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 Achieving the Dream is a national initiative focused on helping more community 

college students succeed, particularly students of color and low-income students.  

Achieving the Dream’s student-centered model of institutional improvement focuses on 

eliminating gaps and raising student achievement by helping institutions build a culture 

of evidence through institutional transformation.   

 This interpretive case study employed a mixed methods approach and utilized a 

sequential explanatory strategy to gather detailed information related to the research 

questions.  The study examined, from an insider’s perspective, the progress made by an 

Achieving the Dream college in implementing practices that reflect the principles of the 

Achieving the Dream model of institutional improvement.  The four principles of the 

model are: committed leadership, use of evidence to improve programs and services, 

broad engagement, and systemic institutional improvement.  The study was conducted in 

two phases and involved a quantitative survey of all college employees and semi- 
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structured, individual interviews with members of the college’s Achieving the Dream 

team.  The quantitative and qualitative data were given equal weighting in the study and 

were integrated to the extent that the qualitative data collected provided supportive 

insights into the findings derived from the quantitative analysis.  

 This study found the college made progress in implementing the practices reflected 

by the Achieving the Dream model.  The study findings also provide insights into 

underlying factors that existed at the college related to its implementation of the 

initiative.  The findings will supplement current knowledge about the efficacy of change 

models designed to help community colleges build a student-centered model of 

institutional improvement and the knowledge gained should not only benefit the college, 

but also provide useful information to other institutions involved in this initiative. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

“Some men know the value of education by having it. I know its value by not having it” 
(Frederick Douglass, 1894, para. 13). 

          Although the context within which these words were spoken more than a century 

ago differs significantly compared to modern day society, these poignant words aptly 

describe the tragic reality faced by individuals who lack a quality postsecondary 

education.  Increasingly, individuals in today’s society who fail to complete some level of 

education beyond the twelfth grade find themselves struggling to maintain a stable 

quality of life.  The connection between educational attainment and opportunity is 

unyielding.  In Keeping America’s Promise: Challenges for Community Colleges, 

McClenney (2004) contends, “opportunity in this country is more and more a function of 

education” (p. 7).  McClenney further asserts that the “most fundamental” American 

promise is the promise of “opportunity and equity for every individual” (p. 7).  Likewise, 

Carnevale and Desrochers (2004) describe education in America as “the arbiter of 

economic opportunity” (p. 39).  Nonetheless, the benefits of a quality postsecondary 

education extend well beyond those experienced by the individual. 

          The Institute for Higher Education Policy (1998), and Baum, Ma, and Payea (2010) 

contend that the positive outcomes assocciated with higher levels of postsecondary 

education are much broader and more far-reaching than money, jobs, and the economy.  

In the report, Reaping the Benefits: Defining the Public and Private Value of Going to 

College (1998), the democratic role of a college education is explored.  Public and private 

economic and social benefits such as increased workforce flexibility, social 

cohesion/appreciation of diversity, better consumer decision making, improved health/life 
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expectancy, and increased quality of civic life are presented as favorable outcomes 

resulting from having more education.  In Education Pays 2010: The Benefits of Higher 

Education for Individuals and Society, educational benefits are organized into four broad 

categories and indicators such as higher levels of job satisfaction, increased leisure-time, 

exercise, lower levels of poverty, and lower smoking rates are linked to higher levels of 

educational attainment.  Despite the innumerable non-financial benefits of increased 

levels of education, the financial implications associated with advanced training and 

education must not be ignored. 

          In the 2001 report, Higher Learning = Higher Earnings: What You Need to Know 

About College and Careers, Rentner and Kober explain that, “earning and learning go 

hand-in-hand” (p. 4).  According to Baum et al. (2010), individuals with some level of 

college will earn 13 percent more (over a 40-year working life) than a high school 

graduate (p. 12).  The economic disparity between individuals with different levels of 

education increases as the level of educational attainment increases.  Associate degree 

graduates earn 24 percent more than high school graduates and individuals holding a 

professional degree earn nearly three times as much as high school graduates (Baum et 

al., 2010, p. 12).  Evidence suggests a strong correlation between how far an individual 

progresses in their educational pursuits and career earnings (Day & Newburger, 2002).  

 Recent trends reflect the growing need for states to support and for individuals to 

pursue higher levels of educational attainment.  In Preparing the Workers of Today for 

the Jobs of Tomorrow (2009), “occupations requiring higher educational attainment are 

projected to grow much faster than those with lower education requirements, with the 

fastest growth among occupations that require an associate’s degree or a post-secondary 
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vocational award” (p. i).  The Bureau of Labor Statistics (Lacey & Wright, 2009) projects 

that through the year 2018, occupations involving some form of postsecondary degree 

will account for nearly 50 percent of all jobs created as compared to 30 percent in the 

year 2008.  The U.S. Chamber of Commerce (2010) describes the situation this way: 

Given the quickening pace of change in workplace technology and the growing 
demand for flexible, highly-skilled employees in all sectors of the economy, not 
even the most experienced workers can afford to rely on existing skills. To remain 
competitive, businesses must invest not just in the preparation and recruitment of 
new talent, but also the continuing development of workers at all stages of their 
careers. (para. 3) 

Whatever meaning individuals derive from the phrase “American Dream”, the American 

Dream may well be a dream deferred for individuals lacking the requisite knowledge and 

skills to compete for and fill the jobs of the twenty-first century. 

          According to McCabe (2000), “twenty-first century job skills are more complex 

and require more education” (p. 23).  Computer skills, numeracy and computation skills, 

critical thinking, problem solving, and reasoning skills are just a few of the basic skill 

requirements needed by employers (McCabe, 2000, p. 22).  Although the United States’ 

economy is based on capitalism, human capital has grown to become the most valuable 

currency of industrialized nations (Becker, 2002).  According to Becker (2002), “the 

economic successes of individuals, and also of whole economies, depends on how 

extensively and effectively people invest in themselves” (p. 3).  The United States has 

lost ground internationally in terms of educational attainment and has fallen from first to 

twelfth in the percentage of adults age 25 to 34 with a postsecondary degree (de Vise, 

2010).  America will need to significantly increase the number of people with a college 

degree or other postsecondary credential in order to strengthen the economy and regain 

its position as the world leader in education.  According to the White House (2009a):  
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Providing a high-quality education for all children is critical to America’s 
economic future. Our nation’s economic competitiveness and the path to the 
American Dream depend on providing every child with an education that will 
enable them to succeed in a global economy that is predicated on knowledge and 
innovation. President Obama is committed to providing every child access to a 
complete and competitive education, from cradle through career. (para. 2) 

The strength of the nation rests on its ability to educate more of its citizens.  Leaders at 

all levels are calling on community colleges to pave the way to a more prosperous future. 

Problem Statement 

          In July 2009, President Barack Obama introduced the landmark American 

Graduation Initiative: Stronger American Skills Through Community Colleges (The 

White House, 2009b).  The initiative placed community colleges at the forefront of a 

national effort aimed at producing five million more graduates by the year 2020.  With 

nearly half of all undergraduate students in the United States attending a community 

college, it is understandable why these organizations are being called upon to be a driving 

force for change. The open access mission of community colleges has earned them the 

distinction of being “democracy’s colleges” (Boggs, 2010).  An unfortunate reality that 

has plagued the community college movement for decades is the fact that far too many 

students enter and leave their local community college without ever earning a college 

credential.  The historic focus on student access is being challenged and the public is 

demanding that these institutions demonstrate marked improvements in student success 

and completion.   

        More students need to finish what they start and that means more people earning 

certificates and degrees.  There are no silver bullet solutions and community colleges are 

searching for answers.  Without question, any improvement effort will require that the 

needs of an increasingly diverse student population are appropriately addressed.  
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“Community college students are three to four times more likely than students in four-

year colleges to reflect factors that put them at risk of not completing their education” 

(McClenney, 2004, p. 11).  In 2003, the American Council on Education reported that 

only “twenty-five percent of students who entered a public two-year college in 1995–96 

with the goal of earning a degree or certificate had attained a credential at that institution 

by 2001” (p. 2).  While many academicians argue that graduation rates paint an 

“inaccurate picture” of community college student success, as a matter of practice, 

graduation rates are a common measure for evaluating community college effectiveness, 

and therefore cannot be ignored (Bailey et al., 2006a).  Declining state funding, 

academically underprepared students, and disparities in the attainment levels for 

traditionally underserved student sub-populations converge to create formidable 

challenges for community colleges. 

The Challenge for Community Colleges 

          Fundamentally regarded as open access institutions, community colleges offer 

critical pathways to higher education, gainful employment, career advancement, personal 

development, and an overall higher quality of life for millions of individuals.  Aptly 

referred to as the “Ellis Island of American higher education”, the American community 

college is a tool of social mobility, affording individuals with opportunities and resources 

that enable them to more fully participate in society (College Board, 2008, p. 5).  

Although community colleges have remained steadfast and fervently committed to their 

open access missions, evidence of successful student outcomes is negligible. 

 Tremendous progress has been made by community colleges to provide access to 

individuals who, due to the selective admissions processes of four-year colleges and 
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universities, would otherwise not be able to obtain a college education or other advanced 

training.  Community colleges educate many of those whom others have cast aside.  The 

pact between community colleges and the American public (to open the doors of 

opportunity to a wider population of citizens) is now being challenged.  The expectations 

are higher and much more pointed; merely providing access is not enough.  Community 

colleges must help more students be successful by increasing their completion rates.  

Access without support is not opportunity” and far too many students enter through the 

doors of a community college and never obtain a college degree or certificate (Engstrom 

& Tinto, 2008, p. 50).  Even more disparaging is the fact that certain student groups, 

African Americans, Hispanics, and other students from historically disadvantaged ethnic 

backgrounds in particular, are faring far worse in their quest to earn a community college 

credential.  Scholastic performance gaps between Black and Hispanic students and their 

White and Asian counterparts are indicative of a systemic failure that community 

colleges must address if they hope to make good on the promise of the open door. 

The Achievement Gap 

  The phrase “achievement gap” has become widely used to describe the persistent 

and “pervasive racial and socioeconomic disparities in student achievement” that exist in 

American schools (Lavin-Loucks, 2006, p. 2).  Bowen, Chingos, and McPherson (2009) 

use the phrase “opportunity gap” to refer to the imbalance between educational outcomes 

related to race/ethnicity and gender, and socioeconomic status (p. 8).  Levin, Cox, 

Cerven, and Haberler (2010) describe the “achievement or opportunity gap” as a chasm 

in achievement levels between minority groups and their majority counterparts (p. 32).  

The achievement gap has also been defined more narrowly to describe specific areas of 



             

7 

academic deficiencies in reading and math (Reynolds, 2002).  According to Reynolds 

(2002), “the issue is not as simple as a difference between blacks and whites or rich and 

poor.  There are many gaps, and the gaps themselves have changed over time” (p. 3).   

 Clearly, there are myriad viewpoints concerning what is meant by the phrase 

achievement gap, however, for the purpose of this study, the focus will be on the 

disparities in academic achievement between historically minority groups (African 

American, Hispanic, Latino) and their White (and in many cases Asian) counterparts 

(Rovai, Gallien, & Wighting, 2005). 

Community colleges and the achievement gap. 

 Community colleges are the gateways to higher education for millions of 

minority, low-income, and first-generation undergraduate students (Boggs, 2005; 

Dowd, 2007).  Nationally, more than 6.5 million students were enrolled in a public 

two-year college in 2008 (Aud, Fox, & KewalRamani, 2010, p. 128) and 

minorities comprise 40 percent of the student population (American Association of 

Community Colleges, 2010).  Forty-nine percent of Hispanic college and 

university students attend a public community college compared to 36 percent for 

Blacks and 33 percent for Whites (Aud et al., 2010, p. 128).  Despite larger 

proportions of Black and Hispanic undergraduates attending community colleges, 

the data suggest that these students do not perform as well academically as their 

White counterparts (Aud et al., 2010; Greene, Marti, & McClenney, 2008).  

  The substandard achievement of minorities at all levels of education 

continues to be one of the country’s most pressing concerns (Weiss, 2003).  

Notwithstanding the ongoing debate regarding the appropriateness and accuracy of 
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the student-right-to-know (SRK) institutional graduation rate as a valid measure of 

community college student performance, increasingly, policymakers and 

accrediting bodies use student graduation rates as the primary means for evaluating 

college effectiveness (Bailey, Crosta, & Jenkins, 2006a; Dowd, 2007; Goldberger 

& Gerwin, 2008).  To that end, it is important to note that 36 percent of community 

college students graduate within six years of enrolling (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2003; Bailey, Leinbach, & Jenkins, 2006b).  However, when the 

academic outcomes for Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics are compared, the data 

show inconsistencies (U.S. Department of Education, 2003; Bailey, Jenkins, & 

Leinbach, 2007).  Within a six-year time period, 40 percent of White community 

college students completed a college degree or certificate compared to 31 percent 

for Hispanics and 27 percent for Blacks (Bailey et al., 2007).  Additionally, Blacks 

are more likely to pursue a certificate as their primary educational goal compared 

to other ethnic groups.  According to the report titled, Community College 

Students: Goals, Academic Preparation, and Outcomes (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2003), 27 percent of Blacks, compared to 15 percent of Whites and 14 

percent of Hispanics, were enrolled in a certificate program when they first began 

community college (p. 16).  

          According to the National Center for Higher Education Management 

Systems (2009), less than 30 percent of community college students graduate 

within three years.  Arguably, more students will need to complete college in order 

for the nation to remain competitive (McCabe, 2000; National Commission on 

Excellence in Education, 1983).  Lynch and Engle (2010) indicate that “the 
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countries best positioned to succeed amid the wrenching economic changes 

expected over the next three decades are those that waste the least—not only in 

terms of their natural resources but in terms of their human resources” (p. 1).  In 

the 2003 report titled, Closing the Graduation Gap: Toward High Schools That 

Prepare All Students for College, Work, and Citizenship, the Bill & Melinda Gates 

Foundation asserts that “all students need a college degree – or some form of 

quality post-secondary training – in order to participate fully in the economy” (p. 

1).  It is an unfortunate reality that the students who need the most help (low 

income, first-generation, minority) are experiencing lower levels of success.  In 

their 2004 study, Bailey et al. found the following: 

Within community colleges, minorities are less likely than Whites to 
complete a degree or certificate.  Only 27 percent of African-Americans had 
received any type of award within six years, and most of those awards were 
certificates. Hispanics complete at a slightly higher rate, and a larger 
proportion of their awards are accounted for by associate and bachelor’s 
degrees. (p. 3) 

McClenney (2004) explains that “the challenges…are…more acute for low-

income students and students of color – those whose previous schooling has served 

them least well” (p. 10).   

 Some might argue that many students who attend community colleges never 

intend to earn a degree or certificate.  Research conducted by Cabrera, LaNasa, and 

Burkum (2001) support this.  According to their research, the frequency of transfer 

to four-year colleges for first-time community college students was less than 30 

percent over an 11-year period.  When the data was disaggregated, less than 20 

percent of students in the lowest socioeconomic status (SES) category transferred 

while nearly 40 percent of the highest SES students transferred.  Data analyzed by 
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Bailey, Jacobs, Jenkins, and Leinbach (2003), however, detracts from the transfer 

argument noting that the “lion’s share of the public funding that community 

colleges receive is intended to support college-credit education leading to 

certificates and degrees” (p. 5).   

          From the student perspective, more than half of those enrolled in academic 

sub-baccalaureate programs indicate that their primary purpose for enrolling in 

community college is to earn a college credential, either from a two-year 

institution or via transfer to a four-year college or university (Bailey et al., 2003; 

U.S. Department of Education, 2003). Irrespective of whether organizations can be 

absolutely certain regarding students’ intentions to earn a two-year college 

credential, generally speaking, students do not enroll in courses with the goal of 

failing.  On a course-by-course basis, students want to be successful.   

 An obstacle that severely hampers successful course and degree completion 

for community college students is developmental education coursework.  

According to Collins (2009), 60 percent of community college students need at 

least one developmental education course and very few of these students are able 

to complete their developmental course requirements within the first year of study.  

In their study of community college student progression through developmental 

education sequences, Bailey, Jeong, and Cho (2010) found that Black and Hispanic 

students “tended to need more levels of developmental education” (p. 264).  

According to their research, “Black students…had lower odds of progressing 

through their developmental sequences…and had particularly low odds when they 

were referred to developmental math at two or three or more levels below college-
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level” (p. 264).  The data further suggests that students attending institutions 

“serving high proportions of Black and economically disadvantaged 

students…generally have lower odds of passing to a higher level of remediation 

than their peers at colleges serving low proportions of these populations” (Bailey 

et al., 2010, p. 267).  Clearly, community colleges face formidable, although not 

necessarily insurmountable, challenges as they work to help students finish what 

they start by eliminating achievement gaps on the basis of anything (race/ethnicity, 

gender, income, first-generation status, etc.). 

The beginning of the gap. 

 In discussing the achievement gap that exists for community college 

students, it is useful to examine the origination and evolution of the gap.  Spenner, 

Buchmann, and Landerman (2005) write, “scholars seeking to understand 

achievement gaps in college performance would do well to examine students’ 

academic experiences at even earlier stages in the life course” (pp. 210-211).  The 

disparities in the achievement levels between Whites and most all other ethnic 

groups develop over time and can be traced back to the earliest years of the 

schooling process.  The Achievement Gap Initiative at Harvard University (n.d.), 

contends, “there are virtually no racial or social class differences in mental ability 

among infants before their first birthday” and yet, by the time children reach 

kindergarten, racial and ethnic stratification of cognitive abilities is evident (Lavin-

Loucks, 2006; Lee & Burkam, 2002).   

  Based on analysis of the U.S. Department of Education's Early Childhood 

Longitudinal Study titled, America’s Kindergartners, "children who are White are 
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more likely to score in the highest quartile than Black or Hispanic children in 

reading, mathematics and general knowledge” (Denton & Germino-Hausken, p. 

15).  The report further explains how when risk factors such as the mother’s 

educational level, family type, welfare status, and primary language spoken are 

taken into consideration, “the cumulative effect may place children at an even 

greater risk for school failure or academic difficulty” (p. 8). It is indeed the 

cumulative effects of the achievement gap that begin to take shape at this early 

stage of the schooling process that are difficult to overcome in later years and often 

result in “a larger gap in access to positive life outcomes across multiple 

dimensions” (Lavin-Loucks, 2006, p. 8).   

          According to Lee and Burkam (2002), disadvantaged students frequently 

come from poorer, less supportive social backgrounds and the inequities that exist 

prior to them entering school are only exacerbated when these children attend 

overly stressed and underfunded schools.  In describing the social and academic 

disadvantages of poor and minority children as they enter kindergarten, Lee and 

Burkam note, “inequality by social background at the educational starting gate is 

substantial, and even more substantial given the combined impact of having a low 

SES and being Black or Hispanic” (p. 22).  Their analysis concluded the following: 

There are substantial differences by race and ethnicity in children’s test 
scores as they begin kindergarten.  Before even entering kindergarten, the 
average cognitive score of children in the highest SES group are 60 percent 
above the scores of the lowest SES group.  Moreover, average math 
achievement is 21 percent lower for Blacks than for Whites, and 19 percent 
lower for Hispanics. (Lee & Burkam, 2002, p. 2) 

In addition to their research regarding the interrelationship between demographic 

characteristics, family and social background, and student performance, Lee and 
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Burkam (2002) contend, “our nation’s schools…play a major role in 

magnifying…[student] inequalities” (p. 5).  As evidence of the role schools play in 

impeding the progress of disadvantaged students, they note “several social 

scientists have written about how schools structure inequality, so that social 

differences in achievement actually increase as a result of children’s participation 

in differentiated educational experiences as they move through school” (p. 5).  In 

the 2006 report titled Yes We Can: Telling Truths and Dispelling Myths About 

Race and Education in America, Wilkins accuses the American education system 

of being “rigged” against providing students with what they need to succeed (p. 2).  

Additional studies have also reported how early gaps in school performance 

increase as children progress through the educational system. 

          In response to a Congressional directive issued via Title IV of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964, the U.S. Department of Education launched an investigation 

into the availability, or lack thereof, of equitable educational opportunities for 

minorities.  The final report titled, Equality of Educational Opportunity (Coleman 

et al., 1966), used achievement tests to assess the degree to which elementary and 

secondary school students possessed the requisite skills to succeed in life after high 

school.  On all measures, at the first grade level and the twelfth grade level, Black 

and Hispanic students scored lower than Whites.  Furthermore, the grade level gap 

that existed increased over time, placing minorities further behind Whites as they 

progressed through school.  According to the report, the “deficiency in 

achievement…[becomes] progressively greater for minority pupils at progressively 

higher grade levels” (Coleman et al., p. 21, 1966).  In a 2009 report titled, The 
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Economic Impact of the Achievement Gap in America’s Schools, researchers found 

that “between the fourth and twelfth grades…the gap versus White student math 

scores grows 41 percent for Latinos and 22 percent for Blacks” (p. 10).  This 

account suggests that the longer students stay in school and the closer they get to 

graduating from high school, the less prepared they are to transition to college or 

enter the workforce.   

           Research conducted by Wilkins (2006) finds that “by the time Latino and 

African-American students hit the age of 17, they have been taught to the same 

level as 13-year-old white students” (p. 6).  Furthermore, “nearly 25 percent of 

African Americans who make it to college need remedial reading help, compared 

to 7 percent of White students” (p. 6).  Despite the development of federal and 

state policy changes directed toward fair and equal treatment and increased 

attention to the lack of parity in educational outcomes between majority and 

minority students, the achievement gap persists.   

Equity and equality. 

          Although school funding disparities likely contribute to the achievement 

gap, “even as [these] funding disparities are reduced, the playing field for students 

of color remains badly tilted” (D. Gardner, 2007, p. 543).  Students and school 

districts have unique needs, some needing more help than others.  Treating 

students as if they were all exactly the same or funding all schools in a similar 

fashion is an ineffective strategy for reducing or eliminating the achievement gap.  

The distinction drawn between equal treatment (treating all students the same) and 

equitable treatment (treating students based on their individual needs) is relevant to 
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any discussion of the academic achievement gap and deserves further analysis.    

 Searle (2003) distinguishes between equality and equity in the following 

statement: 

Treating people equally does not result in equity.  Treating people equally 
means that those who are under-represented remain under-represented, 
while the majority of those who have traditionally participated in higher 
education – white, middle class and educated – continue to benefit.  The 
desired process is one resulting in equity, that is, applying principles of 
fairness and justice. (p. 290)  

In an attempt to delineate the subtle yet critically important differences between 

equity and equality, Stone (2002) writes the following: 

Equality may in fact mean inequality; equal treatment may require unequal 
treatment; and the same distribution may be seen as equal or unequal, 
depending on one’s point of view.  I have used the word “equality” to 
denote sameness and to signify the part of a distribution that contains 
uniformity – uniformity of slices, or of meals, or of voting power, for 
example.  I have used “equity” to denote distributions regarded as fair, even 
though they contain both equalities and inequalities. (p. 42) 

Others have echoed the appropriateness of “just” and fair practices and policies in 

educational environments (Maiztegui-Oñate & Santibáñez-Gruber, 2008).  A just 

educational system involves the redistribution of resources in proportion to 

individual needs, giving primary concern to those who are most disadvantaged in 

society (Maiztegui-Oñate & Santibáñez-Gruber, 2008).  The egalitarian principles 

embraced by the founders of the United States and that are imbued throughout the 

country’s educational system fail to account for noteworthy differences in 

students’ needs thereby guaranteeing “the continuation of initial inequalities 

associated with diverse starting points” (Maiztegui-Oñate & Santibáñez-Gruber, 

2008, p. 375).   
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           According to Rosseau and Tate (2003), insightful reflection by teachers that 

emphasizes equality as an outcome versus a process is critical to ameliorating the 

performance differences between Whites and students of color.  Defining equity in 

terms of a process rather than a product or outcome results in a restrictive 

evaluation of student achievement and minimizes the importance of teachers in 

shaping a learning environment that advances the unique needs of all students 

regardless of race, ethnic background, or social class (Rosseau and Tate, 2003).  

Classroom and organizational practices that encourage color blindness, while 

seemingly harmless, can foster negative connotations of racial and ethnic 

differences, discount or dismiss the damaging effects of racism, and impair an 

educational leader’s ability to consciously “question and disrupt those structures” 

associated with racism and discrimination (Rosseau & Tate, 2003, p. 213).  Failure 

to consider race, and the context within which race operates in American society, 

can lend itself to blaming the student, their family background, or their social 

environment for poor academic achievement.  According to Rosseau and Tate 

(2003), teacher reflection on equity encourages teachers to question how schools 

and teachers themselves “may be complicit in the reproduction of unequal 

educational outcomes” (p. 214). 

Contributing factors. 

          Roueche and Roueche (1999) assert that “poverty and undereducation are 

inextricably linked to each other” (p. 4).  According to Price (2004), 20 percent of 

high school graduates from lower income households were shown to be adequately 

prepared for college based upon their high school curriculum compared to more 
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than 50 percent of high school graduates from higher income families.  

Furthermore, the “institutional attendance pattern [of low-income students] seems 

to support the claim of inequity of educational opportunities based on one’s 

socioeconomic background” (Cabrera et al., 2001, p. 5).  In the report titled, 

Increasing Student Success at Community Colleges (2006), the seven 

characteristics provided below are identified as barriers that can severely hamper 

the likelihood that a student will complete their course of study: 

•  Delayed enrollment after high school graduation; 

•  Lack of a high school diploma; 

•  Part-time enrollment; 

•  Full-time work (at least 30 hours a week); 

•  Financial independence from one’s parents; 

•  Dependents other than a spouse; and 

•  Single parenthood. (p. 1) 

According to the report, “more than 70 percent of community college students face 

at least one of these impending challenges, and half have two or more at play in 

their lives” (MDC Inc., 2006, p. 1).  Low-income and minority students are 

especially likely to struggle with managing these characteristics while also trying 

to complete college.  Research conducted by Collins (2009), indicates that less 

than 25 percent of all 2008 high school graduates tested college-ready and the 

figures are even lower for Black and Hispanic students.  Specifically, the report 

asserts, “only 3 percent of African-American and 10 percent of Hispanic high 

school graduates met the college-readiness benchmarks” (p. 3).   
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          In the quest to close the achievement gap between Whites and students of 

color, it is tempting to place the blame on the students themselves.  According to 

D. Gardner (2007), when teachers believe that students of color are inherently less 

capable than White students they “can transfer much of the responsibility for the 

failure to learn from their own shoulders to those of their students” (p. 543).  The 

underlying beliefs and assumptions held by teachers about students can negatively 

affect teacher effort, school policy, classroom practice, as well as student self-

esteem and achievement.  Poverty, minimal parental involvement, low self-esteem, 

limited experiences outside of the home community, and cultural experiences that 

are devalued by society at large converge to create an environment that runs 

counter to the academic success of poor and minority students (D. Gardner, 2007). 

          Another factor that can negatively affect success rates for minority and poor 

students involves locus of control.  Based on locus of control theory, individuals 

with an internal locus of control will associate success or failure with personal 

characteristics believed to be within their control (thoughts, behaviors, abilities).  

Conversely, individuals with an external locus of control will associate success or 

failure to some element perceived to be outside of their personal control (God, 

nature, fate) (Wood, Saylor, & Cohen, 2009).  D. Gardner (2007) explains how 

sometimes, due to a long history of discrimination, and racial and social injustices, 

people of color “deduce…that external factors, things beyond their control, must 

be responsible” for their lack of success and achievement (p. 544).  From this 

perspective, it would make little sense for students of color to expend an inordinate  
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amount of effort focused on doing well in school, when, in the end, their personal 

efforts would have little to no affect on their academic success.    

          Research conducted by Greene et al. (2008) suggests that the amount of 

effort expended by African American students is not the root cause of the issue.  

According to their research, an Effort-Outcome Gap develops as a result of the 

mismatch between the amount of effort expended by Black students to do well in 

school and the resulting outcomes.  Despite Black students demonstrating higher 

levels of engagement in the academic process, they still did not perform as well as 

Whites.  These results weaken the argument that Blacks are not successful in 

college because they do not try hard or do not care.  In response to the high levels 

of engagement demonstrated by Black students, Greene et al. (2008) argue that 

institutions should be more focused on “channeling the extra effort reported by 

African American students into the most engaging educational practices, for 

improving the campus climate, and for lowering other institutional barriers to 

students’ success” (p. 533).  This is a difficult problem for community colleges to 

address as these institutions do not operate in a vacuum, but rather within the 

context of a larger society.  How these organizations behave is largely influenced 

by societal values.   

          The interrelationship between societal values and education cannot be 

overemphasized (D. Gardner, 2007; Graham, 1980).  D. Gardner (2007) contends, 

“the achievement gap and the variables that continue to feed it are a reflection of 

society and its attitudes” and further argues that discriminatory subtleties and the 
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associated affects of institutionalized racism that exist in society also contribute to 

unequal student outcomes (p. 545).  Schools, colleges, and universities operate 

wholly within the context of larger communities.  Shifts, or the lack thereof, in 

organizational views, assumptions, and expectations pertaining to the inherent 

capabilities of people of color, the points of reference institutions utilize to frame 

the experiences of minority populations, and the beliefs schools have about 

personal responsibility and student success, are deeply imbedded in the prevailing 

belief system of the larger society. 

          Norman, Ault, Bentz, and Meskimen (2001) attribute differences in 

academic performance to the “sociocultural position of groups” and suggest that 

gaps in scholastic achievement are the result of a multitude of gaps that exist in 

other areas of society (p. 1101).  They dismiss claims that little can be done to 

bring the achievement of marginalized groups and Whites into parity until all of 

society’s social ills are corrected, or that certain groups are innately more 

intelligent than others.  Instead, they attempt to focus the conversation about gaps 

in achievement on a much broader class of “marginalized groups” (p. 1104).  

According to their research, the historical struggles of European immigrant groups 

(i.e. Jewish, Polish, Italian, and others) to academically perform on par with 

Anglo-Americans, were closely tied to a “concurrent…low ethnic caste or status 

position” in society (p. 1105).  Furthermore, “groups with low status 

position…tend to suffer socioeconomic deprivation, group segregation, and a 

stigma of inferiority” (p. 1105).  These characteristics aid in the persistence of the 

achievement gap.  According to Norman et al. (2001), the rise in academic 
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performance demonstrated by previously marginalized groups coincided with the 

time in history when these groups assimilated into the larger U.S. society.  This 

finding suggests that an understanding of sociocultural position is critical to 

understanding the sustainment or eradication of the achievement gap.  The 

implication for Black students, in particular, is that the achievement gap that 

persists “may be attributable in large part, if not entirely, to the disadvantaged 

position that Blacks occupy in U.S. society” (Norman et al., 2001, p. 1105).  The 

research points to many other possible causes for the student achievement gap. 

          Based on a comprehensive review of the literature conducted by Rovai et al. 

(2005), the following factors contribute to the achievement gap between Blacks 

and Whites in higher education:  

Transmission of knowledge by schools in cultural codes, mismatches 
between teaching styles and African American learning style preferences, 
weak institutional support for minority students, a fragile racial climate on 
predominantly White campuses, racial stereotyping, peer influences, low 
expectations, and weak study habits. (p. 367) 

According to Harris and Herrington (2006), there is “growing research literature 

showing that student performance is determined as much by the characteristics of 

students’ peers as the characteristics and performance of their teachers and 

administrators” (p. 222).  In order to begin reducing the gap, college faculty and 

administrators are encouraged to enhance their knowledge and understanding of 

the African American student experience and the associated challenges.  Their 

research suggests that a dominant White pedagogy prevails in many postsecondary 

classrooms and “endors[es] one group’s learning style while discrediting the style 

of others” (Rovai et al., 2005, p. 365).  Schools are encouraged to abandon these  
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practices, should they exist, and…[replace] them with “teaching pedagogy …[that 

is] culturally relevant for students” (Rovai et al., 2005, p. 367). 

          Community colleges provide critical pathways to vast opportunities for 

millions of individuals who might otherwise find themselves without many options 

in life.  While some studies have found that minority students may begin the 

schooling process at a level equal to White students, it appears that the vast 

majority of students start and stay behind.  Research suggests that not only does 

the current educational system do a poor job of helping students catch up in the 

race toward academic success but that educational institutions actually facilitate 

students’ getting further and further behind.  If schools can compound the problem, 

might they also be able to help improve the situation?  Varying success rates for 

historically disadvantaged students across institutions and states support this idea.  

Differences in performance among similar groups of students at different 

institutions suggests that there is something that community colleges can do to 

improve student completion rates (Bailey et al., 2004; McClenney, McClenney, & 

Peterson, 2007).  Although it is appropriate to recognize and understand the many 

factors that contribute to achievement gaps among students, community colleges 

should acknowledge their role in maintaining the status quo and focus their 

resources and attention on eliminating the institutional barriers that prohibit 

equitable student outcomes.  Even the most basic assumptions about students’ 

experiences should be challenged and explored.   
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Achieving the Dream 

          Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count (ATD) is a national nonprofit 

organization focused on helping more community college students succeed, particularly 

students of color and low-income students.   

To achieve this goal, the organization seeks to effectuate the following: 

Engage…colleges in a process of institutional change that involves self-
assessment, leadership development, planning and adaptation of promising 
practices.  Provide learning opportunities, technical assistance, coaching and grant 
funding.  (Achieving the Dream, 2005a, column 3, para. 1) 

Colleges that participate in the Achieving the Dream initiative receive a $50,000 planning 

grant followed by a four-year, $400,000 implementation grant (Brock et al., 2007).  

Technical and coaching assistance comes in the form of a team of expert advisers hired 

by the ATD organization (i.e. ATD coach and data facilitator). 

 Originally launched in 2004 as an initiative with funding from the Lumina 

Foundation, the organization confronts low student achievement by employing various 

strategies including institutional change, knowledge development through research, and 

public policy.  To date, more than 160 community colleges in 30 states and the District of 

Columbia have participated in ATD.  Participating institutions enroll high levels of 

minority and low-income students, students who have historically been underserved in 

higher education, and commit to helping these students progress through intermediate 

milestones such as course completion as well as certificate and degree attainment.  

Because 47 percent of all community college students are enrolled part-time and also 

maintain a part-time job (American Association of Community Colleges, 2010), these 

students take a considerable amount of time to complete a degree or certificate.  Leinbach 

and Jenkins (2008) affirm this position and note the following:  
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For community college students, who enter at various levels of readiness for 
college and who progress through a variety of pathways at different rates, tracking 
intermediate achievements on the way to these more final outcomes is important to 
understanding barriers to success and opportunities for improving outcomes. (p. 2) 

For this reason, ATD colleges carefully examine the rates that students progress through 

the following milestones: 

1. Successfully complete remedial or developmental instruction and advance to 

credit-bearing courses; 

2. Enroll in and successfully complete the initial college-level or gatekeeper 

courses in subjects such as math and English; 

3. Complete the courses they take with a grade of C or better; 

4. Persist from one term to the next; and 

5. Earn a certificate or associate degree. (Achieving the Dream, 2009) 

The above listed milestones were selected in part due to their relative ease of 

measurement for most community colleges (Brock et al., 2007). 

 According to McClenney (2006), “closing the gaps [in persistence, achievement 

and degree attainment] is the most important work we can do…it may just be the most 

important work in America” (p. 3).  Achieving the Dream’s student-centered model of 

institutional improvement is a change theory focused on eliminating gaps and raising 

student achievement by helping institutions build a culture of evidence through 

institutional transformation (Achieving the Dream, 2005b; McClenney et al., 2007; MDC 

Inc., 2006).  When a culture of evidence exists, “data and inquiry [are used to] drive 

broad-based institutional efforts to close achievement gaps and improve student outcomes 

overall” (Achieving the Dream, 2005c, para. 1).   
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 Isolated, “boutique programs” that operate at the margins of the institution are 

ineffectual in achieving the significant improvements in student outcomes that are central 

to the work of ATD (McClenney, 2006, p. 2).  Institutional transformation gets at the 

heart of college operations and seeks to fundamentally change the way colleges do 

business.  According to ATD (2005d), participating colleges are working diligently to 

“make lasting changes in policies, structures, programs, and services to improve student 

outcomes” (para. 10).  The four principles of the ATD model of institutional 

transformation are as follows: 

1. Committed leadership; 

2. Use of evidence to improve programs and services; 

3. Broad engagement; and  

4. Systemic institutional improvement. (Achieving the Dream, 2009, pp. 15-18) 

Key findings from a recent study conducted by Jenkins et al. (2009) suggest that the 

above listed principles are consistent with accreditation and state policy requirements, 

increasing the likelihood of long-term sustainability as well as the degree of integration 

with other college initiatives. 

 The ATD model is somewhat unique in that it provides a concrete framework for 

action to help guide community colleges in “strengthen[ing] their capacity to assess 

student outcomes, set[ting] goals for improvement and track[ing] changes” (MDC Inc., 

2006, p. 8).  The focus is on systemic institutional change (Brock et al., 2007).  

Accordingly, the following five-step process serves as a roadmap for colleges seeking to 

transform themselves through the ATD change model (Appendix A): 
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 Step 1: Commit. 

The college’s senior leadership, with support from the board of trustees 

and faculty leaders, commits to making changes in policy and resource 

allocation necessary to improve student outcomes, communicates the 

vision widely within the institution, and organizes teams to oversee the 

process. 

Step 2: Use data to prioritize actions. 

The college uses longitudinal student cohort data and other evidence to 

identify gaps in student achievement.  A key premise of Achieving the 

Dream is that once faculty and staff see that students overall are not 

achieving at desired levels and that certain groups of students are not 

doing as well as others, they will be motivated to try new approaches to 

improve student success.  To ensure that they use their resources to 

greatest effect, colleges are encouraged to prioritize the student 

achievement issues they plan to address. 

Step 3: Engage stakeholders. 

The college engages faculty, staff, and other internal and external 

stakeholders in developing a limited set of focused strategies for 

remedying priority problems with student achievement, based on 

diagnosis of the causes and an evaluation of the effectiveness of previous 

attempts by the institution and others to address similar problems. 
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Step 4: Implement, evaluate, improve. 

The college implements the strategies for increasing student success, 

making sure to evaluate the outcomes and using the results to make further 

improvements. 

Step 5: Establish a culture of continuous improvement. 

The college takes steps to institutionalize processes for improving the 

impact of programs and services on student outcomes.  Attention is given 

to how resources are allocated, in order to bring new initiatives to scale 

and sustain proven strategies.  Processes for program review, planning, 

and budgeting are driven by evidence of what works best for students 

(Achieving the Dream, 2009, p. 10). 

The Achieving the Dream model prescribes “a team-led process to analyze data, 

develop effective strategies for improving student success, cultivate support for the 

strategies, and institutionalize new policies and practices that prove effective” (MDC 

Inc., 2006, p. 8).  Members of a core team and a data team are assigned the task of 

leading the college’s ATD efforts.  Core team members are responsible for the overall 

guidance of the college’s institutional change work and suggested team members include 

the college president, chief academic officer, director of institutional research, and faculty 

representatives.  The data team coordinates with the core team and is more involved with 

collecting and analyzing data.  The director of institutional research, faculty 

representatives, and members of the college’s administration typically serve on the data 

team (Brock et al., 2007, p. 10).  
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Purpose of the Study 

        Community colleges of varying types share in a commitment to being open access 

institutions.  Student progress, workforce development, general education, transfer 

preparation, developmental education, and community outreach are typical focus areas 

for these institutions.  Despite many shared characteristics, a multitude of differences 

exists.  Institutional size, student demographics, governance structure, funding models, 

tuition levels, expenditures per student, teaching pedagogy, and full-time to part-time 

faculty ratios demonstrate the degree to which these institutions can differ and exemplify 

the complexities associated with the widespread adoption and success of any effort aimed 

at improving student success rates.  One size does not fit all.  Systems, processes, and 

practices that have proven to be effective for a small, rural community college may be 

ineffectual when implemented at a large, urban institution.  As previously noted, to date, 

more than 160 colleges have participated in Achieving the Dream, and millions if not 

billions of foundation, federal grant, and institutional dollars have been expended on 

efforts to improve student success through changing institutional policies and practices.  

More research examining what is working (and why), but also what is not working (and 

why) is needed.  Furthermore, the perspectives of individuals working within the college 

might provide useful insights into what is not working at the ground level of change 

efforts such as this. 

          This study focused on one community college that joined the national Achieving 

the Dream network in 2005 and assessed, from an insider’s perspective, the institutional 

transformation process of the college on its journey to markedly reduce achievement gaps 

between students and improve student success overall.  As part of the study, the 
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researcher sought to gain an understanding of the institutional factors that have 

contributed to or interfered with the college’s progress in building a culture and 

implementing practices that are focused on significantly raising the achievement levels of 

students. 

Research Questions 

        The purpose of the study was to explore the college’s progress in implementing 

practices that reflect the principles of the Achieving the Dream model of institutional 

improvement.  The four principles of the model are: committed leadership, use of 

evidence to improve programs and services, broad engagement, and systemic institutional 

improvement.  The study was guided by four research questions: 

1. How do faculty, staff, and administrators on the college’s Achieving the Dream 

team assess the college’s progress in upholding the principles and 

implementing the practices reflected by the Achieving the Dream model of 

institutional improvement? 

a. What do faculty, staff, and administrators on the college’s Achieving 

the Dream team perceive are the underlying factors at the institution 

that either contribute to or inhibit the college from experiencing 

greater levels of student success and achievement for low-income 

students and students of color? 

2. How do faculty, staff, and administrators who are not members of the college’s 

Achieving the Dream team assess the college’s progress in upholding the 

principles and implementing the practices reflected by the Achieving the 

Dream model of institutional improvement? 
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a. What do these faculty, staff, and administrators perceive are the 

underlying factors at the institution that either contribute to or inhibit 

the college from experiencing greater levels of student success and 

achievement for low-income students and students of color? 

Significance of the Study 

 This study examined how well the college’s current culture and practices were 

aligned with the Achieving the Dream model of institutional improvement.  Because the 

overarching goal of ATD is to increase student success for all community college 

students, but particularly low-income students and students of color, the findings of this 

study can supplement current knowledge about strategies that increase student success in 

community colleges and provide insights regarding possible barriers that may prevent 

students from earning a certificate or degree. 

 McClenney et al. (2007) contend that community colleges have limited 

experience with “developing analysis-based planning and decision-making processes” (p. 

27).  Due to this limitation, more research focused on models designed to help 

community colleges systematically integrate the use of student performance data and 

information into institutional practice is needed.  Additionally, research studies that 

reflect the diversity of community colleges are important in developing a better 

understanding of the intricacies and nuances involved with increasing student success at 

various types of institutions.  

Methodology 

        This interpretive case study employed a mixed methods approach and utilized a 

sequential explanatory strategy to gather detailed information related to the research 
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questions.  According to Creswell (2009), a case study is a “strategy of inquiry in which 

the researcher explores in depth a program, event, activity, process, or one or more 

individuals” (p. 13).  An interpretive case study is a qualitative research approach that 

focuses on “understanding the intricacies of a particular situation, setting, organization, 

culture, or individual” (Willis, 2007, p. 243).   

       The study was conducted in two phases.  Phase I involved a quantitative research 

strategy in which an online survey, the Achieving the Dream Readiness Assessment Tool 

(Appendix B), was administered to two groups of employees: (1) Achieving the Dream 

team members and (2) college employees who were not members of the Achieving the 

Dream team.  The assessment tool was structured around the four principles of the ATD 

model and is used by the Achieving the Dream organization to assess a college’s fit for 

becoming an ATD institution as well as to help guide the planning process.  The five-

point scale is “provided to enable colleges to indicate the extent to which they have 

implemented practices that show progress toward successful realization of the principles” 

(ATD, 2009, p. 35).   

          Survey findings for the two groups were compared to one another, and the open-

ended responses collected were disaggregated by employee type (administrator, faculty, 

staff) for further comparison.  Phase II of the study involved a qualitative research 

approach using semi-structured, individual interviews with ATD team members to 

provide the researcher with insights regarding how participants make meaning of the 

college’s ATD efforts.  Throughout the study, the researcher drew comparisons between 

ATD team members and employees who were not on the ATD team  as well as between 

the various employee groups who were not on the team.  The quantitative and qualitative 
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data was given equal weighting in the study and was integrated to the extent that the 

qualitative data collected provided supportive insights into the findings derived from the 

quantitative analysis.  Purposive sampling was used to select the interview participants.  

The researcher relied on extended experience in the environment, researcher journaling, 

and audit trails to strengthen the reader’s confidence in the study findings (Willis, 2007). 

Definition of Terms 

• Achieving the Dream: “Achieving the Dream is a multiyear national initiative 

to help more community college students succeed. The initiative is particularly 

concerned about student groups that have traditionally faced the most 

significant barriers to success, including low-income students and students of 

color” (MDC Inc., 2006, p. 2). 

• Culture of evidence: an organizational environment in which “institutional and 

individual reflection and action typically [are] prompted and supported by data 

about student persistence, student learning and institutional performance” 

(McClenney & McClenney, 2003, p. 3). 

• Evidence: an available body of facts and information that can be used as proof of 

what works (and what does not work) to improve student success.  

• Institutional improvement: involves fundamental changes in college operations 

directed toward achieving substantial and sustainable improvements in student 

success.  

• Low-income students: undergraduate students “whose family income…[is] below 

125 percent of the federally established poverty level for their family size” (Choy, 

& Bobbit, 2000, p. iii).  
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• Students of color: students who self-identify as being African American, Black, 

Hispanic, or Latino. 

• Student success: successful completion of remedial or developmental instruction 

and advancement to credit-bearing courses, enrollment in and successful 

completion of the initial college-level or gatekeeper courses in subjects such as 

math and English, course completion with a grade of C or better, persistence from 

one term to the next, certificate or associate degree attainment. (Achieving the 

Dream, 2009) 

Organization of Proposal 

          A brief overview of the growing need for community colleges to graduate more 

students was provided as well as the challenges these institutions face concerning closing 

the achievement gaps between Whites and students of color.  A brief overview of the 

Achieving the Dream initiative was also provided.  The problem statement, purpose of 

the study, research questions, significance of the study, methodology, and definition of 

terms were detailed.  This study explored the unique experience of one large, urban 

community college as it worked to make progress with institutional improvement.   

 Chapter two, the review of literature, examines issues related to integrating 

research and practice, the importance of committed leadership, the influence of 

organizational culture, the dynamics of organizational change, what is involved with 

institutional transformation, the effects of broad engagement, and the characteristics of 

systemic institutional improvement.  Chapter three focuses on the methodology used for 

this study. The research questions, analytical paradigm, research site description, 

description and selection of participants, and data collection and analysis methods are 
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also described in this chapter.  Issues of validity and limitations associated with the study 

are also addressed. 

Limitations 

          Because the purpose of the case study approach is “not to represent the world, but 

to represent the case”, the generalizability of a case study is limited (Stake, 2003, p. 460).  

This research study focused on one community college.  The emphasis of this study was 

not to uncover general or universal laws but to explore and understand the socially 

constructed reality of the participants (Willis, 2007, p. 218).  The time period for studying 

the case study site was limited and the data collected reflect specific moments in time and 

not a long-term examination.  Although the college’s ATD team was comprised of 

administrators, faculty and staff, the random sampling and subsequent interviewee 

confirmation processes conducted by the researcher did not produce any staff member 

interviewees.  Recognizing the subjective nature of qualitative research, the researcher 

acknowledges the existence of researcher bias.  Use of a web-based survey may have 

limited the sample size for the study thereby making it difficult to generalize any findings 

to the larger college population.  During the data analysis and interpretation, the 

researcher paid close attention to these issues. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

Introduction 

          Although research about organizational culture and change exists, much of the 

examination has been based on the corporate environment or as it relates to education, the 

focus has mostly involved the K-12 system or the four-year university.  Additionally, the 

research has emphasized abstract theory and piecemeal programs that together have left 

many community college advocates wondering how to apply prescribed concepts and 

approaches in an organized and systematic way so as to improve organizational 

performance and effectiveness.  What is lacking is a surfeit of holistic and practical 

analysis regarding institutional culture and change specifically related to community 

colleges and the students they serve.  This review of the literature focuses specifically on 

the key principles for improving student success through transformational change, based 

on the Achieving the Dream model.  Accordingly, the researcher will review the 

literature that addresses the following areas:  committed leadership, organizational 

change, broad engagement, and systemic improvement. 

A Conversation to Improve Practice 

          Improving student performance is no simple task and should be viewed as a 

journey rather than a destination.  Institutional improvement is an iterative process 

requiring research, reflection, analysis, and action.  An effective process encourages 

participation by and gathers insight from a broad group of college and community 

stakeholders.   
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Bailey et al. (2004) describe the process this way: 

The interaction between research and practice is not a search for the definitive 
answer of “what works”.  Rather, it is a constant and continuous process and 
conversation within and among the colleges, and with outside researchers and 
policymakers, as practitioners try to improve their practice in the context of a 
constantly changing environment”. (p. 63) 

Although quality research is invaluable to any organization trying to improve student 

performance, available theoretical models studying student retention and completion fall 

short of being predictive tools of student performance from a theoretical and empirical 

perspective.   

       According to Bailey et al. (2004), the existing theoretical models “have been 

developed primarily through studies of traditional age, often residential, students in BA-

granting programs” (p. 29).  The student characteristics included in these models are 

drastically different from the demographic profile of the “typical” community college 

student who attends college part-time, lives off campus, works a full-time job, and is 

usually older than the historically “traditional” college-age student.  From an empirical 

perspective, both national and institutional data are limited in their ability to provide 

enough detail for meaningful insights into the relationship between “student success and 

institutional characteristics, policies, and practices” (Bailey et al., 2004, p. 30).  Without a 

solid understanding in this area, community colleges find it difficult to develop and 

expand their highly specialized and isolated programs to the level at which they become 

integrated into the college’s culture, structure and operations.  

          An exhaustive review of all the program practices that have shown promise in 

helping community college students achieve higher levels of academic achievement is 

beyond the scope of this study.  Furthermore, given the abysmally low student 

completion rates at community colleges, “making significant improvements [in student 
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outcomes] will probably require both the successful expansion of pilot programs and the 

strengthening of related programs and services…no program, however well designed, can 

work in isolation” (Bailey et al., 2004, p. 42).  According to Bailey and Alfonso (2005), 

“though many people believe in the effectiveness of individual programs, there is much 

more skepticism about whether they can be ‘taken to scale’…[and] applied as 

institutional reforms (p. 21).  Holcombe and Alexander (2009) agree that the current 

challenges facing organizations extend beyond a catalog of promising practices.  

          In their analysis of promising programs at community colleges, Bailey et al. (2004) 

concluded that their examination produced more questions than answers.  Specifically, 

they argued, “many of the conclusions [reached by researchers and colleges] are not well 

supported or are open to alternative interpretations” (Bailey et al., 2004, p. 35).  The 

“attribution of causality in the evaluation of programs” as well as comparison group 

differences compromise the methodological integrity of studies focused on community 

college student persistence and completion. (Bailey et al., 2004, p. 31).  Summers (2003) 

agrees that the inconclusive nature of community college research studies is problematic.   

 In his research on community college student attrition, Summers (2003) asserts, 

“despite many investigations conducted on student characteristics and academic variables 

such as study time, credit hour load, and grade point average, research has yielded mixed 

results in terms of the relationship of these variables to attrition” (p. 79).  When an 

organization is unclear about what it should or should not do to encourage or discourage 

particular student behaviors, the task of growing successful programs to reach a wider 

student population becomes even more challenging.    
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 Despite the relative successes of some experimental and pilot programs, expanding 

the benefits of program participation to the entire student population or even a larger 

group of students requires considerable planning, effort, and coordination by many within 

the college.  Program implementation for 25 students may look decidedly different for 

1,000 or even 500 students and may span multiple operational units.  Bailey et al. (2004) 

assert the following: 

Even if discrete practices are successful for a small number of students, they may 
not be easily “brought to scale” or institutionalized.  Indeed, a successful 
institution-wide reform may not look like a discrete program.  Researchers, college 
administrators, and faculty need to focus more attention on college-wide 
innovations. (p. 62) 

The magnitude of the task is significant, yet there are concepts, philosophies, and 

strategies that can help further the conversation to improve practice. 

Committed Leadership 

 Gardner (1990) defines leadership as “the process of persuasion or example by 

which an individual (or leadership team) induces a group to pursue objectives held by the 

leader or shared by the leader and his or her followers” (p. 1).  Leaders are inextricably 

linked to their followers (Burns, 1978; Gardner 1990).  Gardner (1990) astutely argues 

that leadership is largely about “the accomplishment of group purpose” (p. xvi).  

Leadership should not be confused with power or official authority, which is “simply 

legitimized power” (Gardner, 1990, p. 3).  Burns (1978) integrates the concept of 

followership into his definition of leadership by stating that “leadership...[involves] 

leaders inducing followers to act for certain goals that represent the values and the 

motivations – the wants and needs, the aspirations and expectation – of both leaders and 

followers” (p. 19).  He further elucidates his point by claiming “the genius of leadership 

lies in the manner in which leaders see and act on their own and their followers’ values 
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and motivations” (p. 19).  The involvement of leaders and followers alike is critical to 

organizational change. 

          Molinsky (1999) contends that “organizational scholars take it as a virtual given 

that the unwavering commitment of leadership is a crucial ingredient for successful 

organizational change” (p. 15).  Kezar and Eckel (2002) describe the importance of 

leadership to institutional change by asserting that the support “of the president and other 

individuals with positional power facilitate the change process” (p. 298).  Although the 

commitment of administration is important to building an organization’s capacity for 

change, it is sometimes leaders themselves that are guilty of obstructing the change 

process.  Senge et al. (1999) argues, “most serious change initiatives eventually come up 

against issues embedded in our prevailing system of management.  These include 

managers’ commitment to change as long as it doesn’t affect them” (p. 9).  Leaders who 

behave this way can weaken the effects of change efforts and be responsible for creating 

an atmosphere filled with resentment and mistrust. 

        Senge et al. (1999) discourages a heavy reliance on “hero-leaders” where everyone 

in the organization looks to one particular person for solutions.  Kezar and Eckel (2002) 

echo this sentiment contending that a shift in thinking about the role of leadership has 

changed in recent years toward a stronger emphasis on collaboration and involvement.  

Burns (1978) frames his discussion on leadership around the concept of shared leadership 

and explains that sharing “extends far beyond the leadership team.  Indeed it can extend 

down through all levels and out to the farthest limits of the system” (p. 151).  Harris 

(1998) agrees and notes that “no-institution-wide change is possible without leadership 

and commitment beyond the office of the president” (p. 404).  Ewell (2006) agrees and 
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emphasizes the important role played by the college’s Board of Trustees.  He describes 

the situation as follows: 

As in other realms of institutional operations, it is up to the faculty and 

administration to uphold and improve academic quality.  But it is up to the 

board to understand it and to see that it gets done.  Ensuring academic quality 

is a fiduciary responsibility; it is as much part of our role as board members 

as ensuring that the institution has sufficient resources and is spending them 

wisely. (Ewell, 2006, p. vii) 

Although Molinsky (1999) agrees that committed leadership is vital to any change effort, 

“too broad a commitment on the part of overzealous change leaders diffuses and dilutes 

the process” (p. 16).  This assertion suggests the importance of shared involvement of 

leaders and followers alike in facilitating institutional change (Kezar & Eckel, 2002).   

          An important consideration offered by Morest (2009) to organizations that embark 

on the journey of cultural transformation, is that a senior administrator be charged with 

overseeing research activities.  Involvement by a member of the senior leadership team 

increases the likelihood that the chief executive of the organization will have some level 

of awareness related to the projects, priorities, issues, and challenges of the institutional 

research office.  When important decisions regarding the operations or strategic direction 

of the college are being discussed, it is invaluable to have the direct involvement of 

someone who is knowledgeable about the organization’s research findings (Morest, 

2009). 
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Organizational Culture 

          McGrath and Tobia (2008) delve into the literature regarding organizational culture 

and student achievement by exploring the influential nature of organizational culture on 

academic achievement for students of color.  Interpreting the work of Kuh and Whitt 

(1988), Kuh (2005), and Schein (1992), McGrath and Tobia define organizational culture 

as “the invisible glue that holds an institution together by providing shared interpretations 

and understandings of events through socializing members into common patterns of 

perception, thought, and feeling” (p. 43).  Similarly, and expounding on the work of Kuh 

(2005), shared culture is purported to give “members of an organization a common 

language” (McGrath & Tobia, 2008, p. 47).  A study of organizational culture is 

appropriate for any discussion regarding organizational change because as Schein states, 

“cultural forces are powerful because they operate outside of our awareness” (2010, p. 7).  

          Evidence of an organization’s culture can be found in its “artifacts, espoused 

beliefs and values, and underlying assumptions” (Schein, 2010, pp. 23-32).  Simply 

stated, an organization’s culture manifests itself in what individuals within the 

organization see, think, and feel.  McGrath and Tobia (2008) highlight the work of Eckel 

and Kezar (2003), Collins (2001), and Shaw and London (2001), to make the case for 

congruency amongst these three characteristics.  Not only must the cognitive aspects of 

an organization’s culture be in alignment with one another, but organizational practices 

must also be consistent with the shared meaning constructed by members of the 

organization.  A “well-articulated, well-aligned organizational culture” is the hallmark of 

an effective organization and its importance cannot be overstated (McGrath & Tobia, 

2008, p. 44).  Referencing the work of Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh and others (2005), McGrath 
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and Tobia (2008) explain that organizations that experienced higher than expected results 

on the National Survey of Student Engagement “maintained a view of students as people 

capable of learning anything their institutions teach…they exhibited a positive 

restlessness – the inclination to continually improve…” (p. 47).  The assumptions, 

beliefs, and behaviors of individuals within the organization affect how students 

experience college and are heavily influenced by organizational culture. 

 Summarizing the work of Collins (2001), Kuh and Whitt (1988), and Schein 

(1992), McGrath and Tobia (2008) point out the emotional aspects of organizational 

culture and contend that a strong culture “provides a sense of identity, clarity of mission, 

and a focus to decisions, strategies, and practices” for members of the institution  (p. 44).  

Referencing the work of Berger and Luckman (1967), McGrath and Tobia (2008) suggest 

that environmental threats or opportunities are socially constructed and that culture 

shapes how individuals perceive and respond to threats or opportunities in the 

environment.  Examining the work of Swindler (1986), it is asserted that strong cultures 

“help individuals formulate a ‘tool kit’ of coping resources and generate strategies of 

action” (McGrath & Tobia, 2008, p. 44).  Commenting on the work of Weick (1995), 

strong cultures are credited with promoting accountability and helping individuals make 

sense of what is happening around them (McGrath & Tobia, 2008).   

 Agreeing with Bensimon (2007), McGrath and Tobia (2008) assert that 

organizations lack the requisite knowledge and experience to understand and 

appropriately respond to the collegiate experiences and “cultural challenges” of students 

of color (p. 41).  In assessing student progress, organizations incorrectly position the 

student as the “subject” of inquiry and analysis by attributing academic performance to 
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individual student characteristics, behaviors, and effort.  Organizations are encouraged to 

expand their frame of reference for examining student performance to include the cultural 

contexts that operate inside and outside of the organization.  Ignoring the cultural 

dimensions of higher education severely impairs an organization’s ability to uncover and 

explore “what is really going on” with its student sub-populations.  This approach 

requires taking steps that go beyond merely analyzing student demographic data.   

 McGrath and Tobia (2008) stress the need for organizations to shift their focus 

from the dominant paradigm that places the student as the “primary unit of analysis” to a 

more culturally centered model (p. 41).  To make this shift, individuals throughout the 

organization will need to be reoriented to a cultural landscape that may be unfamiliar to 

them.  This can be done through well-designed professional development strategies.  

Various approaches such as listening to student’s stories, reflective inquiry, culturally 

responsive teaching and learning strategies, faculty and staff student interaction, 

professional development for senior administrators, use of the equity scorecard, and 

appreciative inquiry are offered as useful approaches for addressing the professional 

development needs of the organization (pp. 48 – 51). 

 Harris (1998) believes that the cultural change involved with moving toward an 

agenda centered on student success “is not significantly different than any other 

institutional change process” (p. 417).  Harris describes the change process as a journey 

and offers the following list as a blueprint for improving student success: 

1. Find a catalyst for the change 

2. Bottom up change is desirable 

3. Reach a common definition of student success 
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4. Continual communication 

5. Involvement of large numbers of people 

6. Early results are important 

7. Expect problems 

8. Maintain focus. (p. 417) 

Culture of evidence. 

          McClenney and McClenney (2003) contend that a culture of evidence is 

one in which “institutional and individual reflection and action [are] typically 

prompted and supported by data about student persistence, student learning and 

institutional performance” (p. 3).  Morest (2009) agrees and explains that a culture 

of evidence exists when colleges “systematically” use data collection and analysis 

to improve student outcomes (p. 18).  In his estimation, one of the biggest 

challenges facing institutional research staff will be addressing the culture change 

associated with a heavier reliance on “hard evidence” (p. 17).  

               A culture of evidence provides the foundation for organizational 

transformation.  According to Dill (1999), “it is singularly ironic that the most 

critical factor in transforming the university into an academic learning 

organization may be instilling a ‘culture of evidence’ into academic problem 

solving” (pp. 148-149).  In his study of four-year universities, Dill (1999) 

concludes: 

Successful problem solving on improving teaching and learning, 
particularly at the level of the basic academic unit, is highly dependent 
upon the quality of “social knowledge,” which includes a shared evidence-
based approach to problems and a common language of student 
performance.  These changes in academic culture appear fundamental and 
essential to improving the core processes of the university. (p. 149) 
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An evidence-based approach to problem solving based on qualitative and 

quantitative data and analysis would seem appropriate.   

      Data and analysis have become the focal point of accountability 

requirements and accreditation standards (Morest, 2009).  The increased emphasis 

on data and analysis has intensified the significance and usefulness of offices of 

institutional research (IR), creating both challenges and opportunities for the 

professionals who work in this functional area of a college or university (Morest, 

2009).  Increased demand for scholarly research, custom reports, and detailed 

analysis can be problematic for IR offices that may already be understaffed.  

Impressive business intelligence tools that simplify complex data analysis and 

assist with presenting information in ways that “makes sense” to end-users is not 

always an available option (Morest, 2009).  A by-product of being fully 

committed to the intentional and incessant use of data is “reflective practice” that 

facilitates a focused dialogue where the college is the unit of analysis (Morest, 

2009, p. 26). 

          According to Gonzalez (2009), significant increases in student success 

depend primarily on “the collection, analysis, and use of data” (p. 1).  Gonzalez 

identifies the following four elements of a culture of evidence to assist colleges 

with building a culture based on using data to significantly improve student 

success: (a) use disaggregated longitudinal cohort data to identify problem areas, 

(b) collect, analyze and use data from other sources to identify underlying factors, 

(c) design interventions that address the underlying factors impeding student 

success, and (d) collect, analyze and use evaluation data to assess the 
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effectiveness of interventions (p. 3). Morest (2009) agrees by stating, 

“institutional reform around a culture of evidence relies on the idea that data 

collection and analysis should be extensive and systematic” (p. 19).   

 Leinbach and Jenkins (2008) agree that using longitudinal student record 

data can be useful in answering “many important questions about student 

progression” (p. 1).  Focus groups, literature reviews, and survey data are 

suggested strategies for identifying underlying factors, a particularly difficult area 

for many colleges to confront.  Johnston and Kristovich (2000), explain the 

important role of institutional researchers in helping organizations with the 

process of converting data into information.  According to their research, 

institutions experience difficulty in this area due to a lack of clarity regarding how 

the two terms differ.  A datum is described as “an item’s measurement” and 

information is defined as “a user-directed presentation of that measurement” (p. 

63).  Validity, reliability, and accuracy are essential in establishing end-user 

confidence in data, however relevance, acceptability, timeliness, and integrity 

become higher priorities in the subsequent stages of the decision-making process 

when data is transformed into information (Johnson & Kristovich, 2000, pp. 64-

65). 

          According to Bailey et al. (2004) “the process of continuous discussion 

[within colleges] is probably better described as a ‘culture of inquiry’ rather than 

a ‘culture of evidence’” as there is disagreement regarding what constitutes 

evidence. (p.  64).  Though still lacking the substantive and concrete description 

sought after by Bailey et al. (2004), McClenney (2006) argues that “evidence 
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challenges our assumptions, challenges the practices with which we are 

comfortable, challenges the status quo...but it also helps us to see the pathway 

toward excellence” (p. 3).  While McClenney’s description may be vague from a 

practical perspective, she correctly surmises “we don’t get better at what we’re 

not willing to look at” (2006, p. 3).  The following account makes this point 

abundantly clear: 

One of the most powerful levers for change is when community college 
people decide to tell the transparent truth about the student 
experience…decide to take an honest and thoughtful look at data that paint a 
credible picture of what happens to students as they move to and through 
our institutions…[and] decide to use that data to figure out where they’re 
doing well and where they need to make significant improvements” 
(McClenney, 2006, p. 3) 

Although evidence-based practice continues to gain support from the academic 

community, not everyone is convinced of its merits.  Simons (2003) argues, 

“evidence-based practice is no panacea for all contexts and practices” (p. 303).  In 

her view, “too many other factors are involved—where the research is generated, 

by whom and on what design, the purpose for which it is required, the context of 

its use and the agency of individuals” (p. 309).  She urges practitioners, 

researchers and policymakers not to oversimplify the use of data to inform 

practice because it is arguably a very complex phenomenon.   

 Findings from Peterson and Augustine’s (2000) study of how institutions 

use student assessment information to make decisions suggests, “student 

assessment data has only marginal influence on academic decision making” (p. 

21). Further analysis by institutional type, however, reveals several predictor 

variables for the influence of student assessment information on educational and 

faculty decisions at associate degree granting institutions.  These include: (a) the 
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number of instruments these institutions use in assessing students, (b) the total 

number of studies relating students’ performance to their interactions with the 

institution, (c) the level of student assessment report distribution, and (d) whether 

the institution conducted assessment to improve internal activities (pp. 38-40). 

        Jenkins et al. (2009) identified several distinguishing factors for institutions 

showing promise for institutionalizing a culture of evidence:  (a) leadership 

commitment, (b) faculty and staff engagement, (c) staff collaboration, (d) cross-

division communication, (e) a strong institutional research department, and (f) 

evidence-based program review and planning (p. 16).  Bailey and Alfonso (2005) 

present these suggestions for developing a culture of evidence: 

• Colleges must assess the resources and skills needed for effective 

institutional research, recognizing that research is an investment. 

• Colleges must recognize that assessments of program effectiveness are 

difficult and involve a continuum of activities and analyses. 

• Projects should combine quantitative research on student outcomes with 

qualitative research to elicit insights from students about those 

outcomes. 

• Colleges, states and college associations must provide more 

opportunities for faculty and administrators to engage in the research 

process and to discuss evidence about student outcomes. 

 

• Colleges and states must develop more systematic methods to publicize 

and disseminate research findings. 



             

49 

• Collaboration among institutional researchers at different colleges and 

between college-level and state-level researchers should be promoted. 

(pp. 3-4) 

Organizational Change and Institutional Transformation 

“The kind of change that is required to accomplish what we need to accomplish…is 
transformational…it is change in the fundamental ways we do the business of 
education…it…requires…sustained effort over time” (McClenney, 2006, p. 2). 

          The terms “change” and “transformation” can have various meanings.  Change can 

be internally or externally driven, and is often imposed from the top-down in 

organizations.  According to Senge et al. (1999), the word “transformation” implies an 

episodic change in state from one thing to something else. “Profound change” is 

advanced as a phrase that is more representative of the goal that many organizations are 

striving for.  Senge et al. (1999) define profound change as follows: 

The organizational change that combines inner shifts in people’s values, 
aspirations, and behaviors with “outer” shifts in processes, strategies, practices, 
and systems.  The word “profound” stems from the Latin fundus, a base or 
foundation.  It means, literally, ‘moving toward the fundamental.’ In profound 
change there is learning.  The organization doesn’t just do something new; it builds 
its capacity for doing things in a new way—indeed, it builds capacity for ongoing 
change.  This emphasis on inner and outer changes gets to the heart of the issues 
that large industrial-age institutions are wrestling with today.  It is not enough to 
change strategies, structures, and systems, unless the thinking that produced those 
strategies, structures, and systems also changes. (p. 15)      

The concepts of thinking and cognition are implied in the work of Simsek and Louis 

(1994).  Their analysis frames organizational change within the context of a paradigm 

shift, and cites background assumptions or myths as central to the framework (Porras & 

Silvers, 1991).  A clear distinction is drawn between “five separate and consecutive 

phases” of change and it is within what is referred to as the “crisis period” that 

organizations are faced with a problem and individuals within the institution begin to 
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identify new ways of thinking about a particular issue.  In this model, “a new leader is 

often seen as a catalyst to solve the crisis” (Simsek & Louis, 1994, p. 676). 

        Porras and Silvers (1991) delineate the difference between traditional 

organizational development and organizational transformation by stating that 

organizational transformation has the “intention of generating…cognition change in 

individual organizational members, leading to behavioral change and…promoting 

paradigmatic change that helps the organization” (p. 54).  They further assert that 

organizational transformation is primarily a planned response to a change in the external 

environment that results in a “concomitant radial change” in individual behaviors (p. 55).  

The difference between transformational and organizational change can be depicted by 

the image of an iceberg in that, like an iceberg, 90 percent of its mass is below the 

surface, not obvious to onlookers.  Transformational change involves digging underneath 

the surface of the organization and addressing issues that are not obvious to the naked 

eye.  Transformational change addresses what is analogous to the iceberg mass that exists 

deep below the water’s surface. Organizational change, on the other hand, is more 

equivalent to part of the iceberg that can be seen above the surface of the water.  

Although easily seen, it is only a small portion of a much larger structure.  Organizational 

change deals with issues that are fairly easy to see and address. 

          Kezar and Eckel (2002) explain that “the type of changes [higher education] 

institutions may have to initiate extend beyond adjustments and change through growth 

and accrual…to transformation” (p. 295).  According to their analysis, transformational 

change is a deeply embedded, pervasive and intentional process that alters the culture of 

the institution and changes underlying assumptions, behaviors, processes, and products. 
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(Kezar & Eckel, 2002, pp. 295-296).  Five core strategies for transformational change in 

institutions of higher education are presented: 

• Senior administrative support; 

• Collaborative leadership; 

• Robust design (vision); 

• Staff development; and  

• Visible action (pp. 311-313). 

Although the strategies listed here are listed in such a way as to reinforce a linear model 

for change and a sequential series of planned events, organizations should understand that 

the change process is nonlinear (Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Senge et al., 1999).  According to 

Kezar and Eckel (2002), elements of the change process are closely linked and should be 

viewed as being “interconnected and occurring simultaneously rather than in stages or 

sequences” (p. 318). 

Learning organizations. 

          Although the concepts of organizational learning and the learning 

organization are sometimes used interchangeably, Kezar (2005) identifies clear 

differences between the two.  In her review of the literature she defines 

organizational learning as the conditions and contexts for organizations to learn.  

Single-loop learning, double-loop learning, and theories in use are often topical 

areas explored in discussions focused on organizational learning.  While the 

process of learning is an important aspect of lasting organizational change, action 

is equally important (Argyris, 1977; Argyris, 1997; Bauman, 2005).  According to 

Bauman (2005), “the potential for institutional learning exists, but institutional 
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improvement depends on the effectiveness of faculty and staff in putting this 

learning into action” (p. 34).  Having the capacity to change and actually 

engaging in the behavior of change are two distinctively different activities.  An 

action orientation is especially important in institutions of higher education that 

have sometimes been classified as organized anarchies (Cameron, 1978; Kezar, 

2001).  Action is also a fundamental element of research related to espoused 

theories versus theories in action (Argyris, 1997; Kowalski, 2009).  According to 

Garvin (1993), in his analysis of new ideas as triggers for organizational change, 

“without accompanying changes in the way work gets done, only the potential for 

improvement exists” (p. 80). 

          The learning organization has its roots in American business and “focuses 

on creating organizations that can be adaptable, flexible, experimental, and 

innovative” (Kezar, 2005, p. 11).  Garvin (1993) defines the learning organization 

as “an organization skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge, and 

at modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights” (p. 80).  Senge 

(1990) defines the principles of the learning organization as personal mastery, 

mental models, shared vision, and team learning.  O’Banion (1997) based his 

examination of the learning college on six key principles: (a) substantive change 

in individual learners, (b) learner engagement, (c) expanded options for learning, 

(d) collaborative learning activities, (e) facilitative learning based on the needs of 

learners, and (f) success tied to improved and expanded learning for learners (p. 

47).  According to Kezar (2005), the concept of the learning organization actually 

“evolved out of the research from organizational learning” (p. 11).   
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          Garvin (1993) openly criticizes scholars such as Senge and Nonake for 

being far too idyllic in their analysis of learning organizations, citing their heavy 

reliance on “high philosophy…grand themes, [and] sweeping metaphors” (p. 79).  

It is not uncommon for institutions of higher education to be accused of failing to 

apply the very knowledge that they create and acquire to the operations of their 

own organizations (Garvin, 1993; Bauman, 2005; Gonzalez, 2009; Kim & Senge, 

1994).  According to Garvin (1993), what is lacking is a clear cut and easy to 

understand definition of what a learning organization actually is, clear guidelines 

for operationalizing the tenets of the learning organization, and better tools for 

measuring organizational learning.  He cites five strategies for successful learning 

organizations: (a) systematic problem solving, (b) experimentation with new 

approaches, (c) learning from their own experience and past history, (d) learning 

from the experiences and best practices of others, and (e) transferring knowledge 

quickly and efficiently throughout the organization.  Most change initiatives are 

implemented in a haphazard or somewhat random manner leading to ultimate 

failure.  Garvin (1993) contends that systems and process that support the 

activities of a learning organization must be seamlessly integrated into the fabric 

of the institution. 

          Bensimon (2005) evaluates the inequality in educational outcomes between 

Whites and minorities and other historically underrepresented groups from an 

organizational learning perspective, and cites the usefulness of this approach in 

helping to make the “invisible visible and the undiscussable discussable” (p. 99).  

Bensimon (2005) draws a strong correlation between “cognitive frames” and 
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student outcomes, and attributes the low academic achievements of minority 

students to the mindset of individuals within the organization.  According to her 

research, cognitive frames can best be described as “mental maps” that guide 

individual’s thoughts and behaviors (p. 100).  Frames help individuals interpret 

and make sense of the outside world.  Sense making is a critical element of the 

change process (Kezer & Eckel, 2002; Senge et al., 1999).  Kezar and Eckel 

(2002) concluded “large-scale institutional change is about meaning construction, 

or more exactly in times of change, reconstruction, a process known as 

organization sensemaking” (pp. 317-318).  In their study of institutional 

transformation strategies, sense making emerged as the central element that fueled 

change.   

          The underlying assumptions associated with cognitive frames operate in an 

individual’s subconscious thereby making them extremely difficult to identify, 

evaluate, and change.  Certain cognitive frames are more apt to reveal student 

outcome inequities than others and the “equity frame” is arguably the most useful 

in helping individuals think about and develop responses that effectively address 

patterns of inequity between Whites and other student groups (Bensimon, 2005).  

Individuals guided by an equity frame are intentional about their focus on the 

academic outcomes for underrepresented student groups and are acutely aware of 

how an individual’s values, attitudes, beliefs and behaviors influence perceptions 

about student ability and student performance.  The “diversity frame” focuses on 

traditional student demographic categories and espouses the value of diverse 

learning experiences for students and employers in a global economy.  Individuals 
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guided by the “deficit frame” perpetuate cultural stereotypes and deem 

characteristics associated with minority groups as liabilities (Bensimon, 2005).  

Both diversity and deficit frame models prevent individuals and organizations 

from addressing important underlying values, attitudes, and beliefs that affect how 

individuals analyze issues, make decisions, develop policies, and implement 

practice.   

 Argyris (1997) explains that “learning occurs when you detect and correct 

error in such a way that the correction perseveres” (p. 3).  In his analysis, there are 

two primary ways to correct error, a change of behavior (single-loop learning) and 

a change in the underlying “governing values” that produce erroneous behavior 

(double-loop learning) (p. 3).  Similar to Schein’s (1999) emphasis on the value of 

understanding the “limits” that constrain generative growth processes, Argyris 

contends that discovering “errors or mismatches” between what is said and what 

is done is the starting point for learning (p. 4).  In this regard, Schein’s “limits” 

and Argyris’ “mismatches or errors” both serve as barriers to organizational 

learning and effectiveness. 

          Argyis (1997) and others who study organizational change and learning 

have in no uncertain terms established the importance of the individual to 

organizational learning and change.  Change that becomes evident at the macro 

level begins at a micro or individual level.  Hence, the appropriateness of the 

attention given to cognition and individual learning to furthering a fundamental 

understanding of organizational learning is seen (Senge et al., 1999; Porras & 

Silvers, 1991; Kim, 1993).  As part of the five disciplines advanced by Senge et 
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al. (1999) relating to building the ability to learn into an organization’s DNA, 

mental models are described as the “discipline of reflection and inquiry skills” 

focused on individuals’ awareness of their own perceptions, beliefs, and ideas.  It 

is suggested that an understanding of self will help in advancing more effective 

and productive conversations and behaviors.   

  Building on the work of Argyris and Schon (1996), Bensimon (2005) 

acknowledges the significance of double-loop learning to organizational change.  

In her research, double-loop learning is described as a strategy for exposing an 

individual’s hidden assumptions that can negatively affect student learning for 

underrepresented groups.  Double-loop learning, according to Bensimon, is the 

only way to evolve diversity- and deficit-minded thinking to a cognitive model 

based on equity.  As it relates to equity in student outcomes, double-loop learning 

involves a purposeful investigation into and evaluation of student patterns of 

achievement based on gender, race and ethnicity, an organizational commitment 

(in theory and practice) to equity as a measure of organizational effectiveness, and 

personal ownership for eliminating inequities (Bensimon, 2005). 

          From an institutional perspective, Hanson (2001) points to double-loop 

learning as a means of “ensur[ing] the long-term future of the organization” (p. 

658).  Similar to the double-loop learning that occurs on the individual level, 

organizational double-loop learning involves a critical analysis of core issues and 

an environmental scanning practice that brings to the surface external 

opportunities and threats.  In response to these external stimuli, the organization 

works to acquire the knowledge needed to appropriately respond to a particular 
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situation.  In “smart organizations”, institutional memory is transferred from 

person to person through documentation, organizational culture, and other social 

activities and experiences where modes of behavior are constantly updated to 

reflect current needs (Hanson, 2001). 

 Kim (1993) argues “the process through which individual learning becomes 

embedded in an organization’s memory and structure” is central to the link 

between individual and organizational learning (p. 37).  Kim develops an 

integrated model of organizational learning that consists of four elements: 

observe, assess, design, implement – shared mental models (p. 43).  Shared 

mental models are the lynchpin of Kim’s model and are the result of individual’s 

within the organization improving upon and overtly expressing tacit mental 

models to the benefit of the organization (Kim & Senge, 1994).  According to 

Argyris (1997), the controlling and self-protecting behaviors practiced by 

individuals within organizations manifest themselves in the larger organizational 

systems and impair learning. Change will only occur when this cycle of 

counterproductive behavior is broken.  Discussing problems that had previously 

been taboo and utilizing technology in a way that facilitates accessibility, 

usability, openness, collaboration, and interaction are important to reducing or 

eliminating barriers to understanding and taking the action necessary to change. 

Broad Engagement  

          Building a culture of evidence involves dramatically changing college operations 

and structures as well as encouraging widespread faculty and staff involvement (Morest, 

2009).  While the importance of faculty involvement and engagement in any effort aimed 
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at increasing student learning and performance may seem obvious, countless change 

efforts have failed because faculty were not on board.  Irrespective of the financial and 

human resources expended within an organization to improve student performance, until 

such time that what happens in the classroom changes, any effort to raise student 

achievement will fall flat.  Boggs (2003) writes, “there may be no better way for a leader 

to affect the quality of an institution than to actively participate in the employment and 

development of new faculty” (p. v).  McClenney (2006) argues, “we can have a great 

collection of four-color charts depicting ideal career pathways; we can have sophisticated 

models for data collection and analysis; we can have great meetings…and it won’t 

amount to a hill of beans if we are not able to change what goes on in classrooms” (p. 3).  

Roueche, Milliron, and Roueche (2003) agree that faculty are key to improving student 

performance stating, “the ultimate key to student success is the teacher in the classroom” 

(p. 149).   

          According to Birnback and Friedman (2009), engagement means more than simply 

keeping faculty up to date with “what’s going on at the college”.  Meaningful 

engagement necessitates “involving faculty early, often, creatively, and authentically in 

the change process” (Birnback & Friedman, 2009, p. 1).  As has been previously 

discussed in earlier sections of this literature review, institutional change involves people 

changing the way they think, feel, and behave.  Understanding and involvement 

facilitates trust and fosters a shared sense of responsibility among all stakeholder groups 

(Birnback & Friedman, 2009).   

        Research conducted by MDC Inc. (2006) asserts that broad based participation is 

essential to increasing student success at community colleges.  According to their 
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analysis, “faculty and staff across the institution must be involved in designing new 

approaches, and they must be committed to carrying them out” (MDC Inc., 2006, p. 4). 

Faculty and staff insights and perspectives are invaluable to any college-wide change 

effort.  These individuals work on the front lines of the organization and can shed light on 

how things really get done at the college.  Additionally, faculty and staff are typically on 

the receiving end of proposed changes and so getting them involved in the process early 

on is invaluable.  According to Senge et al. (1999), “any organization has many leaders 

because there are many people at many levels in the hierarchy who play critical roles in 

generating and sustaining creative tension” (p. 16).  In order for an institution to unleash 

its “creative tension”, various silos will need to be eliminated.  

          Institutional change processes operate counter to the compartmentalized 

approaches often embraced by academia.  Lack of coordination and cooperation across 

campuses, academic divisions, and between student development and instruction may 

serve as stumbling blocks for institutional change (Birnback & Friedman, 2009).  An 

inclusive process will likely yield optimal results as faculty and staff have the closest 

connections with students.  Senge et al. (1999) refers to the various pockets of faculty and 

staff across the college as leadership communities.  Leadership communities are 

described as “diverse people in diverse positions contribut[ing] vitally to the way that an 

enterprise shapes its future” (Senge et al., 1999, p. 16).  The need for everyone to be 

involved in the change process cannot be overstated. Welsh and Metcalf (2003) report,  

“management fads die fairly predictable deaths because they rarely become a shared 

platform for improving institutional operations and performance” (p. 445). 
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 The student voice often goes unheard when colleges embark on the journey of 

institutional transformation.  In order for colleges to design themselves in a manner that 

best helps students succeed, an intimate understanding of the student experience is 

required.  According to MDC Inc. (2006), colleges need to “amplify the voices of 

students”, most of whom are only on campus to manage college-related business.  

Community college students lead very busy lives compared to their full-time counterparts 

at four-year colleges and universities.  Considering work, school, and family 

commitments, there are few opportunities to engage these students outside of the 

classroom.  Student focus groups and tools such as the Community College Survey of 

Student Engagement (CCSSE) are very helpful in this regard (Achieving the Dream, 

2009; MDC Inc., 2006;). 

          Welsh and Metcalf (2003) acknowledge, “cooperative relationships between 

faculty and administrators are sometimes difficult to achieve” (p. 447).  Birnback and 

Friedman (2009) agree that engaging faculty in the change process can be challenging.  

They offer seven strategies for promoting dialogue, understanding, cooperation, and 

involvement by faculty: (a) begin by listening, (b) involve faculty leaders and union 

representatives from the start, (c) reach beyond the “usual suspects”, (d) make sure 

student data information that is presented is relevant, user-friendly, and non-threatening, 

(e) find multiple ways to engage faculty, not just one, (f) meet faculty where they are, and 

(g) make sure you close the loop (pp. 7-8). 
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Systemic Improvement 

“Successfully dealing with the challenges of sustaining profound change opens up a 
broader set of challenges.  These tend to not only be frustrating but enervating—because 
they are impossible for committed local line leaders and internal networkers to confront 
alone.  They concern fundamental issues facing all industrial-age organizations—issues 

for which imaginative, courageous executive leadership is needed…” 
(Senge et al., 1999, p. 360) 

 The final chapter of any book on transformational change, or what Senge et al. 

(1999) refers to as “profound change”, could legitimately be titled, Systemic 

Improvement.  Systemic improvement is not just about lasting change, or even making 

change “stick”, but rather it is the built-in ability of an organization to keep changing 

over time through self-evaluation and reflection, and by addressing head on, the cultural 

norms of the organization that heavily influence how well students perform.  Perhaps the 

phrase “built to last” says it best.  An organization seeking to infuse lasting change into 

its heart and soul must strive for sustainability, longevity, and institutionalization of a 

culture of evidence while also understanding the significance of good system design.    

          Brock et al. (2007) explain that colleges engaged in the process of institutionalizing 

a culture of evidence are focused on “developing new processes, by reorganizing their 

institutions to promote broader engagement in decision-making, and by making evidence 

the basis for program review, strategic planning, and budgeting” (p. 93).  In addition, 

they encourage organizations to spend quality time examining the how behind the what 

they do.  According to their analysis, “colleges improve their performance not by 

adopting ‘best practices’ per se but by following a ‘best process’ that leads to the 

development of practices effective in serving students” (p. 93).  Both of these 

perspectives signify a much broader approach to systematizing organizational changes.    
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 Senge et al. (1999) examine systemic improvement through the lens of redesigning 

and rethinking.  Their position is one of congruency and it enjoins organizations to 

ascertain if the formal design of the institution, such as the organizational structure, 

values, strategic priorities, policies and rules, is well aligned with how people in the 

organization really behave every day.  Senge et al. (1999) describes emergent design as 

“the ways that people naturally ‘redesign’ the organization as they live in it” (p. 360).  

Organizations will be effective in systematizing change efforts when these two designs 

are in harmony with one another.   

 Referring back to the “fundamental issues” noted by Senge et al. (1999) in the 

opening quote for this chapter, the authors categorize the issues into three areas: (a) 

governance, (b) diffusion, and (c) strategy and purpose.  Governance involves executive 

leadership taking responsibility for designing “formal governance mechanisms” while 

middle and local managers enact “practices that shape how governance processes actually 

work”.  One cannot be effective without the other.  The two groups must work together to 

design a system well-suited for systemic improvement.  The issue of diffusion addresses 

the broad indoctrination of others and necessitates the organization learning from its own 

members.   Strategy and purpose involve “engaging people around deep questions of 

purpose and strategy” (Senge et al., 1999, p. 488).   

          In addition to the obvious need for colleges to sustain the multifarious programs 

and practices that have proven to be successful in improving student performance, MDC 

Inc. (2006) emphasizes processes and institutional values and culture as viable means for 

supporting sustainability.  According to their research, “a process of evaluating progress 

each year, setting new goals for the coming year, and allocating resources based on 
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evidence about how well various policies and programs are moving the college toward its 

goals” is important (p. 11).  Similar to the Senge et al. (1999) concept of emergent 

design, MDC Inc. (2006) includes institutional values and culture in its examination of 

sustaining a culture of evidence.  Although MDC Inc. argues for, “supportive policies at 

the institutional and state level”, they do not tackle the issue of alignment or congruency 

addressed by Senge et al. (1999).   

 McClenney and McClenney (2003) identify five institutional policies that can 

assist organizations in advancing systemic improvement:   

• Key institutional documents reflect the focus on student success. 

• Academic policies reflect priority placed on student persistence, learning, and 

attainment. 

• The governing board has established an explicit policy that calls for closing the 

gap in educational attainment between low income students and students of 

color in comparison with their peers. 

• The governing board regularly examines key performance indicators of student 

persistence, learning, and attainment. 

• The governing board supports resource allocation and re-allocation to promote 

improvement in student persistence, learning, and attainment (p. 11). 

Thornton, Shepperson, and Canavero (2007), approach the topic of sustainability from a 

systems perspective, noting that “schools are complex interdependent social systems” (p. 

53) comprised of highly interconnected components that function cooperatively (Berger, 

2000).  In their analysis of systemic school improvement, they point out the relationship 

between systems thinking, program evaluation, and organizational learning and suggest 
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program evaluation as a primary tool for providing schools with critical data and 

feedback.   

Chapter Summary 

          Much of the research about organizational culture and change is based on the 

corporate environment or in the case of postsecondary education, focuses mostly on the 

four-year university.  The research tends to emphasize abstract theory and piecemeal 

programs that are difficult for community college leaders to adapt and they leave far too 

many unanswered questions with regard to transforming research into practice.    

Community colleges need guidance on how to implement changes in an organized and 

systematic way so as to improve organizational performance and effectiveness in the 

long-term.  What is lacking is a surfeit of holistic and practical analysis regarding 

institutional culture and change specifically related to community colleges and the 

students they serve.  This review of the literature focused specifically on the key 

principles for improving student success through transformational change, based on the 

Achieving the Dream model.  Accordingly, the researcher reviewed the literature that 

addressed the following areas:  committed leadership, organizational change, broad 

engagement, and systemic improvement. 



             

65 

Chapter Three: Methodology 

Introduction 

          The purpose of this study was to explore the progress made by a large, urban 

community college as it pursued a student-centered model of institutional improvement 

through organizational transformation.  This chapter describes the methodology selected 

to address this purpose through the research questions.  The rationale for the study, 

analytical paradigm, research questions, research site description, description and 

selection of participants, research design, data collection and analysis procedures, and 

issues related to validity are included as part of the discussion. 

          The Achieving the Dream Readiness Assessment Tool (Appendix B) was converted 

into an online survey and administered to study participants.  The survey results for the 

various participant groups was analyzed and compared.  The researcher conducted 

individual interviews with ATD team members to gain insight into how individuals at the 

college felt about the college’s Achieving the Dream work and to develop a better 

understanding of the survey findings. 

Rationale for the Study 

          Community colleges have historically focused primarily on ensuring that anyone 

who wanted to attend college had the opportunity to do so.  The focus was on access. 

Sweeping demographic shifts, persistent inequities between the haves and the have-nots 

in society, and increased global competition have resulted in the need for more citizens to 

obtain a college credential.  Community colleges face many unique challenges in 

accomplishing the goal of increased student success and completion.  The Achieving the 

Dream model is designed specifically to help community colleges close achievement 
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gaps between student groups and significantly improve student attainment overall.  

Detailed study of this model of institutional improvement within a variety of operational 

contexts is warranted.  The case study analysis included in this research represents one 

such study. 

Research Questions 

 The researcher believed that a mixed methodology would provide a quantitative 

measure of the college’s progress in enacting the Achieving the Dream model of 

institutional improvement, based on the Achieving the Dream Readiness Assessment Tool 

(Appendix B).  The mixed methods approach guided the researcher’s qualitative 

examination of participants’ perceptions regarding the college’s institutional 

improvement efforts related to increasing student success.  According to Ritchie (2003), 

“each of the two research approaches [qualitative and quantitative] provides a distinctive 

kind of evidence and used together they can offer a powerful resource to inform and 

illuminate policy or practice” (p. 38).  The study will be guided by the following research 

questions: 

1. How do faculty, staff, and administrators on the college’s Achieving the 

Dream team assess the college’s progress in upholding the principles and 

implementing the practices reflected by the Achieving the Dream model of 

institutional improvement? 
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a. What do faculty, staff, and administrators on the college’s Achieving 

the Dream team perceive are the underlying factors at the institution 

that either contribute to or inhibit the college from experiencing 

greater levels of student success and achievement for low-income 

students and students of color? 

2. How do faculty, staff, and administrators who are not members of the college’s 

Achieving the Dream team assess the college’s progress in upholding the 

principles and implementing the practices reflected by the Achieving the 

Dream model of institutional improvement? 

a. What do these faculty, staff, and administrators perceive are the 

underlying factors at the institution that either contribute to or inhibit 

the college from experiencing greater levels of student success and 

achievement for low-income students and students of color? 

The survey findings provided useful insights into the current climate at the college based 

on participants’ survey responses.  Follow-up interview discussions complimented the 

survey findings and provided the researcher with important contextual information based 

on employees’ perceptions.   

          The case study design was selected by the researcher in order to explore the 

“multiplicity of perspectives which are rooted” in this research design (Lewis, 2003, p. 

52).  Faculty, staff, and administrators at the college had differing opinions and 

perspectives regarding the college’s Achieving the Dream work based on their functional 

positions within the organizational structure and hierarchy.  The study design helped 

bring to surface a variety of perspectives that provided for a more comprehensive and 
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holistic analysis of the college’s progress in enacting a student-centered model of 

institutional improvement.  

 Analytical Paradigm 

 Willis (2007) describes a paradigm as a “broad conceptual framework” that 

addresses key questions regarding the nature of reality and knowledge.  The paradigm 

selected by the researcher serves as the foundation for the study, guiding “every stage of 

the process, from deciding what to study to selecting the method of research to analyzing 

the data and drawing conclusions” (p. xx).  Creswell (2009) agrees, asserting that the 

“worldview assumptions” of the researcher significantly influence the overall research 

design (p. 4).  Despite the influential nature of paradigms, the philosophical belief 

systems held by researchers are often “taken for granted” and not openly discussed 

(Willis, 2007, p. xx).  Based upon this fact, Creswell (2009) argues that researchers have 

an obligation to “make explicit the larger philosophical ideas they espouse” (p. 5).   

          The qualitative portion of this study fit within the social constructivist paradigm 

(Creswell, 2009) and will sought to examine and understand how participants 

experienced and made meaning of the ATD organizational transformation process.  The 

significance of gathering data that reflected diverse viewpoints was important in 

developing a balanced understanding of how individuals experienced phenomenon.  

Creswell contends that “subjective meanings are negotiated socially and historically”, 

therefore differences in life settings, past experiences, cultural norms, and roles within 

the organization will affect how an individual interprets what they observe and 

experience (p. 8).   

          According to Creswell (2009), constructivism distinguishes itself from the other 

paradigms in that it is based on understanding, multiple participant meanings, social and 
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historical construction, and theory generation (p. 6).  Creswell explains that social 

constructivists “hold assumptions that individuals seek understanding of the world in 

which they live and work” and further argues “the goal of…research is to rely as much as 

possible on the participants’ views of the situation being studied” (p. 8).  Universal 

agreement surrounding the use of the term constructivism does not exist.    

          The belief systems encapsulated by the constructivist paradigm are often referred 

to by use of other labels:  interpretive/constructivist, naturalistic, phenomenological, 

hermeneutic, symbolic interaction, ethnographic, and qualitative (Mertens, 1998, p. 7).  

Mertens (1998) states that interpretive/constructivist researchers assume that “knowledge 

is socially constructed by people active in the research process…[and] that research is a 

product of the values of researchers and cannot be independent of them” (p. 11).  

Similarly, Willis (2007) asserts that interpretivists believe that research is “socially 

constructed” and that any reality derived from research is therefore also socially 

constructed (p. 96).  The term “situatedness” is introduced to emphasize the significance 

of situational context to the interpretivist paradigm (Willis, 2007, p. 99).  Denzin and 

Lincoln (2008) also explore the underpinnings of the constructivist-interpretive paradigm 

and explain that this worldview assumes there are multiple realities and that 

understanding is socially constructed (p. 32).  

 The goal of this study was to interact with the participants (through the survey  

instrument and interviews) to gain a better understanding of their experiences and 

perspectives within the context of the organization’s Achieving the Dream efforts.  The 

study findings were not meant to be generalizable to all community colleges as cultural 

change within one setting may look very different in another.  Also, regardless of how 
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well the researcher documented the particularities and personality of the college, there 

may be elements, characteristics, and qualities that converge to create an environment 

that cannot be replicated elsewhere.  For this reason, the findings from this study should 

not be viewed as a “how to book” on institutional improvement, but rather as another 

volume in an ever-growing series of reference materials for community colleges to utilize 

in their efforts “to improve their practice in the context of a constantly changing 

environment” (Bailey et al., 2004, p. 63).  

Research Site Description 

 The college that is the subject of this case study was selected using purposive 

sampling.  It was chosen because it had “particular features or characteristics which 

…enable[d] detailed exploration and understanding of the central themes and puzzles” 

the researcher was interested in studying (Ritchie, Lewis, & Elam, 2003, p. 78).  Because 

colleges involved in the Achieving the Dream initiative are expected to implement 

practices that manifest the principles of the Achieving the Dream model of institutional 

improvement, and due to the college’s reputation for being a premier institution among 

the nearly 1,200 community colleges that exist today, the researcher selected the college 

as the unit of analysis for the study. 

          As an ATD college, the institution committed itself to engaging faculty, staff, and 

administrators in the ATD acculturation and transformation process.  According to Brock 

et al. (2007) “participating colleges commit to collecting and analyzing data to improve 

student outcomes — a process known as ‘building a culture of evidence’” (p. iii).  

According to McClenney and McClenney (2003), a culture of evidence exists at a college 

when “institutional and individual reflection and action are typically prompted and 
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supported by data about student learning and institutional performance” (p. 3). 

 For this reason, the researcher believed an examination of how faculty, staff, and 

administrators from across the college perceived the current culture, or “shared basic 

assumptions” of the institution regarding student success was appropriate. The study 

findings can provide useful insights into the institutional characteristics that contribute to 

or inhibit progress with ATD, and consequently, building a culture of evidence at a large, 

urban community college (Schein, 2010, p. 18).  

 The research study was conducted at Case Study Community College (CSCC), a 

large, urban, multi-site, public community college located in the Midwest.  The college is 

comprised of multiple campus locations and the research was conducted on the college’s 

main campus.  During fall 2011, the college enrolled nearly 25,000 unduplicated 

students, and thousands of non-credit workforce education students.  The college 

employs nearly 3,000 full- and part-time employees.  Of the students enrolled at CSCC in 

fall 2011, 59 percent were women, 64 percent were White, and 15 percent were Black.  

More than half of all first-time, full-time, degree-seeking students receive financial aid of 

some type (need-based grants and loans, work-study, non need-based scholarships) 

(CSCC State Coordinating Board, 2009).   

          Case Study Community College offers numerous degree and certificate programs 

and more than 50 percent of all entering students test into at least one developmental 

math or English course.  Case Study Community College recently completed its fifth year 

as an Achieving the Dream college.  Data for the Fall 2002 cohort show the six-year 

graduation rates for African American students as 9 percent compared to 18 percent for 

White students (Table 1).  The overall graduation rate for the college is 17 percent, while 
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the combined “success rate” is 23 percent.  Success rates measure the percentage of 

students who completed a degree or certificate or transferred to a four-year public 

institution within six years.  

Table 1  

Six-Year Student Success Rates for Fall 2002 Cohort 

 All 
(n=2,280) 

African American 
(n=358) 

White 
(n=1,721) 

Earned a degree or certificate 17% 9% 18% 

Transferred to a four-year institution 7% 3% 7% 

Combined success rate 23% 12% 26% 

Note. The cohort data in the table include all students, full-time and part-time, who entered Case 
Study Community College as degree-seeking, first-time-ever in college student in the fall term of 
2002.  

Description and Selection of Participants 

          Case Study Community College employs nearly 3,000 individuals.  The selection 

of study participants was guided by employees’ ATD team membership status during the 

first two years (2005 to 2007) of the college’s involvement in the initiative.  The research  

also paid careful attention to the participants’ employee classification category 

(administrator, faculty, staff).  According to Labianca, Gray, and Brass (2000), “people in 

different groups, functional areas, or hierarchical or status levels often see what is 

apparently the same event very differently” (p. 237).  The researcher wanted to explore 

the possible differences in perceptions of college employees and therefore studied and 

compared two primary groups and three sub-groups. 

          The researcher considered members of the college’s ATD team as primary group 

one.  ATD team members were included in this study because the members of this group 

were especially connected to the college’s institutional improvement efforts, at least 
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during the first two years of the ATD initiative at CSCC.  In theory, the members of the 

team were responsible for developing the overall vision for the ATD work and 

overseeing all aspects of integrating the principles of the ATD model into the 

organization.  Based on information provided by the college’s provost, there were 46 

employees on the ATD team during the first two years of the initiative (president, vice 

presidents, deans, directors, faculty, staff).  Twenty-eight members of the original team 

are still employed by the college.  Based on research conducted by Krejcie and Morgan 

(1970), the desired sample size for this group is somewhere between 24 and 28 (p. 608).   

          Primary group two consisted of all full-time and part-time employees (excluding 

student workers) who were not members of the ATD team (non-ATD team members).  

Findings for this group were collected and categorized by employee type to form three 

distinct sub-groups: administrator, faculty, staff.  The purpose of analyzing non-ATD 

team member data by sub-group was to surface any possible differences in perceptions 

based on employees’ positions within the organization.  One of the core principles of the 

ATD model is broad engagement.  By studying the perceptions of college employees that 

may have had little or no direct involvement with the college’s ATD efforts, the 

researcher sought to gain a better understanding of how these individuals viewed the 

college’s student success work and the extent to which this larger audience had been 

engaged in the work.  Additionally, examining the findings in this way added another 

level of contextual detail that enhanced the researcher’s understanding of the 

phenomenon.  Based on research conducted by Krejcie and Morgan (1970), the desired 

sample size for this group is somewhere between 335 and 338 (p. 608).  The survey 

ratings for ATD team members was not analyzed by sub-group because it was believed 
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that, in general, there would be minimal differences in employees’ assessment of the 

college.  Open-ended survey responses provided by this group were however used to 

further inform the survey ratings provided by all study participants. 

Research Design 

 The researcher evaluated numerous strategies of inquiry for the study and elected 

to follow a sequential mixed methods approach (Creswell, 2009).  The study began with a 

quantitative research method and was followed by a qualitative approach “involving 

detailed exploration with a few cases or individuals” (Creswell, 2009, p. 14).   In a mixed 

methods study: 

The researcher seeks to elaborate on or expand on the findings of one method with 
another method.  This may involve beginning with a qualitative interview for 
exploratory purposes and following up with a quantitative, survey method with a 
large sample….Alternatively, the study may begin with a quantitative method in 
which a theory or concept is tested, followed by a qualitative method involving 
detailed exploration with a few cases or individuals. (Creswell, 2009, p. 14) 

The benefits of employing multiple research methods are well documented.  Ritchie 

(2003) writes that using multiple approaches “provides a distinctive kind of 

evidence…[that] can offer a powerful resource to inform and illuminate policy or 

practice” (p. 38).  Employing the use of multiple research approaches is useful when 

“there is a need to examine both the number and nature of the same phenomenon” 

(Ritchie, 2003, p. 41).  According to Ritchie (2003), combining numerical and narrative 

techniques helps the researcher “investigate underlying factors that may be causing a 

phenomenon to occur” (p. 41).  Data for the study was collected through a two-phased 

approach:  

Phase I: administered a 34-item online survey (Achieving the Dream Readiness 

Assessment Tool) to all 2,700 college employees allowing employees to select one 
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of two surveys (identical) to complete based on their ATD team member status 

(i.e. ATD team members ‘click here’, all other employees ‘click here’) 

Phase II: conducted six individual interviews with ATD team members 

A survey and individual interviews were used in this study because each research tool 

provides a different type of data that was useful in understanding the phenomenon being 

studied (Lewis, 2003). 

Quantitative data collection.  

 According to Creswell (2009), surveys provide “a quantitative or numeric 

description of trends, attitudes, or opinions of a population” (p. 145). By using a 

survey, the researcher gained insight into the attitudes, opinions, and behaviors of 

the population. The researcher preferred to use a survey due to its efficient design 

and expeditious turnaround time.  

 The Achieving the Dream Readiness Assessment tool (Appendix B) is an existing 

instrument used by the ATD organization to assess a college’s progress with 

implementing the principles and practices of the ATD model and to award “Leader 

College” status to exemplary organizations.  Exemplary colleges are expected to 

exhibit certain practices considered to be essential to helping to improve the 

quality and effectiveness of various student success efforts.  The assessment tool 

utilizes a continuous scale (i.e. little or none, increasing, a lot) and is based on the 

core principles and practices of the ATD model for institutional transformation to 

improve student success.  The principles and practices included in the assessment 

tool are considered critical for any organizational transformation effort focused on 

increasing student success.  The researcher was granted permission from the ATD 
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organization to use the assessment instrument and then recreated the tool in an 

online survey format.  Using an online survey increased the efficiency of data 

collection and analysis.  Despite research findings that online surveys result in 

lower participant response rates in comparison to paper surveys, the researcher 

elected to use the SurveyMonkey web-based survey tool primarily for its 

convenience and affordability.   

          With the permission of the college president, the researcher invited all 

college employees to complete the online survey.  College employees were asked 

to select from two options within the email invitation.  Option A was for ATD 

team members and Option B was for all other college employees.  The survey links 

for each option were different, however the surveys were identical.  This approach 

allowed the researcher to collect survey responses in a manner that allowed for 

easy comparisons between the two groups (ATD team members and non-ATD 

team members).  Because employees were allowed to self-select their survey 

choice it is possible that employees who were not included on the list of ATD team 

members provided by the college provost selected Option A (for ATD team 

members) and vice versa.  At part of the survey, respondents were prompted to 

select their primary employee classification (administrator, faculty, professional or 

support staff) at the college regardless as to whether they were a full-time or a part-

time employee.   

This stratification by employee type allowed the researcher to make comparisons 

between the various employee groups. 
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Qualitative data collection. 

 The researcher conducted in-depth, semi-structured, individual interviews 

with six members of the ATD team.  The researcher used random sampling to 

identify potential interviewees for this phase of the study.  Team members’ names 

were put into a bowl and the researcher drew five names from the bowl.  This 

approach was used so that every ATD team member had an equal chance of being 

selected for an interview, reducing the likelihood that strong personality types or 

people who had extreme feelings either in favor of or against the project.  The 

researcher repeated the name drawing process three different times before five 

people agreed to participate in an interview.  Each time the researcher invited 

individuals to participate in an interview, a follow up/reminder email was sent 

within one week.  Although the researcher had planned on conducting only five 

interviews, one ATD team member contacted the researcher directly and expressed 

a willingness to participate in the study.  Based on the individual’s longevity at the 

college and direct experience on the ATD team, the researcher interviewed this 

additional study participant who was not identified via the random sampling 

process.  Since survey respondents were not asked to provide their name, the 

researcher does not know whether interview participants completed the online 

survey. 

          The interviews enabled the researcher to obtain a firsthand account of 

participant experiences and allowed for the introduction (by participants) of 

important topical areas that may not have been addressed by the survey.  In-depth 
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interviews are generated data types.  Ritchie (2003) describes generated data as 

follows: 

Generated data give insight into people’s own perspectives on and 
interpretation of their beliefs and behaviors – and, most crucially, an 
understanding of the meaning that they attach to them.  These methods are 
needed in a variety of research settings, partly because they provide the only 
means of understanding certain psychological phenomena, such as 
motivations, beliefs, decision processes, but also because they allow 
participants’ reflections on, and understanding of, social phenomena to be 
gained. (p.36)   

 Although some researchers argue against interviews in favor of newer approaches, 

Fontana and Frey (2005) contend “interviewing is one of the most common and 

powerful ways in which we try to understand our fellow humans” (pp. 698-699).  

 Semi-structured interviews involve the use of predetermined questions but 

also allow room for the researcher to “probe far beyond the answers to their 

prepared and standardized questions” (Berg, 1998, p. 61). Relying on the advice of 

Creswell (2009), open-ended interview questions were used to “elicit views and 

opinions from the participants” (p. 181). A formalized interview protocol was 

developed and utilized by the researcher.  All interviews were audio-recorded and 

transcribed by the researcher.   

 The interview protocol included key issues and topics to be explored during 

the interviews based on the researcher’s analysis of the survey responses.  The 

researcher engaged in iterative probing with interview participants.  According to 

Legard et al. (2003), iterative probing “goes far beyond what is usual in everyday 

conversation” and necessitates the researcher “asking for explanations of things 

they might think they comprehend” (p. 152). 
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 All interview participants were provided with an informed consent form 

detailing their rights and responsibilities as participants in the study and the 

researcher restated the purpose of the research and reviewed issues related to 

confidentiality at the beginning of each interview (Legard et al., 2003).  All 

recorded data (audio recordings and handwritten notes) was stored in a secure 

place to maintain participant confidentiality.   

Data Analysis 

 According to Creswell (2009), data analysis can be described as follows: 

It involves preparing the data for analysis, conducting different analyses, moving 
deeper and deeper into understanding the data (some qualitative researchers like to 
think of this as peeling back the layers of an onion), representing the data, and 
making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data. (p. 183)       

The survey ratings and open-ended survey responses provided by members of the ATD 

team and employees who were not on the ATD team were compared and analyzed.  Next, 

the open-ended survey responses provided by employees who were not on the ATD team 

were stratified by employee type (administrator, faculty and staff) to look for variances, 

themes, and inconsistencies.  This information was helpful to the researcher in 

developing the interview questions.  The interview findings provided insight into the 

survey findings and were helpful in identifying the “reasons behind the ratings”.  Overall, 

the qualitative data enabled an exploration of participants’ perspectives pertaining to 

institutional characteristics that helped or hindered the college’s ATD efforts. 

          Tactics used by the researcher to generate meaning from the qualitative data 

included counting, clustering, and noting patterns and themes (Miles & Huberman, 

1994).  Although the idea of counting may seem counterintuitive to a qualitative data 

analysis, Berg (1998) argues that “’counts’ of textual elements merely provide a means 



             

80 

for identifying, organizing, indexing, and retrieving data” in a qualitative study (p. 225).  

Clustering helped the researcher better understand a phenomenon by “grouping and 

conceptualizing objects that have similar patterns or characteristics” (Miles & Huberman, 

1994, p. 249).  Marshall and Rossman (1995) describe generating categories, themes, and 

patterns as “the most difficult, complex, ambiguous, creative, and fun” phase of the data 

analysis process (p. 114).   

          Coding can be considered part of a qualitative analysis and is the “process of 

organizing the material into chunks or segments of text before bringing meaning to 

information” (Creswell, 2009, p. 186).  Coding involves reading text and making note of 

specific words, phrases, sentences or topics that capture the spirit of the document being 

read.  Similar items are clumped, chunked, or clustered together and codes are developed 

to represent the various, newly formed, categories of information.  Although the 

researcher was specifically interested in understanding employee perceptions regarding 

the college’s progress with implementing the ATD model for student success, themes 

were allowed to emerge.  The researcher reviewed the open ended survey responses as 

well as the transcription reports from the interviews and clumped the data according to 

emergent themes or codes (principles or practices).  The results of this analysis were 

grouped according to the principles and practices outlined by the ATD model and 

subsequently developed into a narrative format and included as part of the interpretations 

included in the study.  A final part of the analysis involved the researcher’s suggestions 

for possible future research. 
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Secondary data analysis. 

 After reviewing various college documents, the researcher gained a more in-

depth understanding of the structure, goals and priorities that guided the college’s 

ATD work.  As additional background information for the researcher, various 

internal college documents were reviewed: 

1. Reports to the college’s board of trustees 

2. Three annual reports submitted by the college to the Achieving the 

Dream organization 

3. Correspondence from the ATD coach and data facilitator to the college 

president 

 The researcher requested a copy of the “final” report that revisited the 

quantitative measures or targets identified by the college in its original proposal to 

the ATD organization, however no such report exists.  The information listed 

above was reviewed by the researcher purely for the purpose of providing 

background and context for the survey and interview findings and was not shared 

or discussed in any detail with the study participants. 

Validity  

          Willis (2007) makes the following distinction between the purpose of qualitative 

and quantitative research: 

The search for valid, generalizable truth is the reason there are so many technical 
details and requirements for positivist and postpositivist social science research.  
This is not the goal of interpretivist qualitative research.  Instead, the goal is to 
understand a particular context. (p. 189) 

To this end, validity and reliability, widely considered the traditional criteria for 

believability of a study, were considered less relevant for this study and the researcher 
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relied on approaches such as researcher journaling and audit trails to provide the reader 

with confidence in the study design and findings.  Transferability may also be an 

inappropriate measure for this study as a primary issue related to the phenomenon being 

studied is that what works well in one setting or with a particular group of people may 

not hold true in a different context.  Again, the purpose of the study was to gain 

understanding and insight rather than to develop approaches and suggestions that can be 

directly applied to other college environments.   

 The standard data collection methods discussed earlier add to the dependability 

of the study.  The researcher sought to validate the study findings by having interviewees 

review and approve the printed transcription for accuracy.  It was expected that there 

would be a degree of consistency between the survey responses and the interview 

responses.  To establish confirmability, the researcher checked for representativeness and 

researcher effects by reflectively examining the study, seeking colleague feedback, and 

developing appropriate safeguards against researcher bias (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 

266).  

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter described the research methodology selected to address the purpose 

of the study as well as the research questions.  The mixed method study was structured 

around a quantitative survey and a qualitative interview.  Secondary data analysis was 

used to provide background information and context for the researcher. 
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Chapter Four: Findings 

Introduction 

The purpose of this research was to explore one college’s experience with the 

Achieving the Dream institutional transformation process.  The goal of this research was 

to examine, from an insider’s perspective, the institutional transformation process of the 

college as it sought to markedly reduce achievement gaps between students and improve 

student success overall.  Additionally, the researcher sought to gain an understanding of 

the institutional factors that contributed to or interfered with the college’s progress in 

building a culture and implementing practices focused on raising the achievement levels 

of students.  The researcher conducted an online survey, reviewed secondary sources of 

data and information, and conducted interviews during a six-month time period. 

Research Questions 

The following questions guided this research: 

1. How do faculty, staff, and administrators on the college’s Achieving the 

Dream team assess the college’s progress in upholding the principles and 

implementing the practices reflected by the Achieving the Dream model of 

institutional improvement? 

a. What do faculty, staff, and administrators on the college’s Achieving 

the Dream team perceive are the underlying factors at the institution 

that either contribute to or inhibit the college from experiencing 

greater levels of student success and achievement for low-income 

students and students of color? 

 



             

84 

2. How do faculty, staff, and administrators who are not members of the college’s 

Achieving the Dream team assess the college’s progress in upholding the 

principles and implementing the practices reflected by the Achieving the 

Dream model of institutional improvement? 

a. What do these faculty, staff, and administrators perceive are the 

underlying factors at the institution that either contribute to or inhibit 

the college from experiencing greater levels of student success and 

achievement for low-income students and students of color? 

Organization of Findings 

For each of the four principles or constructs included in the ATD model for 

institutional improvement (i.e. Committed Leadership), there is a corresponding section 

in this chapter.  Within each section, the researcher organized the data based on the 

following general outline: 

1. Survey ratings: for ATD team members and employees who were not 

members of the ATD team 

2. Open-ended survey responses: for ATD team members and employees who 

were not members of the ATD team 

3. Interview responses: provided by ATD team members 

Within each section, the data listed above is further organized according to each of the 

practices described in the ATD framework (i.e. Committed Leadership: Vision and 

Values, Committed Leadership: Commitment).  Because the study was designed to allow 

for the qualitative data and analysis to inform the quantitative findings, the researcher 

integrated the quantitative and qualitative data reporting for all of the constructs of the 
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ATD model to allow for meaningful review and analysis.  All direct quotes included in 

the survey findings are listed exactly as they were given, including misspellings and other 

grammatical errors. 

Survey Participants 

          The researcher conducted an online survey of all full-time and part-time college 

employees (excluding student workers).  Three hundred and fifty-eight employees 

participated in the online survey (Table 2).  

Table 2 

Number of Survey Respondents Organized by ATD Team Member Affiliation and Employee 

Classification 

 Participant Type 

Employee Classification Not on the 
ATD Team ATD Team 

Administrator 25 4 

Faculty 140 2 

Staff 185 2 
Total 350 8 

Interview Participants 

 The random sampling process conducted by the researcher resulted in interviews 

with three faculty and two administrators on the ATD team.  An additional interview 

(voluntary versus by invitation) with a college administrator was conducted, resulting in a 

total of three interviews with college administrators.  In total, the researcher conducted 

six interviews (three faculty and three administrator).  The interviewee sample consisted 

of three females, three males and one person of color. 
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Committed Leadership: Vision and Values 

Survey ratings. 

          The researcher observed slight differences between the survey ratings of 

employees who were not on the ATD team and ATD team members, with ATD 

team members rating institutional practices related to Vision and Values generally 

the same as or higher than other employees (Table 3).  The ATD team gave the 

highest ratings to practices 1.1.a. and 1.1.b. (both received a 4.5 rating) while 

employees who were not members of the team gave these practices ratings of 4.1 

and 4.0 respectively.  Within the group of employees who were not members of 

the ATD team, the ratings were generally consistent based on employee 

classification, however the lowest rating overall was given by staff to practice 

1.1.b. (3.9 rating).   
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Table 3 

Vision and Values: Employee Rating Comparison Based on ATD Team Member 

Affiliation 

 
Not on the ATD Team 

 ATD 
Team 

 Admin. Fac. Staff Avg. 
 

Avg. 

1.1.a. CEO and leadership team actively 
support efforts to improve student learning 
and completion. 

4.4 4.1 4.1 4.1 

 

4.5 

1.1.b. CEO and other senior leaders have 
made an explicit policy commitment, 
communicated to faculty, staff, students and 
community, to achieve equity in student 
outcomes across racial/ethnic and income 
groups. 

4.2 4.2 3.9 4.0 

 

4.5 

1.1.c. College communications, including 
website and news releases, emphasize a 
student success agenda. 

4.1 4.1 4.0 4.0 

 

3.8 

Answered the question 314  6 

Skipped the question 36  2 

Open-ended survey responses. 

Not on the ATD team.  

Administrator Quote 1: “Lip service is paid to student success but there is 

little evidence that it has been a real priority (follow the dollars!).”  

Administrator Quote 2: “Information is requested that requires 

departments to verify that our activities support students learning and 

success.”  
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Faculty Quote 1: “Lots of statements to the effect of ‘we need to improve 

success rates’, but very little in the way of ‘and this is how we are going to 

do it’.”  

Faculty Quote 2: “If you define student success by how many students pass 

a course, then the leadership team is strongly emphasizing student success.  

If you define student success by how much a student learns, then the 

leadership team is reducing its emphasis on student success.”  

Faculty Quote 3: “The college isn’t building a culture – the college is 

instituting improvement to student success in pockets across the college.  

There is a BIG difference.” 

Staff Quote 1: “Communications have increasingly included student 

success related content.” 

Staff Quote 2: “Increasing enrollments is usually the topic of discussion at 

most division meetings…not much emphasis is placed on student learning 

and completion throughout the college.” 

Staff Quote 3: “I don't know of any explicit policy commitment…to help 

achieve equity in student outcomes across racial/ethnic and income groups. 

This is a very weak area that needs to be addressed...” 

Interview responses.  

          Quote 1: 

That was the problem we had right from the start.  They didn’t know what it 
was….they didn’t think it related to…their discipline.  Maybe that’s because 
the focus was primarily on English, math, and developmental – that’s the 
only place we started.  That is all the team focused on…there was no 
method of communication.  I remember that coming up.  We needed some 
means to get the word out – to communicate, to do things like that.  It 
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wasn’t there.  It wasn’t there so I don’t think the faculty, staff, anybody else 
knew about it unless they were personally involved, on the committee, or in 
one of the departments that they were looking at. 
 

Committed Leadership: Commitment 

Survey ratings. 

          The researcher observed slight differences in the survey ratings between 

employees who were not on the ATD team and ATD team members with ATD 

team members rating institutional practices related to Commitment generally the 

same as or higher than other employees (Table 4).  The ATD team gave the highest 

rating to practice 1.2.b. (4.3 rating) while employees who were not members of the 

team gave this practice a 3.8 rating.  Within the group of employees who were not 

members of the ATD team, the ratings were generally consistent based on 

employee classification, however the lowest rating overall was given by faculty to 

practice 1.2.b. (3.7 rating).  
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Table 4  

Commitment: Employee Rating Comparison Based on ATD Team Member Affiliation 

 
Not on the ATD Team 

 ATD 
Team 

 Admin. Fac. Staff Avg. 
 

Avg. 

1.2.a. The board expects, and the CEO 
provides, regular reports on student outcomes 
and the impact of efforts to improve success 
rates. 

4.0 4.0 3.9 3.9 

 

4.2 

1.2.b. Senior leaders demonstrate willingness 
to support changes in policy, procedures and 
resource allocation to improve student 
success. 

4.2 3.7 3.9 3.8 

 

4.3 

1.2.c. Faculty leaders actively support a 
broad-based student success agenda. 

3.9 4.0 3.9 3.9 
 

4.0 

Answered the question 309  6 

Skipped the question 41  2 

Open-ended survey responses. 

Not on the ATD team.  

Faculty Quote 1: 

I see two cultures.  One culture is focused on student success (advising, 
Center for Teaching and Learning activities, etc.).  That is the outward 
culture.  However, the ‘shadow’ culture looks at the numbers (enrollment 
and financial).  I believe both are necessary to carry out the college’s 
mission… 

Faculty Quote 2: “I see both institutional efforts on a grander scale and 

individual efforts by faculty members who are constantly trying to find 

ways to better meet student’s needs and foster their success both in and out 

of the classroom…” 
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Faculty Quote 4: “I feel like student success is a buzz word on campus.” 

Staff Quote 1: 

There are no low income success models…that the core underserved student 
population can identify or communicate with on a daily basis….Lack of this 
type of input and leadership has a crippling effect on any movement 
to…reach this population. 

Staff Quote 2: “This is a wonderful place to gain a quality education.  The 

entire culture is based on caring about the students and the quality education 

they leave with.” 

Staff Quote 3: “I have seen some changes in policies and services…that 

indicates things are starting to change, but progress is slow….it's going to 

take a long time to change the culture…to make the changes that will focus 

on student success.” 

Interview responses. 

Quote 1: “…the intent is there…policies are always difficult to enact 

because so many times you are dependent on different folks – whether it’s 

within college, external…I think if it makes sense, we act fairly quickly to 

get it done.” 

Quote 2:  

…we were focused for a long time on outputs but [the president]…really 
holds our feet to the flame as far as how does this effect student learning. Is 
it successful? What is the cost benefit? Is it worth our time to do it?  I mean 
he asks tough questions which…drives a certain mentality which I think 
helps us. 
 
Quote 3:  “…there were no real champions that stepped up.  There was no 

grass roots movement, like we need this for this reason.…It just didn’t 

happen with Achieving the Dream.” 
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Quote 4: “They expect the chairs to pass it [information] on. If the chairs 

don’t understand then nothing gets passed on or it gets passed on 

incorrectly.” 

Quote 5: “We’ve got to overcome all the resistance to change…” 

Quote 6: “We need to have mandatory orientation and advising.  We do 

not…I have been like a drum…look at the data, the data clearly shows 

us….I think we are afraid we will lose students.” 

Quote 7: 

…[Kay McClenney] tells us students don’t do optional – you have to have 
advising, you have to have this you have to have that – okay a year later, the 
president brings Kay back again…we had two other people this past year 
who were both wonderful – saying the same thing.  So we have spent a lot 
of money bringing in these people who are telling us stuff we know…I don’t 
understand why we cannot do this.  I’m embarrassed that I am saying this 
but yeah, it hurts me. 

Use of Evidence to Improve Policies, Programs and Services: IT and Research, 

Analytics and Reporting (RAR) Capacity 

Survey ratings. 

          The researcher observed differences between employees who were not 

members of the ATD team and ATD team member survey ratings with ATD team 

member ratings for institutional practices related to IT and RAR Capacity higher 

overall than other employees (Table 5).  The ATD team gave the highest ratings to 

practices 2.1.a. and 2.1.d. (both received a 4.3 rating) while employees who were 

not members of the ATD team gave these practices ratings of 3.6 and 3.2 

respectively.  Within the group of employees who were not members of the ATD 

team, the ratings were somewhat consistent.  Both faculty and staff gave the 

highest rating to practice 2.1.b. (3.7 and 4.0 respectively), while the highest rating 
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given by administrators was to practice 2.1.a. (4.1 rating), the highest rating 

overall.  The lowest overall rating was given by faculty to practice 2.1.d. (3.0 

rating). 

Table 5 

IT and RAR Capacity: Employee Rating Comparison Based on ATD Team Member Affiliation 

 
Not on the ATD Team 

 ATD 
Team 

 Admin. Fac. Staff Avg. 
 

Avg. 

2.1.a. IT capacity is adequate to meet the 
demand for data and institutional research. 

4.1 3.5 3.7 3.6 
 

4.3 

2.1.b. Policies and procedures are in place to 
ensure integrity of data collected. 

3.7 3.7 4.0 3.8 
 

4.2 

2.1.c. RAR staff capacity is adequate to meet 
demand for data and research. 

3.2 3.3 3.5 3.3 
 

3.7 

2.1.d. RAR staff effectively educates and 
assists college personnel to use data and 
research to improve programs and services. 

3.3 3.0 3.4 3.2 
 

4.3 

Answered the question 307  6 

Skipped the question 43  2 

Open-ended survey responses. 

Not on the ATD team. 

Administrator Quote 1: 

RAR needs more staff.  They are required to do institutional research and 
provide data for grants, reports, and departments.  If there is scheduled 
training on using data I have not heard of it.  I have had to request training 
and it is usually one-on-one as new issues arise. 

Administrator Quote 2: “College personnel need more training in 
accessing data and reports available in the DAWN portal.” 
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Faculty Quote 1: “There is no institutional research.” 

Faculty Quote 2: “If the data is there, I’m not seeing it.” 

Faculty Quote 3: “There seems to be lots of data with little meaningful 

analysis that I see. The question I would like to see answered is what is 

behind the numbers of students who fail to complete each quarter.”  

Faculty Quote 4: “I have gotten little or no information about the outcomes 

of surveys; I just get the instructions to implement policies and conduct 

surveys.  In general, few faculty want to participate.” 

Staff Quote 1: “Work closely with both IT and RAR, and we are constantly 

streaming ideas to make information more accessible and sensible for all 

users.” 

Staff Quote 2: 

We have requested numerous RAR reports over the years, and only a 
handful are delivered.  The normal process is we will ask for info from 
colleague, IT will force us to meet with RAR because they do not want to do 
it.  RAR will meet with you, spec out what you want, say they can do it, but 
we rarely get any project completion.  If we have a serious issue and need a 
report immediately there is no way that RAR will deliver.  It takes them 
months if they deliver anything.  They do not have any system of tracking 
user requests or accountability.  I would grade this department an "F".  A 
waste of college money. 

Staff Quote 3: “Enrollment statistics, and student survey feedback reports 

are two ways RAR educates and assists with improving programs and 

services.” 

Interview responses. 

Quote 1: 

…who is studying that to show that what we did helped rather than 
hindered?  Because my personal belief is…I don’t know if it’s helping but I 
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don’t know who’s studying it.  So sometimes we work really hard, get it 
changed, and people say ‘whew’ glad that’s done and they move on to the 
next thing. 

Quote 2: “…you get some data and you study it and then you don’t know 

what to do with it, and you go back and get more data.  I think we are kind 

of stuck there.” 

Quote 3: “…if you search out there for reports, good grief.  It’s like water, 

water everywhere and not a drop to drink.” 

Quote 4: “…there is something wrong with every report we 

have…Wonderful opportunity for improvement but where we are is so far 

ahead.”  

Quote 5: “…if everybody is struggling to get [information], you can’t be to 

the point to say, ‘How do we use it to improve what we are doing?’”  

Quote 6: “…it seems that work of RAR and the access faculty have to data 

is a mystery.” 

Quote 7: “Opportunities are abounding for faculty and professional staff.  

Accessing the information is the responsibility of employees (faculty/staff).” 

Quote 8: “I think we’re doing a better job of it than we use to.  We’re 

making the data more easily accessible…more understandable.” 

Quote 9: “The DAWN portal, you can’t get it to work for you…I couldn’t 

use anything out of the DAWN portal but somebody spends a lot of time 

working on that.”  

Quote 10: “…you have to get down to the individual student to track them, 

and nothing is set up down here for that.” 
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Quote 11: “…that would be another place where I think there could be 

some teaching done internally about how to use data and how to interpret 

data – not just how to use it but how to interpret it.” 

Use of Evidence to Improve Policies, Programs and Services: Process for Identifying 

Achievement Gaps 

Survey ratings. 

          The researcher observed differences between employees who were not 

members of the ATD team and ATD team member survey ratings, with ATD team 

member ratings for institutional practices related to Process for Identifying 

Achievement Gaps higher than other employees, with the exception of practice 

2.2.c. where the ratings for employees who were not on the team and the ATD 

team were the same (Table 6).  The ATD team gave the highest ratings to practices 

2.2.a. and 2.2.b. (both received a 4.8 rating) while employees who were not 

members of the ATD team gave each of these practices a rating of 3.9.  

Administrators, faculty and staff gave the same rating to practice 2.2.a. (3.9 rating 

for all employee groups).  The highest overall rating was given by administrators 

to practice 2.2.b. (4.1 rating) and the lowest overall rating was given by staff to 

practice 2.2.c. (3.4 rating). 
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Table 6 

Process for Identifying Achievement Gaps: Employee Rating Comparison Based on ATD Team 

Member Affiliation 

 
Not on the ATD Team 

 ATD 
Team 

 Admin. Fac. Staff Avg. 
 

Avg. 

2.2.a. College routinely collects, analyzes and 
reports longitudinal data on cohorts of 
students to chart student progression and 
outcomes. 

3.9 3.9 3.9 3.9 

 

4.8 

2.2.b. College routinely disaggregates student 
cohort data by age, race, gender, income and 
other factors to identify gaps in achievement 
among student groups. 

4.1 3.7 4.0 3.9 

 

4.8 

2.2.c. College regularly conducts surveys and 
focus groups with students, faculty and staff 
to identify weaknesses in programs and 
services and opportunities for improvement. 

4.0 3.5 3.4 3.5 

 

3.5 

Answered the question 298  6 

Skipped the question 52  2 

Open-ended survey responses. 

ATD team. 

Quote 1:  

The college has created a culture around student success and completion.  
We are not where we want to be yet with regard to eliminating achievement 
gaps, but we have made great strides toward understanding the experience 
of our students and establishing policies and practices to further their 
success. 
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Not on the ATD team. 

Staff Quote 1: “I believe that this institution struggles on properly 

implementing strategies to reach and retain minority and low-income 

students…” 

Interview responses. 

Quote 1: “…some of the data has changed over time and we can now 

disaggregate data and see different populations…” 

Quote 2: 

I think there were some people who were even more peripheral than the core 
team who would say they started to get data about students in ways they’d 
never had it before.  So things like the Top 45 and the disaggregated success 
rates for the students who are at risk versus the total “n” of the college.  So 
people might not even know the origin of that but they say, “You know, that 
was really helpful. I didn’t have that before.  I didn’t know that before. 

Quote 3: “The first meeting I remember was basically volumes of data – big 

binder – talking about what we knew about our students who would fall into 

the at risk categories…”  

Quote 4: 

We were embarrassed by the level, the lack of success, especially for those, 
however we want to define, there are a certain series of specialized students, 
minority would be one of those categories but there were others too. 

Quote 5: “It involved students by us going into the classrooms and asking 

what’s working and what’s not working.” 
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Use of Evidence to Improve Policies, Programs and Services: Process for 

Formulating and Evaluating Solutions 

Survey ratings. 

          The researcher observed differences between ratings given by employees 

who were and who were not members of ATD team with ATD team member 

ratings for institutional practices related to Process for Formulating and 

Evaluating Solutions being higher compared to other employees for both practices 

within this construct (Table 7).  The ATD team gave the highest rating to practice 

2.3.b. (4.3 rating), while employees who were not members of the ATD team gave 

this practice a rating of 3.6.  Within the group of employees who were not 

members of the ATD team, the ratings were consistent.  Administrators, faculty 

and staff gave nearly the same rating to both practices.  The lowest overall rating 

was given by staff to practice 2.3.a. (3.3 rating). 
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Table 7 

Process for Formulating and Evaluating Solutions: Employee Rating Comparison Based on ATD 

Team Member Affiliation  

 
Not on the ATD Team 

 ATD 
Team 

 Admin. Fac. Staff Avg. 
 

Avg. 

2.3.a. College routinely engages personnel 
from across the campus community to review 
data on student achievement and help develop 
and refine strategies for addressing priority 
problems. 

3.5 3.4 3.3 3.3  3.8 

2.3.b. College routinely evaluates the 
effectiveness of efforts to improve student 
success and uses the results to improve policy 
and practice. 

3.6 3.6 3.6 3.6  4.3 

Answered the question 297  6 

Skipped the question 53  2 

Open-ended survey responses. 

Not on the ATD team. 

Faculty Quote 1: “I have no doubt the college is trying, but the efforts and 

analysis aren’t making it down to the faculty level.” 

Interview responses.  

Quote 1: 

…with Achieving the Dream, we started giving people time to actually put 
the new curriculum, the improved instructional interventions into some kind 
of – I don’t even want to call it a repository – but a way they could share 
and reuse some of what they were improving.  I think Achieving the Dream 
really moved us ahead in that regard. 

Quote 2: “…taking the time to document what we learned before we move 

on.  I think we have not done a good job of that…” 
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Quote 3: 

We made a lot of decisions in the past but they were not necessarily data-
driven decisions based on student success...we had a hunch that we should 
do this, we should do that.  It was really one of my first experiences at an 
institution-wide level where we were pushed by our Achieving the Dream 
coaches to dig and dig and dig, and look at data which would support 
directions in which we were trying to move for student success. 

Quote 4: “…I think we’re better at [using student outcome data to make 

decisions].  I would attribute some of that to the Achieving the Dream 

initiative…so I would say that has become more prominent.” 

Quote 5: 

…the idea of build it and they will come – we have that notion about the 
data – let them see this data because we’ve never had this data before, and 
they’ll know right what to do with it.  But I don’t think they really did – I 
don’t think we really knew what to do with it.  We had data – we wanted to 
nudge the needle and change the numbers but I don’t think we really had a 
clear sense of how to do that. 
 
Quote 6: “…we had to learn about having discussions about not blaming 

the students and we also needed to have discussions about not blaming the 

faculty and the college either.” 

Quote 7:  

…we would meet regularly and really try to talk about what not only do we 
need to measure but then what are we finding from what we’ve measured 
that gives us some indication about what we need to begin to try to work on 
and then basically went to the faculty in various areas to try to figure out, 
okay “What kinds of strategies do you want to pursue to improve these 
numbers?” 

Quote 8:  

…we kind of got pretty sophisticated as we began to talk about success is 
not just did I pass the class but then did I pass the next class that followed it 
which I think is a much more important measure – a much more difficult 
sort of step to take… 
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Quote 9: 

…the emotional challenges that came with dealing with the data …I think 
that that’s not something that can be underestimated.  That it’s 
disheartening, that you lose faith in what you’re trying to do.  You wonder 
whether it’s gonna matter and it’s easy to kind of lose motivation and to 
give up and yet you know you still gotta get up the next day and try to make 
a difference… 
 

Broad Engagement: Faculty and Staff 

Survey ratings. 

          The researcher observed some differences between ratings given by 

employees who were and who were not members of ATD team with ATD team 

member ratings for institutional practices related to Faculty and Staff engagement 

being higher for all five practices within this construct compared to other 

employees (Table 8).  Both the ATD team and employees who were not members 

of the ATD team gave the highest rating to practice 3.1.a. (rating of 4.2 and 3.8 

respectively).  Employees who were not on the ATD team gave the lowest rating to 

practice 3.1.c. (2.9 rating) while the ATD team gave this practice a rating of 3.8.  

Ratings for practices within this construct were fairly consistent for administrators, 

faculty and staff who were not members of the ATD team. 
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Table 8 

Faculty and Staff: Employee Rating Comparison Based on ATD Team Member Affiliation  

 
Non-ATD Team 

 ATD 
Team 

 Admin. Fac. Staff Avg. 
 

Avg. 

3.1.a. Faculty meets regularly to examine 
course and program outcomes and develop 
strategies for addressing achievement gaps 
and improving student success. 

3.6 3.7 3.9 3.8 

 

4.2 

3.1.b. Faculty routinely assesses academic 
programs and teaching strategies from the 
perspective of current research on effective 
practice. 

3.7 3.6 3.9 3.7 

 

4.0 

3.1.c. Part-time or adjunct faculty are actively 
engaged in institutional efforts to improve 
student success. 

2.7 2.8 3.2 2.9 
 

3.8 

3.1.d. Student services staff routinely assesses 
student success strategies from the perspective 
of current research on effective practice. 

3.6 3.6 3.9 3.7 
 

3.8 

3.1.e. There is alignment and extensive 
collaboration on efforts to improve student 
success between academic/instructional 
affairs and student services. 

3.6 3.3 3.5 3.4 

 

4.0 

Answered the question 293  6 

Skipped the question 57  2 

Open-ended survey responses. 

Not on the ATD Team. 

Administrator Quote 1: “Case Study Community College’s philosophy of 

student success permeates the organization.” 

Administrator Quote 2: “I am not sure that the student success agenda has 

filtered down from leadership to faculty and staff.” 
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Administrator Quote 3: “Student success is on the top of the list of most 

faculty – not all, but most.  Staff members would like to know more about 

how they can contribute to student success.” 

Faculty Quote 1: “The college always speaks about student success, but it 

implements policies without much faculty consultation or feedback.” 

Faculty Quote 2:  “As a part-time faculty member I am not always in the 

loop.  I find it difficult…to get down to campus for training and 

seminars….The college does not do a very good job communicating its 

policies and goals with part-time faculty.” 

Faculty Quote 3: “The college is working hard in pockets to address 

student success.  This process does not effectively include large numbers of 

adjunct faculty and many full-time faculty tend to opt out of training 

available.” 

Staff Quote 1: 

As long as I've been an employee here, I have received information and 
materials concerning the success of our students.  It is always spoken of in 
both institution-wide meetings and divisional meetings.  I have been 
involved in several projects concerning Achieving the Dream and student 
success, so I have witnessed it first-hand. 

Staff Quote 2: 

If there is an initiative to get everyone involved in a student's success, then it 
has to go deeper than the faculty. There are staff who want to be more 
involved…But a lot of us are jaded, because we always end up the last ones 
picked. We don't teach, so what do we have to do with a student's success? 

Staff Quote 3: “…the college does what is necessary to foster the idea that 

it is working on this but internally it has not done a very good job letting 

employees know what they can do to be a part of this item.” 
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Staff Quote 4: 

Staff need to be called upon to help in this effort, but as with most things in 
the college it's all top-down or silo thinking. Staff…feels un-empowered 
when it comes to the larger issue the institution faces. And not respected 
enough to have any valuable input into anything but our immediate jobs. 

Staff Quote 5: “[The college] continues to step up to plate in the area of 

building a culture that promotes and supports student success…This is 

evident through the number of departments that focus on student success 

initiatives and the collaboration between internal departments.” 

Interview responses. 

Quote 1: “So listening to the students – we can’t listen to them too much – 

they figure it out….Students can be very wise if we ask them the right 

questions.” 

Quote 2:  

…my impression…is that it was hard going in some cases to get the 
engagement of faculty, and there is a real conceptual orientation to what you 
are trying to do here.  That is hard for many of our faculty.  They would like 
us to be able to say things like…this is what we want – and this is what it 
will look like – and can you do this as opposed to saying we need your help 
to better understand the student’s experiences so we can improve upon that. 

Quote 3: “Some of the work that I remember…where faculty really got 

charged up…were the interviews…with students about their 

experiences…the faculty were really listening to that because it was the first 

time they might have heard unfiltered the words of students…”  

Quote 4:  “…one of the biggest challenges is helping to communicate 

things in such a way that people understand it and are engaged by it…and 

see it as not just something this group over here is doing.” 
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Quote 5: 

…there are a lot of folks who are in the trenches who are not part of that 
data team and who are not part of some of the other groups that met that 
probably, if you ask them about Achieving the Dream, would say, ‘I 
remember hearing the name, I have no idea what it’s about. I just don’t have 
any idea what it’s about.’ So it’s hard to say that then you can move the 
needle when the folks in the trenches don’t really understand the priorities 
of that initiative. 

Quote 6: 

…for a number of years, I’m not sure that all staff understood how they 
could impact student success…I remember, not that many years ago, we 
were talking about time, pay to performance, and institutional measures like 
student success and things like that…There were two administrative 
assistants who were on the team and said, “I don’t get how I contribute to 
the success of students’ and I thought they were joking…the line of sight for 
staff I don’t think is as crisp as it is for faculty and administrators, but I 
think it is moving in that direction. 
 
Quote 7: 

The intentions are all there…Don’t knock upper administration – I’d say 
most of the chairs are on board, the deans are all on board – they want it to 
happen but the work is at the faculty level.  And it’s not going to happen 
there yet…it’s got to be voluntary – you’ve got to move them to that… 
mindset that I want to see how I’m doing – I want to improve and here are 
the tools I can use to help me improve.  It’s got to be nonjudgmental. 

Quote 8: “…there is no collaboration down here…among departments in 

the same division and definitely I don’t think much between 

divisions…there is no collaboration.”  

Quote 9: “…we need more focus, training…on the general principles of 

continuous quality improvement…we’ve got to overcome all the resistance 

to change…”  

Quote 10: “…when I sit down in a room with other staff, other faculty, and 

the administration in most instances we feel good about trying to figure out 
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what’s the problem and what are possible solutions and which of these 

possible solutions is the best solution.”   

Quote 11: “…I think we did faculty engagement really well.  I really do.  I 

think we gave faculty a lot of opportunities to talk and interact, and to be 

empowered, to try new things.”   

Broad Engagement: Students and External Stakeholders 

Survey ratings. 

          The researcher observed only minor differences between ratings given by 

employees who were and who were not members of ATD team for institutional 

practices related to engaging Students and External Stakeholders (Table 9).  

Practices within this construct were given fairly consistent ratings by 

administrators, faculty and staff who were not members of the ATD team. 

Table 9 

Students and External Stakeholders: Employee Rating Comparison Based on ATD Team Member 

Affiliation 

 
Not on the ATD Team 

 ATD 
Team 

 Admin. Fac. Staff Avg. 
 

Avg. 

College secures active student participation in 
efforts to improve student outcomes. 3.3 3.4 3.7 3.5  3.7 

College secures input from external 
stakeholders to identify causes of achievement 
gaps and inform the development of strategies 
for improving student success. 

3.8 3.7 3.9 3.8  3.7 

Answered the question 289  6 

Skipped the question 61  2 
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Open-ended survey responses.  

ATD team. 

Quote 1: 

I really think that Case Study Community College is doing good work on 
student success efforts, but more effort must be made to communicate these 
results on campus.  I doubt that students know that faculty and staff are 
working on these efforts. 

Interview responses. 

Quote 1: “…students had figured out what it was that was making them 

successful on their own…So listening to the students – we can’t listen to 

them too much.  They figure it out.”  

Quote 2: “[The process] involved students by us going into the classrooms 

and asking what’s working and what’s not working.” 

Quote 3: 

…in terms of the community…If we’re thinking about other colleges, I 
think they did a good job of sharing best practices.  If we’re talking about 
the community…at-large…I’m not so sure how well or how much effort we 
made to involve that community… in terms of high schools…that was one 
of the better things that may have come out of the conversations and I don’t 
know whether or not it came out of Achieving the Dream directly or 
indirectly but…there have  been some conversations with high school 
counselors, with some of the high school faculty to begin to kind of get 
people thinking about what are the challenges we encounter and how is it 
that we can work as a whole system to make sure that we don’t continue to 
do the things that are leading to the kinds of problems that we’ve got now. 

Quote 4: 

I can remember going in to the classroom and doing those mid-term 
interviews to get a sense of what’s working and what’s not working... and 
that was good because it allowed us a chance to kind of gain the student 
perspective…on what made a difference and so there was one way in which 
I think we approached it by gathering information, gathering data, looking 
for what’s meaningful here and then trying to make some decisions. 
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Quote 5: “…they also wanted to make sure that every classroom or every 

instructor was evaluated on teaching, which doesn’t happen currently.  It is 

optional.”  

Quote 6: 

The volunteer part – we were really adamant that it needed to be a volunteer, 
and yes, I know that not everybody will want to do it, but those that do, it is 
a good thing for [faculty] and it gives them a way of learning what their 
students have to say.  It’s really safe.  They don’t do optional – absolutely 
not, but some do.  Most do not. 

Systemic Institutional Improvement: Institutional Management 

Survey ratings. 

          The researcher observed some differences between ratings given by 

employees who were and who were not members of ATD team with ATD team 

member ratings for institutional practices related to Institutional Improvement 

being higher than those for other employees for all practices within this construct 

with the exception of practice 4.1.d. (Table 10).  ATD team members gave the 

highest rating to practice 4.1.e. (4.5 rating) and employees who were not members 

of the ATD team gave this practice a rating of 4.1.  Employees who were not 

members of the ATD team gave the highest rating to practice 4.1.g. (rating of 4.2) 

with the rating given by members of the ATD team for this same practice almost 

the same (rating of 4.3).  Within the group of employees who were not on the ATD 

team, administrators gave the lowest overall rating to practice 4.1.d. (3.0 rating).   

Among the employees who were not members of the ATD team, the highest 

overall rating was given by staff to practice 4.1.g (4.3 rating). 
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Table 10 

Institutional Management: Employee Rating Comparison Based on ATD Team Member 

Affiliation 

 
Not on the ATD Team  

ATD 
Team 

 Admin. Fac. Staff Avg.  Avg. 

4.1.a. College has established a strategic 
planning process that relies on data to set 
goals for student success and measure of goal 
attainment. 

3.6 4.0 4.0 4.0  4.2 

4.1.b. Plans for a given year are driven by a 
limited set of strategic priorities that have a 
focus on student success. 

3.7 3.7 3.8 3.8  4.2 

4.1.c. College regularly evaluates its academic 
programs and student services to determine 
how well they promote student success and 
how they can be improved. 

3.8 3.8 4.0 3.9  3.9 

4.1.d. Decisions about budget allocations are 
based on evidence of program effectiveness 
and linked to plans to increase rates of student 
success. 

3.0 3.1 3.6 3.3  3.0 

4.1.e. College uses external grant funds 
strategically to support systemic efforts to 
improve outcomes for students broadly, not 
just for isolated projects that benefit small 
numbers of students. 

4.2 3.9 4.2 4.1  4.5 

4.1.f. College actively works to scale up and 
sustain pilot programs or practices that prove 
effective. 

3.7 3.5 3.8 3.7  4.3 

4.1.g. The student success agenda is 
integrated with on-going accreditation 
activity. 

3.8 4.1 4.3 4.2  4.3 

Answered the question 287  6 

Skipped the question 63  2 
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Open-ended survey responses. 

Not on the ATD team. 

Administrator Quote 1:  Student success initiatives are happening in 

pockets (particularly in student services) but there has not been a strong 

campus-wide focus on these issues.” 

Administrator Quote 2: “There are pockets of the college that routinely 

address the student success agenda.”  

Faculty Quote 1: “The college isn’t building a culture – the college is 

instituting improvement to student success in pockets across the college.  

There is a BIG difference.” 

Faculty Quote 2: “It is difficult to teach to a standardized syllabus and also 

do service learning…and other things that increase student engagement and 

retention…I have been very frustrated by the mixed messages…even though 

I think our overall direction is good.” 

Faculty Quote 3: “We need pertinent assessments and keep what works and 

terminate what does not.” 

Faculty Quote 4: “It is time to go back to at least a 60-40 ratio and maybe 

for a while during time of recession concentrate on hiring more full time non 

tenure track faculty members…the college must have a plan for growth…” 

Faculty Quote 5: “More emphases and resources need to be directed at 

student learning and data collection and analysis to support it.” 

Staff Quote 1: “…our efforts need to be increased/combined/refocused/re-

evaluated in order to achieve improved student success rates…” 
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Interview responses. 

 Quote 1: “…they said it would be very wise if our action projects for AQIP 

could connect with Achieving the Dream…the college was trying to 

strategically position some of these important initiatives and get more bang 

for the buck…”  

Quote 2: 

…integration costs.  You either pay for it up front or you pay for it 
afterwards, but integration costs….So making it central enough from the get 
go so people can see their contribution—it’s totally rethinking the total 
enterprise in such a way that you can leverage the things that were really 
working and abandoning some of the nonproductive things… 

Quote 3: “…this blame of the student, it never allows us to look at the 

system…we’ve begun to look at the system, and that is a change.…That is 

refreshing and very important.”  

Quote 4: 

…we are really good at launching things and we are not so good at 
institutionalizing them.  Part of that is because we are so innovative as a 
college.  We launch something, and then you’ve got key critical folks who 
are working on it, and then something else comes up and in many cases, 
those key critical folks are jumping and working on that.  Sometimes there 
is some momentum lost between initiatives…That’s an area where we as an 
institution could grow…Embedding it, to me, it makes sense because I 
believe that any initiative in which we get involved, we should always be 
looking at ways of how we can integrate what we’ve learned.  

Quote 5: “…I think the policies are sound but I think that operationally, we 

need to spend more time on figuring out procedures to support the policies 

that we develop and to understand at some point the connection between 

policies.”  
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Quote 6: 

…it has always been difficult for Midwest to repurpose and 
reorganize…you didn’t move someone to another position.  You didn’t 
discontinue a position and place it somewhere else unless the incumbent 
left…I think that is one hurdle – that institutional culture of change and I 
think if we are moving from a model of strictly access which we had in the 
past to access with success.  We will need to do things differently. 

Quote 7: “…the longevity of the faculty and staff at Case Study Community 

College is the blessing and the curse of this organization…we need to really 

work on change management as an organization and helping people move 

forward.”  

Quote 8: “…sometimes just competing interests can be an obstacle to 

student success..sometimes, as an organization, we are willing to jump into 

messy discussions and other times, we go nah, kick that can down the 

road…”  

Quote 9: 

…sometimes when the ink is still drying on that final chapter, we want to 
say, ‘Oh, how did we change things?’ And some of this I think we are still 
realizing.  Some of the net effects of what the grant funding brought and 
what the teams brought, and the knowledge gained—we are still realizing, 
or more importantly, leveraging into other projects…  

Quote 10: 

…one of the things that we worried about and still always worry about is 
this, this is the latest thing that Case Study Community College will be 
doing.  So everybody hunkers down and we’ll do this for three years, and 
then it’s over and we can sit back and relax.  I think we were really 
purposeful by putting it in AQIP and we didn’t hang the banner of 
Achieving the Dream…we began to use the words student success.  I think 
that was what made the biggest impact at the college because student 
success is really what we talk about.  I think that became because of 
Achieving the Dream.  That really was – I think it was wise for us to do that 
– I think it gave it more meaning and it made us look and say hey, this is 
tied to accreditation – so this is something that we have to do and we have 
the opportunity to choose the things that we want to work on.  So we’re 
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going to work on student success and we are going to make it part of our 
accreditation process and I think it gave it more emphasis.  

Quote 11: 

…if you went in and asked people about Achieving the Dream, they may 
not be able to give you some good answers.  But…if you talked about 
student success, you would get different responses…we really went in with 
student success—it was all about student success. 

Systemic Institutional Improvement: Organization 

Survey ratings. 

          The researcher observed only minor differences between ratings given by 

employees who were and who were not members of ATD team for institutional 

practices related to Organization (Table 11).  Practices within this construct were 

given fairly consistent ratings by administrators, faculty and staff who were not 

members of the ATD team. 

Table 11 

Organization: Employee Rating Comparison Based on ATD Team Member Affiliation 

 
Not on the ATD Team 

 ATD 
Team 

 Admin. Fac. Staff Avg. 
 

Avg. 

4.2.a. The college has a standing committee 
or committees responsible for guiding and 
monitoring efforts to improve student 
outcomes. 

4.0 4.1 4.1 4.1  4.0 

4.2.b. Major meetings, organizational units, 
and work groups regularly focus on student 
success. 

3.8 4.0 4.0 4.0  4.3 

Answered the question 28  6 

Skipped the question 63  2 
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Open-ended survey responses. 

Not on the ATD team. 

Administrator Quote 1: “I am not sure that the student success agenda has 

filtered down from leadership to faculty and staff.” 

Staff Quote 1: “There are committees upon committees devoted to make 

sure everything is geared toward retention and student success.” 

Staff Quote 2: 

While this is the new jargon that is being used the college does what is 
necessary to foster the idea that it is working on this but internally it has not 
done a very good job letting employees know what they can do to be a part 
of this… 

Staff Quote 3: “Everything at Case Study Community College is devoted to 

promote and support student success, i.e. the curriculum…academic dept. 

goals…” 

Interview responses. 

Quote 1: “I really began to lose touch with what was going on with 

Achieving the Dream except when the coaches came to town and the deans 

would meet with the coaches.”  

Quote 2: 

I wasn’t even sure who was on first with Achieving the Dream…I sent a 
message first to the associate provost…then I sent a message to the provost 
and I realized I was chasing my tail…I didn’t get the big picture—it wasn’t 
there.  It was some really good stuff in one little area.  It was really good 
quantitative data and then in other areas, it was just glossed over.  And so I 
wasn’t sure what I could see of significance there… 

Quote 3: 

I don’t know when we launch initiatives like that if we do that good of a job 
understanding what the roles of the team members are so that the 
appropriate information can be disseminated, discussed…we have this 
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network but we haven’t subscribed to that network what their role is. 

Quote 4: “My sense is that those who were not actively involved…probably 

could not tell you too much about either its initial purpose, the progress that 

we’ve made, opportunities—I don’t think many people could do that.” 

Quote 5: “…we kinda came to realize that this is going to be a continuous 

process and we have to continue to make improvements and to use data to 

drive decision-making in order to…continue to make progress...”  

Quote 6: 

…there have been meetings with the whole college or at least were open to 
the whole college that we’ve talked about some of the data and we even 
talked about some of the ways in which we’ve made changes and seen 
improvements… 

Quote 7: 

We needed some means to get the word out –to communicate…It wasn’t 
there.  It wasn’t there so I don’t think the faculty, staff, anybody else knew 
about it unless they were personally involved, on the committee, or in one of 
the departments that they were looking at. 

Quote 8: 

…we were ahead of most schools with that and we had a tremendous 
amount of data and we just weren’t really bringing it out and talking about 
it, so Achieving the Dream made us talk about data.  And that I think is a 
really big change.  You know you are talking about data, chairs are talking 
about data, faculty are looking at data, whereas it wasn’t something that we 
did – we only heard the really good things and we never really took the 
time, it wasn’t part of our culture I think at the time, where now it is.”  

Systemic Institutional Improvement: Professional Development 

Survey ratings. 

          The researcher observed differences between ratings given by employees who 

were and who were not members of ATD team with ATD team member ratings for 

institutional practices related to Professional Development being higher than those 
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for other employees for all practices within this construct (Table 12).  ATD team 

members gave the highest rating to practice 4.3.a. (4.9 rating) and employees who 

were not members of the ATD team gave this practice a rating of 4.0.  Employees 

who were not on the ATD Team and ATD members gave the lowest rating to 

practice 4.3.c (ratings of 3.1 and 3.2 respectively).  Within the group of employees 

who were not on the ATD team, administrators gave the lowest overall rating to 

practice 4.3.c. (2.9 rating).   Among the employees who were not members of the 

ATD team, the highest overall rating was given by faculty to practice 4.3.a (4.3 

rating). 

Table 12 

Professional Development: Employee Rating Comparison Based on ATD Team Member 

Affiliation 

 
Not on the ATD Team 

 ATD 
Team 

 Admin. Fac. Staff Avg. 
 

Avg. 

4.3.a. The college offers faculty and staff 
professional development that reinforces 
efforts to improve student success and close 
achievement gaps. 

4.1 4.3 3.6 4.0  4.9 

4.3.b. Induction and orientation activities for 
new faculty and staff foster a commitment to 
student success. 

4.0 4.0 3.2 3.6  3.7 

4.3.c. College provides training to faculty and 
staff on using data and research to improve 
programs and services. 

2.9 3.3 3.0 3.1  3.2 

Answered the question 28  6 

Skipped the question 63  2 
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Open-ended survey responses. 

Not on the ATD team. 

Faculty Quote 1: “I believe Case Study Community College really does 

focus on student success.  I believe the Center for Teaching and Learning is 

a major move in that direction.” 

Faculty Quote 2: “…many full-time faculty tend to opt out of training 

available.” 

Faculty Quote 3: “Case Study Community College needs to hold its full-

time faculty to a higher standard by creating its own teaching certification.” 

Faculty Quote 4: “I am a new faculty member…I do know that during my 

interview process, orientation, and training, student success was far more 

important to the college than retention or graduation numbers.” 

Faculty Quote 5: “Professional development opportunities for faculty in all 

areas stress these efforts and provide information and resources to help 

make it happen.”  

Interview responses.  

    Quote 1:  

I think that is the biggest opportunity really that we have right now is 
helping our chairs be good facilitators.  I think we all want people to use the 
data and if it’s so hard to get the data, you can never get the point of using it.  
But now that we have it, it is helping people jump from…having the data 
and say so what does it mean to me in my role at the college?, or me in my 
role in developmental math? or me in my role in the management 
department?  I think we are closer than we have ever been.  I think for the 
most part, faculty members still are puzzled about how to do that. 

 Quote 2: 

I think there are a number of professional development opportunities for 
adjunct faculty to take advantage of…There were certain things that were 
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closed to tenure track faculty or annually contracted faculty and some of 
those activities are opening up more.  Just the introduction of student 
surveys that now are basically required of all adjunct faculty.  If you are an 
adjunct faculty member, students will complete a survey on you.  So I think 
there’s intentional ways of saying ‘We want to give you feedback so that 
you can improve your performance, and improve the performance of your 
students’…there are all kinds of resources…I think we do that probably 
better than many other community college that I’ve come across, not that we 
can’t grow, not that we can’t get better.  

 Quote 3: 

…my sense is that we need to have more training—almost like a train the 
trainer session…or sessions that help key individuals—deans, directors, 
managers, chairs— understand data that are available to them and then how 
to contextualize it for the departments that they are serving.  I think we do 
need to grow there. 
Quote 4: 

…a person whose got a full-time job during the day and comes and teaches 
for us at night is just not gonna have the same ability to go to a Lilly 
conference or to go and learn how to be a better classroom facilitator of 
learning…We’re not gonna have the same opportunity to help improve their 
instructional skills as we will with a person who we have full-time. 

Quote 5: 

I would say we’ve hired well but we’ve trained people poorly.  I think that 
we’ve hired people that are smart and capable and intelligent and probably 
have much of the knowledge they need but I don’t think that we’ve done a 
real good job of training people to know how to use data. 

Quote 6: “I’ve never felt we’ve done enough…on 

boarding…orientation…They are now requiring them to go to monthly 

meetings – new faculty and new chairs have to go to chair academy – 

monthly meetings.  None of it has to do with student success…Nothing.” 

Quote 7: 

…their focus is drawn so far away—at least the new faculty, from student 
learning, that I don’t know how you could expect them to be successful.  
I’m a firm believer in orientation, on boarding, and requiring people to do 
continuing education…Everybody does very well in keeping up with their 
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discipline, but no one has learned how to teach, how to assess, how to help 
those students, or anything else.  But yet we expect change to happen. 

Quote 8: 

…it’s always smart to do some sort of a student feedback piece and I 
thought that worked really well and in fact it became something that people 
decided was valuable enough that…we can continue to do…for ourselves 
and so I think we continue to offer some sort of a mid-quarter interview to 
anybody who’s interested… 
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Summary of Findings 

          The sample size of the study made it difficult to assign statistical significance to the 

results in the quantitative analysis.  The qualitative data analysis, however, helped the 

researcher identify, understand, and describe differences in perspectives and underlying 

factors at the institution that would otherwise have been masked without this further level 

of analysis.   

 Using the assessment tool, the description of “increasing” is associated with a 3.0 

rating and “A lot” is associated with a 5.0 rating.  Both measures (numeric ratings and 

descriptions) were used to assess the extent of the college’s implementation of the 

various principles and practices of the Achieving the Dream model.  In theory, ratings 

between 3.0 and 5.0 were considered favorable or at least provided an indication that the 

college made progress.  In analyzing the overall survey results, only one practice (Broad 

Engagement: Part-time or adjunct faculty are actively engaged in institutional efforts to 

improve student success, rating of 2.9) received a rating below 3.0, a sign that overall, 

progress was made or that at least the college was headed in the right direction based on 

what it set out to accomplish by becoming an ATD college. 

 In most instances, the ratings given by members of the ATD team were either 

equal to or higher than those given by employees who were not members of the team; an 

indication that individuals more directly involved with the college’s ATD work may have 

given a more favorable assessment due to their direct and personal involvement on the 

team.  Ratings given by staff tended to be equal to or higher than those given by 

administrators and faculty.  Practices that received higher ratings by staff included the 

following:  
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• The student success agenda is integrated with ongoing accreditation activity. 

• College uses external grant funds strategically to support systemic efforts to 

improve outcomes for students broadly, not just for isolated projects that 

benefit small numbers of students. 

• The college has a standing committee or committees responsible for guiding 

and monitoring efforts to improve student outcomes. 

Practices that received higher ratings by faculty included the following:  

• The college offers faculty and staff professional development that reinforces 

efforts to improve student success and close achievement gaps. 

• CEO and other senior leaders have made an explicit policy commitment, 

communicated to faculty, staff, students and community, to achieve equity in 

student outcomes across racial/ethnic and income groups. 

• College communications, including website and news releases, emphasize a 

student success agenda. 

Practices that received higher ratings by administrators included the following:  

• The student success agenda is integrated with ongoing accreditation activity. 

• The college has a standing committee or committees responsible for guiding and 

monitoring efforts to improve student outcomes. 

• CEO and leadership team actively support efforts to improve student learning 

and completion, not just increase enrollments. 
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Practices that received lower ratings by staff included the following: 

• Part-time or adjunct faculty are actively engaged in institutional efforts to 

improve student success. 

• College provides training to faculty and staff on using data and research to 

improve programs and services. 

• Induction and orientation activities for new faculty and staff foster a 

commitment to student success. 

Practices that received lower ratings by faculty included the following:  

• Part-time or adjunct faculty are actively engaged in institutional efforts to 

improve student success. 

• RAR staff effectively educates and assists college personnel to use data 

and research to improve programs and services. 

• Decisions about budget allocations are based on evidence of program 

effectiveness and linked to plans to increase rates of student success. 

Practices that received lower ratings by administrators included the following:  

• Part-time or adjunct faculty are actively engaged in institutional efforts to 

improve student success. 

• RAR staff effectively educates and assists college personnel to use data 

and research to improve programs and services. 

• College provides training to faculty and staff on using data and research to 

improve programs and services. 

The purpose of the study was twofold: to assess the college’s progress with 

implementing the ATD model of institutional improvement and to gain insight into the 
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factors that might have contributed to or interfered with the college’s progress in building 

a culture and implementing practices focused on raising the achievement levels of 

students overall, but especially minority and low-income students.  The results provided 

by the survey helped to shed light on broad areas that might have contributed to or 

hindered the college’s progress.  The survey ratings alone however, did not provide 

descriptive insight into why employees gave the ratings they did and so, therefore, were 

limited in their usefulness.      

          An analysis of open-ended survey responses and interview comments provided the 

researcher with important context and background, and rich descriptions about the 

college’s culture and operations from the perspective of the college’s employees.  

Although it can be stated that the college made progress in some areas, the qualitative 

data analysis surfaced issues and areas that deserve further attention and focus if the 

college expects to continue to close achievement gaps and drive improvements in student 

success according to the principles and practices described by the ATD model of student 

success. 

In closing, employee’s perceptions were varied and somewhat dependent on their 

direct involvement with the college’s ATD efforts.  Employees who were more engaged 

with the ATD initiative rated the college’s implementation more favorably, however 

underlying factors surfaced that provided a richer context for more fully understanding 

the college’s work.  People throughout the college wanted to feel connected to the 

college’s efforts but that was not always the case.  Many individuals felt disconnected 

from the student success work and may have revealed problems within the institution that 
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need to be addressed related to communication, relationship-building and information 

sharing.   
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Chapter Five: Interpretations, Recommendations and Conclusions 

Introduction 

          In June 2011, Dr. Jill Biden, community college professor and wife of United 

States Vice President, Joe Biden, stated the following in her opening remarks during the 

White House Summit on Community Colleges: 

Our challenge is not just to get students into college, but to keep them 
there and to graduate them faster with the skills they need to succeed in 
the American workforce.  This is the moment for community colleges to 
shine. (The White House, 2011, p. 10) 

Will community colleges be able to deliver what is being asked and expected of them?   

Historically, community colleges grounded themselves in the principles of opportunity 

and access.  New economic realities and demographic trends require community colleges 

to focus equal attention on success and completion.  Each year, millions of students enroll 

in community colleges to pursue their academic and career goals yet many do not persist 

and the completion rates are low.  Nearly half of all Black and Hispanic undergraduates 

attend community colleges however, their success rates are lower than the average.  

Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count is a national initiative focused on 

helping community colleges build a “culture of evidence”; a culture where colleges 

routinely use data and evidence to develop strategies that help students succeed.  Case 

Study Community College joined the ATD effort in 2005.  As an ATD college, in theory, 

Case Study College embraced the principles and practices of the ATD model, a student-

centered model of institutional transformation, and engaged in a continuous cycle of 

quality and process improvement.   
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Study Overview 

          The purpose of this study was to assess the college’s progress with implementing 

the ATD model of institutional transformation and to examine, through exploring the 

perspectives of college employees, the institutional factors that have contributed to or 

interfered with the college’s progress in building a culture and implementing practices 

focused on raising the achievement levels of students, especially low-income students 

and minority students. 

 This study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do faculty, staff, and administrators on the college’s Achieving the 

Dream team assess the college’s progress in upholding the principles and 

implementing the practices reflected by the Achieving the Dream model of 

institutional improvement? 

a. What do faculty, staff, and administrators on the college’s Achieving 

the Dream team perceive are the underlying factors at the institution 

that either contribute to or inhibit the college from experiencing 

greater levels of student success and achievement for low-income 

students and students of color? 

2. How do faculty, staff, and administrators who are not members of the college’s 

Achieving the Dream team assess the college’s progress in upholding the 

principles and implementing the practices reflected by the Achieving the 

Dream model of institutional improvement? 

a. What do these faculty, staff, and administrators perceive are the 

underlying factors at the institution that either contribute to or inhibit 
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the college from experiencing greater levels of student success and 

achievement for low-income students and students of color? 

This chapter provides a summary of the first three chapters and includes an interpretation 

of the quantitative and qualitative results.  The chapter concludes with recommendations 

for Case Study Community College (CSCC) as well as suggestions for future research. 

          Chapter One explored the benefits of obtaining a college credential, to the 

individual and society at-large.  The jobs of today and tomorrow require a higher skilled 

workforce necessitating more people having some form of a postsecondary credential 

(degree or certificate).  Changing demographics have resulted in the need to ensure that 

more “minority” students (i.e. Hispanic and African American) earn a college credential.  

The health of the national economy depends on it.    Nearly half of all college 

undergraduates attend the nation’s community colleges, including a disproportionate 

number of historically underserved students.  Success rates are low and performance gaps 

between student groups based on a number of factors (i.e. race/ethnicity, income, etc.) 

complicate this issue even further.  Achieving the Dream is a national initiative focused 

on helping institutions fundamentally change the way they operate in order to increase 

community college student success and close gaps in student achievement.   

Chapter Two reviewed the literature related to the core principles of the Achieving 

the Dream model.  The influences of leadership, organizational culture, organizational 

change and transformation, broad engagement and systemic improvement were all 

explored in relation to the various espoused theories that comprise the ATD model of 

institutional improvement. 
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 Chapter Three identified the research methods for this analysis, which assessed the 

college’s progress with implementing the ATD model.  The study first employed a 

quantitative survey to gather data on the four principles and thirty-four practices of the 

model.  The second phase of the study used semi-structured interviews with six college 

employees who were members of the ATD team to provide insight and rich context 

related to the survey findings.  Open-ended survey responses were also included in the 

data analysis. 

General Findings 

          When CSCC received an Achieving the Dream grant in 2005, two leadership 

committees were established to manage and lead the college’s efforts.  The core team and 

data team worked together for the planning year (2005-2006) and then through the first 

working year.  Upon the recommendation of the college’s ATD coaches, the core and 

data teams were reorganized into teams focused on advising, math, and writing beginning 

with the 2007-2008 academic year.  During the time this study was conducted, the 

college had completed the final year of the grant funding. 

          From the outset, the college committed itself to engaging a broad group of 

constituents from inside and outside of the college to help develop a first-year work plan.  

The college strategically positioned the ATD efforts within the college by leveraging and 

embedding the work into existing organizational projects, processes and structures.  

Sustainability was a concern and the college’s leadership did not want employees to view 

the work that needed to be accomplished in this area as the initiative de jour.  

          Based on the employee population at the college (approximately 3,000) the sample 

size for the survey was relatively small (350 participants, 12 percent).  However, the data 



             

130 

collected by the researcher (survey findings and interview findings) helped to explore 

patterns and themes that described the college’s progress in implementing the principles 

and practices of the ATD model from the perspective of the college’s employees. 

          Overall, the survey ratings were favorable with most participants’ ratings 

indicating that the college made progress.  Further analysis of the open-ended survey 

responses as well as the comments made by ATD team members during interviews 

provided the researcher with more background and context in relation to how employees 

understood or made sense of the college’s efforts in this area.  The feedback received 

from participants was multifaceted and highlighted both hallmarks and issues. 

Analysis 

          This research explored the extent of implementation of the principles and practices 

of the Achieving the Dream model for institutional improvement at Case Study 

Community College.  Survey data provided an objective assessment of the college’s 

implementation efforts while the qualitative data added depth and insight to the study 

findings.  Employees’ perceptions of the college’s efforts surfaced key themes that 

enabled the researcher to develop a more comprehensive review of the college’s 

Achieving the Dream implementation. 

Theme 1: Training and professional development. 

  A cornerstone of the Achieving the Dream model involves using data and 

information to make better decisions.  Employees at the college struggled in this 

area and many of the difficulties experienced were attributed to a lack of training 

and professional development.  According to one interviewee, “we’ve hired well 

but we’ve trained people poorly.” The extensive use of data and evidence 
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prescribed by the ATD model necessitated more highly involved and complex 

levels of data and analysis throughout the college, however study participants did 

not note any significant capacity-building effort by the organization to promote 

widespread improvement in employees’ abilities to understand, analyze and take 

action on data.  Within the context of developing a better understanding of how to 

use student data and information to make decisions, employee skills such as 

critical thinking, systems thinking, problem recognition, reasoning and the ability 

to formulate solutions were at a premium and some faculty and staff were left to 

figure things out for themselves.   

 Implementing the principles and practices of the ATD model necessitated 

transforming raw data and basic analysis into actionable information. This process 

left many at the college feeling unsure about what they needed to do or how they 

could help make things better for students.  Members of the Achieving the Dream 

team spoke about how faculty struggled with finding meaning in the data.  One 

participant explained that academic leaders needed more training so that they could 

better understand the data and help to “contextualize it for the departments they are 

serving.”  Faculty members’ lack of understanding about how to actually use the 

data and information that was being presented to them may have compromised 

efforts to more fully engage them in the process of helping more students be 

successful.   

 

 

One ATD team member commented that, “an engaged faculty member who 
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understands the data is an empowered faculty member and they really can do more 

to help students.”  Faculty engagement and student engagement were closely 

linked. 

Achieving the Dream team members understood that the college had to “use 

data to drive decision-making in order to…continue to make progress.”  Study 

participants acknowledged the challenges associated with transitioning from 

simpler methods of data reporting and tracking to more sophisticated levels of 

quantitative and qualitative data analysis that involved using advanced professional 

skills such as inference and judgment.   Although one interviewee placed the 

responsibility for accessing data squarely on the shoulders of faculty and staff, 

another study participant explained how this sentiment fell short of the project’s 

goal and described the situation this way, “build it and they will come – we have 

that notion about the data – let them see the data…and they’ll know right what to 

do with it.  But I don’t think….we really knew what to do with it…we wanted to 

nudge the needle…but I don’t think we really had a clear sense of how to do that.”  

Another interviewee indicated that department chairs, especially, struggled with 

making the jump from simply having the data to understanding what it meant to 

them in their various roles at the college (leader, teacher/instructor, department 

manager).  Overwhelmingly, ATD team members appeared to have more direct 

experience with and be more well versed in the use of student data to make 

decisions.   

 

Study participants believed that mid-quarter interviews with students were 
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an effective tool for providing faculty with good feedback on what students were 

learning in the classroom and where they were experiencing problems.  This 

process remained optional for full-time faculty.  Interestingly, members of the 

ATD Team acknowledged that most faculty do not “do optional.”  Members of the 

ATD team believed strongly that the classroom evaluations needed to be voluntary 

as expressed by this interviewee’s statement, “it’s got to be voluntary – you’ve got 

to move them to that mindset that I want to see how I’m doing – I want to improve 

and here are the tools I can use to help me improve.”  Leaving this process optional 

created a missed opportunity for the college.  Training and development is a 

cornerstone of the ATD model and therefore should be a central focus for the 

college in order to provide faculty and staff with the resources necessary to operate 

more effectively and improve student outcomes.  

Theme 2: Data access and integrity. 

Study findings indicate that the college improved in making data more 

accessible to employees.  Newer faculty members, unfamiliar with the way things 

used to be, considered the student information that was included in their rosters as 

standard.  Other individuals throughout the organization also started receiving 

student data in new and different ways but did not necessarily attribute the changes 

to the college’s ATD work.  According to one interviewee, “there were some 

people who were even more peripheral than the core team who would say they 

started to get data about students in ways they’d never seen it before…like the 

disaggregated success rates for students who are at risk….so people might not even 

know the origin of that.”   



             

134 

Although the data was more accessible, the process was not as 

straightforward as employees wanted or expected it to be.  Employees wanted easy 

to access and understand reporting capabilities but some believed that the college 

failed to deliver in this area.  Data and information was not always digestible for a 

variety of audiences.  Details that may have been interesting and important to the 

college’s research staff, but that were not critical to helping others understand 

broader concepts, sometimes compromised the college’s efforts to help employees 

understand and draw conclusions about what the data showed.  One study 

participant who frequently worked with the college’s institutional research staff 

explained that she constantly had to remind individuals in that area that if a fifth 

grader could not understand the report, then it needed to be simplified.   

Issues of data integrity were surfaced by study participants multiple times.  

One participant commented that, “there is something wrong with every report we 

have”.  In the absence of accurate, easy to understand, complete, consistent and 

timely data and information, some employees developed personal databases and 

spreadsheets to track student and program outcome data.  These activities 

undermined college-wide efforts to collect and analyze student data and to 

proactively design and manage research studies that might further inform 

institutional decision-making. 

Employees on the ATD team recounted that in previous years the college 

made many decisions based on hunches or conjecture.  After becoming an ATD 

college, CSCC was pushed by its coaches to rely more heavily on data and 

information to make decisions.  The ATD coaches challenged the college to delve 
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more deeply into the data and to ask tough questions about why certain student 

groups might not be performing as well as others.  An unexpected byproduct of 

more focused attention on disaggregated student outcome data was the emotional 

response experienced by some faculty and staff.  Success rates for “at-risk” 

students, also considered low-income, first-generation and African-American in 

the case of CSCC, were alarmingly low.  One interviewee described the situation 

this way, “a lot of times where in meetings you might be talking about things, but 

on another level you’re struggling with the sorts of emotional, the value issues, that 

it brings up for us….there was this emotional kind of reaction that wasn’t on the 

overt discussed part but was sort of the covert, beneath the surface…”  Although 

these experiences did not derail the team, the participant’s reference to issues 

“beneath the surface” was concerning in that the issues may still not be resolved.            

Individuals were not provided with appropriate group facilitation tools or resources 

to help better manage difficult conversations about student data. 

 Individuals and departments were defensive about what the data revealed 

and did not seem to be prepared to effectively manage these issues.  Employees 

were embarrassed and internalized the poor student performance data by 

concluding that they must not be doing a good job if students were performing so 

poorly.  The college’s efforts to engage minority and low-income students were 

criticized.  One study participant described the situation in this manner, “there are 

no low income success models…that the core underserved student population can 

identify or communicate with on a daily basis….lack of this type of input and 

leadership has a crippling effect on any movement to…reach this population.”  
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Data access and integrity is an important element of building a culture of evidence 

and should continue to be a central focus of the college. 

Theme 3: Strategic alignment. 

 The college made a strategic decision to combine and leverage its Achieving 

the Dream work with its accreditation activities and to purposefully brand its ATD 

efforts using the label “student success”.  Despite CSCC’s best efforts to embed, 

integrate and leverage its ATD work, employees’ perceptions were that student 

success work occurred in isolated pockets throughout the organization.  According 

to one participant, “there are pockets of the college that routinely address the 

student success agenda.”  The perception by some employees that student success 

was something that was going on “over there” contributed to staff members and 

non-developmental education faculty, in particular, feeling left out of this very 

important work.  Many staff did not understand what they could do to contribute to 

student success. 

  While the decision to embed the college’s Achieving the Dream work made 

sense conceptually, in practice CSCC fell short of broadly engaging employees 

from across the college.  One ATD team member explained that while they agreed 

with the college’s decision to embed the ATD work, “it’s hard to move the needle 

when the folks in the trenches don’t really understand the priorities of the 

initiative.”  Faculty and staff, not on the core team, had difficulty understanding 

the college’s efforts to improve student success and performance.  Even members 

of the ATD team struggled at times to keep track of who was leading and 

coordinating the work and struggled to see how all of the pieces and parts fit 
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together.  The situation was described in this way, “I wasn’t even sure who was on 

first with Achieving the Dream…I sent a message first to the associate 

provost…then I sent a message to the provost and realized I was chasing my 

tail…I didn’t get the big picture – it wasn’t there….it was some really good stuff in 

one little area.”  Some staff members who were not on the core team asserted that 

at CSCC, “student success is always the focus...the bottom line.”  Others argued 

that “student success” was just a buzz word on campus, something that the 

administration gave nothing more than “lip service.” 

The college’s track record of being innovative and on the forefront of the 

next new thing was problematic at times in that many employees felt that the 

college was “really good at launching things” but “not so good at institutionalizing 

them.”  Complicating matters further, sometimes the goals and priorities of various 

initiatives competed with one another and were not well aligned.  Embedding the 

ATD work with the college’s accreditation efforts was helpful, however, this 

strategy may have diluted institutional change efforts focused on minority students 

in particular. 

Theme 4: Communication. 

In complex organizations like CSCC, organizational communication plays a 

critical role in helping employees coordinate their work and achieve their goals 

(Berger, 2008).  Employees at the college struggled to understand organizational 

priorities and how their work fit into the big picture.  As one participant described 

the situation, “one of the biggest challenges is helping to communicate things in 

such a way that people understand it and are engaged by it.”   
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Not all college leaders understood their position in the formal communication 

network and the role they played in the helping to relay and contextualize 

information for employees.  College leaders attended meetings but failed to report 

the information back to their various constituencies.  One college administrator 

described the phenomenon this way, “I don’t know if when we launch initiatives 

like that we do that good of a job understanding what the roles of the team 

members are so that the appropriate information can be disseminated, 

discussed…we have this network but we haven’t subscribed to that network what 

their role is.”   

Employees relied on their managers, supervisors and other departmental and 

divisional leaders to share information with them within a context that was 

relevant and meaningful.  Generally speaking, employees wanted to know “so 

what’s in it for me?”  Study participants commented about how data, information 

and analysis were not making it down to the faculty and staff level.  There were 

instances, however, where employees noted that communications were 

increasingly focused on student success and that student success was a topic of 

discussion at both college-wide and divisional meetings.  This difference in 

perspective suggested that the internal communication processes, networks and 

channels at CSCC did not consistently provide employees with the information 

needed to fully understand the college’s student success efforts.  Organizational 

communication plays an important role in bringing everyone along and is 

especially critical in large, complex organizations.   Keeping employees in the loop 

and informed about the college’s ATD work was challenging. 
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Theme 5: Staff engagement. 

Staff at Case Study Community College expressed concerns regarding their 

role and involvement with the college’s student success efforts.  Some staff 

believed that they were treated like second-class citizens within the college and 

that they did not feel valued.  One study participant described the situation this 

way, “staff need to be called upon to help in this effort, but as with most things in 

the college it’s all top-down or silo thinking….staff feels unempowered….and not 

respected enough to have any valuable input into anything but our immediate 

jobs.”  Clearly, some of the staff at CSCC did not fully understand the important 

role they played in supporting students.  ATD team members also acknowledged 

that staff did not seem to fully understand how the work they did every day 

contributed to student success.  Broad engagement is an important guiding 

principle of the ATD model.  More efforts focused on helping staff members 

understand their role in supporting student success and completion is critical.   

Theme 6: Organizational culture and change management. 

 Employees at CSCC were proud of the college’s culture and philosophy of 

student success and cited the increased use of data and information as an example 

of a cultural change that has occurred.  Study participants did not believe that the 

college was where it needed to be but progress had been made.  According to one 

ATD team member, “the college has created a culture around student success and 

completion…we have made great strides toward understanding the experience of 

our students.” 

The cultural changes associated with expanding the college’s focus to 
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include both access and success cannot be underestimated.  Like many other 

community colleges across the country, for years, CSCC’s full attention was 

directed toward enrollment while it was generally understood that students would 

hopefully graduate one day.  There were no specialized efforts however, that were 

developed to ensure that students did in fact earn a college credential.   The 

following comment made by a member of the ATD team exemplifies the cultural 

shift that resulted from the college’s involvement with the initiative, “Achieving 

the Dream…was really the first time…that the institution started focusing 

on…getting them in the door” and getting them through.   

Study participants on and off the ATD team commented about how slowly 

the changes occurred but acknowledged that change takes time.  Eventually, 

CSCC will need to overcome employees’ resistance to change.  One element of 

the organization’s culture that was considered problematic involved an inability to 

let things (programs and interventions) and people go.  Even when the nature and 

scope of work changed, CSCC would find a place within the college for its 

“displaced workers.”  Similarly, programs that were ineffective, duplicative or 

served only a very small, targeted student population were allowed to continue.  

Sometimes employees felt stretched too thin, thereby suffering from initiative 

fatigue.  One participant, described the situation this way, “it’s always been 

difficult for CSCC to repurpose and reorganize…you didn’t move someone to 

another position….you didn’t discontinue a position and place it somewhere else 

unless the incumbent left…that is one hurdle – that institutional culture of 

change.”  Cultural change is central to the ATD model of institutional 
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transformation.  The college should continue to spend time and attention on 

helping to broaden the college’s focus to include success and completion.   

Overall, the researcher concluded that the college made progress with the 

ATD implementation however there is more work to be done.  The themes that 

emerged indicated that the college continued to struggle with elements that are 

central to the ATD model of organizational improvement.  Analyzing the survey 

ratings alone left the researcher with the impression that, by and large, the 

college’s ATD implementation was relatively smooth.  A review of the open-

ended survey responses and interview responses, however, reveals a slightly 

different picture.  A key concern is that while the ATD model is specifically 

focused on low-income, first generation, students of color, there seemed to have 

been little focused conversation at the college that specifically addressed its 

largest minority population, African-American students.  Study participants 

indicated that while there was an effort to discuss the performance and 

achievement of students of color, those discussions were difficult, often times 

superficial, and no real resolution was ever reached.  Conversations around racial 

and ethnic inequality can be difficult, and the college may not have been 

deliberate enough in its approaches and tactics to surface important issues related 

to serving this population of students.   

Recommendations 

1) Engage in a strategic planning and prioritization process to ensure that the college’s 

resources are appropriately aligned with institutional priorities. 
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2) Implement training and development programs targeted at helping employees better 

understand how to actually use data and information to make decisions.   

• Exercises and activities should be focused on building critical thinking, reasoning 

and problem solving skills. 

• Mandate mid-quarter student interviews for all faculty as a means of building 

faculty engagement as well as facilitating classroom assessment. 

• Identify and/or develop facilitators who are skilled in helping employees engage 

in difficult discussions about disaggregated student data. 

3) Institutionalize the widespread use of data analysis as the basis for program reviews, 

strategic planning, and budgeting across the college. 

4) Centralize institutional research, planning and institutional effectiveness functions 

into one office to facilitate coordination and continuous evaluation: 

• Centralized functions should include: academic planning, administrative planning, 

budget planning, facilities planning, educational programs assessment, assessment 

of administrative and support services units. 

• Develop a rigorous research agenda (separate from state and federal reporting and 

accreditation requirements) that focuses on the detailed analysis of students’ 

experiences and actively monitors the effectiveness of various programs and 

policies.  Detailed and rigorous annual program reviews are recommended. 

• Develop reporting tools that are easily understood by the masses yet tailored to 

specific audiences.   

• Focus data reporting efforts on accuracy, ease of use, completeness, consistency 

and timeliness. 
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• Increase institutional support to enhance key leaders’ (administrators, faculty and 

staff) abilities to interpret, analyze and use data. 

5) Embed required faculty and staff development, into the college’s culture: 

• Training should be focused squarely on the student success and completion 

agenda.  

• Training should be tailored for different audiences and highlight how specific 

work groups and units contribute to student success. 

• Assess employee competencies in using data and information.  Intensive training 

sessions should be conducted in order to help normalize the widespread use and 

understanding of data and information. 

• Hold departments accountable for developing two to three statements that clearly 

articulate how they support student success.  These statements should be 

incorporated into the employee evaluation process for all staff. 

• Mandate participation in the mid-term interview and review process for all 

faculty. 

• Increase faculty engagement by facilitating greater understanding and ownership 

by faculty for the student success agenda.  Cross-functional teams that remove 

silos between departments and divisions would be helpful. 

6) Foster improved college-wide communication: 

• Leverage the college’s communication network to keep employees better 

informed, engaged and connected to what is happening in the organization. 

• Develop multiple strategies for engaging various employee groups. 
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• Provide formal training for key organizational leaders to help them understand 

their role in keeping others at the college informed and engaged.   

• Regularly convene cross-functional teams to facilitate cooperation, 

communication and collaboration. 

7) Special attention should be given to evaluating current efforts focused on assisting 

minority student populations.  The college struggled with engaging in conversations 

around race and ethnicity and in order to address these issues and more directly focus 

on increasing student performance for minority students, more work needs to be done 

in this area.  The college’s Board of Trustees can help to create a climate that 

supports surfacing these issues and provide the college with the “political cover” 

necessary to embark on this very important work. 

Recommendations for future research. 

          This study documented the college’s extent of implementation of ATD 

principles and practices and explored employee’s perceptions about the college’s 

efforts.  In order to fully assess the college’s progress in implementing policies and 

practices and making cultural changes that increase student success through 

institutional improvement, a study that more fully explores the college’s entire 

journey of implementation is necessary.  Another study that includes a larger 

number of participants, extended observation at the research site, a comprehensive 

review of college documents, interviews with the college’s president and provost 

would be helpful.  Case Study Community College has demonstrated that changing 

and sustaining cultural change is a much more difficult task than changing an 

organization’s behaviors and practices.  A larger sample would also allow study 
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findings to be generalizable to other ATD colleges of similar scope, size, and 

function.  To fully assess the longevity of various cultural changes, future research 

in subsequent years may be required.   

The role and influence of think tanks and other policy-planning 

organizations should be further explored in relation to whether or not their 

prescribed strategies and approaches disrupt or distract the college from 

accomplishing its mission.  Operating with limited resources, the demands of such 

relationships may help to foster a college climate that is so stressed that the goal 

becomes more focused on “getting this over with” than actually institutionalizing 

lasting change. 

          The college president was credited with driving the institution toward a 

culture rooted in analysis and evidence of what is working.  A study of the 

president’s and the board’s role in helping to reinforce cultural change and 

expectations of progress focused on student success would be illuminating.  Since 

the college chose to embed its student success work into other organizational 

efforts, a study that assess the effectiveness of that integration would be useful to 

the college and to other community colleges who elect to strategically position its 

ATD work in this manner.  With a significant number of adjunct faculty delivering 

instruction at the college, an analysis of how well the college incentivized this 

employee population to become fully engaged in the college’s student success 

efforts would be valuable.  A study that explores the changes in student 

performance that were actually achieved by the college would provide insight into 
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whether or not the cultural changes that have occurred have actually resulted in 

increased student success. 
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Improved student outcomes and reduced achievement 
gaps among subgroups of students based on five 
indicators: 

• Completion of developmental courses and progression 
to credit-bearing courses 

• Completion of gatekeeper courses, particularly first 
college-level or degree-credit courses in math and 
English 

• Completion of attempted courses with a “C” or better 
• Persistence from term to term and year to year 
• Attainment of credentials 

Appendix A – Achieving the Dream Five-Step Process for Increasing Student Success 

through Institutional Improvement 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 1 

Commit. 

STEP 2 

Use data to 
prioritize 
actions. 

STEP 3 

Engage 
stakeholders. 

STEP 4 

Implement, 
evaluate, 
improve. 

STEP 5 

Establish a 
culture of 
continuous 
improvement. 

Support from 
Achieving the 
Dream 

Investments 
by the college 
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Appendix B – Achieving the Dream Readiness Assessment Tool 

                                             Extent of Implementation 
 Little 

or 
None 

1 

 
 
 

2 

 
 

Increasing 
3 

 
 
 

4 

 
 

A lot 
5 

Principle 1: Committee Leadership 
 
1.1 Vision and Values 

1.1.a. CEO and leadership team actively support 
efforts to improve student learning and 
completion, not just increase enrollments. 

     

1.1.b. CEO and other senior leaders have made 
an explicit policy commitment, communicated to 
faculty, staff, students and community, to achieve 
equity in student outcomes across racial/ethnic 
and income groups. 

     

1.1.c. College communications, including 
website and news releases, emphasize a student 
success agenda. 

     

Justification/Evidence (optional): 
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                                            Extent of Implementation 
 Little 

or 
None 

1 

 
 
 

2 

 
 

Increasing 
3 

 
 
 

4 

 
 

A lot 
5 

1.2 Commitment 

1.2.a. The board expects, and the CEO provides, 
regular reports on student outcomes and the 
impact of efforts to improve success rates. 

     

1.2.b. Senior leaders demonstrate willingness to 
support changes in policy, procedures and 
resource allocation to improve student success. 

     

1.2.c. Faculty leaders actively support a broad-
based student success agenda. 

     

Justification/Evidence (optional): 

Principle 2: Use of Evidence to Improve Policies, Programs and Services 
 
2.1 IT and IR capacity 

2.1.a. IT capacity is adequate to meet the demand 
for data and institutional research. 

     

2.1.b. Policies and procedures are in place to 
ensure integrity of data collected. 

     

2.1.c. IR staff capacity is adequate to meet 
demand for data and research. 

     

2.1.d. IR staff effectively educates and assists 
college personnel to use data and research to 
improve programs and services. 

     

Justification/Evidence (optional): 
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                                            Extent of Implementation 
 Little 

or 
None 

1 

 
 
 

2 

 
 

Increasing 
3 

 
 
 

4 

 
 

A lot 
5 

2.2 Process for identifying achievement gaps 

2.2.a. College routinely collects, analyzes and 
reports longitudinal data on cohorts of students to 
chart student progression and outcomes. 

     

2.2.b. College routinely disaggregates student 
cohort data by age, race, gender, income and 
other factors to identify gaps in achievement 
among student groups. 

     

2.2.c College regularly conducts surveys and 
focus groups with students, faculty and staff to 
identify weaknesses in programs and services and 
opportunities for improvement. 

     

Justification/Evidence (optional): 
 

     

2.3 Process for formulating and evaluating solutions 

2.3.a. College routinely engages personnel from 
across the campus community to review data on 
student achievement and help develop and refine 
strategies for addressing priority problems. 

     

2.3.b. College routinely evaluates the 
effectiveness of efforts to improve student 
success and uses the results to improve policy 
and practice. 

     

Justification/Evidence (optional): 
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                                             Extent of Implementation 
 Little 

or 
None 

1 

 
 
 

2 

 
 

Increasing 
3 

 
 
 

4 

 
 

A lot 
5 

Principle 3. Broad Engagement 

3.1.a. Faculty meets regularly to examine course 
and program outcomes and develop strategies for 
addressing achievement gaps and improving 
student success. 

     

3.1.b. Faculty routinely assesses academic 
programs and teaching strategies from the 
perspective of current research on effective 
practice. 

     

3.1.c. Part-time or adjunct faculty are actively 
engaged in institutional efforts to improve 
student success. 

     

3.1.d. Student services staff routinely assesses 
student success strategies from the perspective of 
current research on effective practice. 

     

3.1.e. There is alignment and extensive 
collaboration on efforts to improve student 
success between academic/instructional affairs 
and student services. 

     

Justification/Evidence (optional): 
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                                             Extent of Implementation 
 Little 

or 
None 

1 

 
 
 

2 

 
 

Increasing 
3 

 
 
 

4 

 
 

A lot 
5 

3.2 Students and External Stakeholders 

3.2.a. College secures active student participation 
in efforts to improve student outcomes. 

     

3.2.b. College secures input from external 
stakeholders to identify causes of achievement 
gaps and inform the development of strategies for 
improving student success. 

     

Justification/Evidence (optional): 
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                                             Extent of Implementation 
 Little 

or 
None 

1 

 
 
 

2 

 
 

Increasing 
3 

 
 
 

4 

 
 

A lot 
5 

Principle 4. Systemic Institutional Improvement    

4.1 Institutional management 

4.1.a. College has established strategic planning 
process that relies on data to set goals for student 
success and measure of goal attainment. 

     

4.1.b. Plans for given year are driven by a limited 
set of strategic priorities that have a focus on 
student success. 

     

4.1.c. College regularly evaluates its academic 
programs and student services to determine how 
well they promote student success and how they 
can be improved. 

     

4.1.d. Decisions about budget allocations are 
based on evidence of program effectiveness and 
linked to plans to increase rates of student 
success. 

     

4.1.e. College uses external grant funds 
strategically to support systemic efforts to 
improve outcomes for students broadly, not just 
for isolated projects that benefit small numbers of 
students. 

     

4.1.f. College actively works to scale up and 
sustain pilot programs or practices that prove 
effective. 

     

4.1.g. The student success agenda is integrated 
with on-going accreditation activity. 

     

Justification/Evidence (optional): 
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                                             Extent of Implementation 
 Little 

or 
None 

1 

 
 
 

2 

 
 

Increasing 
3 

 
 
 

4 

 
 

A lot 
5 

4.2 Organization 

4.2.a. The college has a standing committee or 
committees responsible for guiding and 
monitoring efforts to improve student outcomes. 

     

4.2.b. Major meetings, organization units, and 
work groups regularly focus on student success. 

     

Justification/Evidence (optional): 
 
 
4.3 Professional development  

4.3.a. The college offers faculty and staff 
professional development that reinforces efforts 
to improve student success and close 
achievement gaps. 

     

4.3.b. Induction and orientation activities for new 
faculty and staff foster a commitment to student 
success. 

     

4.3.c. College provides training to faculty and 
staff on using data and research to improve 
programs and services. 

     

Justification/Evidence (optional): 
 
 
Note. Adapted from “Field Guide for Improving Student Success”, Achieving the Dream, 2009, 
pp.38-42. Copyright 2009 by Achieving the Dream. 
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Appendix C – Treatise Letter of Online Consent 

Title: Employee Perceptions of Progress with Implementing a Student-Centered Model 
of Institutional Improvement: an Achieving the Dream Case Study 

Conducted By: Annesa L. Cheek of The University of Texas at Austin: Dept of 
Educational Administration Telephone: 937-512-4115 

IRB PROTOCOL#: 2011-01-0008 

You are invited to participate in a research study, entitled “Employee Perceptions of 
Progress with Implementing a Student-Centered Model of Institutional Improvement.” 
The study is being conducted by Annesa Cheek, Department of Educational 
Administration of The University of Texas at Austin, 1 University Station, D5400, 
Austin, Texas, 78712, phone: 512-471-7551, edadmin@teachnet.edb.utexas.edu. 
  
The purpose of this study is to examine Case Study Community College’s progress with 
implementing practices that reflect the principles of the Achieving the Dream model 
based on faculty, staff, and administrator perceptions, and to increase understanding of 
the factors that contribute to or inhibit the college from experiencing greater levels of 
student success. Achieving the Dream is a national initiative, launched in 2004, focused 
on helping more community college students succeed (particularly low-income students 
and students of color) and eliminating gaps in student performance.  Achieving the 
Dream promotes broad institutional change to increase student success.  Case Study 
Community College has been an Achieving the Dream college since 2005.  Your 
participation in the study will contribute to a better understanding of how college 
employees perceive the college’s progress with implementing a student-centered model 
of institutional improvement.  
  
The research findings will serve to inform the ongoing national conversation related to 
increasing student performance for first generation students, students of color, and low-
income students as well as identify the organizational characteristics that help or hinder 
such efforts.  You can refuse to participate or stop participating at any time without 
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  You can stop your 
participation at any time and your refusal will not impact current or future relationships 
with UT Austin. 
  
In the study, you will be asked to participate in an online survey consisting of 13 
questions.  The survey should take approximately 15 minutes to complete. The data that 
the survey measures are the degree of alignment between the four principles of the 
Achieving the Dream model of student success (committed leadership, use of evidence to 
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improve policies, programs, and services, broad engagement, and systemic improvement) 
and the various practices in use at the college. 
  
Risks to survey participants are considered minimal. Risks are not expected to be greater 
than those associated with everyday life. Survey participants will complete the survey 
anonymously therefore the possibility of breach of confidentiality does not exist.  You 
will not directly benefit from participating in the survey. The results of this study will 
potentially provide direct benefit toward those specific efforts involved with helping 
community colleges improve student performance.  Furthermore, any potential benefits 
toward the field of study are specifically related to an increased understanding of the 
Achieving the Dream initiative at Case Study Community College based on the 
perspective of college employees.  The research findings will serve to inform the ongoing 
national conversation regarding increasing student performance for first generation 
students, students of color, and low-income students as well as the organizational 
characteristics that help or hinder such efforts. 
  
Only the researcher will have access to the data during data collection.  Within two weeks 
after the survey is complete, the survey data will be downloaded and stored on the 
investigator’s personal password protected computer.  Survey data will be permanently 
deleted from the survey website.  Downloaded information will be deleted from the 
investigator’s password protected computer once all the data has been analyzed.  Other 
data such as excel spreadsheets created by the researcher to analyze and compare the data 
will be stored on the investigator’s password protected computer and permanently deleted 
once the investigator has completed the analysis.  
  
You may also request a hard copy of the survey from the contact information above. 
 
If you agree to participate please click one of the links below, otherwise you may close 
and delete this email message.   

Option A: 

If you were a member of the college’s ATD team click this link. Click the link ONLY if 
you are one of the 31 people who was a member of the core team of individuals 
responsible for planning, leading, and implementing the college’s Achieving the Dream 
(student success) efforts. 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/GBTM2QF 
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Option B: 

All other employees should click this link: 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/BKPTGJ5 

This study has been reviewed and approved by The University of Texas at Austin 
Institutional Review Board.   If you have questions about your rights as a study 
participant, or are dissatisfied at any time with any aspect of this study, you may contact - 
anonymously, if you wish - the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-8871 
or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.  
    
Thank you.    
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Appendix D – Treatise Letter of Consent 

Title: Employee Perceptions of Progress with Implementing a Student-Centered Model 
of Institutional Improvement: An Achieving the Dream Case Study 
 
IRB PROTOCOL #: 2011-01-0008 
 
Conducted By: Annesa L. Cheek of The University of Texas at Austin:  Dept. of 
Educational Administration  Telephone: 937-512-4115 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with 
information about the study.  The person in charge of this research will also describe this 
study to you and answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask 
any questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your 
participation is entirely voluntary.  You can refuse to participate or stop participating at 
any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  You can 
stop your participation at any time and your refusal will not impact current or future 
relationships with UT Austin or Case Study Community College.  To do so simply tell 
the researcher you wish to stop participation.  The researcher will provide you with a 
copy of this consent for your records. 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine the college’s progress with implementing 
practices that reflect the principles of the Achieving the Dream model and to gain an 
understanding of the factors that contribute to or inhibit the college from experiencing 
greater levels of student success based on the perspectives of Achieving the Dream team 
members (faculty, staff, administrators) as well as faculty, staff, and administrators who 
are not members of the college’s Achieving the Dream teams.  College employees will be 
surveyed and five to six employees will be randomly selected to participate in interviews. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to: Participate in an individual 
interview.  All interviews will be audio recorded.  Possible topics that will be covered 
during the interviews will involve how well the college implemented the various 
principles of the Achieving the Dream model (committed leadership, use of data to 
improve policies, programs, and services, broad engagement, and systemic institutional 
improvement) and your perspective of why certain employee groups (faculty, staff, 
administrators) may have divergent perspectives regarding the college’s work with this 
initiative. The researcher will review the transcription reports from the interviews and 
develop codes or categories to facilitate data analysis.  The codes that emerge will be 
used to help the researcher develop themes for analysis.  The themes will be developed 
into a narrative format and included as part of the research findings.   

 
Total estimated time to participate in the study is approximately 90 minutes for an 
individual interview. 
 
Risks of being in the study: There is minimal risk associated with participating in this 
study.  While the researcher will take necessary precautions to protect the confidentiality 
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of study participants, extenuating circumstances, such as theft of storage devices (i.e. 
researcher’s personal computer) may result in a breach of participant confidentiality.  
 
Benefits of being in the study: There are no benefits to the individual for participating in 
this study. 

The potential benefits to towards the field of study are best described as those specific 
efforts involved with helping community colleges improve student performance thereby 
increasing the number of students who successfully transfer and/or graduate with a 
community college credential.  As such, any potential benefits toward the field of study 
are specifically related to an increased understanding of the effectiveness of the 
Achieving the Dream initiative as well as the areas of challenge, from the perspective of 
college employees, associated with implementing such an initiative.  The research 
findings will serve to inform the ongoing conversation regarding increasing student 
performance for low-income students, students of color, and low-income students as well 
as the organizational characteristics that help or hinder such efforts. 
 
Compensation: Participants will not be compensated in any way for participating in this 
study. 

 
Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 

• Participant identities will not be revealed to anyone other than the primary 
investigator.  

• Any documentation (written, recorded, typed) related to the study will not include 
the identity of participants and all interviews will be identified using labels such 
as Interview #1, Interview #2, Interview #3, etc. in place of participant names.   

• All interviews will be audio recorded. 
• Information pertaining to this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. 

Study data will be stored on the personal laptop of the primary investigator and 
not a college computer.  

• The recordings will only be listened to for research purposes and no one other 
than the primary researcher will be allowed to listen to the recordings.  

• Transcriptions and signed consent forms will be retained for three years after 
study closure with the IRB. All data will be de-identified.  Audio recordings will 
be destroyed after transcriptions and checks for accuracy are complete.  

 
Contacts and Questions: 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, 
want additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers 
conducting the study.  Their names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top 
of this page.   
 
If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, 
concerns, complaints or wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone 
unaffiliated with the study, please contact the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody 
Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for 
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the Protection of Human Subjects at (512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if desired, will be 
protected to the extent possible. As an alternative method of contact, an email may be 
sent to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to IRB Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail 
Code A 3200, Austin, TX 78713. 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
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Appendix E – Interview Questions 

1. Please describe your experience as a member of the Achieving the Dream 
Core/Data team. In your opinion, how effective was the overall structure and 
management of this group?   
 

2. Based on your experience with the Achieving the Dream initiative, what advice 
would you offer to the college as it continues to focus its efforts on improving 
student success, specifically as it relates to building an operational structure that ? 
 

3. In your opinion, do you believe there would be perceptual differences among 
members of the college’s Achieving the Dream Core/Data team and individuals 
who were not members of this group?  If yes, why? If no, why?  

 
4. The survey data show perceptual differences among faculty, staff, and 

administrators at the college.  What have you observed in relation to the college’s 
Achieving the Dream efforts that you believe might account for the differences in 
perceptions among these employee groups? 

 
5. In your opinion, has the college made a firm policy commitment to student 

success?  What policy(s) has been most effective in helping students be more 
successful?  What policy areas still need to be addressed?  

 
6. In your opinion, how effective has the college has been in its use of student 

outcome data to make decisions? Is the use of data and analysis within the college 
fairly consistent among the various employee groups (administrators, faculty, 
staff)? If not, why? 

 
7. How successful do you believe the college has or has not been in involving 

adjunct faculty in its student success efforts?  
 

8. How would you describe the working relationship between faculty and student 
services staff and its overall affect on the college’s student success efforts? 

 
9. How much progress has the college made, over the past five years, in providing 

training to employees in the effective use of data and research to improve 
programs and services?   
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10. Since becoming an Achieving the Dream institution, are there changes that have 
occurred that you can attribute to the implementation of this program?  In what 
area(s) has the college fallen short since implementation? 
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