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The community college mission is to provide open access to higher education for 

all students. For that reason, accountability measures have focused primarily on student 

access to their institutions. However, in recent years there was a shift to include student 

progress and outcomes, in addition to access, as measures of institutional effectiveness. 

With this shift came concerns by community college leadership on a national level that 

they were being held accountable with measures that were inappropriate for this sector 

of higher education. As a result, the Voluntary Framework of Accountability (VFA) was 

created. This framework is unique in that it was designed for and by community colleges 

and is currently being piloted on a national basis by the American Association of 

Community Colleges at approximately 100 locations. 

This qualitative research case study, based upon grounded theory, chronicles the 

participation process of the Community College of Allegheny County (CCAC) in the 

development and piloting of accountability metrics using the VFA model to measure 
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student progress and outcomes and the resultant impact on policy and practice at the 

CCAC.    

In my research, I found a number of factors shaping the implementation of the 

VFA pilot. The decision of the CCAC to participate in the development and pilot project 

of the VFA can be traced back to the increased pressure of accountability on the 

institution and the leadership of the current president and his philosophy about data 

informed decision-making. Other findings that influenced the implementation of the 

VFA included the limitations of the pre-VFA metric definitions and measurements that 

were being used to account for student progress and outcomes. In my treatise I describe 

the implementation issues, including the challenges and benefits of using the VFA 

accountability model, and then examine how it has impacted organizational policy and 

practices.   
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Chapter One: Introduction to the Study 

Introduction 
 

Community colleges play a vital role in our society, communities, and the 

economy. They have existed in the United States since the early 20th century and, from 

the beginning, have always had a unique role in higher education (American Association 

of Community Colleges, 2012c; Vaughn, 2006). These 2-year institutions were 

originally created to help students who were academically underprepared become more 

proficient in order to transfer to a baccalaureate degree granting institution (Desai, 

2012). More commonly known as junior colleges in their early days, as time went on 

community colleges afforded increasing access to higher education to a population that 

was previously excluded (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). 

Historically, higher education was available to people who were academically 

prepared to begin college level work after completing their secondary education, and 

who also had the financial resources to attend college. These students were typically 

from the middle and upper classes (Beach, 2011). In the first half of the 20th century 

community colleges began to emerge as a higher education option providing students an 

opportunity to participate in postsecondary education. 

The persistent expansion of community colleges throughout the United States 

has been instrumental in creating more educated citizens and providing access to the 

middle class for minorities, first generation college students, and other underserved 

populations (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Community colleges, sometimes referred to as the 

“Ellis Island of higher education,” provide access to postsecondary education 
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opportunities to students with an open door policy, admitting everyone without regard to 

their college readiness (College Board, 2008, p. 5). This has given them a distinct role in 

the higher education continuum, assisting students in achieving their educational goals 

regardless of their preparedness for higher education, socioeconomic status, or other 

demographic variables (Bailey, Leinbach, & Jenkins, 2006).  

The overarching mission of these 2-year education institutions is one of access 

(Desai, 2012; Dowd, 2007; Roueche & Baker, 1987). The concept of access can be 

defined in many ways. The open door philosophy of community colleges allows students 

to attend regardless of their academic readiness because they are able to assist students 

by providing developmental education (Roueche & Baker, 1987). Community colleges 

are also affordable, on average costing less than half of the tuition and fees charged by 

public 4-year colleges and universities (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). 

Geographically they are widespread throughout the United States allowing 

students to remain in their communities while attending classes. In fact, the number of 

community colleges expanded greatly during the 1960s, more than doubling the 

facilities during that decade. In 1960 there were 412 community colleges in the United 

States and by 1970 there were 909 (Vaughn, 2006). Today there are approximately 

1,200 community colleges in the United States (American Association of Community 

Colleges, 2012b). 

With this accessibility comes a diversity of students representing a broad range 

of socioeconomic backgrounds. Community colleges serve 44% of all United States 

undergraduates in higher education of which 45% are minorities (American Association 
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of Community Colleges, 2012b). Nationally student demographics are 58% female, 42% 

male, having an average age of 28 with 15% of their population being 40 or older 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2012b). As a comparison, the student 

demographics of baccalaureate institutions are 56% female, 44% male and 29% 

minorities (Knapp, Kelly-Reid, & Grinder, 2012). 

Because of this diversity found in public education, attempts were made in the 

early 1970s to draw attention to the importance of measuring outputs in public 

education. One of the earliest endeavors was the Texarkana Project, which focused on 

K-12 institutions. It was the first documented account of the federal government looking 

at student outcomes (Ascher, 1996). In 1971, Roueche, Baker, and Brownell wrote 

Accountability and the Community College: Directions for the 70s focusing on outcomes 

and outcomes measures specifically for community colleges. Both of these examples 

demonstrate that some of the earliest considerations were intended to highlight the 

significance of measuring student outcomes. 

Until the mid-1980s one of the primary measures of accountability for 

community colleges by state and regional accrediting agencies was one of access (Ewell 

& Jones, 2006; Nevarez & Wood, 2010). However, in the late 1980s a shift began to 

occur in accountability measures in higher education as more emphasis was placed on 

end results such as student progress and outcomes (Bailey et al., 2006; Ewell & Jones, 

2006; Fullan & Scott, 2009; Nevarez & Wood, 2010; Zumeta, 2011). Many argued, 

however, that what was not taken into account in this new focus on results was 

consideration in establishing measures of student progress and outcomes rates that 
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would account for the wide range of characteristics of the students attending open access 

community colleges (Bailey et al., 2006). 

Even though community colleges are part of the postsecondary education 

landscape, their mission is distinct from baccalaureate institutions. Despite this 

fundamental difference in mission, community colleges have traditionally been 

measured by the same standards that were developed for baccalaureate institutions–

institutions that serve a very different segment of the higher education population (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011).   

Concerns about the accuracy and appropriateness of the tools being used to 

measure student outcomes at community colleges began to arise at the end of the 20th 

century as a result of the shift in focus to student outcomes in addition to one of access 

(Nevarez & Wood, 2010). The existing national standard for measuring student 

outcomes for all higher education institutions was established by Title IV of the Higher 

Education Authorization Act (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012). The 

federal government collected this data via its Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 

System (IPEDS). This measure of student progress and outcomes was based upon 

following a student who was enrolled for the first-time in any college, attending full-

time, seeking a degree, and completing within 150% of the normal time to degree 

completion (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012). For community colleges the 

assumed time to completion was assessed to be two years, which would make 

graduating within three years the norm.   
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However, many argue that using this measure has resulted in misperceptions 

regarding the effectiveness of community colleges and has held them accountable for 

outcomes that are not appropriate for their segment of higher education (Dellow & 

Romano, 2002; U.S. Department of Education, 2011). For example, many of the 

students who attend community colleges begin their higher education journey attending 

developmental education classes before moving on to college level classes. In fact, 

approximately 60% of students attending community colleges must take at least one 

developmental education course (American Association of Community Colleges, 

2012a). Most students must complete the developmental education course before 

moving on to college level courses, increasing the amount of time it takes for 

completion. Also, more than half of the community college students are attending part-

time increasing the time to completion (American Association of Community Colleges, 

2012b). Based upon these two student characteristics alone a student's time to 

completion can be greatly affected when compared to the existing national 

accountability model. Further compounding the complexity of accountability is that the 

availability of nationally recognized, appropriate common measures for community 

colleges appears to be limited amongst the entities that oversee them.  

In response to the recent calls for student outcome measures, the American 

Association of Community Colleges (AACC) worked with a group of stakeholders to 

create the Voluntary Framework of Accountability (VFA). This framework was 

designed to address the problem of the relevancy of the data related to student progress 

and outcomes, learning outcomes, and workforce, economic, and community 
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development measures. The significance of the VFA is that it is the first time 

accountability measurements were crafted for educational activities that are unique to 

community colleges and were designed by and for community colleges (American 

Association of Community Colleges, 2012f). Currently, this framework has been piloted 

at some community colleges that are now measuring outcomes in ways that are relevant 

and consistent to this segment of higher education. However, it is important to note that 

limited information exists regarding the progress in this effort (American Association of 

Community Colleges, 2012f).   

Creating a national common metric of student progress and outcomes for 

community colleges had previously been elusive. However, The VFA appears to be a 

promising method to accurately capture the data for community college accountability 

that would be appropriate on an individual institution, state, regional, and national level 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2012f).   

A pilot study is being conducted using the VFA student progress and outcomes 

measures to determine the validity of the framework and includes individual institutions, 

state-wide systems, and one multi-district college (American Association of Community 

Colleges, 2012f). Since the pilot program began, the student progress and outcomes 

metrics from this framework have started to be incorporated at individual community 

colleges and one state system. As federal and state governments along with accrediting 

agencies demand more transparency and accountability, the VFA is a promising practice 

that is drawing attention from policymakers and federal agencies.  
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However, because it is a new metric and it is in the pilot stage, it is important to 

understand its effectiveness as a tool to measure student progress and outcomes. 

Convincing external accountability agencies of the importance of including alternative 

definitions of completion is a challenge (Alfred, 2011). The first step to address this 

issue was taken with the creation of the VFA by the American Association of 

Community Colleges in partnership with the Association of Community College 

Trustees and the College Board (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012f). 

The second step occurred when a significant portion of the VFA metrics were 

recently recommended for adoption to the United States Department of Education by the 

Committee on Measures for Student Success to measure student progress and outcomes 

at community colleges (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).   

Purpose of the Study 
 
 The purpose of this study is to determine the impact of using the Voluntary 

Framework of Accountability to measure student progress and outcomes at a community 

college. Although several community colleges have piloted the VFA metrics as a 

measure of institutional effectiveness, an increasing number are beginning to use or are 

considering using the metrics. Further, the study will determine the effect of using the 

VFA metrics on policy and practices related to student progress and outcome 

performance measures. This study will be guided by the following two research 

questions:   
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1. How have institutional policies related to student progress and outcomes 

changed as a result of the adoption of the Voluntary Framework of 

Accountability? 

2. How have institutional practices related to student progress and outcomes 

changed as a result of the adoption of the Voluntary Framework of 

Accountability? 

The research will be conducted employing a qualitative approach (Maxwell, 

2005) and case study methodology (Yin, 2009). It will focus on a community college 

that participated in the pilot program of the VFA and is continuing to use it as an 

accountability tool. Data collection protocols will include interviews and review of 

documents. Semi-structured interviews will allow for a free flowing exchange of 

information. Through data analysis, the research will identify emergent themes and 

potential additional questions for follow up. A pilot test case study will be conducted to 

determine the appropriateness of the interview guidelines and the document requested 

allowing for modification if needed.   

Significance of the Study 
 

Finding student progress and outcome measures that are appropriate for 

community colleges has been an ongoing challenge. Historically, the completion 

measures were usually based upon iterations of existing standards designed for 

baccalaureate institutions and typically considered time to completion as an important 

variable (Harbour, 2003). However, the open-access mission of community colleges and 
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the student characteristics are usually not factored in to the equation when using time to 

completion as an accountability measure.  

Using the VFA to measure student progress and outcomes at community colleges 

provides an important opportunity to assess the work that is occurring on campuses in a 

way that may be more reflective of the mission and student population of community 

colleges. Understanding how a community college that participated in the VFA pilot 

project applied the framework institutionally will allow for a comparison of the results 

of student progress and outcomes before and after the usage of the VFA data. Because 

the VFA is beginning to be viewed nationally as a useful and appropriate way to 

measure student progress and outcomes at community colleges, this study will provide 

insight regarding the implementation of the initiative at a community college and the 

potential effects on institutional policy development and practice.  

Summary 
 

Chapter one provided an introduction along with the purpose and significance of 

the study. In addition, the research questions were presented as well as a brief 

description of the methodology to be used to conduct the research.   

Chapter two explores the history and mission of the community college and how 

accountability has impacted these postsecondary institutions. Also addressed is the shift 

in accountability measures by the oversight agencies and the response of the higher 

education institutions to that shift. It then introduces a new model of accountability 

designed specifically for community colleges that reflects the mission and student 

population of these institutions. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

In higher education today there is a greater movement towards accountability. 

More scrutiny is being placed upon postsecondary institutions, as various stakeholders 

want a better understanding of how effective they are in achieving their mission. 

However, if an institution is to be held accountable for specific outcomes then the 

measures being applied to make that determination need to be appropriate for the 

particular segment of higher education. 

This chapter will first provide a historical overview of community colleges in the 

United States, and illustrate how a shift has occurred in the way institutions of higher 

education are held accountable. The chapter will then present information related to a 

new, and many argue, more appropriate accountability model specifically designed for 

community colleges and its significance in accurately reflecting the work occurring at 

these institutions. This research is important because of the migration towards greater 

accountability of student progress and completion at community colleges. However, 

limited literature exists about how implementing new accountability measures will 

influence institutional behavior.   

Background 
 

Community colleges play an essential role in postsecondary education and have 

been a part of higher education in the United States since the early 1900s (American 

Association of Community Colleges, 2012a). They were originally created as a gateway 

for underprepared students to access postsecondary education before transferring to a 

baccalaureate institution (Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Desai, 2012; Dowd, 2007). Over time 
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their mission became more comprehensive as they attempted to meet the needs of all 

students who came through their doors by removing as many barriers as possible to 

obtaining a postsecondary education (Vaughn, 2006). Community colleges’ continued 

existence and growth is a testament to the ongoing need for their services (Nevarez & 

Wood, 2010).  

Several events occurred that helped to facilitate the initial growth of community 

colleges. In the 1940s the G.I. Bill created a wave of students entering higher education 

as a result of the support they received from the federal government (Cohen & Brawer, 

2003; Vaughn, 2006). The community colleges’ gateway role was further strengthened 

as a result of the 1947 report from the President’s Commission on Higher Education 

stating that people who had the ability to benefit from higher education were being 

denied access “by economic restraints and by racial, religious, and geographical 

considerations” (Henry, 1975, p. 71). In the report, community colleges were 

specifically identified as a way to address this lack of access to higher education.  

Additionally, in the 1960s several events occurred that increased support for 

public higher education. The first was the baby boomer generation graduating from high 

school in record numbers and many were seeking out postsecondary education 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2012c). The civil rights movement of 

the 1960s promoted educational opportunity and equity for all members of society 

(Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Vaughn, 2006). The increased demand for higher education 

allowed 4-year institutions to become more selective in their admissions process, 

resulting in the further exclusion of potential students (Dowd, 2007). This created an 
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opportunity for community colleges to expand their presence to meet this unfulfilled 

need. Because of this great demand for postsecondary education during this time frame, 

on average, a new community college was being built every week, resulting in the 

number of community colleges doubling in the nation between 1960 and 1970 (Cohen & 

Brawer, 2003).   

Today, there are approximately 1,200 community colleges in the United States 

with almost 13 million students attending both credit and noncredit classes (American 

Association of Community Colleges, 2012b). Community colleges account for 44% of 

all undergraduate students in the United States (American Association of Community 

Colleges, 2012b). The community college is truly an American educational innovation 

that has been instrumental in creating more educated citizens and providing access to the 

middle class for minorities, first generation college students, and other underserved 

populations (Bragg, 2001; Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Community colleges also have the 

distinction of being accessible to diverse constituencies, which is central to their 

mission.   

Mission of Community Colleges 

The various dynamics that have influenced the creation and expansion of 

community colleges has resulted in their missions expanding to become more 

comprehensive over time. Initially, the core of their mission was having open 

admissions, being affordable, and serving as a gateway to a baccalaureate institution 

(Cohen & Brawer, 2003; Dowd, 2007; Vaughn, 2006).   
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Since their creation in the early 1900s, the mission of the community college was 

primarily one of access, and as such, community colleges acted as a gateway for transfer 

to baccalaureate institutions (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). These ‘junior’ colleges provided 

an avenue to help students become more academically prepared in order to attend a 

senior college (Desai, 2012). In this sense, community colleges fulfilled their mission of 

access and the transfer function. While this may have provided access to higher 

education, the implication was that students would transfer to baccalaureate institutions 

and that they were not necessarily attending the community college for other reasons. 

Access, as defined above, provided an entrée into higher education if a student lived 

close enough to attend one.  

In their early years, community colleges were not as geographically accessible as 

they are today. In the 1940s there were 238 community colleges compared to 

approximately 1,200 today (Vaughn, 2006). According to Cohen and Brower (2003), by 

the early 1970s community colleges were accessible to over 90% of a states’ population.  

As these institutions began to spread across the nation they brought higher education 

opportunities to where people lived. This provided greater flexibility, allowing people to 

participate in postsecondary education without having to move away to be educated. 

Affordability is another hallmark of the community college mission. From the 

beginning they provided higher education opportunities at low cost or no cost to students 

depending on the political philosophy of the state in which they were located (Bragg, 

2001). For the 2011-12 academic year the national average cost of tuition and fees for an 

in-state, full-time student to attend a community college was $2,721 and that same 
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student would pay $6,669 at public baccalaureate institution (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2012). The annual cost to attend a community college is typically less than 

half of those of a 4-year public college or university.  

As affordable access became available to a majority of the population in the 

United States, students from all types of socioeconomic backgrounds, races, ages, and 

academic preparedness began entering their open doors in record numbers creating a 

more diverse population at community colleges (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). Students 

attending these institutions included recent high school graduates, mid-life adults who 

postponed their postsecondary education, and those who already had college degrees and 

were returning for retraining. As more students entered with various levels of academic 

preparedness, the mission of the community college expanded once again to include an 

increased role in developmental education. Today, over half of the students entering 

require at least one developmental education class (American Association of 

Community Colleges, 2012a). This means that the majority of students entering 

community colleges need to take additional classes before they can take college level 

classes.   

As community college enrollment grew, so did their role in workforce and 

economic development. Because they are located within their community they are often 

called upon to provide job training for local businesses. In fact, many companies have 

outsourced their training function to community colleges (Desai, 2012). Creating these 

relationships with business and industry has become a mainstay of the college.  
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As shown here, community colleges have evolved over the past century 

becoming more comprehensive in their mission, more inclusive, and more involved in 

addressing the needs of their local community. With their open door policies, they offer 

a wide range of educational and cultural opportunities for their constituents (Bragg, 

2001; Vaughn, 2006). It is because of their mission of open access, without regard to 

student academic preparedness, socioeconomic status, or race, that makes them truly 

unique within the higher education landscape (Bailey et al., 2006; Bragg, 2001). 

However, with this increase in demand for postsecondary education has come a call for 

greater accountability. 

Accountability in Postsecondary Education 
 

Higher education institutions are responsible to many stakeholders. With that 

responsibility comes an expectation of effectively carrying out their missions.  

Additionally, postsecondary institutions receive funding from a variety of sources that 

want to make sure the resources are being used efficiently and effectively (Hom, 2011).  

Publicly funded institutions are accountable to state governments for appropriate use of 

the financial resources made available to them. Also, any higher education institution 

that receives federal funding must be accredited by an accrediting agency recognized by 

the United States Department of Education (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). As 

such, there are various levels of accountability built into higher education and each 

oversight agency comes with its own set of measures with some potential overlap of 

standards amongst them. For this reason it is important to understand the role each entity 

plays in holding them accountable. 
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Levels of Accountability 
 

Higher education institutions are overseen directly by state and regional 

accreditation agencies and indirectly by the United States Department of Education 

(Ewell & Jones, 2006; Volkwein, 2010). Each one plays a role in assessing institutional 

effectiveness on the higher education landscape. How each agency chooses to account 

for the activities occurring within a postsecondary institution is determined somewhat 

independent of each other. The intersection of these similarities of accountability metrics 

between these agencies can be visualized as a Venn diagram with the center representing 

commonalities of metrics. 

 National. While the United States Department of Education is not involved 

directly in holding community colleges accountable, they do collect data from 

postsecondary education institutions that participate in federal student financial aid 

programs (Ewell, 2011). A common data set, called the Integrated Postsecondary 

Education Data System (IPEDS) is collected annually for all postsecondary institutions 

through its National Center for Education Statistics. This data collection is not adjusted 

to reflect the unique mission of community colleges. Data is compiled on elements such 

as enrollments, graduation rates, finances, and student persistence and progress 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2012). The general public, policy makers, and 

other oversight agencies have access to this information, which they use to make 

determinations about higher education institutions. 

 Regional. The role of a regional accrediting agency is to evaluate the whole 

educational institution in terms of its mission with criteria that have been established to 
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measure institutional effectiveness for colleges within their region (Manning, 2011). The 

overarching role of a regional accrediting agency is to assure quality, generate 

confidence in the private sector, allow institutions to receive access to federal and state 

funds, and assist with ease of student transfer between institutions (Eaton, 2011; Ewell, 

2011). It is especially important for any institution of higher education to attain and 

maintain accreditation if they want to admit students who use federal financial aid to pay 

for their tuition and fees. 

There are six regional accrediting agencies that have established accountability 

standards based on best practices in higher education (Manning, 2011). Given that there 

are multiple agencies that provide oversight throughout the country, it stands to reason 

that there are differences in their measurements of institutional accountability within 

their regions. Regional accrediting agencies are decentralized and have complex 

measurements because they reflect the organization of higher education in the United 

States (Eaton, 2011).   

 State. All states have accountability measures in place, especially since they are 

a revenue source for most public higher education institutions (Ewell, 2011). However, 

many of the state-level measures are designed as informational pieces and are primarily 

written for public officials allowing for comparisons amongst postsecondary institutions 

within a specific state (Wellman, 2001). Sometimes the focus is on individual 

institutional performance rather than the state as a whole potentially setting up 

competition for resources between all higher education institutions. 
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All of these agencies have an impact on the image, revenue sources, and 

perceived quality of these institutions of higher education. As such it is important that 

oversight agencies measure higher education institutions not only accurately, but also in 

ways that make sense for the particular segment of higher education. 

Changes in Accountability Focus 

Historically, accountability in higher education had focused mainly on the inputs 

of the education process. For baccalaureate degree institutions these input measures 

included such factors as a competitive admissions process, quality facilities, and faculty 

status (Dellow & Romano, 2002). For community colleges the inputs were fairly open 

ended because of their mission to provide open access with their effectiveness being 

based on increasing enrollments and reputation (Alfred, 2011).  

As early as the 1970s the concept of accountability in public education began to 

shift to include not only inputs, but also outputs. The first known attempt to focus on 

student outcomes in public education was spearheaded by Leon M. Lessinger, Associate 

Commissioner for Elementary and Secondary Education at the United States Office of 

Education (Roueche, Baker, & Brownell, 1971). His prior experience included working 

with defense contracts, leading him to believe that if federal funds were being spent that 

there should be some sort of performance objectives tied to the money (Ascher, 1996; 

Roueche, Baker, & Brownwell, 1971). His viewpoint on accountability was critical in 

creating the first attempt at accountability in public education.   

When Mr. Lessinger began working in the United States Office of Education he 

was appalled at the lack of accountability for effectiveness and quality in public k-12 
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education (Ascher, 1996). This resulted in the creation of a pilot program for 

performance contracting called the Texarkana Project, named after the town in Texas 

where it was located (Ascher, 1996). It was possibly one of the first widely known 

attempts at holding a public education institution accountable for educational outputs. 

The results were dubious at best, but it introduced the concept of accountability in public 

education (Ascher, 1996). Even though this initiative was geared towards k-12 education 

it served to document the beginning of accountability in public education and placed the 

concept on the radar screen of the United States Office of Education. 

From the last two decades of the 20th century to the present time, a shift has 

occurred in accountability to incorporate outputs in addition to inputs (Nevarez & Wood, 

2010). This output-based accountability focus began when state agencies that provided 

oversight for institutions of higher education wanted a better accounting of how their 

financial allocations were being spent as resources began to dwindle. When these 

accountability measures were initially attempted to be implemented by the state 

governments, they were met with “passive resistance or benign neglect” (Alexander, 

2000, p. 411). While higher education institutions may have been able to politely ignore 

state requests for student outcome data, they could not ignore output accountability 

requests from regional accreditation agencies. 

Around this same time frame regional accrediting agencies also turned their 

focus towards outputs (Dellow & Romano, 2002; Volkwein, 2010). Because of the role 

these agencies played in assessing overall institutional effectiveness as well as serving as 
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a gateway to accessing federal resources, postsecondary institutions need to comply with 

the requests of these agencies. 

Even though they do not have direct oversight authority of higher education 

institutions, the federal government also became more interested in what was occurring 

in higher education in more than just a data collection capacity. There were various 

attempts by the federal government to influence accountability standards on higher 

education (Derthick & Dunn, 2009; Nevarez & Wood, 2010; Zumeta, 2011). One of the 

more recent attempts was the Secretary of Education’s Commission on the Future of 

Higher Education in 2006. This report called for greater accountability and transparency 

in postsecondary education. It requested that higher education institutions be more 

forthcoming with information about student completion rates and called out the 

importance of measuring the value-added component of education, taking into account 

the individual student’s academic preparedness when entering the college (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2006). While this applied to all segments of higher education, 

it was especially important to community colleges, which have no control over the 

selection of students who choose to attend. In essence, the report was a call to review the 

measures that were being used to determine their effectiveness. 

More recent national attention related to completion rates in higher education 

resulted from comments from the President of the United States. In July of 2009, 

President Obama announced his American Graduation Initiative. In order to build a 

more competitive national economy, community colleges were called upon to commit to 

building an educated workforce. As a challenge to meet this pending workforce need, 
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the president specifically called on American community colleges to produce an 

additional five million graduates by 2020 (The White House, 2009).  

The American Association of Community Colleges has also called upon its 

membership to be more accountable regarding student progress and outcomes. In a 

report issued in 2012, Reclaiming the American Dream: Community Colleges and the 

Nation’s Future, the members of the 21st-Century Commission on the Future of 

Community Colleges were bold and unapologetic in pointing out that many community 

colleges struggle with examining their own performance. The report goes on to try to 

persuade those in leadership positions to be more proactive by using appropriate data to 

make decisions and be more accountable in their actions (American Association of 

Community Colleges, 2012e). This report helped solidify the shift in the national 

conversation to focus on student success as an important component at community 

colleges. 

Accountability at Community Colleges 

This change in focus of accountability is occurring at a time when community 

colleges are being asked to do more with less in an environment that is becoming more 

complex and economically challenged (Alfred, 2011). This shift coincides with more 

pressure being applied from state, regional, and national agencies to increase student 

progress and outcomes at their institutions. As a result, there is tension between 

community colleges and these oversight agencies due to these converging 

circumstances.    
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The dynamics of the situation are leading to fundamental changes in the 

relationships between higher education and those agencies that oversee their operations. 

This spotlight on institutional effectiveness has illuminated issues specifically related to 

the measures that are being used to hold community colleges accountable. 

Accountability Measures for Community Colleges 

This shift in focus on transparency and accountability for student outcomes 

created concerns about appropriate measures for student progress and outcomes in 

higher education, specifically for community colleges. 

Accountability is not a new concept to community colleges. As early as the 

1970s educational accountability was called out as something that needed to occur and 

the demand for it would increase (Roueche, Baker, & Brownell, 1971). The first book to 

address accountability specifically at the community college was Accountability and the 

Community College Directions for the 70s written by Roueche, Baker, and Brownell 

(1971). This book championed the importance of focusing on outcomes and outcomes 

measures at community colleges in addition to the inputs and provided a framework for 

a “Planned Program of Accountability Development” (Roueche, Baker, & Brownell, 

1971, p. 29). 

However, there was no great rush to embrace the various calls for accountability 

by community colleges. The passage of time often affords philosophical change and the 

concept of accountability slowly moved to the forefront in the period between 1980 and 

present day and continues to grow in importance (Baker, 1999; Nevarez & Wood, 2010). 
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It has taken four decades to get serious about the ongoing assessment and evaluation of 

student progress and outcomes at community colleges.  

Finding appropriate measures specifically for community colleges has been an 

ongoing challenge because historically they were based upon iterations of existing 

standards designed for baccalaureate institutions (Baker, 1999; Harbour, 2003; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011). This has caused misperceptions as to the effectiveness 

of community colleges, as they tend to perform poorly on accountability measures that 

were designed for 4-year higher education institutions.  

Indeed, the national data currently collected reflects a 4-year institution bias. For 

example, information about student completers on a national level is submitted annually 

to the United States Department of Education for inclusion in the Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). However, the criteria as to who is to be 

included in the data is limited to students who are attending college full-time, first-year, 

and first time in any college who are seeking a degree (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2012). This is problematic because 58% of students attending community 

colleges do so part-time (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012b). In 

effect, this excludes more than half of students in completion counts for community 

colleges.   

As a result, this created a situation that required community college leadership to 

point out the inaccuracies of the measures being used to determine their effectiveness. 

Even the Commission on the Future of Higher Education recommended that student 

characteristics be included in accountability standards (U.S. Department of Education, 
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2006). Not taking this information into account could result in misleading conclusions as 

they relate to the effectiveness of these institutions.   

A few years after the Commission report was issued, the College Board’s 

National Commission on Community Colleges (2008) issued a report entitled Winning 

the Skills Race and Strengthening America’s Middle Class. This document received 

much attention for its findings and recommendations. One of its key recommendations 

was that, 

two-year college leaders develop new accountability measures to better assess 

the unique and varied missions of their institutions; respond to national goals for 

associate and bachelor’s degree production; and commit themselves once again 

to the expectation of universal student access and success. (College Board, 2008, 

p. 9) 

This report confirmed what many community college leaders believed, that they were 

being held accountable to measures that were inappropriate for their mission (Bailey et 

al., 2006; Dellow & Romano, 2002; U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  

Given the diverse student body they serve and their unique mission, community 

colleges face distinct challenges that require an accountability system that is not just a 

tweaking of those developed for 4-year colleges and universities. The question then 

became how to create a set of metrics that takes those characteristics into consideration 

that would be acceptable to community colleges across the nation.  
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Models of Accountability for Community Colleges 
 

Previous attempts have been made in recent history to identify appropriate 

measures by which community colleges should be held accountable, but agreeing upon a 

nationally recognized common standard was elusive. One attempt to define potential 

common measures was the Core Indicators of Effectiveness for Community Colleges, 

which can be considered a primer for establishing a model of accountability (Alfred, 

Shutts, & Seybert, 2007). This model, last updated in 2007, established 16 essential 

indicators including student goal attainment, graduation rates, persistence, value added 

to the community, and licensure and certification pass rates (Alfred et al., 2007).  

Another attempt at creating a national standard was the National Community 

College Benchmarking Project spearheaded by Johnson County Community College. 

This project was established in 2004 to create a national data collection and reporting 

process (National Higher Education Benchmarking Institute, 2012). Data was collected 

to allow member institutions to compare themselves to similar institutions based upon 

the parameters established by this organization.   

Neither of these attempts to create accountability standards resulted in a 

definitive format that was nationally accepted. According to Alfred (2011), there was 

concern about how to accurately measure community colleges as their mission shifted 

over time. Also, regional accrediting agencies, as their name implies, take into account 

the variations and complexity that exist in all higher education institutions within their 

jurisdiction and not across the United States (Eaton, 2011; Manning, 2011).  
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Need for A Nationally Comprehensive Model 

In response to this shift in focus on accountability the American Association of 

Community Colleges along with the American Association of Community College 

Trustees and the College Board, came together to develop more accurate measures of 

student progress and outcomes at community colleges (American Association of 

Community Colleges, 2012g). The American Association of Community Colleges “is 

the primary advocacy organization for community colleges at the national level and 

works closely with directors of state offices to inform and affect state policy” (American 

Association of Community Colleges, 2012h, para. 4). Working with a group of relevant 

stakeholders, the Voluntary Framework of Accountability (VFA) was created to address 

the problem of the relevancy of the data related to student progress and outcomes rates, 

learning outcomes, and workforce, economic, and community development measures. 

The commission that was convened to create the VFA consisted of community college 

presidents, trustees, and institutional researchers representing the diversity of the 

institutions across the nation as well as accountability experts (American Association of 

Community Colleges, 2012f).   

The VFA “is the first comprehensive national accountability system created by 

community colleges, for community colleges” (American Association of Community 

Colleges, 2012f, para. 1). This framework provides relevant measures that “improve a 

community college’s ability to assess their performance, identify areas for improvement, 

and demonstrate their commitment to their mission” (American Association of 

Community Colleges, 2012f, para. 2).   
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Creating the context for the VFA began when the Community College Research 

Center (CCRC) at Columbia University was selected to perform the initial research 

regarding performance measures at state, regional, and national levels (Dougherty, Hare, 

& Natow, 2009a). The College Board authorized CCRC to gather and analyze data from 

10 community colleges to identify the measures that were used to evaluate their 

performance and how these indicators aligned with data required by the United States 

Department of Education and regional accrediting agencies (Dougherty, Hare, & Natow, 

2009b).   

The study determined that there were 140 specific indicators that could be 

broken down into three key areas:   

• Input indicators, which focused primarily on access data such as 

enrollments, and student demographics. 

• Process indicators, which included tuition and fees, faculty 

characteristics, and the extent of programs available to meet student 

needs and interest. 

• Output indicators which included graduation rates, transfers to a 

baccalaureate institutions, and success in developmental education 

courses. (Dougherty et al., 2009b) 

However, according to the study, what was missing from the indicators was the 

breakdown of student demographic information as a part of the output indicators 

(Dougherty et al., 2009b). Given the open access of the community college’s mission, 
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the authors of the study argued that this data would provide more knowledge regarding 

which students were succeeding. 

The study also found that there was a disconnect between the types of data 

requested by agencies that require community colleges to submit data. It was determined 

that there was not a good fit between state and federal data requirements, but there was a 

stronger alignment of data between state and regional accrediting agencies (Dougherty et 

al., 2009b). The misalignment between state and federal data can have unintended 

consequences since it is a major source of information on higher education for policy 

makers, news media outlets, and institutional researchers.  

This information from the study was used to establish a context for creating the 

VFA definitions and metrics (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012g). 

The first phase helped to identify and clarify any problems associated with the language, 

data collection, and reporting of information (American Association of Community 

Colleges, 2012g). With the framework defined, a pilot program was launched in 2009 by 

the AACC that consisted of 37 institutions, two statewide systems and one multi-college 

district (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012f).  

The Voluntary Framework of Accountability 

The VFA consists of three main components. The first component is student 

progress and outcomes. This segment focuses on measures of developmental education 

progress, 2-year progress, and 6-year outcomes, providing information about a student’s 

progression over time (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012f). This 

information can be further broken down into individual characteristics that give a more 
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accurate picture of students attending the community college. As Dougherty et al, (2009) 

noted, understanding the students who attend community colleges is critical so that they 

may be better served. 

The second component of the VFA focuses on workforce, economic, and 

community development. This part of the framework focuses on helping community 

colleges measure their effectiveness within the local community in career and technical 

education (CTE), non-credit workforce courses, and adult basic education/GED 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2012f). These are areas community 

colleges are becoming more actively involved in but limited information exists about 

them on a national level. According to AACC (2012e), “There is no national definition 

for CTE programs or standards for measuring non-credit activities; as such, the VFA’s 

CTE metrics are an attempt to create national definitions that all community colleges can 

use” (para. 2). 

Finally, the third segment addresses assessment of quality in community colleges 

by identifying appropriate student learning outcomes. This part of the VFA is still a 

work in progress as the members of the committee work to define how to determine 

what students learn, understand, and how they apply it while acknowledging the 

uniqueness of individual community colleges (American Association of Community 

Colleges, 2012f).   

Many of the 40 community colleges that participated in the initial pilot phase are 

continuing to use the VFA as the standard measure of effectiveness. Conversations are 

occurring between AACC and educational agencies in Arizona, California, Louisiana, 
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Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, and Ohio regarding the incorporation of the 

VFA as their state outcome measures (K. Phillippe, personal communication, April 5, 

2013). Additionally, the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania recently adopted the VFA 

metrics for student progress and outcomes to be used as the common measure 

throughout its 14 community colleges to increase transparency and consistency of 

reporting data (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012d). 

As more states and individual colleges are beginning to use the VFA, it has 

potential for greater use across the nation. Indeed, a significant portion of the VFA 

metrics were recently recommended for adoption to the United States Department of 

Education by the Committee on Measures for Student Success to measure student 

progress and outcomes at community colleges (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  

Because of the interest in the VFA both at the community college level and the United 

States Department of Education, it is not only a grass roots effort but potentially a top 

down model, too. As more states begin to look towards the VFA to measure 

effectiveness, it has increasing potential to become the national standard for measuring 

student progress and outcomes at community colleges. For this reason, it is important to 

understand how using its metrics affects institutional policy and practice. 

Summary 
 

The review of the literature in chapter two provided the background information 

about the history and role of community colleges in higher education in the United 

States. It also discussed accountability in postsecondary institutions and identified the 

various entities that hold them accountable. The discussion continued regarding changes 
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in accountability focus and how it impacted community colleges. The chapter closes 

with a new model of accountability that is being piloted at a limited number of 

community colleges across the nation. Chapter three describes the methodology and 

research design for answering the research questions established in chapter one. 
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Chapter Three:  Methodology 

Introduction 
 

The Voluntary Framework of Accountability (VFA) is a fledgling method to 

collect data that appropriately measures the effectiveness of the unique work that is 

occurring at community colleges. Because this is a new accountability model it is 

important to understand the effect it is having on community colleges in the United 

States. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to determine the impact of using the VFA 

as a way to measure student progress and outcomes at a community college.   

This chapter describes and presents the rationale for selecting a qualitative 

research methodology with a case study approach, site and participant selection criteria, 

data collection strategies, data analysis procedures, reliability and validity, limitations, 

and the researcher as a tool. The following research questions will be used to frame the 

study: 

1. How have institutional policies related to student progress and outcomes 

changed as a result of the adoption of the Voluntary Framework of 

Accountability? 

2. How have institutional practices related to student progress and outcomes 

changed as a result of the adoption of the Voluntary Framework of 

Accountability? 
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Research Design 

 
Qualitative research is well suited as a methodology for this study. It is useful 

when a researcher is trying to gain an in-depth understanding about the topic being 

researched from a participant’s perspective and all the complexities that impinge upon it 

(Snape & Spencer, 2003).   

A case study approach was used to conduct this research since it allows 

researchers to collect detailed data in a holistic way within a specific context (Lewis, 

2003; Willis, 2007). Selection of this design method was based upon the work of Yin 

(2009), which states that it is appropriate to use a case study approach if the research 

questions are in the form of “how” and “why” and are being asked about a present day 

event over which the researcher has little or no control. The research fits these criteria. 

Additionally, case studies can use a variety of ways to collect data such as reviewing 

documents, interviews, and observations.   

The strength of this research design is that it allows for flexibility in the research 

process. In the course of conducting research, information may emerge that was 

unanticipated and should be further explored. This methodology allows the research 

design to be modified as needed during the inquiry to accommodate this new 

information (Lewis, 2003). Maxwell (2005) described this as an interactive model of 

inquiry in which the goals, research questions, conceptual framework, methods, and 

validity all interact and influence each other. This type of methodology was important to 

conducting this research because the subject was a new model of accountability in its 
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pilot phase. Design flexibility is critical to allow for the expansion of inquiry, if needed, 

as the research progresses. 

The goal of using case study research is the ability to generalize, not to an 

average population, but to theory (Merriam, 2001). In this particular case, it was helpful 

to determine how piloting a new accountability model could potentially result in changes 

to policy and practices. As more community colleges are considering using the VFA as a 

measure of accountability for student progress and outcomes, this research provides 

insight into one community college’s experience. 

The limitation of utilizing a qualitative methodology with a single case study is 

that it is restricted to the particular event being studied. Other limitations are that the 

data analysis is time consuming, purposeful sampling may lead to a potentially small 

sample size, and the researcher may influence the results (Maxwell, 2005; Snape & 

Spencer, 2003; Yin, 2009). 

The limitations regarding the qualitative case study and the purposeful sampling 

can be put in perspective by insight provided by Maxwell (2005), who stated that one 

should not assume that the results observed in a qualitative, single case study are not 

applicable in general. The other limitations were addressed by ensuring that adequate 

time was built into the planning process to allow for the analysis of data in a timely 

manner. Also, researcher bias concerns were acknowledged and care was taken to be 

cognizant of its existence during the study.  

There were some limitations that potentially occurred in the study. The first is 

that staff, who could have added a different perspective in the interviews, may not have 
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been selected. Also, there may have been documents that could have provided more 

insight into the piloting of the VFA that were not shared. 

There are three accountability segments addressed in the VFA: Student progress 

and outcomes; workforce, economic, and community development; and student learning 

outcomes (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012f). This research only 

focused on the student progress and outcomes segment of the VFA. This segment was 

selected to be the focus of this study because it is the most developed segment of the 

VFA. Colleges have historically collected certain data elements in the categories 

identified in student progress and outcomes of the VFA. By capitalizing on having 

access to existing information, it facilitated the process to move forward more quickly 

with the pilot process than other components of the VFA (American Association of 

Community Colleges, 2012g).   

The second category, workforce, economic, and community development, has 

taken the first step in categorizing elements that are important to collecting data to 

measure effectiveness in these areas, however, much work still needs to be done 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2012g). The focus of these metrics is 

on career and technical education measures, non-credit workforce courses, and adult 

basic education/GED. At this time there are neither national standards for measuring 

non-credit endeavors nor common definitions for career and technical education 

programs across the nation (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012f). This 

component of the VFA, while important, is in the preliminary phases of development 

and is still a work in progress.  
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The least developed portion of the VFA is the student outcomes learning 

measures (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012g). Student learning 

outcomes is a topic that can be very subjective because of the great diversity between 

community colleges. The challenge is being able to respect the differences while still 

being able to appropriately assess institutional quality (American Association of 

Community Colleges, 2012f). This segment was not chosen because it is the least 

developed portion of the VFA. Much more discussion and debate needs to occur about 

student learning outcomes before it is complete and put into use. 

Description of Sample 
 

Purposeful sampling was used to select the community college for the case study. 

The hallmarks of purposeful sampling are the use of selection criteria, small sample size, 

and the ability to add to the sample size if needed (Ritchie, Lewis, & Elam, 2003). This 

strategy is used to deliberately select a particular audience or event to gain information 

that cannot be found elsewhere (Maxwell, 2005).   

For this study, I chose to focus on one community college that participated in an 

event that, as an outcome, could have potentially resulted in changes to policies and 

practices at the institution. Specific criteria were used to both identify a community 

college to participate as well as selection of participants at the selected site.   

The first criterion was that the community college had to have participated in the 

pilot project of the VFA in 2009 and is still collecting the VFA pilot data. Conducting 

the research using this criterion ensured that the college has previously collected data 

about student progress and completion in the VFA format. This provided the opportunity 
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for the college studied to have had access to the data and potentially have made 

decisions based upon it. 

The second criterion was that the community college would not be part of a state 

system or multi-college district. Working with one community college allows for a more 

focused study, as the effects of accountability may be more clear at a single college 

versus a more dispersed decision making structure that may characterize a more 

complex, multi-college district or state system. 

In order to identify a college that was appropriate to the parameters of the study, 

contact was made with Kent Phillippe, Associate Vice President of Research and 

Student Success at the American Association of Community Colleges located in 

Washington, DC. A request was made for assistance in selecting a community college 

that fit the pre-established selection criteria since the pilot project of the VFA is housed 

at this organization. I requested information on three community colleges that met the 

criteria.   

Three community colleges with similar characteristics were initially identified as 

potential candidates for the research but only one community college was selected, as 

planned, to participate in the research. Having multiple community colleges to choose 

from allowed for selection options if a community college president declined to 

participate in the study. There was no particular order designated when making calls to 

the colleges. The contact information of the president was obtained and the initial 

contact via phone calls was made.   
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Having a pool of candidates proved useful because the first community college 

president contacted declined to participate in the study. The second college contacted, 

the Community College of Allegheny County (CCAC), agreed to participate in the 

research.  Since the CCAC agreed to participate no contact was made with the third 

college. 

Contact was made with the president of the college, Dr. Alex Johnson, to obtain 

permission to conduct a case study at the Community College of Allegheny County 

(CCAC). Dr. Johnson responded favorably and referred me to Kevin Smay, Assistant 

Vice President of Strategic Planning as my primary point of contact.   

A planning visit was made to the campus to meet with Mr. Smay in order to 

provide him more information about the research project, allow me to get a better 

understanding of the physical location of the campus, and to discuss selection of 

interview candidates. Discussions occurred as to the best time frame to conduct the 

interviews so that they would be the least intrusive to events occurring at the college. It 

was agreed that the interviews would be conducted with me visiting the CCAC over 

several days in order to collect data at a location convenient to the staff being 

interviewed. After these details were finalized, Mr. Smay submitted the required letter 

authorizing me to conduct the research at the CCAC. 

The criteria for selecting participants for this research was that they had to have 

been employed at the college during the participation of the pilot implementation and are 

involved in establishing policy and/or implementing practices at the college. These 
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criteria provided the opportunity to elicit their impressions of the college’s policy and 

practices related to student progress and outcomes before and after the pilot of the VFA.  

After reviewing potential staff members for interviews, an email was sent out to 

12 people by Mr. Smay requesting their assistance in participating in my doctoral 

research. The potential participants were informed that their participation was voluntary 

and confidential. Twelve people were initially contacted with the anticipation that not all 

would be available for interview. The original goal was to interview 8 to 10 staff 

members.   

Ten staff members responded to the request and were interviewed at the CCAC 

over a 2-day period. The staff recruited consisted of four men and six women. The 

length of time the interviewees have worked at the college ranged from a minimum of 5 

years to over 25 years with an average of 10 years. All of the staff had been employed at 

the time the CCAC was participating in the VFA pilot project. This assemblage of 

people represented a range of knowledge of, responsibility for, and level of interactions 

with the VFA. 

Data Collection Instruments 
 

Establishing a protocol for a case study helps to increase the reliability of the 

research. Using a protocol keeps the research focused on the topic and assists in 

identifying potential problems with the overall process before the research begins (Yin, 

2009). Creating procedures and interview guidelines for data collection are the first step 

in the research process.   
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For this study, participants were asked to participate in a semi-structured 

interview. This type of interactive process allows for the flexibility of being responsive 

to the interviewee preference in addressing the research topic and provides an 

opportunity to explore responses in a real-time setting for a more robust understanding 

of their response (Legard, Keegan, & Ward, 2003). The weaknesses associated with this 

source of information are that bias may exist due to poorly asked questions, mistaken 

recall of events, and interviewees giving a response they think the interviewer wants to 

hear (Yin, 2009). 

Some of the staff members brought documents to the interviews that were shared 

and left with me. These documents were used as examples of the work being done 

related to student progress and outcomes at their institution. These documents were 

reviewed to gain a better understanding of the VFA pilot project at their institution. 

Gathering documents has some distinct advantages such as being stable and 

containing specific information about the topic being studied. Conversely, the drawback 

of relying on documents is that they may be difficult to access because of location or 

they may be purposely withheld. There is also a potential for bias from both the 

standpoint of the selectivity of the person who will procure the documents for review in 

addition to the viewpoint of the author of the document (Yin, 2009).  

Data Collection Process and Procedures 
 

Prior to submission to the Institutional Research Board (IRB) for approval, a 

pilot study was conducted to fine tune the interview questions, determine the potential 

documents to request, and field test associated protocols for the interviews. A pilot study 
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allowed me to test my interview processes with another community college with similar 

characteristics that participated in the pilot program of the VFA but was not selected for 

this study. Pilot studies are important because the researcher will be tapping into a 

resource with a similar experience that can provide perspective and clarification to the 

protocol (Maxwell, 2005; Yin, 2009).  

The information gleaned from the pilot study was reviewed to determine if the 

suggestions for clarification should be incorporated into the process and procedures. 

There were some helpful suggestions in clarifying the purpose of participating in the 

pilot study, their status in the process of using VFA data, and some potential documents 

to review. This helped to strengthen the validity and reliability of the processes and 

procedures for the study.   

Once the research protocol was more firmly established the information was 

submitted to the Institutional Research Board (IRB). Upon approval from the IRB, 

contact was made with the colleges that were identified as potential candidate to 

participate in the study. This contact was made via a phone call to the presidents of the 

colleges until one agreed to participate in the research. 

Upon agreeing to participate in the study, the dates and times of the interview 

were scheduled with the identified participants. Upon arrival for the interview, 

participants learned more about of the scope of the research, the interview process, and 

were asked to sign an informed consent form outlining their rights in the research 

process. Each participant was given a copy of the informed consent form. Interviews 
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were recorded and transcribed for later review. I also kept field notes and a reflective 

journal to document activities and my perceptions of the individual interactions. 

The role of the researcher as an instrument is important to understand within the 

context of this study. There are some biases that must be acknowledged. I have 

previously worked at a community college and have personal knowledge of 

accountability systems based on a local, state, regional, and national perspective to the 

extent that it affected the various positions I have held. However, the advantage of 

having this knowledge base is that there is an understanding of the language spoken 

within community colleges and a feeling of a shared experience. My experience working 

at a community college can also enhance the interview by being familiar with the 

processes. 

The second bias is one of reactivity which refers to the influence the researcher 

has on the setting or participants studied (Maxwell, 2005). Having worked in a 

community college for over 30 years, there are some opinions of educational measures 

that would be brought into the research process in terms of values and expectations. 

However, this is also a strength because more in-depth questions can be asked. 

Being aware of these biases was important when analyzing the data.  

Data Analysis 
 

Data analysis is an important stage in qualitative analysis. This research was 

conducted through the lens of grounded theory. This theory is defined as “the generation 

of analytical categories and their dimension, and the identification of relationships 

between them” (Spencer, Ritchie, & O'Connor, 2003, p. 69). Using this method allows 
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the results of the research to emerge from the data collected rather than through 

preconceived ideas of the researcher. 

In order to divide data into meaningful categories for analysis, open coding was 

used to establish themes and patterns. Organization categories were established prior to 

the interviews in order to serve as a placeholder for broad categories until further 

analysis could occur (Maxwell, 2005). The classifications identified as the initial way to 

make sense out the information gathered during the interviews were accountability 

methods, policy, practice, measures, and student progress and outcomes.   

During the transcription of the recorded interviews I was able to listen to all the 

interviews again to pick up on the subtleties of the conversation. As I was transcribing 

them it provided an opportunity to reflect on the interview, refer back to notes that were 

taken during the interview process and document additional perceptions.   

Once all of the interview recordings were transcribed and reviewed a more in-

depth assessment of the data was made. Using the organizational categories as a starting 

point, a substantive approach to coding was used as a more descriptive way of 

understanding a participant’s interpretation of the context and the perceptions of the 

topic being studied. Thus, early coding was broad and generalized, later moving to more 

selective coding as themes emerge.  

In order to facilitate the coding and data analysis process, the transcripts were 

imported into an online program called Dedoose. This program is designed to help 

researchers analyze qualitative research data. It is important to note that this tool was not 

a replacement for the data analysis but merely a way to display and manipulate the 
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information that was entered to identify patterns that emerge. Using Dedoose the 

transcripts were reviewed and coded to identify substantive categories. 

It was important to make sure that the research conducted was valid and reliable 

and this was accomplished in several ways. In order to assure that data collection was 

rich, it was obtained from multiple sources such as interviews and documents. 

Validation of the data was obtained through member checking by making follow-up 

phone calls and emails, researcher perceptions, review of documents given at the 

interviews, and draft reports to assure that they accurately reflect the participants 

opinions (Glesne, 2011). Interviewing multiple participants and collecting various 

documents allows for triangulation of the data gathered (Lewis & Ritchie, 2003; 

Maxwell, 2005; Yin, 2009). 

Summary 
 

Community colleges are an important segment of higher education. They play a 

unique role in serving a very diverse student population with their open access mission.  

It is because of this mission that they cannot be measured by the same standard as 

baccalaureate institutions, which have the ability to be selective in their admissions 

processes. However, determining student progress and outcome measures that are 

appropriate for community colleges has been an ongoing challenge.  

Using the VFA to measure student progress and outcomes at community colleges 

appears to provide a way to accurately reflect the work that is occurring on campuses. 

Understanding how a community college that participated in the VFA pilot study 

applied the framework at its institution allows for a comparison of institutional policy 
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and practices as a result of the VFA metrics. As the VFA is starting to be viewed as a 

useful and appropriate way to measure student progress and outcomes at community 

colleges nationwide, this study provides insight regarding the implementation of the 

initiative at a community college and its effects on institutional policy development and 

practice.  
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Chapter Four: Findings 

Introduction 

The first three chapters of this work laid the foundation to identify the topic to be 

studied, the purpose and significance of the study, the review of literature, and the 

methodology that guided the research. Chapter four will summarize the findings of a 

single case qualitative research study. In order to assess the impact on institutional 

behavior when using the Voluntary Framework of Accountability (VFA) as a measure of 

student progress and outcomes, this study examines the experience of an individual 

community college piloting the VFA. In this chapter, I examine the reasons the 

institution adopted the VFA pilot metrics, the factors that shaped the implementation, 

and the impact on the institution.   

This chapter will provide contextual information regarding the college that 

participated in this study. It continues with a discussion about the pressures of greater 

accountability that the college leadership felt and the events leading up to the shift in 

their focus from primarily student access to include student progress and outcomes. The 

chapter also addresses the rationale for the institution deciding to participate in the pilot 

project of the VFA. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the impact of the VFA 

on institutional behavior. 

Institutional Context 

The Community College of Allegheny County (CCAC) was established in 1963 

when the legislature passed the Community College Act authorizing the creation of  
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community colleges in Pennsylvania (Community College of Allegheny County, 

2013b). In 1965, Allegheny County residents passed a bond issue to fund the CCAC and 

the first Board of Trustees was sworn into office in December of that year. In September 

of 1966, the college opened its doors to the community, serving 1,505 students 

(Community College of Allegheny County, 2013b).   

Today, the CCAC is considered a large urban college, located in Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania with four campuses and five centers positioned throughout the county, as 

well as an online presence to meet the education needs of the citizens (Community 

College of Allegheny County, 2013a). For the 2012-2013 academic year, the College 

served an annual unduplicated headcount of 59,980, of which 32,256 represented credit 

students and 28,969 noncredit students (Community College of Allegheny County, 

2013a). 

The CCAC is a comprehensive college with an open door admission policy and 

is accredited by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education (Community 

College of Allegheny County, 2013a). The student population at the CCAC is comprised 

of 58% female and 42% male, with an average age of 28 years (Community College of 

Allegheny County, 2013a). The student demographics are represented in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

CCAC Student Demographics 

Demographic Percent 
Full-time students 39 
Part-time students 61 
Enrolled in career programs 58 
Enrolled in transfer programs 42 
White 62 
Black 18.5 
Unknown 15 
Asian 2 
American Indian or Native Alaskan <1 
Hispanic <1 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander <1 
Non-Resident Alien <1 
Two or more races <1 

(Community College of Allegheny County, 2013a) 

The CCAC offers more than 155 academic programs, an Honors Program, 

cooperative programs as well as workforce training (Community College of Allegheny 

County, 2013a). The college also offers opportunities for students to participate in 

extracurricular activities by hosting more than 100 clubs and organization, and a variety 

of inter-collegial sports teams (Community College of Allegheny County, 2013a). 

Almost 80% of the students selected the CCAC as their college of first choice 

(Community College of Allegheny County, 2013a). 

Early Pressures of Accountability 
 
During the last decade there have been multiple accountability pressures on the 

CCAC leadership prior to their decision to pilot the VFA. These pressures helped push 

administrators to think about the need for more and different types of accountability 

related to student progress and outcomes. 
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The Community College of Allegheny County was, prior to the VFA, already 

held accountable by a variety of stakeholders and as such it has collected data to inform 

those entities about their activities. One agency that has had a long history of oversight 

of this institution is the regional accrediting agency, the Middle States Commission on 

Higher Education. This agency, according to the mission statement, “is a voluntary, non-

governmental, membership association that is dedicated to quality assurance and 

improvement through accreditation via peer evaluation. Middle States accreditation 

instills public confidence in institutional mission, goals, performance, and resources 

through its rigorous accreditation standards and their enforcement” (Middle States 

Commission on Higher Education, 2013, para. 1). 

The feedback a college receives from its accrediting agency is important to the 

reputation of the institution and can influence its behavior. An important motivator for a 

higher education institution to be accredited is that, as stated in chapter two, any college 

that wants to receive federal funding must be accredited and submit specific data 

annually to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System at the National Center 

for Educational Statistics. Colleges go through a reaccreditation process periodically in 

order to assure the institution maintains the standards established by the accrediting 

agency. In 2005, it was time for the CCAC to submit its self-study report in preparation 

for the site visit of the accreditation team for accreditation renewal. 

The timing of the reaccreditation review for the CCAC coincided with a shift 

within the Middle States Commission on Higher Education to an increased focus on 

student outcomes assessment in addition to inputs, according to Administrators G and H. 
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As previously stated in chapters one and two, for many years the focus of accountability 

for community colleges was one of access. The central mission of the community 

college was its open door philosophy, giving access to anyone who walked in the door 

without regard to academic preparedness. Prior to this time, accreditation standards were 

more focused on the number of students who came through their door while not as much 

attention was paid to what happened to students once they were enrolled, according to 

Administrator C. However, according to Administrator D, all that changed with the shift 

to an emphasis on student progress and outcomes by Middle States Commission on 

Higher Education. 

As a result, the pressure of accountability for student progress and outcomes 

from the accrediting agency was indeed felt by the CCAC leadership. According to 

Administrator G, 

[CCAC was] one of the first heads on the pike because Middle States was 

catching on to the societal message about the need for higher accountability at 

the time and they decided that this was the year that we’re going to go out and 

send a strong signal that it’s time to get serious about accountability and about 

measures of outcomes and assessments.   

This same sentiment was echoed by Administrator H, who talked about how the 

shift had occurred from concentrating on inputs to outputs as a result of the accreditation 

pressure. The administrator noted: 

Community colleges were created for access and once you got the person access, 

if they transferred on to another college without having any documentation from 



 

 51 

your school for a very, very long time, nobody even really questioned that. The 

focus was always on what percent [enrollment] did you grow from last year to 

this year, and then when the economy takes a downturn, what percentage did you 

grow because students were returning to learn new skills, and when the economy 

improves how many students did you lose because people were going back to 

work. So it really wasn’t until the big accountability movement about outcomes 

started that the focus began to shift about what is happening to students along the 

way. 

As a result of this new focus on accountability, the accreditation renewal visit 

turned the attention of the institution to student progress and outcomes in addition to 

access. This reaccreditation visit marked a turning point at the institution, according to 6 

of the 10 administrators interviewed. The main reason for this was due to the fact that 

the reaccreditation site visit by Middle States Commission on Higher Education 

generated two warnings with regard to assessment practices at the college. According to 

the document, Periodic Review Report (Johnson, 2011), the CCAC was placed on 

warning for not meeting two of the standards that were part of the reaccreditation review 

and was given recommendations to address the deficiency.  

The first standard that was not met, according to the review, was standard seven 

regarding institutional effectiveness, which requires institutions to have a written plan to 

assess their overall effectiveness (Middle States Commission on Higher Education, 

2012). The CCAC was found to not have a written “comprehensive method of 

institutional assessment that effectively incorporates measures of student learning 
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outcomes so that appropriate resources can be dedicated towards positive change” 

(Johnson, 2011). 

The second deficiency was found in standard 14 on assessment of student 

learning focusing on student learning outcomes, opportunities to achieve those 

outcomes, assessing student achievement and using that data to improve student 

outcome results (Middle States Commission on Higher Education, 2012). The CCAC 

was found deficient by the report specifically due to the lack of institutional plans for 

assessment of student learning (Johnson, 2011). The CCAC was directed by the Middle 

States Commission on Higher Education to develop a learning assessment plan and 

provide for a systematic management and use of assessment information (Johnson, 

2011). 

The documentation from the Middle States Commission on Higher Education did 

note that while there were assessment activities occurring there was not a robust 

structure in place to make these a part of a routine practice at the college. Administrator 

G summed it up by commenting that: 

We were placed on warning for two of the standards, the assessment of student 

learning and the assessment of institutional effectiveness in 2005. The main 

reason for that was a lack of a structured approach to institutional assessment and 

student learning outcomes. The requirement of Middle States is to have a plan as 

to how you are going to conduct your assessment. We prepared that plan and the 

work on an annual cycle. [The plan] talks about what you are going to measure 

and why you’re going to measure it, and what you’re doing about the results.  
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Around the same time as the Middle States Commission on Higher Education 

was shifting its institutional effectiveness assessments to include student progress and 

outcomes there was another call for increased accountability from the United States 

Department of Education. As discussed in chapter two, a 2006 report titled the 

Commission on the Future of Higher Education, more commonly refered to as the 

“Spellings Commission Report” was released. The study identified some shortcomings 

related to student progress and outcome measures in higher education in general but it 

specifically called out community colleges. This report evoked a response from the 

CCAC administrators and had an impact on the way staff viewed their data regarding 

student progress and outcomes even before the announcement of the VFA program. 

Administrator H noted that: 

The Spellings Commission had already come out right before the VFA 

announcement and without really giving you specific institutional data it gave 

you a sense of what the picture looked like-that you are bringing in a lot of 

students but they are not making it to the end. So this was my tremendous 

revelation. 

Historically, the primary focus of effectiveness of a community college was 

about access. As a result, not much attention was given to the reason a student was 

attending the college, whether it was to transfer to a baccalaureate institution, attain an 

associate degree or certificate, or to take a few classes to update skills, according to 

Administrator H. Administrator H also stated that the lack of attention to the reason for 

students attending college was becoming problematic in trying to accurately measure 
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student progress and outcomes, because the reason a student attends college are many 

and complex. The shift in focus to include measures of student progress and outcomes 

by stakeholders such as the federal government and the national accreditation 

associations provided the impetus for the CCAC to seek out an approach to more 

effectively measure who was coming through the door and what happened to them once 

they arrived.   

With the documented need to improve specific aspects of these assessment 

processes as indicated by the Middle States Commission on Higher Education, various 

methods were reviewed and employed by the CCAC leadership and staff to bring the 

CCAC into compliance with the accreditation recommendations, according to 

Administrator G. Because of the commitment of the CCAC to resolving the warnings 

issued by Middle States Commission on Higher Education, the goal was to address the 

findings and to identify and implement a solution that would help to resolve the issues. 

According to Administrator G, this was the beginning for the focus on data, the story it 

told, and how it was to be used to establish the foundation of student success initiatives. 

Understanding this history is important because it set the stage for adopting the VFA. 

Factors Influencing the Adoption of the VFA Pilot 
 

There were three factors that helped shape the decision of the CCAC to pilot the 

VFA. The first was the leadership of the college and its commitment to student success. 

The second was the need for better data measures to accurately reflect the student 

progress and outcomes at the CCAC based on the mission and the students served. 
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Lastly, the pre-VFA data tools that were being used to measure student progress and 

outcomes had limitations as to their usefulness. 

 Leadership. The CCAC’s leadership was motivated to address and correct the 

Middle States Commission on Higher Education’s warnings that were issued in 2005. As 

a result, college leadership was seeking additional methods to more accurately document 

student progress and outcomes at the CCAC. Thus, 2005 marked the beginning of a 

transition to a focus on data related to student progress and outcomes measures, 

according to Administrator G. 

This transition was solidified when President Alex Johnson was hired in 2008. 

He soon became known for his leadership style of making decisions based upon data, 

according to all of the administrators interviewed. The decision to be involved in 

creating and piloting the VFA, as will be shown, is a reflection of the culture of evidence 

and commitment to student success at the CCAC, according to those administrators 

involved in the decision to pilot the VFA. 

 All of the staff interviewed at the CCAC stated that Dr. Johnson’s beliefs of 

being transparent and making data driven decisions as a way for the institution to 

become more effective impacted the institution. Dr. Johnson felt it was vital for both 

internal and external stakeholders to understand what was taking place at the college 

regarding student progress and outcomes and why it was important. Several staff 

interviewed spoke about Dr. Johnson’s willingness to “take a look behind the curtain” to 

see what was really occurring at the college in order to be able to identify areas that 

needed improvement. His commitment to helping others understand what is occurring at 
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community colleges extends beyond the CCAC as is evidenced by his participation in 

numerous professional associations and boards. 

As an example, one look at the CCAC president’s biography webpage reveals the 

dedication of Dr. Johnson to providing leadership on both state and national levels that 

champions community college causes. For state community college leadership activities, 

he currently serves as the president of the Pennsylvania Commission for Community 

Colleges and is a member of Pennsylvania Governors Commission on Higher Education.  

Nationally, Dr. Johnson serves on the boards of the American Association of 

Community Colleges, American Association of Colleges and Universities, the 

Community College Survey of Student Engagement, and others (Community College of 

Allegheny County, 2013c). 

With the current president on board, and knowing his philosophy, several 

administrators knew it would only be a matter of time before their president would 

become interested in the participating in the VFA. Administrator G commented that 

Dr. Johnson is a leader so he’s taken a leadership role in national initiatives, so 

we were in a position to be able to help contribute to the development of [the 

VFA]. We have a robust Institutional Research Office so we felt we were able to 

contribute to the design of the VFA especially with the experience we’ve had 

with benchmarking things. We wanted to bring that to the table to the benefit of 

the overall initiative.   

Administrator H confirmed that Dr. Johnson was constantly seeking ways to 

enhance the CCAC’s student progress and outcomes metrics by stating that  
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Dr. Johnson brought back information on the VFA probably about the same time 

it started to appear in literature. When I started seeing it in the preliminary 

announcements from American Association of Community Colleges, I think I 

saw it mentioned in the Chronicle, I kind of smiled and said, “ok, you knew it 

was coming. It was a matter of time.”   

In the Periodic Review Report (2011), Dr. Johnson declared that the College has 

made a strong commitment to using data to make informed decisions. Additionally, 

according to the staff interviewed, the President felt strongly that it was important to be 

aware of new initiatives that could more accurately reflect the work that was occurring 

in community colleges. The commitment of Dr. Johnson to finding a better data 

collection method is evidenced by his involvement in the original discussions about 

creating the VFA and he currently sits on the VFA Steering Team, according to 

Administrator G. As mentioned earlier, data that was being used met certain needs for 

the college in terms of student progress and outcomes but there were limitations with 

each. These limitations will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. According to 

Administrators G and H, Dr. Johnson felt that the VFA was something that had potential 

to accurately document the student progress and outcomes at the institution on state and 

national levels. This influenced the overall college leadership to think about piloting the 

VFA data to use as their measures of effectiveness.  

In 2010, the CCAC submitted an application to be considered as a pilot test site 

for the VFA. The application to AACC included statements of support by the college 

president, the secretary of the CCAC Board of Trustees, the Vice President of Learning 
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and Student Development, the Executive Director of Strategic Planning, and by all 

members of the President’s cabinet. As evidenced by the signatories on the application, 

the final decision to apply and participate in the pilot program was made at the highest 

levels of the college.   

It is noteworthy that the CCAC participated in the creation and development of 

the initial framework that helped to identify the appropriate parameters of the VFA prior 

to becoming a pilot site. The CCAC Institutional Research Office staff were involved in 

national conversations with the American Association of Community Colleges, college 

presidents, institutional researchers, community college state liaison officers and policy 

makers to assist in designing the framework (Interviews with Administrators D & G).   

Participating in the VFA pilot gave the CCAC a first look at a national data tool 

that was specifically designed for community colleges. Being involved in the process to 

create this new accountability tool created a shift in their thinking, stated Administrators 

C and D. They felt that if an institution is not part of the process to create it, then it risks 

being told what to do without any input, and then they may find that the metrics do not 

work for them.  

Implicit in Dr. Johnson’s intention to be a leader in the community college 

accountability arena, is his confidence in the capacity of the staff that work there. Also, 

half of the administrators who were very familiar with the VFA expressed their belief in 

the ability of the institutional research staff to participate in the pilot test and add value 

to the development process. Every administrator that was interviewed acknowledged the 

leadership provided by the Institutional Research Office. Praise was given to Kevin 
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Smay and his staff for their commitment to data integrity, accessibility to data, and his 

department’s capability in implementing the VFA pilot at the CCAC.   

Data is the foundation of the decision-making processes to establish policy and 

practices at the CCAC but several of the staff members stated that it was not always that 

way. Administrator B stated that  

I’ve been here long enough to remember when we didn’t depend on data for 

decision making and it was often a knee jerk or pet interest of one of the 

presidents so it lacked meaning and sustainability. It was refreshing and terribly 

encouraging to ask what did the data show and what did the numbers mean 

before we try something out. 

 Need for better data. The need for better data was another factor that played a 

significant role in the decision of the CCAC leadership to adopt the VFA. In its rationale 

for participating in the VFA pilot, Administrator G stated that even though the CCAC 

had a mature set of effectiveness measures that had been developed over the years and, 

with time and tweaking, had fine tuned those metrics to meet the institution’s reporting 

requirements, there were still some gaps. Administrator G further stated that even 

though they had their own methodology for measuring student success, they were 

always trying to be aware of other options that were available that could enhance their 

metrics. The same administrator further elaborated that when new data tools were 

identified they would review them to determine how they could potentially be 

incorporated into the existing measures of the CCAC to more effectively assess student 

progress and outcomes. 
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Administrator G further stated that prior to the VFA, college leadership 

discussed the importance of having metrics that made sense to the institution and met 

their reporting needs but were also valid in the overall community college sector. 

Administrator I felt that participating in the VFA was a very good thing for the 

institution and thought that it would build a lot of credibility and integrity for the 

institution to step forward and say that they choose to do this. 

According to Administrator H, having accurate and appropriate data is very 

important to the institution and the CCAC administrators interviewed liked the idea of 

being able to use that data to benchmark themselves internally and also externally with 

similar postsecondary institutions. Four of the administrators stated that it would also be 

a benefit if there were one accountability method that accurately captured the student 

progress and outcomes data. These desires for better data lead to the decision to pilot the 

VFA. 

 Institutional fit of VFA. Lastly, as the college leadership turned their attention 

to this new data tool for student progress and outcomes, the first step to becoming more 

effective was to examine the pre-data collection methods and how they overlapped with 

the VFA metrics. According to administrator G, this shift in focus was viewed as an 

opportunity to grow as an institution and a lot of work was put into becoming more 

effective at what they were doing. Getting data into the hands of the decision makers 

was an important aspect of beginning to change institutional behavior. 

It was important to understand the data tools in place in order to move forward to 

implement the VFA pilot. According to the majority of the administrators interviewed, 
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the pre-VFA data collection methods were the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 

System (IPEDS), Achieving the Dream (ATD), and the National Community College 

Benchmarking Project. Whether the data collection is mandated by oversight agencies, 

such as through IPEDS or through voluntary participation in an initiative such as ATD, 

each brings some variation in the data captured for student progress and outcomes 

metrics. What follows is a summary of what the administrators were able to articulate 

about the data tools they were using prior to the VFA pilot and the strengths and 

challenges of using them. 

 Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). The first way the 

CCAC reported on student progress and outcomes data prior to piloting the VFA was via 

the data collected for the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. IPEDS 

metrics were, however, identified as the most problematic of the three data reporting 

methods in terms of measuring student progress and outcomes accurately, according to 

most of the administrators interviewed. IPEDS measures are based upon the mission of 

baccalaureate institutions, which are very different from community colleges as 

explained in chapter one. As stated in chapter two, IPEDS only accounts for students 

that are the first time in any college, attend full-time, and are seeking a degree. 

The IPEDS definition of a student raised concerns about its usefulness as an 

accurate measure of student progress and outcomes at community colleges for two 

reasons. The first is that the mission of community colleges is to provide open access to 

anyone who wants to participate in postsecondary education. IPEDS measures for 

students’ outcomes are based upon time to degree as 150% of the normal time it would 
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take to earn an associate degree. Chapter two points out that over 60% of the students 

who attend community colleges need remediation before attending college level courses, 

which would lengthen the time to degree attainment. Secondly, also stated in chapter 

two, the majority of community college students attend part-time, so this measure would 

exclude over half of the students. In both instances, it was pointed out by Administrator 

C that over half of the students at the CCAC would be excluded because they attend 

part-time or need to attend developmental education courses.   

There was consistent acknowledgement amongst the staff of the 

inappropriateness of using IPEDS as a data tool for measuring student progress and 

outcomes at community colleges. In fact, according to Administrator D, “now that 

community colleges are in the nations spotlight institutions are required to be able to 

compare things and you find out rather quickly that IPEDS doesn’t work.” 

There was also concern at the CCAC, that because this data does not accurately 

reflect the student progress and outcomes, those who use the information without 

context can misinterpret it. Administrator G felt that IPEDS 

is a cold hard stare at the data and, if you don’t know how to interpret [the data] 

it could be misleading. It takes a lot of initiative for someone to look at IPEDS to 

figure out the data without the context. [Community colleges] understand it but a 

politician or newspaper reporter who’s looking for headlines would just have a 

field day with it.   

Administrator D stated that the VFA was the answer to some of the things 

IPEDS didn’t have. In my own analysis, I found the IPEDS data was not very well 
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aligned with the VFA pilot compared to Achieving the Dream data (ATD), described 

next. 

 Achieving the Dream. A second set of pre-VFA data tools that the CCAC uses to 

collect data to understand student progress and outcomes was through the Achieving the 

Dream (ATD) Initiative. According to the ATD website, “Achieving the Dream, Inc. is a 

national nonprofit that is dedicated to helping more community college students, 

particularly low-income students and students of color, stay in school and earn a college 

certificate or degree. Evidence-based, student-centered, and built on the values of equity 

and excellence, Achieving the Dream is closing achievement gaps and accelerating 

student success nationwide” (Achieving the Dream, 2013, para. 1). 

For the last seven years the CCAC has been a member college with Achieving 

the Dream and was recognized as a Leader College in 2011, reported Administrator C.  

According to Administrator C, participating in ATD began the journey to collect and 

interpret the data as a method to improve practices and policy by addressing gaps in 

student progress and outcomes as identified by the data. This was the impetus for 

implementing many of the changes in policy and practices related to student progress 

and outcomes at the CCAC.   

The metrics of the VFA are a good fit with those things that are measured and 

monitored within the ATD initiative, according to the administrators I interviewed that 

are familiar with both sets of data metrics. Many of the categories are the same for ATD 

and the VFA, according to Administrator A, but the VFA metrics take slightly different 

measures, and expands on the existing set of measures that ATD provides. According to 
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Administrator H, ATD measures look at student progress and outcomes in areas such as 

completion of developmental education and gatekeeper courses, which focuses the 

attention on the front end of the student progress and outcomes continuum. According to 

Administrator H, 

One of the things ATD wants you to look at very closely is the completion of 

first semester, completion of developmental studies. With ATD you spend a lot 

of time looking at projects such as how did your early intervention success 

compare to our early intervention success. You’re not only looking at did you 

meet the benchmark for a particular category but then you drill down to look at 

how successful was your action. So this provides more national comparative data 

on any state that gets selected to participate.   

ATD has metrics that have been very helpful in not only looking at data in a 

disaggregated form, but also interpreting it in order to identify ways to address the gaps.  

One of the unique aspects of the initiative is it provides resources such as promising 

practices to closing those gaps identified by the data, according to Administrator C.   

It is important to note that although the VFA and ATD measure many of the 

same things, they may not be measured in the same way. The VFA has very explicit 

definitions and metrics that must be used when collecting student data. Even though the 

metrics are defined in the ATD, an institution is under no obligation to use them when 

reporting out data.  

According to Administrator C, the benefit of using the ATD data is that it is 

specific to community colleges. Community colleges also have the ability to compare 



 

 65 

themselves with other similar institutions on a limited national basis. However, sharing 

of information gleaned from the data collection from ATD is limited to those institutions 

that have been accepted to participate in the initiative. Administrator C summed it up: 

Not all community colleges are involved with ATD. There are about 200 

community colleges participating in ATD out of the about 1200 community 

colleges so data from a national perspective is limited. Also, a college must be 

selected to participate which further limits its use as a comparison tool. 

The ATD measures are mostly in alignment with the VFA metrics but the VFA 

expands on the data collected by adding the six-year student progress and outcome 

metrics. Administrator E pointed out that ATD inspired the attention to the VFA and the 

VFA enhances what was going on with ATD.   

 National Community College Benchmarking Project. A third data tool used by 

the CCAC to assess student progress and outcomes pre-VFA was through participation 

in the National Community College Benchmarking Project (NCCBP) which is housed at 

Johnson County Community College in Kansas. This initiative was created as a way “to 

standardize a nation-wide benchmark reporting process” (National Community College 

Benchmark Project, 2013, para. 1) and is considered to provide more of an operational 

view of what is occurring at community colleges. Community colleges that use the data 

from this benchmarking tool can participate to the extent desired within the categories 

available for benchmarking to other similar institutions. According to Administrator C, 

the data collected through this method 
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is at the institutional level and it is aggregated data but at that level it provides 

you with comparisons not only the benchmark comparison with the state but 

what is happening nationally. 

It is important to note that the NCCBP provides an institution with information to 

compare to other institutions so that they can do their own benchmarking and therefore, 

this is not an accountability tool, according to Administrator J. Additional limitations of 

using this data are that it is accessible only to those who choose to pay to participate in 

the benchmarking project and, according to Administrator D, this method of data 

collection does not inform student progress and outcomes data to the extent of the VFA 

metrics. 

The three data tools that the CCAC used before piloting the VFA all provided 

data to draw conclusions about student progress and outcomes. However, none were as 

comprehensive in the data collected to reflect the mission of the community college and 

students that attend them, or the definitions and measures were not as well defined as 

those of the VFA, based on the collective responses of the interviewees.   

As I will illustrate next, once the decision to adopt the VFA was made there were 

certain factors that helped facilitate the implementation of the VFA. 

Factors Shaping the Implementation of the VFA 

In my research I found several factors related to the knowledge of the staff about 

the VFA pilot at the CCAC.   

The first was the institutional focus on student progress and outcomes. The 

interviewees were very knowledgeable about their functions at the college and how their 
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position they fit into the overall strategic plan for student success. Each person was able 

to articulate the role they played in student success initiatives and the importance of 

accessing accurate data as a way to monitor the associated activities.   

Secondly, I did find that knowledge about the VFA itself was very uneven. This 

lack of knowledge did not necessarily affect implementation. In order to determine the 

staff knowledge of the decision to participate in the pilot of the VFA each person was 

asked to share what they knew about the VFA. They were also asked about how it fit 

within the institution’s student progress and outcomes measures that are used to inform 

student success initiatives.   

I found that, because it is still in the pilot mode, the level of knowledge varied 

depending on the position of the person being interviewed. As might be expected, those 

who were involved in the decision making process to participate in the development and 

testing of the VFA had knowledge that was quite extensive. I found that the level of 

knowledge of the interviewees was reflected in their position within the institution.  

Responses ranged from hearing about it at staff meetings to being involved with 

reviewing the data collected in the pilot phase. This difference in knowledge levels did 

not appear to impact the implementation of the pilot VFA because each person 

understood it at the level it affected them. 

Some of the administrators commented that, for the most part, the data that the 

staff is receiving is not reported out in ways that could be identified or associated with 

the VFA. Even if it were, most people who use the data to make decisions would not 

necessarily understand the process used to obtain it. Like other data sources, it would be 



 

 68 

a footnote in a document to identify the source of the information, stated Administrator 

G. Also, I was informed that sharing VFA data with the college staff at-large is minimal 

at this time. Since the VFA is still in its pilot phase, most of the work is going on behind 

the scenes.   

The Impact of Piloting the VFA on the Institution 

In this section I describe how piloting the VFA has affected organizational 

behavior. I found that the VFA, as a data tool, has had numerous positive impacts on the 

institution as expressed by the administrators interviewed. The four main themes that 

emerged were data use in decision making, benchmarking, common metrics and 

definitions, and credibility. 

 Data use. The CCAC has, for the last few years, used the VFA data tool to 

collect data to monitor student progress and outcomes. Because the VFA is still in a pilot 

mode, the data collected is being run in parallel with some of the existing pre-VFA 

measures.  It was apparent that the CCAC has historically relied heavily on the data tool 

from the ATD to make policy and practice decisions. Therefore, to-date, most of the 

changes to institutional policy related to student progress and outcomes measure can be 

attributed to the participation of the CCAC in ATD. At this time, none of the 

administrators interviewed believed that any recent policy changes related to student 

progress and outcomes have resulted from participating in the VFA pilot. 

However, one aspect of the VFA metrics data that the CCAC is starting to look 

at, which is different from the pre-VFA metrics and may influence practices, is the 6-

year outcomes measure. According to Administrator G, using the 6-year student 
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progress and outcomes measure is a new data collection point. Administrator G further 

states, that while they haven’t made any formal decisions based upon the 6-year data, it 

is an emerging data point and discussions have occurred with the board of trustees about 

it. This measure is important because the majority of students attending the CCAC are 

part-time, which impacts the length of time to complete their education. Therefore, 

looking at the 6-year student progress and outcomes data would be a more appropriate 

measure for this category of student, stated Administrator G.   

A few of the administrators pointed out the 6-year outcomes measure is a good 

way to look at patterns of student behavior over time. Administrator D stated, 

It’s a good time frame to be looking at because it goes very far out but there were 

some interesting things when you go out to six years – part-time students 

graduate better than full time students so it was something that they never saw 

before the VFA because they never went out six years.   

When asked about any changes in institutional behavior as a result of looking at 

6-year progress and outcomes, Administrator H stated that the CCAC had experimented 

with some courses of action such as promoting stackable certificate as a way for students 

to work towards earning an associate degree, and hosting a college completion event. 

However, Administrator H was quick to point out that it is not really possible to draw a 

cause and effect relationship to these activities and the VFA 6-year figure at this time.  

 Benchmarking. Another impact of using the VFA metrics is the benchmarking 

capabilities it affords the CCAC. According to Administrator G, one advantage of 

benchmarking, whether statewide or nationally, is it allows community colleges to 
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compare themselves with other peer institutions. Additionally, it allows a college to 

monitor its own performance over time to identify trends, progress towards goals, and 

identify variances and the reason for them, according to Administrators C and D. 

One event that occurred recently, which could affect policy and practices at the 

CCAC and statewide, is that the Pennsylvania Commission for Community Colleges, 

(comprised of the 14 community colleges in the state) has adopted the VFA as its metric 

for student progress and outcomes (American Association of Community Colleges, 

2012d). Administrator D stated that, 

The community college presidents of Pennsylvania came together and they said 

we’re going to adopt the VFA as our state measures. Only half the schools are 

involved in ATD so we couldn’t just say to adopt ATD because we’re not a state 

system and we just can’t make the other schools be part of ATD and ATD would 

have to accept them anyway so we decided we’re going to adopt the VFA. 

Administrator D indicated, that to date, all 14 of the Pennsylvania community 

colleges have gone through one round of collecting the VFA data and two community 

colleges have completed two rounds of data collection. 

Having the ability to benchmark against similar institutions provides the 

opportunity to compare themselves to other community colleges. This led to more in-

depth conversations at the CCAC about where they stood relative to similar institutions 

to determine if “we are ahead of the pack, with the pack, or need to do more work which 

would hopefully lead to improved policy and practices that support student success 

goals,” stated Administrator H. 
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 Common definitions and metrics. The common definitions and metrics of the 

VFA were the advantages to the institution that was most cited, as pointed out by almost 

all of the administrators interviewed. As mentioned in chapters one and two, for many 

years the only option available to report out data consistently on a national level was 

IPEDS. Administrator A spoke of the benefit of having a common language cut down on 

the rhetoric in discussions. Administrator G stated: 

It gets everybody speaking the same language and having the same measures of 

student progress and outcomes-it creates a lot of efficiency. As a result, 

information will match and be aligned and people won’t have to spend a lot of 

time having long circular debates about definitions. These are good things. 

When asked about the benefits of the VFA student progress and outcomes 

measures, Administrator D responded: 

The biggest is definitions. All the institutional research professionals in the state 

got together to make sure that everybody understands the definitions [of the 

VFA] within our system because the first go round there were little definition 

type things. So statewide we’re pretty confident that we have the best definitions 

possible so that we’re all on the same page. This way an institution can be 

somewhat assured that when they are comparing results that any differences are 

not as a result of definitions or methodology. 

 Credibility. Three administrators cited that there is some credibility that comes 

with using a nationally defined standard, which is another way that using the VFA 

metrics can affect the CCAC. According to them, having a nationally accepted standard 
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is more reliable and valid over an instrument developed at a specific college or without 

the robust conversations needed to create it. Administrator G summed up why a national 

standard is a good idea: 

A lot of people measure things in a way that is convenient for them. So, if there 

is a system that is externally imposed we’re not making the measures up to get 

the best results. This way nobody can say we think they’re doing it in a way that 

is convenient to them or self-serving and we can say we’re doing it by the book. 

There is another benefit to having credible data definitions and metrics in that it 

facilitates meaningful conversations about effectiveness at community colleges on many 

levels. According to Administrator D, it is important for the leadership to communicate 

to stakeholders what community colleges are doing and the value they add. 

Administrator D further adds, that depending on whom you give the data to it has a 

different purpose.   

When you give it to a legislature it is so they’ll give money, when you give it to a 

faculty member they want to see that their students are being more successful, 

when a student looks at a school and sees the data they want to say is this an 

institution I want to go to. So, everybody needs the data at different levels in 

order to make informed decisions. 

According to Administrator G, the VFA puts the data in the right context for 

community colleges. 
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Challenges of Implementing the VFA 
 

At this time the concerns about using the VFA are minimal. While most of the 

interviewees were interested in the VFA as a tool, some of the administrators were 

curious as to how it would work in the long run.  

Another concern voiced by two administrators, was related to initiative fatigue. 

While staff understands that this is a pilot project and is still in the vetting process, it is 

hoped that this will not become just another initiative that leads to nowhere.   

It is unclear at this time what the costs, if any, will be associated with 

participating in the VFA in the future. Depending on its utility, it may or may not be 

worth the cost. However, according to administrator D, since the Pennsylvania 

Commission for Community Colleges has adopted it as its metric for community 

colleges, the CCAC will most likely participate no matter the cost. 

Summary 

 This chapter described the findings of the case study and the reasons for the 

CCAC to pilot the VFA and the impact it has had on the institution. Chapter five will 

present the analysis of the case study. 
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Chapter Five:  Analysis and Recommendations 

Introduction 

Chapter four provided the findings from the case study of the impressions of the 

CCAC staff about their knowledge regarding the pilot phase of the VFA and its impact 

on institutional behavior. Chapter five will provide an overview of the study, analyze the 

findings from chapter four, answer the research questions, suggest policy considerations, 

and make recommendations for further research.   

Overview of the Study 

The recent call for increased accountability in higher education has brought to 

light issues related to accurately documenting student progress and outcomes at 

community colleges. Because of this spotlight on student success, community colleges 

needed to review the accuracy of existing methods used to measure student success at 

the institutions. Community colleges historically have been measured against 

baccalaureate institution standards that do not take into account the unique mission of 

open door access that can directly affect metrics used to assess student progress and 

outcomes.  

There are currently few methods available to measure student progress and 

outcomes at community colleges on a consistent basis across the nation. The methods in 

existence tend to be of limited scope and can potentially provide misleading information 

if the person reviewing the data does not understand the definitions and measures 

associated with them.  
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The Voluntary Framework of Accountability is a fledgling method used to report 

data on student progress and outcomes on a national level, and was specifically designed 

for and by community colleges. This framework is currently being piloted at select 

community colleges nationwide using metrics that were designed with to be more 

appropriate to the community college mission and the students who attend them.  

Limited research exists as to how the VFA has shaped institutional behavior at 

community colleges because it is a new accountability model. The goal of this study was 

to fill the gap in the literature and to provide other institutions with a better 

understanding of the experience and rationale of one community college in participating 

in the VFA pilot, the factors shaping its implementation, and how it is impacting the 

institution. 

Two research questions guided this study. The findings with respect to each 

question are outlined below. 

Research Question One 

How have institutional policies related to student progress and outcomes 

changed as a result of the adoption of the Voluntary Framework of Accountability? 

I found that because the VFA is still in the pilot test mode, the data generated 

from the associated metrics have not produced any new policies at the college to date. 

The VFA metrics are currently running in parallel with existing metrics that are being 

used to inform the creation of policies at the college. I also found that the stronger 

influence on institutional policy was the Achieving the Dream (ATD) initiative, which 
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was the source of the data used to make changes to institutional policy related to student 

progress and outcomes.  

Research Question Two 

 How have institutional practices related to student progress and outcomes 

changed as a result of the adoption of the Voluntary Framework of Accountability? 

As with the changes in institutional policy, the changes to practices related to 

student progress and outcomes are primarily attributed to ATD. It is important to note, 

that while those interviewed would not directly attributed it to the VFA, there have been 

some changes in practice as a result of looking at the VFA unique 6-year data point. 

Specifically this information is being used to look at student progress and outcomes as a 

part of the student completion initiatives at the CCAC. As stated in chapter four, the 

CCAC did not monitor the 6-year progress and outcome measures for students prior to 

piloting the VFA. In my opinion, collecting this data is beginning to create an awareness 

of student behavioral patterns at the college. Having data that extended beyond what the 

CCAC typically used to monitor student progress and outcomes appeared to have some 

influence on institutional practices.   

An analysis of the findings generated three categories related to piloting the 

VFA. Those categories are factors shaping the adoption of the VFA, factors shaping the 

implementation of the VFA, and the impact of the VFA on the institution. 

Factors Shaping Adoption of the VFA Pilot 

 There were three factors that set the stage for the CCAC to consider piloting the 

VFA. The first was a need for better data. The focus of measuring institutional 



 

 77 

effectiveness was historically one of student access. However, pressure was applied to 

the community colleges from multiple stakeholders to include measures of student 

success in addition to those of access. 

The second factor that had a bearing on the decision to participate in piloting the 

VFA was the CCAC leadership. After the CCAC had received the warnings from the 

Middle States Commission on Higher Education there was a shift in focus to collect data 

on student progress and outcomes to understand what was happening to students after 

they entered the institution. The shift was solidified when Dr. Johnson was hired as 

President and provided the leadership to transform the CCAC into a data informed 

decision-making institution. It is also important to note that the administrators 

interviewed expressed the confidence in the capability of the Institutional Research staff 

to undertake this endeavor. 

Dr. Johnson is also active in state and national associations that are concerned 

with issues that impact community colleges. He is a member on the Steering Committee 

for the VFA with the American Association of Community Colleges, which houses the 

VFA and supports the use of this new measure of effectiveness on student progress and 

outcomes. 

A third factor instrumental in shaping the decision to pilot the VFA, was the 

existing models that were used to inform student progress and outcomes data. The 

CCAC had data collection methods that were functional, but some gaps existed. Each 

data collection method had limitations that did not fully represent student progress and 

outcomes behaviors at the institution. 
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The CCAC used three different methodologies to collect data that informed both 

internal and external stakeholders about student progress and outcomes. For IPEDS, the 

data did not accurately reflect student progress and outcomes based upon the mission of 

the college and the students served. Achieving the Dream data focused on the front end 

of the students’ academic career by looking at their progression in developmental 

education classes and also how they persisted from semester to semester. The National 

Community College Benchmarking Project data sets were more focused on the overall 

operation of an institution.  

Factors Shaping the Implementation of the VFA Pilot 

 There were multiple reasons that facilitated the implementation of the VFA pilot. 

The first was an institutional shift to a focus on student success. One of the deciding 

factors in implementing the VFA pilot was to have a model that accurately reflected the 

mission and student population of the college. With the shift in focus to student success 

on the campus, having appropriate data to make informed decisions was becoming 

increasingly more important at the CCAC. 

Another influence shaping the decision to implement the VFA pilot was the 

commitment of the CCAC in being a role model for other community colleges. The 

Institutional Research Office had the capacity to implement the VFA pilot and wanted to 

be able to contribute to the benefit of the overall initiative. Additionally, it was clear that 

the staff involved in the implementation felt that it was better to participate in the 

creation of an accountability framework rather than have it imposed upon them.   
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Impact of the VFA Pilot on the Institution 

 Piloting the VFA impacted the institution in several ways. As mentioned earlier, 

the CCAC used three forms of data collection to inform stakeholders about student 

progress and outcomes. The one data collection point unique to the VFA was the 6-year 

student progress and outcomes measure. This new measure was important because it 

captured information about students that make up a majority of the community college 

population; those who attend part-time or take developmental education classes. This 

allowed administrators to focus on a different segment of the student population 

previously excluded when prior measures were used. 

One of the primary benefits noted about using the VFA was the common 

language and metrics. This got everyone speaking the same language and created 

efficiency in the data collection processes. Knowing that everyone was using the same 

language and metrics instilled confidence in the data that was collected through the VFA 

pilot. Having language and metrics that are consistent across an institution, state, and 

nation can be a very powerful accountability tool. This allows for all community 

colleges to speak with one voice about student progress and outcomes. 

A third way in which using the VFA benefits the CCAC specifically, and 

community colleges in general, is the credibility that comes from having a nationally 

defined standard. Because the agencies that took on the leadership role of creating the 

VFA are nationally recognized organizations there is certain integrity associated with the 

measures. Another benefit is that because the VFA was created for and by community 

colleges, its metrics are in alignment with the mission of community colleges.   
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A final outcome of implementing the VFA pilot was the adoption of the 

framework by all of the community colleges in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. 

With all of the institutions using the VFA metrics it allows for consistent data collection 

on student progress and outcomes in the state. This may have a larger effect on policy 

and practices not only at the CCAC, but also on a state level. 

Policy Considerations 

Four policy considerations are recommended as a result of the findings. 

 Consideration one. Once the VFA data tool is beyond the pilot test phase, the 

student progress and outcomes data should be used to fully inform policy and practices 

at the institution. Currently, there are multiple sources of data that are being used to 

identify trends that are running in parallel with the VFA data. Using the VFA measures 

with the common definitions and metrics across the institution would enhance the 

communication and transparency of the data. 

 Consideration two. The data from the 6-year outcomes should be examined 

more closely to identify student behavioral trends that can be used to inform policy and 

practices related to student success initiatives. The majority of students who attend the 

CCAC are part-time and start at the college by taking developmental education courses, 

which extends the time it takes for a student to complete their degree. Previously, there 

has not been a focus on collecting data for this segment of the student population. The 

new VFA data collection point of 6-year outcomes provides an opportunity to view 

student progress and outcomes patterns data in new ways. 
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 Consideration three. The community colleges of Pennsylvania should start to 

leverage the data that they collect through the VFA to influence state policies and 

practices. The leadership of all the community colleges in Pennsylvania recently adopted 

the VFA as their framework for monitoring student progress and outcomes. The 

commitment to using the same metrics and definitions across the state fosters 

transparency of data and facilitates communication between community colleges. This 

provides a unified voice that can be used facilitate change on a state level. 

 Consideration four. Leadership was instrumental in piloting the VFA.  When 

hiring a new president thought should be given to the leadership qualities needed for the 

position. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

There are many possibilities of further research once the VFA is fully vetted and 

more community colleges across the nation begin using this accountability tool to 

measure student progress and outcomes. Currently, there are approximately 100 

community colleges that are using the VFA metrics and more are inquiring weekly.  

Knowing how this accountability tool impacts institutional behavior would provide 

information for those institutions that are looking to adopt this metric. 

 Recommendation one. In the short term, additional studies could be conducted 

with other community colleges that participated in the pilot phase of the VFA to 

compare and contrast their experiences to that of the CCAC. This would provide 

additional information to those colleges planning to adopt the VFA, as to the efficacy of 

the tool as a measure of student progress and outcomes related to changes in policy and 
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practices. 

 Recommendation two. With the recent adoption of the VFA by the 

Pennsylvania Commission for Community Colleges as the statewide model for 

measuring student progress and outcomes, it provides a unique opportunity to study the 

impact on a single state. A comparison of the changes to policy and practices at 

individual colleges throughout the state, as well as policy implication on a state-wide 

level would provide valuable insight into the effectiveness of the VFA. 

 Recommendation three. Once the VFA is fully implemented at the CCAC it 

would be beneficial to revisit the institution and replicate the study to determine the 

effect of the VFA on policy and practices related to student progress and outcomes. 

Summary 

This case study attempted to qualitatively describe the experience of one 

community college participating in a pilot program to more accurately measure student 

progress and outcomes at its institution, and its implications. By using a qualitative case 

study approach it allowed for the staff members to tell their story about their 

understanding of using the VFA as an accountability tool and its impact on policy and 

practices. This study documents the journey that the CCAC took from receiving a 

warning in 2005 from the Middle States Commission on Higher Education, to providing 

leadership relative to accountability standards today.   

Having accurate and appropriate measures for student progress and outcomes is 

essential to the decision making process to establish policy and practices. By sharing 

insight and understanding of this new accountability tool and the potential it holds for 
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not only an institution, but across the state and the nation, this study adds to the existing 

literature to help those who are on the same mission to help students succeed.   
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Appendix A: Definition Of Terms 

 
 Accountability:  The act of being responsible to various publics external to the 

college for implementation of its mission (Roueche, Johnson, Roueche, & Associates, 

1997, p. viii). 

Completion:  When a student receives a degree, diploma, certificate, or other 

formal award it is considered to be a completion (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2012).  

Institutional Effectiveness:  The systematic, explicit, and documented process of 

measuring performance against mission in all aspects of an institution (Southern 

Association of Colleges and Schools, 2012).  

Student Progress and Outcomes:  Measures to evaluate the short-term progress 

and long-term outcomes of all students who begin their studies at a college in a given 

time period, disaggregated by age, gender, race/ethnicity, and financial status (American 

Association of Community Colleges, 2012f). 

Voluntary Framework of Accountability (VFA):  “The first comprehensive 

national accountability system created by community colleges, for community colleges” 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2012f, para. 1). This framework 

provides relevant measures that “improve a community college’s ability to assess their 

performance, identify areas for improvement, and demonstrate their commitment to their 

mission” (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012f, para. 2). 
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Appendix B:  Interview Questions 

Introductory Questions 
1. Please describe your background history with the college 
2. What do you believe were the dominant factors relating to the college’s decision 

to participate in the VFA? 
 
Policy and Practice Before VFA 

1. What was your role in the decision to participate in the Voluntary Framework of 
Accountability? 

2. How were you involved in monitoring student progress and completion at your 
college? 

3. What methods were being used to monitor student progress? 
4. What methods were being used to measure student completion? 
5. How effective were existing methods in capturing the work that was occurring at 

your institution? 
6. How was student progress and outcomes data shared with internal and external 

stakeholders at your college?  Specifically, what reports were used to document 
these data? 

7. What were some of the challenges to implementing the VFA? 
 
Policy and Practice After Implementation of VFA 

1. What methods are being used to monitor student progress? 
2. What methods are being used to measure student completion? 
3. What difference is there in the data from before the VFA was implemented? 
4. How is student progress and outcomes data shared with internal and external 

stakeholders at your college? 
5. What changes, if any, have you seen in student progress and success policy since 

implementing the VFA? 
6. How involved were you in the process for creating policy changes? 
7. What were the barriers to policy changes? 
8. Specifically, what new practices, if any, were instituted to address data revealed 

by using VFA metrics? 
9. What is your impression of the effectiveness of using the VFA to monitor student 

progress? 
10. What is your impression of the effectiveness of using the VFA to measure 

student completion? 
11. What professional development activities, if any, have emerged to address the 

student progress and outcome measures results? 
12. What reports are used to document the changes in student progress and 

outcomes? 
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Final Question 
1. Is there anything that I have not asked you that you think is relevant to the 

discussion that you would like to share with me? 
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