandated by the state and MSCHE. 

Among the 11, only a few made implicit statements. For example, President Farmer 

described the recommendations of the 2008 MSCHE visiting team as reasonable ones, 

saying: 

 

having served on so many Middle States teams myself and watching the 
association and the accreditation process change over time, quite frankly I 
think it would be very very few institutions at this point in time that 
wouldn’t find themselves with very similar recommendations. So, I didn’t 
feel that we were being picked on, that we were lacking in any particular 
way. It’s just that we hadn’t re-focused in this area in a way that was 
important. 

 
 

In this manner, he exhibited a willingness to accept negative findings and use them as 

indicators of areas for improvement, in keeping with the literature on building a culture 

of evidence (Brittingham, O’Brien, & Alig, 2008; Nichols, 2003). Ms. Brown expressed 

that she did not particularly enjoy making the changes mandated by MSCHE, although 

she briefly acknowledged that, in spite of the challenge of the required work, “inherently, 

most of us did want some way of assessing did we do a good job, do our students 

transfer, all of those types of things.” Other people made more explicit statements. For 

example, Subject 7, Ms. Givens, a faculty member in the six to fifteen year range whose 

only involvement was former service on the curriculum committee, noted several useful 

changes that had resulted directly from the 1998 and 2008 self-study and visiting team 

processes and could not think of any way that MSCHE could better support the IHE 
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when asked. Subject 11, Dr. King, a faculty member in the zero to two year range with no 

related committee experience spoke highly of the quality control inherent in the MSCHE 

process, believing that “[t]here must be standards” to ensure that students can achieve 

their educational and career goals. As a final example, Dr. Collins feels that the MSCHE 

recommendation regarding general education, including the progress report requirement 

“has made my life easier” because he values an excellent general education curriculum, 

as described above. More specifically, he explains that “what I benefited from is the fact 

that the accreditation team was here, provided a recommendation on general education 

and the institution’s been asked to provide a progress report,” motivating the community 

to improve the general education curriculum. 

Three people also mentioned specialized accreditation, although two of these, Ms. 

Harris and Ms. Long, only described the process. On the other hand, Subject 13, Ms. 

Mills, the veteran faculty member whose only previous related experience came in the 

form of membership on the curriculum committee, went further. When asked if 

specialized accreditation for Nursing was a positive process, commented: 

 

Oh yes because, as the health care field evolves and changes, the 
curriculum has to change to meet those changes. Otherwise, you’re 
considered backward and behind. So, you won’t get accreditation. And if 
the Nursing program has no accreditation, you have no program. 

 
 

Taken together, the comments of the interviewees indicate that many people on 

the campus, though not all, appreciate accreditation as a useful process, regardless of the 

extent of their past committee experience or knowledge of regional accreditation. One 

may not be able to assume that an IHE must embrace the regional accreditation process in 
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order to derive the maximum benefit possible from the self-study and visiting team 

process. Still, at the very least, one should certainly consider it key for doing so. 

 Some outlier comments about regional accreditation merit a deeper discussion. 

Interestingly, these comments came from two individuals who each had at least 26 years 

of teaching experience on the campus and had previous and/or current involvement on 

committees relevant to general education. Although often tactful in his choice of words, 

Dr. Jordan unmistakably disagreed with the campus’s recent approach to assessment as 

motivated by MSCHE and state requirements. When I used the word comfortable in an 

attempt to paraphrase some of his first statements about the MSCHE accreditation 

process, he countered that “[c]omfortable would be like you know not such a great term. 

It’s what it is you know.” Later, he made more specific comments about the role of 

MSCHE in assessment. 

 

Well, it seems, the mandate [to improve 
assessment] clearly came from Middle States. Most 
of us would agree that my end of the year exam is 
the assessment, the only assessment, necessary for 
me to understand if my students had achieved the 
goals. But, Middle States said we had to have a 
more standard form, a better form, a more formal 
form of assessment. The college put this in place 
and so, clearly, it was a mandate by Middle States 
who said we had to do it and so we’ve done it. But, 
not everyone has done it willingly, obviously. 
 

 

In context, given both his body language and tone of voice, it seemed clear that he was 

among those described in his final sentence who had felt displeased with the changes. 

Finally, when asked about his awareness of the findings of the most recent visiting team 
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regarding general education assessment, he responded that “I’m not at all aware and 

that’s only because I’ve chosen probably not to be. I’m sure it’s readily available. But, 

I’ve not looked at that.” Dr. Jordan’s negative feelings about accreditation run counter to 

the work of Brown (1999), who found that involvement in and experience with 

accreditation increased participants’ positive feelings about it. 

Similarly, Ms. Mills, a Nursing faculty member, distanced herself from the 

process at the regional level by expressing that “there’s a select group of people who 

work with the president of the college to make [the MSCHE re-accreditation self-study 

and visiting team process] roll out the way it’s supposed to roll out. But, in terms of us 

and myself, no, I’m not involved in that.” Later, when asked if she had an interest in 

becoming more knowledgeable about general education and regional accreditation, she 

declined and focused on her involvement in specialized accreditation instead: 

 

I don’t need to be more knowledgeable because we have this team that 
works for the college. So, therefore, they are the chosen few and that’s 
their role and so if they need to have access to us in any way, they come 
see us directly or they e-mail us and there’s sub-structures to that, smaller 
committees under that master committee. So, in a community college, I 
don’t feel that I need to be a part of that unless I’m tapped from the system 
to do so. For my own discipline, within our own accreditation package, all 
of us, all full-time faculty, have an involvement that’s very intense. You’re 
not allowed not to be involved. We’re all involved in it. So, we all are 
given certain criteria to address and we address it by committee. 

 
 

The lack of interest in regional accreditation expressed by both individuals proved 

surprising given their length of employment at the community college. Interestingly, 

although Ms. Mills accurately recalled some aspects of the regional re-accreditation 

process, she also made incorrect statements about it, demonstrating a lack of knowledge. 
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For example, she spoke about a faculty member, describing him as the co-chair or “head 

fellow” of the most recent (2008) self-study committee, when in actuality he had served 

as the co-chair for the 1998 committee, ten years earlier. She also described a select 

group of committee participants, or “chosen few.” Although she may have meant the 

general education team, it seems likely that she meant the self-study committee. In the 

latter case, although committee members might have received encouragement to 

participate, several interviewees stated that community members volunteered to serve on 

the self-study committee rather than being selected as Ms. Mills seemed to think. The 

outlying comments of Dr. Jordan and Ms. Mills should not, however, call into question 

the trend toward valuing regional accreditation as remarked upon by the larger sample of 

interviewees. Rather, the comments are consistent with the resistance of some veteran 

faculty members toward new methods of general education assessment and particularly 

toward mandates from external bodies. 

 Related to many of the constructed environment trends above, several 

interviewees discussed a more general interest in striving to make their programs and 

courses as meaningful as possible and keeping students’ best interests at the foundation 

of their work. While not as direct as stating that they value general education, assessment, 

and/or accreditation, this attitude is also a helpful one for contributing to positive changes 

in areas like the general education assessment plan, as Bontenbal (2006) demonstrated. 

Eight individuals discussed either a general interest in exceeding mere minimum 

standards or gave a specific example that one can interpret as striving to do what works 

best rather than what proves easiest. Six of these had prior experience in the areas of 

general education assessment and/or regional accreditation. However, these comments 
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were not made only by veteran department chairs and members of the general education 

team. One commenter had no prior experience with these subjects and another only 

possessed experience from a previous employer. Dr. Anderson provided a clear example, 

noting that, although the general education team could have recommended satisfying the 

state’s ethical reasoning competency simply by requiring a single Philosophy course, they 

grappled with multiple options before ultimately recommending that the IHE embed the 

competency in English composition courses. Ms. Edwards also appeared to take her 

involvement in the general education team seriously, saying: 

 

And it could be better. I know it. Everything grows. So, I know it could be 
better and I’m always listening. When I was at AACU I kept asking, 
“How do you do it? How do you do it? How do you do it?” because I kept 
thinking there are better ways. But, I haven’t heard it yet. So, I’m looking 
for it. 

 
 

Several of the eight made statements indicating that the goal of maximizing students’ 

learning and students’ goal achievement is at the core of their work. For example, Dr. 

King, who has only been at Nabor County Community College for two years, voluntarily 

attended programs during two consecutive summers, each of which were designed to help 

instructors improve student learning in online or hybrid courses. Ms. Long emphasized 

the value of standards and of assessment for assisting students both with future 

coursework and achievement of career goals. Tying the justification for quality 

improvement to his own public policy experience, Subject 9, Dr. Issacs, added that: 

 

I teach program evaluation as part of my public administration class and 
one of the clearest things, one of the first things that you teach them is that 
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there’s a big difference between outputs and outcomes because there used 
to be in grants, in particular, there used to be a focus on outputs. How 
many were serviced? How many counseling visits? How many units 
rehabilitated, you know? But, was that really accomplishing, was it really 
improving the quality of life in the community for community 
development? That’s what you’re supposed to be doing. And there are 
those who crank out a lot of work. But, what quality, what level of 
quality? So, the idea was to tie it to some actual change in the person’s 
life. Has the quality of life of the person been improved by spending this 
money, spending this government money? I believe that’s the same focus 
here. Are our students, are my students prepared to go on to the next level? 
How do the four-year institutions receive our classes, our courses? 

 
 

To the extent that their responses are accurate and honest, these individuals clearly care 

about more than simply achieving the minimum standards of their profession, concerning 

themselves with improving the quality of their work for the benefit of students. For them, 

the standards, rather than being a goal to be achieved and then forgotten, seem to serve as 

a guide to assist the community with ongoing efforts to enhance their service-work. 

 Two individuals, Subjects 1 (Dr. Anderson) and 4 (Ms. Davis), both veteran 

members of the general education team, expressed that Nabor County Community 

College feels like home. Dr. Anderson stated that: 

 

I’m one of the most fortunate people I know. I came here fresh out of 
graduate school . . . . And for forty years, I have been here. I feel most 
days as though I was born here and grew up here. 

 
 

Perhaps even more clearly, Ms. Davis expressed that “I’ve been here for a very long time. 

So, this is my family and my home.” This sentiment relates to and most likely flows from 

comments about positive relationships on campus that I discussed when analyzing human 

aggregate data. However, the notion that this feels like home proves broader and more 
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all-encompassing than the former statements. Given this, it seems reasonable that one 

should consider these words a glimpse into the collective beliefs of the community as 

well, even though only two individuals expressed such thoughts explicitly. While this 

belief may not have as direct an impact on general education assessment as those 

discussed above, when considered in light of the related comments in the human 

aggregate realm, such a belief could have a positive impact on the tone of discussions 

about any challenging issue that the IHE might face. 

 In analyzing together each of the various findings related to the constructed 

environment, it becomes evident that the collective beliefs about general education 

assessment and regional accreditation are overwhelmingly positive. Specifically, 

interview subjects perceived strong leadership in the area of general education 

assessment and regional accreditation; valued general education as a critical component 

of an undergraduate education; valued assessment and its usefulness for pointing to 

potential improvements; valued regional accreditation standards as barometers for 

evaluating the IHE, although two outliers among the 13 interviewees did exist; believed it 

important to strive for excellence in each program and to serve students’ best interests 

through their work; and, to a lesser extent, believed that Nabor County Community 

College feels like home. Only two negative trends emerged from data regarding the 

constructed environment: faculty resistance to general education assessment and regional 

accreditation, and dissatisfaction with the state’s inefficiency and poor organization. 

Therefore, the constructed environment seems to support efforts to meet and/or exceed 

minimum accreditation standards related to general education assessment. 
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Question 2 Summary 

An analysis of Question 2 findings regarding each of the four environmental 

components as incorporated into the four sub-questions ultimately yields a complex 

response to the overarching question about the impact of the institutional environment 

upon efforts to meet and/or exceed regional accreditation standards related to general 

education assessment. Interestingly, few outlier comments existed regarding each topic 

discussed as part of the analysis of the four sub-questions. Observations and interview 

responses indicated that the physical environment neither stimulated nor inhibited efforts 

to meet and/or exceed these standards. Perhaps one could best describe this component of 

the environment as sufficient for this particular purpose. Human aggregate data derived 

from document review, observations, and interview transcripts shows that this aspect of 

the environment proves much more positive than negative for the goal of meeting general 

education assessment standards, with the positive rapport and collaborative atmosphere 

far outweighing the negative impact of resistance from veteran faculty members. 

Data related to the organizational environment proved more mixed. Stimulants of positive 

changes toward meeting standards included: 

 

• effective leadership and support from administrators, 
• appropriate communication facilitated by an effective division of 

labor, 
• the creation of an effective general education team, 
• motivation in the form of state mandates, and 
• efforts to inform and involve faculty and staff members. 
 

 

Organizational environment inhibitors included: 
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• an inability to ensure that all faculty members receive the same 
message about general education assessment and the role of MSCHE 
and its available resources, 

• a lack of coordination and support from the state, 
• poor leadership from a past campus administrator, 
• an over-emphasis on quantitative data in assessments, and 
• the lack of a common understanding about the unique circumstances of 

specialized programs. 
 

 

Finally, the constructed environment proved overwhelmingly positive in stimulating 

efforts to meet and/or exceed general education assessment standards. Interviewees: 

 

• perceived strong leadership in the area of general education 
assessment and regional accreditation; 

• valued general education as a critical component of an undergraduate 
education; 

• valued assessment and its usefulness for pointing to potential 
improvements; 

• valued regional accreditation standards as barometers for evaluating 
the IHE, although two outliers among the 13 interviewees did exist; 
and 

• believed it important to strive for excellence in each program and to 
serve students’ best interests through their work. 

 
 

Faculty resistance to general education assessment and regional accreditation, as well as 

dissatisfaction with the state’s inefficiency and poor organization proved the only 

negative trends among the collective beliefs of respondents. 

One can see how each of the four components of an institutional environment 

could potentially impact an IHE’s efforts to improve general education assessment and 

satisfy regional accreditation standards simultaneously. In this particular case, it seems 

obvious that Nabor County Community College has many environmental strengths upon 
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which they can draw in their own efforts to improve the general education assessment 

plan. By enhancing some organizational aspects of the environment, institutional leaders 

can further strengthen these efforts, as discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. 

 

Reflections on the MSCHE Acceptance Letter 

 As mentioned in the discussion of Data Collection procedures in Chapter 3, in 

order to ensure that my analysis and conclusions remained unaffected by a knowledge of 

MSCHE’s reaction to the Nabor County Community College progress report, I did not 

review it immediately after it became available. Rather, I waited until after analyzing the 

findings and developing an initial draft of recommendations to request this document 

from the vice president of academic affairs. Given the findings and conclusions discussed 

in Chapters 4 and 5, the results did not prove surprising. While I believe that Nabor 

County Community College could have avoided the necessity of a progress report if they 

had made some of the improvements that I recommend in Chapter 5, data analysis does 

demonstrate that the institutional environment is more supportive of improving general 

education assessment than inhibitive. Consequently, the IHE showed sufficient progress 

to justify the acceptance and approval of their progress report, which they received from 

MSCHE during the summer of 2010.  

 

Summary 

 This chapter analyzed the findings of this research study on the impact of an 

institutional environment and MSCHE regional re-accreditation and sanctioning 

processes upon a community college’s efforts to meet general education assessment 
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standards. The data derived from observation, document review, and interviews was 

appropriate for answering the research questions and proved remarkably consistent with 

few outliers. In particular, interview subjects shed light on characteristics of the Nabor 

County Community College environment and perceptions of regional accreditation. 

While many strengths were evident, the analysis of findings also pointed to potential 

improvements that the IHE, the state, and MSCHE could make to enhance the ability of 

this community college to meet and/or exceed regional accreditation standards related to 

general education assessment. I discuss these implications and conclusions in greater 

depth in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION  

 

Introduction 

The analysis of findings in Chapter 4 answers the research questions, informing 

the reader about the impact of both the MSCHE re-accreditation and sanctioning 

processes and the unique characteristics of Nabor County Community College’s 

environment upon efforts to meet and/or exceed standards related to general education 

assessment. Specifically, the findings make it clear that MSCHE processes have 

motivated the community college to strive to meet their standards. Even though evidence 

of direct changes to the general education curriculum as a result of MSCHE processes 

was lacking and MSCHE could have provided greater support to the IHE for improving 

in this regard, MSCHE processes have led to the creation of a general education team for 

making recommendations to the vice president regarding the general education 

assessment plan. The findings also show that the physical environment did not inhibit 

change, that the human aggregate environment predominantly supported change despite 

evidence of resistance from veteran faculty members, that some aspects of the 

organizational environment supported change and others did not, and that the constructed 

environment proved overwhelmingly supportive of change despite dissatisfaction with 
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the state’s overall inefficiency and poor organization and faculty resistance to general 

education assessment and regional accreditation. The identified inhibitors to meeting and 

exceeding general education assessment standards naturally lead to a series of 

recommendations for Nabor County Community College, MSCHE, the state, and future 

researchers and provide valuable insights about the relationship between regional 

accreditation and environmental characteristics. 

 

For Nabor County Community College 

A number of interview respondents from Nabor County Community College 

commented on the makeup of committees, particularly those in which membership is 

voluntary. While the practice of having a core group of faculty members serving on many 

committees (as well as on the general education team) seems to have aided their 

efficiency and effectiveness, it also means that other faculty members know less about 

the IHE and cannot contribute fresh ideas about topics such as general education 

assessment. They may also have difficulty understanding and respecting the decisions of 

committees about which they know nothing. Furthermore, many of the faculty members 

pointed to their busy schedules as reasons to avoid volunteering and it would appear 

unfair to place the lion’s share of work on a small group of veteran faculty members who 

feel obligated to serve in multiple capacities. A variety of authors (Allen, 2006; Borden, 

2002; Hutchings et al., 1991; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Palomba, 2002; Roy et al., 2007; 

Wehlberg, 2010) have discussed how the degree to which faculty members invest in their 

own programs has hindered their willingness and ability to commit to general education 

assessment. Yet, support from the faculty is critical to the success of assessment plans, so 
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much so that faculty members should lead efforts to develop outcomes and outcomes 

assessments, as well as to use the results for improvements (Nunley et al., 2011; Roy et 

al., 2007; Wehlberg, 2010). Interestingly, some department chairs do not appear 

concerned about promoting the involvement of faculty members in their departments. 

The college should look for ways to involve a wider variety of faculty members. This 

may mean reviewing the manner in which committee members are appointed or 

reviewing the committee structure as a whole to determine if it should be reorganized to 

create additional opportunities for involvement through new committees. Administrators 

may want to set stratified parameters for committee membership if the voluntary 

approach does not appear to result in sufficient diversity. The IHE could also utilize 

opportunities to engage faculty members outside of committees, which relates to the 

recommendation immediately following this one. Several people commented on the 

positive relationships of faculty members regardless of the number of years of service 

and Ms. Davis contended that groups like the general education team would not suffer by 

involving others: 

 

the chairs might be much more eloquent in their expression of their areas 
and the way they assess general education. But, I think we’re pretty 
similar in how we look at things and how we view what’s going on on 
campus and so, I might be naïve certainly, but I would hope that we would 
we work well together. I think that we all really have at our core success 
of the college and the students. So, I think we’re pretty similar in our 
opinions. 

 

 

Wide-based support and advocacy from members of all constituencies is essential for 

building a culture of evidence (Ferrara, 2007; Kuh et al., 2002; Levine, 1978; Long, 
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2005; Nichols, 2003). Given the positive rapport of constituents, it appears that few 

interpersonal hurdles exist in the human aggregate environment of this campus to hinder 

an increase in involvement, although an increase will require significant coordination 

even within such a supportive community (Allen, 2006; Borden, 2002; Hutchings et al., 

1991; Leskes & Wright, 2005; Palomba, 2002; Roy et al., 2007). Campus leaders simply 

need to provide the organizational means for involving others. 

 Some respondents also described ineffective department chair meetings and 

criticized the lack of opportunities to engage faculty members outside of one’s own 

program, department, or division. According to these subjects, the administration does 

communicate about matters such as general education assessment and regional 

accreditation. However, because meetings seldom occur either among department chairs 

across all departments, faculty members within a single department, or faculty members 

within a single division of more than one department, the communication proves one-

sided. Participants at the May 21 faculty retreat also expressed a desire to bring 

discussions about these topics to department chair meetings. Interview subjects and 

retreat participants wanted more opportunities to engage in group discussions about these 

topics and felt such discussions could result in a better appreciation for and understanding 

of coursework and outcomes from across campus, including general education 

coursework and outcomes. When individual departments have met, their meetings have 

tended to focus on department-specific matters rather than matters impacting Nabor 

County Community College as a whole, as suggested by the inability of uninvolved 

faculty to speak in depth about any topics other than those that directly impact their own 

courses and programs. While several interviewees mentioned that faculty meetings were 
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used effectively, the number of attendees and the size of the meeting agendas would 

surely mean that a smaller percentage of participants has an opportunity to speak and that 

less time exists to discuss each agenda item. I believe that the IHE should attempt to 

build on the successes of faculty meetings by encouraging more frequent meetings on a 

smaller scale among department chairs, departmental faculty members, and division 

faculty members. This would give veteran faculty members an opportunity to share with 

less knowledgeable faculty members the rationale for decisions about general education 

assessment and would facilitate more innovative thinking about topics such as this. 

Martin et al. (2001) recommended that IHEs can overcome faculty resistance by, among 

other methods, “[f]ostering new patterns of conversation and interaction . . . [and 

p]romoting genuine conversation about difficult and controversial subjects (p. 113). To 

the credit of the vice president, he recognizes that many faculty members may not have 

sufficient awareness of general education assessment. Organizational environment 

recommendations such as those above should aid him in increasing awareness and 

therefore, facilitating the development of better ideas. 

 The general education team’s unofficial status seems to have benefited it in its 

infancy by allowing greater flexibility in membership. However, one must wonder if the 

community will take seriously the recommendations of an unofficial team as they 

continue to review the state’s required general education competencies. In order to 

emphasize the importance of their work, the community college and the vice president of 

academic affairs in particular may need to consider upgrading their status to official 

committee. If they believe this either unnecessary or unreasonable, particularly given the 

existence of the similar curriculum committee, then as an alternative suggestion, Dr. 
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Collins could present the team’s findings himself, since his role would presumably 

require more attention. These suggestions represent yet another aspect of the 

organizational environment that this community college could improve in order to meet 

and/or exceed MSCHE standards related to general education assessment. 

 Several faculty interview subjects seemed to have incorrect or incomplete 

information about MSCHE accreditation. One faculty member described a lack of both 

clarity and stringent deadlines from MSCHE, although some of the responsibility for 

setting deadlines and ensuring that the community has adequate information about 

accreditation standards and processes must fall to institutional leaders. As another 

example, one individual complained that MSCHE could have hosted an open forum at the 

conclusion of their visit in spite of the fact that MSCHE actually did host such a forum, 

suggesting that administrators possibly could have done more to inform the community 

about the visiting team process. Furthermore, the fact that two veteran interviewees 

proved uninterested in the process or its results should trouble administrators. While 

unlikely that the IHE and MSCHE will overcome the reservations of all campus 

constituents about the necessity and value of regional accreditation, findings from 

interview transcripts indicate that they may need to seek additional avenues for educating 

faculty members and involving them in the process. Recommendations in preceding 

paragraphs regarding engagement of the faculty in meaningful conversations about 

general education assessment could also be applied for conversations about the regional 

accreditation process. Greater understanding of and involvement in this process should 

increase the commitment of the community not only to meeting accreditation standards, 

but to maximizing its benefits as well. 
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 In addition to improving the engagement of individual community members with 

regional accreditation, the IHE should also increase their commitment to making re-

accreditation efforts an ongoing process, in keeping with the recommendations of the 

Association of American Colleges (1994) and Lubinescu et al. (2001). Ms. Long, as co-

chair for the self-study, discussed her impression that she had to become familiar with the 

process quickly and she would have preferred more preparation in advance both to 

maximize the process and to decrease the stress that she experienced. Furthermore, the 

document review appeared to confirm that the IHE scrambled to make some changes 

only a year or two prior the 2008 MSCHE visiting team, although this may be at least 

partially attributable to poor leadership at that time. Had the IHE given itself more time to 

consider their shortcomings in light of the 14 MSCHE standards, they might have 

presented a better general education assessment plan during the initial re-accreditation 

process in 2008 and avoided the required progress report. To maximize the benefits of 

accreditation in the future and avoid warnings or other undesirable consequences, the 

president and vice presidents should integrate efforts at meeting MSCHE standards and 

preparing for future visits into ongoing strategic planning and assessment plans, 

consistent with the arguments of several authors (Alstete, 2004; Barker & Smith, 1998; 

Dodd, 2004; Ruben, 2007; Volkwein et al., 2007). This includes the integration of 

specialized accreditation results and processes into preparations for regional accreditation 

self-studies and team visits (Shibley & Volkwein, 2002). Hagerty and Stark (1989) 

contended that program-specific accreditations tend to possess clearer standards than 

regional accreditations. The degree of difference between the two appears to have 

decreased in recent years. However, some interview subjects argued that MSCHE should 
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give greater consideration to and support for the unique circumstances of individual 

disciplines. While these findings, as noted below, have implications for accreditors 

regarding the disconnect between various forms of accreditation, they also suggest that 

the leaders of Nabor County Community College can integrate specialized accreditation 

results and processes into their MSCHE self-study and visiting team preparation to 

increase efficiency and strengthen the body of evidence showing that they have achieved 

standards. 

 It is interesting to note that Nabor County Community College has begun to 

devote a significant amount of time to improving assessment without having actually 

written clear and measurable outcome statements for each of the general education 

competencies required by the state, a fact both observed through document review and 

discussed by participants at the faculty retreat, including the vice president of academic 

affairs. This deficiency proves particularly surprising given that the state developed 

supporting documents with course criteria and examples of learning objectives for the 

nine competencies. The campus appears to have provided faculty members with ample 

resources both for reformulating former course objectives as course learning outcomes 

and for aligning these outcomes with assessments, including a workshop discussed by Dr. 

Isaacs. Faculty members seem to have made course improvements that benefited their 

programs as a result of these opportunities, though they have not benefited general 

education on a broader scale. This appears consistent with Hutchings et al.’s (1991) 

contention that assessment of general education has progressed more slowly than 

assessment of majors because programs have clearer goals than general education and 

faculty members are more devoted to their fields. General education team members have 
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also attended conferences, participated in state committees, and heard speakers, which is 

important to note because several researchers (Allen, 2006; Banta, 2002; Borden, 2002; 

Chapman, 2007; Driscoll, 2006; Ferrara, 2007; Long, 2005; Lopez, 2004; Roy et al., 

2007; Waite, 2004) have commented on the usefulness of such training and development 

opportunities for those individuals engaged in assessment. Yet, in the implementation 

phase for general education, outcomes were not given sufficient attention prior to the 

examination and revision of assessment methods. This may have something to do with 

the short timeline given to them by MSCHE for writing a progress report. However, the 

documents developed by the state should have made this easier to accomplish in a short 

timeframe. At the faculty retreat, the vice president and other participants acknowledged 

the need to define outcomes, which is positive. However, until they actually do this, the 

IHE cannot definitively state that their assessments are valid. The general education team 

should shift their focus and devote themselves to coordinating a faculty-driven process 

for creating at least one outcome statement for each competency and then they should 

restart their review of assessments. 

Related to the need to define general education outcomes, I found it interesting 

that the learning outcomes for individual programs did not connect to the state’s general 

education competencies. Consequently, after creating general education outcomes, 

faculty members need to review program outcomes to look for synergies. This process 

might be coordinated by either the general education team, department chairs, or the vice 

president of academic affairs. Ultimately, some program outcomes should be altered to 

align more closely with general education outcomes. While this will require a significant 

amount of communication across departments and committees, newly articulated links 
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between outcomes will naturally lead to the discovery of links between the programmatic 

assessment plans and the general education assessment plan, resulting in more efficient 

and effective processes for developing and refining assessment plans across the campus. 

As Ewell et al. (2011) and Wehlberg (2010) have mentioned, general education 

assessment plans need to incorporate existing programmatic assessments. 

 The concept of outcomes assessment reports conducted by each department has 

the potential to encourage ongoing reflection by those departments and to assist 

administrators with tracking and coordinating those efforts on a broader scale. 

Furthermore, the vice president of academic affairs and the general education team could 

use the reports to catalog those assessments which could provide information about 

achievement of general education outcomes. Yet, departments do not appear to produce 

quality reports and do not provide sufficient evidence of how assessment results have 

spurred improvements. Perhaps the administration has difficulty forcing departments to 

take the reports seriously. However, the reports cannot adequately serve their purpose 

unless or until they improve. The administration needs to create a sample of an 

exemplary report and utilize a department chairs meeting to explain the importance of 

completing the reports effectively. Administrators may also need to provide more 

individualized guidance to some departments as needed. Presently, there is a paucity of 

evidence to indicate that general education goal achievement is improving. If the IHE can 

bolster the quality of outcomes assessment reports, then this will assist Dr. Collins and 

the general education team with connecting evidence of outcomes achievement at the 

program-level to the outcomes achievement in general education. 
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 One department chair, Dr. Jordan, spoke of his belief that Nabor County 

Community College, following the guidelines of MSCHE, over-emphasized quantitative 

data and rejected efforts to obtain qualitative data. Although it is difficult to determine if 

this comment represents a well-founded complaint or a pessimistic exaggeration, it 

proves an interesting contrast to President Farmer’s confident description of a balance 

among quantitative and qualitative outcomes assessment measures. To assume the 

necessity of a recommendation to increase quantitative measures would equate to trusting 

one respondent more than another. However, the existence of a perception of imbalance, 

even if that perception proves incorrect, still requires some attention. Therefore, I present 

a softer recommendation that the IHE should investigate whether the perception of an 

imbalance among quantitative and qualitative measures is prevalent and, if it does appear 

prevalent, they should consider ways to improve the perception. This might be 

accomplished either by educating faculty members about existing quantitative and 

qualitative measures so that they can better recognize the balance or, if administrators 

find that the perception has merit, by encouraging faculty to combine quantitative 

measures with more qualitative ones. Many researchers and writers (Astin et al., 1993; 

Banta, 2002; Banta & Pike, 2007; Ewell, 2004; Leskes & Miller, 2005; McDaniel, 2006; 

Nichols, 2004) have advocated for combining various types of data in this way. 

 Authors have highlighted the value of an institutional research office with a 

sufficient budget and resources for enhancing the ability of an IHE to collect and use data 

(Allen, 2006; Barker & Smith, 1998; Brittingham et al., 2008; Dodd, 2004; Dowd, 2005; 

Ferrara, 2007; Frost, Lucas, & Blankert, 2004; Morest & Jenkins, 2007; Nunley et al., 

2011; Yin & Volkwein, 2010). Two individuals from Nabor County Community College, 
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Subjects 9 (Dr. Isaacs) and 12 (Ms. Long), mentioned the person responsible for 

institutional research, with Dr. Isaacs speaking particularly highly of him. Furthermore, a 

review of the Institutional Research Assessment Plan indicated that the office does give 

support to departments for curricular assessment. Ms. Givens indicated that the office has 

representation on the curriculum committee. Given the expertise of this individual and 

the charge of the general education team, it would seem that he could assist them with 

identifying available data regarding general education for the purpose of finding gaps and 

determining how best to fill those gaps. Consequently, the vice president of academic 

affairs should consider involving him in the work of the general education team either by 

making him a member or by encouraging the team to invite him to specific meetings in 

which his knowledge or resources may prove particularly useful. 

 Ms. Givens discussed her impression that the campus community does not have 

sufficient awareness of the unique circumstances of the Nursing program and other 

certification-based programs and that this has negatively impacted such departments, 

including their efforts at assessment of learning outcomes. As with Dr. Jordan’s remarks 

about quantitative and qualitative assessment, one has difficulty determining the accuracy 

of these beliefs. However, the perception exists and could represent a hindrance to 

effective assessment of general education, particularly if allowed to fester over time. 

Consequently, administrators should look to address such perceptions by demonstrating 

and/or verbally expressing care and concern for the unique circumstances of these 

departments. This may not necessitate major procedural changes or exceptions. However, 

simply acknowledging the feelings of faculty members could improve their receptiveness 

and commitment to general education outcomes assessment. 
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 The requirement for Nabor County Community College to submit a progress 

report to MSCHE should serve as opportunity for continued self-reflection on the factors 

that may have inhibited their efforts to develop a culture of evidence and a sound general 

education assessment plan prior to the 2008 visiting team. The structures of the general 

education team and the curriculum committee, the characteristics of people in the 

environment, and the collective values of community members have allowed the IHE to 

advance without feeling hindered by the resistance of veteran faculty members. 

Nonetheless, administrators can do more to reduce resistance and, therefore, make it 

easier to improve assessment of general education. The recommendations above suggest 

methods of engineering an organizational environment that will better support effective 

general education assessment for the purposes of improving general education and 

satisfying accreditation requirements, including: 

 

• seeking ways to involve a wider variety of faculty members in existing 
committees discussing general education and general education 
assessment, particularly since involvement seemed to mitigate 
resistance; 

• diversifying involvement opportunities and incorporating general 
education assessment discussions into more frequent meetings 
between department chairs, faculty members within departments, and 
faculty members within the larger divisions; 

• more broadly recognizing the work of the general education team; 
• educating community members about regional accreditation and 

reinforcing the message in multiple venues and formats; 
• ensuring that preparation for future MSCHE visits is ongoing and 

incorporated into strategic planning; 
• defining general education outcomes and aligning them with program 

outcomes; 
• improving outcomes assessment reports by better informing faculty 

and staff members about expectations; 
• ensuring that both quantitative and qualitative outcomes assessment 

data are requested of faculty members; 
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• involving the institutional research office in the work of the general 
education team; and 

• acknowledging the unique circumstances of individual programs when 
requesting data. 

 
 

To their credit, many institutional leaders recognize many of the areas for 

improvement that I have identified and appear committed to improving in these areas 

sooner rather than later even if they have not moved quickly enough to do so in the past. 

Without such improvements, particularly to their organizational environment, the IHE 

can expect to experience hurdles during their next visiting team process for re-

accreditation. These recommendations should also prove insightful for other IHEs in 

similar circumstances, needing to make improvements in order to receive full re-

accreditation. 

 

For MSCHE 

 Ms. Davis spoke to faculty members from other IHEs and learned that some 

perceived more pressure from MSCHE to improve general education assessment than 

others, which led her to the conclusion that IHEs are not “getting the same message from 

Middle States” and that MSCHE “could be providing a little more clarity” about 

requirements. Other interview subjects seemed uniformed about the role of MSCHE and 

the available resources. While it is true that campus leaders could communicate more 

clearly about the MSCHE re-accreditation process and strive to make their efforts 

ongoing, MSCHE can also do more to assist the IHE with maximizing the process, 

particularly since they represent the chief external motivator for assessment (Ewell, 2005, 

2007; Ewell, Paulson, & Kinzie, 2011; Hubball, Gold, Mighty, & Britnell, 2007; Nunley, 



340 
 

Bers, & Manning, 2011; Provezis, 2010; Wolff, 2005; Wright, 2002). For example, 

MSCHE might communicate with IHEs through a newsletter, providing updates about 

points of emphasis and trends so that IHEs can prepare in advance. Many IHEs do not 

have community members who participate actively enough in MSCHE visiting teams to 

follow these trends and, furthermore, do not have the ability to send community members 

to MSCHE conferences. Communications directed only to presidents and board members 

may be watered down or unintentionally altered when passed to others in the 

organization. Therefore, MSCHE needs to write publications with a larger audience in 

mind and then coach employees at member IHEs regarding how to subscribe to such 

communications. As an additional indirect benefit, this type of communication would 

also reinforce those same points of emphasis and trends for visiting team members, 

improving consistency across institutional reviews. 

 As noted above, Ms. Givens spoke about Nabor County Community College’s 

need to recognize the unique circumstances of specialized disciplines such as Nursing, 

for which students must become certified in addition to earning a degree. She, along with 

Ms. Brown, also suggested that MSCHE could do more to assist faculty members in such 

programs. In particular, Ms. Brown decried the lack of discipline-specific models and 

examples. While specialized accrediting bodies provide such information, the findings of 

this study imply that MSCHE could aid faculty members by aggregating models and 

examples from various sources in a centralized section of their web site and subsequently 

promoting this section. This should improve the ability of faculty members to meet 

regional accreditation requirements efficiently. In addition, MSCHE could make better 

use of the body of specialized accreditation reports given to campus departments over 
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time. By encouraging IHEs to reference the results of specialized reports in their self-

study documents, MSCHE would assist them with providing stronger evidence in a more 

efficient manner and would bolster links with these specialized accrediting bodies, in 

keeping with Shibley and Volkwein’s (2002) recommendation. 

 MSCHE offers workshops, resources, and conferences to assist member IHEs 

with meeting standards and demonstrating excellence in the achievement of goals. 

However, for Nabor County Community College, little time existed to respond the 

requirement for submitting a progress report. As Dr. Collins, the vice president of 

academic affairs stated: 

 

I know they run institutes. But, considering what we needed to do and we 
didn’t have time to go off to an institute to figure out what we needed to 
do. We had to respond pretty quickly . . .  and you know I began 
compiling a lot of this information late December, early January in 
preparation for writing the report. So, we really didn’t even have much 
time to send people off to create something. You know they do offer 
programs that might be beneficial and then their national, regional 
conference also provides sessions that are helpful about general education. 

 
 

This pressure may have contributed to the community college forging ahead with a re-

examination of their general education assessment methods prior to the development of 

sufficient outcomes statements for general education that would have served as a proper 

foundation for assessing. Given this finding, MSCHE may need to consider providing 

IHEs such as this one with more time to respond to requirements. Alternatively, they 

might offer IHEs greater support, such as on-site guidance facilitated by an experienced 

MSCHE representative or condensed electronic versions of workshops and conference 

presentations relevant for addressing institutional shortcomings. A problem-solving 
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function is noticeably absent from Lubinescu et al.’s (2001) description of the purposes 

of accreditation. Indeed, MSCHE has not traditionally taken on such a formative 

evaluation role, predominantly serving in a summative capacity. Though their 

conferences and other resources serve as useful professional development opportunities, 

MSCHE has not moved toward providing assistance with solving specific problems for 

individual IHEs. However, standards related to assessment are uniquely amorphous and 

complex. Different institutional contexts, mission statements, and desired learning 

outcomes necessitate a wide variety of approaches that can complicate efforts to share 

best practices. By their own admission, “the Commission is aware of the institutional 

effort and cultural change that the increased relative emphasis on assessment may 

require” (Middle States, 2002, p. v). The challenge for IHEs represented by the 

complexity of assessment may merit an expansion of MSCHE’s role for related 

standards, specifically the incorporation of a more formative approach. By providing 

better support for IHEs sanctioned for insufficient assessment, accrediting agencies may 

also reduce the fear associated with a status such as probation, which could lead their 

visiting team members to use sanctions more constructively. More constructive use of 

sanctions may facilitate more frequent use as well and, therefore, assist the higher 

education community with addressing critics who complain that accrediting bodies do not 

issue citations and warnings often enough (Ewell, 2007, 2008; Fritschler, 2007; Pekow, 

2007). 

 The findings from Question 1 made it clear that MSCHE has served as the 

primary motivator of change for this IHE, although revised state requirements for general 

education and other factors have also made an impact. As the primary motivator of 



343 
 

change, it is crucial for MSCHE to provide adequate support so that IHEs like Nabor 

County Community College can derive the greatest benefit possible from the process 

without sacrificing more time and resources than truly necessary. Specifically, MSCHE 

could have enabled this IHE to more efficiently meet requirements regarding general 

education assessment by: 

 

• communicating more effectively with institutional representatives such 
as by means of a newsletter written with a broader audience in mind; 

• aggregating in a central online location discipline-based assessment 
models and examples from specialized accrediting agencies, 
professional organizations, and other sources; 

• encouraging IHEs to reference the results of specialized accreditation 
reports in their self-study documents to assist these IHEs with 
providing stronger evidence in a more efficient manner and to enhance 
MSCHE’s connections with specialized accrediting bodies; and 

• providing IHEs such as this one with more time to respond to 
requirements or offering IHEs greater support for addressing their 
shortcomings in a short period of time, such as on-site guidance 
facilitated by experienced MSCHE representatives or condensed 
electronic versions of workshops and conference presentations 
relevant to their shortcomings. 

 
 

By assisting more IHEs in such ways, regional accrediting bodies may also indirectly 

influence the impression of the public regarding the value of their processes. 

 

For the State 

 Several subjects noted disagreements between the state and Nabor County 

Community College regarding the definitions of general education competencies and, 

more specifically, the courses which could be associated with those competencies. In 

addition, subjects felt that, although the state required much paperwork for completing 
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their mandate involving standardization of general education across state IHEs, they 

offered little guidance to this IHE for implementing that mandate. For example, Vice 

President Collins, who has significant involvement in implementing the required changes, 

described the state’s guidelines as “not clear.” Related to this, the state also appears 

disorganized. Ms. Brown described discrepancies in approved general education courses 

among the various state IHEs and claimed that “there’s not much coherence at the top in 

the state.” Dr. Collins explained that the state was in the process of “developing a review 

process of the [general education] courses,” a fact which proves disconcerting since other 

subjects mentioned that the state had already evaluated some of their courses even prior 

to having finalized a well-defined review process. On the other hand, the state did 

develop documents to assist IHEs with creating learning outcomes and identifying 

courses for each of the nine general education competencies. The fact that Nabor County 

Community College did not have sufficient outcomes and that interviewees felt frustrated 

by the process of identifying appropriate courses for each competency suggests that the 

state might not have communicated effectively enough with institutional representatives 

about the support available to them. In addition, the state could have provided examples 

of assessments for each competency to better assist campus administrators with 

developing a general education assessment plan. Furthermore, they could have compiled 

examples of learning outcomes, courses, and assessments, corresponding to each general 

education competency, in a single document. 

Although IHEs had the opportunity to send representatives to relevant meetings, it 

is not clear how frequent these meetings might have been and, furthermore, it would 

seem unreasonable to expect representatives to remember and report back all that 



345 
 

transpired. The state might have assisted IHEs in this regard by providing meeting 

minutes for distribution to campus communities. Since many questions also arise outside 

meetings in one-on-one conversations via e-mail and phone, the state also could have 

collected all questions and answers for the purpose of developing an ever-evolving 

document akin to a frequently asked questions guide. Having such information available 

on a web page, along with other supporting documents, would have helped to ensure that 

IHEs and their representatives had access to the same information, increasing clarity. 

While accreditation seemed the primary motivator of institutional change and, 

more specifically, of general education assessment revisions, the state also had an impact. 

In fact, as a public community college, the state has an amplified role in this IHE’s 

planning that exceeds its role in private IHEs. Related to this, many government officials 

and others concerned about the future of our nation have expressed their desire for an 

increase in the number of people with four-year degrees, especially for students 

transferring from two-year IHEs to four-year IHEs (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Education 

Commission of the States, 2009; Gross & Goldhaber, 2009; Hezel Associates, 2009, 

2010; Ignash & Townsend, 2001; Knoell, 1990; National Center for Public Policy and 

Higher Education, 2011; Ullman, 2011; White House, n.d.). Several authors (Gross & 

Goldhaber, 2009; Jaschik, 2009; Ullman, 2011) have noted that core-to-core curricular 

agreements have not had the impact that many hoped. However, improved secondary 

school preparation, transfer counseling, and support from four-year IHEs, as well as a 

challenging two-year curriculum that prepares students for four-year degrees could all 

help states and their IHEs to capitalize on core-to-core articulation agreements 

(Education Commission of the States, 2009; Hagedorn, Moon, Cypers, Maxwell, & 
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Lester, 2006; Ullman, 2011). More specifically, in the case of Nabor County Community 

College, this state should provide: 

 

• hypothetical samples of general education competencies and 
corresponding courses, outcomes, and assessments in a single chart, 
which would help the IHEs to better comprehend what steps they need 
to take and help them to undertake these steps more quickly; 

• distribute minutes from all relevant future meetings to campus 
communities to ensure that relevant parties all receive a consistent 
message; 

• develop an ever-evolving frequently asked questions guide to reduce 
redundancy and increase efficiency; and 

• post supporting documents, frequently asked questions, and other 
relevant resources in a central location online to assist institutional 
representatives with locating them more easily. 

 
 

While the state may have missed the opportunity to derive the full benefit from these 

suggestions, implementing them now could still yield some benefits for the IHEs. 

Furthermore, the lessons could have implications for other states undergoing similar 

processes. 

 

The Relationship Between Regional Accreditation and Environment 

 The study’s findings suggest that, along with the impact of MSCHE, each of 

Strange and Banning’s (2001) four components of the environment impacted Nabor 

County Community College’s ability to meet MSCHE standards, even if the physical 

environment did not have as great an impact as other aspects of the environment in this 

particular case. It appears that MSCHE standards and the threat of potential negative 

consequences such as probation led this IHE to strive for achievement of minimum 

standards. In addition, as apparent in data regarding the constructed environment, the 



347 
 

employees had a positive attitude both toward the regional accreditation process, viewing 

it as a worthwhile venture, and toward the specific standards of the regional accrediting 

body. As a result, the community college did not merely strive to meet minimum 

standards. Rather, the collective beliefs of the community enabled them to give genuine 

consideration to the best interests of the IHE and the student body, such that they sought 

to surpass minimum standards and achieve excellence. This finding appears consistent 

with Peterson and Vaughan’s (2002) study, in which they learned that internal stimuli 

(e.g., a desire to improve) had a larger impact than external stimuli (e.g., accreditation) on 

decisions regarding how to use assessment data. Had community members not valued 

regional accreditation as an opportunity for improvement, then it seems that they would 

have sought to achieve only the minimum standards. The remaining three components of 

the environment (physical, human aggregate, and organizational) appear to have affected 

the degree to which the IHE could achieve its goal of exceeding minimum standards, 

given that their constructed environment contained evidence in support of the re-

accreditation process. Although Nabor County Community College appreciated the 

process as an opportunity for improvement, imperfections in the organizational 

environment restricted their ability to exceed or even meet the standards of MSCHE for 

assessment of general education, resulting in suggestions, recommendations, and the need 

to submit a progress report. 

These findings suggest that the four components of the IHE’s environment 

impacted the extent to which it met and exceeded MSCHE’s standards, as evident at the 

conclusion of the visiting team process. If and when all four components of the 

environment provide sufficient support for maximizing regional accreditation as an 
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opportunity for improvement, it appears that this IHE will more than likely achieve the 

goal of exceeding minimum standards. Alternatively, if and when all four components of 

the environment do not provide sufficient support, it appears that the IHE will more than 

likely fail to meet some or all minimum standards and face severe consequences such as 

probation or the removal of accreditation. If some components of the environment 

continue to provide sufficient support while other components continue to provide 

insufficient support, then, during future MSCHE visits, the IHE will likely fail to meet 

some minimum standards, fail to surpass most or all minimum standards, and receive 

some combination of suggestions and recommendations from the accrediting body. 

However, with some support present, it does not appear likely that this IHE would face 

severe consequences unless the lack of support from one aspect of the environment 

proved so inadequate that this component superseded all others (e.g., when a dire 

organizational environment inhibits even the simplest of functions, overwhelming the 

more positive aspects of the constructed, physical, and human aggregate environments). 

Figure 2 demonstrates this relationship between accreditation and the environment at 

Nabor County Community College. 

Based on these results, one can reasonably predict that Nabor County Community 

College will continue to face a similar hurdle(s) in future visiting team reports if 

institutional leaders do not make some of the improvements that I have recommended, 

although they have already identified many of these needs themselves. The 

environmental shortcomings do not appear severe enough at present to suggest that 

probation or suspension of accreditation status should occur, though a request for another 

progress report or monitoring report would not seem unlikely in the future. 
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Figure 2.  The Relationship Between Regional Accreditation and Environment 
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Given the limitations of a single-case study, one cannot assume that other cases involving 

different types of IHEs and different regional accrediting bodies will produce similar 

results. However, the study does suggest that IHEs may be able to use environmental 

engineering as a way to prepare for regional accreditation and achieve goals more 

consistently. It also suggests that campus leaders may be able to predict the results of 

future re-accreditation team visits if they possess adequate knowledge of their 

institutional environments. Finally, this study has implications for regional accreditors 

and for states, suggesting how they can assist IHEs with more efficiently and effectively 

achieving goals. 

 

Future Research 

 In 1989, Hagerty and Stark wrote that “[l]ittle evidence [has been] gathered about 

effectiveness of accreditation or comparisons among standards set by various accreditors” 

(p. 1). Although the number of studies on accreditation seems to have increased in recent 

years, there still exists a relative dearth of research on the topic. According to Volkwein 

et al. (2007), “[a]necdotal accounts of institutional and program responses to new 

accreditation standards are abundant . . . , but there are only a handful of studies that 

examine the impact of accreditation across institutions or programs. Moreover, these 

studies typically focus simply on documenting institutional responses” (p. 253). In fact, 

they have conducted the only identifiable study showing a direct impact upon student 

learning outcomes by accrediting body standards and it utilized specialized accreditation 

standards rather than regional accreditation standards. It would appear difficult to justify 

changes to the accreditation system without ample evidence to point toward a more 
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specific direction for the enterprise. As Volkwein et al. argued, “[d]iscussions about the 

effectiveness of accreditation as a quality assurance tool might be less contentious if there 

were clear evidence regarding the impact of the process on institutions, academic 

programs, and graduates” (p. 253). Specifically, mixed-method studies are needed that 

explore the impact of accreditation on the achievement of student learning outcomes and 

comparative studies are needed that explore the complex interplay of institutional 

characteristics with the varying standards and processes of the six regional accrediting 

bodies. Figure 2 above expresses the relationship between institutional environment and 

regional accreditation. Additional research might fortify this relationship across a variety 

of institutional types, sizes, locations, mission statements, and governance structures, as 

well as across different regional accrediting bodies. If supported by additional research, 

this relationship could also prove applicable at the microcosmic program-level during the 

specialized accreditation process. If justified, it could rise to the level of the theory and 

aid accrediting bodies and IHEs with making the visiting team process more effective. 

 As noted in Chapter 1, it did not prove feasible to conduct a series of personality 

type inventories in this study. However, personality types are an important part of the 

human aggregate environment. If researchers can create a similar project with multiple 

cases in which personality inventories would prove less intrusive for participants, then 

they may prove an interesting complement to other methods of data collection. 

In addition to conducting comparative multi-case studies, future research might 

expand interviews to gain broader perspectives. Specifically, a study such as this one 

might be enhanced by interviews with visiting team members and representatives from 

relevant state committees. Brown (1999) did conduct a study examining the different 
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perspectives of IHE presidents and state politicians, but did not consider the role of 

visiting team members and focused exclusively on attitudes toward accreditation. Also, 

Barber (1990) conducted interviews with 42 individuals including higher education 

professionals, relevant state employees, and even relevant national employees, finding 

that their viewpoints did differ in several regards. However, the age of the study and its 

strict focus on accreditation decrease its relevance to issues considered in this project. It 

would prove interesting to learn more about the perspectives of visiting team members 

and state-level committee members to discover whether they aligned with the views of 

campus representatives or differed from them. Such data could aid all three entities in 

achieving their respective goals more effectively. 

 Community colleges could also benefit from additional research examining 

specific strategies for overcoming their unique challenges in the area of general education 

assessment. Specific challenges of particular note for general education assessment 

include the multiple missions of community colleges and the varying student 

characteristics that results from these missions, the large percentage of adjunct faculty 

members, the large number of students who transfer prior to earning a degree, and the 

large number of students who arrive at community colleges having already completed 

courses elsewhere (Bers et al., 2001; Nunley et al., 2011). If traditional assessments prove 

insufficient based on these challenges as Bers et al. (2001) and Seybert (1994) contend, 

then community college leaders need to collaborate to generate new ideas. New case 

study research that highlights effective approaches and conference discussions that bring 

together community college leaders are two venues from whence innovation in this area 

might begin. 
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Conclusion 

The accountability movement has made student learning outcomes assessment 

paramount in quality assurance efforts by accrediting agencies. Accreditors have taken 

this as an opportunity to emphasize outcomes assessment as a means of quality 

improvement. As “possibly the most important manifestation of an institution’s 

educational mission,” the general education portion of the curriculum serves as a critical 

tool for achieving student learning outcomes and, therefore, as an important barometer of 

quality (Leskes & Miller, 2005, p. 2). In spite of the emphasis of accrediting agencies on 

outcomes assessment and the importance of general education for student learning 

outcomes, existing research has provided little information about the links between 

accreditation and general education. I found only a single researcher who focused on 

understanding the connection between these two critical aspects of higher education, 

specifically examining the relationship between regional accreditation and faculty 

perceptions of general education (Nutter, 2000). However, this was a quantitative study 

that offered statistical details regarding the relationship without addressing how and why 

an IHE responds to criticism of the general education program from the accrediting body. 

Other studies addressed this relationship indirectly, focusing on student learning 

outcomes and assessment generally as opposed to assessment of general education more 

specifically. Volkwein et al. (2007) proved the only identifiable researchers to study the 

direct impact of changes to accreditation standards on student learning outcomes 

achievement. However, their study specifically examined changes by a specialized 



354 
 

engineering accreditor rather than a regional accreditor, leaving a considerable gap in the 

literature. 

Though timely and much-discussed topics, the importance of both regional 

accreditation and general education for quality assurance and quality improvement 

requires still greater attention, particularly for community colleges who have unique 

challenges with developing coherent general education curicula. By filling the research 

gaps that exist regarding the impact of accreditation sanctions and environmental 

characteristics on general education enhancements, the findings of this case study can 

lead to improvements in the achievement of student learning outcomes at American IHEs 

through more effective general education programs. Furthermore, these findings can 

assist both regional accrediting bodies and IHEs with maximizing the value of the 

regional accreditation process. Given public criticism of accreditation and demands for 

greater accountability, postsecondary educators have legitimate reason to think that 

government involvement may continue to increase. As this occurs, valuable hallmarks 

characterizing American higher education may be threatened. Ewell (2008) contended 

that suspicions of self-referential processes such as regional accreditation will never 

cease, though educators and accreditors can minimize these suspicions by building trust. 

If educators wish to take greater ownership of the enterprise and maintain the present 

diversity of IHEs, then they must improve their credibility. The recommendations 

stemming from this study should assist educators with accomplishing that goal. 
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APPENDIX A 
CONSENT FORM 

 
A Multi-Case Study Investigating The Impact of Required Middle States Commission on Higher Education 
Progress Letters Upon Institutional Planning for General Education Assessment 
 
R. Scott Mattingly 
Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
267-455-4018 
 
Advisor: Corrinne Caldwell, Ph.D. 
Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
215-204-6174 
 
The purpose of this study is to better understand how the accreditation process impacts an institution’s 
plans for assessing the general education program. It is my hope that this research will lead to 
recommendations for institutions of higher education that wish to improve assessment of general education, 
as well as recommendations for accrediting agencies regarding their sanctioning process. To gain further 
information about this topic, as someone involved in planning for general education assessment and/or the 
development of an accreditation progress report, we will ask you to answer a series of questions. 
 
While no significant risks are associated with this study, the interview may serve as a minor inconvenience. 
Furthermore, you may be concerned about the confidentiality of your responses. Your personal identity and 
privacy, and the confidentiality of any personal information that is disclosed, will be protected. Although 
your responses may appear in a dissertation, a scholarly journal, and/or a conference presentation, 
pseudonyms will be used at all times to describe participating individuals and participating institutions. 
Additionally, data will be stored in a password-protected electronic database and/or in a locked box for no 
more than three years from the date that the dissertation is successfully defended. 
 
Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may refuse to participate at any time without 
consequence or prejudice. While you may not benefit personally, the results should yield insights useful in 
institutions’ efforts to improve general education assessment plans. If you have any questions regarding this 
study or would like a summary of the findings, please contact me. This project has been approved by the 
Institutional Review Board of Temple University, as well as by your employing institution. 
 
Signing your name below indicates that you have read and understand the contents of this Consent Form, 
that you have had an opportunity to have any questions answered in advance of your participation, and that 
you agree to take part in this study. You understand that you may contact R. Scott Mattingly or Dr. 
Corrinne Caldwell at any time if you have an additional question(s) regarding this study. Finally, you 
understand that questions about your rights as a research subject may be directed to Mr. Richard Throm, 
Office of the Vice President for Research, Institutional Review Board, Temple University, 3400 N. Broad 
Street, Philadelphia, PA, 19140, (215) 707-8757. 
 
 
_______________________________        ___________________________________      _____________ 
                        Name (printed)                                          Signature                                       
Date 
 
 
_______________________________        ___________________________________      _____________ 
                   Principal Investigator                                     Signature                                       Date 
 

 
Initials: ___________         Date: ___________ 
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APPENDIX B 
PERMISSION TO AUDIOTAPE  

Principal Investigator: Dr. Corrinne A. Caldwell 
Student Investigator: R. Scott Mattingly 
Department:  College of Education, Educational 
   Leadership and Policy Studies 
Project Title: A MULTI-CASE STUDY INVESTIGATING THE IMPACT OF REQUIRED 

MIDDLE STATES COMMISSION ON HIGHER EDUCATION PROGRESS 
LETTERS UPON INSTITUTIONAL PLANNING FOR GENERAL 
EDUCATION ASSESSMENT 

Subject:______________________________  Date:____________________________ 
Log#:________________________________ 
 
I give R. Scott Mattingly permission to audiotape me.  This audiotape will be used only for the following 
purpose: 
 
RESEARCH:  This audiotape will be used as a part of a research project at Temple University.  I have 
already given written consent for my participation in this research project.  At no time will my name be 
used. 
 
WHEN WILL I BE AUDIOTAPED?  I agree to be audiotaped during the time period: February 18, 2010, 
through the completion of the study. 
 
HOW LONG WILL THE TAPES BE USED?  I give my permission for these tapes to be used from 
February 18,2010 through the completion of the research project.  Data will be stored in a locked filing 
cabinet at the researcher’s residence for three (3) years after completion of this study. 
 
WHAT IF I CHANGE MY MIND?  I understand that I can withdraw my permission at any time.  Upon my 
request, the audiotape will no longer be used.  This will not affect my care or relationship with              
or Temple University in any way. 
 
OTHER:  I understand that I will not be paid for being audiotaped or for any other use of the audiotapes. 
 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION:  If I want more information about the audiotape(s), or if I have 
questions or concerns at any time, I can contact: 
 
Student Investigator: R. Scott Mattingly 
Department:  College of Education, Educational 
   Leadership and Policy Studies 
Institution:  Temple University 
Street Address:  260 Ritter Hall 
   1301 Cecil B. Moore Avenue 
   Philadelphia, PA 19122 
Phone:   610-282-1100 ext. 1408 (office) 
   267-455-4018 (cell) 
 
This form will be placed in my records and a copy will be kept by the person named above.  A copy will be 
given to me.  
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APPENDIX B 

(CONTINUED)  
 
A MULTI-CASE STUDY INVESTIGATING THE IMPACT OF REQUIRED MIDDLE STATES 
COMMISSION ON HIGHER EDUCATION PROGRESS LETTERS UPON INSTITUTIONAL 
PLANNING FOR GENERAL EDUCATION ASSESSMENT 
 
PLEASE PRINT: 
 
Subject’s Name:    ______________________________________________ 
 
Date:    ______________________________________________ 
 
Address:    ______________________________________________ 
 
    ______________________________________________ 
 
Phone:    ______________________________________________ 
 
SUBJECT’S SIGNATURE:  ______________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C 
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL – GENERAL EDUCATION TEAM MEMBERS AND 

VICE PRESIDENT OF ACADEMIC AFFAIRS  
 

1. It’s always helpful for me as an interviewer to understand the unique perspective 
that each person brings. With that in mind, could you explain a little bit about 
your career progression including what your current role is at the institution and 
how you found yourself in that role? 
 

2. That sounds like an interesting career progression. So, as a _____ (faculty 
member, administrator, etc.) with that background and experience, what specific 
function(s) have you had related to the general education portion of the 
curriculum? 

 
3. That really helps me to understand your particular contributions to general 

education. At this point, I think it would be helpful for me to know, more broadly, 
how general education has evolved at this campus over time. What can you tell 
me about that? 

 
4. Many IHEs have been trying to improve their general education programs in 

recent years, really examining how they assess learning outcomes and things of 
that nature. How was it that your institution came to decide that it should be re-
examining general education at this particular point in time and what kind of steps 
have you taken to re-examine it? 

 
5. Thank you. That description gives me a much clearer picture. While taking each 

of these various steps that you’ve described, how has the University managed this 
process? For example, who has directed it and what kind of procedural guidelines 
have they provided? 

 
6. How has the university involved various other constituents in the process? 

 
7. Among the people from each of those constituencies that you just mentioned, 

have any tended to take on more of a leadership role than others? 
 

8. Tell me a little bit about the communication process(es) that you used while 
discussing your plans to change assessment of general education. 
 

a. Possible follow-up question as needed: You know, I’d be interested in 
hearing a little more about the nature of these interactions. Did you tend to 
do this more formally or informally? 

 
9. Why do you think individuals on this campus have chosen to communicate in 

such a formal (or an informal) manner? 
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(CONTINUED)  

 
10. How have campus constituents not directly involved in discussions of the plan 

been informed and updated about progress? 
 

11. What kinds of support and resources have been given to participants in the 
process? 
 

12. You’ve certainly helped me to understand the various roles that people on campus 
have played in evaluating your general education program. However, I’m also 
curious about how your accrediting body might have assisted the institution with 
planning. What can you tell me about the role of Middle States? 

 
13. When you think back about how this planning process for the assessment of 

general education and how it has unfolded over time, how do you feel about your 
own involvement and how that has worked out? 
 

14. If you could go back in time and restart this planning process from scratch, what 
would you do differently? 
 

15. How representative is this planning process of life in general at the university? In 
other words, are you surprised that the experience has unfolded in this way or is it 
in keeping with many of your past experiences? 
 

16. Reflecting on all that you’ve shared with me this morning (or this afternoon), how 
similar do you think the opinions of others are to your own? 
 

17. You’ve really provided me with a lot of useful information. Before we wrap up, is 
there anything else you’d like to add that you think might be beneficial for me to 
hear, but that you haven’t really had a chance to say yet? 
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APPENDIX D 
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL – PRESIDENT  

1. It’s always helpful for me as an interviewer to understand the unique perspective 
that each person brings. With that in mind, could you explain a little bit about 
your career progression including what your current role is at the institution and 
how you found yourself in that role? 
 

2. That sounds like an interesting career progression. So, as the President here, how 
have you been involved in the general education portion of the curriculum over 
the years? 

 
3. That really helps me to understand your particular role related to general 

education. At this point, I think it would be helpful for me to know, more broadly, 
how general education has evolved at this campus over time. What can you tell 
me about that? 

 
4. Many IHEs have been trying to improve their general education programs in 

recent years, really examining how they assess learning outcomes and things of 
that nature. How was it that your institution came to decide that it should be re-
examining general education at this particular point in time and what kind of steps 
have you taken to re-examine it? 

 
5. Thank you. That description gives me a much clearer picture. While taking each 

of these various steps that you’ve described, how has the University managed this 
process? For example, who has directed it and what kind of procedural guidelines 
have they provided? 

 
6. How has the university involved various other constituents in the process? 

 
7. Among the people from each of those constituencies that you just mentioned, 

have any tended to take on more of a leadership role than others? 
 

8. I understand that your current Provost was a relatively recent hire. What were the 
major factors in your decision to hire this person? 
 

a. What kind of a role did this person’s knowledge of and experience with 
both general education and regional accreditation play in the hiring 
decision? 

 
9. Tell me a little bit about the communication process(es) that you used while 

discussing your plans to change assessment of general education. 
 

a. Possible follow-up question as needed: You know, I’d be interested in 
hearing a little more about the nature of these interactions. Did you tend to 
do this more formally or informally? 
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10. In particular, how have you been informed about the progress being made by the 

Provost and/or by the general education team? 
 

11. What kinds of support and resources have been given to participants in the 
process? 
 

12. You’ve certainly helped me to understand the various roles that people on campus 
have played in evaluating your general education program. However, I’m also 
curious about how your accrediting body might have assisted the institution with 
planning. What can you tell me about the role of Middle States? 
 

13. What, if anything, could Middle States have done to better assist you with this 
process of re-examining how you assess general education? 

 
14. When you think back about how this planning process for the assessment of 

general education and how it has unfolded over time, how do you feel about your 
own involvement and how that has worked out? 
 

15. If you could go back in time and restart this planning process from scratch, what 
would you do differently? 
 

16. How representative is this planning process of life in general at the university? In 
other words, are you surprised that the experience has unfolded in this way or is it 
in keeping with many of your past experiences? 
 

17. Reflecting on all that you’ve shared with me this morning (or this afternoon), how 
similar do you think the opinions of others are to your own? 
 

18. You’ve really provided me with a lot of useful information. Before we wrap up, is 
there anything else you’d like to add that you think might be beneficial for me to 
hear, but that you haven’t really had a chance to say yet? 
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APPENDIX E 
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL – STRATIFIED RANDOM SAMPLE OF THE 

FACULTY 
 

1. It’s always helpful for me as an interviewer to understand the unique perspective 
that each person brings. With that in mind, could you explain a little bit about 
your career progression including what your current role is at the institution and 
how you found yourself in that role? 
 

a. (If not already addressed) So, approximately how long have you been at 
the institution then? 

 
2. That sounds like an interesting career progression. In your time here, what kind of 

involvement (if any) have you had with the general education portion of the 
curriculum? 
 

3. How knowledgeable are you of the assessment that your department engages in to 
demonstrate that you are achieving outcomes? 
 

4. How have faculty members been involved in assessment activities in recent 
years? Has it changed it at all over time? 

 
5. More specifically, how aware would you say that you are of the plan for assessing 

general education on this campus? (or, So, based on your answers to previous 
questions, it’s safe to assume that you don’t know a great deal about the 
institution’s plan for assessing general education either?) 
 

6. (Unless they have no knowledge of general education assessment) How aware are 
you of the role of your accreditor, the Middle States Commission on Higher 
Education, in promoting an effective plan for assessing general education on this 
campus? 
 

7. That’s interesting. How has information about either general education or about 
the accreditation process been communicated to faculty members like yourself? 
 

8. How aware are you of the findings of your accreditor, Middle States, regarding 
general education assessment? 

 

9. (Unless they have no awareness of general education assessment and Middle 
States findings) What changes have you noticed in the way that general education 
is assessed in the last couple of years since Middle States issued their findings? 
 

10. That certainly helps me to understand the current role of faculty members in 
planning for assessment of general education. But, in an ideal world, what kind of 
involvement do you think that the faculty should have with general education 
assessment? 
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11. When you think back about this planning process for the assessment of general 
education and how it has unfolded over time, particularly since the most recent 
visit from Middle States, how do you feel about the level of awareness and 
involvement that you’ve had? Are you comfortable with it or would you be 
interested in knowing and doing more? 
 

a. (If not already addressed by previous responses) Why do you think it is 
that you have not been more involved in the assessment of general 
education? 

 

12. (If not already addressed by previous responses) Given the level of awareness that 
you have, what is your overall impression of the process by which this institution 
has gone about developing a plan for general education assessment? 
 

13. If your department or perhaps the institution as a whole were to go back in time 
and restart the process of developing an assessment plan, what would you want to 
see done differently? 
 

14. (If the subject has knowledge of general education assessment) How 
representative is this planning process for general education assessment of life in 
general at the university? In other words, are you surprised that the experience has 
unfolded in this way or is it in keeping with many of your past experiences? 
 

15. What is your overall impression of your accreditor’s role in this process of 
assessing general education? (or, if they do not know anything about this process, 
what is your overall impression of your accreditor’s role in the life of the 
campus?) 
 

16. That helps me to understand your impressions of the actual role of Middle States. 
But, what do you think that the role of your accreditor should be? 
 

17. Reflecting on all that you’ve shared with me this morning (or this afternoon), how 
similar do you think the opinions of others are to your own? 
 

18. You’ve really provided me with a lot of useful information. Before we wrap up, is 
there anything else you’d like to add that you think might be beneficial for me to 
hear, but that you haven’t really had a chance to say yet? 
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APPENDIX F 
STATE GENERAL EDUCATION COMPETENCIES 

 
1. Written and Oral Communication 

 
2. Quantitative Knowledge and Skills 

 

3. Scientific Knowledge and Reasoning 
 

4. Technological Competency or Information Literacy 
 

5. Society and Human Behavior 
 

6. Humanistic Perspective 
 

7. Historical Perspective 
 

8. Global and Cultural Awareness 
 

9. Ethical Reasoning and Action 
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APPENDIX G 
TIMELINE OF RELEVANT EVENTS 

 
1998 MSCHE Visiting Team Report indicates that the outcomes 

assessment plan is flawed and does not sufficiently address 
general education. 

 
2002 Nabor County revises their assessment plan to incorporate 

periodic reviews from each academic department on a six-
year cycle. These reviews give some attention to general 
education. 

 
2006-2007 Nabor County institutes outcomes assessment reports to be 

completed by each academic program on an annual basis. 
These reports do not address general education. 

 
 The state finalized a new general education curriculum for 

all public IHEs 
 
 The 2007-2009 strategic plan is produced and 

acknowledges the need to improve general education 
assessment. 

 
2008 MSCHE visits the campus and issues a report, which 

requires Nabor County to produce a progress report within 
two years to detail their plan for assessing general 
education outcomes. At this time, Nabor County had not 
yet completed their revisions to the general education 
curriculum based on the state’s mandate. 

 
2009 The vice president of academic affairs creates the general 

education team, an unofficial group that advises the 
curriculum committee. They are charged with assessing 
each of the nine general education competencies mandated 
by the state. The team develops a three-year cycle for 
assessing the competencies and begins to take an inventory 
of existing assessments for the purpose of making 
subsequent recommendations. 

 
2010 Nabor County submits a progress letter to MSCHE 

detailing their plan for general education assessment. They 
later receive a response indicating that their progress letter 
has been accepted and that no further action is needed until 
their 2013 MSCHE Periodic Review. 
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APPENDIX H 
DATA ANALYSIS SPREADSHEET  

  
Physical 
+ 

Physical 
Neutral 

Physical 
- 

Human 
+ 

Human 
Neutral 

Human 
- 

Organiz. 
 + 

Organiz. 
Neutral 

Organiz. 
- 

Constructed 
+ 

Field 
Notes                   
Subject 1                     
Subject 2                     
Subject 3                   
Subject 4                   
Subject 5                     
Subject 6                     
Subject 7                 
Subject 8                     
Subject 9                     
Subject 10                     
Subject 11                     
Subject 12                   
Subject 13                     
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APPENDIX H 
(CONTINUED)  

  
Constructed 
Neutral 

Constructed 
- 

Accred. 
 + 

Accred. 
Neutral 

Accred. 
- 

Knowledge 
of Gen Ed 
+ 

Knowledge 
of Gen Ed - 

Knowledge 
of Accred. 
+ 

Knowledge 
of Accred. - 

Field 
Notes                   
Subject 1                   
Subject 2                 
Subject 3                   
Subject 4                   
Subject 5                   
Subject 6                   
Subject 7                   
Subject 8                   
Subject 9                   
Subject 10                   
Subject 11                   
Subject 12                   
Subject 13                   

 


