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This study is about the culture at Valencia Community College in Orlando, 

Florida.  The intent is to assess Valencia’s cultural congruence and the corresponding 

importance of that congruence to students’ sense of connection within the College.  

Specifically, it is to assess the congruence of the underlying values of the culture, and 

then to determine how consistently those values appear in the actions and behaviors of 

the participants in the culture. 

Culture in this study has been defined as a social construct defining who we are 

manifested by what we do.  Valencia has developed, over the years, an identifiable social 

construct which defines and guides peoples’ behavior in the College.  Valencia’s values 

are clearly articulated, pervasive, and embraced by the employees and students. And, the 

values are manifested in overt behaviors.  Values such as student-centeredness permeate 

the entire organization and touch the students.  

Congruence has been defined as the degree to which one predetermined element 

is consistent with another.  The research demonstrates significant levels of congruence 
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on several key cultural values including student and learner centeredness.  The values 

espoused by the President in his words and actions are consistently evident and reflected 

among the cultural caretakers, the administrators, the Student Services staff, and the 

students. 

And, connection (in terms of a culture of connection which leads to engagement) 

is an intentionally cultivated environment clearly focused on developing meaningful, 

caring, productive relationships among participants.  In their exit interviews, the 

students reflected the student-centered focus of the College.  They talked about the 

culture at Valencia as being caring and intentionally focused on helping them become 

successful. 

The researcher’s initial assumption was that if cultural congruence was high, then 

students’ sense of connection would be high.  If students’ sense of connection was high at 

Valencia, then they would tend to be more successful.    

This study shows that Valencia is culturally congruent on several explicit, well-

articulated, clearly understood values and that this congruence is felt by the students.  

They feel connected to the college—they feel cared for and supported—and this is 

critical for their engagement and success. 
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Chapter 1—Introduction to the Study 
 
 
Introduction 

The following case study is about Valencia Community College in Orlando, 

Florida.  The study seeks to develop the relevance of cultural congruence and its 

importance for students’ sense of connection within the community college. 

 

Overview of the Dissertation 

 Chapter 1 provides an overview of the nature of culture, congruence, and the 

subsequent impact on student sense of connection to and understanding of the culture.  

As well, this chapter explains the significance of cultural congruence and provides a 

framework within which the remainder of the dissertation rests.  Chapter 2 reviews 

literature related to culture, congruence, and connection, providing a strong theoretical 

foundation on which to build the concepts of cultural congruence and cultural connection. 

Chapter 3 details the primary methodology that has been used in this study–

Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA).  The chapter also provides background on the 

ethnographic process which the researcher used, in addition to the IQA process, to study 

the research questions posed in this study.  Along with a brief review of the theoretical 

bases for the IQA methodology and the ethnographic perspective, the chapter provides a 

step-by-step explanation of the research and data collection processes.  Chapters 4, 5, 6, 
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and 7 present the findings of the study.  Included in these chapters are the data collected 

using the IQA protocols and the ethnographic lens. 

Chapter 8 summarizes and interprets the results, presenting the relevant 

theoretical and thematic implications resulting from the study.  And, this chapter provides 

conclusions and recommendations for further study. 

The Organization of Chapter 1 

 Diagram 1.1 provides a visual representation of the organization of the chapter.  

DIAGRAM 1.1–A Model for the Organization of Chapter 1 

Broad Context of the Study  
1. Purposes of the Study 
2. Statement of the Problem 
3. Definition of Key Terms 

DesignConsideration of the Study 
1. Research Questions 
2. Underlying Assumptions 
3. Limitations 
4. Significance 
5. Implications 

Summary of Findings 

  Conclusions 
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The flow-down model demonstrates the progressive movement from the broad to 

the specific, providing the reader with an overall conceptual understanding of the study, 

its scope, nature, and implications.  The study flows from the broadest context, which 

includes the purposes, the statement of the problem, and the definition of key terms.  

Impacted and dictated by the context are the research design considerations related to the 

study, which subsequently guide the research questions and address the underlying 

assumptions of the study, the limitations, the significance, and the implications.  The 

chapter ends with a brief summary of the findings of the study. 

 

The Broad Context of this Study 

People continuously function within socially constructed cultures and subcultures, 

many of which they do not recognize (Kuh and Schuh, 1991).  By definition, these 

cultures underlie, permeate, and even transcend daily interaction (Schein, 1985; 

Thompson and Luthans, 1990).   

If the overarching culture of an institution and its subcultures are not congruent or 

aligned with one another on key cultural values, then it will only be a matter of time 

before programs and processes stumble, falter, and ultimately fail.  Culture and 

congruence might well have more impact on the entire college experience for employees, 

students, and other stakeholders than resources, well-planned and developed programs, or 

other practical possibilities.  And yet, culture and congruence are the two least likely 

elements to which the institution generally looks for understanding, despite the fact that 

“culture pervades everything,” (Schein, 1985, p. 46) in an organization.  Furthermore, 
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qualitative data is typically expensive to collect; the concept of culture is often seen as 

intangible and, therefore, problematic, and people interact within their culture 

unconsciously, rarely viewing it as a source of valuable understanding relative to human 

behavior  (Thompson and Luthans, 1990).   

Focusing on the culture and subcultures and assessing their points of congruence 

(and incongruence) give organizations the intentional wherewithal to look at the patterns 

of behavior they have established and decide whether those patterns are beneficial, or 

perhaps even desirable, in terms of connecting with one another and various other 

stakeholders such as students.   While culture is seemingly hard to identify (Van Maanen, 

1988; Kuh and Schuh, 1991), Schein (1985) highlights that it can be identified with the 

intentional efforts of both insiders and outsiders.  (This research seeks to reinforce the 

significant existence and impact of created culture in organizations.) 

The intent in viewing a subculture against the larger culture is that, by definition, 

a subculture will contain elements of the broader culture as well as deviations supporting 

its own existence (Thompson and Luthans, 1990; Sackman, 1997).  As an example, the 

degree to which the Student Services subculture contains more rather than less of the 

foundational elements of the parent culture will determine in part the degree to which the 

subculture is aligned congruently with key values of the larger culture.  

The degree of alignment will impact the degree to which the subculture conveys 

the larger culture (as opposed to its own).  If there is relatively high congruence between
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the parent culture and the Student Services subculture, then based on the nature of the 

interaction among Student Services and students, the students should have a greater sense 

of connection to the parent culture. 

The Purposes of This Study 

The  primary purpose of this study is to identify the level of cultural congruence 

that exists at Valencia Community College (Valencia) in Orlando, Florida.  More 

specifically, the  intent is to assess the degree of congruence among what the leader says 

and does, what the Student Services staff say, and what the Student Services do in terms 

of a college’s culture. 

The  secondary purpose is to look at the impact of a college’s cultural congruence 

on students.  In particular, the  focus is on what the students say in terms of their sense of 

connection to a college’s culture.  An underlying assumption here, and in Chapter 2, is 

that the greater the degree of congruence among the pivotal points of reference, the 

greater the degree of consistent communication of that culture.  This congruence presents 

itself in the students in the form of their greater connection to and understanding of the 

culture which results in their increased ability to navigate the culture, and to use the 

culture to contribute to their engagement, retention, and success.  

What this study seeks to pinpoint is the cultural congruence (or lack thereof) 

among Valencia Community College’s overarching culture and its Student Services 

subculture.  Further, the study seeks to assess the congruent or non-congruent 

communication of that culture to the students.  The degree to which the students identify 
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the culture as congruent or non-congruent across their experiences with and within a 

community college will contribute (or not) to their engagement, retention, and success.  

The above statement does not suggest that culture and congruence are the only 

elements impacting students’ engagement, retention, and success.  Neither does it suggest 

that Student Services represent the only subculture affecting students.   However, Kuh 

and Schuh (1991) indicate that “student affairs staff have become the de facto caretakers 

of the collegiate culture” (p. 7).  The authors also suggest that Student Services “explain 

to students how their behavior is consistent or conflicts with the institution’s philosophy 

and educational purposes” (p. 7).    So, while Student Services function as the de facto 

gatekeepers of the culture in their role of first contact with students in the institution, they 

are only one of the many subcultures that function as caretakers of the larger culture. 

The Statement of the Problem 

The statement of the problem is to what degree is there cultural congruence 

among what the leader says and does and what the Student Services staff say and do?  

And, to what degree is that cultural congruence conveyed to students?  Subsequently, 

how is students’ understanding of the culture and sense of connection in the community 

college setting affected?  Embedded within these questions is the  intent to present 

substantial support from the literature of the pervasive nature of culture, the vital nature 

of congruence among culture and subcultures, and the critical importance of students’ 

sense of connection as derived (or not) from the degree of congruence/non-congruence 

within the cultures of the college.   
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Specific Problem Statement 

How much cultural congruence is present within the culture and subculture at 

Valencia?  And, does that level of cultural congruence affect students’ sense of 

connection to the College (which impacts their ability to navigate the culture in terms of 

their engagement, retention, and success)?  

Definition of Terms 

Words frequently have varying meanings depending on their usage, their context, 

and their cultural origins.  In the following section, several terms have been identified and 

defined in accordance with how they are used in this study. 

Culture is defined generically as “the way we do things around here” (Barkdoll, 

1998, p. 1).  Specifically, in this study, culture is defined as a social construct defining 

who we are manifested by what we do.  This second definition is supported in Chapter 2 

based upon a thorough review of the literature.   

Subculture is defined as a secondary or narrower culture embedded within a 

primary or broader culture.  Like a child to a parent, the embedded culture is often 

semi-autonomous, pulling many of its underlying values, beliefs, attitudes, symbols, 

language and history from the parent culture while at the same time developing its own 

dependent/independent cultural structures and artifacts. (Schein, 1985; Schneider, 1990) 

Culture of connection, an intentionally cultivated environment within which the 

way people do things, is tied centrally to the value of developing meaningful, caring, and 

productive relationships among participants. 
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Congruence is the degree to which one element is consistent with another 

element.  In the case of constituent groups, it is the degree to which the groups are similar 

or consistent in terms of defined criteria. 

Cultural congruence is the degree to which the culture of one constituent group 

is consistent with, or similar to, one or more other constituent groups on a number of 

identified and key values. 

Congruent communication is the transmission of information across various 

mediums and cultures in a consistent and similar way. 

Student engagement has two definitions that are relevant to this study.  The first, 

described by Natriello (1984), defines student engagement as “participating in the 

activities offered as part of the school program” (p. 14).  Activities include attending 

classes, submitting assignments, and following instructor directions.  The second refers to 

students’ motivated behavior that goes beyond “surface” processing toward “deeper” 

internalization of the learning and subsequent regulation of behavior.  Students 

participate actively, invest cognitively, and engage emotionally in learning. (Chapman, 

2003)  It is important to note here that the use of the term “emotionally” which carries 

multiple meanings refers to a student’s deeper, more personal connection and interaction 

with the learning process. 

  

The Key Design Considerations Related to This Study 

The researcher’s goal was to develop a systematic and a systemic visual and 

textual representation of several constituents within or affected by the parent culture and 
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the Student Services subculture at Valencia Community College.  Additionally, the goal 

included the development of a series of ways by which to compare the different 

constituents’ views of the two cultures in order to determine how similar/different they  

were from one another on key values.  As a result, the components in the design related 

to the following: 

1. Visual representations of each constituent’s cultural experience/understanding 

2. An easy-to-understand method of assessing the congruence among the 

constituents 

3. A model to illustrate the congruence (or lack thereof) among the constituents 

and the impact on the student represented visually as separate from the 

College culture 

4. A compilation of group and individual dialogue, observations, and document 

analysis from which the researcher could pull rich, thick, and descriptive 

textual evidence to support the levels of cultural congruence evidenced among 

the constituents 

With these design considerations in mind, the researcher chose an Interactive 

Qualitative Analysis (IQA) study, combined with an ethnographic perspective.  IQA 

provides mind maps (see Chapter 3 for an in-depth explanation of mind maps), or 

systematic and systemic visual representations of the phenomena about which the 

constituents are asked.  The IQA process identifies and maps the system within which the 

constituents function and the key elements of which the system is comprised.  These 
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mind maps provide the basis for comparison, both in terms of internal cultural 

congruence and external impact on student understanding.   

 Although this study is not an ethnography, the researcher has deliberately used an 

ethnographic perspective which provides the textual representations of the phenomena 

about which the constituents are asked.  Using an ethnographic lens provides another 

level of verification of the degree of internal cultural congruence, as well as the external 

impact on student understanding.  This verification is critical to the process because it 

provides the voices and dialogue of those living within the culture and reflects their 

experience with the congruence/non-congruence.     

The Research Questions 

  Valencia Community College espouses in its documentation a strong, positive, 

student-oriented focus.  Accordingly, there ought to be high cultural congruence among 

what the leader says and does, what the Student Services staff say, and what the Student 

Services staff do.  If this is so, then students’ experiences with the culture ought to be 

congruent as well, and this ought to lead to a sense of connection for the student, leading 

to greater potential student engagement, retention, and success. 

 The research questions that will be addressed in this study are listed below and 

explained in detail in Chapter 3. 

1. What does the leader say (or communicate) about the culture of the College? 

2. What does the leader do about the culture of the College? 

3. What does the Student Services staff say (or communicate) about the culture 

of the College? 
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4. What does the Student Services staff do relative to the culture of the College? 

5. What do students say (or communicate) about the culture of the College? 

Further, questions such as What is the definition of culture?  and, The culture at the 

college is like…? are asked in order to assess the level of congruence/non-congruence 

among what the leader says and does, what the Student Services staff say and what they 

do.  Additional comparisons are made between these cultural representations and the 

students’ representation of their experiences with and within the culture.  As indicated 

earlier, mind maps provide the basis for both visual and textual comparisons, and 

ethnographic tools such as in-depth field notes from observations, focus groups, 

interviews, and document analysis provide additional triangulated support for the 

congruence assessment. 

The Underlying Assumptions in This Study 

There are five underlying assumptions in this study which are outlined below.  

While only a brief summary accompanies each assumption in this section, all have been 

substantiated in current literature. 

The leader has a powerful effect on the culture.  "Edgar H. Schein has said that 

the only important thing leaders do may well be constructing culture" (Sashkin and 

Rosenbach, 1993, p. 99).  Schein (1985), one of the pre-eminent writers on organizational 

culture, explains,  

One might go so far as to say that a unique function of “leadership,” as contrasted 

with “management” or “administration,” is the creation and management of 

culture.  At the same time, all leaders are influenced by their own prior cultural 
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learning.  Furthermore, once leaders have created a culture, they may well 

become constrained by that culture and find that they no longer can lead the group 

into new and creative avenues.  A complex interplay of creative and constraining 

forces operates both inside the leaders and in the group.  The resolution of such 

potentially conflicted forces becomes, then, one of the central tasks of leadership. 

(p. 171) 

According to Thompson and Luthans (1990) from a behavioral perspective, managers 

and leaders have the capability to form, maintain, and change culture.  Northwest Vista 

College (April 2004) and Skagit Valley College (May, 2004), in Community College 

Student Survey of Engagement Bulletins, point to mission, vision, and values being 

guided and modeled by the leadership of their organizations.  Baker (1998) writes that 

“There is a direct relationship between leaders and college culture.  Leaders who intend 

to leave their marks on colleges usually do” (p. 10).  Goleman (2002) cautions though 

that “Individual leaders alone cannot change a culture.  For a new vision to take hold, it 

must spread throughout every level” (p. 232). 

Culture and subcultures permeate the entire organization.  “Organizational 

culture is a complex and pervasive part of any working environment” (Thompson and 

Luthans in Schneider, 1990, p. 319).   Louis (1990) explains culture as a social rather 

than a physical reality developed and sustained pervasively by the members of an 

organization.  She argues that members within a culture—she refers to it initially as a 

setting—negotiate their cultural reality communally and tacitly and then function within 

it. 
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Members of a setting negotiate definitions of reality among themselves and arrive 

at agreed-on meanings (Berger and Luckmann, 1966).  Patterns of attitudes 

emerge and workers come to interpret events and see their immediate work 

worlds in terms similar to those of their co-workers (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1977, 

p. 299).  Once developed, such meanings remain largely tacit or unconscious until 

exceptions arise or meanings prove inadequate in particular situations.  The 

meanings are renegotiated when problems arise with old interpretations.  Sets of 

meanings, collective situational definitions (Thomas, 1951), or “trustworthy 

recipes” (Schutz, 1964) are the essence of organizational culture; they are the 

culture. (Louis, 1990, pp. 86-87) 

Culture in community colleges is pervasive as well (Gabelnick, et al, 1990; Tinto 

1994).  The culture of many community colleges is very strong, often identifiable in overt 

ways such as signs and banners, architecture, layout and attention to physical detail (Kuh 

and Schuh, 1991).  The culture is also intangible—something unique that just seems to 

permeate the campus which Schein (1985) refers to as cultural essence.   

Culture affects student interaction.  Many researchers have written about the 

impact of culture on students’ sense of belonging or connection to the institution 

(Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991; Tinto 1994; Kendon, 2000; Lee and Robbins, 2000; 

Weisman, and Marr, 2002).  Their discussions have ranged from understanding how 

connectedness is developed and how it can be measured to its impact on student 

interaction.  In all cases, the authors believe that the culture of the institution affects 

students’ interactions and subsequently their levels of engagement, retention, and 
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success.   Additionally, in a study of 14 colleges (Kuh and Schuh, 1991), one of the three 

factors having a profound influence on encouraging students to actively participate in 

campus life was a campus culture that “encourages student participation and loyalty” 

(p. 2). 

Every individual and constituent group within the Valencia Community College 

is a caretaker of the culture.  Faculty, staff, and administrators all act as caretakers of the 

culture.  As employees, on an ongoing basis, they take care of—and protect when 

necessary—the culture and subcultures.  Familiar with the values, beliefs and attitudes, 

language, symbols, myths, history, and tradition of the institution, the employees 

manifest the caretaking by maintaining, mostly perpetuating, and infrequently changing 

the culture of the institution.  Existing employees rapidly acculturate new employees 

about ‘the way we do things around here.’   

Each constituent group functions differently in its caretaking role. Faculty 

function in two ways.  First, they interact most frequently within the academic subculture 

as they are the primary people “interacting directly with students in the teaching and 

learning processes.  All other [community] college services are in a sense supportive of 

this academic thrust” (Vineyard in Weisman and Marr, 2002, pp. 99-100).  Second, as a 

typically strong subculture, faculty often have a defined and well-heard voice in the 

college system.  As employees, interacting with other employees within the college 

culture, they work particularly hard to look after their subculture and its place within the 

broader parent culture. 
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Student Services and administrators also function as caretakers by virtue of their 

immersion in the culture of the institution as employees.  As indicated in the fifth 

assumption, Student Services also function as gatekeepers of the culture because of the 

nature of their contact with students. 

Administrators, in general, and senior administrators, in particular, have profound 

effects on the formulation, development, maintenance, and changing nature of culture 

within the organization.  Senior administrators are perhaps the constituent group most 

interested in taking care of the culture insofar as it reflects the vision, mission, and values 

of the organization, defining the college’s culture  (Schein, 1985). 

Student services are the de facto gatekeepers of the culture of the organization.  

In 1991, Kuh and Schuh pointed out that Student Services—student affairs staff—were 

the people who first interacted with students and they had the most significant impact on 

the students’ initial (and often continuing) contact with the culture, becoming “the de 

facto caretakers of the collegiate culture, assisting students through academic, social, 

emotional, and physical difficulties and creating such links between the academic 

program and the out-of-class life” (p. 7).  While Student Services do not see students on a 

daily basis as faculty do, and they do not set the mission, vision, and values as senior 

administration does, Student Services staff have a profound effect on the students.  

Student Services staff see students at pivotal points in the educational process.  If the 

culture of the college is not geared toward student success, then systems and structures 

can seriously inhibit student success, as can incorrect information, negative messages 

about belonging, attitudes about merit, etc. 
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Limitations 

There are several limitations to this study.  Foremost is the fact that this study has 

been conducted at one college—generalizability and transferability are limited. While 

significant levels of triangulation have been built in, researcher bias is nonetheless still 

present.  Definitive and pervasive interpretation is limited insofar as the parent culture 

was compared to only one subculture—Student Services. And, students’ behaviors were 

observed and their comments documented only at the Student Services Answer Centre at 

the West campus of Valencia Community College. 

Significance of the Problem 

Understanding the implications of cultural congruence/non-congruence on 

employee behavior will provide community college leaders with the initiative to assess 

their institutions’ cultural congruence and to develop strategies to enhance it.  Further, 

understanding how students experience the college culture will provide valuable insights 

for college personnel developing student success programs.   

The Implications of this Study 

Chapter 2 delineates the importance of both culture and congruence for the 

college and the students.  Cultural congruence is one element affecting their engagement, 

retention, and eventual success.  The most identifiable implication from this study is that 

cultural congruence (among what the leader says and does, what the Student Services 

staff do and say, and what the students understand) may be pivotal in determining the 

degree to which the culture contributes to the students’ sense of identification, potential 

connection with the culture, and successful completion of studies.  
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A Brief Summary of the Key Findings of the Study 

The researcher’s assumption in this study is that if cultural congruence is high, 

then students’ sense of connection will more than likely be high.  Current research 

indicates that students who feel connected to the college are more engaged and 

successful.  This would suggest that if students’ sense of connection was high at 

Valencia, then they will tend to be more successful.    

The findings from this study indicate that Valencia is culturally congruent on 

several explicit, well-articulated, clearly understood values and that this congruence is 

felt by the students.  They feel connected to the college; they feel cared for and 

supported.  This is critical for their engagement and success. 

 

Conclusion 

 This study seeks to link culture and congruence at Valencia Community College, 

to relate the level of cultural congruence to the students’ sense of connection, and to 

develop a theoretical framework from which to draw themes and to present conclusions 

and recommendations.  Insofar as culture appears to have been studied across virtually all 

disciplines, and congruence mostly in the sciences, and it might appear that these two 

concepts would not naturally align, there is a thing of beauty at work in organizations 

whose vision, mission, and values are visibly congruent with the employees’ actions and 

the trappings of the environment. 
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Chapter 2—Review of Literature 

 
 
 Culture permeates the community college just as it permeates society.  The degree 

of cultural congruence in the institution contributes to the students’ sense of 

connectedness, affecting their levels of engagement, retention, and eventual success.  In 

substantiating the previous statements, this chapter reviews the literature on culture, 

congruence, and connection; it develops clear, working definitions and links them in a 

theoretical model.   

 

Introduction 

Overview 

In any community college, there is an overarching culture and many subcultures 

which typically are subsumed within the overall culture.  The participants in the 

subcultures develop specific and dynamic cultural adaptations related to their lived 

experience within the culture which can make the subculture very similar to or different 

from the overarching culture (Clifford, 1988).  

Knowing that student engagement, retention, and success is affected by the 

students’ sense of connection to the community college (Tinto, 1987), the degree to 

which the overarching culture and the individual subcultures are congruent—similar on 

many pivotal criteria (as provided in Chapter 3)—is significant in terms of the students’ 

experiences with and within the college culture.  If the cultures are congruent, then the
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students’ understanding of the culture is likely to be greater.  Assuming the culture is 

conducive to student success, the greater will be the students’ sense of connection to the 

institution. 

The Organization of Chapter 2 

Diagram 2.1 provides a visual representation of the organization of the chapter.   

DIAGRAM 2.1–A Model for the Organization of Chapter 2 

 

 

The model demonstrates the movement from the individual concepts to the combined 

theoretical framework.  Each concept discussion is framed to include a review of the 

Culture Congruence Connection 

 Review of Existing Definitions in the Literature 
Summary Comments about the Definitions 

Cumulative Definitions 

Model of Cultural Congruence 
and the Impact 

on Students’ Sense of Connectedness 

Culture 
Congruence
Connection
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definitions in the literature, a summary of the existing definitions, and the development of 

a cumulative new definition.  This progressive discussion results in the distillation of a 

combined theoretical model of cultural congruence and student sense of connection. 

 

A Working Definition of Culture 

Culture is like the sum of special knowledge that accumulates in any 

 large united family and is the common property of all its members 

Aldous Huxley 

The Context Within Which the Concept of Culture Rests 

Perhaps the greatest challenge in dealing with culture is that, at first review, there 

appears to be no singular working, definitive, comprehensive, or clear definition 

(Schneider, 1990).  Rather, there are many.  

Unfortunately, most of the writers on organizational culture use different 

definitions, different methods of determining what they mean by culture, and 

different standards for evaluating how culture affects organizations.  These 

conceptual and methodological differences make it almost impossible to assess 

the various claims made. (Schein, 1985, p. x) 

Exacerbating the challenge of defining culture is the notion that the term has 

simply been overused and as a result has lost any worthwhile meaning. 
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We have oversold culture. .  . We have come to see it as far too powerful a thing.   

Stretching culture to encompass everything, using it as shorthand for complicated 

social developments, we have made the term meaningless, the fate of all overused 

words.  (Steigerwald, 2005, p. 72) 

This is problematic, especially given the broad range of interpretations of this word 

which is often used in a far more nonchalant and cavalier fashion than many of its 

meanings would suggest.   

There are many approaches to culture and even more definitions. Kroeber and 

Kluckhohn in their classic review of culture (1952) report 156 different 

definitions, which they arrange under six different generic headings. In the years 

since they wrote many other definitions have been attempted and still there is no 

consensus.  (Seel, 2000, p. 1) 

Seel goes on to make the distinction between culture as a ‘thing’ or state which belongs 

to an organization as opposed to an emerging state—something which, according to 

Douglas (1985) is dynamic, changing, and expressive.  Furthermore, Douglas points out 

that culture is not imposed from outside but rather exposed from within, or inside, the 

organization.  

 Baker (1998) suggests that culture  

. . . is similar in some ways to a biological body that protects itself in three 

different ways.  First, it prevents foreign organisms from entering if it can 

(external demands for accountability, for example).  Second, it attacks those ideas 

and concepts that do enter (state-wide effectiveness criteria).  Third, it discredits 
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or distorts those organisms that it cannot kill.  Leaders are faced with an elaborate 

culture that tries to keep out new ideas.  (p. 10) 

 Sackman (1997) suggests that culture has been “treated as a homogenous or 

integrated entity, as a differentiated entity composed of several subcultures, or as a 

fragmented entity characterized by ambiguity” (p. 2).  However, she argues that culture 

within an organization is both differentiated and integrated at the same time (Sackman, 

1991, 1992).  And that culture is highly complex.  “Hence the cultural complexity 

perspective suggests that culture in organizational settings is much more complex, 

pluralistic, diverse, contradictory, or inherently paradoxical than previously assumed, 

conceptualized, or acknowledged” (Sackman, 1997, p. 2). 

Complicating this conundrum is the nature of the discipline from which a given 

definition might come.  Anthropologists apply a very different significance to culture 

than do sociologists, scientists, business people, or educators.  Nonetheless, culture is and 

can be defined in usable terms that clarify its seemingly dichotomous—organic and 

static—nature.  Furthermore, this definition can be placed in the context of the 

community college such that culture can be identified and studied, modified, and even 

changed.  

Adding to the potential complexity is the narrowness from which one might 

interpret the notion of culture.  For example, while culture, in the context of this study 

does relate to a similarly-minded group of people engaged in an identifiable set of 

patterned behaviors based upon historical and other influences within a given 

environmental situation, it does not relate specifically to an ethnic culture.   
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In this case, there must be a clear distinction made between cultural pluralism or 

cultural diversity which relates more specifically to culture from an ethnic perspective.  

While culture most certainly can (and often does) refer to ethnicity, in the context of this 

study, the definition is distinctively non-ethnic, but rather more egalitarian in terms of 

addressing the core concept of culture as it relates to people in groups rather than only or 

limited to groups identified by their ethnicity. 

And, there is a need for clarification of the concept of culture as it relates to 

climate.  The two words have been used interchangeably in the literature (Schneider, 

1990; Barkdoll, 1998), and notwithstanding this conceptual overlap and the potential 

validity, there are important similarities and distinctions between the two.  Reichers and 

Schneider (1990) point out that, on the one hand, “according to Schein, norms, values, 

rituals, and climate are all manifestations of culture” (p. 23).  On the other hand, Reichers 

and Schneider (1990) 

. . . believe that climate and culture are very similar concepts.  Climate focuses on 

organization members’ perceptions of the way things are, but perception includes 

the idea that meaning is attached to the perceived event or thing (Bruner, 1964).  

In addition, climate researchers have acknowledged the importance of shared 

perceptions (meanings) for some time and have wrestled extensively with the 

operationalization of the shared aspect of the perception. (p. 23) 

That being said, Reichers and Schneider  

. . . agree with Schein (1985) that climate can most accurately be understood as a 

manifestation of culture.  Culture is probably a deeper, less consciously held set 
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of meanings than most of what has been called organizational climate.  However, 

at a general level, there is substantial overlap between the two concepts.  This is 

especially true when climate and culture are viewed as reciprocal processes, the 

one causing the other in a endless cycle over time.  In this manner, climate (the 

example of reward policies of an organization is both the manifestation of culture 

(for instance, assumptions about worker motivation) and the data on which culture 

comes to be inferred and understood (Schneider and Gunnarson, in press).  The 

high degree of conceptual overlap raises a question regarding why research and 

writing on climate and culture have proceeded in parallel rather than in tandem. 

(p. 24). 

It is precisely because of the issues raised above that the focus in this section is on 

providing a working definition of culture which can then be linked to a working 

definition of congruence such that the concept of cultural congruence—or consistency 

across subcultures and the parent culture—can be developed. 

Barkdoll (1998) suggests that the most common sense, efficient, and frequently 

cited definition of culture is “the way we do things around here.”  Whether this 

simplified, generally accepted definition relates to climate (and is simply a manifestation 

of culture—Schneider, 1990) or to culture (and is the nature of culture—Barkdoll, 1998), 

it represents a good starting point from which to cull a working definition.  It further 

represents a good place from which to begin to formulate research questions because it is 

easy for participants to understand and has the potential to engage participants in the 

deeper, more conceptually challenging discourse about culture. 
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Typically, the researcher might begin an interview or a focus group by defining 

culture as ‘the way we do things around here’ as a way of beginning the deeper, more 

meaningful conversation about culture.  The same approach is used in this section which 

starts with this general definition and moves toward greater complexity of understanding.  

Barkdoll (1998) indicates that subsumed within this definition are several profound 

underlying cultural concepts: 

• Cultures are collective beliefs that in turn shape behavior.  They are a form of 

shared paradigm. 

• Cultures are based in part on emotions which are particularly conspicuous 

when change is threatened. 

• Cultures are based on a foundation of historical continuity.  The potential loss 

of continuity in part explains the resistance to change. 

• Cultures are defined by, and subsequently define, symbols. 

• Although cultures resist change, they are constantly changing.  This 

paradoxical condition limits the speed of change and consumes large 

quantities of energy. 

• Cultures are more probabilistic than deterministic . . . a set of fuzzy 

imperatives. (p. 2) 

The following section expands on each of the bullets above especially as each relates to 

the community college.   
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Culture as a Shared Paradigm 

The shared aspect of culture means that it is a social phenomenon. 

Washington State University, Virtual Campus Website 

The very shared, social, and often covertly controlling and prescriptive nature of 

culture partially explains the notion of the ‘way we do things around here.’  Edward 

Tylor, a nineteenth century British anthropologist, first coined the broad definition that 

culture was socially patterned thought and behavior, “that complex whole which includes 

knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits 

acquired by man as a member of society” (Lowie, 1917, p. 262). Schein (1985) also 

discusses culture within the purview of a shared paradigm. 

I will argue that the term “culture” should be reserved for the deeper level of 

basic assumptions and beliefs that are shared by members of an organization, that 

operate unconsciously, and that define in a basic “taken-for-granted” fashion an 

organization’s view of itself and its environment. These assumptions and beliefs 

are learned responses to a group’s problems of survival in its external 

environment and its problems of internal integration. (p. 6) 

He elaborates on the shared, stable, and independent nature of culture, pointing out that 

the basis of its development is its significant history. 

Culture should be viewed as a property of an independently defined stable social 

unit.  That is, if one can demonstrate that a given set of people have shared a 

significant number of important experiences in the process of solving external and 

internal problems, one can assume that such common experiences have led them, 
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over time to a shared view of the world around them and their place in it.  There 

has to have been enough shared experience to have led to a shared view, and this 

shared view has to have worked for long enough to have come to be taken for 

granted and to have dropped out of awareness.  Culture, in this sense, is a learned 

product of group experience and is, therefore, to be found only where there is a 

definable group with a significant history. (p. 7) 

Similarly, anthropologists (Wallace, 1970; Geertz, 1973) and organizational 

researchers (Smiricich, 1983) have typically treated culture ‘as a set of cognitions’ that 

are shared by participants in a social unit.   

These cognitions are acquired through social learning and socialization processes 

that expose individuals to a variety of culture-bearing elements.  These elements include 

the observable activities and interactions, communicated information, and material 

artifacts that form the social experience.  Despite different substantive interests, 

organizational theorists who write about culture repeatedly employ terms that, as Barley 

(1983) indicates, bear a family resemblance. (Rousseau, 1990) 

 The nature of culture as a shared paradigm, developed in large part by the social 

interaction of its members, is reflected time and again in the community college as a 

fundamental assumption of its leaders.  One need only look, for example, at the many 

leaders who have gone into institutions intending to transform the culture over time based 

on their conviction that they could develop a shared cultural view within the college—

reorient, reconceptualize, and ultimately revitalize the college through a new mission, 

vision, and values (Baker, 1998; Barton, 2003; Wallace, 2003; Baxter McCall, 2003).  
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Baker’s Core Values Model (Baker, 1998, p. 2) is a classic example of the notion that a 

college culture is a function of the impact of external drivers and leadership on its core 

values translated into individual and group responses which dictate both outcomes and 

accountability. 

Further, many books and articles (Van Mannen and Schein, 1979; Swartz and 

Jordon, 1980; Ouchi, 1981) have substantiated this paradigmatic view of culture as a 

shared view of reality which can be changed with dedication and perseverance to the 

vision, mission, and values.  As O’Banion (1997) writes, 

Most community colleges have been in existence for a while and have strong, 

established cultures . . . Unless a leader is starting a community college from 

scratch, it will be necessary to gain support for any new direction.  The best way 

to start is to bring together a group of visionaries and campus leaders from all 

segments to review and update the college’s mission and vision statements . . . . 

This process cannot be rushed . . . Educators can learn from what colleagues at 

other institutions do, but they must shape everything to fit the unique environment 

of their own college.  (p. 204-205) 

Given the social nature of human beings, the view of culture as a shared, social paradigm 

makes intuitive sense.  One concern, however, is the implication that culture is 

changeable based only on human intervention, as though once a person (or people) 

decides to change a culture, this can be done by providing a compelling ‘shared view’ of 

reality.  While this holds merit, the cross-generational nature of culture defies this 
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singular conclusion.  One need only think of the many failed attempts by leaders to 

change their cultures to realize that culture viewed simply as a shared paradigm is naïve 

at best.  

Culture as Emotion 

. . . visibility and feelability . . . 

Edgar Schein  

Culture as emotion relates to how people feel about the culture, their interactions 

and emotional responses to the culture, and their resistance to change (Goleman, 2002). 

‘The way we do things around here’ might well be converted, in the context of culture as 

emotion, into ‘the way we feel about things around here.’ Schein (1985) writes in depth 

about the visibility and the feelability of culture in an organization.  “Cultural impacts are 

potent and patterned; they have a ‘demand quality’ to them; and they invite us to project 

our own assumptions if the data are not clear” (p. 24).  He talks about the ‘potency’ of a 

culture—“the culture’s “artifacts,” its visible and feelable manifestations” (p. 25) and the 

participants’ purposeful and patterned behavior.  He further indicates that, “Culture itself 

is an interpretive scheme or way of perceiving, thinking, and feeling in relation to the 

group’s problems” (Schneider, 1990, p. 23). 

In Access and Excellence, Roueche and Baker refer to ‘that intangible feeling or 

tone’ in their work surrounding climate at Miami-Dade.  And, while their work focuses 

on climate rather than culture per se, the issue of the feelings associated with the 

environment is similar to the concept of culture as emotion.  They write that, even though 

it is intangible, climate is a force that cannot be ignored.  It is created by leaders in an 
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organization who exert a strong influence on it, just as the “feeling” of a house is created 

by the leaders, usually adults, who strongly influence the behavior of others in the 

household.  (p. 95) 

Roueche and Baker go one to say that, “When we mention climate, typically we 

are commenting on the extent to which we like or dislike a place and how comfortable we 

find it to advance our growth there”  (p. 95). 

Goleman (2002) writes about “a resonant, emotionally intelligent, and effective 

culture” (p. 218) in terms of people finding 

meaning in their connection and in their attunement with one another.  In the best 

organizations, people share a vision of who they are collectively, and they share a 

special chemistry.  They have the feeling of a good fit, of understanding and being 

understood, and a sense of well-being in the presence of others. (p. 218) 

Newcomers to an organization such as a community college observe people 

engaging in patterned work—similar tasks done repetitively, in similar ways, over time 

based on what appears to be a clearly defined, if not always overtly evident or explained, 

purpose.  Much of this observed behavior that newcomers experience relates to their 

responses to such things as physical layout, furniture, employee attire, and interaction, 

levels of sounds, etc. People new to the organization rapidly internalize the feelings they 

experience as a result of their observations and then filter those feelings through their 

own value systems.   

When people are able to identify the emotional tone of the culture—often referred 

to as the climate—they ‘learn’ to feel the same emotions and as such, often they are much 
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more readily able to cope with the emotional impact of transitioning successfully into the 

culture.  As participants learn the feelings of the organization, they begin to espouse those 

feelings in concert with other participants and thereby reinforce the emotions such that 

the underlying cultural tone is perpetuated over time (Schein, 1985; Schneider, 1990). 

When people first come into the community college, they experience a strong 

desire to ‘do the right thing’—to fit in—and thereby both gain acceptance and remove 

uncertainty.  Frequently, in a new cultural situation, people will over project their own 

“meaning and purpose to all aspects of the setting, possibly even exaggerating the degree 

to which the setting actually reflects clear intent on the part of other participants” 

(Schein, 1985, p. 29). 

Culture as a Historical Foundation 

Culture is social heritage, or tradition, that is passed on to future generations. 

 Washington State University, Virtual Campus Website 

 From this perspective, culture is perceived as intentional, patterned, 

cross-generational communication.  Attitudes, beliefs, and values are transmitted through 

tradition, history, stories, and myths which are handed down from generation to 

generation in a systematic, often intentional enculturation process.  ‘The way we do 

things around here’ becomes rooted in the history of the group—the time they have spent 

together and the things they have endured—such that it is the history that defines the 

current culture.    

As a group develops and accumulates history, some of this history becomes 

embodied in stories about events and leadership behavior (Martin and Powers, 
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1983; Wilkins, 1983).  Thus, the story—whether it is in the form of a parable, 

legend or even myth—reinforces assumptions and teaches assumptions to 

newcomers.  (Schein, 1985, p. 241)  

Classic stories of the first American settlers who epitomized the notion of rugged 

individualism provide powerfully rich examples of how history and myth contributed to 

the development of the values of a nation over centuries.   

To apply the concept of culture as the historical foundation to higher education 

seems natural given the tenacious grip that history and tradition have had on higher 

education.  Institutions of higher learning have been traditional monoliths, frequently 

retaining ancient traditions, antiquated customs, and formal pomp and ceremony.  Kuh 

and Whitt (2000) write extensively about culture.  They define culture as 

persistent patterns of norms, values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions that shape 

the behavior of individuals and groups in a college or university and provide a 

frame of reference within which to interpret the meaning of events and actions on 

and off the campus. (p. 98) 

Further, these authors place culture in a historical context indicating that “Culture is a 

holistic, context-bound, and subjective set of attitudes, values, assumptions, and beliefs” 

(p. 95); they explain that the meaning of events and actions must be interpreted within the 

construct of the institution and its history.  What occurs within an institution’s historic 

construct, and the policies that it builds to perpetuate those constructs are a manifestation 
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of the culture.  “By connecting institutional stakeholders to the institution’s past, present, 

and future, culture militates against, or engenders, the development of commitment, 

loyalty, and cohesiveness” (p. 95).     

Culture as Symbols and the Symbolic 

Culture is based on arbitrarily assigned meanings that are shared by a society. 

Washington State University, Virtual Campus Website 

 Viewing culture as a series of symbols and symbolic interpretations broadens the 

concept of ‘the way we do things around here’ insofar as providing reasons and meaning 

for individual behaviors and the myriad artifacts found within shared systems of 

meaning.   

If symbols are viewed as expressions that most often represent real world 

conditions, then the most pervasive example is language in which words act as symbols 

(Becker and Geer, 1970).  Words have no intrinsic relationship to what they represent and 

therefore are arbitrary.  Words can be used even when the object is not present, and 

words can be used creatively to produce a variety of representations of a single object. 

As an example, in English, the word ‘door’ refers to a physical object; however, 

the word itself has no essential connection to the object.  A writer can refer to a door in a 

book, not worrying that the reader must physically see a door in order to understand the 

meaning of the word.  And, a person can describe a door in a variety of ways—the green 

door, the ornate door, the lean and sinewy door—providing myriad representations of the 

object.  People in the culture or subculture are exposed to the symbol and its 

representations and as a result, the object takes on symbolic interpretations for those who 
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share the understanding of that very interpretation.  And, those symbols and their 

representations become the building blocks for systems of meaning. 

Clifford Geertz (1973) is well known for his work on systems of meaning—or the 

importance of the symbolic—as it relates to culture.   

The concept of culture I espouse . . . is essentially a semiotic one.  Believing, with 

Max Weber, that a man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself 

has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not 

an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of 

meaning.  It is the explication that I am after (p. 4–5). 

He further writes that 

Once human behavior is seen as . . . symbolic action—action which, like 

phonation in speech, pigment in painting, line in writing, or sonance in music 

signifies—the question as to whether culture is patterned conduct or a frame of 

mind, or even the two somehow mixed together, loses sense.  The thing to ask [of 

actions] is what their import is.  (p. 12–13) 

Geertz (1973) states that culture is ‘public because meaning is.’ Systems of meaning are 

developed by people and are therefore collectively owned by the group.  However, 

beyond being simply a shared paradigm, the meaning of the symbols and the symbolic 

interpretations take on greater significance in defining, driving, and refining the culture.    

As such, the greatest challenge people have in understanding their own and others’ 

cultures is the “lack of familiarity with the imaginative universe within which their acts 

are signs” (p. 12–13). 
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 Perhaps the most powerful example of culture as symbols and the symbolic comes 

not from a community college but from Texas A and M University (TAMU).  On 

November 18, 1999, when the 59-foot TAMU ‘wedding cake’ bonfire structure 

collapsed, devastation reverberated throughout the institution and the community, not 

only in the injuries sustained by 37 people, the deaths of 11 students and 1 alumni, but 

also in the impact on the University’s culture.  In its 109-year history, TAMU had 

cultivated an ‘us against them’ mentality, fed by a competitive, patriarchal tradition 

stemming from its roots as an all-white, all-male military college.  With unquestioning 

allegiance to their traditions, symbols, and symbolic meanings—the bonfire embodying 

their very spirit—the “Aggies” bred a powerful, insular group-think culture that included 

automatic resistance, even rebellion, toward anything that threatened Aggie unity.  As 

such, the physical collapse of such a powerful cultural symbol of Aggie unity represented 

an even greater symbolic shock to their culture—one which still reverberates throughout 

the institution today. 

Culture as Organic 

. . . culture as a superorganic entity . . .  

Washington State University, Virtual Campus Website 

Because of its cross-generational longevity, culture has been conceived by some, 

especially in the social sciences, as organic in that it is a living entity that people are born 

into and die out of.  In this way, ‘the way we do things around here’ becomes a statement 

of action that is broader than the individuals in the culture at any given time.  People 
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come into the culture, identify how things are done, learn to do things, and then 

eventually leave, taking with them the ability to tell stories about how things used to be 

done. 

The cross-generational aspect of culture has led some anthropologists, especially 

Kroeber (1917) and White (1949), to treat culture as a superorganic entity, 

existing beyond its individual human carriers.  Individuals are born into and are 

shaped by a preexisting culture that continues to exist after they die.  Kroeber and 

White argued that the influence of specific individuals might have over culture 

would itself be largely determined by culture.  Thus, in a sense, culture exists as a 

different order of phenomena that can best be explained in terms of itself. 

(Washington State University, Virtual Campus Website, p. 2) 

In terms of the community college, this view has some merit relative to longevity.  

Employees and students come and go while the culture continues to exist; they are 

transient in terms of the broad institutional culture, coming into the organization, being 

acculturated, and eventually leaving.   

Individuals are commonly faced with the task of acculturation when they are 

entering unfamiliar settings, especially work settings, or when taking on new 

roles, especially occupational roles.  Acculturation is an essential part of a variety 

of role transitions, whether they entail moves from one society to another or 

moves within or between work settings. (Louis, p. 85) 

The process of acculturation to both the broader culture and specific subcultures is 

ongoing and perpetuates itself as newcomers become regulars and eventually old-timers.  
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Change in individual subcultures occurs over time, is dynamic, and can affect the larger 

culture.  As one example, faculty as a constituent group generally have the greatest 

longevity in the system as a result of tenure and, therefore, tend to drive significant 

characteristics of the culture of the organization through their ingrained subculture.  

Nonetheless, they leave the institution eventually and the culture continues on without 

them. 

In contrast, students have limited longevity or ‘membership’ within the college 

culture or ‘community.’  While students look for at least one community within which to 

find membership and the support membership provides (Nora, 1987; Attinasi, 1989), they 

are nonetheless passing through the organization and the culture rather than living within 

the culture over time. 

And, unlike that of tenured faculty, student membership in college communities is 

almost always temporary.  Though many students may hold that membership in 

high regard and may remain attached to the college through alumni organizations, 

their entry into the institution is always a passage aimed at eventual departure.  

(Tinto, p. 106) 

Culture as a Fuzzy Set of Imperatives 

probabilistic versus deterministic . . . .  

 ‘The way we do things around here’ may appear at first glance highly 

deterministic—a system governed by definite rules of system behavior leading to cause 

and effect relationships and predictability.  At the same time, it may appear less 
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probabilistic—a system governed by or based on probability or the relative frequency at 

which an event can occur in a defined period.  

Statistical probability is about what actually happens in the real world and what 

can be verified by observation or sampling. Knowing the exact probability of an event is 

usually limited by the inability to know, or compile the complete set of, all possible 

outcomes over time or space.  (Probability is measured on a scale of 0 (event will not 

occur) to 1 (event will occur.))  Certainly, much of what has been written in this review 

of literature would suggest that culture is, at least in part, a shared system of imposed 

meaning that has defined conduct, definitive structure, and intentional messaging 

embedded within it, making culture appear more static and controlled than organic.   

The probabilistic nature of culture suggests that a given culture—a realm within 

which one finds a spectrum of possible attitudes, beliefs, values, artifacts, history, etc.—

is a series of patterns affected by frequency rather than by pre-determined order.  In a 

probabilistic culture, patterns—once identified—can be reinforced, changed, or adapted, 

and the frequency with which those patterns occur can be increased or decreased; control 

is nonetheless limited and is a function of the relative nature of the probable behavior.  

Absolute certainty does not exist.  

Counter-intuitively, while culture is more likely probabilistic than deterministic, 

the challenge with this perspective is that it provides little concrete structure and stability.  

Multiple patterns can exist and frequency can be erratic, bordering on chaotic, becoming 

problematic for human beings, who for the most part, seek stability, routine and 

consistency as a way of reducing their anxiety and fear.  The existence of daily, weekly, 
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monthly, quarterly, and annual routines in community colleges “lends structure, 

predictability, and concreteness to an otherwise vague and ambiguous world.  The 

systems and procedures . . . make life predictable, and thereby, reduce ambiguity and 

anxiety” (Schein, 1985, p. 239). 

The bureaucratic nature of higher education, for the most part, steadfastly speaks 

to ongoing deterministic cultural tendencies.  Imposing structures and systems, building 

policies and procedures to direct human activities in pre-defined ways, and attempting to 

affect how people behave by providing them with pre-determined job descriptions and 

defined, functionally specific workloads are all methods by which participants seek to 

impose a rational, systematic, and machine-like culture upon the organization. 

Entrepreneurial colleges—those looking for ways to reinvent themselves—are 

moving more toward the probabilistic perspective, letting go of pre-determined control, 

focusing more on the organic, more natural development of the culture based on the 

naturally occurring patterns which provide positive reinforcement of the mission and 

vision of the college.  “Culture needs to be thought of as something that is not absolute, 

but constantly evolving as events and people change in the organization” (Thompson and 

Luthans, 1990, p. 323).  

Common Characteristics of Culture—A Summary Definition 

Culture is learned behavior.  Culture is learned rather than biologically inherited.  

As such, it involves arbitrarily assigned and symbolic meanings.  Americans are not born 

knowing that the color white means purity.  In fact, white is not a universal cultural 

symbol. When learning takes place, by extension, teaching occurs.  Because the 
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relationship between what is taught and what is learned is never absolute—some of what 

is taught is simply lost, some is taken quite literally, and some leads to new discoveries—

cultural stability is threatened by learning.  And change, although often glacially slow, is 

ensured as a constant variable. 

Culture, as a body of learned behaviors common to a given human society, acts 

rather like a template (i.e. it has predictable form and content), shaping behavior and 

consciousness within a human society from generation to generation.  So, culture resides 

in all learned behavior and in some shaping template or consciousness prior to behavior 

as well.  (Washington State University, Virtual Campus Website) 

Fundamentally, culture is relativistic in that the systems of negotiated meaning 

that lead to how people conduct themselves within subcultures are neither essential nor 

universal.  As an example, the word ‘pen’ has no essential connection to the physical 

object—people simply agree that this particular physical object has this particular 

meaning in English.  The consequence is that different cultures (and subcultures) will 

agree upon different relationships and different meanings.  This relativistic nature 

overlaps with the following characteristic. 

Culture is both dynamic and static.  While simultaneously changing, reaffirming 

and expressing its participants’ collective nature, culture endures and exists beyond its 

participants.  Truly, “. . . the central issue is not cultural change. The amazing thing that 

needs to be investigated is cultural stability, whenever and wherever it is found" 

(Douglas, 1985:xxii). 
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Geertz (1973) points to this same notion in his discussion about systems of 

meaning which underpin and define cultures.  Systems of meaning that people create are 

arbitrary and therefore dynamic.  For example, there is no reason why the word ‘nerd’ 

should refer to a bright individual or why the term ‘computer geek’ should refer to a 

person highly skilled in computer usage.  But, when a society, or a group, decides on a 

certain relationship between variables, a system of meaning is developed which becomes 

ingrained in the culture.  Herein are the dynamic and the static nature of culture.  

Meanings are constantly being created, adapted, and changed by the group, while the 

cumulative effect of the web of meanings continues to solidify a stable meaning base for 

the group.  In this dynamic and static construct, any meaning is vulnerable depending on 

how deeply ingrained the meaning is within the system (Dahler-Larsen, 1997) and how 

useful it is for the group’s survival (Schein, 1985).  The symbolic meaning of the eagle in 

American culture is much more static and less vulnerable to change than is the symbolic 

meaning of the Starbuck’s logo which could well fade in the wake of the next wave of 

popular culture coffee houses.  

Culture is probabilistic rather than deterministic.  Based on much of what has 

been written above, one might develop the sense that culture is a pre-determined set of 

stories, artifacts, and shared understandings that lead people to clearly identify the culture 

such that they can theoretically acculturate into it.  This view is naïve.  Culture may well 

be deterministic in what appears to be its static nature—its tendency to remain constant 

over time.  The anomaly in this thinking is that culture is not static, but rather dynamic 
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and organic.  What makes it dynamic and organic is the continual renewal that is 

provided by the people within the culture (Schein, 1985; Schneider, 1990; Sackman, 

1997). 

Culture is shared.  As with the communication process, culture involves two or 

more participants in order to exist.  Culture is in part defined by symbols and their 

symbolic interpretations which have embedded emotional messages which participants 

experience together as patterns with varying degrees of frequency and intensity (Hatch, 

2000).  Culture involves what Geertz (1973) refers to as ‘webs of significance’ which 

govern people’s understanding of their lives and their related conduct. 

Culture is cumulative and evolving.  Not unlike the storage capability of the 

human brain, organizations internalize and embed memories much more frequently, 

deeply and permanently than they realize.  The culture of any organization is cumulative.  

Participants enter a culture—a realm within which one finds a spectrum of possible 

attitudes, beliefs, values, artifacts, history, etc.—and begins the acculturation process.   

In the learning, participants consciously and unconsciously experience the shared, 

social belief system which exists because of the cumulative lessons learned through the 

organization’s  history (Schein, 1985).  Participants sense, feel, and come to understand 

the emotional camber, and they realize the fact that the culture is larger than any one of 

them individually.  Further, while culture is cumulative, it also evolves because of the 

ebb and flow of  attitudes, beliefs and values reflected in the frequency and intensity of 

the participants’ behavioral patterns. 
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While culture truly is ‘the way we do things around here,’ there is more to the 

definition.  Culture is a social construct defining who we are manifested by what we do. 

 

A Working Definition of Congruence 

If you are facing east and looking in a mirror, your reflected image is looking west. 

Reflection reverses orientation . . . A figure and its reflection are termed oppositely 

congruent. If in turn the image is reflected again, orientation reverses again. 

 This doubly reflected image is now directly congruent with the original image. 

A Review of Basic Geometry–Lesson 4 

Congruence as a Concept 

While the concept of congruence is typically associated with the realm of 

mathematics, application can and has been made in many other disciplines such as 

communications (Osgood and Tannenbaum, 1955; Rokeach and Rothman, 1965), 

management (Barker and Tompkins, 1994), organizational behavior (Schein, 1985; 

Grice, Paulsen and Jones, 2002), and education (Weiss and Lloyd, 2002).  Mathematical 

definitions of congruence range from the algebraic:  two integers are congruent . . . if 

a = b + nm for some integer m; to the geometric: shapes are congruent when they match, 

with every corresponding line segment equal in length, and every angle equal in size. 

Perhaps less absolute and more applicable to this study, behavioral definitions of 

congruence are broader, grounded in the concept of consistency, authenticity and 

similarity over time.  According to a definition by Rogers on the McGraw-Hill website, 

congruence relates to the match between an individual's inner feelings and his/her outer 
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display.  The flipside of congruence is defined by Kirschenbaum and Henderson (1990) 

as “a discrepancy between the actual experience of the organism and the self picture of 

the individual insofar as it represents that experience” (p. 222). 

 Similar to Rogers definition, from an organizational behavior perspective, 

congruence has been defined as a condition within which a person's thoughts, feelings, 

words, and actions all contain the same message.  And, from a  

neuro-sematic perspective, congruence has been defined as  

Consistent alignment and fitting together of different parts (i) personal 

congruence—alignment of beliefs, values, skills and actions, being in rapport with 

oneself; (ii) messenger-message congruence—when the trainer is an embodiment 

and model of the skills or values she is training; (iii) alignment congruence—

when all parts of your communication—words, voice and body language—give 

the same message. (www.advancedperception.com/Glossary%20of%20Terms/)  

Congruity Theory 

Congruity theory was developed by Tannenbaum (1955).  The theory suggests 

that if there are two contradicting people, sets of data, or concepts upon which an 

observer must make a judgment, the observer will feel pressure to align him/herself with 

one side or the other.  If the two sets of information are similar, however, the person will 

feel no pressure.  

According to this theory, only the observer can decide if he/she feels pressure.  

And, only the observer can decide the level of congruence among the two sets of data 

before deciding 1) to ‘sit on the fence’ and view the exchange as non-problematic or 2) 
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choose a side.  As such, this theory is predictive of how a third party views a situation in 

terms of congruence, and how his/her actions might change.  The theory does not address 

why people do what they do in this type of situation. 

The implications of this theory are significant in terms of determining congruence 

among two or more sides, or sets of information.  If the observer feels pressure to change 

his/her viewpoint or take a side according to the theory, this would suggest low levels of 

congruence; whereas if the observer feels no pressure, then there would appear to be 

higher levels of congruence among the data sets. 

This theory, when applied to the community college, provides a valuable 

perspective on the nature of congruence.  In terms of employees, when faced with two or 

more sets of incongruent information, those employees may well feel pressure to decide.  

As is often the case in organizations, though, the political realities are such that people 

lose the ability to choose (Globokar, 1997).  The more incongruent the information 

presented, the greater it would seem would be the pressure the employees feel to choose 

between the incongruent messages.  As a result, the employees would become less 

effective in aligning themselves with the values of the institution. 

Similarly, the student’s experience within the community college might well 

render a valuable perspective on student engagement, retention, and success.  If a student 

attends the college and is faced with two or more sets of incongruent information about 

the same issue, he/she may well feel pressure to choose.  If this occurs relative to several 

issues, the pressure intensifies and may adversely affect the student.  The incongruence—

the mixed messages—creates confusion and frustration for the student who must then 
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decide how to or whether to proceed.  When one considers the at-risk student struggling 

to survive, the negative impact could be significant. 

Belief Congruency 

In general, congruence can be viewed as a process of alignment of thought and 

action.  Rokeach and Rothman (1965) developed a theory of belief congruency 

suggesting that beliefs, attitudes, and values function in a progressive hierarchy.  Beliefs 

are the ‘building blocks’ of attitudes, and attitudes combine to create values.  

 People have many, many beliefs; they hold fewer attitudes; and, they have still 

fewer true values—deeply held views of their world.  According to Rokeach and 

Rothman’s (1965) theory of belief congruency, peoples’ beliefs have to be congruent 

with their attitudes.  Their beliefs, attitudes, and values interweave to form a single belief 

system.  The implications of this theory are significant.  Not unlike an onion, beliefs must 

be peeled back to expose attitudes which must also be peeled away in order to uncover 

the core of the onion or the true values that guide the person.  The very personal openness 

and exposure required by this process would suggest that it is nearly impossible to change 

peoples’ underlying values.  Further, while shifts in beliefs and attitudes might occur and 

cause short term changes in behavior, Rokeach and Rothman suggest that values are what 

drive and dictate lifelong behavior patterns. 

 In relation to the community college, this theory would seem to project ultimate 

failure for leaders who attempt to change peoples’ underlying values within the 

institution.  The theory would suggest that people might change in the short term, based 
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on their acceptance of the college’s beliefs and attitudes; however, peoples’ values—their 

life views—would not change.  

And yet, many colleges continue to work diligently to develop intentional cultures 

which reflect specific beliefs, attitudes, and values.  Colleges such as Northwest Vista 

College (NVC) in Texas make an overt attempt to hire people who have similar or 

congruent beliefs, attitudes, and values about students and learning.  In this way, the 

college is working to find people who ‘fit’ within the value system of the college—

people who have similar world views—rather than trying to change fundamental world 

views.  The intentional search for congruent beliefs and attitudes (and perhaps values) 

among potential employees increases the opportunity to cultivate congruence within the 

college culture.  

Dynamic Congruency 

 An organization called e-MAC Assessment has developed a theory of dynamic 

congruency based on the interdependence between an organizational model and an 

individual model. (This section on dynamic congruency references material from the 

company’s website.  No authors are cited.)  According to the theory, in any given 

organization E, there are a variety of environments within which three variables interact 

in a feedback loop.  The three variables are strategic direction of the organization, 

implementing means of the organization, and results produced by the organization.  

Putting this in the context of culture means that within the parent culture there are a 

multitude of subcultures and within each subculture there is a feedback loop of direction, 

actions, and outcomes.  
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At the individual level, within his/her environment, the three variables in the 

individual feedback loop are 1) the individual’s orientation to the organization, 2) the 

position level at which the individual functions and the means by which he/she is able to 

implement, and 3) the individual’s results.  Again, in terms of culture, within a worker’s 

subculture, he/she functions in a feedback loop of level of personal connection to the 

organization, actions, and corresponding individual outcomes.  

The theory highlights a series of ‘bonds’ that can (must be) managed 

simultaneously in order to increase organizational congruency.  These bonds, or links, are 

between the individual and the organization, the individual and the position he/she holds, 

and the position within the context of the organization.  In considering these three pivotal 

points of congruency, ‘fit’ becomes a critical factor in increasing/decreasing congruency. 

In the case of the individual and the organization, ‘fit’ relates to how similar the 

person’s beliefs, attitudes, and values are to the company’s.  Similarly, how much the 

position coincides with the individual’s behaviors, beliefs, attitudes, and values impacts 

the consistency and the effectiveness—congruency—of the individual in his/her job.  

And finally, from an organizational structure perspective, how well the job ‘fits’ with the 

overall activities of the organization affects the degree of congruency in the actions and 

outcomes related to that position. 

The degree of congruency among each of the relationships affects the outcomes of 

each and every relationship.  Further, the combination of all the linkages and their impact 
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on each other affects the overall congruence in the organization.  As such, one might 

suggest that in any given subculture, in the community college, these linkages are not 

only identifiable, but also changeable.   

It is possible, in other words, to look at the role of Student Services member X 

and assess the degree to which X ‘fits’ within the organization and within his/her position 

as well as the degree to which X’s job (role) fits into the overarching organization.  In 

this way, congruence can be assessed systematically, qualitatively, and quantitatively.  

The resulting levels of congruence/non-congruence can then provide a basis for future 

actions.  

Common Characteristics of Congruence—A Summary Definition 

Congruence is identifiable.  Congruence in the mathematical context is absolute 

while in the behavioral context it is relative, concerned more with increasing alignment 

than with singular certainty.  Nonetheless, in either context, an observer can determine 

whether sets of data are consistent, similar, work in harmony, or ‘hang together’ in a 

noticeable way.  

Congruence is measurable.  Because congruence is identifiable, it is measurable.  

Once the researcher identifies the criteria to be assessed, he/she can observe, interview, 

review documents and triangulate data to determine the degree of ‘fit’ that exists among 

the focal elements. 
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Congruence is achievable.  By definition if congruence is both identifiable and 

measurable, it is achievable.  If a situation is incongruent, then based simply on the 

existing data, one has the information necessary to change the situation—to realign the 

situation in a more congruent fashion. 

Congruence, then, is the degree to which one predetermined element is 

consistent with another.  These elements can be identified and measured to determine 

degrees of congruence such that greater congruence can be achieved. 

 

A Working Definition of Connection 

An Association or Relationship 

Connection, as a term, has been defined from a variety of perspectives.  One 

suggests that connection is a process: when the value of one attribute feeds into another, 

there is a connection established between the two. It is possible to make and break 

connections freely.    Another suggests connection is a result that occurs at a point in 

time: it is simply, the successful establishment of a communications link.  And finally, 

although the broadest definition, connection has been viewed as a humanistic 

experience: an association or relationship.   

The common denominator in all the definitions above is that the process involves 

interaction with two or more elements, resulting in communication.  Connection, 

therefore, is integral to the notion of communication.  In the simplest sense, connection is 

about developing links.  Links imply that more than one party is involved, and that the act 

of transmission of information has occurred.  The transmission results in the 
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establishment of an interaction—a relationship, however brief—which is the essence of 

connection.  Simply defined, connection is a relationship which has generated an open 

communication channel.  Once the connection has been established, positive, negative or 

neutral messages are conveyed, and the quality and intensity of the relationship becomes 

more apparent. 

A Sense of Belonging 

Another way that the term has been used in community colleges relates to a sense 

of belonging.  It is the notion that a connection has occurred which leads to a sense of 

understanding and a subsequent sense of being part of or belonging to something.  In 

terms of community colleges, the sense of belonging or connection relates to students’ 

relationships with and within the college culture and subcultures.   

Lee and Davis (2000) define connectedness as a student’s ‘psychological sense of 

belonging on campus.’  Astin (1993a) points out the implications of large, public 

institutions with heavy research-oriented cultures and weak student-oriented cultures are 

most likely to have negative effects on student development.  According to many writers 

on student engagement, retention, and success (Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 

1993; Kuh, 1993), establishing connections—developing positive relationships and 

interactions—is a key ingredient in students’ success.   

voluntary withdrawal [from college] is much more a reflection of what occurs on 

campus after entry than it is of what has taken place before entry.  And of that 

which occurs after entry, the absence of contact with others proves to matter 

most.  (Tinto, 1987, p. 65; paraphrasing Pascarella and Terenzini, 1979) 
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In 1966, Clark and Trow suggested that college students developed a sense of 

belonging among their peers who provided an environmental source of socio-cultural 

norms within which students could grow and develop.  Since 1966, substantial empirical 

evidence has been collected to support Clark and Trow’s assertion (Astin, 1977, 1993a; 

Feldman and Newcomb, 1969; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991).   

A Sense of Connectedness 

In 1991, Pascarella and Terenzini highlighted the effectiveness of learning 

communities as a way to foster student interaction and a sense of connectedness not just 

among students but also among faculty and students.  Similarly, other authors concurred 

on the point that one of the most significant findings is the emphasis on the relationships 

between the individual and the institution (Fleming, 1981; Terenzini and Wright, 1987; 

Nettles, 1991), and the individual and the teacher (Astin, 1993a; Pascarella and Terenzini, 

1991).  Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) pointed out that negative interactions and 

experiences tend to decrease integration, to distance the individual from the academic and 

social communities of the college, and to promote the individual’s marginality and, 

ultimately, withdrawal.  They also suggested that among student interactions, simply 

living within the college environment—at a dormitory, for example—is not enough to 

create an impact on student outcomes and eventual success or failure.   

The environmental factors that maximize persistence and educational attainment 

include a peer culture in which students develop close on-campus friendships, 

participate freely in college-sponsored activities, and perceive their college to be 

highly concerned about the individual student, as well as a college emphasis on 
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supportive services (including advising, orientation, and individualized general 

education courses that develop academic survival skills).  (p. 604) 

Tinto (1993) talked about college students’ sense of connection and the impact on 

their success.  He focused on student interaction with formal and informal academic 

communities as well as formal and often diverse informal social communities.  He 

suggested that positive interactions within the culture would directly facilitate a sense of 

belonging and integration for the student.  Integration into one community, or subculture, 

would also indirectly enhance a sense of belonging through the support it provided within 

other community interactions.  Tinto also argued that positive interactions strengthened 

students’ intentions to continue, supporting their retention at the college.  And, he 

demonstrated that learning communities could produce noticeable gains in student 

involvement, learning, satisfaction, social connectedness, persistence, and retention. 

Much like Pascarella and Terenzini, Light (1992) suggested that getting involved 

in campus activities per se is not enough to promote academic success and happiness in 

college.  According to his research, the happiest and most successful students “have at 

least one, and often more than one, intense relationship built around academic work with 

other people” (p. 8).  These relationships can include a professor, an advisor, or a group 

of fellow students. 

Common Characteristics of Connection—A Summary Definition 

Connection is about relationships.   At its core, connection is about establishing 

relationships.  While there is no judgment implied about the positive, neutral, or negative 

nature of the relationship, the defining characteristic is the interaction among two or more 
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participants which results in a relationship—no matter how brief—by virtue of the link 

they establish in the act of connecting with one another. 

Connection is about communication.  The essence of connection is 

communication.  By definition, the relationship establishes an open communication 

channel—again, no matter how brief.  And, while there is no judgment implied here 

either about the positive, neutral, or negative nature of the communication, the 

identifiable characteristic is the opportunity to send and receive information.   

As a caveat to this characteristic, communication can, and very much does, occur 

in a variety of ways from verbal discourse to nonverbal body language to cultural 

artifacts, symbols, implied meanings, etc.  Communication often occurs both consciously 

and unconsciously in relationships, and messages are often sent and received without 

awareness on the part of the participants.  Many writers allude to the powerful impact of 

unspoken, implied, and unconsciously transmitted information, and suggest that this is 

the level at which most cultural information is communicated (Schein, 1985; Louis, 1990; 

Kuh and Schuh, 1991; Robbins, publication date 2005). 

Sense of connection has impact.  As the research presented in the review of 

literature suggests, a sense of connection is a critical factor in student engagement, 

retention, and success.  It is the combination of the relationship and the communication 

that lead to students ‘feeling’ valued (or not) in their pursuits.  And, this characteristic of 

connection is perhaps the most overlooked.  There is a significant impact for participants 

involved in relationships wherein the communication involves the transmission not only 

of information, but also of beliefs, attitudes, and values.  It is the conveyance of these 



55 

latter elements that so clearly affectS the students’ sense of connectedness, belonging, 

faith in their value as they pursue their educational goals. 

 Connection is a value which is culturally based. Humans are social creatures.  

As such, one may argue that the act of connecting with one another—establishing a 

relationship with communication—is as natural a human activity as there is.  What 

distinguishes the notion of connection, resulting from the research above, is that it is 

represented as a value—as an intentionally developed value—which is culturally based 

and which underpins beliefs and attitudes governing behaviors.   

One can then propose that colleges have the wherewithal to develop cultures of 

connection—intentionally cultivated environments within which the way people do 

things is tied centrally to the value of developing meaningful relationships among 

participants.  In the community college, this means that the participants in the culture 

hold values which overtly support their connections to one another and their stakeholders.  

The employees consciously and unconsciously demonstrate the importance they attach to 

connecting with each other and students.  Actions, words, documents, signs, office 

surroundings, programs, facilities, etc., all reflect the underlying commitment to 

relationships that are supportive and embracing. In effect, a culture of connection is a 

way of being—a way of establishing linkages, commonalities which support and 

perpetuate connections on human levels among people.  A culture of connection seeks to 

establish harmony and community within the context of its environment.  By definition, 
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then, a culture of connection (which leads to engagement) is an intentionally cultivated 

environment clearly focused on developing meaningful, caring, and productive 

relationships among participants.   

 

Conclusion 

Combining Culture, Congruence and Connection 

Culture, congruence, and connection have not been combined in the literature.  

Much has been written about culture across disciplines.  And yet, little seems to have 

been written about it within the community college, particularly focusing on culture’s 

most fundamental and pervasive effects.  Posey and Cole (2002) contend that relatively 

few studies “have considered the social and cultural context” (p. 1) of the interactions 

among participants in the college experience.  And, Knefelkamp (2002) at the 22nd 

Annual Lily Conference on College Teaching advocated higher education’s need to re-

acculturate its members, advocating  that higher education has an obligation to know its 

students more deeply.  

Culture is a social construct defining who we are manifested by what we do.  

And, given that social constructs are built on systems of meanings embedded in patterns 

of behavior, there is reason to suggest that cultural artifacts, systems of meanings, 

symbols, language, history, myth, etc. can be identified, and cultural values recognized.  

Further, these values, and their associated trappings can be compared across subcultures 

in order to assess the similarities and non-similarities—the congruence across elements.   
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Based on the theory of belief congruency, congruity theory, and dynamic 

congruency theory, there is a clear indication that increased congruence among the 

subcultures of an organization leads to a smoother acculturation process, a greater sense 

of understanding and satisfaction among the participants, and ultimately a greater sense 

of belonging.  Given that culture and congruence can be identified, levels of cultural 

congruence can be measured based on key criteria.  Cultural congruence/non-congruence 

can be articulated and plans can be developed to increase internal levels of cultural 

congruence where necessary. 

From the students’ external perspective, internal cultural congruence becomes 

critical.  According to the research, students’ sense of belonging or connectedness is 

integral to their success.  And, while many studies have been done about institutional 

effectiveness (focusing on programs, facilities, outcomes, etc.) a fundamental reality 

remains.  “Most students leave because they fail to ‘connect.’  While faculty play a 

primary role in the ‘connection business,’ all types of campus relationships assist students 

with the process.  Sometimes it’s best to help a student take some time out, but more 

often, the campus efforts to help students achieve their goals are insufficient.” (This 

quotation was taken from a post-publication on-line colloquy that The Chronicle of 

Higher Education  sponsored after it carried a story by Leo Reisberg on October 8, 1999 

entitled “Colleges Struggle to Keep Would-Be Dropouts Enrolled.”) 

In this study, the primary focus is on the cultural congruence of the overarching 

college culture with one subculture (Student Services).  And, as an extension of the 

argument for a culture of connection, the secondary focus is on the impact of the cultural 
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congruence within the institution on the students’ sense of cultural connection.  As 

diagram 2.3 suggests, positive congruence among the culture and subculture in the 

organization ought to lead to positive feelings of connectedness on the part of the 

students.  

DIAGRAM 2.2–Cultural Congruence and Degree of Student Connectedness 

 

 

The study will not expand upon the results of this positive connection in terms of 

resulting student engagement, retention, and success, but rather will simply make the 

point that the presence, or lack thereof, of the sense of connectedness is affected by the 

degree of cultural congruence within the institution.  
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Chapter 3—Research Methodology 

 
 
Chapter 3 presents the researcher’s roles and responsibilities and details the 

research site, the participants, and the research perspective.  It describes the scope of the 

research, explains the two research methodologies, and supports each one with the 

rationale for the approaches.  Finally, the chapter outlines the data collection process. 

 

Introduction to the Research 

The Organization of Chapter 3 

Diagram 3.1 provides a visual representation of the chapter organization.   

DIAGRAM 3.1–A Model for the Organization of Chapter 3 

 

The step-down stair model moves from the general to the specific—from the 

researcher/research perspective to the data collection process—providing a transparent, 

systematic, and clear explanation of the methodology.   
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The Researcher and the Research Site 

The Researcher’s Role and Responsibilities  

In this study, the researcher’s primary role was to interpret, and her responsibility 

was to make sure that the foundation upon which the interpretation was built was 

ontologically and epistemologically solid.  In this process, there was significant 

responsibility for treading lightly within the constituents’ reality and for recognizing the 

impact of individual lived experience on the interpretation of the data.   

The moment the researcher asked a question, she began to develop a snapshot of 

thought that could be problematic in terms of biasing both her view and that of the 

constituents.  For this reason Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) and elements of the 

ethnographic process were used as ways of collecting, triangulating and validating 

patterns across data sets while at the same time identifying, recognizing, and accounting 

for biases. 

The Research Site  

When the conceptual framework for this study was first conceived, there was no 

research site in mind.  However, as the framework evolved, the researcher dealt with the 

problematic nature of defining culture and realized the importance of doing the research 

at a college that was familiar with the notion of culture and was, in some identifiable 

way(s), intentional about its focus.   

It was with this in mind that the researcher approached Valencia in Orlando, 

Florida with a request to do the research there.  Valencia is a Learning College, a 

Vanguard College, and an Achieving the Dream College.  It has a reputation for being 
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very intentional in the development, maintenance, and growth of its cultures.  The 

President, Dr. Sanford Shugart, has conveyed a strong philosophical belief in the concept 

of culture and its impact on institutions and constituents.   

Furthermore, Valencia and its President are well known for a passionate 

commitment to the philosophy of the learning college and as such were willing to 

participate in this study to learn more about themselves and their cultures.  With its 

student-centered focus, Valencia was also interested in this research as an opportunity to 

gain an external perspective that might contribute to its internal dialogue.   

The College 

Valencia is a multi-campus college serving approximately 52,000 students.  There 

are four campuses: West, East, Osceola, and Winter Park.  As well, there are the Sand 

Lake Center, which is home to the Valencia Institute, and the Downtown Center, which 

houses administration.   

According to 2003/2004 facts provided on the Valencia’s website, the College is 

the third largest of Florida’s community colleges in enrolments and fourth in full-time 

equivalents (FTE), with an operating budget (excluding grants and financial aid) of $98.2 

million.   The student body is 41.9 percent male and 57.8 percent female with the average 

age of students in credit programs at 24.2 years and in continuing professional education 

programs at 40.7 years. 
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DIAGRAM 3.2—Gender Mix at Valencia 

Gender Mix at VCC
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Valencia’s student population is 53 percent Caucasian, 20.8 percent Hispanic, 14.3 

percent African-American, 5.8 percent Asian/Pacific Islander, 5.8 percent Other (non-

resident) and 0.4 percent Native American. 

DIAGRAM 3.3—Ethnicity at Valencia 
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The Administrative Structure 

 Dr. Sanford Shugart is the President of Valencia.  There are four Provosts (one at 

each campus): six Vice Presidents, one Special Assistant, a Chief Operating Officer, and 

a Chief Information Officer. 

Student Services—The Answer Center 

 At Valencia, Student Services is centralized at the senior management level and 

decentralized at the operational levels: at the senior level, there is an Assistant Vice 

President who oversees Student Affairs for the whole college; at the operational level, 

there are separate Student Services Answer Centers at each campus.  Each Answer Center 

offers the same services although each one operates independent of the others, having 

developed its own subculture in keeping with the campus upon which it sits.  

 

The Research Questions and the Participants 

The Specific Research Questions 

The specific research questions for this study focused initially on internal cultural 

congruence: 

To the senior administrators and the President of the College 

1. What does the leader say about the culture at Valencia? 

2. What does the leader do about the culture at Valencia? 

3. The culture at Valencia Community College is like . . . ? 
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To the Student Services staff of the College 

4. What do the Student Services staff say about the subculture of Student 

Services at Valencia? 

5. The culture at Valencia Community College is like . . . ? 

To the researcher, as she observed the President in the Downtown Centre 

6. What does the President do that reflects the culture at Valencia? 

To the researcher, as she observed the Student Services staff in the Answer Centre 

7. What do the Student Services staff do that reflects the subculture of 

Student Services at Valencia? 

To the students visiting the Student Services Answer Center on the West campus of 

Valencia 

6. What do students say about the subculture of Student Services at Valencia? 

7. The culture at Valencia Community College is like….? 

The researcher used the IQA methodology which included interviews, focus 

groups, and the development of systems diagrams (mind maps) to produce comparative 

data among the administrators and the Student Services staff.  Also, in a parallel way, she 

used ethnographic methods including interviews, observation, and document analysis to 

triangulate data, develop themes, and further substantiate (or not) the findings from the 

IQA study relative to congruence/non-congruence.   

The Participants  

For the purposes of this research, the participants in the study were referred to as 

constituents and their groups were called constituencies.  Each constituency was defined 
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as a group of people with a common lived experience relative to their presence at 

Valencia.   As an example, the Student Services staff have a common lived experience in 

that they all deal with similar issues pertaining to the students on a regular basis.  These 

people have a particular perspective based on what they see daily; to paraphrase T. Barr 

Greenfield, what they see depends entirely upon where they stand. 

The constituents involved in the interview, focus group, and/or observation 

process included the President of the College, 6 employees with cultural and/or historic 

institutional knowledge (cultural caretakers), 12 senior administrators from the across the 

College, 12 members of the College’s Student Services area, and 27 randomly chosen 

students who participated in an exit interview and a demographic survey as they left the 

Student Services Answer Centre at the West campus. 

The Participants’ Prior Knowledge of the Research 

The President, the administrators, and the Student Services constituents all had 

prior knowledge of the interview, the observation process, and focus group request.  

Their participation was voluntary with no monetary remuneration.  The interviews, 

observations, and focus groups were scheduled approximately one month in advance of 

the researcher’s arrival at Valencia.  Two of the cultural caretaker interviews were also 

prearranged at that time.  The remaining three cultural caretaker interviews were both 

requested and scheduled during the two weeks the researcher was at Valencia. 

The students had no prior knowledge of the interview or the process before they 

were approached by a co-researcher with the request to participate in the study.  The 

students were given the details of the interview request when they were approached and 
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were asked if they would be willing to participate.  There was no remuneration, and the 

co-researcher was careful to assure that the students had the opportunity to decline if they 

did not wish to do the interview. 

 

The Methodological Perspective 

The Researcher’s Methodological Perspective  

In this qualitative study, the researcher used an interpretivist approach which 

demanded the revelation of socially agreed upon knowing using dialectical, contextual, 

and descriptive methodologies.  To that end, she chose Interactive Qualitative Analysis 

(IQA) and elements of the ethnographic methodology.  Her intent was to assess the 

congruence of certain social knowledge among the President and the Student Services 

staff at Valencia as well as the relative congruence of the transmission of that social 

knowledge to students as a precursor to their development of a sense of connection or 

identification with the culture of the institution. 

The Researcher’s Rationale for the Choice of Methods  

IQA as a Systems Approach 

The researcher chose IQA because of the systems approach.  If culture is conceived as a 

system within which people function, then IQA becomes an excellent tool by which to 

identify, describe, and interpret a given culture.  Further, if one looks at the generic 

research questions posed within the context of the IQA approach, it becomes clear that 

the process very closely aligns with the nature of this study. At the broadest level, within 

the IQA methodology, the following questions were asked: 
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What are the components of meaning of a phenomenon? In the IQA process, 

these components are called affinities. They are the “patches” of the quilt or the 

individual elements which make up the system.  The affinities are the components that 

are used in the mind map which is a visual system representation of the constituents’ 

lived experience.   In this study, affinities are those elements which the constituents 

believe make up the culture and the subculture of the college. 

How do these affinities relate to each other in a system of perceived influence 

or cause-and-effect?  (What is the constituent mind map?) There are relationships 

among the affinities.  They are the stitches that hold the patches of the quilt together.  The 

constituents determine the relationships which are later theoretically coded by the 

researcher.  In this study, the relationships are how the constituents see the elements 

connecting to one another to reflect the systems called culture and subculture. 

How do the mind maps of constituents who differ (in terms of either 

experiential distance from or power over the phenomenon) compare? The researcher 

gained valuable insight into the phenomena being studied by comparing the mind maps 

of the different constituents.   This assumption is based on the concept that reality is 

constructed socially (Glesne, 1999) and as such involves distance, how directly the 

constituents experience the phenomena; and power, the degree to which the constituents 

experience power over the phenomena (Northcutt and McCoy, 2004).   

In this study, the leader (with his senior administrative team) is closest to the 

overarching culture and the Student Services staff are closest to the Student Services 

subculture.  The President has the greatest degree of power in affecting the overarching 
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culture while the Student Services staff have the greatest degree of power in affecting the 

Student Services subculture.  Students have the greatest distance from both the culture 

and the subculture and the least amount of power in affecting either. 

The Ethnographic Perspective 

It is important to note here that while this case study is clearly not an 

ethnography, the researcher did approach the two-week data collection period with a 

‘fieldwork immersive lens.’  The resulting data represents a snapshot in time of the 

values, the culture, and the subculture at Valencia.  It is by no means definitive nor 

absolute; however, the research methods have created significant overlap such that 

emerging patterns will be identifiable and can be triangulated across data sets. 

The ethnographic process is not as systematic or systemic as IQA in its efforts to 

distance the researcher from the constituents and their discourse.  There is more of the 

researcher embedded in the ethnographic method based on the concept that the researcher 

cannot escape or distance herself from her own reality (her own lived experience).  

Neither can she completely live another person’s reality (Glesne, 1999).  This obviously 

raises the issue of subjectivity and, by extension, reliability of the data. 

Numerous researchers (Peskin, 1988; Oleson, 1994; Wolcott, 1995; Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2000) have challenged the concept of subjectivity as a negative attribute of 

research commenting on how subjectivity can contribute to research. 

Part of being attuned to your subjective lenses is being attuned to your emotions.  

Your emotions help you to identify when your subjectivity is being engaged.
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Instead of trying to suppress your feelings, you use them to inquire into your 

perspectives and interpretations and to shape new questions through re-examining 

your assumptions.  (Glesne, 1999, p. 105) 

Furthermore, ethnography “reflects a bedrock assumption held historically by 

fieldworkers that ‘experience’ underlies all understanding of social life” (Van Maanen, 

1988, p. 3).  In the following excerpt, Van Maanen (1988) explains the nature of 

fieldwork as the basis for identifying culture: 

The ends of fieldwork involve the catchall idea of culture; a concept as 

stimulating, productive, yet fuzzy to fieldworkers and their readers as the notion 

of life is for biologists and their readers.  Culture is akin to a black hole that 

allows no light to escape.  The observer knows of culture’s presence not by 

looking, but only by conjecture, inference, and a great deal of faith (Wagner, 

1981; Sperber, 1974).  Culture, while certainly a cosmic idea, is nonetheless 

expressed in some down-to-earth ways.  In current fashionable form, culture 

refers to the knowledge that members (“natives”) of a given group are thought to 

more or less share; knowledge of the sort that is said to inform, embed, shape, and 

account for the routine and not-so-routine activities of the members of the culture 

(Conklin, 1968; Becker, 1980; Swidler, 1986).  It is necessarily a loose, slippery 

concept, since it is anything but unchanging.  Culture is neither prison nor 

monolith.  Nor, or course, is it tangible.  A culture is expressed (or constituted) 

only by the actions and words of its members and must be interpreted by, not 

given to, a fieldworker.  To portray culture requires the fieldworker to hear, to 
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see, and, most important for our purposes, to write of what was presumably 

witnessed and understood during a stay in the field.  Culture is not itself visible, 

but is made visible only through its representation.  (p. 3) 

Ethnography, as a written report, is the result of fieldwork (Van Maanen, 1988).   

“Ethnography as a written product, then, has a degree of independence (how culture is 

portrayed) from the fieldwork on which it is based (how culture is known)” (p. 4).  Given 

that the ethnographic process joins fieldwork and culture (Van Maanen, 1988), it is 

appropriate to include elements of this qualitative research methodology in this study.  

 It is further appropriate, in this qualitative study, to include elements of the 

ethnographic process because of the value of triangulating qualitative data to assure 

greater confidence in the results.  The ethnographic process results in thick, rich, 

descriptive data, and through triangulation, provides a way to validate the results while 

substantiating (or not) the results collected using the IQA method.   

As an example, using the ethnographic approach in the President’s interview and 

in the six cultural caretaker interviews, the researcher asked each constituent the 

question:  The culture at Valencia Community College is like . . . ?  Asking this 

question elicited a range of interview responses, many metaphorical, which participants 

then explained, often in great detail.  Their detail provided significant, rich data related to 

their perception of their culture and its impact on their lived experience.  This data was 

then triangulated with other data collected by observing the constituents, analyzing 

documents produced by them and/or associated with them, their environment, and/or 

their workplace. 



71 

Then, during the IQA focus groups and during the individual interviews, the 

researcher asked the same question within the context and structure of the IQA process.  

Not only did the question elicit a similar broad range of responses, but it also reflected 

the system view and lived experiences of both the group and the individuals.  This 

overlap of the question across the two methodological perspectives allowed for increased 

comparison of the data and resulted in greater confidence in the findings. 

In summary then, inherent in the ethnographic process is the discovery of themes, 

trends, and behavior patterns which contribute to the lived experience of the constituents. 

Conducting the interviews, engaging in observation, and analyzing documentation from 

the site allowed for three separate ways to collect, synthesize, and compare the data, and 

to determine, validate, and substantiate themes, trends, and behavior patterns.  

Additionally, the rigor and the results of the triangulation process blended well with and 

augmented the rigor and results of the IQA process.  

 

The Research Methodology   

As indicated above, IQA and ethnography were used to provide both rigor and 

rich description in this study.  IQA provides a system perspective of how each of the 

constituent groups studied understand the culture of the institution.  Further, IQA 

provides a transparent way through which to map the lived experience of the participants 

in order to produce powerful descriptions of their experience with the culture. 

IQA uses a set of data “collection” and “analysis” protocols that are developed to 

limit the impact of the researcher’s world view.   The IQA process gave the constituents 
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broad freedom within a framework which was developed in consultation with them as 

knowledgeable constituents.  In fact, the constituents built the first steps of the analysis.   

They organized their dialogue into categories of meaning called affinities.  Then, through 

the interview process, they explained their own sense of the relationships among the 

affinities.   

The researcher’s responsibility was to develop a process that encouraged 

constituents to provide rich data while limiting the influence of the process on the content 

they provided. Once the process was designed, her role shifted from designer to teacher 

wherein she explained the process and guided the constituents as they generated and 

analyzed their data, unaffected by external influence.  

Once the data was collected, mind maps were developed for each constituent 

group and then the constituent groups’ maps were compared to determine the level of 

congruence among their experiences.  Theoretically, if congruence is high among what 

the leader says and does (the culture) and what the Student Services staff say and do (the 

subculture), then the mind maps of the constituent groups ought to overlap in some areas 

and reflect similar key cultural elements.  Thematically similar mind maps would indicate 

that there is alignment between the culture and the subculture.  Conversely, if congruence 

is not high—the culture is not being transmitted effectively or is being interrupted in its 

transmission to the subculture—then the mind maps of the constituents should not only 

reflect dissimilar elements but they may well highlight the areas where the disconnection 

takes place. 



73 

The ethnographic process provides rich description of the lived experiences of 

participants in a given constituent group.  Where IQA provides structure and boundaries 

within the group experience, ethnography provides greater depth in the representations of 

the lived experience. 

IQA as a Methodology—What is IQA? 

Northcutt and McCoy (2004) at The University of Texas at Austin developed 

Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) as a systems approach to qualitative research.  

Portions of this section reflect information taken from their text, Interactive Qualitative 

Analysis: A Systems Method for Qualitative Research, which outlines the process of IQA. 

IQA is based on grounded theory.  This method provides the opportunity to 

understand the experiences of the constituents using as detailed and rigorous an approach 

as possible (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994).  An inductive discovery methodology, grounded 

theory allows for the development of a theoretical explanation of the topic of study while 

“grounding” that account in both empirical data and observations (Martin and Turner, 

1986).  Grounded theory produces elements and relationships inductively without a 

preconceived research framework, and acts as a strategy which occurs as a result of direct 

involvement and close interaction with the constituents of the study (Patton, 1999).  IQA 

provides rich, thick contextual data which the researcher analyzed to determine affinities 

(see Affinities below). 

The IQA process blends quantitative Total Quality Management (TQM) rigor 

with data collection and analysis grounded in qualitative design. The intent of IQA is to 

capture the “lived experience” of constituents by having them actively involved in the 
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mapping of their own experiences. This method highlights relationships among 

components of an issue as identified by the constituents; and, furthermore, integrates the 

identification of the nature of the issue with possible solutions, even when the researcher 

is unsure of the specific issue.  IQA builds consensus among the focus group constituents 

while also building strategies around the nature of the issue. 

Reflective of qualitative researchers who believe that the primary responsibility of 

qualitative research is interpretation, Denzin and Lincoln (2000) created the metaphor of 

the quilt maker or the bricoleur as one who creates an “interpretive quilt.”  By using 

group and interview processes and systematically representing—both visually and 

contextually—the dialogue of the constituents, the researcher is able to present both 

group (focus groups) and individual (interviews) “quilts of meaning” that have been 

created by the constituent groups.  In other words, the group creates an interpretive quilt 

through its dialogue and interaction in the focus groups, and each participant builds the 

same through his/her dialogue and interaction in the interviews.  These different levels of 

“lived experience,” which are recorded develop a foundation for further interpretation.   

While the metaphor of the quilt is compelling in terms of broad interpretation of 

the phenomena, one must also exercise caution in that interpretation, recognizing that 

IQA focuses less on the tiny petit point stitches of detail and more on the larger 

integration of the patches of the quilt.  This does not suggest that attention is not paid to 

the smaller stitches or that there is not exquisite beauty in the minute detail which secures 

the patches of the quilt, but rather indicates that the greater focus of IQA is on connecting 

the patches to create the greater meaning of the quilt, conceptually and thematically.  
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Why use IQA? 

 According to systems theory, “Systems have two components:  elements and 

relationships among the elements” (Northcutt, McCoy, 2004, p. 27).  In order to identify 

key cultural and subcultural elements at Valencia, to assess the degree of congruence, and 

to identify the subsequent perceived impact of the degree of congruence on students’ 

experience, the researcher must identify the elements in each of the constituents’ cultural 

systems, describe the interrelationships, and understand how the elements “dynamically 

interact to result in different states of the system” (Northcutt, McCoy, 2004, p. 27).    

Defining culture accurately is challenging at the best of times; however, it is 

nearly impossible to confirm without the commentary and understanding of the people 

existing within the culture, for it is they who create, perpetuate, and change the culture.  

According to Kuh and Schuh (1991) “a college’s philosophy can be discovered by 

examining what people say and do in various settings and circumstances” (p. 2).   It is 

with this thought in mind that Northcutt and McCoy’s process was chosen for this study: 

The purpose of an IQA study is to allow a group to create its own “interpretive 

quilt” and then to similarly construct individual quilts of meaning:  Together, the 

two levels of meaning are used by the investigator as the foundation for 

interpretation.  The quilt is represented as a system of patches (affinities) held 

together by stitches (relationships among affinities).  In plain language, an IQA 

study prompts participants to examine these issues with respect to a phenomenon 

important to them:  What does this mean to you? What led to this? What are the 

results? (p. 43) 
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How IQA Works 

The Problem 

The IQA methodology used in this study began with a phenomenon that the 

researcher was curious about and interested in understanding. According to Northcutt and 

McCoy (2004), at this stage the problem did not need to be clearly defined.  “IQA 

research flow presumes that ambiguity is a characteristic of the early thinking about a 

project” (p. 44).    

The Research Flow 

Research design, focus groups, interviews, and reporting are the four phases of 

the IQA research flow.  The research design phase provided the means by which to 

identify the phenomena to be studied, to determine the relevant constituents for the study, 

and to develop the research questions to address the phenomena being studied.  Focus 

groups provided the opportunity to begin a dialogue with the constituents and to have 

them develop affinities or “patches” that later made up the system (the “quilt”).   

Diagram 3.4 provides an illustration of the flow of a typical IQA project.   
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DIAGRAM 3.4–Typical IQA Research Flow 

 

Affinities and Relationships 

These patches or affinities were the names of the categories that the constituents 

established through the focus group process.  The naming process is called axial coding.  

Diagram 3.5 is a pictorial representation of how the cards are arranged by affinity. 
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DIAGRAM 3.5–Typical IQA Research Flow 
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After determining the affinities, the focus group identified the relationships 

among the affinities—the “stitches” that held the quilt together.  A defined set of rules as 

outlined in the IQA process was used to build a system or a mind map of the focus 

group’s lived experience of the phenomena being studied (see Chapter 4).  The affinities 

developed by the focus group were used to produce an interview protocol which was then 

used for the interviews.  Using the affinities allowed the researcher to delve more deeply 

into the meaning of each of the affinities and to explore the systemic relationships.  

Identifying Relationships  

Each focus group identified seven affinities.  Once they had defined the affinities, 

they were asked to record the nature of the relationships they saw between each pair of 
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affinities.  In other words, they were asked to determine which, if either, affinity affected 

the other in a cause-and-effect relationship.  The researcher provided each focus group 

with the following rules: 

1. They were to look at every possible pair of affinities. 

2. They were to decide whether: 

a. Affinity A influenced affinity B (A → B). 

b. B influenced A (A ← B). 

c. There was no relationship between the two (A<>B).  

Building the ART, the IRD, and the SID 

The constituents were asked to identify their responses which were then recorded 

in an Affinity Relationship Table (ART)—a matrix containing all the perceived 

relationships in the system.  Using IQA protocols with the constituents for theoretical 

coding of their information, the researcher subsequently recorded the information in an 

Interrelationship Diagram (IRD), a table showing all the relationships among the 

affinities.  The IRD provided the researcher with the information she needed to calculate 

the delta and build the constituents’ mind maps or Systems Influence Diagram (SID). 

 The value of delta was used to determine the relative position of a given affinity 

within the system.  Positive affinities were considered drivers, and negative affinities 

were considered outcomes in the system, while affinities with a delta of zero were 

considered pivots.  Drivers with the highest positive deltas were referred to as primary 

drivers, affinities viewed as influencing other affinities in the system substantially.  

Lower positive deltas were secondary drivers, still influencing other affinities more than 
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being influenced by them.  Low negative drivers were called secondary outcomes 

because they were influenced more by other affinities, as were primary outcomes—

affinities with higher negative deltas, which were significantly influenced by all other 

affinities in the system. Knowing whether affinities were drivers, pivots, or outcomes 

determined their initial placement in the SID. 

Once the affinities had been assigned, the researcher developed a SID, a visual 

representation of the mind map developed from the data.  Initially, the researcher 

recorded every relationship among the affinities in what is called a Cluttered or Complex 

SID. An example of a simple Cluttered SID is presented in Diagram 3.6 below.  It is a 

SID which has redundant links or links which appear more than once.  Note that A 

influences B, B influences C, and A influences C.  

DIAGRAM 3.6–Cluttered or Complex System 

Cluttered or 
Complex 
System

A B C

 

 

The Cluttered SID can be uncluttered by removing any links which occur more than once 

in the diagram.  For example, A links directly to C and A links indirectly to C through B.  

While A may directly affect C in the uncluttered SID, A also affects C as mediated 
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through B and therefore the A to C link can be removed as redundant.  This does not 

mean necessarily that the impact of A on C is lost.  Rather, it means that the relationship 

is simplified in the attempt to understand the broadest implications of the affinities on 

each other within the system.   Diagram 3.7 illustrated an uncluttered or simplified 

system. 

DIAGRAM 3.7–Uncluttered or Simplified System 

Uncluttered 
or Simplified 

System

A B C
 

 

The detailed step-by-step process for creating the SID is documented in Northcutt 

and McCoy’s text (2004).  What is important to understand is the progression from the 

uncluttered SID to the clean SID.  The three diagrams below, 3.8, 3.9 and 3.10 provide 

examples of what the SID looks like as it develops using six affinities.   

Diagram 3.8 shows arrows pointing to all of the relationships among the affinities 

as indicated by the constituents.  Then the redundant links are removed.  Diagram 3.9 

shows the simplest representation of the relationships among the affinities. 
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DIAGRAM 3.8–The Cluttered SID 
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DIAGRAM 3.9–The Uncluttered SID 
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And, Diagram 3.10 shows the mind map containing the fewest links possible in bold, 

with the redundant links in lighter color.  This diagram provides a clear distinction among 

all the relationships clearly reflecting the constituents’ mind map in both its 
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un-rationalized and rationalized form; however, the most valuable interpretive tool is the 

uncluttered SID.  It is the simplest representation and for that reason, has the greatest 

explanatory capacity.  

DIAGRAM 3.10–The Clean SID 
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IQA Results 

IQA is a systems approach to interpretation that provides detailed documentation 

and a final system representation which is both visual and textual.  Because the system is 

so thorough in its progress from the group experience to the individual experience, the 

data that are collected are ready for interpretation and written summarization by the end 

of the process.  Three key characteristics of IQA lend themselves to the writing of 

findings that appear in Chapter 4, 5, 6 and 7 of this study.   

This systematic approach embedded the naming and describing of the elements of 

the system into the process.  The process required identification and explanation of the 

relationships that were found.  And, the process provided the basis for comparisons of 

those results across systems.  Based on the thorough groundwork upon which the 
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interpretation was laid, the researcher was able to make predictions and suggest areas of 

intervention in order to improve the experiences of the constituent groups. 

Ethnography as a Method of Research–What is Ethnography? 

“An ethnographic study is one that focuses on human society with the goal of 

describing and interpreting the culture of a group” (Merriam, 2002, p. 236).  According 

to Glesne (1999), ethnography “. . . comes from the anthropological tradition of 

illuminating patterns of culture through long-term immersion in the field, collecting data 

primarily by participant—observation and interviewing” (p. 9).  

Furthermore, Glesne suggests that analysis of the data that the researcher collects 

“focuses primarily on description and interpretation of what people say and do” (p. 9).  

The nature of this study and its success require precisely this focus on the overlap 

between what people say and do and, as such, highlights the natural fit between the study 

and the ethnographic process used to collect and interpret the data.   

At the same time, it is important to note that this study is not an ethnography but 

rather research conducted within the spirit of the ethnographer whose responsibility is to 

observe, record, describe, and interpret the patterns evident within the culture.  

Why Use an Ethnographic Approach? 

The intent of including an ethnographic component in this research is that it 

allowed the opportunity to explore the “knowledge people have acquired that in turn 

structures their worldview and their behavior” (Merriam, 2002, p. 236).  As an added 
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research tool, the ethnographic process provided a ‘lived’ cultural component to the study 

which related specifically to the experiences of the constituents who either live within or 

experience first hand the college culture.   

The ethnographic approach allowed the researcher to “re-create for the reader 

shared beliefs, practices, artifacts, folk knowledge, behavior” (LeCompte and Preste, in 

Merriam, 2002, p. 236) using rich, thick description which served to further substantiate 

the degree of cultural congruence/non-congruence among the constituents.  Furthermore, 

ethnography is written representation of a culture (or selected aspects of a 

culture).  It carries quite serious intellectual and moral responsibilities, for the 

images of others inscribed in writing are most assuredly not neutral.  

Ethnographic writings can and do inform human conduct and judgment in 

innumerable ways by pointing to the choices and restrictions that reside at the 

very heart of social life. (Van Maanen, 1988, p. 1) 

The Ethnographic Process 

For the purposes of this study, the researcher engaged in participant observation 

(almost entirely as an observer), interviews, and document analysis.  Utilizing all three 

methods of data collection and analysis allowed for triangulation of the data, adding rigor 

to the process and increased veracity to the findings.  Triangulation was critical in 

achieving an accurate record of the lived cultural experiences of the constituents studied.   
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Data Collection Methodologies 

Overview—At Valencia 

The researcher began the study with a curiosity about the impact of cultural 

congruence on students’ sense of connectedness in community colleges and then 

developed a conceptual framework related to cultural congruence.  Next, she sought out a 

college which was intentional about its culture, identified the parent culture and one 

subculture within the college, and asked the constituents about this phenomenon. 

She went to Valencia from January 8 to January 24, 2005.  During that time, using 

the IQA methodology, she conducted 2 three-hour focus groups and 23 follow-up 

interviews—one with each of the individual focus group participants except one. 

Using ethnographic process, the researcher conducted three one-and-one-half 

hour interviews with the President and five interviews with constituents with unique 

cultural and/or historical perspectives within the institution.  Four two-hour observation 

sessions of the President were done over the course of the two work weeks.  And, during 

the first week at Valencia, which was also the first week of classes, on three separate 

days, the researcher did a two-hour observation session at the West campus Student 

Services Answer Centre—one in the morning, one in the afternoon, and one in the 

evening.   

While the researcher observed the activities inside the Answer Centre, a co-

researcher conducted an average of eight exit interviews per observation session for a 

total of 27 short student exit surveys outside the Answer Centre.  Further, she collected 

and read written materials such as student publications and college-wide publications 



87 

from all four campuses, reviewed Valencia’s website, their printed promotional materials, 

and college wide email distributed by the President in the past five years. 

Overview—After Leaving Valencia 

Two weeks after leaving Valencia, the researcher had the tapes transcribed.  Three 

weeks later, using the transcribed interviews, she began the axial and theoretical coding 

processes described in Northcutt and McCoy (2004) in preparation for the development 

of a comprehensive system representation—a quilt—to explain the phenomena being 

studied.   

During the axial coding process, however, the researcher realized that she needed 

additional data and, therefore, contacted Valencia.  Using the axial coding protocol, she 

returned to the 23 focus group participants a second time and conducted email interviews.  

She received a response rate of approximately 40 percent. 

Subsequently, she went through the individual interview axial coding process and 

then the combined theoretical coding.  She developed the mind maps and collapsed the 

SIDs.  Then she did comparisons and drew conclusions, which appear in Chapter 8. 

Within this same two-month period, the researcher synthesized her notes from the 

observation sessions.  She analyzed the transcribed notes from the interviews with the 

President and the cultural caretakers for emerging themes and patterns.  And, she 

analyzed the documents following the protocol listed in the section on document analysis 

below. 
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Focus Groups 

Rationale for Focus Groups 

In accordance with the IQA method, the focus group was an opportunity to have 

people comment on the research question and provide valuable data which assisted in the 

development of affinities.  These affinities were used to develop the interview protocol 

which included both axial and theoretical coding. 

Who Participated? 

The researcher held a focus group with 12 senior administrators (not including the 

President) from across the College in the first week of research, and in the second week, 

did one with 12 Student Services staff from across the College.  The process outlined 

below is the same one used for both focus groups.  

Introduction and Preparation—Relaxation and Visualization 

 The researcher began each focus group by welcoming the constituents and 

thanking them for their willingness to engage in the process.  She introduced herself as 

the facilitator and her co-researcher as the note taker and provided a brief summary of the 

study, the methodology, and the expected outcomes before asking the constituents if they 

had any questions. 

After answering questions, she explained the context of culture within which the 

constituents would be working as ‘the way we do things around here.’ Specifically, 

culture related to patterns of behavior based on values, beliefs, and attitudes incorporated 

into the routine and non-routine day-to-day activities of the institution. 
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Silent Nominal Brainstorming—The Index Cards and Tape 

Following the explanation of the definition, the researcher guided the constituents 

through a relaxation exercise to assist them in focusing on the culture at Valencia (See 

Appendix 3.1) and then asked them to engage in silent nominal brainstorming.  Each 

constituent was asked to write down one idea per index card about the culture at Valencia 

and then tape the cards on the wall.   

Axial Coding—What Did You Mean By . . . ? 

The researcher then went through each card with the focus group constituents.  

For each card, she asked the person who wrote it to clarify his/her comments and then 

asked the others to provide any additional comments/questions/clarifications on each 

idea.  The intent was to develop a group-wide consensus of understanding about the idea 

on each card. 

Affinities—Which Belongs Where and What is Its Name? 

Once the constituents had worked their way through all the index cards, they were 

asked, as a group, to silently arrange the cards in categories.  After they finished 

rearranging the cards, the focus group reviewed each of the items in each of the 

categories.  Then, they were asked to give each category an affinity name.  Both the 

administrators and the Student Services staff came up with seven affinities.  The 

administrator data are summarized in Chapter 4.  The Student Services staff data are 

presented in Chapter 5.  
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Theoretical Coding—What are the Relationships Between the Affinities? 

 After finalizing the affinities, the researcher listed every possible paired 

combination of the seven affinities on flip chart paper and asked the constituents to 

indicate what kind of relationship they thought existed between the affinities.  They were 

asked the following question and asked to vote, with a show of hands, on the relationship 

they each thought existed between each pair:  In a cause-and-effect way, did affinity A 

affect or drive affinity B, did affinity B drive affinity A, or was there no 

cause-and-effect relationship between the two?  The constituents went through all the 

combinations, and, separately, the researcher and the co-researcher recorded the number 

of votes for each possible relationship for each paired combination. 

Mapping the Focus Group Results—The Preliminary Composite Representation 

 Once this process was done, the researcher thanked all the participants for their 

participation and asked them if they had any questions.  After their questions were 

answered, the constituents left and the researcher collected all the index cards, the flip 

charts, and the co-researcher’s notes and paired relationship totals.  That evening, she put 

the vote totals for the relationships for each paired combination into a Pareto table, 

determined the frequencies, addressed conflicts, put the results into an ART and an IRD, 

came up with tentative SID assignments, and created a mind map using Inspiration 

Software. 
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Interviews 

Rationale for the Interviews 

 The individual interviews with the focus group constituents were an opportunity 

to take the focus group affinities and present them to each participant for in-depth 

discussion.  The individual interviews provided data which the researcher coded using 

axial and theoretical coding procedures.  

Who Participated? 

 Within the days following each focus group, each individual participant was 

interviewed.  The administrator interviews were done in the first week.  The Student 

Services interviews were done in the second week. 

Preparing and Conducting the Interviews—The Interview Template 

To prepare for each interview, the researcher created an interview protocol 

template for each constituent.  The template was developed in two parts.  The first table 

included a column listing the affinities and a column for the constituent’s understanding 

of the affinity.  The second included a table that had a column listing all the possible 

paired combinations of the seven affinities and a column for each constituent’s response 

to the question:  In a cause-and-effect way, did affinity A affect or drive affinity B, did 

affinity B drive affinity A, or was there no cause-and-effect relationship between the 

two?   There was a third column for the constituent’s example or explanation for his/her 

response choice.   

Each interview was between 45 minutes and 1 hour in duration; the researcher 

took notes on her laptop—as close to verbatim as possible—and she taped each 
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interview.  In almost all the interviews, because of time constraints, the researcher 

provided each constituent with a list of the affinities and the items associated with each 

one before the interview began.  While discussion of individual affinities took place, 

much of it blended so closely with the discussion of the relationships that the researcher 

had to return to the constituents six weeks later for greater clarification.   

The researcher began every interview by explaining the process to the constituent.  

She indicated that each interview would be taped and asked each participant to read and 

sign a consent form to indicate willingness to participate.  She provided each participant 

with a document which had a list of the affinities and the items in each category.  Then, 

she began the interview with the theoretical component, asking each constituent to talk 

about the relationship between each of the possible paired combinations of the seven 

affinities and to provide an example or explanation for the choice.  While there was 

discussion about each individual affinity, when the researcher later did the axial coding it 

was apparent through the transcribed interviews that she needed to return to the 

constituents for more specific data. 

Mapping the Individual Interview Results—The Second Composite Representation 

The IQA Interviews—An Introduction  

The IQA interview process was developed to generate richer description of a 

given phenomena than a focus group alone can provide.  The IQA interview protocol 

uses the affinities which emerged from the focus groups as the building blocks for the 

two distinct phases of the individual interviews—an open-end axial interview followed 

by a structured theoretical interview.  
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The axial interview provides rich, thick description of the individual’s 

understanding of each of the affinities by asking each participant what the affinity means 

to him/her. The theoretical interview provides the forum for individuals to explain the 

relationships that exist between the affinities.  After the individual IQA interviews, 

individual mind maps were generated which contributed to the analysis and interpretation 

of the composite mind map. 

The IQA Interviews—Coding the Individual and Composite Realities 

Once the researcher completed all the initial interviews for each focus group, she 

compiled the data for the respective groups, determined the totals for the relationships for 

each paired combination, put them into a Pareto table, ran the frequencies, addressed 

conflicts, put the results into an ART and an IRD, came up with tentative SID 

assignments, and created a second mind map using Inspiration Software. 

The interviews provided rich, thick description of the each person’s experience 

and his/her unique understanding of the relationships among the affinities as well as 

information which enabled the researcher to develop mind maps for each individual.  The 

interviews also fulfilled several purposes.  They provided data to support each 

individual’s mind map, they provided data to support the collective mind maps, and they 

helped the researcher to develop the group SIDs.  

 The interviews were coded using an Axial Code Table (ACT) and a Theoretical 

Code Table (TCT).  The researcher reviewed the interview transcripts and recorded when
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the affinity appeared in the axial interview.  She then recorded the transcript line, the 

quotation relating to the affinity, and any notes or comments she had about the affinity or 

the quotation.  

TABLE 3.1—Sample Individual Interview Axial Code Table 

Sample Individual Interview Axial Code Table 

Affinity Transcript 
Line Axial Quotation Researcher 

Notes 
1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

 

For the theoretical interview data, she recorded the relationship and the line number on 

which the affinity relationship was discussed, added quotations from the transcripts and 

any notes or comments.  

TABLE 3.2—Sample Individual Interview Theoretical Code ART 

Sample Individual Interview  Theoretical Code ART 

Affinity Pair 
Relationship 

Line 
Number Theoretical Quotation Researcher 

Notes 
1     ←       2    

1     ←       3    

1     ←       4    
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IQA Combined Interviews 

 After coding each of the individual interviews, the researcher compiled all the 

information from the individual ACTs into a combined ACT.  She did the same for the 

TCTs. 

TABLE 3.3—Sample Combined Interview Axial Code Table 

Sample Combined Interview  Axial Code Table 

Affinity Transcript 
Line Axial Quotation Researcher 

Notes 
1.    

2.    

3.    

4.    

 

At this point, she recorded her combined results in a Theoretical Code Frequency 

Table (TCFT) to reflect the number of times a given relationship between affinities 

occurred.  She calculated the cumulative frequency, cumulative percent and power, 

removing the bottom 20 percent as insignificant to the overall consensus of the group. 

She then built the composite IRD and SID. 

Mapping the Combined Results—The Final Composite Representation 

 Wanting to further substantiate the strong relationships found in both the 

administrator and the Student Services data, and to control for weak relationships in each 

system, the researcher combined the votes from the administrator focus group responses 

with the votes from the individual administrator interviews, put them into Pareto tables, 

ran the frequencies for each group, addressed conflicts, put the results into an ART and 



96 

IRD, determined tentative SID assignments, and using Inspiration Software, created a 

final composite mind map.  She did the same for the Student Services staff and the 

findings are presented in Chapter 4 (administrators) and Chapter 5 (Student Services). 

Observations 

Rationale for the Observations 

 Observations provided the opportunity to watch people and their interactions and 

to search for understanding.  From an ethnographic perspective, “fieldwork is one 

answer—some say the best—to the question of how the understanding of others, close or 

distant, is achieved” (Van Maanen, 1988, p. 2).   

As indicated in the previous discussion, observations provided the opportunity to 

watch behaviors within cultural settings over time and begin to recognize patterns of 

behavior.  Combining the observation of Student Services and students allowed for the 

collection of data about each constituent group’s behavior, as well as data about the 

interaction between the two groups.  In this way, culture became more visible because it 

is represented overtly in at least two different ways.   

Observations of the President provided data about how he interacted with others 

in the culture on an ongoing basis.  This observation also provided substantial data from 

which to develop questions for the interviews. 

Who Was Observed and When? 

The Student Services Staff—At three formally pre-arranged periods of time 

lasting for two hours during the first week, the researcher observed the activities in and 



97 

around the West campus Answer Centre.  She moved to different observation points 

approximately every ten minutes, and twice an hour walked outside the Answer Centre to 

observe students entering and leaving.   

In order to observe a broad representation of full- and part-time students, she did 

one observation session during the morning from 8:30 until 10:30, one during the 

afternoon from 2:30 until 4:30, and one during the evening from 5:00 to 7:00.  Each 

observation session was done intentionally on a different day of the first week during the 

heaviest volume periods.  The researcher took copious notes describing the activities and 

drew many diagrams of the work flow, the student flow, and the physical setup of the 

Answer Centre.  

The President—At four pre-arranged periods of time ranging from one-and-one-

half to three hours throughout the first week and the first part of the second week, the 

researcher observed the President engaged in work.  Most of the observation sessions 

took place in his office at the Downtown Centre in Orlando; however, on one occasion, 

the observations took place as the President and the researcher drove to another campus 

where he met with folks and then the two returned to the Downtown Centre.  On an 

additional occasion, the researcher observed him informally at his home during a social 

function which lasted approximately two hours.  She took notes during all the observation 

periods except the trip to the campus and the informal social function. 

Her notes were structured around the following protocol, although she used this 

format as a general guideline rather than an absolute framework. 
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General Protocol 

• A description of the environment and activities 

o What does the room look like (include sketches)? 

o What is on the walls?  Is the room light or dark? 

o What is heard, felt, thought, sensed and/or smelled? 

o In what ways does the setting change throughout the research site? 

o What are the patterns of behavior? 

• Describe the participants in the research site. 

o What are people doing? 

o What are people saying? 

• Describe the ebb and flow of activities and interactions. 

o What are their traffic patterns? 

o How do people interact? 

o What are the conversations like? 

o How are participants showing their feelings through gestures? 

• What is the feel of the environment?  What is being picked up on that gives 

this sense? 

• Summarize any additional commentary. 
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Special Events 

• Differentiate between special events and daily events.  Is there a pattern to what 

is being seen? 

• Note observations by a broad sweep.  Try to observe and record everything 

about given events. 

• Note what stands out—what is unusual. 

• Search for paradoxes.  

• Look for things that do not seem to fit. 

Interviews 

Rationale for the Interviews 

 Individual interviews conducted within a defined protocol allowed for greater 

exploration of each person’s experience.  The interviews allowed for a broad, more 

free-flowing discussion within which the individual was able to convey his/her “lived 

experience.” 

Who Was Interviewed and When? 

The President—Three formal interviews were conducted with Dr. Shugart.  Each 

interview began with an explanation of the research and the interview process.  The 

researcher indicated that the interview data would not necessarily remain confidential 

because of his identifiable position as President, that she would be taking notes, and that 

the interview would be taped for transcription purposes.  She then asked if this was 

acceptable.  In all cases, he agreed and signed a consent form before beginning the 

interview. 
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The first interview was formal, with structured questions and a defined process.  

In the subsequent interviews, the researcher prepared questions in advance which Dr. 

Shugart addressed; however, the interviews became progressively less structured, more 

relaxed, and conversational.   

Key College Employees—One-hour interviews were conducted with five cultural 

caretakers, College employees with a sense of both the history and the culture of the 

College.  These interviews provided additional perspectives on the beliefs, values, 

attitudes, and behaviors within the College culture.  

Well before the research began, two of the five people interviewed were 

recommended by Dr. Shugart as having substantial cultural awareness and historical 

understanding of Valencia.  These interviews were pre-scheduled a month before the 

researcher arrived at Valencia and took place the first and second day of the research. 

When the researcher arrived at Valencia, Dr. Shugart recommended two 

additional cultural caretakers, and the third remaining interviewee was identified by 

people at Valencia while the researcher was conducting research.  All the remaining 

interviews were scheduled toward the end of the first week and sporadically during the 

second week.      

Each of these interviews began in the same way as the President’s.  The 

researcher explained the research and the interview process and then carefully indicated 

that the interview data would not necessarily remain confidential because of identifiable 

work positions.  Further, she indicated that she would be taking notes on a laptop and that 
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the interview would be taped for transcription purposes.  She then asked if this was 

acceptable.  All the people interviewed signed a consent form agreeing to participate in 

the interviews. 

The Students—While the researcher was doing the observations in the Answer 

Centre at the West campus, her co-researcher (CR) conducted 27 individual exit 

interviews with students as they left the Answer Centre.  He asked students about their 

experiences in the West campus Student Services Answer Centre and their sense of the 

culture at Valencia. 

He began each interview by introducing himself and asking if the student would 

be willing to be interviewed.  If the student agreed, he then explained the research, 

explained the interview process, indicated that the interview would be taped, and asked if 

the student was still willing to be interviewed.  If the student agreed, the CR proceeded to 

ask five standard questions, in some cases paraphrasing questions for the students. 

At the end of the first set of nine interviews, the CR indicated a concern with the 

order and flow of the questions stating that while the students were able to answer each 

question effectively, they indicated some confusion at times when asked particular 

questions.  The questions were subsequently rearranged to develop a more logical flow, 

and the CR used the new order for the second set of eight interviews.   After the second 

set of interviews were completed, he indicated that students displayed no confusion when 

asked the questions.  As a result, the new format was used for the third set of interviews. 
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Document Analysis 

Rationale for the Document Analysis 

 The document analysis provided another avenue through which to identify key 

cultural messages in the Institution.  As well, document analysis provided the 

wherewithal to identify message patterns within the documentation and triangulate those 

messages with other data gathered (i.e., interviews and observations). 

Included in the analysis were: 

1. A sample of 10 of the 55 College-wide emails sent by the President during his 

five years as President, 2.  Valencia’s strategic plan and learning plan, 3.  A 

College-wide student publication 

The Document Analysis Process 

For the President’s documents, a broad-brush thematic summary was done 

referencing the affinities from the IQA process.  For the other two documents, the 

researcher went through a three-step tabular analysis.  First, the document was 

described—How did it appear?  Second, it was interpreted—What did the document say 

and mean?  And third, it was explained—What was the purpose of this document and 

why was it written?   

In answering the question, how did the document appear? The researcher 

incorporated the following elements.  She identified the type of document and then noted 

the number of pages and general format of the document including spacing, indentations, 

single-sided versus double-sided pages, headings, publication, etc.  Further, she described 
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how the document was obtained, listed the author, described the text and fonts, any 

artwork or symbols as well as any other unique characteristics that were present in the 

document. 

 She answered the question what did the document say and mean? by summarizing 

the content of the document including the title, headings, organization, number of voices 

present, the consistency of the message, contradictions, tone, style, and tense usage.  She 

also looked at the intended audience for the document and the stated intent of the author 

(if it was present in the document) including commentary on values, beliefs, and/or 

behaviors.  And, she described any patterns that were identified in the text. 

 The researcher than answered the question what was the purpose of this 

document, and why was it written? by describing the purpose of the document, the 

institutional picture to which the document spoke, and what the document said about 

larger society. 

Themes, Comparisons, and Conclusions 

 Once all the data were collected and tabulated as indicated above, the researcher 

presented the findings in Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7.  For the IQA data, she used the standard 

tables, charts, and text-based formats.  She presented the axial and theoretical findings 

along with the SIDs for each of the focus groups. For the ethnographic materials, she 

used text-based description and diagrams. 

Then in Chapter 8, she presented the comparisons between the SIDs and the 

themes and patterns emerging from the data.  She also drew conclusions from the data, 

indicated implications, and made recommendations for future study.  
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Conclusion 

Qualitative research is time- and effort-intensive.  Combining IQA with elements 

of the ethnographic perspective magnified both.  However, using IQA and an 

ethnographic perspective were not only invaluable, but, in the researcher’s view, critical 

to the success of this study.  These two methods provided different and parallel methods 

by which to gather, process, describe, interpret, and report on the research questions 

posed in the study.   The time and the effort resulted in immersion which further 

contributed to the identification of patterns that might otherwise have been missed or 

obscured. 
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Chapter 4—Administrator Data 

 
 
Introduction to Chapter 4 

Chapter 4 presents the IQA data collected during the administrator focus groups 

and the individual administrator interviews.  Following IQA protocol, the information is 

presented according to the IQA research process.  Additionally, there is data reported 

from special questions posed at the end of the IQA interviews. 

The Organization of Chapter 4  

Chapter 4 is divided into three sections.  Diagram 4.1 provides a visual 

representation of how the chapter is organized.   

DIAGRAM 4.1—A Model for the Organization of Chapter 4 

 

Section 1 presents the affinities and the axial interview protocol.  Section 2 contains the 

ART, the IRD, the theoretical interview protocol which builds the arguments for the 

SECTION 2 SECTION 3 SECTION 1 

Findings from 
the: 

 Affinities 
 Axial Coding 

Findings from 
the: 

 ART, IRD 
 Theoretical 

Coding 
 SIDs 
 Pareto 

Reconciled 
SID 

 Final System 
SID 

Findings from 
the: 

 Special 
questions 
posed at the 
end of the 
IQA 
interviews 
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presentation of the cluttered SID and the uncluttered SID.  The section ends with the 

Pareto reconciled SID and the final collapsed SID.   

Section 3 provides specific interview responses from the administrators which 

occurred at the end of each IQA interview when the researcher requested that the 

participants respond to two questions. The first was “What is your definition of 

culture?” and the second was “How does what Dr. Shugart says about the College 

relate to what he does here at the College?”   

The data in this chapter has been organized to provide a flow similar to the actual 

IQA research process.  To begin with, a one-sentence explanation of the affinities derived 

from the focus groups is presented, followed by a more detailed explanation of each 

affinity, derived from the commentary collected in the individual interviews.   

 The theoretical interview data is presented using a composite summary of all of 

the relationships identified by the focus group and the individual interviews.  The ARTs 

and the IRDs are presented first, and then partial system diagrams accompany the 

commentary for each set of affinity relationships and culminate in the cluttered and 

uncluttered SIDs.  These diagrams provide the reader with a sense of the relationships 

and the cumulative nature of the system.  Conflicts identified in the Pareto table are 

reconciled and another uncluttered SID is presented and then collapsed into a final SID. 

 The special interview responses in section 3 are written in the same format as the 

axial and theoretical data in sections 1 and 2.  When presenting the axial, the theoretical 

and the response data, the researcher has quoted the participants; however, data has, at 
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times, been paraphrased for grammatical, syntactical, and sensical accuracy as well as to 

remove identifying information and/or colloquialisms. 

 

Section 1—The Parts of the System 

The Administrator Affinities 

Using inductive coding as part of the focus group process, the administrators 

achieved consensus on the meaning of the following seven affinities: 

 

Values:  The core, internal elements that guide peoples’ behaviors. 

Environment:  The surroundings within which people function. 

Approach: The style or way in which people handle situations. 

Communication: The way in which people interact, verbally and nonverbally. 

Relationships:  The types of connections and interactions among people. 

Pace:  The speed at which things occur. 

Performance:  The kinds of behaviors/standards toward which people strive.  

Values 
Environment 
Approach 
Communication 
Relationships 
Pace 
Performance 
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The Composite Administrator Axial Descriptions 

Values 

 Values are viewed as the fundamental guiding principles that create the 

foundation for everything the administrators do at Valencia.   

“Our values ought to be our anchor.  Values are something intrinsic, either in a 

person or in an institution and are something that cannot be changed very frequently.  

Values are what our principles are, what we believe in, what we believe about something, 

what we care about, what really drives our world view, and how we go about getting 

things done.  For me, values are underlying; that is where we start—values in an 

organization.  It is what we value as an institution—where we put the emphasis, the 

focus, and where we are going to put our energy.    

Our values and principles drive what we do and how we do it.  They are the core 

of what is in our heads and hearts and they underline our behavior.  Everyone has to have 

his/her own central compass because our values influence our behavior and our decision 

making.  It is really more of a philosophical thought in that we all bring values to the 

table from the various places that we have been—the families that we grew up in, the 

culture that we grew up in, the various religions, and all those sorts of things. 

Also, those things that we bring to Valencia help to form the values at Valencia.  

So we all have our own individual values; we come together and work as a team, and 

based on those individual thoughts, we determine what we value as a community college.  

Based on the things we grew up with and the different environments that we grew up in, 
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and that as adults that we have worked in, values are probably top of the totem pole of the 

reasons we do the things we do, even when we do not think about it. 

Values ultimately affect everything.  We have a mission, vision, values, and in a 

learning-centered college we have a core value of learning that we place first and that 

tends to influence just about everything else that we do.  We have a mission and values—

consciously stated—that have been developed collaboratively certainly, but that have 

given us direction to what we do.  It is the basis for our strategic learning plan.  It is the 

basis for the way we approach any decisions we need to make at Valencia.  And it is the 

basis of our relationships and interaction.   

This is a conversation that we return to often in the process of decision making 

and program development.  Learning first, valuing ‘persons,’ serving our community’s 

educational needs are the values which really drive everything else we do.  I think it has 

always been very wise for us to have some commitment to a common value or common 

values before we move anywhere else within the organization.   

Having these shared values is one of the most important things that we have done.  

And it is something to which organizations do not often dedicate a lot of time.  Unless a 

good organization says, ‘Here is why we exist,’ and ‘Here is the way we will act,’ I think 

they fail. 

We have a set of values that are identifiable.   We have ‘start right’ because we 

value ‘learning first’; we are student-centered and learning-centered.  I think one of our 

binding values—if not the binding value in our mission—has been that we put learning 

first.  We have a value that believes in the potential of the human being and bringing the 
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person to his or her potential.   We agree on those values and that shared culture.  It is just 

the basis of all the other things; values really have to be constant.   

With shifting values, I think it undermines everything because there is no 

consistency; there is no assurance people have to hang their hat on, on the values that you 

bring to the table. At the same time, values are not set in concrete all the time because 

you may have adopted the wrong values.  You may be acting from the wrong 

principles—or at least principles that do not foster results—and I think that is when you 

have to go back and reassess and say, ‘Well let us take a look at our values and test 

them.’ 

We consciously established a statement of values for our work when we created 

our Strategic Learning Plan.  The seven goals all rested on values, particularly that of 

‘Learning first in all we do.’  That such goals and strategies were developed 

collaboratively reflects our belief that the best outcomes result from decisions made in a 

collaborative, transparent, communicative environment.” 

Environment 

 The administrators view the environment as dynamic, multi-dimensional, diverse, 

and important. 

“We are in a multi-campus environment.  Our work environment is a very 

complex and dynamic one, evolving because of the nature of the learning process itself as 

well as the magnitude of the college community.  We are talking about the college world 

within which we live and interact.  Our environment reflects our multi-campus 

institution, the type of students we have (the demographics) along with the labs, study 
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spaces, the campuses themselves, and the learning areas.  The environment is dynamic 

and complicated and demands multi-tasking in order to ‘keep up.’  I just think it is 

critical—the environment in the classroom, office, community—it is just so, so 

important.”   

Approach 

 According to the interviews, the administrators are collaborative and inclusive in 

their decision making, partnerships, and committee processes.  They are more 

peer-dependent than hierarchical and believe they can shape the environment depending 

on how they deal with situations, how they choose to interact with one another, and how 

successful they are at achieving goals. 

We have an approach that is very collaborative.  I believe that there is a more 

collaborative spirit here than there once was.  What I try to do, and I think several of us 

try to do, is we try to collaborate from the point of making sure all the stakeholders know 

about the issues.  We solicit input, but we do not always say we are not going to move 

forward on this until we get 100 percent agreement.  In approaching issues, concerns, and 

strategies, we attempt to engage a broad representative spectrum of our college-wide 

community.  The result is a collaborative outcome stemming from consensus building.  

We engage many stakeholders, but we do not have to be unanimous. 

When we look at our emails, frequently we will see ‘learning first’ and ‘start 

right.’  Those are the two approaches we use a lot.  And, certainly I am used to 

approaching things as a member of a team and not in competition.  Our collaborative 

approach means that we need to nurture respect for each other.  There needs to be 
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understanding and the recognition that we think about others.  And, when we are taking 

this approach of the collaborative nature, we are doing this not just to be friendly, but 

because we think that working together we can have better outcomes.  We have more 

input for decisions and that results in better quality decisions. 

We use the primus approach, which means first among equals.  With this style of 

interaction, we do not have to deal with the organizational hierarchy issues to the same 

extent we would in another environment.  It is about what methods should be used in 

going forward: how to solve problems, how to interact with people, how to work within 

the organization, how to get things done.  It is like situational leadership with emphasis 

on collaboration which leads us to be inclusive in terms of how we work to accomplish 

things. 

It shapes the environment.  We change our approach depending on who it is, what 

the issues are, and what it is we are trying to get them to do, what their strengths are, 

what their motivations are, what their areas of opportunity are.  We will consider all the 

circumstances; we will consider all the root causes and evaluate what is going on within 

that situation and when we need the outcome.”   

Communication 

 Communication is perceived as an integral, ongoing, time consuming, and 

situational activity for administrators.  They communicate with others in many ways and 

know the importance of being clear.   They also recognize the skills it takes to 

communicate well. 
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“We are communicating constantly and vigorously and in many forms.   We 

spend a lot of time on communication.  Whether it is regular verbal communication or 

regular email, I think that it all depends on what campus we are at, what we are doing at 

the time, whether we can get on email, or whether we need to make a phone call, have a 

council, or have a meeting.  We communicate in many different ways, in many different 

forms, reaching many different constituencies, fostering wide communication, reaching 

more people, getting more feedback, soliciting wide input.   

Communication is critical, but challenging.  We are a very large, 

multi-dimensional organization.  We place great value on communication and it is a 

tremendous challenge given our size and multiple locations.  Our expectations for 

communication are extremely high.  We urge transparency as much as possible without 

endangering confidentiality.   Remember one of the things that Spock could do was the 

Vulcan mind-meld.  I think sometimes that we expect that.  Our expectations are 

tremendous around communication and that is why we are frustrated at times.    

It is really important to communicate the path—whatever that is.  Communication 

is that element that follows a decision or process in getting it out to the broader group, to 

react in whatever way we need to. It is the way that information is distributed at Valencia.  

Sometimes the communication that takes place can be perceived as positive or negative.  

The clearer we are, I believe, the more likelihood we have of coming to a happy 

consensus.  It does not matter what kind, whether it is in writing, on the phone, or 

face-to-face, I think clear communication is a good thing. 
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We set the tone and communication is the key.   It should be honest, forthright, 

and direct.  Our communication style and our interpersonal skills set the tone for how we 

explain our goals and objectives to our audience.  How we communicate and to whom we 

communicate becomes so important.” 

Relationships 

 Relationships are complicated and involve many people.  Networking and politics 

are as much a part of relationships as are connecting with people, nurturing, trusting, 

and respecting them in the pursuit of common work. 

“We are talking about human dynamics.  Relationships are very complicated.  It is 

how closely aligned we are with those with whom we are working—administrators, 

faculty, departmental deans on different campuses, students, faculty, staff, and the 

community.  It is also about student relationships with their faculties, student 

relationships with students, student relationships with Student Service areas.  It is about 

how we treat one another, how we respect one another, how we nurture our students, how 

people can get to know each other as people and individuals.  It certainly helps if you 

know people; if you network, you establish those connections with people  It is the 

linkages that make us stronger.  Close interaction on committees and non-academic 

activities have built a sense of ‘family’ in which each leader nurtures the others in some 

areas. 

Really knowing people is first in really accomplishing anything because it forms a 

foundation on which we build.  Relationships are key to getting things done and being 

effective in the organization. People at Valencia will help others with anything if there is 
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a positive relationship—it is really about working with people to achieve results.  

Sometimes we are working at such a high velocity that it impacts our ability to do the 

kind of quality work we would like to do.  It might be where some of the politics comes 

in. 

There are many varied relationships and some of them are very deep and 

important, trusting relationships.  We really try to treat each other with care, try to make 

allowances if somebody is having a bad day, try to be nurturing and supportive in 

developing relationships that help each other improve, try to treat each other with respect 

and understanding, and we apologize if we offend each other in the course of our work.  I 

think staff like to know that their leaders and their direct reports and others value them, 

care about them, know what they are doing, and know how they are contributing.”  

Pace 

 Pace is the speed at which people work and things happen in the institution, from 

protean to slow, with the pervading theme that change is challenging. 

“We have conflicting perceptions of pace that permeate our community.  It is fast 

paced or slow as a turtle.  We seek to make transformational change, but in building 

consensus, we often find that the wheels turn slowly, especially with an organization of 

our size.  Valencia is a contradiction actually in that it is very active and multi-tasking, 

working slowly at times and at other times very rapidly and dynamically. Sometimes it is 

simply hectic, complex, change-oriented, and innovative.  We value change, initiative, 

and innovation that produce desired outcomes whether things are happening quickly and 

rushed or more slowly, more methodically. 
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I think it is situational and that it is related to the time frame for the outcome.  It is 

the flow of how things happen.  We are usually fast-paced—much happens here all the 

time.  It is a very hard-working place, a very hard-working campus. People work very, 

very hard and fast, fast, fast. We apologize if we take more than one day to respond to an 

email even though most of us receive more emails each day than it is reasonable to read 

and answer.  In some ways, the tempo of the academic calendar sets our pace; and 

registration, class starts and ends, finals, registration, etc. follow a predictable flow that 

persists regardless of the frenzy of other activities and innovations around us. 

In large part, the pace is dictated by external forces over which we have little or 

no control.  It is a pace that is just really fast and that is true all across the country at 

every college.  This is the fourth state I have worked in, and I have worked in a couple of 

colleges in each state.  Pace is just really, really fast here.  When the pace quickens, 

things can become more complex.  And, this has a definite impact especially when you 

are trying to include everybody  and you are trying to do everything.” 

Performance 

 Performance is viewed primarily as an outcome that is measurable, related to 

students and to output.  It is also viewed as a pervasive orientation toward success and 

excellence. 

“Performance is directly linked to output.  I see performance as an outcome—

measuring our outcome, our performance as an institution through students, student 
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outcomes, and learning outcomes.  I think that has been a very conscious effort within the 

context of outcomes and our objectives of having students be successful in their 

outcomes, their courses, and degree programs.   

We promote learning outcomes and we establish performance criteria for the 

outcomes.  There is a focus on results and documenting results; quantitative is valued 

over qualitative, but there is a growing appreciation for qualitative results. We are 

working hard to establish (and practice) a culture of evidence.  This is manifested in 

behavior related to specific college learning goals which are measured.    

We are very performance-driven; we are very success-driven.  Performance is just 

part of the overall environment in my mind.  We are trying to continually strive for the 

highest level of performance and most optimal outcome.  We are always striving, often 

accomplishing.  We are success-oriented with this achievement motivation that we have 

related to performance goals and performance objectives.   

We have set high standards of performance, often citing ‘excellence’ as our 

baseline of achievement.  It challenges us, but it also binds us together to build the 

support we need to reach such a plane.  We strive for and often obtain high levels of 

performance that can be measured and which can generate a high level of pride 

throughout the organization.” 
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Section 2—Building and Reconciling the System 

Composite Administrator System Relationships 

The administrators determined the relationships that exist among the affinities.  

The ART, the IRD, and the SIDs reflect their lived experience within the culture at 

Valencia.  

The ART, IRD, and Tentative SID Assignments for Administrators 

The Affinity Relationship Table (ART) reflects the cause-and-effect relationships 

that the administrators identified among the affinities: 

TABLE 4.1—Administrator Composite ART 

Administrator Composite 
Affinity Relationship Table (ART) 

1    →    2 
1    ←    3 
1    ←    4 
1    →    5 
1    →    6 
1    ←    7 
2    ←    3 
2    →    4 
2    ←    5 
2    →    6 
2    ←    7 
3    →    4 
3    →    5 
3    →    6 
3    ←    7 
4    ←    5 
4    →    6 
4    ←    7 
5    →    6 
5    ←    7 
6    ←    7 
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The Inter-Relational Diagram (IRD) in Table 4.2 below reflects the relationships and the 

delta.  Table 4.3 provides the same information sorted in descending order by delta.  

Table 4.4 provides the System Influence Diagram (SID) assignments. 

TABLE 4.2—Administrator Composite IRD 

Administrator Composite Interrelational Diagram (IRD) 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 OUT IN ∆ 
1  ↑ ← ← ↑ ↑ ← 3 3  0 
2 ←  ← ↑ ← ↑ ← 2 4 -2 
3 ↑ ↑  ↑ ↑ ↑ ← 5 1  4 
4 ↑ ← ←  ← ↑ ← 2 4 -2 
5 ← ↑ ← ↑  ↑ ← 3 3  0 
6 ← ← ← ← ←  ← 0 6 -6 
7 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑  6 0  6 

 
TABLE 4.3—Administrator Composite IRD in Descending Order 

Administrator Composite IRD Sorted in Descending Order of ∆ 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 OUT IN ∆ 

7 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑  6 0  6 
3 ↑ ↑  ↑ ↑ ↑ ← 5 1  4 
1  ↑ ← ← ↑ ↑ ← 3 3  0 
5 ← ↑ ← ↑  ↑ ← 3 3  0 
2 ←  ← ↑ ← ↑ ← 2 4 -2 
4 ↑ ← ←  ← ↑ ← 2 4 -2 
6 ← ← ← ← ←  ← 0 6 -6 

 
TABLE 4.4—Administrator Composite SID 

Administrator Composite System Influence Diagram (SID) 
7 Values Primary Driver 
3 Environment Secondary Driver 
1 Approach Circulator/Pivot 
5 Communication Circulator / Pivot 
2 Relationships Secondary Outcome 
4 Pace Secondary Outcome 
6 Performance Primary Outcome 
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Composite Administrator Theoretical Descriptions 

Value Influences 

DIAGRAM 4.2—Value Influences 

7.  Values

3. Environment

5. Pace

1. Approach 2. Communication

4. Relationships

6. Performance

 
 

Values Influence Environment 

“I think values drive the environment.  Values are something intrinsic, either in a 

person or in an institution and cannot be changed very frequently.  As a result, values are 

going to affect the environment.  In many ways our values help develop the environment.  

They certainly have at the campuses.  The values that we have developed clearly have 

determined the environment.  And I have to say that I could sometimes argue that 

environment can affect values too.  But, if I look at it in terms of the different campuses 

and the learning areas and how people work, the values have affected the environment. 

Values are the determinant here.  We shape our environment because of our 

values.  I am not talking only about the physical environment, but more about the 

environment of our mission here at Valencia.  The values shape our environment.   
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I would say that we agree first on the principles under which we will operate.  

These are the values or principles that underlie our decisions.  And once we agree on 

those values (that shared culture) then they shape the environment in which outcomes 

occur.  Yes, values drive environment . . . that is the anchor.” 

Values Influence Approach 

“I think values influence approach.  Values become stronger than the approach.  

Your values ought to be your anchor.  Values drive approach.  For me values underlie 

everything.  That is where we start, with values in our organization.   

I am a value-driven person, and values ultimately affect everything I do.  

Furthermore, I believe that everyone has to have his or her own central compass.  What 

we value as an institution influences our approach regardless of whether it is personal 

relationships, student success, compassion, or learning challenges for our students. 

Probably the best example I can think of is our President’s vision that we are all 

trying to implement.  Because he values the individual or the person and because he 

values doing what is right for a person, I think that changes our approach, or it should 

change our approach.  And I think it definitely changes his approach.  This is as opposed 

to a President who is very process-oriented, who thinks only in terms of process and 

procedures and budget. 

Values impact and affect what kind of approach you use.  So values are extremely 

important in the sense that we need to understand the values of the institution that we 

work for in order to decide what approach to use.  In other words I feel that if you work  
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for an educational institution, you need to understand what the values are and 

what your values are, and you have to perform according to the values of the institution. 

Basically, what we value, how we value it, and what our principles are will drive 

our approach.  We need to start with consensus on our binding values and I think one of 

our binding values has been that we put learning first.  We are learning-centered.  So that 

has shaped our approach; the values come first just as in our own lives where we have 

values that drive how we approach things and how we communicate with people.  

I think at least for me everything emanates from values.  You take the values into 

any one of these other affinities and values are a constant—a driver.  You can always sit 

back on your values or your principles so in essence, you are always doing things in a 

principle-based way.  Your approach is based on principles.  Your communication is 

based on principles.  And, the environment is based on principles.  All these things are 

value-driven which means you need to have a set of values that are identifiable and then 

you need to consistently walk that talk. 

I believe values are fundamental so it makes sense that values drive approach.  

Values incorporate what you believe about the world, what you care about, what really 

drives your world view, and how you go about getting things done.”   

Values Influence Communication 

I think values influence communication.  There is lots of energy that flows 

between values and communication, but values are the over-arching determinant.  We 

have the value of learning first, and I think that has shaped the way we communicate.  In 
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a learning-centered college, we have a core value of learning that we place first and that 

tends to influence just about everything else that we do including how we communicate. 

 I feel that we set our values as an institution first and then they impact everything 

we do.  As an example, what do we value as an institution?  Do we value letting students 

know when they are having an issue in a class.  Do we put a lot of value on that as an 

institution?   Our communication procedures have to be built around what we think is 

important.  

It is because we value ‘starting right’ and ‘learning first’ that we use 

communication so much.  It is necessary to have an in-depth understanding of the values 

of the institution before we can communicate accordingly. 

In fact, we like to think that our values will control all our communication, but on 

the flip side of that, how does the way we communicate and to whom we communicate 

impact those values?  In the purest sense, values are the starting point.  What we value, 

how we value one another, what our principles are, and what we believe in—they drive 

what we communicate.  

And, since values are the basis of everything else, they really have to be constant.  

If there are shifting values, they undermine what we do because there is no consistency; 

there is no assurance for people to hang their hat on; and, there are no values to bring to 

the common table.  If people cannot share values—if you are a chameleon—it is just not 

going to lead to positive outcomes in my opinion.” 
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Values Influence Relationships 

“I think values drive relationships.  It is partly because of what I said earlier about 

us all coming to the table with something of value.  What we value as people—based on 

the things we grew up with and the different environments that we grew up in—is really 

the basis for why we do the things we do, even when we do not think about it.  I do not 

believe that you have a relationship with somebody and then let him/her determine what 

your values are.   

Values affect relationships in the same way that I said values are intrinsic in an 

institution and we do not change them.  Rather, we have to understand and identify the 

values before we can interact in relationships.  In educational institutions, we need to 

respect those professional values in the working relationships. 

Values have a great deal of influence on relationships:  not just in the workplace, 

not just within the environment of Valencia, but I think individually.  And that is just 

human nature.  If we value the platform of a political party, our relationship is probably 

going to be a little bit closer than if we were at odds with that, even if only on that one 

issue.   

Relationships are very complicated depending upon the maturity of those in the 

relationship.  I might work for you within the work environment, and we might also be 

best friends.  But, because of our maturity in that relationship, we understand the 

difference and we do not take the work outside or take the outside relationship inside—

we respect that.  I think that is very rare, although not a non-existent relationship.  It is 

rare when those can respect that and not mix the two.  So, at Valencia, I think our values 
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affect relationships.  I am giving heavy weight to values driving relationships.  The two 

are very close, but values again have got to be our anchor.”  

Values Influence Pace 

Values are intrinsic in the organization; they affect pace, and well they should.  I 

think that having this value of learner centeredness determines and affects the pace of 

what we are going to do.  I think that commitment to values, that commitment to our 

mission, is one of the important things we have done at Valencia.   

We have a mission and values, consciously stated, that have been developed 

collaboratively certainly, but that has given us direction to what we do.  It is the basis for 

our strategic learning plan.  It is the basis for the way we approach any decisions we need 

to make at Valencia.  And, it is the basis of our relationships and interaction.  I think it 

has always been very wise for us to have some commitment to a common value, or 

common values, before we move anywhere else within the organization. 

I will give you another example.  Our marketing manager who is trying to 

accommodate everyone’s needs has found herself in the situation where the pace of the 

demands is going to drive her performance.  What she has been perceptive in doing is 

going back to look at ‘what are you looking for and what should my pace be in order to 

give you the product you are looking for.’  She says, ‘So here is the pace within which we 

can work.  You want a postcard mailed out and I need eight weeks to do that from 

concept to in-home date.’  What we are doing in that situation is determining what the 

underlying value is and then determining our pace. 
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For me, my values affect the pace.  I do not know if that would be an institution 

thing, or culture thing, but I know for me it would be simple.  What I think is most 

important is what is going to shape the way I am going to spend my time and energy.”   

Values Influence Performance 

“Values definitely impact our performance.  Maybe it is not as strong as the 

values/relationship impact, but it is close in that what we value is what we are going to 

put our energy into.  And, if we put our energy into it, our performance is affected.  So, I 

guess what performance measures we choose as being important are going to be impacted 

by what we value, or what is most important to us. 

I think values influence performance.  Our ‘start right’ program here at Valencia 

is an example.  It is something we value.  We want people to start right, whether we talk 

about students or about faculty or staff.  And so, because we value that, we have certain 

things in place to help people to start right.  No matter who it is, we want students at 

desks on the first day of classes so they can start right.  We want students to apply early 

so that they can get their financial aid which helps them start right so they can get the 

classes they need which helps them start right, so they can be ready at their desk on the 

first day of class.   

One of the things that Valencia did to help me start right at the College was have 

me come in for a week as a consultant.  I spent a week in my office with my staff.  I met 

people and I even came to graduation. I was sitting on stage before I was even formally 

doing my job here. 
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Another example is you have a worker and the value of the organization is that 

that worker can work X hours.  If the institution says you only work 60 hours then that is 

what you have to respect.  And, your pace is going to be partly determined by that.  Good 

or bad, values affect the outcomes of performance.  

If there is any sort of caveat on the values being the driver of all, it is that 

ultimately certainly if any of the communication, relationships, pace, etc., is suffering, I 

think we would have to go back and reassess our commitment to our values and say 

maybe I am just not acting from the right principles here.  Maybe I need to go back and 

take a look because at the end of the day, if we have an identifiable set of values or 

principles and we are making decisions and we are being true and consistent and it is just 

not working, I think at that point we have to say that something is not right.   

Ultimately we have to perform.  We have, at least at Valencia, a statutory mission 

that we have to achieve, and we have the public depending on us to perform.  And if it is 

not working, then I think we have to go back in and say we are going to have to re-look at 

these values.  So I guess that is just a long way around saying that values are not set in 

concrete all the time.   

From another angle, I look at pace being more environmental to the organization.  

Pace is a way of defining how/whether an organization or systems in the organization 

move.  But they should not be the major factor or scapegoat for us not getting things 

done.  We should not use those as an excuse.  Values drive our pace so saying that the 

process is so slow or so fast is not an excuse for my not getting my job done.  Instead, 

what is the value and how do you change the process, see how we can impact the process, 
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and speed it up, and how we can change things to make it happen.  So that is it in a 

nutshell:  Values drive performance.” 

Environment Influences 

DIAGRAM 4.3—Environment Influences 

7.  Values

3. Environment

5. Pace

1. Approach 2. Communication

4. Relationships

6. Performance

 

 

Environment Influences Approach 

“The environment is going to influence the approach.  If you are in a 

learning-centered environment, your approach to teaching, instruction, and student 

experiences is going to be different than if you teach in an environment that is 

non learning-centered.  So definitely the environment is going to have a direct influence 

on the approach.  (The approach used to deal with students is what I am thinking of.) 

Environment drives approach within the context that the environment is fixed and 

not as dynamic in terms of how we apply our approach or what approach we take.  I like 

the term ‘dynamic’ here along with ‘chaos.’  It is dynamic because according to the 



129 

approach, communication goes out in many different ways, in many different forms, 

reaching many different constituencies.  For example, if we are looking at just one 

campus we are talking about the faculty, staff, and students, the wider community around 

us, and even beyond that.    

The dynamic will also then reach to the other campuses that we deal with.  And 

there are times we need to be selective in our approach because not all communication 

should be directed to everyone.  The dynamics of that can be chaotic because we 

sometimes get massive feedback.  Then we are challenged to sort out the static that we 

get with it and figure out what is relevant and what is not relevant and what has meaning 

for the decisions. 

The environment we have here is a very complex one, but a very dynamic one 

because communication engenders change and response.  Just by the fact that we respond 

to something means we are reflecting, hopefully, and that this produces some action or 

reaction that in itself is dynamic change.  The environment is driving whatever approach 

we decide to use.  And the fact that this environment is one that consists of several 

campuses requires a need for closer collaboration and communication.   

As a result, environment drives the approach.  In terms of the leadership 

environment, if you have leaders who consistently adopt a certain approach in the way 

they solve problems—attack issues, process ideas and visions—then I think that approach 

will permeate the situation; it will become part of the environment that then drives future 

approaches.   
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There are many different ways of getting a problem solved and we have to work 

in the existing environment and figure out how we would approach a situation.  We have 

to decide which techniques or methods should be used in going forward.  If we are in a 

small meeting then we approach things one way.  If we are in a large group we approach 

things another way.” 

Environment Influences Communication 

“I think environment drives communication.  I fairly routinely provide campus 

information and there are times when it is more appropriate to do campus-wide 

communications rather than more personal communications.   I think the environment 

will dictate the way I communicate and the methods I use.   

Fundamentally, environment drives communication.  It is akin to my first 

comment about approach and communication.  If you do not understand the environment 

that you are working in and the people that you are working with, then it becomes very 

difficult to choose the right tools to communicate your message or to get something done.  

The situation you find yourself in is going to either allow you to communicate well or is 

going to impede communication.” 

Environment Influences Relationships 

“I would say environment affects relationships.  As an example, the multi-campus 

environment can have a direct impact on relationships among administrators, faculty, and 

departmental deans on the different campuses.  You can often establish one relationship 

in one environment and yet cannot seem to establish another relationship in another 

environment.  So, definitely environment has a lot to do with the relationships that you 
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can establish.  You can be selective with the relationships, but I think environment affects 

relationships. 

We have created an environment that impacts our relationships; it impacts our 

pace, and it impacts our performance.  As a result, I am sometimes concerned that maybe 

our environment is evolving somewhat uncontrollably.  We have created this 

environment, the context of the environment within which everyone works.  We have 

established norms which are the foundation of our culture.   

And what I have been sensitive to, from my perspective and some of my other 

peers, is that we really need to intentionally establish the culture within which we work.  

Everybody needs to be in consensus on how that is going to happen because then that 

drives our relationships and drives how we are going to communicate with one another.  

And, it drives what our performance is going to be.   

I am a really big believer in the importance of environment—all types of 

environments.  Whatever the environment is, it is critical to what happens in the 

classroom, office, or community and it directly influences our relationships. I think the 

environment that our President has helped create here has caused professional 

relationships to grow and develop because it is safe and desirable for people to work 

together, not to point fingers and throw blame.   

Everyone works together, even when somebody is the nominal leader on an 

effort—the primus approach.  We do not have to deal with the organizational hierarchy to 

the same extent we would in another environment.  And, starting with that environment, I 

think relationships tend to flourish. 
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I believe that relationships really shape everything—relationships and values too.  

I also believe as an educator that my mission in life is to develop the talents of people.  I 

define that really broadly so it is not just students but it is staff, and anybody with whom I 

am working.  I am really trying—through my relationships—to bring out the best of them 

and that is why it shapes my world view so significantly.    

An environment, whether it is conducive to accomplishment, whether it is 

supportive, or whether it is antagonistic, will affect relationships.  Good relationships can 

go poorly and poor relationships can become better.  In the end, the only thing I want to 

add here is that unless you have a forceful change agent, environment always wins.  This 

is culture you are talking about.” 

Environment Influences Pace 

“I connect environment with performance and pace.  I think that given the right 

environment we all perform favorably, faster, with more energy, and with better pace.  So 

definitely the environment is going to affect the performance and it is going to affect the 

pace.  I think that when you put employees in the right environment, conducive to 

working, or students in the right environment, conducive to learning, they are going to 

perform better or they are going to learn better.  Environment affects the performance and 

it affects the pace at which we work and learn. 

This environment that we have created at Valencia makes it a very rapid, dynamic 

sometimes contradictory pace.  I think it is productive chaos in the sense that it gives us 

perspective on what some alternatives there may be.  I think all too often in such a hectic 
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environment we get so excited about things we want to accomplish that we forget that 

there may be other options—ways of doing things—that we are overlooking.  

We create this sort of tunnel vision and say this is where we are going.  And we 

need to ask ourselves, ‘Wait a minute; why is that happening?’  Sometimes, there are 

other alternatives that may be better choices for us, so it is important to remember that 

environment—and the chaotic pace in it—has its value and its drawbacks.”  

Environment Influences Performance 

“I would say environment influences performance because the environment of an 

institution directly impacts how we can perform in different areas.  We have multiple 

campuses so when we are thinking about different kinds of performance outcomes we 

have to consider the different campuses.  For example, we have some people who are 

college-wide coordinators who have to function on all campuses.  This reality certainly 

can impact performance, particularly for a person who has a hard time keeping several 

balls in the air at once.   

I think the environment here at Valencia is nurturing and caring.  I have worked in 

an environment that was not nurturing and I worked really hard to perform.  It makes it 

harder to perform.  I am not saying people cannot perform in environments that are not 

nurturing.  What I am saying is that it just makes it harder.  It makes it harder to care.   

Environment creates certain expectations and people react to those expectations.  

If the environment is conducive to accomplishment, then you have performance.  If the 

environment is counter to that, then people are susceptible to poor performance.  Given 

the right environment, we all perform better and more energetically.” 
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Approach Influences 

DIAGRAM 4.4—Approach Influences 
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Approach Influences Communication 

“Approach impacts communication.  Under ‘approach’ we talked about 

collaboration and passion and these things affect communication.  If I have a 

predisposition to feel strongly about organization and order, then I am likely to 

communicate in an orderly fashion.  It is also related to pace because in taking our 

approach, we have to ask what the time frame is within which we have to work.  If we 

have a broad time frame, then our approach might be done one way in terms of 

communication and the impact of that communication.  If our time is very short, our 

communication may be done a different way—it might be very direct.   

Approach also influences communication because I think our emphasis on 

collaboration leads us to be inclusive.  That is one reason why email is particularly 
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helpful.  Even though sometimes it is difficult to communicate complex ideas through 

email, it is really easy to copy or to include a lot of people.  I think that is one big reason 

why we have seen our email volume grow almost exponentially.   

 And, between collaboration and communication there is a clear cause and affect.  

If we indeed decide to collaborate, we should have enhanced communications.  So I think 

a conscious decision to take a collaborative approach leads us to want to have wider, 

richer communication.  And of course there is the feedback effect of that—having wider, 

more consistent, frequent communication enhances collaboration. 

 Sometimes, it is like two sides of a coin, but definitely if I had to make a decision 

I would say approach drives communication.  As an example, if someone’s approach is 

quite autocratic, or non-inclusive, or uninformed, or otherwise not very politic, I think 

that, in many cases, shuts down communication even if what they are saying has merit.  I 

do not think it is very effective communication and it may cause a complete shut down—

might cause the other person to not listen any more because he or she is focusing on the 

poor approach.  The result is that the message is lost. 

 If your experience tells you that somebody responds in certain ways to a certain 

approach, that information is going to drive your communication.  You are more likely to 

re-package your communication in a way that will most likely be heard and listened to 

and acted upon.  There is no doubt that approach drives communication, although not just 

in the feedback process.  It is not just as part of your organizational experience.   

As an example, you have interacted with a given group several times.  The next 

time you are going to deal with that group, you may say, ‘Now let me go back into my 
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memory and think about what has been effective.  What has been ineffective?  What have 

previous approaches been?  How can I anticipate and forestall what might negatively 

impact communication?  And, how can I adjust my own approach based on that past 

experience?’  You could be dealing with a completely different issue than you have 

before with the group, but you still know that there are certain people you are going to be 

more successful with by using a certain approach.  In some respects, that is just 

organizational aptitude. 

I also think that communication is that element that follows a decision or process 

in getting the information and/or results out to the broader group to react in whatever way 

we need to.  So I see the approach as being part of what you decide to do and how you 

choose to communicate it.  Depending on what it is you want to accomplish, the approach 

will influence your choice of the way you communicate, with whom, when, and why.  An 

example of where approach would influence communication is if we are very student 

centered in an area, then we are going to focus our communications with students around 

whatever goal or objective we are trying to make part of our student-centered 

philosophy.”  

Approach Influences Pace 

“Approach impacts pace.  As we strive to enhance our collaboration through 

better communication, by reaching more people, getting more feedback, it forces us to be 

very active and multi-tasking.   Sometimes the actual number of things that we have tried 

to achieve and the number of issues that we are trying to address has quickened the pace 
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because we are trying to include everybody, trying to do everything, trying to over-

achieve.   

The conflicting side of it is that it can be slow at times, and slow in the sense that 

being collaborative means that we are considerate and we listen, and that takes time.  So 

while we desire typically some rapid change, and we look for outcomes, we also know 

that to be truly collaborative we must take that time to listen.  It can be frustrating 

because not everyone is always available at the same time to listen and react.  But we 

must be respectful of each other’s time in that sense.  Whether we are trying to speed 

something up or slow something down, the approach that is selected should be cognizant 

of the pace of the things happening around us but should also be one that impacts the 

pace more than the pace impacts the approach.   

Sometimes I think that this is also experienced differently at different levels of the 

institution.  Faculty, students, and staff pretty much know what to do regardless of the 

pace. As an example, faculty pretty much feel that no matter what craziness is going on, 

no matter what we are trying to get to done or finished up, they are going to show up in 

August ready for students.  There is comfort in knowing that in August they show up and 

go to class and in December they give final exams.  The constancy of that is actually 

comforting because it is not as if the organization is going to fall apart.  It is going to 

continue.”  

Approach Influences Performance 

“Approach impacts performance.  Yes, absolutely.    Let me give you an example.  

When we did the presidential search we had an outcome that we were looking for, which 
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was to get a new person in the role of president who was not only qualified, but shared 

our vision and values and would take us to the next level.  Even if that person showed up 

on our doorstep, we knew that we had to follow a process that was highly collaborative, 

inclusive, and comprehensive to assure the community that we had let everyone have 

his/her say, that we had scoured the universe for qualified people, giving everybody a fair 

shot at this job. 

And what followed was a process that was fair and flawless.  And this was critical 

because there really was no room for flaw in that process.  We knew that at the end of the 

day we could have made the right choice, but if we had made it the wrong way, we would 

not have done our job.  If we had screwed the process up, even with Dr. Shugart, we 

would have had him but there always would have been questions about the process and 

probably divisiveness and it would have tainted everything.   

I want to reinforce this.  I think that approach can really affect performance in that 

way, because you can actually perform well, but if the approach is poor, you have 

achieved the task but the way you did it was so tainted that it did not matter what 

happened. It was so damaged and contrary to the culture.  So, yes, approach impacts 

performance.   

The approach you select will impact the performance and the pace at which you 

are going to perform to achieve those outcomes.  The way in which you influence people 

will decide whether or not you are successful.  It will also decide whether or not you 

achieve what you want to get and that is just human nature.  
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I also tend to think that the approach that you use to deal with students and with 

goals and problems is going to have an impact on the output. Performance is directly 

linked with output within the context of outcomes and identifiable objectives.  So if we 

are trying to continually strive for the highest level of performance and most optimal 

outcome, then our approach would definitely impact that.   

It is rather like communication again.  Obviously these are all interrelated.  If I 

want the highest degree of performance that we can possibly get, then my question to 

myself is going to be, ‘What approach do I take?’  We will consider all the 

circumstances, all the root causes and evaluate what is going on within that situation.  

And the time frame within which we need the outcome will drive that in many ways.  So, 

if we need the outcome yesterday, our approach is going to be different, and I think our 

performance could suffer as a result of that.   

We are always striving and very often accomplishing things.  We are 

success-oriented and if we are not looking for success in our approach, in enhancing the 

learning outcomes, then I am not sure why we would be doing these things other than to 

feel good perhaps.  Being responsive to learning needs is one of the intentions we have in 

taking a collaborative approach to what we are doing.  And we do that because we are 

convinced that we can have better learning outcomes by working together.  This also 

relates to some of the strategies that we have utilized in the classroom like building 

learning communities.  Why do we feel that that collaborative type of learning 

environment is a good one?  Because we know—and we have been able to prove—that it 

leads to more success in the outcomes.” 
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Pace Influences  

DIAGRAM 4.5—Pace Influences 
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Pace Influences Communication 

“The pace of the institution will determine the communication.  Whether things 

are happening very fast and with less communication, or really slowly with more 

opportunity for communication, the pace will affect the resulting communication.  The 

more time we have, the more likely we are to pick up the phone and talk to someone than 

to send an email.   

Sometimes you have to get something done right away as in when we had the 

hurricanes.  We spent a lot of time on communication, but we also had to do it in a big 

hurry.  It was, ‘Okay, we are having a meeting.’ And, then, ‘Okay, does our PR person 

have the information she needs?’  And, when she did she would leave the room and start 

working on getting it out to TV stations, newspaper, putting information out on Atlas, 
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working with her people.  Then, we would talk about how we were going to get other 

pieces of communication out.   

It was really the pace, and the timing of how quickly we had to get stuff out that 

was driving our communication.  The pace of the hurricane itself actually forced us to 

have meetings and to put communication out to people.   So, it was really the pace that 

was driving it.  Even without the hurricanes, pace drives communication.  We are pretty 

fast-paced.   

When pace is hectic, when things are crazy, I think communication styles can 

sometimes be adjusted to accommodate just the physical limitations.  Where you might 

normally set up a face-to-face meeting, if the pace is hectic and you are on the road, you 

might have no choice but to adopt email or voicemail, even though it is not the most 

appropriate or even the most effective approach in a given situation.  You may just have 

no choice.  Pace is the driver.  And again we either have time to communicate or we do 

not have time to communicate.  We talk in bits and bytes or we talk in paragraphs.” 

Pace Influences Relationships 

“Pace affects relationships.  I think pace is relatively uncontrollable—not 

completely uncontrollable though.  There are many ways to affect it, to slow things 

down, to speed it up.  But because we have so many external forces that drive pace, it can 

never be completely controllable.  The pace of the institution, I think, definitely 

determines what kind of relationships you can build with the faculty, staff, and students. 

Much happens here all the time and a stressful situation can be damaging to 

relationships especially if speed and hurry are involved.  Valencia is a very hard-working 
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place.  If they are working on something, they develop relationships, and I try to find 

times that are not as frantic in order for people to get to know each other better as 

individuals, as people.  And that is because building the relationships helps.  The 

challenge is that in some cases people do not develop those relationships that help them 

do their job better.  In some ways, this can create little silos. 

In terms of building relationships, I have good intentions.  We will get a new 

employee and I will think, ‘I would like to take this person out to lunch and get to know 

him’ and then months go by and I think, ‘Oh my, I never scheduled that.’  And it is just 

one of those things that happen when the pace picks up.  So, I think we have to work 

hard, and those of us in leadership roles especially have to work really hard on the 

relationships because the pace can prevent that.  Simply put, the pace sometimes can 

prevent or slow down some relationships that would really help us in developing stronger 

outcomes. 

Most of the time, I have a high-task, high-people orientation. I am very interested 

in the task at hand but I am also very interested in people.  And, which way I work is 

often dependent on the pace that we are moving at, and how much time I have.  If I do 

not have a whole lot of time, I can become very task oriented as opposed to people 

oriented.  And people who are used to being very people oriented can be surprised. So I 

have had to be very aware, as an administrator and as a leader, to try, no matter what the 

pace is, to always keep the people orientation at least even with the task orientation.”   



143 

Pace Influences Performance  

Pace drives performance.  On the one hand we say that things are moving and 

happening at a very fast pace, but sometimes the change that needs to happen does not 

happen fast enough because we are trying to collaborate, trying to get everybody’s 

buy-in, and sometimes we make changes about which people are not happy.  They are not 

happy because they were not in the know, and this is often the case in personnel 

decisions.  As an example, we had a change in our academic structure last summer and 

one of the comments from the faculty was, ‘Nobody asked us about this change.’  But 

that issue was not an appropriate one for broad discussions.  

Pace is related to what the time frame is for the outcome, and performance relates 

to what outcomes we can expect given the pace or time frame of whatever we are doing.  

I would love to be arrogant enough to say that performance drives pace, but I do not think 

it does.  I think that we are human and that the pace influences performance.  When you 

have more time, when things are not as complex, I think you are more likely to perform 

well. When it is hectic and crazy and you are multi-tasking, I think there is a real impact 

on performance because of the speed.  

Sometimes we are working at such a high velocity that it impacts our ability to do 

the kind of quality work we would like to do.  It seems that the faster you run, the less 

time you have for always getting everything correct.  Basically it means you have three 

choices: Do you want it good?  Do you want it fast? or, Do you want it cheap?” 
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Relationship Influences  

DIAGRAM 4.6—Relationship Influences 

7.  Values
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Relationships Influence Approach 

“Relationships do impact approach.  Relationships should be stronger than 

approach.  The relationship you have with a person should dictate which approach is used 

for the same type of communication, and how best to approach that person. 

In general—and I think that this might relate more to my style or my 

personality—I feel that relationships shape everything.  That is why I found myself 

voting consistently that way in the focus group.  I was aware of that at the time, when we 

did it as a group.  And now, I continue to think that relationships drive approach. 

I think of approach in terms of the way we get things done.  As a result, I feel that 

the relationships I have with people really drive the way I want to get things done.  The 

way I approach them is cast within my relationship with them.  I mentioned within the 
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bigger group too that I find a characteristic of Valencia is really getting to know people.  

It is the first step in really accomplishing anything because it forms a foundation on 

which we build. 

I think relationships sometimes drive approach because your approach will 

depend on how you interact with someone—will govern your approach.  It is like 

situational leadership in terms of how you try to get things accomplished.  Or, maybe I 

can put it this way:  If you are friends, you sit around and talk openly; whereas, if you are 

acquaintances, you sit around and play chess.” 

Approach Influences Relationship 

When the researcher did the composite of the focus group and the individual 

participant responses, the influences between the two affinities, approach and 

relationship, were evenly split in the Pareto table.  The researcher chose to build the 

system using the perspective of relationships influencing approach.  Her decision to do 

so was based upon the cumulative commentary she recorded during the focus groups and 

the individual interviews combined with the strong sense of the importance of 

relationships at Valencia. 

At the same time, it must be noted that half the participants saw the relationship 

in the reverse and one did not see a relationship between the affinities at all.  In 

recognition of the alternative view, the researcher has included the comments of those in 

support of the reverse relationship as a counterbalance in reconciling the conflict. 
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Approach Influences Relationships—A Conflict of Choice 

“Approach influences relationships because typically we build our relationships 

with students, faculty, staff, and the community based on our approach.  For example, my 

understanding is that the previous administration was managed or led by getting people to 

compete with each other, as opposed to working with each other as a team.  Our current 

President and the administration have a very different approach.   

I think that the approach you use will dictate and influence the relationships.  It 

might influence in a positive or negative way but there is an influence there.  Whether 

you decide that your approach is going to be student-centered or learning-centered, it is 

going to influence the relationship that you have with the students and with your peers, 

and with the rest of the people.  So there is a definite relationship influence there. 

 As well, taking into consideration the degree of the relationship and the level of 

the relationship, I think approach would impact relationships depending on how closely 

aligned we are with those with whom we are working.  This is particularly true if it is a 

new experience or a new relationship.   

Even here in this context, in this interview, we do not know one another that well, 

except from the experience from the other day.  So, I may have a more cautious approach 

to how we interact because our relationship is very new and limited.  My approach will 

be different within this context than in another context where I know the person very 

well. 

I do see a direct relationship between approach and relationships in the sense that 

our collaborative approach means that you need to nurture respect for each other.  There 
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needs to be understanding and an indication that you think about others.  As you develop 

your communications, you are concerned about things like: How do I approach people?   

How will they receive this?  What am I expecting them to do with this communication?  

So I think that the approach will engender and shape existing and new relationships.  

And, feedback will help you to modify your approaches.  It will impact your approaches. 

It is also potentially a two-sided coin.  I do not think there is any doubt that 

depending on the relationships that you have it can impact the way you approach people.  

I think if there was any weight on one side it would be your approach driving the 

relationship because I think there is a correlated impact on relationships when we 

consistently take a particular approach.  Some people are going to respond well all the 

time while others may not respond well at first but when they understand that your 

approach is always going to be a certain way they may come around and begin to respond 

well later on.  I think the consistency of approach becomes important.   

On the other side of the coin, I think when you have people who take inconsistent 

approaches and you can never count on them to process an idea or task in a certain way—

it is kind of all over the board—that affects relationships because there is a certain lack of 

security because you never quite know what is next.   So it is a double-sided coin, yes, 

but I would say there is a little more weight on the approach affecting relationships.” 

Relationships Influence Performance 

“Relationships can definitely have an impact on performance.  If you have good 

relationships with the people that you are engaged with, they will probably perform at a 

better pace than if you do not have a very good relationship with them.  If you do not 
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have a good relationship, then the individual tends to be a little bit reluctant to share 

information or work with you.  So definitely relationships will affect performance. 

I think the way that we relate to each other and interact drives the outcome, and 

determines the standards that we set.  I would say that because we cannot do this alone 

and because we are not a bunch of islands—we are a team—relationships must drive 

performance.  And there is a byproduct.  When you have a well-performing team, the 

relationships are strengthened. 

The relationships you build will allow you to perform and excel or will be a 

deterrent to your being able to excel.  If you have very weak relationships with your peers 

and with those with whom you are working, you may not get anything done and, in fact, 

you may go backwards.” 

Communication Influences  

DIAGRAM 4.7—Communication Influences 
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Communication Influences Relationships 

“Communication is our key.  Communication is going to affect relationships 

favorably or unfavorably.  It is a key factor and an essential element.  If you do not 

communicate, then you are not going to have relationships.  So it is an important 

component.  In order to establish relationships we have to communicate, so 

communication really drives relationships.  

The way we communicate can build relationships or it can destroy relationships. 

It can create the linkages that make us stronger, particularly in a large environment like 

ours where you come into it and you will not know everyone.  In fact you may only know 

and interact with a small part of our community.  But when you begin to communicate 

and interact with people you begin to develop the relationships that enhance our success.  

This is why I think the primary driver is communication.  I think secondarily, certainly 

because of consistent successful communication, relationships are either sustained or 

created that perpetuate a positive cycle. 

When you have successful communication, you tend to have respectful 

relationships, friendly relationships, in some cases affectionate relationships, with people 

with whom you become close friends or develop strong professional relationships. 

I see a strong influence of communication on relationships, and an example would 

be the method of communication that faculty use with students.  I think the 

communication can have an impact on what the relationship is between the faculty 

member and the student.  In my case, I communicate differently with different people, 

depending on my relationship with them.” 
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Communication Influences Performance 

“Communication drives our performance.  In order to have achievement, you 

have to have communication and you have to have a way of motivating, giving feedback, 

in order to reach the goals that you are trying to achieve.  Those are both very powerful 

too in terms of their relationship to each other.  I will say that communication definitely 

affects performance.   

If we were looking at what I would call the performance of students—student 

outcomes, learning outcomes—I think that would be very dependent on how well as an 

institution you were communicating with students about their performance in the 

classroom, their learning processes, and what is available to them at the college including 

services and support.   

Communication just affects performance.  You may work with people whom you 

supervise or students or members of a committee.  Depending on whether you are a good 

communicator, whether you are giving them a healthy environment and an effective tone, 

they will perform what they need to do.  So for me, communication is the impacting 

factor.  Communication has more determining weight in performance. 

 If I had to fall on a side of the fence here, I would say that communication 

influences performance in that when you are effectively communicating, in the very 

broad sense of the word, I think you are more likely to have positive performance 

outcomes.  Now, that is not always the case, especially if you have substantive 

deficiencies in which case how well you communicate may not be the determining factor. 
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By the same token, you could experience top results, be a top performer, but be absolute 

poison in the system.  Either way, I would have to say communication drives 

performance.” 

The Administrator Cluttered SID 

The combination of all these relationships resulted in the administrator cluttered 

SID in Diagram 4.8 below.  All redundant links were removed in Diagram 4.9 and the 

backward arrow in the relationships impacting approach was noted with a thick arrow.  

As was indicated above in the discussion about relationships impacting approach, 

there was an even split of 11 and 11 among the participants with one vote for no 

relationship.  Commentary was presented for both relationships; however, the system was 

built based on relationships impacting approach according to the researcher’s overall 

sense of the discussions with the participants in both the focus group and the individual 

interviews. 

DIAGRAM 4.8—Administrator Cluttered SID 
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DIAGRAM 4.9—Clean Administrator SID (with Backward Arrow)  
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Diagram 4.10 is the clean SID with the backward arrow incorporated.  The administrator 

uncluttered SID is presented in Diagram 4.11 below. 

DIAGRAM 4.10—Clean Administrator SID 
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DIAGRAM 4.11—Administrator SID 
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Resolving the Conflicts in the Administrator SID 

After completing the uncluttered SID, the researcher then reconciled the conflicts 

evident from the Pareto table. The Pareto table results in Table 4.5 below indicated that 

there were unresolved conflicts for pace and performance and pace and environment. 

Performance and Pace and Pace and Environment—Pareto Reconciled 

 The Administrator SID in Diagram 4.12 illustrates the Pareto reconciled 

administrator SID.  The researcher chose the stronger influence in both cases.  The 

impact of these decisions is explained in greater detail in Chapter 8. 
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TABLE 4.5—Pareto Table Conflicts 

Affinity Pair 
Relationship Frequency Conflict 

1  <  3 16   
1  <  4 11 XX 
1  <  5 8  
1  <  7 24  
1  >  2 21  
1  >  4 11 XX 
1  >  5 14  
1  >  6 19  
2  <  3 15  
2  <  4 11  
2  <  5 18  
2  <  7 23  
2  >  4 12  
2  >  6 18  
3  <  4 8  
3  <  5 7  
3  <  7 22  
3  >  4 15  
3  >  5 17  
3  >  6 18  
4  <  5 11  
4  <  6 7 XX 
4  <  7 21  
4  >  6 14 XX 
5  <  6 7 XX 
5  <  7 21  
5  >  6 14 XX 
6  <  7 23   
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DIAGRAM 4.12—Administrator SID Pareto Reconciled 
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This resulted in the Administrator SID in Diagram 4.13 below. 

DIAGRAM 4.13—Administrator SID 
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The Collapsed Administrator SID 

 The researcher took the administrator SID and collapsed relationships as 

identified below in Diagrams 4.14, 4.15, 4.16, and 4.17 respectively.  The data presented 

here are simply the steps, the systematic progression of the collapsing process.  The 

logic—the ‘rationale’ for why—and the corresponding implications are provided in 

Chapter 8. 

 DIAGRAM 4.14—Collapsed Administrator SID Step 1 
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DIAGRAM 4.15—Collapsed Administrator SID Step 2 
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DIAGRAM 4.16—Collapsed Administrator SID Step 3 
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DIAGRAM 4.17—Final Collapsed Administrator SID  
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Section 3—Additional Administrator Interview Data 

How Administrators Define Culture 

This section contains responses to two questions the administrators were asked at 

the end of the IQA interviews.  One had to do with their providing the researcher with 

their definition of culture, and the other had to do with their impressions of Dr. Shugart 

and how consistent his actions are with his words.  The data in this section is presented 

using the same protocol as in sections 1 and 2 for the axial and theoretical coding.   

The researcher has quoted the participants as one voice.  At times, the data has 

been paraphrased for grammatical, syntactical, and sensical accuracy as well as to remove 

identifying information and/or colloquialisms.  This has been done to increase 

cohesiveness and consistency among the data sets. 

What is your definition of culture? 

“When I think of ‘the culture of an institution’ I think of it as what people value—

what the institution values and what subsequently the people there value and how they 
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choose to operate.  I think values really define culture and so does the mission of the 

college.  For example, the culture of Valencia is going to be very different from another 

community college in another geographical part of the country in terms of the type of 

students being served, the type of degree programs offered, etc.   

The president sets the culture, I think, and determines how things internally are 

going to work.  And then I think faculty do the same thing on the faculty side.  Culture is 

really what you value and how you operate in the environment in terms of students, 

faculty, and mission.  All these pieces come together to form the culture of the institution. 

The culture at Valencia is a lot like a picture.  There are all these different pieces 

of things that each individual brings to the table to make up one big picture.  Whether we 

come from a big family, a small family, a Catholic family, a Jewish family, a Muslim 

family, or maybe we were orphans, we all grew up with different parts of a picture and 

we all bring that together.  That is culture to me. 

I tend to look at culture as internal and external.  Culture is what you bring with 

you, your heritage, your race and your ethnicity, your philosophy of life, your origin, and 

the way you were brought up.  That is all your internal culture.  At the same time, you 

interact in the cultures around you—the external cultures.  And, these cultures affect you, 

in many ways modifying your behavior.  So the external culture can impact you and 

make you act in certain ways. 

I think culture is everything that we value, what our principles are, how we 

interact with one another, and what our common vision is for the good of the 

organization—primarily for those whom we serve.  It is those interrelationships and how 
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we communicate to get things done because that impacts how we perform, how we treat 

one another, and how we respect one another.   

You see, we have a culture where we have great respect for one another and we 

work hard at communicating.  To me it is how you treat people—you do not bulldoze 

over people.  We certainly have professional respect for our colleagues. 

Culture is something that I pay attention to a lot.  I have greatly enjoyed watching 

how the culture has changed with different presidents, and I think that I may be more in 

tune with the culture in the different campuses and the different arenas than some others.  

For me culture is the whole environment; it is the relationships; it is the way things get 

done; it is the feeling you get.  It is like there is an intrinsic feel when you go into a 

place—the body language and the whole feel of the place. At Valencia, it is all those 

things that go into the day-to-day operation that make up our whole culture which creates 

the environment for learning.   

Culture is a collection of attitudes, activities, resources, assets, tools and all the 

things that you have at your control or disposal.  But, it starts with your attitudes—they 

are probably the crucible of your life experiences.  

Culture is the way people do things. It is something that is a shared way of doing 

things.  I think when we talk about the cultures of a group of people—an ethnic group, 

for example—that has a particular culture.  It is because they share certain ways of doing 

things, whether it is the way they speak, the way they cook, the way they eat, the way 

they dress, or the way they communicate.  Here at Valencia, we definitely do have a 

shared culture and it is one that is open, collaborative, and learning-centered.”  
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Administrator Comments about Dr. Shugart’s Words and Actions 

How does what Dr. Shugart says about Valencia relate to what he does here at 

Valencia? 

“Our President is a servant leader, and every step of the way he shows that he is a 

servant leader.  His approach to us is that he wants us to be successful and that message 

really has filtered down to everyone—even to the students.  It is a different approach: it is 

a mission of service.  We are here to serve the students.  We are here to make students 

successful.  That, in itself, is such a humane philosophy.  The fact that you are here on a 

mission to be of service, to make people successful, in a way is so humble, it is to be 

admired. 

I think that Sandy’s focus on servant leadership is important.  At the same time, I 

do not think we have full buy-in college-wide.  And, I am not sure you ever get full buyin 

college-wide on anything.  But I think that there is a striving towards that.  

Sandy is a good example of a leader who walks that talk.  When he say, ‘I want to 

create an environment here that exudes certain leadership, that exudes caring and a 

humanistic approach,’ he demonstrates that time and time again with the way he 

approaches his job and the issues that we face.  It has permeated the environment.  People 

feel safe; people feel that not only is it safe to do it, it is desirable to do it. This has really 

been a major change because the prior president, not that it was a negative or positive, 

just had a different approach to how to solve problems, how to interact with people, and 

how to work within the organization.   
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I feel that he preaches it and he does it—that is the way he is.  He has that 

in-depth understanding of human nature, and he perceives a lot of things that are 

happening.  He is able to walk into a situation, just observe how the players are reacting, 

and capture what is going on.  He has a special talent to do that, and he is a wonderful 

speaker.   

When Dr. Shugart speaks, he makes you feel as if he is talking to you and he is 

talking to an audience of 500 people.  He has that talent of making you feel valued.  And 

he is very down to earth.  I think his servant leadership—his philosophy—is really what 

makes him unique and he has imparted that to Valencia.  That has been his greatest gift to 

us—his servant leadership and the fact that he wants us all to succeed.    

I think he has made some very conscientious efforts to, first of all, create a 

framework of values and attitudes for the way we do things, highlighting that our mission 

is learning-centered, number one.  But he is doing it in a way that is very conscious of 

what we are doing—planned, considerate, and again collaborative.  I think he has done a 

very good job in a very clear manner to let us know that this is the framework for how we 

operate.   

And now, there is a real emphasis here on a day-to-day basis, or at least on a 

semester basis, with regard to learning first.  It is not just what happens in the classroom, 

but learning in every aspect of our lives.  When I say our lives, I am not just talking about 

the students either.  I am talking about faculty and staff, because it is about all of us 

learning.   
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For example, there are a lot of activities that happen on different campuses like 

having an artist come in and make a presentation.  And then Sandy has a function at his 

home with the artist.  As a result, I think a lot of us are learning about some speakers and 

literature that we may not have been introduced to otherwise.  I think that is a big thing. 

Another important value is trust—that we trust each other in this venture: We 

understand that we do not necessarily always agree on things, but we trust that everybody 

is acting with this mission of learning centeredness; from perhaps his/her own 

perspective, or the perspective of those they represent, or the groups that they are with.  

But we all believe that this is being done honestly, forthrightly, and with the interest of 

promoting learning.  He has had a critical role in doing that.  There is a wide perception 

now that everything is open and that there are no hidden agendas.  There is wider access 

to information than ever before.  There is a lot of transparency.  

And another thing is that now, I think, people are very open because he is willing 

to listen.  I think people are more open to sharing and communicating their ideas.  You do 

not have to be afraid to say to Sandy you disagree with him or build upon an idea that he 

has.     

I definitely see that his thoughts are spreading out to Valencia, and I can see how 

we are organizing and operating and changing.  I call it a culture change.  He brought in 

two questions:  “How does this impact learning or improve learning?” and, “How do we 

know?”  As a result, in my work, whether it is building a budget or implementing a new 
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system, or going out and asking for some change in the way we deal with technology, it 

always seems to come back to those two questions.  And you know it is very hard for us 

as an institution to answer those questions. 

When he first came here we were already partially on the way to being a learning 

college.  Shortly after he came we were identified as a vanguard college, and then we 

spent a lot of time re-looking at Valencia strategic learning plan and there were a lot of 

people involved.  He brought a lot of different concepts into those discussions that really 

helped us to be in a more collaborative place. 

He brought in the concept of a primus—one among equals.  We also had many 

discussions about servant leadership which is an important concept to him.  Not only did 

that have an initial big impact, but he was also a perfect fit with the learning-centered 

path the College was already on at the time.  The fit was perfect and I think he had the 

biggest impact then.  Now, it is much less so.   

He has partially moved on to other things and worries more about the political 

things that are pretty much necessary in a large college.  It is the nature of his job.  He has 

relatively little contact with the senior staff and is very seldom involved with faculty or 

staff.  I think faculty and staff would say he is involved more, but I think that is just the 

nature of the bigger colleges.  His role is far more external than internal.  It makes sense 

that he was more engaged in those first couple years; new presidents always are. 

I think that the senior executive of the organization is going to drive the culture.  

He is the captain and the rudder and, as a result, people will listen to what he says until 

they have an opportunity to see what he does.  We are talking about the congruence 
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between what you say and what you do, and, to a large degree, I characterize Sandy as a 

good man always attempting to be a better man.  I think that attitude is probably what 

most people pick up on.  They see that he espouses values and then backs them up.  He is 

not a perfect man though.  No one is.   

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter provided the raw data—the findings—collected from the 

administrators who engaged in a three-hour focus group and a one-hour individual 

interview.  The data was collected and presented in this chapter using IQA protocols.  

The interpretation of the data is done in Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 5—Student Services Staff Data 

 
 
Introduction to Chapter 5 

Chapter 5 presents the IQA data collected during the Student Services focus 

groups. Following IQA protocol, the information is presented according to the IQA 

research process.  In addition, this chapter contains data from questions posed at the end 

of the IQA interviews. 

The Organization of Chapter 5  

Chapter 5 is divided into three sections and is organized in the same way as 

Chapter 4.   Diagram 5.1 provides a visual representation of how the chapter is organized. 

DIAGRAM 5.1—A Model for the Organization of Chapter 5 
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arguments for the presentation of the cluttered SID and the uncluttered SID.  The section 

concludes with the pareto reconciled SID and the final collapsed SID.   

Section 3 provides special interview responses from the IQA participants which 

occurred at the end each IQA interview.  The researcher asked the participants to respond 

to two questions which she also asked the President and the cultural caretakers. The first 

was, “What is your definition of culture?” and the second was “How does what Dr. 

Shugart says about Valencia relate to what he does here at Valencia?” 

Additionally, the researcher collected some unanticipated data regarding 

‘connections’ with students.  During the course of the Student Services IQA interviews, 

the participants talked on several occasions about connecting with the students.  Although 

the researcher had not initially or formally prompted for this information, it was clear that 

these comments were both valuable and relevant to this study and, therefore, have been 

included at the end of section 3.   

 The data in this chapter have been organized to provide a flow similar to the 

actual IQA research process.  To begin with, a one-sentence explanation of the affinities 

gleaned from the focus groups is presented, followed by a more detailed explanation of 

each affinity, derived from the commentary collected in the individual interviews.   

 The theoretical interview data is presented using a composite summary of all of 

the relationships identified by the focus group and the individual interviews.  The ARTs 

and the IRDs are presented first and then partial system diagrams accompany the 

commentary for each set of affinity relationships and culminate in the cluttered and 

uncluttered SIDs.  These diagrams provide the reader with a sense of the relationships 
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and the cumulative nature of the system.  Then, conflicts identified in the pareto table are 

reconciled and another uncluttered SID is presented and then collapsed into a final SID. 

 The special interview responses in section 3 are written in the same format as the 

axial and theoretical data in sections 1 and 2.  When presenting the axial, the theoretical 

and the response data, the researcher has quoted the participants.  Quotation marks have 

been used; however, at times throughout the summaries, data have been paraphrased for 

grammatical, syntactical, and sensical accuracy as well as to remove identifying 

information and/or colloquialisms. 

 

Section 1—The Parts of the System 

The Student Services Staff Affinities 

Using inductive coding as part of the focus group process, the Student Services 

staff achieved consensus on the meaning of the following seven affinities: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Values:  The core, internal elements that guide peoples’ behaviors. 

Diverse Environments:  The variety of elements impacting surroundings. 

Challenges:  The variety of issues with which people deal. 

Values 
Diverse Environments 
Challenges 
Philosophy 
Procedures 
Growth 
Methods 
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Philosophy:   The fundamental vision or view that guides the institution. 

Procedures:  The rules and regulations that guide/limit peoples’ activities.  

Growth:  Personal and professional development. 

Methods:  The ways in which people approach their work.  

The Composite Student Services Axial Descriptions 

Values 

Values are the core beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that individuals bring to their 

jobs.  And, these values are peoples’ foundation, for their lives, their interactions, and 

their work at Valencia. 

“We have our own personal values that we carry to the job.  I really strongly and 

firmly believe that the values that each of us have are firmly embedded in us before we 

start here.  I had my values before I came here.  I have had my values since I was born.  

My own personal values and upbringing and the way I am as a person allow me to work 

with each student differently than some of my staff, or people in other departments, do.   

Values are what you bring to the table.   You bring them with you rather like 

luggage that you carry on a plane.  When you get off the plane your values are still with 

you.  My values have never changed from the moment I walked into Valencia.  I am still 

the same person, although maybe more knowledgeable.   

Our particular personal values are the values that we bring individually to our job 

each day; or as a group (or a department) that we bring to the organization.  On a day-to-

day basis, our values are the foundation for how we deal individually with the students 
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and with our co-workers.  Each person who works at Valencia is an individual and is 

respected for being an individual.  At the same time, we all value the students.  

Values are very important; they mean a lot. They are what you believe—your 

inner value—sort of more in the personal area.  We described values as being friendly, 

caring, willing to help, eager to learn, to help others, and to help the student achieve.  

How we do things comes with our inner values, and that drives everything else.  You 

have a certain set of beliefs which I believe to be your values, and they are going to 

establish what you believe to be true.   

We are a community of servants.  We all have the same value in that we are all 

here to help the students.  I think that is the biggest value.  I have strong values, strong 

beliefs about making a difference for the students.  I love helping people with problems. 

Helping others is a big value—wanting to see people grow and change, wanting to help 

others, and being solution-oriented.  We are here to serve the community.  I have never 

seen Valencia turn anybody away—even a homeless person.  In some ways, it is a 

developmental model where we are trying to instill independence in other people so they 

can help themselves.   

Values have a huge impact on how Valencia operates.  It means that a person 

must be willing to help other individuals regardless. Having that inner value determines 

whether you are effective to the college or not.  If I just come to work and do my job 

because I have nothing to do from 8 to 5, then I am in the wrong place. My values and 

eagerness to help people in any way I can have placed me in this position. 
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One thing at Valencia is that you are valued as a person.  Valencia also seems to 

value the personal touch with students that I embrace.  The staff for the most part is very 

helpful among departments.  In fact, one of the biggest things, well first and foremost, 

that I noticed when I started at Valencia was the sense of family.  Another one is honesty.  

One of my personal values is that I try to be as honest as possible and I see there is a lot 

of honesty within Valencia. 

So I believe we are big on being a learning-centered institution.  We are also big 

on being in touch with our students and each other. It is very important for us to promote 

students.  We love to brag about ourselves and our students’ accomplishments, the things 

we have achieved as an organization.  We are a very proud culture and I feel we value 

integrity and that Valencia values learning.” 

Diverse Environments 

 The Student Services staff view diverse environments as encompassing the mosaic 

of people at Valencia and the correspondingly varied and evolving multi-campus 

environment. 

“We have such a diverse group of people, situation, and students.  Each campus 

has its own culture and its diversity and individuality.  I think of the variety of people that 

we have from different races and different age groups.  I think of the variety of staff that 

we have from different education levels, and backgrounds.   

Ethnically, the environment is so diverse on different campuses.  Our population 

here is very urban and I think it is very difficult to say that we are a homogenous college 

because of the students and because of the demographics.   And, the population of the 
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college has changed immensely.  We have a diverse population but also huge growth in 

the number of students that we serve daily.  The students who come to Valencia span a 

wide age range and cultural background, and it is important to be sensitive to each 

individual as we work with him or her. 

A student who walks in here—he could be purple—if that student needs help, we 

are going to help him.  We do not look at color.  We do not look at background.  We do 

not look at whether the student is rich or poor.  These are just not factors.  Our goal is to 

help the poor or to help the rich or to help the blacks or the whites.  Our goal is to help 

the student regardless: female, male, married, unmarried, does not matter—students of 

different backgrounds both economic and social. 

Our populations are very diverse, especially on West campus where we have a lot 

of minorities, and I really do not think that is a factor.  We have maybe 80 percent of our 

students on financial aid and we see all people, all colors.   And so I think that Valencia 

sees differences and we acknowledge differences, but we do not let that stand in the way 

of someone getting a degree or moving up the ladder or doing what he or she needs to do.  

We have an environment where we are dealing with all our immigrant populations that 

are undocumented as well as our folks from Windermere who are so successful and 

wealthy.   

Valencia does not make decisions based on someone's background, shape, or 

color. People are welcome regardless of where they come from.  Our workplace is truly a 
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blend of all segments of society and we celebrate our diversity with healthy debates.   We 

see the importance of diversity and we adapt accordingly.  We feel comfortable with the 

respect and cooperation we offer each other.”  

Challenges 

 Challenges refer to the day-to-day frustrations that the Student Services staff face 

as they try to serve students within the boundaries of their policies, procedures, rules, 

regulations, supervisors, managers, and leaders. 

Challenges are a result of things that are outside our control.  There are so many 

different situations that arise on the front desk every day—sometimes it is outside the 

control of the individuals; sometimes it is under the control of the individuals and is more 

an individual challenge.  Some challenges are situational; some of them are actual 

personal challenges that you have to work through.  You have large numbers of people 

who want to do the right thing but then you also have the bottom line and sometimes 

those two intersect and that creates challenges.  I think our challenges stem from 

differences of opinion, differences in how we go about doing things.   

Whether it is deadlines or paying for classes or something else, I think that is the 

most important challenge that we have—putting students back in classes.  Another 

challenge is last minute changes in deadlines for students and exceptions that are made 

based on how much the student complains.  Challenges mean that if there is a way that 

we can help an unfortunate student, we will bend the rules but still follow federal 

guidelines.  
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There is some disconnect between the administration and the staff.  We would 

like to follow our President’s suggestion and treat each individual as a personal contact, 

but we get conflicting messages from our immediate supervisors. Unless we go up the 

ladder to higher administration, it is difficult to get an exception considered. We are more 

often told what to do without explanation as to why it has to be this way.  It is frustrating 

to have to tell an adult student that we do not have the authority to make an obviously 

appropriate exception.” 

Philosophy 

Philosophy refers to the Valencia philosophical position—often related to the 

College’s mission statement—or reason for being.  For the members of the focus group, 

philosophy is distinguished from values in that the philosophy is institutional while values 

are personal. 

“I think the philosophy is an overall ideal of Valencia, of the community that we 

have.  I believe philosophy is kind of the mission almost or the mantra of what we are 

trying to do. It is like the mission statement of the college, with the philosophy being 

more institutional.  The philosophy of the organization is sort of handed down to us, to 

the students, the employees, the staff, professional staff, and the administrators.  To me, 

philosophy or even the mission statement or whatever it may be is at the core of what the 

college believes, and then everything else stems from that.     

Our philosophy is to be focused on learning and education.  We are a 

learning-centered institution. Our desire to help students learn is what drives us.  

Valencia is learning centered but to be learning centered is very close to being student 
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centered.  We want to start students right and to follow a path that will lead them to 

success—that is the philosophy.  Simply put, it is what Valencia is all about—helping the 

students succeed in their education? 

Being learning centered is a more mature philosophy than customer service or 

customer-friendly service.  We support the philosophy of the school to be learning 

centered.  Our philosophy is about helping the student develop and go through the stages 

of Life Map and grow and reach certain pinnacle points and do certain things at certain 

times.  We try to help students grow by showing them how to take more responsibility for 

their Educational Plan and by supporting their needs as they work to obtain their 

education.  It is the first step for a student to grow intellectually and mentally.  That is 

what we are all about. 

Really, the philosophy is about the learning student. Our philosophy of learning is 

that it is an ongoing life-long type of experience and whether it is the student or us, we all 

learn.  I think that is important.  And the school values that.  I mean they value that 

philosophy in everything that we do.  We kind of put it into everything.  The learning-

centered philosophy seems to be throughout Valencia. 

We have a reputation across the country.  We determined that we were going to 

be the best community college we could be, and we were going to keep our class sizes to 

a certain size to make sure that everyone got the education they needed.  I know the 

philosophy that got us to be the vanguard college.  What we have is the learning-centered 

view—this is our philosophy.  Our philosophy can be tweaked a little bit, we cannot 

change that.  Our philosophy is important to the institution.” 
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Procedures 

Procedures reflect rules, regulations, policies, and procedures which affect how 

people function. 

“Procedures are a written set.   It is the way we go about serving the students.  I 

think of it more as the day-to-day work environment, the rules and regulations that we 

follow.  We have to follow the rules, policies, and procedures from the state and from our 

mission statement and rules.  They are blanket for everyone.  We have so many 

procedures that we have to follow.  And, rules need to be followed because they come 

from the government—these sets of rules that the college and the federal government 

create for employees to follow.   

Procedures come from upper management and the front line staff carries them 

out.  We really gear a lot of our procedures toward helping everybody, toward being an 

all-inclusive school.  Procedures are sometimes strict.  Some of the procedures are very 

time consuming, very labor laden.  Some procedures are so broad and sometimes the 

procedures cannot be changed.   

When I came here, it was a very eye-opening experience for me to have laid-out 

rules and regulations that we have to follow and procedures that we have to do. We are 

all given rules in black and white and our rules are written for the mill.  A student has to 

do this, do this, and do this.  If we want to do something, we have to know the protocol.”   
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Growth 

Growth refers to inner development and learning through professional 

development opportunities and other learning opportunities available, encouraged, and 

accessible at Valencia. 

We desire personal and professional growth opportunities.  We are a dynamic 

institution.  We are talking about inner growth.  We are in a learning environment; we are 

going to learn from the student every single day, and we are going to grow.  Whether we 

are here or wherever we are, we are going to grow.   

We have professionalism and, therefore, we are also going to grow.  It is about the 

individual when it comes to growing.  Growth is more of an internal thing.  We are 

always learning from people and trying to keep our minds looking forward and 

expanding.  Otherwise, we will burn out. 

We have opportunities for professional growth; they foster that within Valencia 

community.  We have many professional development activities here on campus. We are 

all encouraged to attend workshops on professional development and they are offered 

conveniently on campus. Programs enhancing our training as well as our personal growth 

are free and helpful.   

We all have the opportunity for personal growth—my own personal growth or my 

colleague’s.  It is our education.  There are many things we are able to do such as training 

and being able to wear two hats, three hats, four hats, and being able to do exceptional 

things.”   
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Methods 

Methods are distinct from procedures in that methods refer to the manner in 

which people go about their work. 

“Methods are the ways we do things.  It is how we work with the procedures and 

the steps we follow. Methods are the way we approach the policies, the way we 

implement them, act on them, and use them to accomplish our goals or complete 

procedures.  They are what we use to attain or get the student to the goal.  We have been 

great stewards with our resources and have gotten a lot done with less.  We have been 

resourceful. 

Everybody has his/her own way of doing things.  Everyone has different sets of 

methods, but the bottom line is that we all have to come to the same conclusion.  My 

method of doing something may be different than someone else’s, and I think we are 

given the freedom to do that sometimes.  How things get done—the method by which I 

carry out that procedure—is going to be my own based on my interpretation. 

I sometimes ask myself, how can I help the student without breaking the rule? 

What kind of process can I use to please the procedure and assist the student?  We work 

closely with each other to make the experience pleasant for each other as a working unit. 

Exceptions are rarely made to any policy on our suggestion but are often handed down 

from upper administration.  I can find a way within my own value system to create a way 

to have that be palatable, to go the extra mile to help that student. 

We will handle it or execute it in a different way, in a certain way.  And one 

person may handle a certain situation in one way while someone else would say, ‘I would 
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have handled it in this way.’  I believe that we all have a predisposition, even if it is a 

mild predisposition, to handle situations in a certain way.  Sounds crazy but I think that 

each person handles things differently.   My personal method is to be responsive to the 

students and staff in a timely manner.  How I deal with situations involves my own 

method.  I choose my own method.” 

 

Section 2—Building the System 

Composite Student Services Staff System Relationships 

The Student Services staff determined the relationships that exist among the 

affinities.  The ART, the IRD, and the SID reflect their lived experience within the 

culture at Valencia.  

The ART, IRD, and Tentative SID Assignment for Student Services Staff 

The Affinity Relationship Table (ART) in Table 5.1 reflects the cause-and-effect 

relationships that the Student Services staff identified among the affinities. The IRD 

reflects the relationships and the delta in Diagram 5.2 while Diagram 5.3 shows the 

sorted, descending deltas.  Diagram 5.4 provides the SID assignments. 
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TABLE 5.1—Student Services Composite ART 

Student Services Composite 
Affinity Relationship Table (ART)

1    ←    2 
1    →    3 
1    →    4 
1    ←    5 
1    ←    6 
1    →    7 
2    →    3 
2    →    4 
2    ←    5 
2    →    6 
2    →    7 
3    →    4 
3    ←    5 
3    ←    6 
3    →    7 
4    ←    5 
4    ←    6 
4    ←    7 
5    →    6 
5    →    7 
6    →    7 

 
TABLE 5.2—Student Services IRD 

Student Services Composite Interrelational Diagram (IRD) 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 OUT IN ∆ 
1  ← ↑ ↑ ← ← ↑ 3 3  0 
2 ↑  ↑ ↑ ← ↑ ↑ 5 1  4 
3 ← ←  ↑ ← ← ↑ 2 4 -2 
4 ← ← ←  ← ← ← 0 6 -6 
5 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑  ↑ ↑ 6 0  6 
6 ↑ ← ↑ ↑ ←  ↑ 4 2  2 
7 ← ← ← ↑ ← ←  1 5 -4 
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TABLE 5.3—Student Services Staff IRD in Descending Order of ∆ 

Student Services Composite IRD Sorted in Descending 
Order of ∆ 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 OUT IN ∆ 
5 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑  ↑ ↑ 6 0  6 
2 ↑  ↑ ↑ ← ↑ ↑ 5 1  4 
6 ↑ ← ↑ ↑ ←  ↑ 4 2  2 
1  ← ↑ ↑ ← ← ↑ 3 3  0 
3 ← ←  ↑ ← ← ↑ 2 4 -2 
7 ← ← ← ↑ ← ←  1 5 -4 
4 ← ← ←  ← ← ← 0 6 -6 

 

TABLE 5.4—Student Services Tentative SID Assignments 

Student Services Tentative SID 
Assignments 

5 Values Primary Driver 
2 Diverse Environments Secondary Driver 
3 Challenges Secondary Driver 
6 Philosophy Secondary Outcome 
1 Procedures Pivot 
7 Growth Secondary Outcome 
4 Methods Primary Outcome 
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Composite Student Services Staff Theoretical Descriptions 

Values Influences 

DIAGRAM 5.4—Values Influences 

3. Challenges

4. Methods

2. Diverse 
Environments

7. Growth1. Procedures

5. Values

6. Philisophy

 

 

Values Influence Diverse Environments 

“Values drive the diverse environment.  Everyone’s own values make it a diverse 

environment.  An example is that some of us have a real work ethic that is much different 

from others and sometimes the different work ethics kind of bunt up against each other.  

So I definitely think our values drive our environment. I think that is a good thing though 

because I think we learn from each other.   

And, similar to somebody coming from a different environment, there are some 

values that people have which I never thought I really had.  Let me explain.  I never had a 

situation that called for me to think about or use a certain value before.  So when that 

situation comes up and I see someone else using that value, I might say, ‘Wow, I guess I 
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really feel that way too.’  It has worked for them in their environment and so I will try it 

in my environment too.  And that way, I end up learning and realizing that maybe I do 

have that value too. 

I would have to say I think our values are going to drive the diverse environment 

and that is just because values are going to create the diversity.  I think the feeling or the 

personal attachment to those feelings that we all have in our jobs also helps define the 

differences in our jobs.   

I do not know if we talked about empathy as one of the values but there is a 

difference between somebody with an empathetic stance and somebody with a more rigid 

or formulised stance in expressing themselves.  In that way you can find differences 

amongst different people and different environments.  So values would bring about 

diversity.” 

Values Influence Challenges 

“Values influence the challenges.  I think the values are there and we bring them 

to the situation, or the institution brings them to the situation, and often times the values 

that people have drive or impact the challenges.  The reason why we have some of the 

challenges we have is because of our different values and beliefs.   

The values are what cause the challenges.  In my work, my values are causing my 

challenges.  An example would be if we have a challenging situation with a student, do I 

have the values that make me eager to go out and help that student?  If I do not want to 

help that student—if it is not in me and if I do not care, if I am nonchalant—then that 

student will walk away and it is not going to be a challenge for me. 
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But you know, I really think our values impact the challenges because it is the 

values that we use to work with the challenges.  At least for my part, that is what I use.  It 

is about the only way I can make it work.   

As another example, if someone asked you to do something you do not believe 

in—that is not part of your values—it would create a challenge for you.  If your values 

conflict with those around you, that can create some challenges.  Some of our values 

create our challenges—we have large numbers of people who want to do the right thing 

but then we also have the bottom line and sometimes those two intersect and that creates 

challenges.” 

Values Influence Philosophy 

“Values impact philosophy.  The philosophy of the organization is there, but 

people also have to accept or reject the philosophy.  They can openly accept it and carry 

that forward, but there is still that core of their own values that exists separate from the 

organization’s values.  I think with values and philosophy, you may feel conflict between 

them from time to time.  But I think that should not compromise the values of the 

individual or the organization. 

 The college’s values are going to allow the school to come up with a certain 

philosophy whatever it may be.  Your values are going to drive your philosophy—you 

are going to come up with that philosophy as a result of your values.  That may not be for 

the person on the front lines because we are not coming up with the college’s philosophy 
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so much as the senior administration is, but I think that their values affect that 

philosophy.  In the end, we have a shared value system and as a result we work in an 

institution with a shared vision and philosophy.” 

Values Influences Procedures 

“Values impact the procedures.  Sometimes the procedures are set and you may 

not have too much leeway on them, but I definitely think that the value an individual or 

the college brings to the procedures is definitely the driver which has an impact on the 

procedures.  I think if I was going to say one was going to control the other one, then I 

would say that values sometimes control the procedures.   

Sometimes the procedures cannot be changed.  Sometimes the procedures are set 

and you cannot change them.  Then sometimes you may want to tweak the procedure a 

little bit because of your inner values.  You have a certain procedure that you want to do 

and if in your gut you feel it maybe should not be this way—because of your inner 

value—then you tweak it. 

I think my values drive my procedures.  Honesty and trustworthiness are very 

valuable to me and I rely on those to make sure that Valencia can trust that what I do as 

far as procedures go is being done right.  Even though we talk about pushing the edges of 

the box, I have never pushed it so much that it has been ineffective or not proper.  For 

me, proper is what is important, or professional, or whatever you want to say.  But those 

two, wanting to help people and wanting to make sure that they get what they need, are 

very important to me.  At the same time, I have a real affirmation that the school needs to 

trust me. 
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The way I was looking at it was that the values of the people who make the 

procedures drive them to set certain procedures.  Your certain set of beliefs, which I 

believe to be your own values, are going to establish what you believe to be true.  This is 

then going to affect procedures.    

People who make the procedures are going to bring their values to bear on how 

they produce that.  And that may or may not relate to you, but when you get the 

procedure then you have to implement it.  As an example, our shared value system is 

incorporated when developing methods and procedures.  So, by and large, the people who 

do not share to some significant degree at this institution do not stay; it is not a good fit 

and they leave.”   

Values Influence Growth 

“Values impact growth.  Our values drive professional growth.  Without the 

desire to grow professionally (without that value) you would never seek any professional 

growth.  Values do drive your growth definitely because depending on what you value in 

life you know it is going to push you to be more successful, to develop more, and to 

achieve more for yourself. 

In my case, my values are saying, ‘Okay, continue, continue, continue with your 

individual growth potential because it is also the institution’s growth potential as well.’  

As an example, we have to help provide excellent customer service in the Answer Center, 

which is the students’ first stop.  If they do not get that customer service the first time 

they come in, I do not think they will come back. 
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 There is a relationship here in that the values which I hold dear allow me to grow 

in my job.  I think when I listen more, when I am more caring, when I am patient, this 

allows me to listen to what the student is really saying and to find a different perspective 

which allows me to grow when I do it.  I think that has allowed me to improve on my 

values from when I first got here.  When I first arrived, I did okay, but I really did not 

think I did that well.  The reason was that at first I heard, but did not necessarily listen to, 

what students were trying to say.  Now, I listen more and that has helped me to grow. 

 And that is a critical thing on the front line.  It is really important to often times 

hear and to listen and to say, ‘Okay, here is the actual message I am getting.’  The words 

may not be exactly what is going on so I need to ask a couple more questions.  

Sometimes, the way the person is explaining what is going on, I do not completely 

understand.  And, you need to know about what is going on before you can help.  I can 

count on my hands how many times students have come to me and they have not known 

what to ask, but I got the message when I listened to them and it allowed me to do my job 

better. 

Values do drive growth.  You bring values into your job.  When I came here I 

knew that the department that I was in was not where I wanted to stay.  So, even though it 

is rather difficult sometimes to grow, I still did.”  

Values Influence Methods 

“People’s values will influence or impact their methods.  Our values help us 

understand that this is what we need to do.  And what we need to do gives us the ability 

to determine the method.  Our values are going to drive what type of methods we set into 
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place, or what type of methods we use.  I would also say that values bring about methods 

because how we do something is based upon pretty much how we personally feel.  And 

so based upon how we feel in a situation, I believe that is how we act upon it. 

I feel that values do not change.  Your values are going to influence the way that 

you carry out your job.  If someone is a very strong student advocate—a person who 

really cares for students—and he or she has to give a student bad news, his or her values 

will affect the way it happens.  If the person has the value that he or she cares for the 

student and it is a negative situation with the student, I think the person helping comes 

across as much more empathetic and caring in that method than someone who really does 

not value the students or just values the pay check. 

Sometimes I cannot do anything about the procedure, so if I am in the middle of a 

procedure, I cannot go around it.  But, I can find a way within my own value system to 

create a way that will be palatable for me.  I can find methods to remain consistent with 

my values.” 
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Diverse Environments Influence 

DIAGRAM 5.5—Diverse Environments Influence 

3. Challenges

4. Methods

2. Diverse 
Environments

7. Growth1. Procedures

5. Values

6. Philosophy

 

Diverse Environments Influence Philosophy 

“Diverse environments will change the philosophy, sometimes.  That is difficult, 

that is very difficult because we do not change our philosophy until we see a need.  The 

change in diversity, the ever-changing demographic, will make you go back and look at 

your philosophy.  It is that diversity of people that contributes to the philosophy of the 

organization and of the classroom and even the one-on-one interaction with students. 

Once the diverse environment is created, certain rules are changed and this can 

change our philosophy.  We have to be more tolerant of religious views, and we have to 

bring that out in our philosophy.  An example is that they are now talking about including 

sexual orientation in the philosophy and creed of the school.”   

Diverse Environments Influence Procedures 

“Diverse environments impact procedures.  Because the environment is so diverse 

on different campuses, I think at times that manipulates how we get things done.  An 
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example would be just the other day we had a student submitting an enrolment update 

form to take classes here at Valencia.  On our campus we do everything—we have the 

file, and we have the people to do the work, so we simply do the work.  If it was a smaller 

campus and if the file was not on that campus, the procedure might be different.  We may 

need to send that file to the appropriate campus so that somebody could do the work.  So 

on different campuses, different diverse environments may determine what the process or 

procedure is going to be. 

The diverse environment impacts our procedures because we are really trying to 

be all-inclusive in the community college environment.  We are trying to help everybody.  

A lot of what we do, a lot of the programs we come up with and a lot of the assisting we 

do for our students is all geared toward helping everybody; just like our policies and 

procedures and even our policy of assisting some of the homeless people who may not 

have adequate living, even waiving the application fee.  These are policies and 

procedures we use to be an all-inclusive school.  So when we think about, ‘Let us come 

up with some new information,’ then the diverse environment does drive some of our 

procedures.  I think there is a definite causal relationship between the two.   

We have a really evolving diverse environment and it is student centered.  The 

diverse environments mean we have had to change procedures.  One example is the fact 

that we are stricter because we are dealing with so many different kinds of students and 

faculty and staff.  We changed the procedures because of the diversity, so I believe the 

diverse environment drives the procedures.   
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It is also about diversity in the way people go about getting things done.  I would 

do a procedure more systematically while someone else might do a procedure more 

hit-and-miss.  This diversity drives our procedures—whatever fits them, that is how they 

do the procedure.  The diversity of environments really does affect the procedures 

because if there is a very diverse environment everyone is going to do the procedure by 

the book but also interpret the procedure differently and has his/her own way of doing 

things.”   

Diverse Environments Influence Challenges 

“Diverse environments are producing the challenges.  Diverse environments drive 

or impact the challenges.  Because we have such a diverse group of people, situations, 

and students, this oftentimes results in the challenges that we face.   

I can give you an example of how diverse populations create challenges.  For all 

of us at Valencia, we have, through our title three program, studied our prep classes more 

thoroughly to learn how we can serve students of different backgrounds (economic and 

social backgrounds) to prepare them when they come in at a lower level.  We have an 

open-door policy, so they come in and they are not ready to go into English ‘comp one’ 

and college algebra, but maybe they are not even ready for our beginning prep.   

And so we have our title three and title five grant programs to address the needs 

of the diverse population that we have—specifically for the Osceola campus, an 

Hispanic-serving campus.  The campus had to do more training for the staff and search 

for more bilingual people to be able to serve this student population in the way it deserves 

to be served.   
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Challenges are impacted by diverse environments in that I think our challenges 

sometimes can stem from differences of opinion and differences of going about doing 

things, and that can create a diverse environment.  Communication barriers—different 

styles as a result of diversity—can also be challenging in that you may not understand 

someone’s joking nature or a comment or just someone’s mannerism. 

With diversity, diverse populations, or even diverse people, you have to overcome 

some of the biases or some of the predispositions that each person has in his or her own 

work in order to work together.  And sometimes there are challenges that come about—

some of them situational, some of them actual personal challenges—which you have to 

work through.  I think different people, different attitudes, different upbringings, different 

experiences, trying to work cohesively together could cause some of the challenges.  In 

the end, I think that the diversity of it all helps you with the challenges.” 

Diverse Environments Influence Growth 

“Diverse environment affects growth. I think of the diverse environment as 

enhancing my individual growth as well as the student’s growth.  I think that the diverse 

environment impacts the desire to grow professionally too because we have this diverse 

environment that stimulates or fosters this desire for professional development.   

The environment has contributed to or has driven the professional growth of our 

staff.  We have had to grow to keep up with the changes, not only in the cultural 

diversity, but just in the number of students that we are serving.  We have to ask 

ourselves, ‘how can we serve them better? And How can we do it better without more 
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staff’?  Our functionality has changed because of it.  We have had to become more 

flexible, more efficient, and much more aware of cultural differences. 

As an example, there were a lot of things I took for granted about younger people, 

about their attitudes and their ambitions.  Now I am finding that I was wrong.  Young 

people are very ambitious and they have an awful lot to contribute.  So, I have to say that 

I have learned a lot since we have had a lot more young people.  I am from the old crowd 

of tenured folks, and I am really seeing a lot of excitement in the young people.  I would 

say that the diversity is definitely driving growth.  

For me, I take this personally.  I have grown into who I am in my job.  They have 

given me the opportunity to see things from different perspectives, to handle things a 

different way.  So, in a way, I am experiencing diversity.  And, if I did not have that 

diversity, I would not have needed to extend myself and I would not have had to grow.   

I think in diverse environments you are going to learn more and meet more 

people.  If you are open enough, you can learn a lot in a diverse environment.  I know 

that has been true of me.  Working alongside people of other backgrounds, temperaments, 

and experiences has contributed to my own personal growth at Valencia.  I am always 

learning from people.” 

Diverse Environments Influence Methods 

“Definitely diverse environment drives or impacts the methods.  It goes back to 

what we discussed before about making sure that students are prepared, making sure that 

we are providing the social structure that students need.  I am talking about the student 

development part of it.  
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Diversity is going to drive our methods because everybody has his/her own way 

of doing things.  I see one method being done twenty different ways.  When I see that, I 

say, ‘I would never have figured out that as a result of putting this into place.  Someone 

has figured out this different way to do it.’ 

It is just that you have different people and everybody’s methods might be 

different.  Everyone knows the procedure and how to carry out their day-to-day work.  

We might be doing the same procedure but you know the worker next door might have a 

different method of carrying it out.  This allows us to come up with a wide range of ways 

to do things—each campus has its own culture and its diversity and individuality which 

can help drive that different way of going about doing things.” 

Philosophy Influences 

DIAGRAM 5.6—Philosophy Influences 
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Philosophy Influences Procedures 

“Philosophy drives the procedures.  Procedures are so broad.  Philosophy is too.  

We always hope that the philosophy influences the procedures but there are always 

exceptions.  To me, philosophy is really what the college believes in.  Everything else, 

including procedures, comes from that.   

Our philosophy of being a student-centered and learner-centered college shows in 

Atlas, our online system and our Life Map system, our developmental counseling model.  

We see it in our ability to support the students beyond just supplying them with the 

answer.  Instead, we supply them with the answer and the next step.   

We try to guide and support them with, ‘Have you looked at this?  Do you know 

what to do next? or, Let me hear you tell me what I just said to make sure that you 

understand.’  That is more of a developmental, proactive advising approach.  That is the 

philosophy and the procedure is acting on that.  If we had the philosophy and did not act 

on that, then, when the students come into the Answer Centre and ask a question, we 

would just say this is the answer and not bother to tell them anything else.   

Philosophically speaking, we should have procedures to guide students because it 

is the overall philosophy or mission statement of the college that defines procedures.  

That is what we are all about—the philosophy—it is the learning student and then within 

that we have our procedures and how we do things. 

As well, our philosophy of learning is that it is ongoing for all of us, students and 

employees. And the school values the learning philosophy.  They value that philosophy 

in everything that we do.  We put it into everything.” 
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Philosophy Influences Challenges 

“Philosophy impacts how we handle the challenges—the institution’s philosophy 

as well as our individual philosophy.  The challenges are there, but many times it is our 

philosophy that impacts how we deal with them.  We want to start students right and to 

have them follow a path that will lead them to success—that is the philosophy.  And the 

challenge comes when enrolment numbers go down, for example, and we have to ask 

ourselves, ‘Do we bend the philosophy or not?’ 

I would say that our philosophy can fuel some of our challenges and here is 

another example.  We have 55,000 students in this school.  The philosophy of programs 

like Atlas and Life Map are really great especially if we had 10,000 students to manage 

with this program.  But in reality with 55,000 students, it is very challenging because I 

believe the system was created for fewer students.   

These programs take a very personal approach, a very intrinsic, developmental, 

advising, counseling approach which includes meeting with students, developing a four-

year plan, doing personality inventories, doing all these things.  The reality is I am not 

sure how realistic it is with the number of faculty and staff that we have here.  And, I 

want to see how many students are impacted by these programs so when I am using them 

with a student I feel as if I am really helping the student.   

I would think a big challenge that would relate to philosophy could stem from the 

average staff person not agreeing with the philosophy set by the administration.  It could 

create challenges if you do not agree with the philosophy.  People may not necessarily 

believe in the philosophy and there are challenges in executing that philosophy or getting 
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it to really be the focal point of what you do.  So, yes, philosophy produces challenges.  

In staying true to our philosophy, it creates challenges.”   

Philosophy Influences Methods 

“I think philosophy influences methods.  I think it is that overall philosophy of the 

organization and of the individual that brings to the table how situations are dealt with.  

The methods that we choose to use are impacted by the overall philosophy of the 

administration, which drives the way we do things. 

We try to infuse our methods with our philosophy.  We try to enact that 

philosophy in our methods by the way we handle ourselves in front of students, by our 

communication to students, and by the answers we provide them. It is about our 

developing the true overall student.  How are we going to do that?  Well we are going to 

encourage them to go on Atlas.  We are going to have them to go to the Life Map tab, and 

we are going to have them go to the Educational Planner and the Career Portfolio.   

We are going to have them do all these things because these are the things that 

encompass the vision of helping them become the true person.  I think our methods are 

directly impacted by our philosophy in that way.  The methods over the years have been 

developed to support the philosophy.  We are here for a certain reason.  We do what we 

do because of this philosophy. 

Your personal philosophy also drives your methods. Someone can use a 

round-about method or a strict method.  The way you do something is predicated on why 

you are doing it—the overall idea.  So the idea of philosophy is still in place, but you 
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have to figure out the ‘ins and outs’ that are involved in putting that philosophy into 

action.  I have to stay in a learning-centered framework for it to be effective.” 

Procedures Influences 

DIAGRAM 5.7—Procedures Influences 
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Procedures Influence Challenges 

“Procedures are driving the challenges. I definitely think there is an 

interrelationship between those two.  I think sometimes the procedures have a direct 

effect on the challenges and cause the challenges that occur.   

As an example, I think of the procedures that we are supposed to follow in 

working with students (regulations, deadlines).  We often need to explain to students why 

they cannot register, and that is a challenge. And with some procedures, there is that 

certain student or certain individual who has that particular problem and the way the rules 

are written there is really nothing you can do for that student.  So you want to try to bend 

the rules or try to stretch the procedures to fit the student.   
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Even though each student’s situation may be unique—it is a special emergency or 

whatever—the procedures stay put and we cannot bend the rules in particular cases.  But, 

because of the way that some of the procedures are set, we have the challenges of 

sometimes wanting to circumvent the procedures in a way to make them work, keeping 

within the guidelines, but still making the procedures apply.    

Our procedures correlate with challenges.  We have set out procedures and then 

how we challenge those procedures makes a big difference.  Sometimes even though this 

is what it says in the book, we bend them, whether it is our choice or the student’s choice, 

and they get bent, whether we like it or not.  In extreme circumstances the procedures are 

going to have to change, but I think that typically procedures bring up many more 

challenges.   

In executing the procedures, we are faced with the challenges that arise from 

interpreting, misinterpreting, or communicating procedures.  In our line of work, there 

could be one, two, or more different interpretations based upon the same procedure just 

depending on the wording. 

If anything, the procedures will determine the challenges.  We have so many 

procedures that we have to follow that the procedures themselves become some of the 

challenges that we have.  If we did not have so many procedures to follow—if the 

FAFSA did not work the way it does—then we probably would not have a lot of the 

challenges we see every day. 

Some procedures are very time consuming, very labor laden, and that gives us 

more challenges.  Not that it is particularly so bad.  It is just that at certain times of the 
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year it happens; for example, at registration times or when we are ready to go to a 

meeting and there are six different places from which we have to get information before 

we can find out what we need for the meeting. 

What happens is that the procedures are in place and some of our challenges are 

how we actually implement these.  Sometimes we cannot do the absolute by the book; we 

have to figure out a way to make them work.  We work with such a diverse population, 

and we are trying to follow the same procedures for all but there are so many different 

situations that come up at the front desk every day that we cannot apply the exact same 

thing to every situation.   

The administration sets the rules and the front line staff carry them out.  It is 

rather difficult at times when front line staff does not agree.  It is hard to sell something 

to someone if I do not understand or I am not in agreement.  Procedures can cause a lot of 

heartache and heartburn to front line staff, especially if they do not really understand the 

procedures enough to be able to explain them to the student.  So, it ends up that the 

procedures affect our challenges because we have procedures in place.  When we are 

faced with a challenge, we have to figure out how to make our procedures work. 

Sometimes the procedures that are introduced to us are very new, very ‘ok boom 

this is what you have to do,’ and registration is five days later, or the procedure is 

introduced during a period of time that is very stressful or tense.  The thing is, even 

though we want it to work, the procedure is challenging and I think it is not just the 

procedure that we are looking at.  We are looking at responsibility for the procedure and I 

think some of our values play into that too.”  
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Procedures Influence Growth 

“Procedures drive professional growth.  The main example I would use is our 

leadership training at Valencia, where we have classes for our staff and faculty and we 

probably offer a hundred different classes each semester and we take time off from work 

to attend.  I mean we are paid for the time, and our supervisor agrees that we are going to 

go to so many workshops per semester so he or she makes sure that we do get that 

professional growth.   

We also have the procedures set up through our Human Resources department, 

for the individual learning plan, where a supervisor works with each of the full-time staff 

on a yearly basis.  Together, they develop an individual learning plan where there are two 

or three areas that they are going to grow in the next year, and then the supervisor gives 

them as much support as possible, and helps them to develop in that area.  At the end of 

the year, when it comes time for employee evaluations, that is the big piece that we use. 

I would say procedures are driving the growth and it is a very positive thing. The 

procedures I have to follow help me grow as a person, learn more about myself and 

Valencia, and learn more about how things are run.  I also learn how important it is to be 

responsible and dedicated to making sure things are right. 

I am not from a higher education background.  My previous experience was very 

laid back—whatever you wanted to do you did—you kind of ran your own self.  So when 

I came here it was very different for me.  We have procedures that we have to follow—a 

student has to do a list of things, and we have to know the whole protocol.  We need to 
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know the procedure we have to go through.  And I know we are talking procedures in a 

lot of different ways, but I still see a procedure as a part of my job, part of what I have to 

do.  So, I think it really has made me grow.”  

Procedures Influence Methods 

“Procedures influence the methods.  We have these policies and procedures which 

we have to follow and the procedures determine how things are going to work and what 

methods are going to work.  It is going to control the way the methods are developed.  

The procedures will drive the methods that we use to accomplish the procedure.  The 

reason is that have certain methodologies that we have to follow that are mandated by the 

procedures set by the administration. 

And, one of the things that we get into is that we have a multi-campus college.  

We are given the procedure by administration and often times the method is driven by the 

campus or the environment.  We are given a rule in black and white and how we each 

make it work in our own environment—our methods—could be different in different 

environments but the procedure is going to be the same. 

It all goes back to how I can help the student without breaking the rule.  What 

kind of process can I use to please the procedure and assist the student?  A good example 

of that is when students come in and say, ‘I do not have this; I do not have the money to 

pay that fee; What can we do?,  Is there anything you can do to help me?’  Technically 

we do not waive fees.  But they have allowed me to waive certain fees like $25 here, $25 

there.  So I will do that to help the student.   
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You have to be creative in how you do what you do in order to keep students in 

the chairs in the classes and to make sure that they are being successful, while at the same 

time making sure that the state reporting is what it should be.  So that is what I mean by 

that comment that you have to be creative and intuitive also.  You have to see what the 

student is trying to do and see how you can help. 

I see the methods as a response to the procedures.  If we are going to get creative 

in our methods, it is because the procedures are strict.  We have procedures and then we 

have methods.  I know from my experience that I have a procedure that a student has to 

have his or her application for financial aid in on a deadline which we set.  And if a 

student comes in on the day after, how I deal with that is my own method.  I try to help 

the student if it is not too complicated and it is really not hurting anybody.  I take my own 

method then.  I use my own method and I do not turn a student away just because our 

procedure is set on a deadline.  

I have always been eager to help the student, regardless of the situation, 

regardless of the procedure.  I do follow the guidelines because they set rules, and rules 

need to be followed because this comes from the government.  But if we are setting a 

goal for a student—this is the deadline, and if you do not turn in all your application, then 

you do not have financial aid, and you do not have money to pay for classes—what we 

are really doing is turning the kid away; we are turning the student away.  This student 

does not have money for tuition and we are turning him away.   

It only takes two or three extra minutes or maybe sometimes a whole day, 

depending on the situation, for me to take care of the student, to help him or her to be 
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able to go to school.  I think this way because that student could be a single mom, or 

someone in an abusive situation, trying to go back to school, trying to make a better life, 

and the only way out of that bad situation is to get the student’s feet back on the ground, 

and probably here at Valencia.  I feel that if I cannot go that extra mile to help that kid, 

then I am really not doing my job.    

At the same time, when procedures influence methods, it is kind of a ‘chicken 

before the egg’ concept.  You do not really know how to do something unless you know 

what it is you are supposed to do.  Based upon how you interpret ‘start right’ or learning 

centered or even some of our other initiatives, it is hard to say, ‘Okay, how do we go 

about doing what we are going to do?’ if we do not know what we are doing. So that is 

how I see the relationship.” 

Challenges Influences 

DIAGRAM 5.8—Challenges Influences 
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Challenges Influence Growth 

“Challenges impact growth.  The challenges that the institution as a whole faces 

impacts the growth of the college while the challenges we face as individual workers 

affects our personal growth and perhaps even the whole organization.  Actually, when I 

hear challenges and growth combined, or used together, I start thinking a little bit more of 

the institutional growth and a little less of personal growth, although we talked about 

personal growth before.   

Definitely challenges impact growth both personally and professionally.  You 

have to really be accepting and flexible, but you learn that way.  My dad always said that 

failure is not bad—it is learning; it a growth process—and that does not mean all those 

challenges are failing types of challenges.  They push you to do better.  I think if you 

have certain obstructions or certain things in the way preventing you from becoming 

more professional or if you know the expectations or whatever, then I can see those 

challenges driving your growth. 

Challenges and growth are definitely related.  In the past ten years, we have had 

consistent growth—up three to five percent in Valencia every year.  And then all of a 

sudden this year it came to a screeching halt.  It started with the first hurricane and then 

as everybody got slammed and slammed again, we had many dropouts during the first 

semester and many of them have not come back. 

We are in the middle of a calling campaign right now.  My staff is going to be 

doing that and asking, ‘When you signed up for the fall, you dropped out, and you did not 
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come back.  Is there anything we can do to help you get started again?’  So the economic 

challenges and Mother Nature’s challenges had a lot to do with our growth this time.   

But I think also it is just the sheer volume of the students that we are trying to 

serve with the staff that we have.  We definitely need more staff, especially on the front 

lines; we are not increasing staff to keep pace with the increasing student population.  

And another challenge we have is that many people leave because there is not an 

opportunity for growth and the pay just does not seem to go up.  So we have a high 

turnover. 

As another example, the reorganization and the software changes came at the 

same time and we got really, really strict on how we did everything.  And now we are 

seeing that we have to make some changes along the way.  I think in terms of our work 

environment we are growing because of that.  I think we are learning to talk to each other 

better.  I certainly know that I have a much better rapport with folks in the Answer Center 

and the folks in Financial Aid than I had a year ago. 

I think the challenges that we deal with correlate with the growth because if we 

are accepting the student and we are really going through the challenges, whether its 

deadlines, paying for classes, or something else, we are still growing.  What we are really 

doing is helping the student to deal with his or her challenges and to grow as a person, as 

a student, as an individual. 

Challenges also lead to growth.  I think the way that you handle the different 

challenges you face helps you grow in a certain way within your job and with whom you 
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work.  The first time we started working together in the Answer Center we had a lot of 

challenges we had to overcome and we did that every day.  We work well together but 

the challenges definitely brought that about.   

If we didn’t have these obstacles or challenges, I do not think we would have 

worked as hard to make it work.  As a worker at this institution, to stay vibrant and 

healthy, one has to find a way to grow from the challenges, to keep one’s mind looking 

forward and expanding.” 

Challenges Influence Methods 

“Challenges do impact the methods even though in some cases it depends on the 

particular challenge and whether it is directly influencing the method.  The challenge, 

itself, mostly may dictate to me the method that I use, or the college uses, to deal with the 

challenge.  The methods we use are impacted by the challenges that we have.  We see the 

challenge and then choose to use a certain method because of that challenge. 

Challenges have changed the methods and again that goes back to the growth, the 

diverse population, and how we have had to change the way we work.  Probably basically 

put, there is more efficiency, more cultural awareness, and more teamwork now that we 

have the Answer Centers at the campuses because we have had to learn to pull the 

different departments together and change our methods to work better. 

Before the Answer Center, a student could come to Student Services and wait for 

an hour to see an advisor and then we would send him or her over to financial aid to 

check on the financial aid and there might be an hour-and-half wait there.  And if the 

student had any trouble with residency, then there was another hour of waiting there. 
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Now, with the Answer Center, the student is able to get the answers to all three 

questions in one place and instead of hour-long waits, we have less than twenty-minute 

waits.  So it has been remarkable what a difference that redesign has made.  This was a 

good example of how what we deal with contributes to how we deal with it. 

I also think that challenges bring about methods.  We all will handle or execute 

methods in different ways, based upon the different challenges we face.  And although 

the method brings new challenges, I think the way that each person handles something is 

a little different because the methods are based upon the challenges that each person may 

have faced before.   

Simply put, the challenges bring about methods in the sense that the challenges 

that we face in our jobs bring about the different methods that we use to execute, to 

accomplish, or to overcome those challenges. It is as if you react to each situation 

because whatever the challenge may be that you are dealing with at the moment, it is 

going to affect the way in which you do things.   

What I am saying is that our challenges cause us to have to be more creative, and 

creativity is where we develop our methods.  As an example, if I am short a staff 

member, and the procedure is that our location has to be open, and then I have to be 

creative in making that happen.” 
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Growth Influences 
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Growth Influences Methods 

“Growth drives methods. I think personal and professional growth will alter, 

change, and impact our methods.  Growth gives us an understanding of how to change 

our methods, why methods may or may not work, and shows us new ways to do things.  

Professional development will constantly evolve our methods. 

Growth impacts methods because our methods have changed.  And the reason the 

methods have changed is because of the increasingly diverse population and the huge 

growth in the amount of students that we serve daily.  The educational growth in general 

has been significant.  As you experience growth, your methods may change as you learn 

or as you see things from a different point of view.  The more you know, the more you 

grow and that affects how you do things. 
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In terms of my personal understanding of learning-centered institutions, the more 

I know about that philosophy, the more I grow in that philosophy and the more my ability 

to grow new methods improves.  There are those who have worked with it who can 

infuse it into everything they do—those who have not embraced it sometimes buck it and 

fight it.” 

The Student Services Staff Cluttered SID 

DIAGRAM 5.10—Student Services Cluttered SID 
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The combination of all of the relationships between the affinity pairs resulted in 

the cluttered SID in Diagram 5.1 above.  All redundant links were removed and Diagram 

5.11 illustrates the clean SID below.  
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Section 3—Reconciling the System 

Resolving the Conflicts in the Student Services SID 

After completing the uncluttered SID, the researcher then reconciled the conflicts 

evident from the pareto table. The pareto table results in Table 5.5 indicated that there 

were unresolved conflicts for methods and challenges and challenges and values. 

Methods and Challenges and Challenges and Values—Pareto Reconciled 

Diagram 5.12 illustrates the Student Services SID Pareto reconciled.  And, 

Diagram 5.13 presents the Student Services SID.  The researcher chose the stronger 

influence in the first case with methods and challenges.  In the second case with 

challenges and values, although the responses were even, she chose values influencing 

challenges based on the consistent references to values as a primary influence in the focus 

group and among the individual interview participants. The impact of these choices is 

explained in greater detail in Chapter 8. 
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TABLE 5.5—Pareto Table Conflicts 

Affinity 
Pair 

Relationship 
Frequency Conflict? 

1  <  2 5   
1  <  5 13   
1  <  6 22   
1  >  3 26   
1  >  4 22   
2  <  5 9   
2  >  3 12   
2  >  4 17   
2  >  5 5   
2  >  7 16   
3  <  4 9 XX  
3  <  5 8 XX   
3  <  6 13   
3  >  4 16 XX   
3  >  5 8 XX   
3  >  7 12   
4  <  5 20   
4  <  6 25   
4  <  7 9   
4  >  7 5   
5  <  7 8   
5  >  6 7   
5  >  7 14   
6  >  7 18   
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DIAGRAM 5.12—The Student Services SID Pareto Reconciled 
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The Collapsed Student Services SID 

 The researcher took the Student Services staff SID and collapsed relationships as 

identified in Diagrams 5.14, 5.15, 5.16, and 5.17; Diagram 5.18 is the Student Services 

collapsed SID.  The data presented below are the steps in the systematic progression of 

the collapsing process.  The rationale for the collapse—the reasons why—and the 

resulting implications are presented in Chapter 8. 

DIAGRAM 5.14—Student Services Collapsed SID Step 1 
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DIAGRAM 5.15—Student Services Collapsed SID Step 2 
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DIAGRAM 5.16—Student Services Collapsed SID Step 3 

Situation

2. Diverse 
Environments

1. Procedures

5. Values

6. Philosophy

Collapsed Student 
Services SID Step 3

 

 



217 

DIAGRAM 5.17—Student Services Collapsed SID Step 4 

SituationEnvironments

5. Values

Collapsed Student 
Services SID Step 4

2. Diverse 
Environments

6. Philosophy

1. Procedures

 

 

DIAGRAM 5.18—The Final Student Services Collapsed SID 
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Section 3—Additional Student Services Staff Interview Data 

Student Services Comments About Culture 

This section contains responses to two questions the Student Services staff were 

asked at the end of the IQA interviews.  The first question related to their definition of 

culture, and the second related to their impressions of Dr. Shugart and how consistent his 

actions are with his words.   

The data in section 3 are presented using the same protocol as in sections 1 and 2 

for the axial and theoretical coding.  The researcher has quoted the participants; however, 

data has been paraphrased at times for grammatical, syntactical, and sensical accuracy as 

well as to remove identifying information and/or colloquialisms.  The researcher has 

done this to increase cohesiveness and consistency among the data sets. 

What is your definition of culture?   

“I think we have a sense of team—a sense that everyone at the college works well 

as a team.  We have the four different campuses and there are a lot of times when we are 

serving students that we can pick up the phone or send an email and get the problem 

corrected immediately.  I think that takes a good team effort and it does not matter what 

campus it is on or what department it is.   

On our campus, we have an awesome, almost tight-knit family with financial aid 

and with the district office of records and admissions, and we are like one big huge 

family.  I know it is like that on our campus, but I am not sure if that is the case on all 

campuses. 
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We have also had a culture here of doing more with less.  I do not mind doing my 

job and I love the students—that is that caring part—but, wow, that is also where the 

fatigue comes from, where the exhaustion comes in.  And sometimes that is where the 

methods are damaged because how much more can I do.  I know we cannot pull money 

off trees.  

I think as a culture at Valencia we also have a lot of things to help each other.  We 

have a lot of faculty and staff activities.  We have staff recognitions.  We have ice cube 

socials.  Every year the upper brass, upper management, President, provosts, and deans 

all get together and invite all faculty and staff, and administration serve us ice cream.  It 

is good. 

It is as if they are giving back to us in a way. As much as I want to stress the 

academic side of the house, I truly see the family side too.  I mean this is the overall 

sense; I know we have lots of achievements and great things from the academic side, but 

what is important to me is that I feel like a family member here.  Because lots of us feel 

that way, we can deal with the stress, and we can pass that family culture on to the 

students and help the students feel as if they are part of that family.  Doing that allows us 

to be successful.  When the student is more successful as an individual, then that allows 

our overall statistics to increase as a college. 

Our culture is a helping culture. I feel that we help the students to become 

independent on their own.  We show them how to do things and get them to the point 

that, by the end of their second semester, they know where to go, what courses to take 

next, and what policies and procedures they need to be aware of. 
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We are a learning-centered institution.  We are also in touch with our students and 

each other. It is very important for us to promote students.  We love to talk about 

ourselves, our students, and our accomplishments as an organization.  We are a very 

proud culture. 

We also take great pride in liking to lead the way.  I have noticed that Valencia is 

always trying to break new ground and sometimes I feel that maybe we try to do too 

much.  Our culture is one that is constantly busy and constantly achieving, but it is also 

constantly overwhelmed and that can result in oversight in certain instances.  

Student Services Staff Comments about Dr. Shugart’s Words and Actions 

How does what Dr. Shugart says about Valencia relate to what he does here at 

Valencia? 

“He sets an example for us that is extraordinary.  His servant leadership that he 

provides for this college is just amazing.  My favorite example—and it is my favorite 

charity—is the blood mobile and that is what he focused on his first year here.  He not 

only gives blood, but he goes down and he gives platelets where you sit there for four 

hours and they take your blood in and out.  He does that once a month.   

I mean he is just dedicated to getting out into the community and giving back.  

And he has taught everyone at the college the philosophy of going out there and giving 

back even if it is just washing windows for the person next door.  That has made such a 

difference in pulling groups together from the different campuses because all of a sudden 
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we have groups going out and doing all kinds of things in the community.  So, he has just 

been a leader in reaching out into the community and finding areas where Valencia can 

serve.   

So as far as a leader goes, I do not think we could have had anyone better.  Before 

we had Dr. Shugart, we had someone who had been here for quite a few years and he was 

all about money, money, money.  There is no way Dr. Shugart would ever just wave at 

somebody and not stop and talk to them.  Instead his greeting is usually a hug.   He has 

really added his own flavor to the college.  If he were a flavor of ice cream, it would be 

the butter-pecan because you have the butter for the sweetness and the pecan for the nut 

that is in him.  He can be silly right along with the rest of us.   

I believe he talks the talk and literally walks the walk.  I was a brand new student 

when he took over.  I was going to school at Osceola and they had not quite finished the 

second building at the time but the parking lot was finished.  Students were parking way 

down the street in a muddy field because someone said they could not use the new 

parking lot until the new building was opened.  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘that is ridiculous, open 

the parking lot.’ 

And you know, he did not go over to the regular parking lot.   He parked in the 

mud and he walked up to the campus.  In fact, whenever he parks on a campus he parks 

where the students park.  He wants to see everything from the student perspective.  It is 

as if he fights for the students.  

What he says and does truly impacts what we do.  And while I may not be able to 

come up with an example right away of a situation where he has backed up what he said 
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with what he did, I have faith that he would.  In the interactions that I have had with him, 

he is a very genuine, caring, and understanding individual.  I oftentimes reflect on when I 

worked at the University of Florida.  While I enjoyed my experiences there, I would run 

into the president on campus on several occasions and he never once made the effort to 

meet me, or to say ‘hi’ to me, or even to make eye contact with me.  I even worked at the 

same building. He would have meetings in the conference room right next to my office so 

there was lots of potential for interaction but he never did greet me or say, ‘How are you 

doing?’   

What is different with Dr. Shugart is that I see him on campus and it is as if we 

are friends.  He is openly engaging in conversation.  Now, he does not remember my 

name and I do not expect him to, but he will go out of his way to make me feel important 

and valued in the process.  He will make a point of walking by our office sometimes 

when he is on campus which makes us feel that he is a part of the community and cares 

about the community.   

And another thing is that in working with him and dealing with him, it is clear 

that he is interested in learning first.  When we are dealing with students, he says learning 

is first as the priority, so if a decision makes it to his office it seems as though he supports 

us because of that philosophy.   I think a lot of the people believe in his vision and the 

mission.  Sure there are disagreements and people who get on each other’s nerves, but at 

the end of the day we share the same vision—it is how we get there that is interesting. 
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 One of the people in the focus group yesterday said we see Dr. Shugart more than 

we see our own provost and it is true.  If he is on campus for anything, he is walking 

around, he is talking to people.  He is giving hugs.    

I am friends with Dr. Shugart and he is just one of the coolest people I have ever 

met.  He personifies that whole servant leadership philosophy and I see it in him.  He 

cares enough about me to sit down to have coffee and then I, in turn, can come back here 

and help a student.   

I have had first-hand experience with his walking his talk.  I worked at an 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) conference where he was a 

presenter and he said that even though we all have to abide by the rules, the regulations, 

the standards, it is okay to deal with exceptional circumstances exceptionally.  He said, 

‘Not all students fit into the rules and sometimes you can break the rules.’  And I have 

seen him—not blatantly break the rules—but assist a student because this extenuating 

circumstance does not fit any of the rules, any of the policies, any of the deadlines, any of 

the regulations.  I have seen him do it saying, ‘This is a decision, not because I am doing 

a favor for a parent, but because this student truly has had some extenuating 

circumstances and needs unique help.’  And it is okay to do that.   

So he has backed up everything he said because he is not advocating the breaking 

of rules, but he is advocating student service.  He is advocating helping the student.  Are 

we just going to say to the student ‘No’?  That is not the right thing to do.  What are the 

other options for the student at this time?  I think he definitely supports and backs up our 

philosophy, practices it, and implements it. 
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I think the way the state allocates funds is really weird.  We had 15–20 percent 

growth in the last few years, and yet our resources were not catching up to us from the 

state.  And ever since Dr Shugart has gone up to Tallahassee and campaigned to get us 

more funding, our budget has increased, and we have gotten more response from the 

state.  Other community colleges have gotten more too.   

I know he goes to Tallahassee a lot and promotes the community colleges.  Under 

his leadership, I think Valencia has flourished.  There has been great growth of the 

people, the physical structures, as well as the students.  I think it seems fairly consistent.  

For the most part I am not at that level to feel the direct impact.  But I do not see any 

conflicts.  He is a very personable gentleman, very personable.   

Yes, he is very personable.  He does not mind stopping and talking.  In fact he 

stops and talks to students and asks how things are going.  Is there anything we can do for 

you?  I know this because it happened to me when I was a student.  I think he has been a 

great example of servanthood.  And he demonstrates the fact that not only is it our job, 

but it is our responsibility to help anyone who needs help, and it does not matter what 

level you are. 

I would say if he had more opportunity to be here to walk the walk with us we 

would be really happy about that.  But he definitely walks the walk and he definitely talks 

the talk that we need.  I thank God every single day for Dr. Shugart and that is not said 

lightly.  I have lived now through four different presidents.  I have lived through the 

presidents who were just so unapproachable that it was impossible to get to them.  And I 

have lived through the presidents who were so corporate that all they thought about was 
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what was going to happen next.  And I have lived through a president who was so laid 

back that he did not think the politics were important.   

And now I am living through a president who hates the politics—I do not know if 

he hates the politics—but I feel that he does not like being away as much as he has to be 

away.  And yet if I want or need something, I feel justified in asking.  I can get to his 

secretary at any time—any of us can—and she will make sure that the message gets to 

him and he finds a way of delivering, even if it is through his secretary.  Yes, he walks 

the walk and he talks the talk and out of the four presidents that I have lived through, he 

is the one.   

What he walks he talks, and what he talks he walks.  Oh, he definitely does.  The 

first minute he found out about the discrimination that happened to me, he was in my 

office to apologize literally, on the faculty member’s behalf.  So I think he is 

straightforward.  He has just a great, great head on his shoulders.  He knows what he 

wants, he knows what he is doing, and I think his interests are the faculty and staff.  I 

actually believe that and I do not have to say that because I experienced it.  I am 

positive—I am sure—that if I need help I can call him and he would be there.  

Two things strike me about Dr. Shugart.  The first time I met him I had the 

opportunity to invite him to speak at Phi Beta Capa induction ceremony.  He had not 

even started his duties here and he did not know me from Adam.  When I told him what 

was going on he said he would be most happy to come along.  I knew right then and there 

that he was student focused.   
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He does walk that walk.  It is all about the student.  Consider the legislative work 

that he does to try to get more money for the community colleges—it is amazing what he 

goes through and he does not give up very easily.  He is firm about it.  He will not let 

anything get in his way.  So, it was very impressive to me that he would just say ‘yes’ 

without even, saying, ‘Oh well, I just started my new job and I’m busy and blah, blah, 

blah.’  So that part of him he does walk that walk.   

He has had students over to his home.  I never knew a president who had students 

over.  I mean these are just Phi Beta Capa students—a small little group—that he had 

over just so he could get to know them.  And I was shocked.  This was early in his first 

year.  So when he says we are here for students, he really means it.   

 Now the other side of it is he opened the doors for better growth for our faculty in 

ways that blew me away.  He said he wanted to bring in more qualified faculty, and he 

wanted to make sure faculty were in on every type of decision that was at Valencia—

every type.  That is walking the talk. That is saying ‘I believe in you.  I believe what you 

are doing is right, and I will go to the trustees and say this is what we have to do.’  I know 

I can trust him for that.  So he does the walk. 

I even see him coming into our registration; he walks into our registration and 

helps students with registration.  I have never seen a president do that.  Our past president 

would not have done that.  And even when I email him, he emails me right back.  He 

does not care who I am because he sees no levels.  At the same time, he is very 

appropriate.  He knows his political stance in the community.  I respect that. 
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I have met Dr. Shugart several times and he is somebody who I think values, or 

really strongly champions, what we do here as far as the learning initiative.  He has a 

strong affinity to what we are doing. He strongly embraces what we do every day.  And 

you know, he comes by periodically and he will look at us and watch us working, just to 

say, ‘Hey, you guys are doing a great job’ and just to support that whole family 

atmosphere.   

The first time I met him I was a work-study student, and he came in and I did not 

know who he was.  He just said ‘hey’ and I just talked to him and I showed him how our 

system worked.  He asked questions and then he left.  Then someone said, ‘Do you know 

who that was?’  And I said ‘no’.  And he said, ‘That is the President of the College.’  And 

I said, ‘Really?  I had no clue.’  He is that kind of person.  I think that he embraces 

Valencia.  

I think he really does walk the walk and talk the talk.  I do not know him 

personally.  I have probably met him once in a huge gathering.  I started Valencia 

probably six months before he became the President and I had heard things about the past 

president. I did not know much about that previous president except through what I had 

heard.  From what I understand, it is now a completely different world with Dr. Shugart. 

I have been used to Dr. Shugart and how he does things.  I know that he will go to 

Tallahassee and he will really try to make a difference.  And then he will come the next 

day and he will sit at a meeting on the smallest campus.  To me that is not someone who 

is up in the clouds and who thinks he is above people.  He has never come off like that. 
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He came to a meeting one day and he was just sitting there eating popcorn and 

chatting with us, asking us, ‘What do you guys think? What do you feel? What do you 

want me to know?’  And to me that is a president who is open to us.  I have seen so much 

change in the last five years and I think that does come from him.  When I have talked 

about the values of being so learning-centered and how we can make things better for the 

student, I think that he is a huge part of that because he is all about change and what will 

help the student, and, if this is not working, let us try that.   

He does not sit up there completely by himself and say, ‘Well, I am President so 

whatever I say goes.’  He wants to make a difference and he gets out there.  He does not 

walk around campus with an entourage, he just walks.  In fact, you would never know 

who he was. 

As an example of that, I will tell you a funny story.  He was so unassuming he 

walked in and started talking to a staff assistant here at Valencia with a good sense of 

humor.  She started telling him jokes and they were laughing and having a good old time.  

She had absolutely no idea who he was.  She just thought he was a guy off the street—

well-dressed but he certainly was not the President.  I think that just shows that he is not 

on a pedestal and not removed from those of us on the front line.   

The times that I have interacted with him, he has seemed very friendly, very kind.   

He has come in and I have talked to him one-on-one which I found very extraordinary.  

He has always a smile on his face.  He seems to really be interested in the little things.  I 

walked out in the hallway and I saw him talking to a student at the information desk 
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asking him about Life Map, asking him if he understood Life Map.  And you know, since 

I have been here I have not heard or seen anything to suggest that it is just a show he puts 

on.  I just do not see that. 

 A lot of leaders either get too bogged down with a lot of the busy work to stop to 

talk to students.  Or it is as if it is just not really important, it is just a formality.  And yet, 

the times that I have seen him interact with others, it does not seem like a formality at all.  

I just feel that he is a good-natured person who really does care.  And as far as our little 

awards ceremony and our recognition ceremonies and things of that nature go, he is 

constantly laid back, and he loves to joke with you.  I think that is why a lot of us enjoy 

working here so much, because it is very enjoyable.  

There is no question that he walks the walk.  He bumped into me in the hall one 

day and said, ‘Hey, how you doin?’  I said, ‘Hey Dr. Shugart, how you doin?’  He said, 

‘Do me a favor, call my office and set up a lunch appointment for us.’  Well, we went to 

lunch one day and he asked about me, and where I want to go.  So I think his leadership 

is really driven by his values.  He cares for people.  I think his methods are strongly set 

by his values.  His philosophy is strongly affected by his values. 

Rumor has it that the Board tried to tell him who he could have over to his home 

for dinner.  This is a man who turned to them and said, ‘I can have whomever I want at 

my house’.  He is a very religious man, but he does not throw that in your face.  He opens 

the door for you to share and be who you are.  That is the good part. 

The only negative I have is that his values are so intense that it throws some of 

our procedures wayward.  He will call and say, ‘I need for you to put this student in now.  
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I know that it is past the deadlines but I need this student in.’ At the same time I am 

telling one student ‘no,’ but the President calls.   

He does not abuse his power, but his heart is so big that sometimes he wants to 

help the world and it puts you in an awkward position.  So his values are his ying and his 

yang.  His values are his dark side and his lighter side and I wonder how long he can exist 

as a person, not just as a president, loving so hard without tuckering out.”   

Student Services Staff Comments about Connection with Students 

“I have always considered Student Services as the heart of any institution and it is 

the heart because if students feel that connection and feel that link and feel that closeness 

that they have somebody through tough times, or through easy times, somebody who can 

pat them on the back or somebody who can kick them in the butt, they are more likely to 

stay here.  They are more likely to feel the connection.  And if they do not feel the 

community, the sad thing is they are not here next semester.  

We really care for the students.  We offer them certain scholarships; we offer 

them extensions on everything.  We will do whatever it takes to assist the student during 

whatever times.  Even now we do not want to say ‘no’ to a student, even if sometimes we 

have to.  We will do and go about whatever thing we can to assist students in helping 

them understand the process, the procedures, the rules, regulations, so next semester or 

whatever they need to do they are more prepared.   

We are trying to help the student, whatever that next step is so that they have a 

smoother transition to the next step.  Our intent is not to baby them along the way, not 

give them all the answers, not ‘Here is the manual, read it, and you will do fine,’ but to 
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give them the tools necessary to survive and to have a better existence once they leave 

here.  I think everybody buys into that and you can see that. 

It is nice when students just stop in to the office and tell you, ‘Hey, I am doing 

okay; things are fine.  I do not need anything, do not want to check up on anything, and 

do not need your assistance on anything.  Just, hey, I want to let you know things are 

going cool. I have this test next week.’  What this means is that they are connected.  They 

are part of our community and they care too.   

But there are still gaps in our work.  And, I think that it comes down to our 

individual culture.  Sometimes, students do get three different answers and it is 

sometimes people trying to bend the rules to help the students.  So when they see me I 

may tell them that these are the guidelines, these are the rules because I value that 

sternness, that discipline and there is no other way.   

But then they may go to someone else and that specialist will say, ‘Well you 

missed the deadline but your car broke down so let me see if I can take it to upper 

management.’  Then, the student gets a different answer and spreads that along to a 

friend.  Those situations do happen and I think it is not a training standpoint. I think it is a 

value that some people have.  I will hear some of my colleagues dismissing students or 

giving an answer that I feel could go another way, especially if they just look at it in a 

different way.  But it is hard because you cannot just go to that colleague and say, ‘Well 

what about trying it this way?’ or ‘What about that?’   
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The cultures of other departments also have an impact.  In the end, we all care 

about the students.  For me, I try to reconnect to the people who are disgruntled so that 

that link is no longer broken.” 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter provided the raw data—the findings—which were collected from the 

Student Services staff who engaged in a three-hour focus group and a one-hour individual 

interview.  All the data were collected and presented in this chapter using IQA protocols.  

The interpretation of this data is done in Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 6—Interviews 

 
 
Introduction 

The following chapter contains data from interviews with the President, the 

cultural caretakers and the students.  It also contains a combined variety of metaphorical 

responses from across all the interview participants.  This interview data are presented in 

much the same format as the IQA interview data.    

The Organization of Chapter 6 

  Diagram 6.1 provides a visual representation of Chapter 6.   

DIAGRAM 6.1—A Model for the Organization of Chapter 6 

 

Section 1 contains data from the interviews with the President.  Section 2 provides 

the data from the cultural caretakers along with responses to the question “The culture at 

Valencia Community College is like . . .?  This question was posed to the President, the 

cultural caretakers, the administrators, and the Student Services staff.  In the summary of 
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the metaphorical responses, the responses have not been categorized by respondent but 

rather have been presented in a random, anonymous format.  Along with other data, both 

sections 1 and 2 provide interview responses to the following questions.  “What is your 

definition of culture?” and “How does what Dr. Shugart says about Valencia relate to 

what he does here at Valencia?”   

Section 3 provides the data from the students.  The students’ demographic profile 

is presented first, followed by the students’ responses in three areas of inquiry.  The first 

was their perceived experience in the Answer Center at West campus.  The second was 

their perceived sense of the purpose of the Answer Center.  And, the third was their 

perceived sense of the culture at Valencia. 

Where applicable, findings are categorized relative to the affinities determined in 

the IQA process.  Information which is not relevant to the discussion of culture, 

congruence and/or connection has not necessarily been included in the findings.  And, as 

with the axial and theoretical coding in Chapters 4 and 5, the researcher has used a 

similar protocol.  In general, she has quoted the participants; however, the data have, at 

times, been paraphrased to remove identifying information and/or colloquialisms and to 

maintain grammatical, syntactical, and sensical accuracy. 
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Section 1—Interviews with the President 

The Thematic Commentary of the President 

I feel as if I have arrived at one of the best colleges in the country. 

 I am completely consumed with the work here. 

  The goals for my work with Valencia and 

 my goals for my work around the country 

 are similar. 

Background 

“I was a campus president in the North Harrison Montgomery Community 

College System which is on the northern margins of the city of Houston.  I was president 

of North Harris College, which is the original and largest college in that system.  And 

back then, a great deal of my effort was focused around preparing North Harris to 

respond to the changing demographics and community characteristics of Houston.  The 

community had changed but the college had not.  And my job was to bring the college in 

line with the needs of the community. 

We had to diversify the faculty.  We had to greatly strengthen the developmental 

education program.  We had to put technology to work for us so we could pay more 

attention to our students.  We had to open facilities deeper into the city that would feed 

the large campus which was still out in the boonies, so to speak.  The community had 

changed by the time I got there.  The college had not.  And my job was to bring the 

college in line with the needs of the community. 
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The Calling 

I would just say that if you asked me my sense of calling in the world it is 

probably first as a kind of poet—a songwriter is just a version of a poet—who is 

interested in work, in the nature of work, doing good work, what work does to us, how 

we work together, how people are shaped and misshaped by their work.  I am particularly 

interested in people in serving roles and in servant institutions like community colleges 

and universities and hospitals and schools and places that make an explicit commitment 

to serve others and then generally do not live up to it.  

I believe that performance always fall short of vision.  If it does not, you do not 

have a big enough vision.  Every artist experiences that.  I have never really finished with 

a poem but it still has to be published and once published I cannot revise it any more.  To 

me, that is the way artists make art.  You learn from your materials, you learn from your 

failures; you learn from every work.    

To work artistically—to lead artfully in colleges—is to know that paradoxically 

every work is important to the next work.  On the other hand, that means that no single 

work is all that important.  It is much like running.  One of the things you learn from long 

distance running is that every day is important, and no one day is more important than 

another.  If you do not learn that, then you miss your run on Tuesday and you say, ‘What 

is the point in running on Wednesday, I have already botched the week,’ and you end up 

not running again until the following Monday.  Well you know, if you miss your run on 

Tuesday you can also say, ‘Well, no one day matters so you keep running.  Or if you 

have a really, really great long run on Saturday you cannot stop training for the next week 
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and say, ‘I will just run again next Saturday.’  No matter how good it was, you still have 

to run Monday.  So every day is important but no day is terribly important. 

Values 

It is really important to me that my personal and work values not be different.  

Early in my life and career I was a different person in different places.  I had a work life.  

I had a home life.  I had a life with my buddies.  I had a music life.  I did not feel I was 

the same person.  I brought different parts of me to different places.  And so I made a 

commitment early in my professional life that I needed to be integrated.  I needed to 

come together and be all of me everywhere I was.   I am still working on that.  It has been 

a personal journey I have been on for the last 25 years I guess—20 years certainly.  I am 

a very ordinary orthodox Christian and as far as work goes, it means that I have a sacred 

view of work and of the universe. 

In fact I talk about this with people, and we talk about how we perceive, from 

what assumptions we proceed, to do this work.  I think there are only two essential sets of 

assumptions.  One is material, and in the material view of the world we look at one 

another and say we are transitory, we are impermanent, we are hardly here at all.  And so 

what matters is our legacy; it is the civilization we build, the institutions we build, the 

wealth we build, the family dynasty we build.  It is whatever we build that might last, that 

is the really important thing since we are only here temporarily. 

The second is the sacred view.  In the sacred view, you say souls are permanent; 

everything else is just chemistry and physics.  And the second law of thermodynamics 

applies.  If that is true then hardly any achievement you can imagine, any legacy you 
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might build, is as important as the single human being across the table from you.  And 

there is nothing you can do to that person that is justifiable on the basis of building a 

legacy.  So it calls you to kind of a radical understanding of the moment.  The moment I 

have with you in the cosmic economy might be more important than anybody’s strategic 

goals or objectives.  A walk past a stranger in the corridor may weigh more heavily on 

the scales of the cosmic economy than achieving all of our strategic objectives.  It just 

creates a different balance for you to—with some humility—estimate how easy it is to do 

harm in the universe. 

The way the universe is made is wonderful but it is fractured.  And so, at any 

moment, I can appreciate the wonder of the person across the table but I can also 

appreciate that person’s limitations.  The poem that the writers of Genesis wrote about 

the garden conveys that deep truth, that somehow the way we experience creation is both 

filled with blessing and curse.  You can experience the yearning, enjoy the blessing, and 

still know the limitations of the curse. 

Whenever I am interacting with other people, one of the things I am aware of is 

how badly I need to be forgiven, how inevitably I will disappoint, how fragile the things I 

handle are, and how clumsy my hands are.  And at the same time, I have the overall sense 

that it may not ultimately matter. 

Failing 

You see, what we really care about is fueled much more powerfully and 

accurately in our confessions than it is in our professions.  We can work hard to make 

sure that we profess the right values and beliefs and assumptions and all those sorts of 
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things that show up everywhere from our church doctrinal statements to our strategic 

plans at the College.  They all have professions but what people really care about is what 

you hear in their confessions.  What am I willing to say I failed about? 

And that is what I am trying to get at.  How is the institution failing to live out its 

mission?  You will learn more from people’s reflections on where we are failing.  For 

example, these days I do a lot of work with hospitals and one of the things that interest 

me greatly is the price that nurses pay for rationing health care.  We had a very tearful 

800-person general session at a conference in California with people who deliver services 

to students with disabilities at colleges and universities all over California.  Their job is to 

ration services.   

They are told by their institutions that they only have so much in the budget and 

so you can only go this far in certifying people’s needs.  Whenever they are meeting with 

a person, they experience this deep conflict about, ‘Should I figure out every way in 

which we can serve this student, or should I figure out only the ways that we are going to 

be compelled to serve him or her by the law, knowing that there will be another student 

who needs services behind this student, and we may run out of resources.’   

This kind of challenge is where we live.  It is the blessing and the curse.  What 

price do these folks pay in making that decision every day?  Their supervisor does not 

pay that price.  Their institution does not pay that price.  They do.  I think we will learn 

more about the reform needed deep in the institution and what people want by asking 

them about failure rather than asking them about success. 
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Fearlessness 

And, you need leaders who are fearless of that conversation.  They know they are 

going to be wounded by it and they know that some people interpret it as a weakness, and 

they know that enemies will use those conversations and yet they do them anyway 

because the conversations are so helpful.  Leaders have got to be kind of fearless and say 

‘You know in the end, nobody here can hurt me.  That two percent of the faculty who are 

really out on the edge and looking for any way to do it cannot hurt me.  Their darts 

cannot hurt me.’   

In fact there is almost no failure I can imagine that will really hurt me.  So, it is 

very important to develop that kind of fearlessness about working together in these 

institutions.  Really, can you win or lose?  Yes.  But, it is just a game we play.  It is just 

play.  The stakes are enormous, yes—my career and my bank account.  Other stakes are 

more important—people are important. 

I do not think this conversation goes on very often in many institutions.  The 

conversation I am engaged in across the country with people is paradoxically harder to 

have in my own college in some ways than it is in someone else’s.  To be a visitor and 

raise those concerns is different than to be the next door neighbor or the person sharing 

the home and asking those questions.  But we do.  And I try to gently infuse that 

conversation into certainly all the management kinds of conversations we do.  My emails 

to the whole college can give you a sense of how I try to incorporate that hard work into 

the day-to-day routines.  You do it by telling stories—reminding people that in the midst 

of all the details of our work, it means something and here is what it might mean.  
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Giving of Self  

 People do not just want your work, they want you.  I understand that.  I write a 

certain kind of email to the whole college from time to time and rarely is it newsy.  There 

is always a little bit of news and a little bit of information. The emails are almost always 

about value, ambition, and feeling—all those intangible things.  As well, we have created 

a fair number of opportunities to engage.  They are a little bit formal, but I have four or 

five luncheons a year with all the new faculty who are getting tenure this year and 

everyone who has served on the faculty association, outgoing and incoming.   

You create these sorts of functions where you are together and the liturgy of those 

functions is ‘Thanks for your work; now tell me what is on your mind.’  And I take a pad 

and write down what they tell me.  So with faculty who have just earned tenure, I will 

say, ‘Okay, now you are free to talk. I cannot fire you for being honest any more.  Tell 

me what you really think. What are the three things that you like best about the College 

or the three things that you think are in most need of reform.’  And they are very positive 

conversations.   

I do learn things from them.  People do have mild criticisms from time to time but 

they are mostly very positive conversations and we connect.  I do things in my home and 

invite lots of faculty and staff into our house.  Sometimes it is just a reception—like the 

AAWCC (American Association of Women in Community Colleges) meeting is going to 

be this Friday night—and they see me and my family.  They see that I am human and 

ordinary and regular and we talk.  With Visions and Voices, it is a party but it has also 
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got a center and that is a poet, musician—somebody who represents the integrity of inner 

work connected to outer work—which I am all about.  It says something about us, that we 

can actually do that together.   

When I have time, and can, I do a gig in town. I will sing at Borders, for example, 

or some place like that.  That is all about connecting with the College.  It is not about 

trying to impress anybody; it is an invitation to faculty and staff to connect.  So the gigs 

are announced on email and some people come, and I get to sit with them in between sets 

and have a cup of coffee.  I post my poems on the web for the faculty and staff; it is a 

way of saying I am here and this is who I am.  It is not exhibitionism—putting a poem 

out there or a song out there—it is a lot like putting your child up on a stage and saying, 

‘What you think of her? I think she is cute and that you will like her.’  So you expose 

yourself and make yourself vulnerable in the ways that you can.   

Now, I will also tell you what I am not doing, some of which I should do and 

some of which I should not.  I am not holding a lot of forums.  I do one or two a year on 

each campus.  I go in and brief them on my outside work and tell them what I am doing 

outside the College, ask for their help and say, ‘You know, what is on your mind?’  

Being Lionized 

It is paradoxical.  On the one hand I think a necessary condition of healthy 

leadership is that you have to become comfortable with the mantle, so to speak—the lens 

around you that is the gravity of the office—the reality of the power that has been given 

to you.  People identify with their leader as somebody who knows and who cares about 

them and loves them.   
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At the same time you have to keep grounded in understanding that it is not really 

entirely real and that people see what they want to see in you—sometimes good, 

sometimes bad.  Expectations often come out of them, out of what you have said and 

done.  And there is a great temptation to foster that sense or to play the hero as well.  That 

is incredibly dangerous.  You will absolutely disappoint.  Again and again you will 

disappoint.  You will hurt people inadvertently; you will make bad decisions, and if you 

are treated as a hero that decision becomes a fall, not just a decision. 

That failure becomes deep disappointment and not just a mistake, something that 

you learn from.  So, it is important to manage those expectations to a certain degree.  I 

want people to know that I am passionate about the work, and that I am fully engaged, 

and that what they see is what they get.  I care about that, and that we do the best we can.  

But I do not really want to be lionized. 

There is a wonderful 19th century novel by a Scottish preacher.   The gist is that a 

young man goes in quest of the life of a hero.  He wants to be someone noble and heroic; 

he has a sense of destiny.  He goes out in search of that and at the end of the story he 

encounters evil and has a life and death struggle with evil.  He discovers the truth and he 

says it something like this, ‘I found that if a man would be a hero he would hardly be a 

man.’  I can only paraphrase the rest of that little passage, but it goes on to say, ‘But if 

you will just get about doing your job, do it with all your heart, that is what you are called 

to do.’ 

There is a sense in which I understand the sort of symbolic nature of the office.  

They do not just want my work; they want me.  And I have to deal with that paradox.  
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But the other is, it is only a job, and no more important than anybody else’s job.  It is just 

different.  And in the middle of everything that is going on, it is very important to keep 

my head down and say, ‘Just do your job.  That is what you are here to do.  It is a job.’  I 

am not here to become a legend or to leave a legacy or to require the love of the people or 

any of those things.   

In an artistic sense it reminds me a little bit of the absurdity of Salvador Dali.  

Early in his career, he was deeply engaged in the work.  Then somewhere along the line 

he became engaged in Dali himself and instead of creating a body of work, he created the 

legend of Dali and began to photograph and paint himself and cultivate this crazy 

character.  I think he cheated his work.  He became his own work and that you do not 

want to do.  I meet leaders all the time—particularly those who have been in the same 

role for a decade or more—who are losing track of that and their work is creating the 

legend of their leadership.  I do not want a legacy of my leadership here. 

Shared Vision 

I think what matters is the shared vision in the College and it is at different levels 

of maturity in development in places.  I think that what has been articulated to the 

institution has my fingerprints on it but it is not really my personal insight that makes it 

valid—it is the roots it has deeper in the College.  

We would like to be a learning college, whatever that means.  And I have to say 

immediately that nobody should try to be a learning college because trying to be a 

learning college is a little bit like trying to be a poet by dressing in black all day.  If you 

are interested and if you love poetry and you are able to write, then you write. 
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I think what you will find when you look at an institution—because performance 

always falls short of vision—is a fairly high degree of congruence around the 

learning-centered idea, around the notion of collaboration, around the notions of treating 

students from a developmental perspective.  I think you will find basically high 

congruence there. 

Our interest really is in getting much, much improved on the level of better results 

with our students.  This is an anchor for our work.  That is one vision.  And you will see 

it all through the College as an important touchstone.  The second—and I probably did 

bring this to the College, and it is not as far along in its development as an idea—is that 

the College make sort of a radical commitment to the personhood of the people we serve.  

Personhood  

Students are persons.  They are not raw material and they will not tolerate long 

being treated as raw material.  Or alternately if you tell people often enough that they are 

just a number then they will come to behave like one.  So it is your actions that speak, but 

the language to a certain degree may reflect the changes of those actions.  

For example, Valencia used to have a computer that would call people on the 

phone just like your drugstore does, and instead of saying you have photos ready or you 

have a prescription ready, it would say you owe us money.  It was very, very efficient—

that is the factory model at its best.   

Laid on top of that were a series of very thoughtful, beautiful post cards that we 

mailed the students all along the paper process saying, ‘Really glad you registered at the 

college; cannot wait to get your money,’ and then the next one would say, ‘Sure would 
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hate for you to lose your classes, I know you will pay that money soon.’  Then the third 

one might say, ‘Gosh, you know we would like to hold these classes for you but we 

cannot beyond such and such a date.  Please pay your money so we do not have to 

disappoint you.’  Now that is the marketing model complete with, ‘and, by the way, we 

have an express registration line just for you.’  It was that kind of mass customization.  

And it would be sent to a person with a name, and not to ‘dear student.’ 

Here I think is how that is finding its way into our culture.  Neither customers nor 

raw material nor apprentices fit our Life Map model.  Life Map says you are a person.  

And, persons develop.  Persons do not get processed.  They develop.  They are organic.  

And so all of Life Map and all of Atlas now, and to a growing extent our employment of 

our staff in Student Services, is based on the idea that people—persons—develop. 

After much discussion they adopted a developmental model that Terry O’Banion 

wrote when he was in Illinois, as the underlying student development model on which we 

would base our services.  So our job is to collaborate in the development process of each 

of those students.  Now that is a person-centered approach because people are not 

identical. 

The challenge for us now is to say, ‘Okay, now we are not treating them as raw 

material any more or as merely a customer.  Now we are treating them as human beings.’  

But not all humans are alike.  And authentic human service means rendering, within the 

framework of all your rules and procedures and culture, something that looks like a 

unique response to the unique human being.  And that is where our point of growth is 

now.  That is where our challenge is.  We have to figure out how to create rules and 
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processes and procedures that facilitate service but, in the end, do not get in the way of 

our staff’s capacity to render unique responses to people because they are unique. 

So what we are trying to drub out of the institution, for example, is the notion that 

you might legitimately say, ‘Hey, I know this is the right thing to do for you but if I did it 

for you I would have to do it for everybody.  It would not be fair for me to give you a 

unique response.’  I think we are just really beginning this work.  When someone says, 

‘Who cares about fair?  What does fair mean?’  My response is that fair means equally 

impoverished.  What does that mean?  If you know the right thing to do for this person, 

and we have the capacity to do it for this person, then let us do it for this person.  When 

we run out of the capacities to do it, we will have a reason not to do it any more. 

So, one of our experiments here is to discern if there are ways that even huge 

bureaucratic institutions—which are of necessity huge and bureaucratic—can still avoid 

the deeply depersonalizing aspects of institutions.  We are just really beginning to explore 

that deeply with one another and with our students.  I think you will find that the vision is 

way ahead of performance on this radical personhood issue.  I do not think we even have 

good language for it.  We have good stories we are telling to each other as we try to sort 

out how to express it. 

I think what you will find is that our stories are about things that are being done 

now that might not have been done before.  People recognize this is new and different—

but not weird—and that it makes sense that it would be happening.  They can say, ‘This 

is what the College is becoming and I get it.  This is what the President has been talking 

about, writing about.  This is what my boss has been talking about.’   
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This concept of personhood stretches me because it is easier for me to treat 

everybody the same; but, I can see that we are not doing that the same way now.  So 

among the different tags we put on our culture, our roots, our milieu, the learner-centered 

tag, I think has deep roots in the institution.  To treat everyone as a unique person will 

have much less mature roots and will not go nearly as deep or as far.  Personhood is a 

later vision.  It has really emerged out of conversations about the nature of the 

post-modern student.  People are awakening to the fact that this current generation of 

students might be a different kind. 

Institutional Purpose 

The real work of the college is teaching and learning and serving, not growing 

and getting money and so on—those are means to an end.  You know most presidents 

meet with their faculty and talk about how the enrollment has grown, what the budget 

looks like, and what the next building is going to be.  And to me that is like a mechanic 

talking about his tools, “What did we fix today?”  

Let us talk about the work instead.  The goal is that those conversations ought to 

be happening at the department, campus, college levels facilitated by the leaders of the 

work.  That is what the big meeting coming up next month is about. I will be there.  I will 

be in that, and I will be engaged in that.  But it is not being manned by me.  

And there is one more dimension. It is a pendulum thing.  The first two-and-a-half 

years here, we had no plan.  There were no strategies, people were working on all kinds 

of projects and grants, but there was no coalescing vision for what we were going to do 

together.  And so, partly using the vanguard process, we developed the strategic planning 
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document.  There were big meetings and little meetings and in-between meetings and 

presentations all of which I was deeply engaged in because I viewed the President’s role 

as the chief planning officer of the College.  I had to be and I loved to do that.  Shaping 

that strategic learning plan was exciting work because those are rich discussions that 

people care about.  And they are about the big ideas that we share. 

At some point, though, people get tired of that conversation and say, ‘Can we just 

get on with the implementation?  You know, let us do something.’  And the pendulum 

does swing.  You begin to implement the action steps and the more engaged you are in 

the implementation the less you are engaged in the discussion of the big ideas of the 

planning and so forth.  And somewhere along the process, people reach a point and say, 

‘Whatever happened to those wonderful meetings we used to have, the terrific 

conversations?’  And they are usually the same people who just wanted to get on with it. 

And so the pendulum begins to swing back and you say, ‘Well, okay, let us 

reengage in that conversation’ and you are back on the big ideas and people are engaged 

in the large round tables.  We are kind of in that pendulum swing right now and there is 

always that kind of tension between implementation and vision.  We have been very 

much in implementation for the last two or three years.  

Gifts and Challenges 

The gifts I have are an ability to conceptualize and to articulate things well.  I am 

good with words and I am good with ideas, and usually I am able to figure out how things 

relate to one another so I see the bigger picture pretty quickly.  I am also sort of 

generative—able to create a lot of ideas.   
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At the same time, I have a fair amount of technical background which I can bring 

to bear and I do not have any hidden agendas with which I am saddled.  I am not afraid.  

People get worried or upset and I do not have any fear of that.  Some leaders do—some 

bee keepers are afraid of their bees.  I am just not.  I do not want to fail, but if we are 

trying, we will fail in some things. 

I would probably be a better leader if I were more focused and insisted on more 

focus among people when so much is going on here.  I think I am better at imagining or 

seeing the point on the horizon than I am at navigating to it.  Leading people—sort of 

step by step—through the tactical process of getting from A to B is not a strong suit of 

mine for a few reasons.  One is I am not sure that is the President’s job.  The second is I 

do not have time to do it.  And third is if I do that, I own the project and they do not. 

But, the fact that I turn loose that way of necessity, and because of my own 

limited gifts I suppose, it also means that sometimes they do not arrive at exactly the 

place or in the way that I had imagined.  So I have to also be careful to know when that 

exact vision really has to be played out, and when it really does not matter if they are at 

this point or the point right next to it.  And also I have to trust that sometimes they arrive 

at places better than I imagined. 

It really depends on the vision.  There are some things I feel like we need to be 

able to deliver and get closure on and say that project is done.  And there are some where 

I am very comfortable turning loose and saying we do not know where this one is going 

and let us figure it out together.   



251 

The trick is when you turn loose the control you do not leave the room; you are 

still in the room so to speak.  When I share that kind of decision making with large 

groups, I have to also have the courage to stay in the room.  So if they bring back 

something after some work that I cannot fully approve, I have to be very plain with them 

and say this is good in these ways but here are some ways in which I cannot really 

support it.  We are going to have to continue to work on this or try again. 

I think some people would see me as taking too many risks.  Not many would say 

I do not take enough risks. I think a limitation for me is that I am spread too thin with my 

outside work and my inside work.   Somebody asked me the other day what I do for a 

living.  I said I do not have a full-time job; I have four of the damnedest part-time jobs 

you ever saw.  That is true and it has been necessary, but there is a price, and I count that 

cost for doing the outside work.   

I need to get back to some of the internal work; I need to spend more time deeper 

in the organization.  But there is also another dimension to it, which I will mention to 

you, and that is who steps up to the plate?  The College, in my view, has been too 

president centered for most of its history.  

My own team has suffered some for that.  Lately, I have been less visible on 

campus and I have done less hanging out and schmoozing and engaging and listening to 

people.  I guess it has been the better part of two years.  Another limitation I have is that I 

tend to take for granted the people who are closest to me.  I am pretty careful about my 

interactions with people who are just a little bit further away.  But my closest team 

probably requires more care and attention and feeding than I actually give them. 
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The truest statement I think is that I am just a guy doing my job.  And it happens 

that the gifts I bring to the job which are about connecting our deep concerns, our 

essential mission, our real values to our daily work, are something that this place was 

interested in when they hired me—more so than they knew maybe.  So there has been a 

lot of resonance to that.  

Roles 

 I think the job that I am trying to do has many dimensions, kind of like the 

College.  The College has a lot of dimensions and people who have some connection to 

the College think they know who the College is.  What they know is the one facet they 

are engaged in.  So if you are a parent of a dual enrolment student, you think College is 

what dual enrolment is.  If you are a returning single mother trying to get into the nursing 

program, you think of the College as a transition—a place where life transition is being 

supported.  If you are a kid with a dream to go to some far-flung university and you do 

not have the money, you think of the College as a great way to facilitate your finances 

towards another goal.  Everybody has his/her sense of what he/she thinks the College is, 

and it is that, but it is much, much more.  And my job is like that too. 

My first job is to make sure that I am who I believe I am and to become 

somebody who is worth becoming, most of which means understanding how far I am 

from that and to live that out every day.  In very pragmatic ways, yes, it affects the work.  

For example, when we make personnel choices, I am looking for people with deep 

character—hiring and promoting people with deep character, not glitzy technique.  And 

when we do some of our basic work—make a budget, for example—we have the 
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discipline of saying, ‘What do we want the budget to mean?  What do we want it to 

mean?’  And people should all be able to read this budget and say that is what they care 

about.   

My role is coach to a senior team.  The role is spokesperson for our central values 

and vision inside the College and outside.  The role is an honest broker to ensure that our 

real values or principles are honestly reflected in what we do.  Sometimes the role is 

provocateur to say: ‘Why do we not do it this way?  Why have we always done it that 

way?  What difference does that make?’  The role is in part just to continually remind 

people that the work we are doing, the projects we are doing, the little processes we are 

working on, are connected to some larger journey and to say, ‘Remember that is the point 

on the horizon we are trying to get to.  Do not forget that.  What you are doing now is 

useful but only insofar as it moves us to that point on the horizon.’   

It is not a role with a lot of control.  A lot of other captains are steering your ships.  

I am sending them signals but they are steering their ships.  So I would say I am less of a 

political leader inside the College, less of a controlling manager, less of a business leader 

inside the College and more of a philosopher, more of a preacher, more of a counselor.  

Authenticity 

At my best, there is a discipline in living in a way that loves other people.  There 

is a call to mind first work.  My first work is my interior work.  Do you know what the 

root of the word courage is?  It is a French word, ‘coeur’ which means heart.  That is the 

interior work.  Courage is not bravery; it is connecting to your environment and knowing  
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what is right and what is wrong for you.  I do not always know, but when I know it is 

because I am in touch with what is going on inside.   

I fail all the time—lots of stupid mistakes and I make character mistakes too.  And 

when people get emotional, or whatever it might be, as long as I return to my interior 

work then even the bad things that I do become grist for the mill. So the first thing I am 

going to do is make sure that I am walking my journey, doing my interior work.  

And then, my job is to connect my interior work with my exterior work and so, 

whether I am coaching an employee or dealing with foolishness—which is about 90 

percent of the job—or writing a memo to the whole college, what I have to train myself 

to do is to be myself and let my interior work touch my exterior work.  I do not know 

how effective it will be but I think it is more authentic.  And, it is possible that I might 

fail. 

It may be that the institution will be more successful with a president who is 

loaded with technique, does not care how he or she gets what the College needs.  I can 

tell you now, many times I have had key legislators, for example, offer to give us a bunch 

of money, but that would violate my trusting relationship as a peer of the 27 presidents.  

Many of them would take that deal.  I will not.  And is that good for the institution or bad 

for the institution?  Well in a material view of the world it would be good to take that 

money.  

Priorities and Challenges 

One priority is to really make dramatic gains in student learning.  Second is that 

we be more person centered and treat each other and our students less like sources of 
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revenue, or units of consumption, or the next problem to be solved, or all the ways we 

treat one another.  And that instead we learn institutionally to treat each other and 

students as persons.  Third, that more and more every day we come into work with hope, 

engage in more great conversations, more sustenance.   

One of our challenges is to master size and complexity.  The second is where we 

are in place and time.  Resources are challenges for us.  I think money is our number one 

problem but it is more complicated than that.  It is not just that we wish we had more 

money; it is where we are, the political lay of the land in Florida.  And I would say that I 

think we are still having lots and lots of challenges to build systems and execute work 

that reflects the quality of our thinking. 

The Campuses 

Osceola Campus 

Let us start with Osceola.  Osceola still has a pretty strong sense of its roots in the 

trailers and the sort of pioneer spirit.  It is modest in size, about 6,000 students.  There 

were only two buildings; we just opened a third.  As a result, there is a pretty high sense 

of community there.  Everybody knows each other’s name.  All the staff tend to be 

valued pretty highly.  The faculty and the custodians and the staff all kind of know each 

other and hang out at work together.  So there is not a lot of silo-ing or fragmentation of 

people.  There is a pretty positive, can-do spirit and real interest in the community.  I see 

Osceola in kind of a pioneering stage—maybe nearing the end of its pioneering process.  

There are several times a year when different groups of staff cook for everybody 

else.  The best one is when the grounds staff has an international barbecue once a year 
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and it reflects the diversity of the staff.  There is Philippino food, Vietnamese food, 

Mexican food, there is everything.  And a lot of people show up for it.  It still gives a 

sense of pioneering.  It is still youthful. 

The faculty at Osceola are mostly relatively new hires.  They are pretty flexible.  

They try stuff.  Once in a while there is that little chip on the shoulder if you overlook 

them.  Do big campuses treat them with equal respect and voice?  There is also a kind of 

a courtesy that is really common there. Maybe that is a reflection of the staff; it is a very 

courteous kind of campus—not formal—just a kind of a courtesy towards one another, 

towards their students. 

Winter Park 

Winter Park is tighter still.  There are only six or eight full-time faculty there and 

the part-time faculty tend to work reasonably heavy loads.  They all know each other.  

They are in a bullpen for their offices so they are all together.  Winter Park was a start up 

operation just a few years ago and has succeeded rather well.  They have about 1,800 

students.   

At Winter Park, there is a real conscious attention to culture.  There is a sense of 

mission that is pretty deeply connected to the Winter Park community; it has to do with 

their understanding of the deep history of Winter Park, where there really was a wrong 

side of the tracks, and they are on it.  Winter Park was a community of wealthy people 

who brought servants with them and the servants did not live in the same part of town as 

the wealthy people did.  You know—literally across the railroad tracks—and that is the 

side of town, the very neighborhood in which that campus is built.   
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Part of going into the community there was making a commitment to that 

neighborhood.  Most other things that happen in Winter Park are for the wealthy, for the 

developers, for the moneyed and powered folks.  The college certainly serves them too, 

but it is one of the few things in that city that ties the fragments together.  And there is a 

kind of familiarity there.  Everybody knows everybody.   A lot of students will tell you 

‘People know my name.’ 

Winter Park is scaleable.  In fact one of the things we are doing feasibility studies 

on is should we be building more campuses that are 1,800 to 2,500 students in fairly 

compact facilities—sort of the new urban idea for the scalability of the community.  It 

seems like when you get beyond that the College becomes less personal.  Our challenges 

are what are the economics of that and what are the impacts on learning.  

East 

What do you give up? What do you gain?  This is really the question.  East is 

interesting.  East is essentially the same age as West.  They were built within a year of 

each other, or initiated within a year of each other.  East grew more rapidly, because that 

side of town grew more rapidly, and continues to grow very rapidly.  And East has had 

more stable leadership over the years, less turnover. 

I think both East and West, particularly down in the ranks of the people who do 

the important work, is and will continue to experience dramatic turnover.  But, at the 

level of provost and dean, there has been a lot more stability at East over the years than 

West.   
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East is a very positive climate.  They have always had several programs that they 

were particularly proud of—the Arts programs, law enforcement, and criminal justice, 

paralegal have all been a source of pride for them.  They made a commitment very early 

on at East to provide extraordinary services to students with disabilities.  And it has been 

an important symbol to them even though that model has changed over the last few years.  

The very concentrated services we had on East have now been dispersed really to provide 

services across the College at all the campuses.  There is still that ethic there though. 

East tends to think of itself as the innovator, the trouble-makers—and they have 

been.  A lot of the faculty leadership for new stuff has come from East, particularly the 

high profile stuff.  East probably has had more early adopters to the learning college idea 

than any of the other campuses, and they were drivers in that process.  This is not to say 

that West did not have drivers as well.  East was probably a little more broadly involved 

than West. 

I have heard—although I have never verified this—that some departments and 

some faculty at East had started at West and then moved to East, where they felt like they 

could stretch their wings a little more.  There were some strong faculty personalities on 

West that sort of defined the way things were going to be done there, and if folks did not 

conform you were made to feel uncomfortable.  So, a number of them moved from West 

to East at some point.  This is probably way back now—20 years or more.   But, faculty 

remember these things like they were yesterday.   

East views itself as the creative one, the less stodgy and conservative campus.  

There is a pronounced sense on East—among the students mostly—that this is a real 
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college and we are having a real college experience.  There is more activity.  Part of it is 

the architecture of the place.  There is a gathering place. 

It is a compact campus. And although its property is long and narrow, they have 

managed to mass the buildings in such a way that there is a center to campus.  There is a 

central square which really is the center of the College.  The library, the student center, 

administration building, and the arts building all sort of face the center of the campus; 

students hang out, there are people playing guitars, and there are speakers and preachers 

coming on campus.  There is always something going on and students tend to hang 

around later.  There is often a lot of activity at 3, 3:30, 4 in the afternoon still. 

West 

By contrast, West does not feel like it has a center on campus.  There are multiple 

gathering points but it is sort of strung out along the lake, in a long line, and the Student 

Services building is separate from the academic building so while the Student Services 

Building 5 (SSV) has a sense of a mall and a presence there, once students have 

conducted their business with the College—one or two or three times in a semester—

there is not a lot of reason to go back over there.   

There are just three or so classrooms that operate in SSV so it is like a little 

Iceland.  It is not really a gathering point for the students.  They tend to hang around the 

cafeteria a little, but it is a bit dark.  The coffee shop in front of the ORC helps a bit, but 

there is less of a sense of ‘We are all together here on the West campus.’  I think the 

architecture is one reason for that.   
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The other is their program history.  The programs that have been most influential 

on the West campus have tended to be self-contained.  So the health programs, for 

example, which are quite large, are all cohorts of students who stay together.  They are 

tied up with their studies, clinical education, and so on, so there is very little time for 

them to involve themselves in anything else.  For example, I think we have one of the 

best student nurses organizations in the country, consistently recognized, maybe the best 

in the country.  But it is all nursing students, so it is not particularly integrated with the 

rest of life at campus. 

I think that this is also reflected in the faculty.  There are a lot of faculty who are 

essentially absorbed with their department and there is not a lot of crossover even in areas 

where you might expect them to be cross-functionally connected, like math for example.  

They tend to be pretty much absorbed with their own department.  Integrated Humanities 

Program (IHP) is another example.  They are really proud of their program—it is just a 

great program and has been for many, many years.  But again there is a community of 

faculty who do most of that and they talk to one another mostly.  On the other side of 

campus, you have programs like Engineering, Hospitality, Information Technology, 

Business, all of which are fairly self-contained.  So part of the culture of West is that 

there are lots of subgroups but less of a sense of ‘we are all together in this’ than there 

might be at East, where you have fewer of the specific majors and more just sort of an 

arts focus. 

West also has more of a conserving sense to it.  It is more cautious and careful in 

some respects about innovation.  It is a little more cynical.  West tends to be the campus 
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on which we have a handful of nay-sayers who talk to one another and probably think of 

themselves as the loyal opposition.  ‘We care about the College and, therefore, we are 

going to give close scrutiny to everything that comes down the pike.’  This tends to give 

the sense of having thorny faculty to deal with.  I think that is not a reflection of the 

larger faculty; I think it is that they have a handful of faculty who regularly put 

themselves out there as spokespersons, though they do not represent most of the faculty.  

But, they are bold and they get a hearing, and I think that is important for them.  

Somebody hears a yahoo going nuts and sees that the person does not get in trouble for it, 

then thinks, ‘Well, maybe I can share what I really think and not get punished for it too.’ 

This is found everywhere, not just at West.  At my last college, they called 

themselves the Dead Men.  Their sense was, ‘Yeah, we are the dead men.’  They said that 

nobody listened to them any more so they were going to complain all the louder but they 

knew they had no influence and so they became less and less responsible in what they 

said.   

This group is hard to characterize.  There is a very small handful really, but 

sometimes, these things develop interactively.  People become more extreme in response 

to things.  And the history of leadership at West campus has been more polarizing than 

East, for example.  I think it is not just that you get some people who are never happy—

although that is true too—but there are hotspots on West campus where the community is 

less easy, or less comfortable with each other, where the dialog is more strained.  There  
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are long memories of perceived slights from years ago that still interfere.  There are just 

two or three places in the campus where that is true—a department here and a department 

there.   

Sand Lake 

It is brand new.  The culture is just emerging, just being formed.  It is the first 

time all those people have been pulled together into one place.  They were scattered in 

several locations, probably more of them from the Winter Park campus than anywhere 

else.  But those folks were always the extended family, you know, living in the extra 

rooms there.   

Now they have their own space, their own mission, their own leader.  It is clear to 

them who their leader is and they do not share their leader with anybody else.  They have 

their own compliment of programs and their own business plan and they are beginning to 

form a culture now. 

You can see the beginnings of it, for example, in the decision they made to 

decorate.  And I do not know how this happened exactly but after they opened, within a 

few weeks after they opened, the place was decorated with these very attractive shadow 

boxes on the walls.  And each shadow box is a symbolic representation of one of the 

program areas within which they work.  It is all their work in the shadow boxes.” 
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Section 2—Interviews with the Cultural Caretakers 

Contextual Interviews with the Cultural Caretakers 

Descriptors 

“I have been at Valencia since 1989,” said one caretaker.  Another said, “This 

year, about 23 years.”  Yet another, “I have been here almost 20 years, and I chose to stay 

at Valencia because it appeared to me from the start that Valencia had the kind of culture 

that could be a springboard for significant change in higher education.”  A fourth said, 

“Thirty-five years on staff and then two years before that I was a student here and was 

one of the early student government presidents.  I started working at Valencia as a 

Security Guard when I was working on my undergraduate degree at the state university in 

town.”  And, a fifth caretaker, “I have been here since last August, so it has been a year 

and four or five months.” 

General Comments about Culture 

“Well our official vision statement is that Valencia is an extraordinary learning 

community, and you have probably been on our website.  Dr. Shugart is in his fifth year 

here.  I believe he came in 2000 and I would say that it has been a big cultural shift in that 

time.  We are probably still on the edge of it—some people more than others—maybe the 

far edge of it. 

The culture is about participation and inclusiveness and openness.  Valuing the 

individual, the employees, the staff, and the students is very important.  Student Services 

go beyond what is required to help the students.  There are always stories to talk about 

students who get extra help and are so thankful.  Camaraderie is also part of the culture. 
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My definition of culture is basically the environment in which folks operate 

because there really is a different kind of world the faculty live in than career staff.  Let 

us face it, the financial aid assistant over in the nice air-conditioned office on the 2nd floor 

of building five is in a somewhat different culture than the groundskeeper who froze his 

butt off this morning, or who roasts in September. 

To me there is a night-student culture, which is very different from the 

day-student culture.  You have students who only take classes on the weekends, and they 

have a somewhat different culture.  I see it in class, just in terms of when we have a 

discussion.  We had one this morning about the role of evangelicals and religion and the 

election of 2004, and you literally saw there was one core group of students who spoke 

from a very strong set of beliefs about the fact that there should be no separation of 

church and state. 

Then there were other students who could not understand why anybody would 

think there was obviously separation of church and state.  The students come into the 

classroom with all kinds of differences, and part of the culture of the College has been, I 

think, increasingly more diverse, and more open to, and accepting of, different beliefs, 

whether it is ethnicity or political beliefs or social beliefs, or whatever.   

 Valencia, with all the definitions and how I have described it, is a very diverse 

institution.  We are very diverse.  We are many, many cultures and ethnic groups within 

our staff and also within our student body.  And the other focus is the fact that we want to 

mirror our community.  So we are always seeking ways in which to make sure that we are 

helping that diverse population of students, regardless of what group it may be.   
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We continuously look at how to mirror the community population in our students 

and the staff.  I think that is very important.  At the same time, within that diverse 

community we want to be sure that it is communicated to all at Valencia what Valencia 

is.  Even though we are very diverse, we feel such a loyalty and respect for one another. 

The change—this vision—sometimes it is like a lid being lifted off and a chance 

for people to really blossom in their work and to implement some of the idealistic things 

that, in my case, we worked on for so long, but that were seen by many as peripheral to 

the real core operation of the college.  So I think collaboration—a collaborative culture—

along with shared governance is probably what most describes the current culture.   

The culture is us.  We can all read about cultures that once existed that no longer 

exist, and we can admire them but they are gone because the people are gone.  So just 

like there are stone statues on islands in the Pacific that attest to the fact that there was a 

culture there once that built this, we can still have the buildings here.  But once the 

people are gone, the culture is gone.  It really has to do with perpetuating the culture by 

hiring people into the institution who want to be a part of this kind of an institution and 

carry it on.  

There is a reason why I have been here for 23 years.  It is because of the culture.  

It is about working with one another, feeling good about what we do, and feeling good 

about success.  It is about feeling good working with others and helping each other, being 

supportive and seeing all the different roles of which I can be part.  I am not placed in a 

box and told this is all I can do.  There are no limits at Valencia.  
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One of the reasons I like being at Valencia is that I feel as if Valencia has a 

destiny.  I hate to use this terminology but it is like an alignment of the stars.  You know 

sometimes the right people come together under the right conditions and, to what extent 

that is happenstance, and luck, and serendipity, and to what extent it is in some way a part 

of a grand plan, I do not know.  But I have felt that the right people were aligned here for 

a long enough period of time that they were able to sustain something that might not have 

been sustained had there been a lot of turnover.  

 You see, people are attracted by people who share the same kind of vision and 

have the same kind of goals.  I am going to count myself as part of that group that has 

committed to those goals and has been here a long time. I think that when we have made 

hiring decisions we have made them with the thought of, ‘Can these people fit into this 

culture and advance it?’  Not necessarily are they the same as the culture, but can they 

help take it to the next level, whatever that level is.   

So, I think a combination of the initial proper alignment of a group of serious 

people who were able to make a long-term commitment and who did not walk away 

when times got tough—and there were some tough times, times when people might have 

abandoned the kind of journey we have been on and they did not—helped to just sort of 

feed this culture.   

You know you have a sense of being part of a movement, a sense of being part of 

a bigger effort that might change society. I also really believe strongly that education is 
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going to be at the heart of any change to this society or any other.  And I think that there 

was a large enough group whose values have been sustained and passed on as part of our 

culture.” 

Change in Philosophy at Valencia 

“Dr. Shugart’s style has been really motivating.  I think that so much of the work 

about learning that people resisted was because it really does mean a lot of hard work.  

Change and self examination is now at the core of our work.  And if you look at our 

strategic learning plan—our goals—I carried that document around with me.  It is an 

active document.  

We used to have silo operations, so go to finance and do this, go to admissions 

and do this, go to counseling and find this out.  Over the last two years or so, they tried to 

reorganize around student needs and have developed a one-stop center over there.  That is 

one big change and I think that we are still getting better at that.  I really think they are 

the living laboratory of a collaborative effort and the people who run it are not at all 

defensive.  So, if something is not working well, and they get that feedback, they just 

tweak it as we go. It has really been good. 

And we have started involving learning centeredness in the hiring process so that 

everyone who comes in gets asked the learning-centered questions.  It does not matter 

whether he/she is a custodian, or a professor, or a VP.  It is all together—it is all part of 

the whole puzzle.” 
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Learning First  

“And, again I will go back to our Strategic Learning Plan.  The primary goal is 

learning first, and if you read the little subtitle under that it is the concern for student 

learning that permeates everything that we do at Valencia.  Every decision we make has 

to pass the test of, ‘How will this impact student learning and how will we know it has?  

How will this improve and enhance student learning, and how will we know it has?’   

Those are not original questions, but they seemed to work well here.  And they 

are questions that have survived now for five years, if not longer, and they still seem 

useful.  And then the other key goal is “start right.”  What we pledged there is to work on 

having the first fifteen hours, whatever they are, whether they are college prep or the first 

fifteen hours of college level courses, wherever a student comes in, to make sure that 

students are successful because we know that dropouts and failures often happen in the 

first semester of the first year. 

That is another big thing.  This culture has brought to us the idea that we are all 

still learning and that that is okay.  Yes, we were hired for our expertise, but that does not 

mean we are finished products.  Even those of us who think we are good teachers can be 

better teachers, and we are working on that together.  It gives us permission to 

experiment again.  And I would have to say that if that message is not out there, people 

must be under a rock somewhere.  I think that we articulate that in so many places in our 

literature, our meetings, and our search for outside help. 

Overall, I feel that our students feel welcomed, supported, and directed in the 

sense of finding a connection and direction here.  We want them to make both social and 
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academic connections so that it matters to them that they stay.  And they know it matters 

to others that they stay.  They know that we want to help them with direction: where they 

are headed, why they are here, what courses they should be taking, what decisions they 

can be making (both curricular and extra-curricular) that will help them get where they 

want to be.  And I feel that we have a pretty common message out there about that, 

among faculty and Student Services personnel.   

The interesting thing about us is that we want to get better.  So the new faculty 

compensation package, for example, was designed to build more equity on the front end 

and for us to become more competitive.  It is really hard for us to recruit teachers from 

the northeast, for example, because the salary scale is considerably lower.  So faculty 

redid the compensation package; we had outside consultants but faculty ran it.  And we 

are just now in the first stage of implementation of that, so it represented substantial 

salary increases for a lot of faculty, as much as 10 percent for the ones in the early years, 

but less for those in their later years.  

Professional development used to be very archaic really.  Now, we apply the 

learning-centered philosophy to employees.  As an example, on an annual basis, a 

supportive group of faculty give feedback to new faculty members on their individualized 

learning plans, and the dean does the annual reviews.  So, in theory, we should not get to 

the third year and have any faculty members who are not going to make it; it should not 

come as a surprise in the third year.  So that has been very healthy.”   
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Valencia’s Vision  

“The vision is providing the best quality educational program (whether it be an 

Associate of Arts degree, or an Associate of Science degree or a certificate or a course) to 

help meet students’ needs and meet their goals.  We know that students have varying 

goals, and I think that we try as an institution to meet those goals.  Valencia’s mission is 

to extend higher education opportunities to a very diverse community and to ensure that 

learners learn what they came here to learn and that they to have high quality learning 

experiences.   

I am really not so sure that the vision is all that different from before.  We go 

about it differently, and we talk about it differently, but it has been there a long time.  

When I came to Valencia, I was a mess in terms of not knowing what I wanted to be 

when I grew up.  I did not have a lot of self-confidence and basically because I was the 

first member of my family to ever go to college, I did not have any real support back in 

the family because basically they did not know what I was doing.   

When I got to Valencia, whether it was the faculty I worked with, the 

administrators I worked with, or the counselors I worked with, I really felt as if I was 

home because they cared about me, they cared about my future—there was a lot of 

nurturing that went on.  And so I guess what I am back to is to the extent that I have been 

successful in life, I give a lot of credit to Valencia.  I had not really thought of it in vision 

terms, but in essence what they were doing was preparing me to be able to be successful 

without using the name Life Map.  They were, in essence, giving me the tools and 

helping me see what I needed to do to position myself to do what I needed to do.   
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Over the years we have refined our process and we have cleaned up our 

terminology.  We have had to adapt to a world where you can only have students in so 

many credit hours and you can only have so many attempts for a class and all of that kind 

of thing.  So we have become more of a business model—if not by choice—then by 

mandate.   

I think what we have done has been really remarkable, and I am getting ready to 

retire so I do not have to say this.  I really think that what is remarkable is that despite our 

rapid growth—it is spreading out all over the college district—our vision today is 

remarkably similar to what it was 37, 38 years ago.  And that is to try to do what we can 

reasonably do to help every student reach his or her potential.   

If a student comes in with sky high SATs and an IQ off the charts, and he or she 

makes a C, that is no big deal necessarily.  When a first generation college student who 

has struggled throughout his or her whole life makes a C, then that is a big deal.  So, to 

me the vision is still that same one of attempting as best we can to make sure that every 

student who comes in the door is given the environment in which to be able to learn.  It is 

what I can truthfully say is a thread that has run throughout this institution over the 

years.” 

Becoming Learning Centered in Actions 

“I really do see a cultural change from five years ago, but what I see is very 

specific.  When Sandy came in, he started forcing us to ask questions because we had 
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been on automatic pilot for so long.  We had always done things the same way.  Well, 

because we have always done things a certain way does not mean it is learning centered.  

Neither does it mean it is bad.  

But now, we ask how does the budget, for example, reflect what we say in our 

vision and our mission?  and how is this learning centered?  We have limited resources 

and want our resources to go to where we say our vision is, where our values are, what 

our goals are.  And so he forced us to look at what we were doing—it was one of the 

most wonderful things in the years I have been here, one of the most wonderful things 

that could have happened.  He came in and he challenged us to put our money where our 

mouths were.  And so we started asking those two questions.  How will this improve 

student learning? and, how will we know?  That is the first time many of us had ever 

asked those questions—except anecdotally.   

Once in a while something would come along and we would instinctively know 

that it was going to help student learning.  But when we started having to focus every 

budget decision pretty much on that core question, it really changed the dynamic, and 

suddenly people all over the College who are not in the classroom necessarily began 

focusing on learning and how they are part of the learning process.  It was a 

transformational moment, it truly was. 

In fact we did an addendum to the budget in his second year that basically said, 

‘How is this 2002-2003 budget learning centered?’ We went through bullet points saying, 

‘Here are all the things about this budget that are learning centered.’   
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This was just earth shattering I think.  When the VP for Administration presented 

the summary of the budget to the board of trustees, he presented the budget in terms of 

‘Here is what is learning centered about the budget and we are going to go goal by goal to 

show you how we are addressing the goals in our strategic plan in the budget.’  It was the 

first time the budget had ever been presented like that.  Our money was actually going 

where we said our goals were.” 

Learning Centeredness Permeates the College 

“I was coming into faculty leadership for the second time in my career right at the 

point Valencia determined we were going to go the learning-centered initiative route.  

And the reason I had gotten involved again, even though I thought I would never get 

involved again, was the fact that it was under prior administration and we had developed 

into very much an ‘us and a them’ faculty/administration battle.   

I was bound and determined to make sure that if we were not going to have a 

voice at the table, we were going to at least be heard.  So, we started working on faculty 

governance and got into some confrontations up front with the President and the VP for 

planning over the fact that they were trying to push things through without our having a 

chance as faculty leaders to talk to the folks in the trenches whom we represent.  

In the end, after a good bit of this battling back and forth we had a meeting—a 

higher education round table—where we had leaders from administration, faculty, and 

community leaders come together two weekends over two months to talk about Valencia 

in the 21st century.  (I am spending a little bit of time on this story because it really was 
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an important moment in terms of our collaboration.)  We came in from our own camps.  

Administration had their priorities, faculty had their priorities, and the community had 

their own.   

What was remarkable about this round table was that we were not talking about 

the issues that we normally confronted each other about.  We were talking about the 

future of the College—our vision, our goals, that kind of thing.  Over that two-month 

period, we came to realize that we had a lot that we agreed on, and our big vision was 

about student learning and we were all together on that. 

We had different frustrations perhaps.  The administration has a lot of frustrations 

tied to dealing with funding from Tallahassee and all those kind of things, whereas 

faculty were dealing with other issues.  But the bottom line was we still had the same 

basic concerns.  So we came out of there with the realization that if we were going to 

move forward, toward the 21st century, we could get a heck of a lot more done if we 

picked the areas that we agreed on and work collaboratively on those things.  That was 

really the beginning of the collaborative process, when we came out of there with that 

realization. 

The very next year, right after that happened, something else happened.  Every 

year the faculty association board would invite the senior staff of the President’s team to 

come together for a luncheon.  We would ‘bribe’ them with lunch and then show them 

our agenda and ask them what items on our agenda they would be willing to help us 

accomplish.  And so I scheduled that routinely as we had done for years.   
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Then, someone on the board said to me, “Why are we doing it this way? Why do 

we not invite them to bring their agenda and we will bring our agenda, our goals for the 

year and we will see what we have in common, and see how we can help each other?”  

Well, we were each supposed to do five items.  They did five.  We did six. 

Five of the six were on both lists.  It was a shock.  We worded things differently, 

but they were the same issues.  Can you imagine the synergy that came out of that 

realization?  Well, we were on an accelerated collaborative process after that because of 

that experience of realizing, ‘Hey it is not us and them at all.’   

And we on the faculty end started realizing, ‘These folks have their own reasons 

for why they have acted the way they have acted and some of it has been our inability to 

move quickly because of the multi-campus thing and having to go through senate.’  So, 

we started working on our procedures to be more responsive.   

There are a lot of faculty, even administrators, who cannot go back before those 

days, because they were not here.  It is remarkable the cultural change in faculty, in 

particular, faculty and administration from even ten years ago.  But twenty years ago you 

would not recognize the place in that regard because there was almost no collaboration. 

Collaboration fits in with our values, our beliefs, our modes of operation.  The 

more collaborative, the more involved people are, the more likely they will be to engage, 

to participate, to work.  People tend to support that which they created.  And again, one 

of the many things that the President said that I totally embrace is his point that the focus 

of this College is the classroom.   
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Everything else we do is to support the classroom.  That is one of the reasons that 

he made the faculty association one of the governing councils of Valencia.  Every policy 

has to go through there.  Even if it does not involve faculty directly, it has to go through 

there.  That is his acknowledgment that the classroom is the center of the learning 

process.  And that is what faculty were saying for decades before he got here. 

As an example, Sandy came in and he started talking about student achievement, 

and he started talking about the student.  He was giving anecdotal stories of students 

whom he had run into and about how the faculty and the College had changed their lives.  

The bottom line almost from day one of his arrival was just a quantum shift at the 

institution.   

He hit on some things in those early days, like making the budget match what we 

say our goals are, changing the governing council and opening up the process.  Decisions 

in the era before Sandy were made by the administrative staff and the executive council. 

The administrators made the decisions.  Faculty had some chance at the very front 

end to have some bit of the action and then when it got to administration, they did 

whatever they wanted to do.  Now all of a sudden, in essence, the final decisions that 

were being recommended to Sandy were final decisions of which faculty were a part.   

Sandy comes in.  We start doing things like having a staff council for the first 

time, and there are people, representatives meeting regularly with the President for our 

full-time career staff, who never had a voice at the table before.  A faculty member is co-

chair of the learning council that basically recommends pretty much everything to do 

with learning at Valencia.  Plus the faculty association has its own separate governing 
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council.  So it was not necessarily any one thing, but a whole collection of things that 

made it look like, “Gosh, this place really is different now.  We are not just saying we are 

learning centered.  We are actually doing it.  Here is tangible proof of it.”  

Values 

“People are important.  At Valencia, the President made it very clear that 

everyone was equal; all the employees were important.   Everyone, every individual in 

the group that I supervise, is important and valuable and needs to be helped to develop 

and be happy doing his or her job, without too much interference from the rest of the 

operation. 

I believe that the students are our ultimate clients even though we have very little 

contact with the students.  The people with whom we deal the most are the assistant 

provosts, and the provosts.  But we are the people whom the students see the most 

because we are everywhere.  We are cleaning restrooms and whatever.  So we are always 

courteous.  We are the ones that in the first few weeks of classes the students are going to 

ask directions; they know that we are employees of Valencia because we wear t-shirts 

that say Valencia. 

We value the students.  We are always very polite.  We are helpful, and we try to 

make everything safe and as pleasant as possible.  We are doing research constantly on 

what the students want, what works, and what does not work.  Often times, what students 

want is smaller areas where they can group together and feel safe, feel some small group 

intimacy, privacy, and connection.  So we do a lot of little courtyards and things like that.  
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This is for our students.  We do research on things like that because we want them to be 

comfortable; we want them to feel like this is college, this is no longer high school. 

We value access and success. I mean it is one thing to have an open-door 

institution where anyone can come in, and it is another thing altogether to have an 

institution that allows anyone to come in and intentionally enables all those people to be 

successful.  So the learning part of that is important—that they actually meet their 

learning goals. 

I feel strongly that everyone can learn and that it is a crime not to allow people the 

opportunity.  My grandfather was a coal miner in West Virginia; he was illiterate, and a 

very smart man, and, purely because there was no opportunity, never learned to read and 

write.  And, no doubt you have seen the personal price that is paid by people who do not 

have that opportunity.  I certainly see the societal price that is paid.   

So I really feel strongly that everybody can learn and everybody deserves the 

opportunity.  By everybody I mean everybody.  I have a strong belief in equity and in 

those who are the disenfranchised often or the less able, for whatever reason, to be given 

opportunity.  I believe that the founder of the cure for cancer has not been admitted to 

college probably about three thousand times by now.  You know, the cure is sitting 

resident in someone who could not get the money for the first semester of college.   

I believe that education is the only way for people to resolve differences.  I am not 

a religious person and do not view religion as the answer to solving this society’s 

problems.  There are people who certainly would put high value on that, but I value 

education.   
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I feel very strongly that we have an obligation as citizens to work, wherever we 

are, to make the world a better place and not to pass the buck, not to say, ‘Well, gee they 

are doing this and I cannot stop it.’  I believe that the government in this country still 

belongs to us, despite a lot of things that would argue against that.  And I believe that it 

will belong to us as long as we insist upon it.  So I really believe in taking an active role 

as a citizen and I think education is the foundation for that.  

I am a firm believer of higher education and a firm believer of education that will 

help prepare individuals for a career that will be very rewarding; that will also include 

much higher levels of thinking; and, actually let it be more of a career than a job.  I am 

very focused on trying to help individuals see the difference of preparation for 

opportunities that are available—not preparing them for opportunities that may not be 

available within our community 

I would rather help students be more focused on the direction they are going than 

for students not to come at all.  Now we have many students who may not know what 

direction; still, we want to be sure that we are providing them with the necessary 

knowledge and skills to help them continue to make that decision.” 

Approach 

“When Dr. Shugart came in with his ideas of collaboration and openness and lots 

of communication, some of the things that he said we really tried to, and are continuing to 

try to practice.  One is having the user’s fingerprints on the design of anything that we are 

working on, early in the process rather than later as in ‘Well, what you think of this 

finished product?’  We are learning to trust that we really can speak our minds and say 
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what we think.  We can meet people from different places in the College and say, ‘I do 

not think that will work’, or ‘I do not think that is a good idea’, and that it is okay. We 

learned our way, tip-toed our way into that behavior.   

I think we still relapse.  Every once in a while someone will hand down a decision 

and everyone will say, ‘Where did that come from; who was involved in that decision?’   

But now nobody says, ‘Well, I decided.’  They say, ‘Oh, we missed a couple of steps 

here.  We will back up and do the right thing.’   

So now if you take something to executive council they will say, ‘Has the faculty 

association seen this?  Have the deans seen it?’  So we have our own system of checks 

and balances and now people realize that there is no point in trying to short circuit the 

system because they will not act on it until it has been to all the right places. 

Now we are constantly asking ourselves, ‘How well are we doing on this, and 

how come this is not being addressed?’ And it is not a question of blame but rather, it is 

more like, ‘What is not ready at Valencia, and why have we not been able to move 

forward on this?’  It is a much more constructive approach—less blaming—and I think 

that comes from a sense of mutual responsibility for accomplishment. 

I think there is a lot of good collaboration and cooperation across the services.  

Again, there are still faculty who see themselves as very separate, and feel like, ‘Do not 

mess with me, I have Humanities to teach.  Do not stick that stuff in here; that is your 

job.’  But that is a small group.  And in fact now in our Teaching Learning Academy, 

which is our three-year tenure preparation time, Life Map is one of the essential 

competency areas.  So for new faculty, this will seem second nature to them. 
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I would say as far as the way in which we do things, I think that it is a very open 

and collaborative process at Valencia.  It is a very friendly culture at Valencia.  People 

are not fearful of expressing their opinions and people are not fearful of going out and 

being inclusive to involve input from all different entities within the college.   

I find myself working very freely, whether it is talking with individuals at a 

higher level or talking with individuals who might be at other levels within the 

institution.  I feel very free to talk with any level or any individual within the institution 

without fear of going over some kind of hierarchy or going outside the organization’s 

structure.  I think most people feel that way.   

I think if people have questions they feel very free to ask.  If they have opinions, 

they feel like they can share them.  I know many times that we ask people their opinions 

through an email and we get lots of responses which indicate a degree of openness.  I 

think that we bring about councils, committees, and task forces to really be more 

inclusive, to get opinions, and to help shape the direction of whatever it is—a project or a 

program or something else.  I think you will find within our culture that we are very 

inclusive. 

As far as my working is concerned, I try to make sure that I keep very much 

connected with those who need to be involved.  That is where you feel so free about 

being able to communicate.  If I am working with a dean, then I might also make sure 

that the provost is aware of what we are discussing, some of the things we are doing, and 

how we are moving to the next step.  That provost may not be able to be at every meeting 

and be involved in every situation, but at some point you are going to need that provost to 
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help communicate to others.  So we feel that it is very much a collaborative process.  

People are informed and people are communicating, and we are not operating in 

isolation. 

I do not think that you will find pockets at Valencia that people do not know 

about.  You will be very much aware whether that is your area of responsibility or not.  

And I find that to be very good because if I am working with the community and they 

want information or they want to know if we have a particular program at Valencia, more 

than likely, 90 percent of the time I will be aware of it if it is something that we have 

available at Valencia.  I would say that we are very connected for a large institution.  We 

are probably very, very connected with one another at all levels. 

I work with a lot of people at Valencia.  I work with all the deans.  I work with a 

large body of the faculty, I work with the provosts, and I work a lot with our Chief 

Learning Officer and Student Services. I do a lot of motivating, and I do a lot of 

stretching in the process.  If we are looking at a program that needs to be expanded and it 

may be difficult for the faculty to look at ways to do that, I am one of those individuals 

who are there to help them find a way.   

I work with the provosts a lot trying to address areas of expansion and how we 

can do that and the best ways of doing so. I spend a great deal of time with faculty and 

they spend a great deal of time with deans looking at ways to change programs and 

sometimes that is not easy.  

Change is not always easy.  For some it is a very natural willingness, but for 

others sometimes it is a little bit different.  You have to take the threat out of what you 
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are doing.  I work with all the deans and all the faculty when we do a review of this 

program on a five-year basis.  And you make it a positive.  It is a process of 

improvement, not a process of criticism.   

I have seen some institutions in which it is a process of ‘You need to respond to 

these questions or we are going to get rid of your program’ rather than, ‘We are looking 

for ways to improve our program.’  If it ends up that the program is no longer relevant, 

then you come to terms with that but at the same time you bring resolution in that 

process.   

The majority of the time you are trying to find ways to improve rather than to 

criticize.  So you are addressing problems together from a perspective of ways to improve 

it rather than ways to say this has very bad indicators or very bad results.  You are saying, 

because of these results, we need to find ways to change and do better and to improve. 

A lot of time it depends on the approach, but I think that for the most part I try to 

always build trust.  I try to let them know that I am there to support them and to let them 

know that I am there as an advocate of Valencia and the community.  I try to have 

consensus in that we can agree to disagree because sometimes there may be some groups 

who just do not want to do anything but that may not be the best for Valencia. 

I think a lot of it has to do with the approach, how you work with people, and the 

trust level.  You do not build trust when you are in crisis.  You build trust over time, 

throughout the whole process, so when you get to a crisis then the crisis is probably not 

as much of a crisis.  
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Whether internal or external to Valencia we are working to build relationships, 

and we have to build that trust in the College and the community with business and 

industry rather than wait until we need something to go to our partner.  We are working 

with the partners all along and then when we need something we find those business 

partners very willing to respond. 

In summary, I think that we have a collaborative culture and it is manifested in 

many places at Valencia, in our Strategic Learning Plan, in our shared governance 

organization, and in the way we approach new ideas, projects and our ongoing work.” 

Performance 

“I think that Valencia is one of the best community colleges in the country.  We 

are extremely proud of Valencia and we want Valencia to shine at every level.  An 

example of that is that last fall we had three hurricanes here.  We had grounds people and 

custodians and maintenance people who had damages in their houses who actually came 

here so that classes could open, so that we could remove trees that had fallen in parking 

lots or the streets, so that students could get in and we could make the facilities 

presentable, and that means a lot—it is very valuable to us. 

And, for the most part, outside our institution, it has been really well recognized 

nationally.  I think it is a wonderful kind of catchphrase for all the work that we do at 

Valencia.  And some people feel Student Services have defined it too narrowly and they 

are really interested in systems and marching students through a checklist of things that 
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they are supposed to do, but it is really much more than that.  It is kind of paying 

attention to the whole student and helping each one develop the map of where he or she is 

going. 

In doing that it would be serving students to prepare them to enter our workforce 

and be competitive in that market.  In that process, one of the goals would be to place 

Valencia very strategically as a leader in higher education institutions in preparing 

individuals to go directly into the workforce, and to develop a plan that will prepare 

Valencia for the future years and provide career technical education to our community.”   

Environment and Pace 

“Our environment and our pace are complex and dynamic.   Before, we used to do 

most of our meetings on West campus or at least on the large campuses and a faculty 

member could have been at a small campus—could have worked here for many years—

and never actually been to some of the other campus sites.  That really does not happen 

any more.  Now, we all travel and get to know the other sites and we have a sense of the 

larger college community, the larger environment than perhaps we did before. 

There are some places that are still holding on perhaps that have not quite made 

the transition and/or have not been fully in favor of the transitions that we have made.  

But for me it has been very healthy, exciting, and dynamic.   

It seems to me that we are always on a treadmill.  If I learned anything in all these 

years, it is that I am my most productive when I am reflective.  Because then I can take a 
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deep breath and I can see the big picture.  I think Sandy would be the first person to tell 

you that we do not do nearly enough of that around here.  We are just always on that 

treadmill.   

I just think that part of the difficulty we are facing right now is that we never get 

off that treadmill, never take a deep breath, and never really introspectively look at what 

we are doing.  Even back in 2002 and 2003 when we were doing the strategic goals, 

people were called into service from full-time jobs within which they were already 

overworked.”  

Cultural Caretaker Comments About Dr. Shugart 

“I think Sandy Shugart has had a remarkable impact on the culture of Valencia.  I 

think one of the things that he did that can never be overestimated is that he gave people 

permission—without ever saying the words—he gave people permission to be humane.  

After more than a decade of business, bottom-line orientation, pride, and making sure that 

there was a hefty fund balance, it was just as refreshing as could be to have someone 

come in who was concerned about the individual student getting through the process and 

not putting roadblocks in place.  The impact just cannot be overstated. 

My biggest frustration—and perhaps my only frustration with Sandy—is that he 

has been so preoccupied the last several years with the budget in Tallahassee, 

representing the other community colleges, trying to get some kind of fair share for 

Valencia because we are so desperately under funded state-wide.  There is no question 

about that.  And he has made the strategic decision to devote so much time and effort and 
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energy to that process that I think a lot of the momentum of a cultural nature that we 

gained in his first year when he was very visible, very involved, engaging folks, is fading. 

I still think the most powerful thing he could do was tell his story about the 

German teacher that confronted him after he made a presentation at his last college.  He 

had made the comment that under the right circumstances any student can basically learn 

anything—in the right environment, any student can learn anything.  This faculty member 

came up and challenged Sandy and said, ‘I have a student who took my class twice and 

failed it both times.  That student cannot learn German.’  Sandy replied, ‘It is a good 

thing he was not born in Germany, huh?’  His comment got right to that whole point.   

It was really one of the more startling things to me when I heard him say that.  I 

thought, ‘I really need to keep that in mind when I get frustrated at times with students 

because they do not seem to get it.  It may not be the students; it may be that I am not 

doing something.  Have I done everything I can to create the right environment here?  

Am I not approaching it the right way, or am I not explaining it the right way?’  The point 

is, it may not be the student’s problem; it may be mine.  No one had ever challenged me 

to think that way before. 

The problem now is that he has been challenging the folks up in Tallahassee and 

doing a great job, and the difficulty is that there is no Sandy here.  There is no Sandy in 

training, no assistant Sandy, and so it is one of those things where it pains me because I 

do not want him to not do what he is doing so well in Tallahassee, but I miss him here 
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because we need him.  We need him especially for a lot of our younger faculty coming 

along.  People all over the country want him in as a keynote speaker and as a seminar 

presenter because he is so damn good.  

I think, in general, we are enthused by Sandy’s approach, but now there are a lot 

of people who do not know who he is—they never see him.  He is well known up in 

Tallahassee.  He is not well known at Valencia.  And no one is doing the kind of things 

he did that first year.   In essence at the beginning there was a sense of ‘This guy means 

it; and ‘Hey they are putting their money where their mouths are;’ and ‘This is the real 

deal.’  Now there is beginning to be more of an undercurrent of ‘It is just another fad’ 

because he is away and because no one is holding people’s feet to the fire, especially 

some of the newer hires.  Without a lot of oversight from people who are really 

committed long term to the learning-centered initiative, people are reverting back to old 

ways of doing things.   

When I went to the Downtown Center for two years, one of the things that I 

worried about was did I have some kind of hero-worship of Sandy because he was such a 

breath of fresh air and because he so matched the working title of the leadership book: 

The humane leader’s toolbox, 14 values that make a leader worth following.  So you can 

imagine when a Sandy Shugart comes in.  It is like you are not sure.   

So, anyway, my fear was that I was going to go downtown and work for this guy 

for two years and my hero was going to go away.  The opposite happened.  I can tell you 

after two years of dealing with him almost every day, and seeing him in all kinds of 

situations, he is an authentic guy.  He honest-to-goodness is.   
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And I have had the chance socially to get to know Jane and to a lesser extent his 

kids and mother-in-law, and he is just as authentic when he takes his coat and tie off—he 

is just Sandy.  He truly is just one of the most humane, caring and smartest guys I have 

ever known.  He scolded me one day because at a college-wide gathering I introduced 

him that way.  He busted me about that.  But it is the truth. 

I would define Dr. Shugart as a servant leader.  His actions reflect the type of 

individual he is and the values he holds.  You will always, if you sit in a corner and watch 

Dr. Shugart, see him behaving in a very serving and supportive way.  I do not see people 

fear him.  I see people working with him from a collegial perspective. 

As far as presidents throughout the state go, he is the chair of the presidents’ 

council for all of the community college system.  And he did so within a three-year 

period of time and that may not have been possible for most presidents coming in to 

Florida from another state.  But I see him as the type of individual who really builds trust.  

He is always looking for the right thing to do, and he bases his values on the right thing to 

do. He does make hard decisions, but at the same time, because of the type of individual 

he is, people understand that whatever decisions he makes he makes the right decision.   

He is very knowledgeable.  He is very much a visionary.  You sense the visionary 

because he really proceeds from an educational standpoint as well as from a community 

standpoint in terms of the direction in which the institution needs to go.  And he is always 

out there for the student.  He is always talking about what is best for the student.  It may 
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not always be that we want the 4.0 GPAs coming to Valencia.  It is always, ‘We need to 

give students some opportunity’ and if a student really wants to succeed that student will 

succeed.   

I have heard him talk about why we need to be that to our community especially 

since it would be so much easier to reach out to those individuals who are already 

prepared.  But that is not who he is.  And he is that way with our community too, with 

our business and industry partners.  He is very, very connected.  He is very, very 

respected in our community.  And he is very, very well-known.  I think our community 

looks to him as one of our leaders.  And he is very much a part of what happens in the 

community.   

He is always very much interested in continuing to make sure that we are quality.  

He is very much interested in making sure that we are meeting the needs of the students 

and we are involved in what is best for education.  He has been very helpful for the 

community college system in Florida from a political standpoint of working with our 

governor and working with our legislative body to help them understand who the 

community colleges are and what we represent, and what the difference is.  And what we 

can make in the community.  He is a great leader. 

You may know that Sandy was very deliberately hired by Valencia as a whole.  It 

was a hiring decision that was really reached collaboratively rather than being imposed 

on us which is what sometimes happens when presidents are hired.  Anyway, that would 

tell you that we believed we were hiring someone who could help us make an evolution 

in our culture and in our results and that was very clearly what we set out to do.   
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As a part of our learning-centered initiative that has been ongoing for a decade 

now, hiring a new president who ‘fits’ was critical.  So luckily we got what we thought 

we were getting.  He is absolutely what we thought he was when we hired him.  We 

needed a leader who was committed to these same values and he very clearly is, and he 

articulates that probably better than anyone I have ever known. 

He is very clear about how he communicates.  I think probably the fact that he is a 

song writer and a poet does not hurt.  He is very verbal and is able to communicate 

complicated concepts clearly, but yet get them down to some simple things.  The gift that 

I think that he has brought to us, in addition to aligning with our culture, is that he is able 

to say, ‘Ok, we have the big picture.  Now, what is the first step we should take toward 

realizing it?’  And he is able to clearly see a path toward it.   

It is easy for a college to get overwhelmed by the big picture.  I mean we have 

dreamed this gigantic vision and we think we would like to be that one day.  But gee, 

where do you start?  You can just get so overwhelmed that you get nothing done.  Or, the 

thing which has been Valencia’s downfall many times is that we take all of it on at once 

because we are pretty optimistic; we are pretty open; and we do have tremendous ego.  

Or we think we can do something better than other people can so we do it.  And there is a 

fair amount of that—I hope not to the point of being obnoxious—but there is a lot of 

feeling of capability.  And so we often take on way too much. 

Sandy has been really good at bringing the message to folks that we are going to 

come up with the key things we are going to do in the next three years and we are going 
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to do those.  His ability to help manage through change has been really very helpful.  His 

obvious strong devotion to the same sets of goals and values has been pivotal for that. 

He does walk the talk.  He is what he says he is and he is an authentic leader.  I 

think his other gift for Valencia is that even though some of it is hard for him time-wise, 

he is able to communicate with external publics really well, so he has emerged as a 

thinker and a leader at the state and the national level.  He is able to articulate Valencia’s 

needs as a part of a system of community colleges.  He has been able to bring people 

together who used to be at war in this 28-college system in Florida.  And he has been able 

to help people see how to play this game in a win/win fashion, instead of a win/lose 

fashion. 

He is gifted as a leader and as someone who can help coalesce—bring partners 

together—and then articulate in a policy format what needs to happen to move ahead.  He 

has got the institutional ability to see, ‘Okay, here is the next step.’  I have heard him say, 

‘My job is to point out the place on the horizon that we are sailing toward, to make sure 

you all know how to start getting toward that, and then to trust you all to do that.’ 

He has a high level of trust in people.  I have appreciated that very much.  He, and 

my previous President too, trusted us to do our jobs with no second guessing—no, ‘I 

would have done it this way’—none of that.  Now coaching, yes—‘If I were to do it over 

again, how would you have me do that?’—he might give me advice.   It is part of that 

open culture and not having a fear of failure.  You do not feel that if something is not 

perfect in his eyes that you are going to suffer for it.   
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I think faculty and staff all appreciate him a great deal.  He is very down to earth.  

He encourages people to call him Sandy.  He is not caught up in pretense.  He is who he 

is and he is comfortable in his own skin.  He is just a good, good person.  I really admire 

him and his abilities a great deal.  It is another reason why I am glad he has invited me 

for the last four years to be a part of his administration because he certainly did not have 

to do that—he could have certainly picked a new team when he first came here and he 

did not.”   

The Campuses 

Each campus has its own distinctive personality. 

Osceola 

“Osceola is like a close-knit family.  It was a very rural campus for a long time.  It 

now has the largest amount of land and is just opening its third building.  So it could 

eventually become Valencia’s largest campus.  I think that they still benefit from an 

historically small team where everybody pitched in and did everything, like registration, 

for example.  The faculty would come over and everybody did everything and everybody 

knew everything.  They had, and perhaps continue to have, better communication just 

because of their size.   

Their cafeteria has ethnic foods on Tuesdays and Thursdays and the students are 

different.  They expect real meals and not fast food.  It is a different campus.  People pass 

each other in the halls and still do enough things together that it is still like a family 
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campus as compared to some of the other campuses, particularly East and West, which 

are huge.  But Osceola will outgrow that—they are already experiencing some growing 

pains.  

I see a culture that is very close-knit because of size.  I see a group of close-knit 

individuals who still are experiencing levels of growth.  They are individuals who know 

that they are in the process of growing and I think that you may respond differently when 

you are in that mode than when you are maxed out, as far as capacity goes.  So you will 

feel a sense of growth there.  You also feel a sense of excitement because they are still so 

new (in size and growth) to that community.   

You feel a lot of friendliness.  You feel a sense of lots of flexibility and the ability 

to change.  And I think that a lot of that has to do with the fact that they are in a growth 

mode.  They are just now expanding to their third building and so the size of that campus 

is much smaller. 

Osceola campus also has a particular status.  It qualifies as a Hispanic-serving 

institution which means that more that 30 percent of their student population are of 

Hispanic background.  That has given Osceola some grant opportunities and some 

perspectives that we might not have had, had we not opened that campus.  We are also 

looking at growing a nursing program there.  We are doing a lot in teacher education 

there too.  So again I think the size of it and the manageability of it have allowed for 

some experimentation that might have been tougher at the larger campuses. 

It is also geographically a distance from the other campuses.  For example, from 

East campus it takes about forty-five minutes to get to Osceola.  So, one of the things 
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they are looking at is really providing programs that allow students to do their whole 

community college education there rather having to travel to the larger sites. 

We are looking at partnering with UCF—the University of Central Florida—

which is our local four-year institution; we would like to have a presence.  So perhaps 

eventually students could transition from the two- to the four-year institution and still do 

it in a geographically convenient location.”  

Winter Park  

“Winter Park was a center and is now called a campus.  We went again from 

small rather makeshift buildings into permanent structures there, but we are landlocked 

and there are some zoning regulations about parking and building height that will always 

keep that campus small.  Winter Park is in transition.  The campus was the center for our 

continuing education program for a while, and that operation has just now moved to our 

Sand Lake Center which is very new; it just happened in the fall.  The good thing is that 

the move frees up some more credit classrooms at Winter Park. 

At Winter Park we have regular college offerings but there again, students 

eventually will have to start going to the other larger campuses depending on what their 

major is.  For example there is no English as a Second Language (ESL) at Winter Park.  

Winter Park is called a campus but it still feels like a center more than a campus 

because it is just one building.  It is smaller and it cannot really grow.  It used to be 

responsible for corporate training, but it is not responsible for that any more; corporate 

training has become a separate thing called the Valencia Institute.   
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Not from a growth mode but from a size mode, you will sense that Winter Park is 

the smallest campus.  Nonetheless, it is a campus that has a great deal of creativity.  They 

are very, very close-knit.  I do not think you could call anybody at Winter Park who 

would not know everything that is going on at that campus.  But you are talking about a 

much smaller campus.  And I think it is a niche within that community.  I think you will 

find that campus is very close to the community which it serves.” 

Sand Lake 

“It is brand new—it opened just a few months ago.  We have closed our McCoy 

Center which was kind of an outreach where we did a lot of business and corporate 

training.  We have transferred all of those activities to Sand Lake.  And it is viewed as 

something totally different.  It is not a campus but rather a center for corporate training 

called Valencia Institute which does not even have the same logo that we have.  We are 

responsible for the maintenance and they run the Institute.”   

West Campus 

“West campus is the mother campus.  It was the original campus with the original 

hires.  We are about thirty-five years or thirty-seven years old now, as an institution, and 

most veteran faculty were at West campus.  Many of those faculty are in their retirement 

cycle now.  West was the biggest campus for a long time, and there are those of us who 

are still growing out of thinking of West as the heart of the institution.  In fact now, East 

is larger than West, and while there are some veteran faculty there, they are not in that 

original hire group. 
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A lot of the individuals on West are more long-term individuals with a faculty 

perspective.  They bring a lot of history with them.  But at the same time, the thing that I 

sense from West is that it is looking at new niches and opportunities to continue to 

expand and change.  I think that I am seeing change appear on that campus in terms of 

what the future face of that campus may look like.” 

East Campus 

“Graphic and performing arts, that is East.  It seems to me that change and 

experimentation happen a little easier at East than at West.  That may be changing now as 

new generations come into West as well.  The difference with East is that it treats all the 

employees as theirs, even though the facilities people do not report to East.   

East sees itself as the second but the largest campus.  They are larger square 

footage-wise and student-wise, so they see themselves as the best, whereas West is 

usually seen as the primary campus.  West is going to expand, has more land, and can 

take on more buildings.  East is kind of stuck between a river and a road, so it cannot 

expand as much because the space is narrow and long.   

If you go to the East campus, you will feel the sense of the Arts.  You will feel the 

sense of excitement.  We have a lot of faculty there with an Arts, Theater and Film 

perspective.  You will sense a lot of creativity.” 

Downtown Center 

“This is the location of our administrative offices.  This is considered an 

administrative building because we do not have classes here at all.  We have some 
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meeting rooms downstairs, which we do use college-wide sometimes, but we call it the 

Downtown Center.  It is not really a campus.  I think there are differing opinions about 

that, though. 

Some people feel that the Downtown Center is kind of an ivory tower, and that 

the people who work here do not really know what is going on at the campuses.  And to a 

certain extent that is true—we are not walking the corridors every day with students; we 

are not eating lunch in the cafeteria—those kinds of things.   

But we all go out for meetings and events.  For example, during registration this 

past week, we were out walking the halls, looking at what was going on, trouble shooting 

etc.  We also have faculty, deans, and various other groups as I mentioned who come to 

the Downtown Center for meetings which historically they might not otherwise have 

done.”  

Metaphorical Responses from Various Interview Participants 

 The researcher asked the President, the cultural caretakers, the administrators and 

the Student Services staff a question about what the culture was like at Valencia.  The 

intent of the question was to prompt the participants to think imaginatively—

metaphorically—about their experience at Valencia and then to creatively share their 

images by putting them into words.  In some cases, people found this very challenging.  

They had clear images of how they saw Valencia but often bemoaned the fact that they 

did not have the words to adequately express their views. 

 The images presented below are a random compilation from all the participants 

who answered the question.  The researcher did this for a number of reasons.  First, there 
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were no identifiable images among category responses to suggest to the researcher the 

need to separate these comments by category  Second, there was some duplication of 

metaphors (i.e. the image of family); however, there were varying explanations for the 

choice of metaphors which were particularly valuable when read in context of each other.  

Third, and perhaps most significant, putting all the images together in one section 

provided a much more powerful sense of the perceived culture/subculture and the various 

cultural characteristics at the institution than if the images were separated by respondent 

category. 

The culture at Valencia Community College is like . . . ? 

“. . . a fleet of ships.  Not one ship.  Not one captain.  You cannot control 

Valencia by controlling one tiller.  It is more like a fleet of ships.  There are lots of 

leaders.  There are lots of projects.  There are lots of initiatives.  And we are doing our 

best to try to sail toward the same point on the horizon, so we stay pretty much together.  

But many people are steering different ships in the fleet.  And we cannot compel them to 

go where we want them to.   

You have to have lots of conversation among the captains.  The admiral does not 

say, ‘Go there’ and they go.  You have lots of conversation among the captains to say, 

‘Okay, looks like we need to head north.’  We are trying to go north.’  And I would add 

that it is a fleet of ships that is out of sight of land most of the time, so the navigation is 

more challenging.  It is easy to know longitude; or vice versa, it is very hard to know 

latitude.  You usually know something about the college really well but there is almost 

always something else really important you do not know very well.   
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So there is some ambiguity in the navigation, all the time.  And like real 

explorers, like Columbus’s fleet of three ships, it is very hard to know whether you are in 

the first 25 percent of the voyage or the last 25 percent.  So it is like a transportation 

system. I think it is like that. 

. . . . an ocean liner in that it has been going on a steady course for a very long 

time but depending on who is at the helm, and again whether it is the president or a vice 

president, or a committee, or a council, or the faculty leadership, at any given point in 

time there is different tugging at the wheel.   

But basically the ocean liner is on a pretty steady course.  And I really think we 

do have a remarkable college.  I do not know what the crime statistics and all that are at 

other colleges around the country but they could not be much better than ours.  Maybe it 

is the community we live in, but I think a lot of it is just the culture of the institution.  

. . . no organism that I can describe in the natural world—it is open and airy.  It 

changes yet holds to core values.  It does not abandon those values, but always seeks to 

find new ways of serving them.  So the change is not about what we believe but how we 

seek to achieve it.  And it is fairly welcoming.  It is not fearful.  It is challenging for all of 

us.  And it is highly valued by the members.  

. . . something unique—Valencia feels unique to me.  I feel that it is unlike 

anything I have experienced in my work life.  It is like a healthy community, I think, 

where people work together to achieve common goals and they care about each other in 

the process.  It is dynamic for me.  But to actually say it is like a flower or something like 

that, I cannot do that.     
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. . . an extremely human, very down to earth, realistic, humane place and I say this 

because there is a lot of reality here and consideration of the many, many problems that 

people face.  It is a way of looking at Valencia that is very real.  

. . . the different pieces of a puzzle that fit together or the different parts that make 

up a whole picture because each of us brings with us all those things that we value, all 

those things that have happened in our prior lives, at previous institutions or at home, in 

our personal lives.  It all comes with us.  We bring that here and that makes up a picture 

that is called our culture. 

. . . caring, understanding, development of the true self which I really do believe 

happens at Valencia.  I have seen it.  Showing care and compassion is part of who we are.  

You have heard about the hurricanes?  Over the past semester the whole of Valencia 

came together.  

. . . being willing to and wanting to help in almost any way we can.  I mean we do 

some pretty creative things to help students go to school.  I am not saying that we break 

any rules but we go out of our way to help them.  

. . . a dynamic, nurturing, enlightening, frustrating, empowering, and irritating 

place where people are not power-driven.  For the most part people are approachable and 

encouraging.  Some of them are a little out of touch but not nearly as much as you would 

get at most institutions.  

. . . a respectful, appreciative, challenging, innovative place because if we have a 

challenge, we ask what it is that we can do so everybody can work together and make 

things work.  We all know our priorities, too.  One priority is for the students to be able to 
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learn.  The second priority is that we should be a cohesive family working for the good of 

the student and the good of learning, not letting anything else get in the way.  And I think 

Valencia’s culture pretty well conveys that priority in the classroom and in the meetings 

that we go to, in the work we do, and in how we treat each other. 

. . . no other institution in the world—I enjoy being at Valencia and working as 

much as I enjoy being at home.  It is so rewarding too because Valencia is a family.  You 

have respect for one another, and it is an institution that places a high value on people.  

You sense that value because of how you are treated and how others work with you.  And 

I think it makes a difference.  I think it shows when you look at Valencia because you see 

people who come here and stay.  You do not see Valencia as a place where people come 

and stay for a few years and leave.  There is a reason why people stay here. 

. . . a family in that everyone is important, everyone knows what everyone else is 

doing, and everyone is trying to help.  And, people are very, very thankful.  This is 

something that is typical of community colleges.  There was an email yesterday from 

Osceola campus about how they just got a new building and how wonderful the building 

was and how hard the custodial supervisor over there had done the floors and everything 

else.   

Everyone is very gentle and very careful about how they treat each other and they 

are very thankful for any help that is given.  Sometimes you do the smallest little thing 

and people will think that it is this big thing that you did for them.  You feel it was just a 

small thing, but for them it is a big, big, big thing.  
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. . . a family because it is a very caring, nurturing, friendly and family-oriented 

place.  And, you know, my sense of Valencia has not changed since I was first hired here.  

I do not think there is a person here who does not feel welcome at Valencia.  The model 

here is that it is a great place to start speaking to the students.  I also think it is a great 

place to work. 

. . . a family-oriented institute because I know for a fact that we help each other 

out no matter what the problem is, and because we have that support system, whether it is 

us or the higher ups. I am sure that we can achieve whatever goal we set.  And my best 

example is that I have personally been discriminated against here, and Valencia and the 

President were here to support me 100 percent.  There was no question that they 

supported me. 

. . . a family because when we had three hurricanes last year, one of the first 

things that you saw when we came back was that Valencia Foundation opened up grants 

to not only faculty but students to try to get them back on their feet.  And you know that 

ties into the whole family orientation.  

Personally, I saw two or three times where Valencia helped people who were in 

need within our organization and I thought that was unique and very special because you 

just do not see that very often.  And then people within our different departments were 

helping each other.  I saw people opening up their homes to individuals whose 

apartments or houses were destroyed so I mean it is a very caring culture, very caring.  

. . . a family because we come together like any big family.  It is kind of a big 

family tree.  And I think it starts with the President and it goes all the way down to even 
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us—from the President to the front line staff to the work study.  We all work together to 

try and serve one purpose and that is to serve the students.  And, that is kind of like a 

family definition you know.   

When a family is together, you always have your disagreements, your arguments, 

and your little moments.  But, there are two things I notice with the family orientation at 

Valencia.  The first this is if anybody talks negatively about your family you are going to 

stand up for them and it is the same here with co-workers.  The second thing is a family 

member usually wants to be able to freely say that this is who we are.   

I think Valencia really can define itself as a strong learning institution where we 

value learning.  And I am not talking about just learning as far as book-smarts is 

concerned or the semantics of something or the syntax of something, but getting the real 

meaning behind the semantics, the stuff that helps you to extend yourself especially with 

the lessons that you pick up that go beyond the text book.  Examples of that are the issues 

that surround every college student’s life.  You know that you have to overcome work, 

family, and finances, and we cover that through Life Map and through student success 

programs and other initiatives.  So you know, I think that our culture is like a family. 

. . . going to church because everyone is so nice and so friendly and so willing to 

help you—no one is perfect.  Maybe it might sound really weird especially since I am not 

an incredibly religious person, but it really does remind me of church.  Now, we do not 

sit around singing songs and things like that; it is just a really nice environment.  It is just 

feeling of community and support—it is this whole sense of community and support and 

nice people.  
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I came from an environment where you were talked down to; you had to ask 

permission to do anything, and your manager swore at you.  It was not a nice working 

environment.  Here at Valencia, not just with my coworkers, but with my supervisor, my 

supervisor’s supervisors, it is just always very kind, warm, and supportive.  It is like, 

‘What do you need from us?’  It is a warm, teamwork environment.  

. . . a sports team because I think of it as the team concept of everybody working 

toward a common goal, you know, to win the game, to have the successful student.  But 

also many individuals with different goals in mind, different agendas, like on the sports 

field or whatever.  

Some may be out for their own particular glory or for them to shine but then they 

come together as a whole to work toward that goal.  You may have the team player that 

does not show up to practice and still wants to participate just like now and then you have 

the worker who may or may not do his or her full share.  But, at the end of the day, I 

think they still do want to be part of the team and kind of work for that goal. 

It is also an atmosphere of friendships and family and closeness.  It is not just 

about people who show up for the practice or for work and then forget everything when 

they leave.  I think everybody that I come in contact with seems to be caring about each 

other.  I think that attitude is the same for the students.   

I think it is very caring.  You know your co-workers, and what is happening in 

their lives, but you also know about the organization and how well it is moving as well.  

So that is why I think of the team concept or the caring sports team where the players 

care about each other.  At the same time, I do not want to carry that analogy too far, like 
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competing against the other team.  I do not see that part here. I do not see us in 

competition in that way; but, rather, I see that our organization works together as a team.  

. . . ice cream because we are all the same product only different.  We deliver the 

basic product like the plain ice cream, but we deliver it in such different ways that we 

create different flavors—kind of like Neapolitan because of our cultural diversity or 

maybe even like a banana split.   Some campuses have more nuts on them while others 

have whipped cream which is the fluffy stuff you know.  Some campuses are newer 

which represents the cherries.   

. . . Valencia is like a four-headed monster with each head having its own brain.  

It is not a negative image though.  It is just that it has only two legs and four heads.  

While each head should be walking in the same direction, they sometimes fight each 

other because they each have their own identity.  So it is like these four heads on this one 

body with the challenges of how does it maneuver, navigate, and still go in one direction?   

. . . such a microcosm of what Orlando is because I never know who I am going to 

be talking to and it does not really matter except for their needs.  I never know who I am 

going to run into in the next minute.  I could be talking to a housewife who feels she has 

been discarded in a divorce and has all the money in the world but is so crushed that she 

needs that kind of help.  Or I could be talking to a kid who just ran away from a gang in 

New York and is down here with no support and does not even know how to go about 

getting started.  He just knows he wants to go to college.  I never know if I am going to 
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be talking to someone who cannot read or someone who is just coming back to finish a 

thesis or trying to take her last course before getting accepted into medical school.  So it 

is just unpredictable, so totally unpredictable.” 

 

Section 3—Student Exit Interviews and Demographic Profile 

Exit Interviews with the Students 

 Exit interviews were conducted with 27 students at the West campus after they 

left the Answer Center.  The interviews were done during the first week of classes during 

the busiest time of the January term.  This was intentional on the part of the researcher 

and is explained in more detail below after the presentation of the demographic profile of 

the students who were interviewed.  

A Cautionary Note Regarding the Data 

 The data collected below was collected purposefully during a busy, stressful time.  

As such, it is expected that some student comments reflect their frustration with wait 

times and other delays.  What is key in this data are the underlying values evident in the 

students’ comments.  These values supersede the inconveniences found in some of the 

comments below.  

Demographics of the Students Who Participated in the Exit Interviews  

 The age profile of the students at West campus who participated in the exit 

interviews was slightly different than the overall college demographics provided in 

Chapter 3.  The survey population at West is younger than the average age of credit 

students with over half the students under the age of 22 compared to the college average 
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of 24.2 years.  The gender split was relatively consistent with males at West at 40 percent 

as compared to 41.9 percent college-wide.  Females were 60 percent as compared to 57.8 

percent college-wide.  

The ethnic profile at West was the opposite of the college-wide profile.  Whereas 

Caucasians account for 53 percent of the student body, Hispanics for 20.8 percent and 

African Americans for 14.3 percent college-wide, at West, 36 percent of the students 

interviewed were African Americans, 28 percent were Hispanic and 20 percent were 

Caucasian.  The students interviewed at West as they exited the Answer Center during 

the first week of classes were the ethnic inverse of the college-wide demographics.  This 

deviation might simply be accounted for by the suggestion that West is home to much 

larger African American and Hispanic populations and a much smaller Caucasian 

population.   

However, another interpretation might relate to the at-risk student population.  

Although the following comments cannot be confirmed in this data set, research has 

suggested that ethnic populations are more at-risk than Caucasian populations in the 

community college.  As such, the possibility exists that the students interviewed at West 

were less reflective of the campus or the college-wide demographics and more reflective 

of at-risk students struggling at the beginning of the term (44 percent of students had less 

than 14 credit hours).  A third interpretation might simply reflect surrounding feeder 

schools and community populations.  Nonetheless, the fact remains that the students at 

West did not reflect the college-wide demographics. 
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Of the students interviewed in the morning and the afternoon, 50 percent of them 

where full-time students whereas 42 percent of the students who were interviewed in the 

evening were part-time students.  Over half of the students’ fathers and mothers had 

finished no more than high school and/or some college.  Only 21 percent of students were 

married, 79 percent unmarried. 

Of the 27 students interviewed, 56 percent began their post-secondary education 

at Valencia while 44 percent began at another institution.  And, 69 percent of students 

had completed 29 or fewer credits at the time of the exit interview.  For 64 percent, 

English was their first language while for 36 percent English was their second.  Four 

percent of the students identified themselves as international students.   

TABLE 6.1—Student Demographic Profile Data (SDPD) for Question 1—Age  

Category U18 18-19 20-21 22-24 25-29 30-39 40-49 50-64 65+ Total 
S–Morn 0 3 3 2 1 0 0 0 0 9 
% 0% 50% 33% 40% 33% 0% 0% 0% 0% 36% 
S–Aft 0 1 4 1 1 1 0   0 8 
% 0% 17% 44% 20% 33% 100% 0% 0% 0% 32% 
S–Evn 0 2 2 2 1 0 1 0 0 8 
% 0% 33% 22% 40% 33% 0% 100% 0% 0% 32% 
Total 0 6 9 5 3 1 1 0 0 25 
% 0% 24% 36% 20% 12% 4% 4% 0% 0% 100% 
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TABLE 6.2—SDPD for Question 2—Gender  

Category Male Female Total 

S–Morn 2 7 9
% 20% 47% 36%
S–Aft 4 4 8
% 40% 27% 32%
S–Evn 4 4 8
% 40% 27% 32%
Total 10 15 25
% 40% 60% 100%

 

TABLE 6.3—SDPD for Question 3—Marital Status 

Category M—Yes M—No Total 

S–Morn 1 8 9
% 20% 42% 38%
S–Aft 3 5 8
% 60% 26% 33%
S–Evn 1 6 7
% 20% 32% 29%
Total 5 19 24
% 21% 79% 100%

 

TABLE 6.4—SDPD for Question 4—English as Native Language 

Category E—Yes E—No Total 
S–Morn 6 3 9
% 38% 33% 36%
S–Aft 5 3 8
% 31% 33% 32%
S–Evn 5 3 8
% 31% 33% 32%
Total 16 9 25
% 64% 36% 100%
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TABLE 6.5—SDPD for Question 5—Ethnicity 

Category AI A/AM/PI N H B/AA/NH W/NH H/L/S O Total 
S–Morn 1 1 0 5 0 2 0 9 
% 100% 100% 0% 56% 0% 29% 0% 36% 
S–Aft 0 0 0 2 3 2 1 8 
% 0% 0% 0% 22% 60% 29% 50% 32% 
S–Evn 0 0 0 2 2 3 1 8 
% 0% 0% 0% 22% 40% 43% 50% 32% 
Total 1 1 0 9 5 7 2 25 
% 4% 4% 0% 36% 20% 28% 8% 100% 

AI:  American Indian or other Native American 
A/AM/PI:  Asian, Asian American or Pacific Islander 
NH:  Native Hawaiian 
B/AA/NH:  Black, or African American, Non-Hispanic 
W/NH:  White, Non-Hispanic 
H/L/S:  Hispanic, Latino, Spanish 
O:  Other 
 

TABLE 6.6—SDPD for Question 6—International Student Status 

Category I—Yes I—No Total 

S–Morn 0 9 9
% 0% 38% 36%
S–Aft 0 8 8
% 0% 33% 32%
S–Evn 1 7 8
% 0% 29% 32%
Total 1 24 25
% 4% 96% 100%

 

TABLE 6.7—SDPD for Question 7—Foreign National Status 

Category PR—Yes PR—No Total 
S–Morn 8 1 9
% 38% 25% 36%
S–Aft 6 2 8
% 29% 50% 32%
S–Evn 7 1 8
% 33% 25% 32%
Total 21 4 25
% 84% 16% 100%
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TABLE 6.8—SDPD for Question 8—Academic Credentials 

Category None HS/ GED Some C Inc Voc/Tech AD BD M/D/Prof Total 

S–Morn 0 5 2 1 1 0 0 9
% 0% 56% 18% 50% 25% 0% 0% 33%
S–Aft 0 2 4 1 1 1 0 9
% 0% 22% 36% 50% 25% 100% 0% 33%
S–Evn 0 2 5 0 2 0 0 9
% 0% 22% 45% 0% 50% 0% 0% 33%
Total 0 9 11 2 4 1 0 27
% 0% 33% 41% 7% 15% 4% 0% 100%

None:  None 
HS/GED:  High School Diploma or GED 
Some C Inc:  Some college, incomplete 
Voc/Tech:  Vocational/Technical Certificate 
AD:  Associate Degree 
BD:  Bachelor’s Degree 
M/D/Prof:  Masters/Doctoral/Professional Degree 
 

TABLE 6.9—SDPD for Question 9—Father’s Academic Credentials 

Category None HSD/ 
GED 

Some C 
Inc 

Voc/Tech AD BD MD/Prof PhD Total 

S–
Morn 

0 2 3 1 0 2 0 0 8

% 0% 29% 60% 100% 0% 29% 0% 0% 32%
S–Aft 0 4 0 0 0 4 1 0 9
% 0% 57% 0% 0% 0% 57% 100% 0% 36%
S–Evn 1 1 2 0 3 1 0 0 8
% 0% 14% 40% 0% 0% 14% 0% 0% 32%
Total 1 7 5 1 3 7 1 0 25
% 4% 28% 20% 4% 12% 28% 4% 0% 100%

None:  None 
HS/GED:  High School Diploma or GED 
Some C Inc:  Some college, incomplete 
Voc/Tech:  Vocational/Technical Certificate 
AD:  Associate Degree 
BD:  Bachelor’s Degree 
M/Prof:  Masters/Professional Degree 
PhD:  Doctorate 
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TABLE 6.10—SDPD for Question 10—Mother’s Academic Credentials 

Category None HSD/ 
GED 

Some C 
Inc 

Voc/Tech As 
Deg 

B 
Deg 

M 
Deg/Prof 

PhD Total 

S–Morn 0 5 1 2 0 1 0 0 9
% 0% 71% 20% 50% 0% 25% 0% 0% 35%
S–Aft 1 1 2 1 0 2 1 0 8
% 50% 14% 40% 25% 0% 50% 50% 0% 31%
S–Evn 1 1 2 1 2 1 1 0 9
% 50% 14% 40% 25% 100% 25% 50% 0% 35%
Total 2 7 5 4 2 4 2 0 26
% 8% 27% 19% 15% 8% 15% 8% 0% 100%

None:  None 
HS/GED:  High School Diploma or GED 
Some C Inc:  Some college, incomplete 
Voc/Tech:  Vocational/Technical Certificate 
AD:  Associate Degree 
BD:  Bachelor’s Degree 
M/Prof:  Masters/Professional Degree 
PhD:  Doctorate 
 
TABLE 6.11—SDPD for Question 11—Valencia as First College 

Category St—Yes St—No Total 
S–Morn 7 2 9
% 50% 18% 36%
S–Aft 2 6 8
% 14% 55% 32%
S–Evn 5 3 8
% 36% 27% 32%
Total 14 11 25
% 56% 44% 100%

 
TABLE 6.12—SDPD for Question 12—Attendance 

Category F/T P/T Total 
S–Morn 6 3 9
% 32% 50% 36%
S–Aft 5 3 8
% 26% 50% 32%
S–Evn 8 0 8
% 42% 0% 32%
Total 19 6 25
% 76% 24% 100%
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TABLE 6.13—SDPD for Question 13—Credit Hours 

Category 0 1-14 15-29 30-44 45-60 60+ Total 
S–Morn 1 7 0 0 0 1 9
% 33% 88% 0% 0% 0% 25% 36%
S–Aft 1 1 4 0 2 0 8
% 33% 13% 80% 0% 100% 0% 32%
S–Evn 1 0 1 3 0 3 8
% 33% 0% 20% 0% 0% 75% 32%
Total 3 8 5 3 2 4 25
% 12% 32% 20% 12% 8% 16% 100%

 

Interview Responses to Three Questions  

The students were asked about their experience in the Answer Center, their 

perceived sense of the purpose of the Answer Center, and their perceived sense of the 

environment at the West campus. Their comments about their experience reflect a sense 

of helpfulness, a willingness to engage on the part of the Students Services staff, a sense 

of frustration at times related to the waits, the bottlenecks in the process, and the 

complexity of some of the situations.  Mostly, the commentary reflects the students’ 

sense that they were cared for and served well.  At the same time, there were some 

challenging comments which reflected frustration with one or more of wait time, service, 

and function.    

In general, students’ sense of the purpose is that the Answer Center is there to 

help students in any and all ways possible.  And, students’ experience in the environment, 

although less consistent, reflects a sense of feeling welcomed, supported, and cared for.  

Perceived Experience in the West Campus Answer Center 
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“My experience was good—almost ecstatic—because I wanted to take my classes 

and I get space now.  You know, they are good people in there.  They take care of me and 

I have no problems when I go in there. It was quick and easy and fast.  I did not want to 

stay in there forever. 

My experience was really good.   I have used it before like three or four times.  

This time it went quite well.  The person helping me worked with me very well.  But, I  

found that when I work with the older specialists I get a lot more help than working with 

a younger specialist.  I seem to see that more and more.  

Most of the people in there are good.  And, even though it is a slow process, it is 

pretty good when you finally get to the people.  Today I got in there and got out and that 

was good because most days the line is backed up and there can be a ten or fifteen minute 

wait.  

It went very well for me and I felt welcomed and helped.  They answered my 

questions and they told me what I needed to do.  It was great—great in that it went 

probably much faster than it normally does because they have changed the whole layout 

in there.  It used to be one big giant counter and now they have many more people 

working in there for you.   It is quicker than before.  They have changed it a lot.  Now 

there are eight people in there instead of the three or four that they used to have. 

That is not typical of the past year.  When I first came here, it was terrible because 

you were bouncing around from office to office and people were standing in the line who 

really should not have been in that line.  You know they needed to go somewhere else but 

they had to wait for somebody to tell them where they needed to go.  And then there were 
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only three people helping everyone, and there was a line that was out the door.  But now, 

with the changes, it is better.  Here there are 10 people trying to answer your questions, 

so it is a lot better. 

 Today, it was fine and it went pretty quickly—actually the fastest I have ever 

been here.  There have been times when I sat here for two hours to talk to somebody; but  

today, it is fine especially for a last minute kind of day like this.  I only had to wait five 

minutes, maybe. 

 I was very happy that the line was moving quickly.  I do not ever come here at 

lunch hour.  It is like everybody gets freaked out.  And, I am sure this morning it is 

because today is the first day of school.  The line was probably out the door and 

everybody was like, ‘Ok, I do not want to wait in the line.’  But I went and tried it and I 

was only there for ten minutes and the line was right up to the door.   

I was patient today because there are always long lines on the first day of school.  

I knew that they were going to have a little bit of a backup and they did but they got 

through it quickly.  They were quick.  They were happy to assist students, very 

knowledgeable, and that has been my general experience.  The guy I talked with today 

was very helpful.  He went, I believe, above and beyond the other person I had here 

before.  He was very helpful. 

Overall it was a positive experience, but they need to get their things together.  

They seem to lose a lot of information after you give it to them, or you go there and say, 
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‘Do I have everything?’ and they say ‘yes’ and then they send you a letter home saying  

you do not have it.   And, sometimes, you come here looking for an answer and you do 

not get it and you go home frustrated.   

I find myself complaining that I get no help from the administration.  You know, I 

was always looking for answers and I would never get any.  On the phone forget it, I can 

never get any answers; I can never get anything.  I feel like I am just listening to dead air.  

But usually when I do come here, I will not leave until I actually get answers.  But, it is 

usually the older assistants that I get answers from because they are straightforward, they 

tell me.  They give me the answers I need.  

 Today, my experience was not good.  I was referred to somewhere else and I 

came away without understanding why I was denied financial aid.  I was not really well 

served today.  And, in my case, I did not get what I needed today because all the classes 

were full already.  Nonetheless, what they do is good.  In a lot of ways they were helpful, 

and they did what they could. 

 They answer my questions, but sometimes they do not follow up what they say 

they are going to do.  It was crowded and they were not really sure what was going on 

with my classes.  I had to go around to four people to get authorized for my classes.  It 

was not a particularly good Monday. 

Sometimes if is frustrating because it almost looks as if every officer here has his 

or her own opinion.  It does not look as if they have guidelines that they have to follow.  

It is almost like every time you go in, somebody finds something new that the first person 

should have found if it was in the system.  You know they have guidelines like A, B, C, 
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D through F.  If they know that, then they should be giving me all that information.  But 

it looks as if every time you go somebody finds something else. 

I came here earlier and I did not have a pleasant experience with a person who 

helped me.  But I did not tell that person anything because I was not in the mood to do so.  

I just wanted to finish my business.  So when I came back here, a new person helped me 

and this person was excellent and now I understand what happened to my financial aid.”   

Perceived Purpose or Goal of the Answer Center at the West Campus 

 The students were asked what they thought the purpose or goal of the Answer 

Centre was.  Their answers were notably similar for the most part. 

“I think their primary goal is to help students achieve their goals, to help you 

figure out why things go wrong and basically to help with any questions you have.  They 

seem to want to help you to make your goal, to help you most effectively, to get you in 

and out and get you the information you need.  I think they also try to respond to every 

single question. 

 It is as if they want to get all the students situated and started on their semester, 

pretty much just get them situated, get them started, and make sure they have all the 

paperwork turned in so they can do that.  They want to get students into the classroom 

and they want to help them get there.  They assist with financial aid, assist with any 

questions we have concerns about, and are like our guidance counselors.  The Answer 

Center is there to help the students figure out what problems they may have before 

sending them to a real specialist.   They are welcoming.  It is a good environment, a 

welcoming environment. 
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I think the purpose is to point you in the right direction, because I am ready to 

graduate from Valencia and when I first started everything was crazy; it was really 

confusing and you had to bounce around from office to office.  Recently, just last 

semester I guess, they started this office which is the Answer Center and you could turn 

in a lot of things there and they will distribute it.  It is kind of like admissions, 

acceptance, and financial aid all in one office so you do not have to run around 

everywhere.  They are doing a better job of answering your questions, providing service, 

and telling you where you need to go next and what you need to do. 

Basically, they answer your questions, are friendly and professional, but 

sometimes it feels as if it is to get rid of the students as quickly as possible, to move them 

through.  I said that their primary goal first of all is to help, and that is good, but 

sometimes I feel that I have been here a lot of times, and I feel that they just want to get 

rid of the line.  Sometimes I feel that they think, ‘If I can be done with you, I will.  I will 

try to help you, but, ‘next’!’  I sometimes think, ‘if I could see what you are doing on the 

computer, and if you could explain it to me while I watch, then I would feel more 

comfortable with what you told me.’ 

  I think their goal is just to help everybody, to answer everyone’s questions, but 

sometimes there is a line out the door.  I think they are just trying to get people in and out 

because there are so many people who have questions at the beginning of the semester.  

There is only so much they can do for everybody.  So the feeling you get sometimes 

when you are in there is chaos.  I mean they are really nice, and they are helpful, but 

sometimes by the end of the day people are a little crabby.”  
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Perceived Sense of the Environment at the College 

“It is good and it is positive.  There is a lot of communication with teachers and 

with students.  And, it is relaxed.   It is not as if you are in high school because you have 

more freedom.  But it is kind of like a high school in the feel.  It feels like high school 

because it is so big, but you get to pick your own classes and you can eat where and when 

you want.  And, I never get uncomfortable or feel threatened by anything.  It is more 

comfortable than high school. 

I came from high school to Valencia instead of going to university because I came 

from a really big high school.  There were a thousand people in my graduating class and I 

did not want to bounce right into classes with 200 students—that freaked me out.  So I 

came here and it is very relaxed and you see a lot of your old professors walking around.  

It is very comfortable.  It gave me the appeal that Rollins does.  Rollins is a private 

college here in Orlando with very small classes—30 students or so—and that is what it is 

like here at Valencia.  It is very friendly.  You recognize a lot of people you know, and it 

is just really comfortable.  Whenever you go to UCF, it is really big and it can overwhelm 

you. So I would say here that Valencia is comfortable and welcoming. 

The environment here is good.  It is like a regular university sort of.  It treats you 

like a regular student, like a regular student in a regular big county university.  And, I feel 

comfortable and proud because every time I come here I get what I want.  I feel as if they 

teach me.  

Well, I have two perspectives.  When I look for help it is stressful, but when I 

actually go to class the teachers are very helpful.    I only come to the Answer Center if I 
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really, really need some answers, if I am really confused.  I find it very stressful and if I 

do not have to go through it, I will try to avoid it.  Besides that, I do not come here.  I go 

ask my teachers or my advisor. 

I like the teachers here.  I do not spend my time at the Answer Centre.  I spend it 

with the teachers.  And, the teachers really help me.  They want me to learn.  They give 

me the time if I need the time and if I do not understand something.  I like the teachers 

here a lot.  Every class that I have taken has had a really good teacher.  They give you the 

extra time if you need the help.    

 It is like family. I make a lot of friends here.  They are very friendly, and the 

professors help me a lot.  They are so very friendly.  I spend the whole day here, so it is 

as if this is my second home.  And I meet so many new people, and friends.  There are 

lots of people around and all my teachers that I had last semester were great—very 

helpful—so I like it here.  It is positive and it is exciting to learn and to be getting where I 

want to be.   

 I feel good when I am here because I know what my goals are and what my 

purpose is.  I am here for a reason and I know what my reason and purpose are and I 

know what I want to do.  So, I am comfortable.  I am very comfortable.  

It is young, fresh.  It is young because the majority of the students who come here 

are recent high school graduates.  And the environment, the wideness of the building is 

welcoming and inviting.  It is a nice feeling as far as the campus goes.  It is a friendly 

campus.  It is not so big you just feel as if you are another number so I like it.  I just
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transferred here and I really like the campus.  You know, when I ask a question, almost 

all the time, they answer what I want.  They help me a lot and that makes me feel 

comfortable. 

In my case, I come for such short periods of time—I am on a hiatus from 

school—that I do not have a lot of knowledge of the culture any more.  And, even when I 

was coming to the school on a more permanent basis, I would come in for night classes 

and leave.  The only thing is that it is extremely mixed; we have a lot of different cultures 

here.  We experience many different cultures, and the culture here seems very 

welcoming. 

I would say it is diverse, but segmented.  I mean there are a lot of different facets 

to the character of Valencia, but it is really fragmented.  I mean people will create cliques 

which do not really pull people together.  And people are quiet.  I mean people just come, 

do what they have to do, and they leave.  When you come in here, you see people just 

doing their own thing, coming to get done what they have to do.  Then, they leave.  And I 

like that; nobody is in your face or anything. 

There are a lot of different people from different backgrounds, and people stick to 

their own.  Sometimes, there is nothing really pulling us together.  The College could do 

more in terms of student organizations and advertising things.   

 For me, the Answer Center is unpredictable like the weather.  On some days, like 

today, I got some classes.  But on other days it just never works out.  Valencia is good 
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pretty much of the time.  They have good programs but sometimes it depends on what  

campus you are at.  West campus is great.  I like it over here and I like the instructors 

over here too. I feel comfortable here.  

I do not like the East campus at all.  It is just different.  It feels like a foreign 

university sometimes.  They have a big Muslim population and I know it is a state 

government facility but over there, they have no signs of the state of Florida flag or the 

US flag anywhere—it is all foreign flags in the middle of the library—and it is kind of 

unsettling when you walk in.   

It is disorganized at West campus though—that is the feeling that I get—the way 

their offices are allocated, for example.  We had to take these two sessions.  We had to go 

to one building to take the assessment and then come back here to take the actual test.  

I love it here actually.  I am from a different country and the experience I had in 

my country was that I used to fear going to university because the professor was not on a 

one-on-one basis; it was a huge class and you went and either learned or did not learn at 

all.  I struggled over there. 

Here, I went through an accounting course and it makes so much sense.  I love 

numbers. So, when I started taking the class here, I was like, ‘Oh, that is what the 

professor was trying to tell us about before—now it makes sense.’  The instruction here is 

really a lot better.  

And the College is very helpful.  If I am lost and if I am not sure where to go, I 

just ask questions and everybody is pretty nice.  I never have a problem with them.  The 
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bad thing is a lot of people come here and they take their frustrations out because they 

come on the first day when the campus has just opened and that is not a good idea.   

When you have a lot of questions and the line is a little bit long, you have to wait 

and be patient, especially when you come back after a break.  What I do every semester is 

I check to see when the campus is actually open, like this semester it is open on the 3rd of 

January.  I order all my books online, and then I come in and pick them up.  I do not have 

to wait in lines and I am relaxed. 

For me, the overall feel or environment at Valencia took a little bit of getting used 

to but I have never experienced any problems here.  The people here are really focused 

on doing their own thing.  People really do not slack off because they are paying for the 

courses.  They tend to be more focused than what I experienced at high school.  The 

teachers here are much more focused and more helpful. 

The campus is very nice.  I like the way that it is constructed walking-wise.  The 

only thing I dislike is parking.  They have lots and lots and lots of students and yet when 

you cannot find parking they do not seem to do anything about it.   It is just like every 

other campus I have been to pretty much.  It is not very big.  It is kind of crowded 

sometimes, but it is just like a regular school to me.  I never feel unsafe leaving my car in 

the parking lot.  
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Conclusion 

 This chapter provided data from interviews with the President, the cultural 

caretakers, and the students at Valencia Community College.  The responses were 

presented in a format similar to the axial and theoretical coding used in the IQA 

methodology in order to assist in both the triangulation and interpretation of the findings  

which appear in chapter 8.
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Chapter 7—Observations and Document Analysis 

 
 
Introduction 

 Chapter 7 contains the results of the observation sessions of the President and of 

the Student Services staff/student interactions at the West campus Answer Center.  It also 

contains an analysis of selected documentation from Valencia. 

The Organization of Chapter 7 

Diagram 7.1 provides a visual representation of Chapter 7.   

DIAGRAM 7.1—A Model of the Organization of Chapter 7 

 

Section 1 contains a summary of the observation sessions of the President.  

Section 2 provides the Student Services staff/student interactions at the Answer Center at 

the West campus.  Section 3 contains a document analysis including a sampling of the 

President’s emails, Valencia’s Strategic Learning Plan, and a college-wide publication.  

SECTION 2 SECTION 3 SECTION 1 

Findings from 
Observation 
Sessions of the: 
 President 

Findings from 
Observation 
Sessions of: 

 Student 
Services 
Staff/Student 
Interaction at 
the Answer 
Center at 
West Campus

Findings from 
Analysis of 
Documents 
Including the: 

 President’s 
Emails 

 Valencia’s 
Strategic 
Learning 
Plan 

 Student 
Publication 
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Section 1—Observations  

Observation Sessions with the President 

Introduction 

The following data was collected during four separate observation sessions of the 

President.  The observation sessions occurred during the first and second week of the 

January 2005 term.  The first session occurred between 10:00 am and 12:00 noon on 

Tuesday, January 11, 2005.  The second took place between 9:00 am and 12:00 noon on 

Tuesday, January 18, 2005.  The third occurred from 9:00 am to 12:00 noon on 

Wednesday, January 19, 2005.  And the fourth, final, and informal session took place 

from 6:30 pm to 8:00 pm on Friday, January 21, 2005.   

A Cautionary Note About the Findings  

The data presented below are the researcher’s objective observations of a person 

in a variety of places over a period of time.  Standing by itself, these data are subject to 

broad and perhaps inaccurate interpretation; therefore, the researcher cautions the reader 

to suspend judgment based independently on these findings.  The data must be 

triangulated with other data to successfully extrapolate the key findings related to this 

study.  This extrapolation and interpretation is done in Chapter 8. 

The President’s Office  

At the beginning of the first observation session, the researcher drew the layout of 

the President’s office.   During subsequent sessions, she ‘filled in’ the illustration, paying 

greater and greater attention to the detail in the room.  Illustration 7.1 below is a 

composite drawing of the office. 
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ILLUSTRATION 7.1—The President’s Office 

 

A General Description of the Environment and the Activities 

 The President’s office was on the fourth floor of the Downtown Center.  It was a 

large, open, airy, and light-filled corner office.  Double doors were wide open, giving a 

welcoming sense.  The office was clean and inviting with white walls and thick off-white 

wool weave carpet.  As a person walked into the office, there was a round table and four 

chairs in the middle of the room and an L-shaped cherry wood finish desk and leather 

chair at the right end.  At the left end, there was a small cherry wood finish side table and 

two burgundy chairs with gold diamond-shape patterned upholstery, next to which was a 

door to a bathroom. 
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 There was a sense of calm in the room combined with a sense of artistry.  

Although subtle, the sense was nonetheless apparent in the items that filled the room 

including a CD stand in the shape of a full-sized guitar, 16 framed family pictures in a 

variety of finishes, a large painting—a portrayal of supplication in faith—and a chair in a 

corner near the desk with a teapot on the ledge beside it giving a sense of a ‘writer’s 

corner.’ 

 Two of the four observation sessions took place in the office.  Dr. Shugart spent 

part of his time working on email, organizing his schedule with his assistant, and talking 

on the phone.  During the first observation session, he also took the time to go through 

his schedule for the upcoming month with the researcher. 

The President’s Interactions 

He had several phone conversations all of which appeared genuine, typically 

beginning with commentary about the person on a personal note before moving on to 

work-related issues.  In one instance, he had a phone call in which he expressed concern 

for an employee who had taken a bad fall.  While the employee was concerned about 

work and duty, Dr. Shugart appeared much more concerned for the person’s well being.  

He had a number of challenging phone calls which he appeared to handle in a relaxed and 

genuinely friendly manner.  His voice remained calm and sounded genuinely friendly 

during all of his conversations.  And, he smiled frequently during his phone 

conversations. 

He had one meeting which lasted approximately half an hour in which he listened, 

asked for clarity on various issues, followed the commentary on how to move forward, 
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offered his suggestions, and summed up the meeting actions.  He did not appear to lead 

the meeting but rather to engage in the conversation. 

In a second meeting, he listened, asked questions, and then agreed to the person’s 

suggested course of action.  In relative terms, he spent more time catching up on things 

with the person than on the meeting topics.   He appeared to have a very comfortable and 

friendly working relationship with the person. 

He had a third meeting in which he discussed a person’s upcoming work 

activities.  He presented the tasks in concrete terms and then was broad in his comments 

about scope, approach, and duration.  He was open to conversation and engaged in a 

discussion about some of the concepts which interested him.  He was relaxed as he 

listened to the person’s questions and comments and seemed to enjoy the conversation.  

He appeared to relish the opportunity to tease and be teased.  He laughed easily. 

Prior to one of the observation sessions, the President did not realize he was 

booked to meet with the researcher.  When she called the office to confirm their meeting 

with his assistant, he returned her call immediately, apologized, and asked if her schedule 

would allow them to meet at another location.  She agreed and when she met with him, 

he asked if she would join him for a trip to another campus.   

He drove to the West campus, stopping at his home on the way to pick up 

something he had forgotten. At the West campus he talked to folks in the audio visual 

department about a clip he wanted to have converted to a file he could use in an 

upcoming presentation.  He appeared to have friendly, easy-going relationships with the 

people.  They appeared very comfortable around him.   
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Before leaving the West campus, the President stopped by an office and briefly 

interrupted a meeting of about 8 to 10 people to say ‘Hello’ and to ask how they were 

doing.  They had a brief conversation after he apologized for interrupting.  One person 

excused herself from the meeting so she could chat with him as they walked down the 

hall. 

The final observation session was informal in nature.  The President was at his 

home hosting the Orlando Chapter meeting of the American Association of Women in 

Community Colleges (AAWCC).  He was relaxed and chatty, no different than he had 

been during the other observation periods.  He was friendly and down-to-earth, with no 

apparent pretension.  Although he was very present during the meeting, he was low key 

and remained in the background of the activities. 

Summary Comments 

 The researcher’s observation sessions with Dr. Shugart were unusual in a number 

of ways.  Paradoxically, while in relative terms, the researcher saw the President interact 

with different people in a variety of venues—approximately 40 or more people over the 

course of the observation sessions—she noted remarkably consistent behavior.  His 

behavior did not appear to change regardless of the situation in which he was observed.  

At the same time, though, the researcher did not see Dr. Shugart functioning in the 

political arena or in any large-scale meetings, particularly any contentious situations.  

 For the most part, people appeared to respond positively to Dr. Shugart.  In not all 

cases did people seem to understand him, but they did appear to enjoy his company and 

to display relaxed behaviors around him.  No one exhibited obvious subordinated 



332 

behavior.  In fact, the majority of people who interacted with him appeared to treat him as 

a friend or an equal more than the President of an institution of 50,000 students. 

 Dr. Shugart was an excellent communicator—a visionary as several people called 

him.  During the observation sessions, when he talked with people, he frequently talked 

in terms rich with value statements.  He spoke of valuing people and his behaviors 

reflected his words. 

 The one caveat to these observations is that all of them were very consistent in 

tone and general sense.  His behavior was remarkably consistent with his words, his tone, 

his physical presence, and his essence.  This fact, embedded in the findings, presents as a 

curiosity in these findings.  Was this behavior true or was it staged for the duration of the 

observations?  This question is reconciled in the triangulation of the data in the 

conclusions presented in Chapter 8. 

Observation Sessions at the Answer Center 

Introduction  

The following data were collected during three separate observation sessions of 

the Answer Center on the West campus.  The observation sessions occurred during the 

first week of classes—one in the morning, one in the afternoon, and one in the early 

evening—in order to access a broad and random range of full- and part-time students.  

The afternoon observation session was the first one the researcher conducted.  It occurred 

on Monday afternoon, January 10, 2005, during the first week of classes in the January 
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term at the West campus Answer Center.  The morning observation session took place on 

Wednesday, January 12, 2005.  The evening observation session took place on Thursday, 

January 13, 2005.  

The researcher intentionally chose the stressful first week of classes with the 

expectation that there would be longer than usual lines and that there would be 

disgruntled students and fatigued staff.  She did this to assess the values that remained 

constant despite the increased stress placed on the staff and students in the Answer 

Center.  

 The data are organized using the general observation protocol identified in 

Chapter 3.  The information below is presented from the general to the specific beginning 

with a description of the elements of the environment in the Answer Center which 

remained constant over the three observation periods and ending with more specific 

details from the observation sessions.  

A Cautionary Note About the Findings  

The data presented below are the researcher’s objective observations of people in 

place at varying times.  Standing by itself, these data are subject to broad and perhaps 

inaccurate interpretation.  Therefore, the researcher cautions the reader to suspend 

judgment based independently on these findings.  The data must be triangulated with 

other data to extrapolate the key findings related to this study successfully.  This 

extrapolation and interpretation is done in Chapter 8. 
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The Answer Center 

At the beginning of the first observation session, the researcher drew the layout of the 

Answer Center and recorded traffic.   During subsequent sessions, she drew the layout 

each time to record traffic patterns for comparison.  Illustration 7.2 below is a composite 

recreation of her original sketches.  She then used the general protocol outlined in 

Chapter 3 to record the data related to the environment and the activities. 

ILLUSTRATION 7.2—The Answer Center at West Campus 

 

A General Description of the Environment and the Activities 

Although the room was large and open, there was a closed-in feeling.  The walls 

were white.  The carpet was very clean, appearing new.  There were florescent lights.  
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Semi-natural light came from the interior hallway through the glass panes along the 

entrance wall; however, during the first two observation sessions, there was a Christmas 

mural (painted on most of the windows) which limited the amount of light.  During the 

third observation session, the window painting was being washed off, and more light 

entered the room giving it a more open feeling.   

There were offices along the back wall of the main area, and most of the office 

doors were closed during the observation sessions.  When the office doors were open, 

more light entered the main room because the offices all had large windows which 

provided natural light.  

There were no signs on the walls although there was one sign—a piece of yellow 

8½ x 11” paper—taped on an office door which read “DO NOT LOCK THIS DOOR.  

Thank You.”  There were three pieces of art—two on the back wall and one near the exit; 

and there were three artificial plants which had accumulated noticeable dust.  There were 

two exit signs—one above the entrance and one above the exit to the Answer Center. 

 There were nine Student Services specialist stations.  Each station had a 

computer, a chair, a file drawer, and a file tray on top of the desk.  As indicated in the 

diagram above, eight of the nine stations faced the bank of windows by the entrance and 

exit doors.  The ninth station was for disabled students and, as such, the station was 

larger, and there was more room around it.   

The stations appeared modern in design, were a dark grayish black, and were 

modular in format.  There was a sense of “temporariness” in the way the stations were 

placed in the room. They were positioned in two lines, close to one another, and this 
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seemed incongruent with the apparent purpose of engaging in quiet, personal 

conversations with students (see additional discussion of this point below).   Most, but 

not all, of the stations appeared to be personalized in some way as exhibited by a variety 

of personal items such as coffee cups, business cards, pictures of children, name tags, 

awards, etc.  Some stations had very few personalizing effects.  

The most common sound during all of the observation sessions was the closing of 

the exit door.  Students entered the Answer Center via one door which closed quietly 

behind them and then exited through another door which closed heavily behind them and 

locked.  If students then realized they needed to return to the Answer Center, they had to 

walk back to the entrance again.  Several students attempted to come back in the exit 

door and appeared surprised when they could not open the door. 

Although there were as few as three and as many as nine specialists on at any 

given time, there was a sense of low-grade din in the area.  While it was not quiet, most 

specialists had “quiet” conversations with the students, and rarely were there loud 

conversations that others were able to overhear.  As a result, intermittently throughout the 

observation periods, the researcher sat at different vacant stations to observe and hear 

individual conversations between specialists and students.  

Conversations between specialists and students varied, touching on a multitude of 

topic areas such as financial aid, adding/dropping classes, getting in touch with a 

professor, picking up forms, contacting the bookstore, etc.  It was apparent that some 

specialists knew a great deal about Valencia’s policies and procedures while others knew 
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less.  This was evidenced by the number of times some specialists left their students to go 

ask another specialist questions about the student’s situation.  

There was no numbering system or other identifiable way for the line of waiting 

students to progress. As a specialist finished with one student, he or she would call out 

“Next” or “Can I help someone?” or “Can I help you?”  If a student was watching the 

specialist(s), he or she would move forward to the specialist who called out.  Oftentimes, 

the students did not hear the specialist call out, and one of two things happened—either 

another student in the waiting line who had heard the specialist would say something to 

the waiting student or the specialist would raise his or her voice and call again. 

The Ebb and Flow of Traffic 

There was a steady ebb and flow of student traffic although there was a constant 

line that extended the length of the Answer Center with an average number of 10 people 

at any given time.  Within that average were outliers—a few times when there were only 

1 or 2 students, and several times when there were 14 or 15.  At times, there were as few 

as 4 specialists available and 15 people waiting in line while at other times there were 5 

or 6 specialists with 2 or 3 people in line. 

Systematically, over the three observation periods, the waiting line gradually 

decreased.  During the third observation period, there were three or four short periods of 

time when there were no students waiting in line.  The waiting line consisted mostly of 

young, ethnically diverse students reflective of the demographic profile found among the 

students who participated in the exit survey (See Chapter 6). 
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At times the waiting line moved quickly and at other times slowly.  The average 

wait was in the range of 10 to 12 minutes and the average time a student spent with a 

specialist was 5 minutes.  In both cases, the averages include extremes.  Many students 

were served very quickly (in less than two minutes) and the line moved swiftly.  Those 

students appeared to have simple, straightforward issues ranging from submitting a form 

to asking a question to confirming a course of action.  

Some students had extended waits which skewed the average upward.  In one 

situation, a Spanish-speaking student waited 35 minutes while the Spanish-speaking 

specialist worked with another student.  The Spanish student stood at the front of the 

waiting line but watched as other students moved past her and were served.  She 

eventually moved over to the side of the waiting line.  Of note is that a second 

Spanish-speaking student came into the Answer Center and came up behind the first 

Spanish-student and waited.  This created the sense of a second line forming. 

In another situation, an international student came into the Answer Center and 

waited just under 45 minutes to see a specialist.  When the specialist did come to see the 

student, the specialist was very pleasant and the student reacted very pleasantly.  The 

researcher was unable to determine why the student was there, what the issue was, or 

why the wait was so long.  There was no indication of the student’s status with the 

exception of her wait for the international specialist.  The student did not seem upset or 

concerned, but rather waited patiently.  There was no formal waiting area and no signage 

to indicate a place for students to wait.  The student sat at a table to the right of the exit 

near a bank of offices.    
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The Specialist/Student Interactions 

 The specialists sat at their stations facing the waiting line.  Each specialist would 

serve a student and then call or motion for another student.  Both the specialists and the 

students in their actions and interactions displayed a general sense of fatigue which 

seemed to permeate the room.  Specialists moved slowly, rarely smiled, and their body 

language indicated overall fatigue.  The students moved slowly as well, with a sense of 

apparent confusion as indicated when they were called by a specialist and sometimes 

moved forward, retreated because they were unsure if they had been called, and then 

moved forward again when the specialist called a second time. 

Underlying the fatigue, in what might appear as a contradiction, there was a very 

palpable sense that the specialists cared very much about their work and the students.  

Similarly, there was an overall sense that the students believed they were being well 

served and cared for by the specialists.  This was indicated on a number of occasions 

when specialists took extra time with students, offered additional information or explored 

alternatives to deal with challenges.  Frequently, specialists began their interaction with 

the student by saying “Hi” or “Hello” and asking how they could help.  Specialists used 

phrases like, “I’ll check that for you,” or “I’ll see what I can do for you,” or “I can help 

you with that.”  And, on many occasions the students offered what appeared to be sincere 

thanks for the assistance that they had received. 

 In general, the specialists served the students at their stations; however, 

frequently, specialists would get up from their stations after an interaction with a student 

and go to drop off a document in a filing tray or go to the printer or leave the room.  On 
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the trip back or forth, there was typically conversation among the specialists.  The 

specialists did not rush to or from their stations, but rather moved slowly for the most 

part; and this was a contributing factor to the sense of low energy in the room.   

And, in what might appear to be another contradiction to the sense of fatigue was 

a very positive sense of camaraderie among the specialists.  There was a sense of support 

among them, especially if one specialist needed help from another specialist.  In all cases 

where help was requested, it was given not only willingly, but with humor.  In fact, it was 

during these times when specialists helped each other that the sense of support and caring 

for one another was most apparent.  At other times, as these people helped students, there 

was very little ‘joking’ or humor.  The work appeared more serious and contained. 

Students for the most part were quiet and patient.  While, on the whole, the 

waiting students appeared tired and on occasion frustrated, they were pleasant with the 

specialists.  Most interactions appeared to function effectively with the majority of 

students appearing to have had their needs met.   

In several cases, the specialist took considerable time and care to work through a 

student’s issue.  One example of this was a specialist who listened to a student explain a 

situation, paraphrased the student’s comments to make sure he understood, expressed 

concern for the situation, and then proceeded to outline each step the student had to take 

and complete all the steps in the Answer Center.   
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There were only a few situations in which the interaction between specialist and 

student was challenging.  In one case, a student had been back and forth to the Answer 

Center several times, had seen several different people, was quite frustrated, and simply 

wanted to have the situation figured out.   

In another case, a student was both surprised and confused that she was not 

registered.  She raised her voice above the norm so her comments were loud enough for 

the researcher to hear from a distance.  The specialist’s comments were very quiet and 

not noted.  Even so, the student’s comments have been reflected below because they 

provide a sense of the student’s perspective in the interaction. 

“Why can’t I be in two colleges at once?” 

“No, I believe you, it’s just . . . ” 

“My mom talked to someone on the phone.” 

“So, they didn’t know what they were talking about . . . okay, so now what . . . ?” 

Summary Comments 

 The observation sessions were done at a seemingly unusual time.  For anyone 

who has worked in education, there is simply no getting around the scramble in the first 

week.  It is, by nature, hectic, frantic, and it can be filled with frustration for both staff 

and students.   

What was unusual within the observation sessions was the consistent 

demonstration of caring that surfaced despite the fatigue, the frustration, the constant 

pace, that caring was reflected in the service to the students and to fellow employees.  



342 

While people moved slowly and—in some cases intentionally—against the rhythm of the 

waiting students, they demonstrated a willingness to help. 

Despite the fact that most students were in the Answer Center because they had a 

“problem,” they were patient, notably calm (even though often frustrated), and polite.  

They listened to the specialists, asked questions, and appeared to want to fix their 

situations.  They appeared to respect the specialists and believe that the specialists knew 

the answers. 

At the same time, given the tremendous diversity of students who came into the 

Answer Center, it was unusual that there were not more bi- or multi-lingual specialists 

available.  Further, it was unusual that there was limited signage inside the Answer 

Center particularly related to international student enquiries.  While this left the sense that 

international students were treated like all other students, the actions of some 

international students and at least one international advisor begged the question of 

whether this was in fact the case. 

 

Section 2—Document Analysis 

Introduction 

The documents that were analyzed included a random sample of 10 of the 55 

emails the President has distributed college-wide in the past five years, Valencia’s 

Strategic Learning Plan, and one of Valencia’s student publications. 
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The President’s Email 

 In the President’s section on the Valencia website, there are 55 college-wide 

emails and 1 power point presentation.  The documents are presented in memo format 

and while the content varies by topic each one exhibits consistent purpose—the 

communication of information with philosophy and values embedded throughout. 

The data are presented in a broad brush thematic summary. 

A Summary of a Sampling of Emails 

Over the five years that Dr. Shugart has been at Valencia, he has written a series 

of college wide emails.  These emails range in content and reflect a consistent set of 

values, beliefs, and behaviors.  His first email was a summary of his first 50 days on the 

job in which he wrote, “I feel more than ever that the sense of calling Jane and I had for 

this place was authentic” (3/10/00).  Another email told the story of Valencia’s big 

plans—their strategic plan process—which had begun “as an experiment in collaboration 

and planning” (email 11/21/00) at ‘a very unusual meeting’ called “Big Meeting One.”  It 

was in this memo that Dr. Shugart wrote about the importance of action.  “Our focus is 

on ACTION, not a document.  Both the budget and our working priorities will be 

powerfully shaped by this visionary work” (11/21/00). 

In a memo simply called “Update Memo” (3/5/01), Dr. Shugart mentioned two 

questions that have become synonymous with Valencia’s quest to be a learning college.  
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In presenting information about new scheduling software, Dr. Shugart posed the 

questions, “How does this promote better learning?” and “How do we know it does?” and 

grounded the discussion in the value of learning centeredness and quality over simple 

growth. 

A memo on governance appeared in August 2001, in which Dr. Shugart talked 

about the “deep architecture” of many educational institutions—the “habits, structures, 

and procedures that defeat good teaching and learning” (9/25/01).  He wrote, “What if we 

could liberate faculty and staff to do their best work in support of student learning by 

concentrating on improving this ‘deep architecture’” (9/25/01)?  He further expressed his 

belief that “A learning college needs decision-making structures that honor the fact that 

the faculty and staff who mediate student learning know things about the students and 

about the organization that the rest of us cannot know” (9/25/01). 

His memo, which addressed rumors, used a series of quotations to guide his 

points.  He acknowledged the economic uncertainty of the times; he indicated what had 

been done to date and wrote, “Perhaps the oddest rumor I have heard questioned whether 

summer contracts would be available for faculty this year.  Well, this is just plain silly, 

and shame on anyone for spreading such foolishness” (11/14/01). 

In the summer of 2002, he wrote a memo about the budget and about faculty 

salaries in which he reinforced the strategic plan and its guiding principles.  “The budget 

was developed through the College Planning council and reflects in significant ways the 
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strategic plan and a set of design principles to keep us true to good stewardship and our 

learning focus” (6/19/02).  The memo includes the seven strategic learning goals and the 

budget items directly related to them. 

A little less than a year later, Dr. Shugart wrote a memo on renewal and 

continuous learning, inspired by the “ritual in recognition of faculty who have served the 

college for ten, twenty-five, thirty, and thirty-five years” (5/08/03).  He included one of 

his poems entitled “Brick Work” and summarized a critical value of learning.  “It is a 

terrible thing to see one’s passion become a prison, but we have all seen it.  Knowing this 

risk, we have a responsibility to make conscious provision for ourselves and our 

colleagues for the renewal of our passions to learn, to teach, and to serve” (5/08/03).  

Only three months later, he sent out a very short memo honoring the loss of Raymer 

Maguire, Jr., “the Father of Valencia Community College” (7/11/03).   

In early 2004, he wrote a memo explaining the political challenges and 

reinforcing the value of partnerships.  He further described his role and reminded people 

that while he was very visible in the process, others were working just as hard.  “Because 

I am the ‘point-man’ for our system’s political advocacy, I am getting a lot of attention in 

the political world right now.  However, the political success we are enjoying is a result 

of many people and groups working in partnership” (2/3/04). 

The “College Update” memo written 3/9/04, had an undertone of rush to it.  The 

content was written in numbered paragraphs, and though it still had Dr. Shugart’s unique 

phraseology, it lacked his story-telling essence and had an underlying shortness to it 

which suggested there was less time to write this than some of the earlier memos.  Much 
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more information was poured into this memo, and the language sped along.  There were 

very few value-laden words or sections, although he whimsically wrote about how he and 

another person “have been dreaming about this step for some time” (3/9/04) in relation to 

Valencia Enterprises.  He also made reference to the term “bold experiment” which he 

used in his first email about the new scheduling hardware 3/5/01. 

And, yet, in his memo in January 2005, he returned to the story-teller mode and 

reflected on Valencia’s values as he provided an update on the spring semester, the 

Achieving the Dream project, and politics.  He reminded folks of why they are at 

Valencia. “. . . the promise would still be out of reach for most if not for the deep sense of 

service the staff and faculty share at Valencia.  For all the dreams you deliver in the 

course of the ordinary acts of service and kindness in your professional life, on behalf of 

the thousands of students whose experience may well change the very destiny of their 

families, thank you” (1/9/05).  

Overall, while his memos are eloquent, well written and artistically developed, 

there is more to what he provides than the words or meanings.  On a college wide level, 

he relates the values not only to people but to the institution.  He provides examples of 

hope in the reinforcement of values that are worth holding.  He reminds people of their 

value to the institution and, with his words, honors their work.  The challenge in reading 

the documents is in testing the words against the actions of the writer—the leader—as 

well as the actions of those in the institution reading the words.  Do they walk their talk? 
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Valencia Community College–Strategic Learning Plan 

How did the Strategic Learning Plan look? 

 The Strategic Learning Plan is an 18-page planning document in standard report 

format with a table of contents, a letter from the President, tables, and text.  It was given 

to the researcher by the first cultural caretaker she interviewed.   The plan is “the work of 

a large number of college employees and community members” (p. 2).   The majority of 

document is in Times Roman, 12 point, with parts of the document in 10-point, and the 

President’s letter in a noticeably different 10-point font.  Aside from Valencia’s crest in 

color on the white front cover, there is no other artwork and no other symbols.  There are 

no outstanding or unusual characteristics about the appearance of the document. 

What did the Strategic Learning Plan say and mean? 

 The document contains a letter from the President outlining the strategic learning 

process, Valencia’s commitment to learning, and how to use the plan.  It also includes a 

statement of Valencia’s values, mission and statutory purpose including each of the seven 

strategic learning goals along with their outcomes, the associated strategies, and the 

corresponding action agenda.  There is a section on indicators of progress for each of the 

seven goals and a list of the people who served as members of an “ad hoc” Strategic 

Learning Plan Architectural Team.   

The intended audience, primarily, is the college community (including the Board) 

and, secondarily, the public-at-large.  The intent of the authors is to outline the three 

phases of the strategic learning plan and to create an “action-oriented” document to 

which people can refer for specific goals, outcomes, strategies, and actions. 
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The document is steeped in commentary on values, beliefs and behaviors which 

according to the President are written “. . .in the language and philosophy of our 

Statements of Institutional Purpose and in the six-year collaborative learning-centered 

dialogue among and between members of the Valencia community.”  The purpose of the 

document is to make Valencia’s values explicit and make those values come alive within 

the institution, as indicated by the following statement by the President in his opening 

letter, “We believe more learning gains and dramatic improvements in student learning 

will come by redesigning our organization to eliminate habits, structures, and procedures 

that defeat good teaching and learning while creating new structures that support them.  

This plan has been designed to address that belief.”   

Additionally, the President ends his letter with another statement of belief, “The 

seven goals contained in the Plan are our new beacon.  When we arrive at the place where 

we started and see it for the first time with new eyes, we will know that we are on our 

way to making Valencia an extraordinary learning community.” Titles such as 

Encouraging Dialogue and Building Consensus and Moving from Talk to Action suggest 

behavior rooted in the values of collaboration and implementation. 

Each strategic learning goal is a value statement supported by concrete outcomes 

which guide behavior.  An example of this is the first of the seven strategic learning 

goals:  Learning First.  The first outcome for this goal is “In every decision, two 

questions are consciously asked:  “How does this enhance student learning?”  And, “How 

do we know?” (p. 8) 
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There are identifiable patterns in the text.  Each strategic learning goal is written 

in the same format, with same style and similar language.  The goals are simple and the 

value statements are brief such as learning first and start right.  The outcomes, strategies, 

and action agenda items are all statements beginning with verbs and written in active 

voice which gives the document movement and a sense of action. 

What was the purpose of Strategic Learning Plan and why was it written? 

 The plan was written to convey the values, mission, statutory purpose, and seven 

strategic learning goals to the college community and the community-at-large.  From an 

institutional perspective, Valencia is a learning college that holds its values dearly, and 

overtly expresses them, and acts upon them daily—this document reflects that institution 

wide commitment.   

In terms of the larger social picture, Valencia believes that its work has just begun 

and that while it has done well as a vanguard college and a community college of the 

year, it must continue to pursue the “unprecedented opportunities to empower learners to 

change their lives.”  This commitment to the learner and education has larger social 

implication in terms of the success of the community and its future growth and 

prosperity. 

College-Wide Publication–The Valencia Source 

How did The Valencia Source look? 

 The Valencia Source is a 12-page newspaper magazine printed on 11 x 17 folded 

newsprint.   The researcher picked up the news magazine outside of the Answer Center at 

the West campus.  The document was produced by staff at The Valencia Source. 



350 

 The news magazine has an eclectic layout.  The primary font is Times Roman, 

although there is use of unusual fonts for some headings.  Script fonts are used for the 

title story on Valencia’s campuses which appears in the center section of magazine.  

Artwork and symbols include several artistic color pictures of the campuses and several 

black and white pictures.  Many pictures have people in them; there is a sense that the 

advertising is “happy” as reinforced by several pictures of “happy” people.  Unusual or 

unique characteristics include the fact that the news magazine has quite a busy look to it 

with a lot of information.  The document reads well, although there are errors in the copy. 

What did The Valencia Source say and mean? 

The document contains various articles about Valencia including a feature article 

that is made up mostly of pictures of the campuses and brief written commentary about 

each campus.  There is an article on the delays in opening a building on East campus and 

an article about Raymer R. MaGuire, Jr.  Another article is about an IT building opening 

on Osceola campus.  There is an article about scientists sequencing a chicken genome; an 

article about students’ perception of diversity and how they clash at times; an article 

about slowing down to appreciate the work that has gone into acquiring a diploma; an 

article about cell phones in the classroom; a section on college happenings; an editorial 

section; and advertisements. 

The primary intended audience includes students, staff, and faculty at Valencia.  

The secondary audience is non-college related people who might pick the news magazine 

up if/when they are on campus.  The authors’ intent in producing the document is to 
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communicate to students, staff, and faculty about the goings-on around the college and, in 

doing so, to represent a broad spectrum of voices from around the college. 

Different articles profess different values, beliefs, and/or behaviors.  Different 

articles talk about different ways of handling situations, and seeing and approaching 

situations.  And, the commentary reflects a variety of values, beliefs, and/or behaviors 

with the common underlying value that the pursuit of education, learning, and knowledge 

is important and valuable.   

Identifiable patterns in the text include comments on diversity, differences being 

celebrated, and the importance of communication.  One of the interesting elements in this 

news magazine was the variety of pictures of each campus along with a write-up about 

each location.  Each picture gives a sense of the unique culture of the given campus and 

the write-ups provide brief explanations of each one.  This layout reflects the nature of 

the diversity among the campuses. 

What was the purpose of The Valencia Source, and why was it written? 

 The purpose of this document is to inform, entertain, and on occasion, persuade 

the students, faculty, and staff at the college.  From an institutional perspective, the news 

magazine presents a view of a culturally diverse, eclectic, and proud institution.  It 

highlights diverse opinions, displays consistently artistic and wholesome editorials and 

advertising.  It speaks proudly of the institution and reports from a variety of 

perspectives.  From a larger social perspective, the messages include the belief that 

education is valuable; diversity is to be cherished and built upon; everyone has a voice; 

everyone has value; and everyone has a right to education and a better life. 
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Conclusion 

 Chapter 7 contains the data collected from the observations of the President and 

the Student Services staff in their interactions with students in the Answer Center at West 

campus.  This chapter also provides a brief document analysis of a random sample of the 

President’s emails, Valencia’s Strategic Learning Plan, and one student publication.  

These findings are triangulated and interpreted in Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 8—Conclusions 

 
 
Introduction 

The following chapter contains an executive summary of the study results 

followed by an interpretation of the data collected, the corresponding implications, 

recommendations for future research, and the researcher’s final thoughts.    

The Organization of Chapter 8 

  Diagram 8.1 provides a visual representation of Chapter 8. 

DIAGRAM 8.1—A Model for the Organization of Chapter 8 

 

Section 1 includes interpretation of the Administrator and the Student Services 

staff SIDs and a comparison of the two.  Section 2 provides interpretation of the data 

collected in the interviews, the observation sessions, and the document analysis.  
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Section 3 includes the researcher’s proposed theoretical model for cultural congruence 

and student connectedness and provides the implications, recommendations for future 

research, and final thoughts. 

 

Section 1—Interpretation and Comparison of the IQA Data 

An Explanation of the Administrator SID 

 The final collapsed administrator SID shown in Diagram 8.2 reflects a system 

which is driven by values.  Among the administrators, these values are viewed as both 

individual and communal and are viewed as the starting place for all action.  The realities 

of day-to-day administration enter the system in the feedback loop which interweaves 

environment and relationships in what will be referred to from now on as the action loop.  

What happens in this action loop directly and ultimately drives performance.   

DIAGRAM 8.2—Final Collapsed Administrator SID 

Values Environment Relationships Performance

Final Collapsed 
Administrator SID

 

The system is linear which means that ultimate “control” rests on the strength of 

the values.  Because there is no feedback loop to values, those values rarely shift or 
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change.  When they do, they represent an entire and foundational shift in the system.  

(Value changes done without intention and understanding in this kind of system could be 

catastrophic to the organization.)   

It is important to note that the system can function just as successfully with 

positive values as negative values which means that the administrator SID is as powerful 

as it is challenged. 

The Implications of the Administrator SID 

Values as the Ultimate Driver of the System 

The implications for this system are significant.  Because the entire system is 

driven by values, the determination of those values is a philosophical, conceptual, and 

physical starting point in determining the tone, the direction, and the health of the 

organization.  In keeping with the pivotal role of the leader as the champion (not 

necessarily the originator) of the organization’s values, this system reinforces the 

importance of the leader as a role model for the values—a touchstone in the organization.   

The values travel into the action loop and are “tested” for their clarity, their 

interpretation, and their constancy.  It is within this feedback loop that the work is 

actually done (in accordance with the values or not) by the people who act on their 

understanding.  These people look frequently to the values, especially in times of crisis 

and confusion, to see if they remain constant.  It is in this regard that the President’s 

vigilance as the champion of the organizational values is so elemental.  

The system needs overt embodiment of the values not only at the values stage but 

also deep within the feedback loop.  Since performance is the ultimate measure of the 
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strength of the values in driving the system, there must be enough people in the feedback 

loop who reflect those values to create synergy and affect performance.  Intentional 

reflection of the values has to occur within the environment and be demonstrated 

repeatedly in the behaviors of people in their relationships in order for those within the 

system to “believe” that these values exist—for people to hope that their work has 

meaning.   

The communication of the values in the system is critical to its ultimate success.  

If the values are unclear, are communicated in a way that allows for multiple 

interpretations, or if they shift according to the prevailing ‘values de jour’ then the system 

will run inefficiently, ineffectively, and ultimately unsuccessfully.  

Extending this point further, it also means that values play a pivotal role in 

change.  Since values underlie why people do things and are manifested in what people 

do, these values must be identified, assessed for their depth and intensity, and dealt with 

overtly in the change process.  Intentional alignment of the values in the change process 

needs to occur, or the change process will be less than successful in changing the 

behaviors (driven by the values).  

In an unsuccessful change scenario, decision-making is problematic and political 

because the criteria for decision shifts according to who believes what.  As a result, a 

general sense of confusion reigns among people because they never know what is going 

to happen, or they know that despite what they might hear their work unit will likely do 
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something different.  And, in this environment, there is a natural progression toward a 

silo-mentality because doing so protects against the chaos, builds territory, and allows for 

control, if only in minor ways.   

When working effectively and efficiently, the system has tremendous potential for 

success.  This clearly is indicated at Valencia.  Every set of findings reflects a 

commitment to a set of values which is carefully articulated, clearly understood, 

constantly reinforced, repeatedly enacted, and ultimately systemic.  Valencia is an 

excellent example of what happens when people within the culture (and the subcultures) 

“walk the talk” in terms of the verbalization and implementation of key values of the 

organization.  People at Valencia have developed a set of attitudes, beliefs and 

corresponding behaviors that are continuously reinforced within and by the system.  This 

reinforcement provides the reasons—the impetus—to continue along the same path 

which leads to replication of the system as a patterned process.  

Now, there is a cautionary note needed here.  Fundamentally, the system is simply 

that—a system illustrating a pattern by which people function in an organization.  At 

Valencia, the administrator SID represents the administrators’ perceived sense of their 

experience with and within the College.  The system is neutral.   It will run smoothly—in 

accordance with the values indicated—regardless of whether the values are positive or 

negative.  If the values are negative and are effectively reinforced within the action loop, 

performance will be negative; and the system will have functioned just as effectively as if 

there had been positive values. 



358 

Similarly, whether values are good or bad, positive or negative is determined by 

the individuals in the organization, not by the system.  And, the fact that the system might 

run smoothly does not account for the day-to-day challenges the people face or the fact 

that values will conflict and arguments will occur.   Even though people may hold the 

same values, those values can be manifested in very different ways; and the very 

manifestation can create conflict.  Two people can care very much about helping students 

and can present this in very different ways.  The challenge is in determining the 

underlying value that both people hold and bringing them to the recognition of 

commonality.  This sense of commonality contributes to the greater sense of alignment or 

congruence which then provides the environment within which people are more willing 

to engage in collaboration, innovation, and creativity.  

An Example of the Administrator SID in the College 

 The data provide myriad examples of how the administrator SID functions at 

Valencia.  In the following discussion, the researcher provides an example related to 

student centeredness: a very powerful value at Valencia—perhaps one of the most 

powerful.   

In the SID, at the values stage, the President, in conjunction with the cultural 

caretakers, the administrators, the faculty, and staff engage in the strategic planning 

process and reinforce their commitment to focus on the student.  The President embodies 

the intentionally stated value.  He articulates the student-centered focus in his college-

wide emails framing the meaning and importance of the student at Valencia.  He 

validates a clear link to student-centered behaviors in his actions: parking in the student 
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parking lot and walking the distance to the buildings; wandering about and talking to 

students on campus; inviting student groups to his home; and, cultivating the idea of 

personhood—that each student is an individual and ought to be treated as such. 

In the action loop—the day-to-day fray—the administrators function at the 

broadest level to creatively generate, develop, and implement student-centered programs 

like Start Right and Life Map.  They function within a multi-campus, ethnically diverse, 

rapidly changing, and often chaotic environment.  Their relationships are critical; their 

values are their ‘anchors.’   

This loop is the place wherein the administrators demonstrate that they champion 

the student-centered value.  It is also the source of all their resources (i.e. Student 

Services, facilities, the external community, etc.) to make student centeredness a reality.  

It is inside this loop that a significant part of the administrator’s role occurs as he or she 

catalyzes those resources toward operationalizing the student-centered value.   

The action loop is the place where the administrators have the greatest impact on 

performance.  If they are unable to unleash the necessary resources, they can become 

ineffective in their own performance and their direction of others’ performances.  It is, 

therefore, critical that they understand their environment and their impact on others. 

This loop is also where the administrators find their own meaning.  It is where 

they reinforce for themselves as leaders the values they hold.  It is where they find the 

reason(s) for doing the work they do.   
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How successfully they manage their environment is directly related to how well 

they interact with one another.  And, how well they interact with each other is directly 

related to how well they manage their environment.  The measure of how well they do 

either is their performance.   

Since the system does not feed back to values, the administrators become self-

correcting in the action loop when they want to change performance.  If they want to 

improve student retention as an example, rather than question their value of student 

centeredness, they go back into the action loop and change and/or adjust their processes 

in an attempt to achieve the performance outcome they envision.  

The analogy of a torpedo can be used here.  Once the decision to fire the torpedo 

has been made and the target has been established, the torpedo is fired.  While the 

trajectory has been predetermined, the torpedo must nonetheless adjust constantly—at 

times only infinitesimally—in an action/reaction process as it travels toward the target.  

Performance is determined by whether the torpedo hits the target.   

In the administrator SID, using the student-centered value, student success is a 

critical indicator of performance.  The administrators create programs and oversee their 

implementation, changing, adjusting, and tweaking as they go to achieve the desired 

outcomes.  Again, the action loop is significant because this is where the administrators, 

in combination with others in the College, work to create a student-centered environment.   

When positive relationships are established and the student feels valued in the 

environment, performance reflects this. The environment affects the relationships that are 

built and developed among employees, among faculty and students, among different 
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students, etc.  These relationships correlate to students’ sense of connection to their 

environment, the College, and to each other.  And, when they feel connected, they tend to 

stay; and when they tend to stay, they tend to be successful.   

Summary Comments about the Administrator SID 

The data collected at Valencia affirm the administrator SID.  Student centeredness 

runs through the institution like a current.  The President values student centeredness; the 

administrators embrace it and develop programs, policies, and procedures based on the 

values; and, Student Services, facilities, etc., implement those systems meant to support 

student centeredness.  Students in the end perform better because the values of the 

College inspire environment and relationships geared toward supporting students and 

reinforcing the importance of student success. 

As stated earlier, people may well hold the same values and yet manifest them 

very differently, potentially generating significant conflict in the process.  As a result, it 

is important to reiterate that the data does not suggest that everything in this system 

always runs smoothly.  Neither does it suggest that this is the only system at Valencia.  

Nor does it suggest that the system is absolute.  The system does not replicate in every 

interaction.  It is a broad representation of how the administrators see their experience.  In 

essence, it is one view of the parent culture at Valencia.  The Student Services staff SID 

is another view of one subculture at Valencia.  It is presented next.  

An Explanation of the Student Services Staff SID 

The final collapsed Student Services staff SID shown in Diagram 8.3 reflects a 

closed, non-linear system—a well-aligned subculture within the parent culture.  It is a 
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feedback loop whose point of origin, for the purposes of this discussion, is values, both 

individual and organizational.  For the Student Services staff, these values begin the 

process; however, the values are only one of an integrated, organic, three-element system. 

The system is powerful insofar as it is contained and can function very smoothly 

when all elements are in sync.  It is challenged when the elements do not work in concert 

with each other and/or the systems within which it sits.  

DIAGRAM 8.3—Final Collapsed Administrator SID 

SituationEnvironment

Values

Final Collapsed 
Student Services 

SID

 

The Implications of the Student Services Staff SID 

An Integrated System 

Values can be identified arbitrarily as the starting point of the Student Services 

system for two reasons.  One, they are identified as a primary driver in the IQA results 

and this is confirmed in the interview data.  And two, of the three elements in the system, 

they are the least susceptible to change or the most resistant to minor shifts in the system.  

Once the system is functioning, though, there are several ways in which institutional 

values are only one component. 
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When the system is functioning, the values, whether individual or institutional, 

exert relatively as much influence as the other two elements in the system.  This means 

that the environment has as much influence at any given time as does the situation in 

which the participants find themselves.  By virtue of the fact that the system is closed and 

circular, the values, the environment, and the situation are all subject to change.  While 

change may not occur often, it can occur in any one of the elements and have an effect, 

whether incidental or substantial.  And, the fact that the values are in the feedback loop, 

rather than outside the loop, signify that control in the system is a function of what occurs 

among the elements as opposed to one element driving the rest. 

What this means is that the system is circular, integrated, and organic.  It is 

circular in terms of the relationships among the elements.  One element clearly impacts 

another in a counterclockwise flow:  the values impact the environment which impacts 

the situation which then impacts—or tests—the values, and the system repeats itself. 

Even though the system is circular and unidirectional, it is integrated insofar as 

any change in one element will eventually have an effect on every other element.  So, if 

the environment changes substantially, as it has done at Valencia over the past 10 years, 

then the situations people encounter change, and values may shift.  Though values may 

change less frequently than the other two, each time there is a shift, the values are 

retested for their constancy. 
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The system is organic in that it functions in a regenerative (or stagnating) way 

based on what happens among the elements internally and what happens to it as a unit 

relative to external elements.  An analogy for this is the human body which also functions 

as a closed-system processing unit.   

In the human body, the respiratory and cardiovascular systems work in concert 

with the brain.  The systems flow in a counterclockwise fashion.  The body needs oxygen 

in order to fuel the heart which then allows the brain to function.  For this internal process 

to be effective, all three elements have to work in concert and a change in any one 

element will affect the other elements.   These same elements, functioning as an air 

processing unit in the body, can also be impacted by the broader environment.  A human 

body with bad allergies during allergy season will have a very different response than the 

body without allergies.  

An Example of the Student Services SID in the College 

One of the driving values at Valencia is learner centeredness which comes from 

Valencia’s adoption of Terry O’Banion’s notion of the Learning College.  Another value 

is an ethic of caring for others.  A third is a recognition, acceptance, and encouragement 

of diversity.  In talking about these values, the Student Services staff refer to how the 

values and the overall philosophy of the organization are in some ways dictated to 

them—determined by the ‘higher-up’ and presented to them.  At the same time, the 

participants point out that very often their own values coincide with the broader 

institutional values, and this is what gives meaning to their work. 
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They find not only the institutional values, but also their own values, impacting 

and in some ways creating and defining the diverse, often chaotic, and ever-changing 

environment.  Ethnically diverse populations and procedures driven by external agencies 

also contribute to the environment.   

The environment produces myriad situations with which people had to deal.  In 

the process of trying to follow the values of learner centeredness, caring for others, and 

respect for diversity, Student Services staff are challenged by the procedures, the 

anomalies, and the vast amount of diversity.  As they help students and each other, they 

learn, grow, develop, and figure out how to deal with situations.  In some cases, their own 

values change slightly as a result of their learning, or they reaffirme their own values vis 

à vis the College values.   

Summary Comments about the Student Services Staff SID 

 The data collected at Valencia affirm the Student Services SID.  The system 

functions as a circular, integrated, and organic system.  Values circulate in this system 

and are buffeted by the other two elements in the system—fundamentally the three 

elements in the system are impacted by each other.  

 This system is not as much neutral as organic.  Its effective and efficient 

functioning is subject to its internal operation and to the external factors applied to it.  

This point is discussed further below in the comparison of the two SIDs. 

Comparison of the Administrator and the Student Services Staff SIDs 

The administrator SID is consistent with the roles and responsibilities of the 

senior administrators in perspective, process, and product.  The Student Services staff 
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SID is consistent with the front-line focus on day-to-day implementation.  Both SIDs are 

affected by values, but in different ways.  Both are cultures with similar values 

manifested differently within different, although very similar social constructs. And, 

when the two systems are combined, or overlaid on one another, the Student Services 

staff SID sits, as a subculture, within the parent culture represented by the administrator 

action loop described above.  

The Administrators  

The administrator SID clearly reflects the nature of the administrators’ roles and 

responsibilities in the organization.  Administrators begin with their values theoretically 

aligned with the organization’s values.  Part of their role is to embody, to live, and to 

bring to life those values in the organization.  They have autonomy in the system insofar 

as they function at the broadest level of implementation, responsible for the broad brush 

strokes of action. 

The senior administrators support the President in perpetuating the values of the 

organization; they are involved in the day-to-day activities of the College in that they 

create the environment and the relationships that are conducive to the fulfillment of the 

values; and, they are ultimately responsible for performance.  They drive the process to 

produce the performance.  They call for collaboration from the people in the system in 

order to better facilitate effective and efficient roll out. 

The Student Services Staff  

While the Student Services staff have collaborative input into the strategic 

direction and the values of the College in the same way that other subcultures around the 

College do, their involvement in this process is limited by the focus of their own work.  
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Rather than drive the process, they do the work; they are the performers. They are the 

people who implement programs, procedures, and processes. 

The Student Services staff take the values espoused by the College and implement 

them using the guidelines determined by the College executive and external bodies.   

Their individuality and their individual leadership come through in their execution of the 

plan.  This is where their own values come into the equation, affecting (and being 

affected by) the environment and the situations in which they find themselves.   

 In other words, Student Services staff function in the day-to-day routine and have 

limited direct impact on the vision and values.  At the same time, many of them hold 

values similar to the organization and as such are fiercely committed to the College-wide 

values.  Nonetheless, they face many decisions in the environment when confronted with 

situations that challenge those values.  In the realities of the day-to-day activities, they are 

sometimes stymied in trying to fulfill the College-wide values.  And, this is where the 

potential shift in values can occur in their system.  

One example of this is attempting to treat each student as an individual person.  

The staff very much embrace this value in their service to and focus on students.  The 

reality is, though, that when there are 50,000 students, government regulations which 

cannot be ignored, and bureaucratic processes in place, it is highly challenging to treat 

each individual student as a unique and different person.   

Values in the Administrator and the Student Services SIDs 

In this regard, the administrator and the Student Services staff SID are very 

different.  Student Services staff view organizational values as being influenced by other 
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factors in the system—whether because administration changes them or whether they 

change them as a result of their own learning.  They know, as illustrated in the example 

above, that their daily interactions in a diverse and constantly changing environment 

affect the situations in which they find themselves.  The environment affects their ability 

to hold constant to their values.  Inasmuch as they hold onto their own values, they also 

appreciate that as they grow and change through their experiences they take on more 

values, shift some values, and fundamentally reaffirm their most deeply held values.  

Subsequently, there is ultimately the question of ‘fit’—do their values align with the 

institutions to the extent that they can contribute to the manifestation of those values in 

their work on a daily basis? 

Combining the Administrator and Student Services SIDs 

Overlaying the Two SIDs  

 Diagram 8.4 illustrates the combination of the administrator SID with the Student 

Services SID. 
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DIAGRAM 8.4—Overlaid Administrator and Student Services Staff SID 
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When the two systems are overlaid on one another, the Student Services staff SID 

sits—as an entire system—within the administrator action loop.  The placement is 

naturally congruent in several ways.  First, the administrators’ perspective is College-

wide and as such is reflective of the parent culture.  The Student Services staff 

perspective represents one subculture within the College.  For this reason, it is logical that 

the Student Services SID would fit within the administrator SID. 

Second, the administrator SID is a linear system with a clear driver and a clear 

outcome.  The action loop is the representation of the hands-on-work.  The Student 
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Services staff SID is a closed system, impacted by its internal workings as well as by 

external forces.  It makes logical sense to put the closed system into the linear system in 

the action loop. 

Third, in the discussion above regarding the different roles and responsibilities of 

the two groups, the administrators oversee process, product, and performance while the 

Student Services staff perform within the environment forged by the administrators.  The 

administrators have autonomy and a more philosophical foundation, and this helps them 

function from a more visionary, high-level perspective relative to the values and the 

resulting tactical applications in the institution.   

Student Services, on the other hand, function from their own internal fulcrum 

which is affected by the day-to-day environment and situations they encounter.  They are 

in a constant feedback loop whereas the administrators drive the loop; hence, placing the 

Student Services staff SID within the administrators’ action loop—the sphere of 

influence over activities—makes logical sense.   

Fourth, the data collected in this study repeatedly support how value driven 

Valencia is.  To that end, the administrators contribute significantly to the development, 

overt and consistent representation of those values.  When they contribute to the creation 

of an environment that reinforces those values (through their own beliefs, attitudes and 

behaviors, and their interactions with other people), Student Services is affected, although 

not exclusively, by those values.  Given the remarkable consistency of value statements 
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across both the administrator and Student Services focus groups and interview 

participants, it makes logical sense to place the Student Services SID within the 

administrator loop. 

This does not suggest in any way that the administrators are the only ones 

responsible for the values in the institution, or that the Student Services staff are not 

active participants in the constancy or the implementation of the values.  Placing the 

Student Services SID inside the administrator SID does not take away from the power of 

the Student Services SID; nor does it add to the power of the administrator SID.  

Although one might anticipate a power difference, in reality this is simply not the case.  

Placing the Student Services SID within the administrator SID, in fact, presents a 

profoundly accurate image of the interdependent nature of the relationship between 

culture and subculture.   

Placing the Student Services SID inside the administrator SID adds synergy to 

both systems, allowing for the alignment of key cultural elements that help the system 

interactions work together smoothly, effectively, and efficiently.  The result is that one 

system has no more power than the other.  If one system is unhealthy, then the other will 

eventually become unhealthy.  One can only function well when the other functions well. 

To use the analogy of the human body, if the lungs are infected, then the body has 

an internal struggle to rid itself of the disease.  It also has an external struggle to survive 

in its environment while it is sick.  If the lungs are not treated, the entire body can 

eventually die.   
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Conversely, if the lungs are treated and cured, the struggle in the internal body 

decreases as does the external struggle.   As the lungs heal, the body continues to adjust 

to minor irritations and infections.  If the individual systems within the body become 

strong, and all systems are contributing, then the body builds health and strength 

internally and is better able to handle external challenges.  

Summary Comments about the Comparison and Combination of the Administrator 

and Student Services SIDs 

 The comparison of the two SIDs leads to the logical conclusion that when the two 

systems are combined, the Student Services SID naturally sits within the administrator 

SID.  Along with the discussion presented in this section, the logical conclusions in 

section 2 and section 3 add to the argument that Valencia exhibits high cultural 

congruence; the data clearly support the high level of alignment among the parent culture 

and the subculture on key cultural elements. 

Section 2—Interpretation of the Ethnographic Data 

Overview of the Discussion 

 The following section deals with the interpretation and the implications of the 

interview data, the observations, and the document analysis.  Rather than deal with each 

set of data separately as was done is chapters 5 and 6, the researcher has combined the 

data.  She has broadly framed the discussion around the answers to the research questions 

posed in Chapter 1 and has concluded this section with a discussion of the theoretical 

model presented at the end of Chapter 2.  
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The initial research questions were: 

1. What does the leader say (or communicate) about the culture of the 

community college? 

2. What does the leader do about the culture of the community college? 

3. What does the Student Services staff say (or communicate) about the culture 

of the community college? 

4. What does the Student Services staff do relative to the culture of the 

community college? 

5. What do students say (or communicate) about the culture of the community 

college? 

Table 8.1 provides a visual representation of the comparisons among the research 

questions which provides the basis for the proposed theoretical model of cultural 

congruence and student connectedness presented at the end of this section.   

TABLE 8.1—Levels of Congruence 

 LS vs LD LS vs WS LS vs WD WS vs WD 
Congruence High High Medium to High Medium 

LS – Leader Says 
LD – Leader Does 
WS – Worker Says 
WD – Worker Does 
 

A brief review is in order before beginning this discussion.  In this study, the 

‘leader’ referred to is the President of Valencia, Dr. Sanford Shugart, and the ‘workers’ 

referred to are the Student Services staff.  In determining what Dr. Shugart did and said, 

the researcher conducted IQA research with senior administrators.  She also used an 
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ethnographic approach to collect data from a variety of sources in order to determine and 

confirm (or not) patterns in the leader’s words and behaviors.  Insofar as the workers 

were concerned, the researcher took a similar approach using both the IQA process and 

an ethnographic perspective to collect data, answer the research questions, and determine 

patterns. 

 Once she had answered the research questions, she then looked at the implications 

of the results on students’ sense of connectedness to the College.  Below is a discussion 

of the implication of her ethnographic findings.  At times, there are also references to the 

IQA data because they are an integral part of the larger picture.  

The Interpretation 

What the Leader Says vs What the Leader Does 

The data support the view that Dr. Shugart is highly consistent in what he says 

and what he does.  This is reflected in what the researcher noted from her interviews and 

observations of him and her analysis of documents attributed to him.  It is also reinforced 

by cultural caretakers, administrators, and Student Services staff in many stories.   

One example of the importance of student centeredness is his invitation to host 

student groups at his home.  Another is about doing community work and his monthly 

visit to the blood bank.  A third is about seeing people as individuals—valuing and caring 

for others—and his friendly willingness to engage in conversation with students and 

employees whenever he is on campus.  As indicated in Table 8.1 above, the researcher’s 

conclusion is that, within the time and place of this particular research, there is a high 

degree of alignment or congruence between his words and his actions. 
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What the Leader Says vs What the Workers Say 

With the caveat that there is an identifiable gap between what the leader says and 

what the workers say (partially indicated by their very different perspectives), the data 

support that what Dr. Shugart says is consistent with what the Student Services staff say.  

While the President speaks from a visionary perspective and the workers speak from a 

procedural perspective, there is, nonetheless, a definite and identifiable commonality of 

voice which reflects a sense of consistency or congruence.   

There is a very strong undercurrent of similar language in the College which has 

Dr. Shugart’s fingerprints on it.  In their interviews, the Student Services staff do not 

always use the same words as Dr. Shugart, but they often use very similar language.  

And, the values conveyed by Dr. Shugart in his words are also consistently conveyed by 

the Student Services staff in their words. 

Additionally, the cultural caretakers and the administrators reflect similar values, 

reinforcing a pervasive language that is identifiable, clearly articulated, and easily 

understandable.  Some of the values that are expressed by all the constituents included 

student centeredness, learning centeredness, professional growth and achievement, and 

diversity.  As such, a high level of congruence is indicated between what the leader says 

and what the workers say. 

What the Leader Says vs What the Workers Do 

On many cultural elements in the College, there is significant congruence between 

what Dr. Shugart says and what the workers do; however, some elements present 

challenges where alignment is limited and occasionally problematic.  Dr. Shugart talks 
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about learner, and student centeredness, professional development, and growth, and the 

primus approach to leadership.  On these elements, there is considerable consistency 

between what he says and what the workers do.   

He also envisions personhood wherein employees and students are all treated 

according to their unique situations.  This is a challenge for the workers, and alignment is 

mixed here.  The workers interact with students in the Answer Center and appeared to 

treat each student uniquely; at the same time, they are frequently challenged by their 

limited ability to treat each student’s situation uniquely.  They are bound by policies and 

procedures which do not allow them to shape the rules to suit each different situation.   

So, while the workers embrace the notion of personhood, their day-to-day reality 

and the procedural infrastructure within which they function curtails their ability.  

Alignment is lessened, and confusion increases because workers are frustrated, unsure, or 

confused when faced with a notion the environment contradicts.  As such, congruence is 

medium to high in this area. 

What the Workers Say vs What the Workers Do 

The Student Services staff indicate that they care about students and their actions 

demonstrate this fact.  Repeatedly, the Student Services staff in the Answer Center do 

everything they can to assist students with their concerns.  They are clearly challenged at 

times by what they want to do for a given student and what they are able to do.  And, they 

are sometimes challenged by the variety of student concerns. 

The staff talk about valuing each other and this is also apparent in the interviews 

and the observation sessions.  In the interviews, the commentary is quite open and 
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definite but in the Answer Center observation sessions, the indication of caring comes in 

short, punctuated vignettes of employee interaction interspersed among periods of service 

to students.  

Alignment between what they say and do is medium.  They clearly do their best to 

serve students.  And, they are committed to the values espoused by Valencia; however, 

they are often challenged to act in accordance with those values because of the limitations 

placed on them by the need to follow policies and procedures, rules and regulations.  

 

Section 3—Current Implications and Future Research 

Current Implications  

The implications of this study are significant especially in terms of the effect of 

cultural congruence on students’ sense of connectedness.  The research indicates that at 

Valencia there is a positive relationship between the cultural congruence within the 

college and the students’ sense of connectedness to Valencia.  Alignment of key cultural 

values across the parent culture and the Student Services subculture makes a difference in 

a student’s experience of connection at the college.   

Diagram 8.5 provides a visual representation of this relationship which is 

explained in more detail below.  

DIAGRAM 8.5—A Positive Model for Cultural Congruence and Student 

Connectedness 
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The parent culture of the College is the circle.  The parent culture subsumes all 

the participants, including the leader of the organization, all of the subcultures and the 

participants.  In this diagram, one subculture—the Student Services Answer Center at 

West campus—is represented by the square.  The four points of the square represent the 

interactions among the leader and the workers.   

Culture is, by definition in this study, a social construct defining who we are 

manifested by what we do.  The black arrows connecting what the leader says and does 

to what the workers say and do represent the channels through which the values of the 

organization are transmitted.  The values define the culture or the social construct at its 
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most foundational level and the participants manifest those values (or not) in their words 

and their actions over time.  The more consistent their words and actions are with the 

social construct, the more reinforcement occurs within the system and the greater the 

alignment—the greater the constancy among participants in enacting similar values. 

At Valencia, the data support the statement that there is positive alignment—

cultural congruence—among the participants.  This is indicated by the solid black arrows 

in Diagram 8.5.  As a result of this high cultural congruence, the students feel the 

effects—the positive reinforcement of these values—as indicated in their exit interview 

comments.  The solid blue line indicates the positive link between cultural congruence 

and student connectedness.  

Diagram 8.6 illustrates what can potentially happen if there is not alignment 

among the various channels.  The parent culture and/or the subculture can be fractured.  

The parent culture can be damaged as represented by the dotted black arrows—

incongruence appears between the parent culture and the subculture.  The subculture can 

be damaged as shown by the tiny dotted arrows within the subculture—incongruence 

appears among members of the subculture.  Or, as a result of a fracture to either the 

culture or subculture, incongruence occurs in one, is not identified and addressed, and 

gradually and insidiously bleeds into the other. 



380 

DIAGRAM 8.6—A Negative Model for Cultural Congruence and Student 

Connectedness 
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What this research confirms is that when cultural congruence is high on key cultural 

values such as student centeredness, students feel connected. When they feel connected, 

they are successful.  For those working the community college setting, the most obvious 

and profound implication is that all employees—the President, the senior administrators, 

the faculty, and the staff—recognize that their parent culture and subcultures do, in fact, 

affect students.  Furthermore, they must look intentionally at their culture and subcultures 

and assess the degree to which they walk the talk at all levels of the organization.  The 

greater the alignment between the walk and the talk, the greater the students’ 

understanding of, and connection to, the organization. 

On a broader scale, this has implications for any organization.  While the research 

does not comment particularly on the values that a given organization chooses to 

embrace, it does, most clearly and emphatically indicate that cultural congruence can 

have a significant effect on the degree to which the external stakeholders feel connected 

to the organization.     

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Future research must be done in this area.  It is important to look at best-practice 

organizations such as Valencia where the participants actively and intentionally address 

their cultural values and the impact on students.  This kind of research provides hope in 

the form of examples—even if imperfect—for other organizations courageous enough to 

embark on the process. 

It is also essential to look at struggling organizations.  Cultural incongruence is 

expensive in human capital and in resources. The increasing cost of running institutions 
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combined with the ever-decreasing funding, means that institutions have to look for ways 

to become more effective and efficient.   And, there is a cost to society if it cannot 

effectively and efficiently educate its population.  College is a starting point for over 50 

percent of post-secondary students.  This statistic, in itself, should be reason enough to 

further explore the impact of culture and congruence on students’ sense of connectedness 

to the college. 

An assessment instrument needs to be developed to assist organizations in 

assessing their own cultural congruence.  The greatest challenge to this work is that 

culture is pervasive, value-based, and lives in people’s actions.  As a result, the research 

has to be designed in ways to include individual and group realities.  This means 

qualitative research.  And the reality with qualitative research is that it is labor, time, cost, 

and data intensive.  

The IQA methodology, combined with the ethnographic-oriented data, is one very 

in-depth way to assess a culture and a subculture in an organization; however, it may well 

be impractical for many organizations.  As such, perhaps one of the most valuable 

directions for future research is to develop a qualitative assessment tool (and 

methodology) to measure cultural congruence.    

Stemming from this research is also the need to recognize the importance of 

student feedback; to recognize that students feel, react to, and are impacted by the 

institution’s culture.  And, they have a vast, untapped wealth of experience with and 
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within the institutional culture.  As a result, more research needs to done involving 

students and their understanding of, and sense of connection to, the culture of the 

institution.   

The Researcher’s Final Thoughts 

The culture at Valencia Community College is like 

 no organism that I can describe in the natural world 

—it is open and airy.   

It changes yet holds to core values.   

It does not abandon those values, 

 but always seeks to find new ways of serving them. 

 So the change is not about what we believe  

but how we seek to achieve it.   

And it is fairly welcoming. 

It is not fearful.   

It is challenging for all of us.   

And it is highly valued by the members.  

Many times during this study, the point has been made that when people hold 

similar values, there is a greater sense of connection to something greater than 

themselves.  Notwithstanding day-to-day challenges of environment, conflict, leadership 

styles, etc., when values are consistent, people have a better sense of balance, even and 

often at a subconscious level, within the organization.  This sense of balance, or 
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understanding of the social context within which they work, gives them a sense of 

comfort in that they know the ‘rules of engagement’ so to speak.  They understand the 

system and their part within it. 

Culture has a profound effect on day-to-day routines.  Subcultures are embedded 

in the parent culture and both affect each other.  Valencia Community College is an 

example of a powerful culture which has consistently and pervasively adapted and 

nurtured key cultural values. This overt, pervasive cultural congruence bonds subcultures 

to the parent culture and creates cohesion, synergy, and, as is obvious at Valencia, great 

success.  

In reality, there is a gap between the theoretical statement about cultural 

congruence based on research done at a point in time versus the day-to-day practical 

realities of differing views on how to operationalize given values.  Valencia is successful 

because it has been consistent in its articulation and practice of fundamental values.    

The leader walks the talk and so do the senior administrators, the cultural caretakers, the 

Student Services staff, and the students.   This does not mean that everyone at Valencia is 

student focused every minute of every day.  What it means is that people live their work 

lives according to values that they aspire to operationalize over time.   

People working in institutions are not fooled for long in terms of what is valued.  

If the cultural values are not constantly walked about and talked about, then cynicism and 

disappointment can easily, quickly, and insidiously settle in.  At Valencia, the employees 

continue to look to their leader for constancy, and he is there.   
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Dr. Shugart’s authenticity is profound in its consistency.  This does not mean he is 

infallible or that he ought to be lionized or even that he is consistent every single day.  

What it means is that from beneath the mantel of leadership, he not only intentionally and 

transparently walks the talk, but he gives both himself and others permission to question, 

to argue, to think, to make mistakes, and to change.  In his leadership, he does not 

provide the answers necessarily, but he does articulate meaning for employees.  He 

communicates the culture of the College—not his own vision, but a shared vision—in 

ways through which people can draw human meaning.   

He does not have all of the answers, and he is not solely responsible for the 

operationalization of the values of the College.  Nor is he necessarily or solely 

responsible for perpetuating Valencia’s culture.  As was pointed out in the research, 

many of the values were there long before he arrived.  What his arrival heralded was a 

clear and overtly expressed and modeled fit between his values and the organization’s 

values.  In many ways, his work has been symbolic of the values.  And this is perhaps 

what Schein (1985) meant when he said that the leader’s most significant task is to affect 

and reflect the culture of the institution. 

This research does not mean to imply in any way that Valencia is perfect (though 

it often strives to be).   Cultural congruence does not change the fact that things go 

wrong.  It does not suggest that everything runs smoothly every day or that people agree 

all the time.  It does not suggest that every faculty member, employee, or student is 
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always happy.  In truth, as the Student Services staff pointed out, conflict often arises 

even as people hold the same values and try, within their own worlds to operationalize 

those values.  

What this research does mean is that the people at Valencia understand the values 

that underpin their culture.  And, on the whole, they have openly embraced those reasons 

for their being.  They have come, intentionally, to a place where they know, at a 

communal level, that their work reflects the values they have chosen.   

They have found ways to articulate their culture and to reinforce its value.  They 

have found ways for their work to embody something greater than themselves.  And, they 

have found ways to care for one another in the process.  

 

Conclusion 

What we do and how we do it is dictated by the things we value.  As such, there is 

great synergy and power in aligning individual values with institutional values and even 

societal values.  Cultural congruence is the springboard for creating a culture of 

connection.  It is about intentionally cultivating a common, unified environment which 

focuses on developing meaningful, caring, productive relationships among participants.  

In educational institutions, it is about creating stability, consistency, and unity such that 

students can navigate the culture, trust it, and feel supported by it while they pour their 

hearts into their futures, into their dreams. 
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