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The purpose of this case study was to explore the quality enhancement plan 

(QEP) process and its influence on student learning of critical thinking and the 

institutional environment from the perspective of key stakeholders at two community 

colleges accredited by the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on 

Colleges (the Commission).  Key stakeholders were defined as faculty, staff, and 

administrators who had direct and continuous involvement with the development and/or 

implementation of the QEP.  This was accomplished through document reviews and 

analysis of interviews.  The study was guided by intertwined quality assurance systems—

accountability, accreditation, and assessment, and six of Deming’s (1986) total quality 

management principles.  These principles are: (1) customer, (2) training and 

development, (3) teamwork, (4) measurement, (5) improvement, and (6) leadership 

(Bosner, 1992; Deming, 1986; Marchese, 1991; Sallis, 2002).
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The study suggests that as a result of accountability from multiple entities, quality 

in higher education and how the definition of quality includes student learning 

assessment, continues to be important to the Commission.  The QEP process was 

developed to assist institutions with educational quality and improving effectiveness.  

Based on the study findings, the QEP process can have a positive influence on student 

learning of critical thinking and result in constructive and effective changes for an 

institution.  The study also reveals the current QEP process could benefit from 

incorporating the strategy of identifying both internal and external direct measures of 

student learning within the QEP assessment plan and the Commission including a use 

assessment results section as a requirement for the QEP Impact Report. 

The study confirms the importance of accountability, accreditation, and 

assessment, but the six TQM principles are not as significant as anticipated.  Instead of 

all six principles surfacing as themes at the two public community colleges, teamwork 

was the only common theme.  However, there was evidence of all six TQM principles at 

each college.  Recommendations for the Commission, institutions of higher education, 

and recommendations for future research are presented. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The topics of accountability and assessment are at the forefront of issues in higher 

education.  As a result of the pressure for accountability and evidence of student learning 

through forms of assessment, one of the seven regional accrediting agencies, the Southern 

Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (the Commission) 

responded to the public and governmental pressures by requiring institutions, 

approximately 804, within its accrediting region to develop a Quality Enhancement Plan 

(QEP) in an effort to reinforce that student learning and educational quality are the 

Commission’s priorities.  Through the lens of quality improvement this research study 

investigated the connection of quality assurance systems—accountability, accreditation, 

and assessment—to the QEP and explored the QEP process and its influence on student 

learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment from the perspective of key 

stakeholders. 

Problem Statement 

The quality of higher education continues to be attacked and questioned by 

parents and students (Ashcroft, 1986; Huisman & Currie, 2004), in addition to numerous 

local, state, and federal entities and organizations (Ashcroft, 1986; Carey, 2007; Ewell, 

2011).  As a result, there is a continuous call for higher education to be held accountable 

for completion rates, the increase of tuition and student-loan debt, the quality of the 

education, and the effectiveness of the institution (Baker, 2002; Carey, 2007; Kelderman, 

2013b; Wolff, 1993).  As a response to this demand for accountability, the Commission 
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requires the 804 institutions it accredits to develop a QEP that enhances student learning 

and/or the environment supporting student learning.  The QEP represents a shift in the 

Commission’s approach to accreditation because an institution’s “effectiveness and its 

ability to create and sustain an environment that enhances student learning became the 

focus…” (SACSCOC, 2011, p. 7).  Moreover, the Commission has articulated the 

fundamental characteristics of accreditation that it adheres to; these characteristics require 

an institutional commitment to student learning and the concept of quality enhancement 

as a result of ongoing assessment and improvement (SACSCOC, 2012b). 

As the cost of higher education continues to escalate, adding another accreditation 

requirement, specifically the QEP, requires additional human and fiscal resources, and 

there is some duplication of existing Commission Comprehensive Standards 3.3.1.1 and 

3.5.1.  This case study explored perceptions of key stakeholders at two public community 

colleges about the QEP process and their perception about its influence on student 

learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment, juxtaposed with the QEP 

proposal and QEP Impact Report, as a response to the demands for accountability and 

institutional quality and effectiveness. 

Commission and Standards Background 

In order to understand the relevance of the Commission requiring the QEP in 

relation to the external pressures for more accountability in higher education, more 

information is needed about the Commission and some of its accrediting standards.  It 

can be argued that the Commission requiring the QEP as a core requirement of 

reaffirmation of accreditation has placed additional human and fiscal responsibility on 

institutions when institutions already document ongoing assessment and improvement 
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through Comprehensive Standard 3.3.1.1 and Comprehensive Standard 3.5.1 

(SACSCOC, 2012b). 

The Commission’s Comprehensive Standards outline requirements in four 

specific areas: (1) institutional mission, governance, and effectiveness; (2) programs; (3) 

resources; and (4) institutional responsibility for Commission policies.  The Commission 

(SACSCOC, 2012b) described the Comprehensive Standards as being more specific to 

the operations of the institution, representing good practice in higher education, and 

establishing a level of accomplishment expected of all member institutions.  

Comprehensive Standard 3.3 addresses institutional effectiveness, and standard 3.3.1.1 

requires an institution to identify expected outcomes, assessing the extent to which it 

achieves the outcomes, including student learning outcomes and provides evidence of 

improvement based on analysis of the results in educational programs. 

Furthermore, Comprehensive Standard 3.5 addresses undergraduate educational 

programs, and standard 3.5.1 requires an institution to identify college-level general 

education competencies and the extent to which students have attained them.  The 

language in these standards clearly state the Commission expects institutions to assess 

student learning on two levels; the first level is general education, and the second is the 

program-level.  At the program-level, institutions are required to go beyond indicating the 

attainment of the outcome, but they also provide evidence of improvement, which is a 

form of accountability. 

Hence within these two Comprehensive Standards, a mechanism exists to enhance 

student learning and accomplish the college’s mission, but even with these mechanisms, 

institutions now have an additional responsibility related to the QEP that is both a Core 
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Requirement (2.12) and Comprehensive Standard (3.3.2).  According to the Commission 

(SACSCOC, 2012b), the Core Requirements must be met by an institution for it to be 

accredited; these requirements establish a threshold of development required of an 

institution and reflect the Commission’s basic expectations. 

Core Requirement 2.12 requires an institution to develop an acceptable QEP that 

includes an institutional process for identifying key issues emerging from institutional 

assessment.  The Commission has clearly defined the term “acceptable” through what 

some would call a rubric, which defines a standard of performance for a particular 

audience; but instead of rubric, the Commission uses the phrase, Quality Enhancement 

Plan Guidelines.  The guidelines contain four indicators with the following rating scales: 

unacceptable, weak, acceptable, and exceptional.  Since acceptable is what the 

Commission requires, it developed indicators with descriptions of an acceptable QEP (see 

Table 1). 

Table 1 

Indicators of Acceptable QEP for Core Requirement 2.12 

Indicators Acceptable 

An institutional process Topic is directly related to prior institutional planning 
which had involved a broad-based effort. Plan then 
developed by key individuals/groups on campus. 

Key issues identified that emerge from 
institutional assessment 

A direct relationship established between QEP topic and 
institutional needs. QEP may indirectly affect needs. 

Focus on learning outcomes and 
accomplishing the mission of the 

institution 

Outcomes are generally related to student learning and 
reasonably address the accomplishment of mission-specific 

goals. 

Focus on the environment supporting 
student learning and accomplishing the 

mission of the institution 

Activities of QEP focus, generally, on the improvement of 
student learning, with some that may not be directly tied to 

that effort. 
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Furthermore, Comprehensive Standard 3.3.2 states an institution’s QEP should (1) 

demonstrate institutional capacity for the initiation, implementation, and completion of 

the QEP; (2) include broad-based involvement of institutional constituencies in the 

development and proposed implementation of the QEP; and (3) identify goals and a plan 

to assess their achievement.  Comprehensive Standard 3.3.2 has indicators of 

acceptability as well (see Table 2). 

Table 2 

Indicators of Acceptable QEP for Comprehensive Standard 3.3.2 

Indicators Acceptable 

Capability to initiate the plan Yearly, overall, budget, with basic descriptions of 
personnel needs including organizational structure needed 

to carry out the plan. 

Capability to implement and complete the 
plan 

Detailed timetable is provided for year by year activities 
including specific actions, budgetary expenditures and 

assessment processes. 

Broad-based involvement of institutional 
constituencies in the development of the 

plan 

Process used to develop plan involved representative of 
key constituencies. 

Broad-based involvement of institutional 
constituencies in the proposed 

implementation of the plan 

All relevant constituencies involved in implementation, 
either directly or indirectly. 

Identified goals for the QEP Goals deal with expected accomplishments. 

A plan to assess the achievement of the 
goals of the QEP 

Assessment plan is based on clear outcomes; assessment 
methods related to outcomes. 

Overall Evaluation of Acceptability of the 
QEP 

While there may be weaknesses in one or more of the 
components, overall the plan is acceptable due to the 

strength of a number of components. 

 

Some words emphasized by the Commission’s Quality Enhancement Plan 

Guidelines; Indicators of an Acceptable Quality Enhancement Plan for both Core 

Requirement 2.12 and Comprehensive Standard 3.3.2 parallel requirements of 
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Comprehensive Standard 3.3.1.1 (SACSCOC 2012a, 2012b, 2012c).  These common 

words are assess, student learning outcomes, and improvement.  In terms of 

Comprehensive Standard 3.5.1 (general education competencies), the connection to Core 

Requirement 2.12 and Comprehensive Standard 3.3.2 can be implied because to 

determine the extent general education competencies are attained, an institution must 

directly assess students’ competency.  The word “competency” in this context is 

synonymous with student learning outcome.  These similarities support the assertion that 

Comprehensive Standards 3.3.1.1 and 3.5.1 serve similar purposes as the QEP, 

potentially weakening the argument the QEP should be a component of the 

Commission’s reaffirmation of accreditation process because there is potential 

duplication. 

Furthermore, the other regional institutional accreditors in the United States do 

not require a QEP.  The Higher Learning Commission (HLC) of the North Central 

Association, which accredits institutions in 19 states, has one of three pathways leading 

up to accreditation that has been compared to the QEP.  This optional pathway is called 

the Academic Quality Improvement Program (AQIP), even though comparisons have 

been made between the QEP and AQIP (Bolden, 2007).  The researcher thinks the 

differences make the comparison less noteworthy because the AQIP pathway is one of 

three options to obtain accreditation for an HLC institution, and the AQIP represents the 

entire accreditation process; whereas, the QEP is one component of the Commission’s 

accreditation process. 
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Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework was modeled after W. Edwards Deming’s (1986) 

theory of continuous improvement.  Deming is recognized as a founder of the quality 

improvement movement; he believed that continuous improvement is the path to 

improved quality (Huba & Freed, 2000).  Some sectors of academia prefer the phrase 

Continuous Quality Improvement (CQI) over Total Quality Management (TQM) if given 

a choice when discussing the theory of quality improvement; however, for the purpose of 

consistency, the researcher will use TQM, but both CQI and TQM are interchangeable 

(Marchese, 1993; Sallis, 2002). 

The history of TQM is a complex one because it did not originate under the term, 

Total Quality Management, but started more as a quality movement in service industries.  

When researching TQM, the term commonly used for the theorists is “gurus” (Sallis, 

2002; Schmidt & Finnigan, 1994); however, for this dissertation, the prominent theorist is 

Deming.  Deming’s (1986) 14 points of continuous improvement encompass principles 

that could be applied to an institution of higher education.  Even though Deming argued 

that all principles should be adopted, several scholars argued that an institution could 

select only relevant components of Deming’s principles to guide the quality process 

(Bosner, 1992; Marchese, 1991; Sallis, 2002). 

This study focused on relevant TQM principles that aligned with the QEP and 

emerged from the field research.  The Commission requiring the QEP intertwines 

improvement and quality as well.  The Commission characterizes the QEP as “an 

opportunity for the institution to enhance overall institutional quality and effectiveness by 

focusing on an issue or issues the institution considers important to improving student 
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learning” (SACSCOC, 2011, p. 40).  Even though this study’s site locations may not have 

intentionally applied Deming’s (1986) theory while developing and implementing the 

QEP, a thorough investigation of the QEP process through the perception of key 

stakeholders and document reviews may reveal the presence of TQM principles 

necessary for an effective QEP.  These principles are: (1) customer, (2) training and 

development, (3) teamwork, (4) measurement, (5) improvement, and (6) leadership 

(Bosner, 1992; Deming, 1986; Marchese, 1991; Sallis, 2002). 

These principles can be seamlessly applied to the QEP; the customer primarily 

refers to students and their learning as a result of the QEP, but there are secondary 

customers as well that have been discussed.  The training and professional development 

of faculty, staff, and administrators is an integral component to the implementation of the 

QEP.  Teamwork parallels the Commission’s encouragement of broad-based involvement 

of institutional stakeholders in the QEP.  Measurement, synonymous with assessment, is 

an essential component to determine if goals and outcomes were met.  Improvement is 

the primary goal and purpose of the Quality Enhancement Plan. Lastly, a major factor 

that cannot be ignored is role of leadership in the QEP process. 

During the 2012 TIME Higher Education Summit, Arne Duncan, the U.S. 

Secretary of Education, acknowledged that higher education is at a crossroads; therefore, 

as a result of the challenges, the system of institutional grants and loans will shift more 

toward a performance-based and outcome-based system.  One of the Commission’s 

responses to the educational climate was requiring the Quality Enhancement Plan as a 

core requirement of reaffirmation of accreditation.  The QEP serves as an opportunity for 

institutions to demonstrate quality assurance through the TQM model.  “Total quality 
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management incorporates quality assurance, and extends and develops it” (Sallis, 2002, 

p. 17).  Examining the Quality Enhancement Plan through the lens of Deming’s (1986) 

TQM model provided some additional insight to the significance of the QEP in the 

context of accountability, accreditation, and assessment when applied to the data—the 

document reviews, and perspectives of key college stakeholders (see Figure 1). 

 

 

 
Figure 1.  Conceptual framework model. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this case study was to explore the QEP process and its influence 

on student learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment from the 

perspective of key stakeholders at two community colleges accredited by the 

Commission.  Key stakeholders are defined as faculty, staff, and administrators who have 

direct and continuous involvement with the development and/or implementation of the 

QEP.  The Commission (SACSCOC, 2012c) defined the QEP as a carefully designed 
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course of action that addresses a well-defined and focused topic or issue related to 

enhancing student learning. 

Guiding Question and Research Questions 

Guiding question.  Based on the perception of key stakeholders, how did the 

Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges’ (the 

Commission) requiring the QEP as a component of accreditation influence student 

learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment supporting student 

learning? 

Research questions. 

1. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on 

student learning of critical thinking skills? 

2. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on 

the institutional environment? 

3. What are the QEP goals and intended student learning and/or operational 

outcomes, apart from critical thinking? 

4. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the achievement of these 

goals and outcomes? 

5. What principles, if any, of Total Quality Management (TQM) surface as themes 

in the QEP process? 

Research Design 

Based on the guiding question, research questions, and the type of bounded 

system being studied, which is the QEP process at an institution, the case study was the 

most appropriate research design.  “Case study research involves the study of a case 
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within a real-life contemporary context or setting” (Yin as cited in Creswell, 2013, p. 35).  

The QEP is a contemporary context for higher education institutions accredited by the 

Commission.  More specifically, Yin’s (2013) single-case embedded (multiple units of 

analysis) design was appropriate because it increases the sensitivity to slippage (when the 

entire nature of the case study shifts during the course of the study), thus serving as an 

important devise for focusing a case study inquiry.  The QEP is the larger unit of analysis 

in this embedded case study, and the subunits are the two site locations.  Although this 

case study was about the QEP process and its influence on student learning of critical 

thinking and the environment supporting student learning, the analysis might include 

outcomes about each of the site locations.  Figure 2 provides a visual depiction of Yin’s 

type two design—embedded (multiple units of analysis)—applied to this study. 

 

 
 
Figure 2.  Type two case study design. 

Assumptions 

The researcher had some assumptions about what she would find as a result of 

this study.  The researcher assumed that the perception of the key stakeholders would be 

more affirming toward the QEP influencing the student learning of critical thinking and 

the institutional environment than the evidence provided in the QEP Impact Report.  The 

    QEP 

Alpha CC 

Gamma CC 

Quality Assurance Systems 
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researcher assumed TQM principles would correspond with the perception of key 

stakeholders’ experiences as it related to the research questions. 

Limitations 

The first QEP Impact Reports were submitted in 2009, so the sample size is 

confined to institutions that were required to submit QEP Impact Reports during the 

timeframe of 2009–2013.  Since institutions would have submitted the QEP Impact 

Reports prior to the researcher entering the field, observations of the QEP development 

and implementation process cannot be conducted.  This case study took place in the real-

world setting, but the phenomena of interest (QEP processes at two institutions) can be 

considered historical because of the QEP Impact Report.  However, the participants 

provided a current reflection on the QEP process and influence. 

The Commission does not require institutions to provide their QEP Impact 

Reports to the public, so this could have adversely affected the population from which to 

draw the sample size.  Fortunately, the researcher previously noticed several QEP Impact 

Reports posted on institutional websites.  Since each institution determines its QEP topic, 

it would have been a challenge to complete the study with different QEP topics; 

therefore, the researcher focused on critical thinking as the topic and excluded other 

popular topics, such as writing and information literacy.  Another potential limitation was 

the small population of institutional staff and administrators who could provide a 

comprehensive perspective about the project; usually this responsibility falls on the 

person identified as the QEP manager. 

The researcher had potential biases and an affinity to the unit of analysis, the 

QEP.  After working in higher education for 17 years and being extremely engaged in the 



 13 

accreditation and assessment processes, the researcher came to the conclusion that 

institutions struggle with showing how they have a direct influence on student learning of 

specific skills.  Higher education is accustomed to students earning grades, which serves 

as the measure of success; whereas, assessing student learning outcomes requires a 

different type of skill set and environment.  Therefore, the researcher did not think the 

QEP could really influence the student learning of a skill, such as critical thinking, over a 

five-year timeframe; however, she strongly believed if developed and implemented 

effectively, a QEP could positively influence an institutional environment.  The 

researcher is also a proponent of the QEP and the accreditation process, even though, the 

assumption was that the QEP does not explicitly accomplish its intended purpose. 

Delimitations 

In addition to limitations, there were two notable delimitations.  The researcher 

decided to focus the study on public institutions that primarily confer associate degrees, 

specifically community or technical colleges and that selected critical thinking as the 

QEP topic.  Each of the 804 institutions accredited by the Commission selects a QEP 

topic based on criteria, such as the institution’s mission, strategic plan, and data, so there 

is a plethora of topic options.  However, the researcher decided on critical thinking 

because it is one of the most popular topics selected by institutions and institutions have a 

variety of external, standardized tests to select from to measure the learning of critical 

thinking.  These external, standardized tests include the California Critical Thinking 

Skills Test (CCTST), the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), the Collegiate 

Assessment of Academic Proficiency (CAPP), and the Critical thinking Assessment Test 

(CAT). 
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Significance of Study 

This study was one of the first to analyze the QEP process and its influence on 

student learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment from the 

perspective of key stakeholders after full implementation of the QEP and submission of 

the QEP Impact Report.  This study served as a foundational study based on data that can 

help institutions develop and implement quality enhancement plans in the future.  This 

study also provided analyses to the Commission that it can share with institutions as it 

continues to meet the demands of accountability.  Lastly, this study has informed future 

research. 

Definitions 

Quality enhancement plan: The Commission (SACSCOC, 2012c) defined QEP as a 

 carefully designed course of action that addresses a well-defined and focused 

 topic or issue related to enhancing student learning and/or the environment 

 supporting student learning and that accomplishes the mission of the institution.  

 The QEP should be embedded within the institution’s ongoing integrated 

 institution-wide planning and evaluation process and may very well evolve from 

 this existing process or from other processes related to the institution’s internal 

 reaffirmation review. 

Quality enhancement plan impact report: The impact report is submitted five years prior 

 to the institution’s next decennial review.  The report demonstrates the extent to 

 which the QEP has affected outcomes related to student learning.  It is part of the 

 institution’s Fifth-Year Interim Report. 
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Student learning: According to the Commission (SACSCOC, 2012c), “student learning is 

 defined broadly in the context of the QEP and may address a wide range of topics 

 or issues” (p. 31).  Student learning may include changes in students’ knowledge, 

 skills, behaviors, and/or values that may be attributable to the collegiate 

 experience. 

Student Services: Since some institutions use student services and student affairs 

 interchangeably whereas others do not, the researcher has defined student services 

 as a department or division that supports, enables, and/or partners with academic 

 affairs to advance the learning process. 

Chapter Summary 

 The Quality Enhancement Plan has only been a component of the Commission’s 

accreditation process approximately 10 years; therefore, this study was one of the first to 

look at and analyze the QEP process and its influence on key stakeholders.  Currently, the 

QEP’s influence on key stakeholders was more anecdotal than grounded in research and 

data.  This study served as a foundational study of the QEP based on several sources of 

data that can inform future research.  The study yielded results that could shape the 

accreditation process. 
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review focused on specific quality assurance systems that appear to 

have played a pivotal role in the developmental concept of the QEP and the decision by 

the Commission to implement the QEP.  These specific quality assurance systems are 

extremely intertwined at various levels and degrees.  The literature review discussed the 

larger concept of quality assurance in higher education and then funneled down to the 

core quality assurance systems—accountability, accreditation, and assessment.  In order 

to understand the quality assurance systems discussed in the study, one needs to have a 

definition of quality assurance in higher education and an understanding of its 

implications on other facets of higher education.  Once quality assurance is explained, the 

literature reviewed transitioned to the specific quality assurance systems significant to the 

study; these systems are accountability, accreditation, and assessment, and for each 

system, the discussion categories are definition, historical context, and implications. 

These quality assurance systems—accountability, accreditation, and assessment—

bear witness to the multi-leveled pressures the seven regional accrediting agencies 

continue to face in the twenty-first century that date back to the early 1980s.  The seven 

regional accreditors are: the Higher Learning Commission (HLC) of the North Central 

Association of Colleges and Schools, Middle States Commission on Higher Education 

(MSCHE), New England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC) Commission on 

Institutions of Higher Education, Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities 

(NWCCU), Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges 
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(SACSCOC, “the Commission” in this study), Western Association of Schools and 

Colleges Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges (ACCJC), and 

Western Association of Schools and Colleges Accrediting Commission for Senior 

Colleges and Universities (WASC Senior). 

 These pressures have been consistent over the past 30 years with the pressure-

level varying based on the political climate; however, the pressure continues to remain.  

As state governments continue to decrease the funding for public institutions and as 

tuition continues to increase, regional accreditors—specifically the Commission—has 

responded to the call for accountability by requiring the QEP that hinges on the 

assessment of the plan’s effectiveness of improving student learning and/or the 

institutional environment, while serving as a form of accountability through the 

requirement to incorporate external methods of assessment and accountability reporting 

to the Commission in the form of the QEP Impact Report that is required five years from 

the year the QEP proposal was submitted. 

Quality Assurance in Higher Education 

Definition.  While researching the concept of quality assurance, several 

definitions emerged from the literature (Bogue, 1998; Harcleroad, 2011; Wilger, 1997), 

but in the context of this dissertation, some definitions warrant discussion.  Since quality 

assurance originated from industry, several of the definitions for quality assurance refer 

to a product (Crosby, 1979; Deming 1986; Sallis, 2002), but when considering higher 

education, the industry product is a metaphor for the education a student receives.  

Quality assurance is a process where customers or interested stakeholders are satisfied 

that product standards will be consistently met (Sallis, 2002).  This same definition can 
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be applied to education as well.  The customers primarily represent students and the 

interested stakeholders encompass several entities, such as local, state, and federal 

agencies, accreditors, and the higher education institutions.  The end goal is that through 

a quality assurance process, students, governmental and accrediting agencies, and 

institutions will be satisfied with the educational product.  When merging quality 

assurance in industry and quality assurance in education, the operational definition for 

this research study defined quality assurance as a collective process to ensure that the 

quality of the education is maintained to the standards the institution sets for itself. 

Implications.  The increasing urge for organizations, such as the Council for 

Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) and the American Association of Colleges and 

Universities (AAC&U), to make connections between higher education and quality 

assurance can be contributed to the impact of globalization and the United States’ 

continuous decline in educational attainment in relation to other countries.  Therefore, 

using the term quality assurance or quality assurance systems is gaining momentum in 

higher education in the United States (Dill, 2007; Kelderman, 2013a); whereas, it has a 

much longer history in international education systems, such as Hong Kong, France, 

Australia (Dill, Massy, Williams, & Cook, 1996; Sallis, 2002).  The United States has 

little experience with formal quality assurance systems (Wilger, 1997). 

According to the National Advisory Committee on Institutional Quality and 

Integrity, “In the United States, quality assurance is the shared responsibility of a ‘triad’ 

of entities” (as cited in Suskie, 2014, p. 11).  These entities include state agencies that 

authorize colleges to operate, accreditors, and the U.S. Department of Education (Suskie, 

2014).  Institutions and regional accreditors refer to the term, but have not formally 
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implemented the principles of quality assurance.  Gaston (2014) said, “The assurance of 

quality is, of course, the bedrock of regional accreditation” (p. 123).  Further, the 

Commission’s QEP is “a different means of emphasizing quality” (Gaston, 2014, p. 123). 

The continuous increase in quality assurance being applied to the U.S. higher 

education system relates directly to the emphasis on accountability (Burke, 2005).  

According to Dill (2007), “The term quality assurance in higher education is increasingly 

used to denote the practices whereby academic standards, i.e., the level of academic 

achievement attained by higher education graduates, are maintained and improved” (p. 

1).  The QEP provides an opportunity within a five-year period for an institution to 

satisfy its mission, and hopefully its students and external constituents.  Even if the QEP 

results are not satisfactory by the fifth year, the broad-based involvement criterion of the 

QEP provides an opportunity for students, as well as internal and external constituents, to 

be engaged and invested in the process.  This type of involvement can help the 

Commission achieve its mission of enhancing educational quality and improving 

institutional effectiveness. 

Accountability in Higher Education 

Definition.  Accountability in higher education is an overarching term that relates 

directly to an institution’s ability to provide a quality education to its students.  To prove 

this quality exists, assessment of student learning must occur.  Ewell (2011) described it 

best, “[F]rame accountability in terms of the entity that must demonstrate accountability 

and that requires it, together with the domain of performance or action for which 

accountability is called for…” (p. 24).  The entity of higher education has several units of 

accountability, such as students and parents, state and federal governments, accreditation, 
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and employers.  Depending on the unit, the performance or action varies.  When the unit 

of accountability is accreditation, the performance is for an institution to demonstrate 

effectiveness and quality within the scope of its mission.  The QEP serves as a primary 

example of an institution’s opportunity to demonstrate effectiveness and quality. 

Historical context.  Accountability in higher education has been a topic of 

discussion and debate for several decades (Ashcroft, 1986; Harcleroad, 1980; Kelderman, 

2013b; Miller & Malandra, 2006; Webber & Boehmer, 2008).  Significant components of 

this debate are the assessment of student learning and accreditation.  In order to justify 

the public demands for accountability, institutions have invested more time and human 

capital in demonstrating the quality of the education through the assessment of student 

learning.  Moreover, regional accrediting agencies, such as the Commission, responded to 

the calls for increased accountability by enhancing their processes to focus more on 

principles of quality.  The QEP is an example of the Commission’s response. 

Over several decades, reports have been written that discuss accountability in 

higher education.  The most notable reports frequently referenced are A Nation at Risk, 

To Strengthen the Quality of Higher Education, and A Time for Results.  In 1983, the 

National Commission on Excellence in Education, an independent committee appointed 

by the Secretary of Education, Dr. Terrel H. Bell, published A Nation at Risk.  Dr. Bell 

requested this report because of his concern about “the widespread public perception that 

something is seriously remiss in our educational system” (p. 7).  The results of this report 

started the drive for educational reform.  The report made the assertion that the nation 

was threatened by a “rising tide of mediocrity” (Gardner, et al., 1983, p. 9).  The National 

Commission on Excellence in Education acknowledged that its emphasis was high school 
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with selective attention to higher education, but one of its charges was to assess the 

quality of teaching and learning in the nation’s public and private schools, colleges, and 

universities.  Since the attention on higher education focused on the quality of teaching 

and learning, this commission appointed by Bell endorsed the National Commission on 

Higher Education Issues’ (1982) report, To Strengthen the Quality of Higher Education. 

Three years after A Nation at Risk the National Governors Association published 

A Time for Results (1986).  According to the National Center for Education Statistics 

(1991), A Time for Results asserted even more strongly than A Nation at Risk that global 

economic competition meant that the most appropriate benchmarks for education system 

performance were now global as well.  The conversations about accountability in higher 

education continued after 1990, especially after President George W. Bush signed the No 

Child Left Behind Act, which ushered in “an era of unprecedented federal control over 

the schools” (Carey, 2007).  As a result of this act, the higher-education community 

decided to be proactive to avoid the same fate as the K-12 system; therefore, several 

organizations published research reports with an overarching theme to improve the 

performance of higher education institutions; some relevant ones are highlighted below. 

In 2004, the Business-Higher Education Forum published a position report titled, 

Public Accountability for Student Learning in Higher Education, and in 2005, the 

National Commission on Accountability in Higher Education published Accountability 

for Better Results: A National Imperative for Higher Education.  In September 2005, 

Margaret Spellings formed a commission and charged it with recommending a national 

strategy for reforming post-secondary education.  The result of this commission was the 

2006 publication of A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of U.S. Higher Education.  
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The Spellings’ commission determined that correcting shortcomings in educational 

quality and promoting innovation would require a series of related steps, beginning with 

accountability mechanisms.  The Spellings’ commission urged “postsecondary 

institutions to make a commitment to embrace new pedagogies, curricula, and 

technologies to improve student learning” (Spellings, 2006, p. 4). 

Since 2006, accountability in higher education has not diminished; instead, it has 

expanded to hold more entities responsible for higher education.  However, a great deal 

of this accountability focuses on college completion rates.  In 2009 during President 

Obama’s first State of the Union address, he declared, “By 2020, America will once 

again have the highest proportion of college graduates in the world.”  This challenge was 

endorsed by several organizations, such as the American Association of Community 

Colleges (AACC), the League of Innovation for Community Colleges, and the National 

Governors Association; so it cannot be ignored. 

Implications.  Accountability in higher education is here to stay; so some would 

argue that it makes more sense to treat it as an opportunity versus a threat.  By requiring 

the QEP, the Commission has the opportunity to remind its accredited institutions that the 

focus is the quality of the education and the institution’s effectiveness.  “A primary 

expectation of accountability is the assessment of student learning outcomes (SLOs)” 

(Rodriguez & Frederick, 2013, p. 39).  To achieve this quality, institutions must develop 

student learning outcomes and effective methods to assess these outcomes. 

Accreditation in Higher Education 

Definition.  Generally, accreditation in higher education is a voluntary process 

that takes place cyclically, ranging from a few years to 10 years.  Even though 



 23 

accreditation is a voluntary process, an institution must be accredited by one of the seven 

regional accrediting agencies in order for students to receive federal funding to attend the 

institution.  An institution seeking accreditation or reaffirmation of accreditation goes 

through required steps, and the steps vary depending on the regional accrediting agency.  

The Commission has a decennial process for reaffirmation, but requires a Fifth-Year 

Interim Review Process in which the QEP Impact Report is one of the components. 

Historical context.  In Cohen and Kisker’s (2010) The Shaping of American 

Higher Education: Emergence and Growth of the Contemporary System, the authors 

stated that, “[u]nderstanding history is thus essential for those who would reform higher 

education” (p. 1).  As a regional accrediting agency, the Commission requiring the 

Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP) serves as an element of reform; therefore, a historical 

account of accreditation becoming a quality assurance system because of accountability 

pressures is necessary. 

Historically, institutional accreditation formed so that institutions or external 

constituents could estimate the value of a degree.  The first regional accrediting agency 

was established in 1885.  Higher education accreditation emerged during what was called 

the University Transformation Era.  During the University Transformation Era, 

accrediting associations began establishing standards for library holdings, classroom and 

laboratory size, programs, degrees, and numerous facets of institutional functioning 

(Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Institutional accrediting increased primarily because the 

majority of academic degrees were confusing to the institutions where students would 

matriculate to complete their graduate studies. 
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The purpose of accreditation expanded and evolved as evident through the 

Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944.  As a result of the Servicemen’s Readjustment 

Act of 1944, commonly known as the GI Bill of Rights, the influence of accreditation 

grew.  The GI Bill specified that veterans were entitled to educational benefits if they 

attended institutions approved by state educational agencies, thus solidifying 

accreditation as an essential feature in higher education (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  The 

end of the University Transformation Era was a pivotal time for accreditation in higher 

education and ushered in the Mass Higher Education era of 1945 (Cohen & Kisker, 

2010). 

The Mass Higher Education Era was known as the golden age for higher 

education because of the tremendous growth in enrollment and number of institutions 

(Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  The Veterans Readjustment Act of 1952 directed the U.S. 

commissioner of education to publish a list of approved accrediting associations.  From 

this point on, access to federal funds was limited to institutions that had been accredited 

by one of the agencies recognized by the U.S. Office of Education (Cohen & Kisker, 

2010).  In 1957, the Commission started the self-study where “[o]nce each decade, an 

institution accredited by the Commission conducts a self-examination from which are 

formulated recommendations for future improvements” (Criteria for Accreditation, 1997, 

p. 3). 

In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson signed the hallmark Higher Education Act 

(HEA), which established a federal role in providing need-based grants, work-study 

opportunities, and loans to students.  Since the government was providing federal funds 

for higher education, federal and state agencies attempted to have more influence on 
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institutional processes.  Regional accrediting bodies, such as the Commission, served as 

the “middleman” between the higher education institutions and the United States 

Department of Education (DOE).  The regional accrediting bodies had to be approved by 

the DOE, and in turn, institutions had to be accredited by the regional accreditor; this 

dynamic gained the accreditors quasi-official status. 

During the Consolidation Era (1976–1993), accreditation consisted of “complex 

relationships between federal and state governments and the voluntary members in the 

various accrediting groups” (Cohen & Kisker, 2010, p. 386).  The system established 

during this era continues to be in place today; however, the regional accrediting agencies 

are responding to external influences that continue to intensify, so there has been a shift 

in the requirements for accreditation (Schray, 2006).  During the Consolidation Era, the 

Commission’s standards were called Criteria for Accreditation, which was adopted in 

December of 1984 and effective from 1987 through 2003 (SACSCOC, 2000). 

In Criteria for Accreditation, the Commission described the peer review process 

of accreditation as professional judgment that provides quality assurance in accreditation.  

The concept of “quality assurance” was acknowledged early on in the accreditation 

process, but the principles and concepts of quality assurance are more prevalent in the 

Commission’s current accrediting standards titled Principles of Accreditation: 

Foundation for Quality Enhancement, adopted in December of 2011 and effective 

January 1, 2012. 

The shift in emphasis is a direct result of the accountability pressures.  The “1992 

amendments to the Higher Education Act [of 1965] also directed the U.S. Department of 

Education to promote procedures for assessing results of undergraduate education” 
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(Cohen & Kisker, 2010, p. 521).  However, institutional leaders were not receptive to the 

amendments, so they insisted that the accrediting associations were capable of monitoring 

the institutions.  Even though higher education insisted that accrediting agencies were 

capable of monitoring institutions, the cries for accountability continued to escalate 

during the Contemporary Era, starting in 1994. 

Implications.  A primary goal of accreditation is to ensure that education 

provided by institutions of higher education meets acceptable levels of quality.  Suskie 

(2014) indicated that “accreditation is a relatively low-cost system of quality assurance” 

(p. 23).  Accrediting agencies, which are private educational associations of region or 

national scope, develop evaluation criteria and conduct peer evaluations to assess whether 

or not those criteria are met.  Accreditation in higher education has come under great 

scrutiny in the last decade; as a result, the regional accreditors have responded by 

focusing more on outcomes than inputs (Gaston, 2014; Wyner, 2014). 

 Currently, publicly funded institutions receive approximately half of all operating 

revenues from federal and state tuition subsidies; consequently, both state and federal 

governments are demanding more accountability.  In addition to the financial influence, 

the U.S. Department of Education requires specific criteria in their evaluation of 

accrediting agencies who accredit postsecondary institutions.  The criteria are outlined 

under “Subpart B- The Criteria for Recognition” of the U.S. Department of Education 

website located in The Financial Aid for Postsecondary Students: Accreditation in the 

United States section.  Requirements 602.16 and 602.17 underscore that an accrediting 

agency, specifically the Commission in this research study, must demonstrate standards 

that are “sufficiently rigorous to ensure that the agency is a reliable authority regarding 



 27 

the quality of the education” (U.S. Department of Education, 2013, para. 1).  In addition 

to the regional accreditors providing a more seamless transfer of credit and allowing 

access to the tens of billions of dollars in grants and loans, accreditors must emphasize 

the assessment of student learning outcomes. 

As a result of the U.S. Department of Education’s accreditation criteria for 

recognition, the emphasis on aspects of accountability has intensified to the level that it 

warrants a response from higher education.  According to Gaston (2014): 

Regional accreditors have for many years required their institutions to present 

evidence of a working ‘accountability loop’: the accomplishment of clearly stated 

outcomes is effectively and revealingly assessed, and the information thus 

obtained is used to strengthen the institution and its programs. (p. 128) 

The Commission’s response was to shift its approach to an institution’s 

effectiveness and ability to create and maintain an environment that enhances student 

learning.  As Bardo (2009) articulated, “Regardless of the balance between federal and 

self-regulation, there will continue to be a focus on increasing accountability relating to 

student learning outcomes” (p. 50).  This focus on student learning outcomes has been 

noticed by higher education academic administrators.  According to a study conducted by 

Kuh and Ikenberry, “chief academic officers at regionally accredited institutions across 

the U.S. cite accreditation as the primary reason their institutions assess student learning” 

(as cited in Provezis, 2010, p. 6). 

Assessment of Student Learning 

Definition.  As with the majority of the concepts discussed in this dissertation, 

there are varying definitions and descriptions of assessment (Gray, 1997; Halpern, 1987; 
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Seybert, 2002).  For the purpose of this study, assessment is defined as an ongoing 

process of establishing clear, measurable, expected outcomes of student learning and 

systematically gathering, analyzing, and interpreting evidence to determine how well 

student learning matches expectations (Suskie, 2009).  This study’s definition applies to 

the assessment of student learning outcomes within the parameters of the QEP. 

Historical context.  Publications related to the assessment of student learning in 

higher education began to emerge during the late 1970s.  The emphasis of these 

publications was not solely on the mechanics of assessment, but they shed light on the 

importance of assessing student learning in higher education. 

Alexander Astin’s 1977 publication, Four Critical Years: Effects of College on 

Beliefs, Attitudes, and Knowledge addressed a 10-year longitudinal study that analyzed 

areas, such as student attitudes, behavior patterns, persistence, achievement, and 

competency.  As a result of this study, Astin coined the concept of value-added, which is 

a prominent term used when discussing the assessment of student learning.  The general 

accepted definition of value-added is the improvement of knowledge, skills, and 

attributes students achieve as a result of their higher education experience.  Variations of 

the definition exist, but these definitions consistently embrace the idea of a student’s 

improvement over a period of time.  In A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of U.S. 

Higher Education, Margaret Spellings (2006) defined value-added as taking into account 

students’ academic baseline when assessing the results of their achievement; moreover, 

value-added measurements indicate how students’ skills have improved over time. 

The concept of value-added continues to be a discourse in higher education, and 

the QEP captures the essence of value-added.  The Commission specifies that the QEP 
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Impact Report must describe its direct impact on student learning and address the extent 

to which the QEP has affected student learning outcomes (SACSCOC, 2011).  In order to 

describe a direct impact of student learning, an institution must identify the knowledge, 

skills, or attitudes it wants to impact and then over the five-year period of the QEP 

implementation, the institution assesses the knowledge, skills, or attitudes to determine if 

there were improvements because of the Quality Enhancement Plan.  This process is the 

value-add that Spelling referred to and the theory Astin (1977) developed and researched. 

In fall of 1985, the National Institute of Education (NIE) and the American 

Association for Higher Education (AAHE) hosted the first national conference on 

assessment in higher education in Columbia, South Carolina.  This conference occurred 

as a response to the 1984 published report entitled, Involvement in Learning, by the Study 

Group on the Conditions of Excellence in American Higher Education.  Involvement in 

Learning endorsed three recommendations as the core of the publication.  These 

recommendations were: (1) to set high expectations for students, (2) to foster an active 

learning environment for students, and (3) to provide students with prompt and useful 

feedback.  These recommendations strongly informed by research (Ewell, 2002) are still 

relevant to assessment in the twenty-first century, but the expectation for the type and 

timing of feedback has broadened.  Traditionally, the term, feedback means the standard 

feedback a professor provides a student on a course assignment and to some, feedback is 

the student’s grade.  However, the assessment of student learning goes beyond the 

traditional connotation of feedback. 

Assessment is based upon learning outcomes a professor wants the student to 

achieve.  Based on those outcomes, the professor develops formative and summative 
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assessments to determine whether or not the student achieved the outcome.  Formative 

assessments occur during instruction and on an ongoing basis.  Professors use formative 

assessments to provide feedback; therefore, mastery of the concept is not expected; 

whereas, summative assessments provide the alternative to formative.  Good practice 

recommends using both.  Summative assessments occur after instruction is delivered for 

the designated concept; it happens at particular points in the course or semester to 

determine what the student knows, and it is graded.  The QEP encourages an assessment 

and evaluation plan that incorporates formative and summative assessments.  This 

approach to assessment, incorporating formative and summative methods, is more 

explicit and systematic than the 1984 Involvement in Learning recommendations.  The 

QEP process promotes high expectations, active learning, and feedback, but it encourages 

achieving these recommendations through a combination of formative and summative 

assessments. 

This specificity of assessment can be contributed to the heightened cry for 

accountability dating back as early as 1983’s A Nation at Risk.  The heightened cry 

continues with the current presidential administration as well.  For example, during a 

2012 speech at the TIME Higher Education Summit, Arne Duncan, the U.S. Secretary of 

Education, expressed, “There is too little accountability in higher education for 

improving attainment and achievement.”  Assessment plays an integral role in conquering 

this elusive challenge of improving student attainment and achievement. 

Implications.  As evident through higher education eras, assessment and 

accreditation have intersected powerfully (Wright, 2002).  This intersection was 

solidified “in 1988 when the United States Department of Education established new 
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criteria for recognition of all accrediting bodies, calling for a focus on ‘educational 

effectiveness’” (Wright, 2002, p. 243).  The regional accreditors were to systematically 

consider information on educational effectiveness as part of accreditation and determine 

whether institutions or programs document the educational achievement of students.  

According to Gaston (2014), “Assessment offered to accreditation the prospect of making 

evaluation both more sensitive to institutional mission and more consistently rigorous” 

(p. 23). 

The Commission stresses the assessment of learning outcomes in its Principles of 

Accreditation: Foundation for Quality Enhancement, specifically Comprehensive 

Standard 3.3.1 and Core Requirement 2.12.  Comprehensive Standard 3.3.1 focuses on 

institutional effectiveness: “The institution identifies expected outcomes, assesses the 

extent to which it achieves these outcomes, and provides evidence of improvement based 

on the analysis of the results…” (SACSCOC, 2012c, p. 27). 

Core Requirement 2.12 requires an institution to develop an acceptable Quality 

Enhancement Plan (QEP).  Engaging the wider academic community, the QEP is 

based upon a comprehensive and thorough analysis of the effectiveness of the 

learning environment for supporting student learning and accomplishing the 

mission of the institution. (SACSCOC, 2012c, p. 17). 

The QEP requires an ongoing assessment process through the duration of the five-

year project with the goal of improving student learning and/or the institutional 

environment.  Assessment is not just about accountability; it is also about quality.  

According to Belle S. Wheelan, the president of the Southern Association of Colleges 

and Schools Commission on Colleges, “Quality, from Washington, DC’s standpoint, is 
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job placements and loan paybacks; that’s not our view of quality” (as cited in Kelderman, 

2013b).  The Commission’s philosophy of quality enhancement presumes that each 

member institution will be “engaged in an ongoing program of improvement and [will] 

be able to demonstrate how well it fulfills its stated mission” (SACSCOC, 2012c, p. 2).  

“Accreditors have moved away from a rear-view-mirror, retrospective glance at what is 

happening on campuses toward an effort to gain a deeper understanding of what students 

know and can do as a result of their academic experience” (Provezis, 2010, p. 18).  Even 

though assessment may have begun outside of academia to make institutions more 

accountable, it is now intertwined in a continuing three-way conversation about 

assessment, accreditation, and accountability. 

Chapter Summary 

 There are several external layers prior to getting to the nucleus of this study, 

which is the QEP.  Accountability, accreditation, and assessment exemplify quality 

assurance, but combining the three makes a much stronger quality assurance system.  As 

a result of accountability, accreditation has responded with an emphasis on assessment to 

enhance student learning and the institutional environment.  By viewing these systems 

and the QEP through the lens of quality improvement, the researcher has the opportunity 

to share findings with the Commission and the institutions it accredits to support higher 

education effectiveness and educational quality. 
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III. METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this case study was to explore the QEP process and its influence 

on student learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment from the 

perspective of key stakeholders at two community colleges accredited by the 

Commission.  Based on the guiding question, research questions, and the type of bounded 

system being studied, which is the QEP at each site location, the case study was the most 

appropriate research design.  According to Yin, “Case study research involves the study 

of a case within a real-life contemporary context or setting” (as cited in Creswell, 2013, 

p. 35).  A researcher wants to do “case study research because [she] want[s] to 

understand a real-world case and assume[s] that such an understanding is likely to 

involve important contextual conditions pertinent to [her] case” (Yin, 2013, p. 16). 

The QEP is a contemporary context for approximately 804 institutions of higher 

education accredited by the Commission.  More specifically, Yin’s (2013) single-case 

embedded (multiple units of analysis) design was appropriate because it increases the 

sensitivity to slippage (when the entire nature of the case study shifts during the course of 

the study), thus serving as an important devise for focusing a case study inquiry.  The 

QEP was the larger unit of analysis in this embedded case study, and the subunits were 

Alpha Community College and Gamma Community College (see Figure 2). 

The guiding research question for this study was: Based on the perception of key 

stakeholders, how did the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on 

Colleges’ (the Commission) requiring the QEP as a component of accreditation influence 
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student learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment supporting student 

learning?  The questions investigated were: 

1. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on 

student learning of critical thinking? 

2. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on 

the institutional environment? 

3. What are the QEP goals and intended student learning and/or operational 

outcomes, apart from critical thinking? 

4. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the achievement of these 

goals and outcomes? 

5. What principles, if any, of Total Quality Management (TQM) surface as themes 

in the QEP process? 

Sample 

According to Creswell (2013), a good sampling plan includes one or more levels, 

such as the site level, the process level, and the participant level.  This study included all 

three levels because the study looked at the process of developing and implementing the 

QEP from the perspective of key stakeholders (participant level) and the process only 

occurs at the institutions accredited by the Commission (site level). 

Using the embedded case study design (Yin, 2013) supports Merriam’s (2009) 

assertion that two levels of sampling are necessary in qualitative case studies.  According 

to Merriam (2009), once the sites are selected, sampling will need to be done within the 

case unless the researcher plans to interview or analyze all people and documents within 
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the case.  Therefore, the researcher developed a sampling plan for the site selection, 

participant selection, and document sample, which are described below. 

Site Selection 

The sampling design for selecting two sites was stratified purposeful sampling.  

After purposefully selecting public community and technical colleges accredited by the 

Commission, the researcher stratified the purposive sample by applying specific criteria 

in two phases (see Figure 3). 

 

 
 
 
Figure 3.  Site selection phases. 

Site selection phase one.  Selecting the potential institutions for the study 

required research on the Commission’s website to determine which institutions met phase 

one of the criteria: (1) Track A institutions, institutions with undergraduate programs 

only; (2) of the Track A institutions, specifically public community and technical 

colleges where an associate degree is the highest degree conferred (classified as Level I 

by the Commission); (3) submitted QEP proposal during 2004 through 2008; and (3) 

selected critical thinking as the QEP topic.  The researcher reviewed each list provided 

Phase 1 
• Review SACSCOC website for Track A institutions with 
QEPs reviewed during 2004-2008 (n=163) 

• Apply criteria of public community and technical colleges 
and critical thinking as QEP topic (n=16) 

Phase 2 

• Reviewed QEP executive summaries for institutions using 
a rubric (If executive summary is not available for 
2004-2008 colleges, review QEP proposal or QEP Impact 
Report if available.) 

• Ranked each college based on final rubric score 
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for Track A institutions; there were four Track A institution links on the Commission’s 

website.  The Commission combined Track A and Track B institutions for reaffirmation 

years 2004, 2005, and 2006, so this represented one of the four links.  However, the 

information provided the institutional name and title of its QEP, which helped the 

researcher determine the track (A or B), and QEP topic. 

The research for possible site selections yielded 163 Track A institutions that 

submitted quality enhancement plans during 2004–2008; of those 163 institutions, 110 

were public community and technical colleges.  Of those 110, 16 of the public 

community and technical colleges selected critical thinking as their QEP topics. 

Site selection phase two.  The second phase of the site selection process required 

reviewing the executive summaries for each of the 16 potential sites and applying the 

rubric to determine each institution’s ranking.  Generally, the executive summary 

describes the QEP goals, student learning and/or operational outcomes, how the goals and 

outcomes will be achieved, and how the goals and outcomes will be assessed.  The 

executive summaries were reviewed for: (1) list of student learning outcomes (SLOs); (2) 

identification of a minimum of one nationally recognized critical thinking test used as a 

direct measure, preferably the California Critical Thinking Skills Test (CCTST); and (3) 

identification of a minimum of one nationally recognized indirect measure, preferably the 

Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE). 

Student learning outcomes.  For phase two, criteria one—stating the student 

learning outcomes, warrants additional explanation.  The distinction between student 

learning outcomes and operational outcomes was important because a QEP may not have 

operational outcomes and this case study did not require the QEP to have operational 
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outcomes.  Student learning outcomes were required for this case study because the 

study’s purpose was to explore the QEP process and its influence on student learning of 

critical thinking and the institutional environment.  Since student learning outcomes 

describe the students’ intended educational attainment in terms of specific knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes (Suskie, 2009; Walvoord, 2010), they must be identified by the 

institution to be considered a potential site. 

Since the executive summaries for the institutions from 2004–2006 were not 

listed on the Commission’s website, the researcher visited each institution’s website to 

search for the QEP’s executive summary.  If the executive summary for the 2004–2006 

institutions was not available on the college’s website, the researcher attempted to locate 

the QEP proposal or the QEP Impact Report.  The Commission requires the executive 

summary to be a component of the QEP proposal, so if the researcher could find the QEP 

proposal, she had the opportunity to review the executive summary.  As a result, the 

researcher was able to review either the executive summary, QEP Proposal, or QEP 

Impact Report for the nine institutions that submitted quality enhancement plans during 

2004–2006. 

The Commission’s website contains only Track A institutions for the 2007 and 

2008 institutional cohorts instead of both Track A and B institutions; and in addition to 

the institutional name and QEP title, there was a copy of the QEP executive summary.  

The researcher reviewed each of the executive summaries for the 2007 and 2008 

institutions.  If the executive summary did not include all phase two criteria items (SLOs, 

direct and indirect measures), the researcher visited each college’s website to see if the 

QEP proposal or QEP Impact Report was available to the public.  As a result, the 
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researcher was able to review one of the three or a combination of the executive 

summary, QEP proposal, and QEP Impact Reports for the remaining seven public, 

community and technical colleges that submitted QEPs during 2007 and 2008. 

Rubric evaluation.  The researcher constructed a rubric to evaluate each of the 16 

institutions (see Appendix A), so if necessary, she could follow the numerical, ranking 

order of the institutions to seek consent.  According to Stevens and Levi (2013), a rubric 

is a scoring tool that lays out specific expectations.  Using the terminology of rubric 

construction, the dimensions for the rubric were the three criteria that were used for the 

site selection process.  These are: (1) list of student learning outcomes (SLOs); (2) 

identification of a minimum of one nationally recognized critical thinking test used as a 

direct measure, preferably the CCTST; and (3) identification of a minimum of one 

nationally recognized indirect measure, preferably the CCSSE. 

The researcher weighted each dimension (criterion) to emphasize the importance 

of each in relation to the study’s purpose.  The most important dimension was the student 

learning outcome statements; these were weighted three points.  These were most 

important because the Commission (SACSCOC, 2011) stated that an institution should 

define the student learning outcomes immediately after selecting a QEP topic, and “an 

institution must specify realistic, measurable student learning outcomes appropriate to its 

topic” (p. 44).  The next dimension of importance, weighted at two points, was the 

nationally recognized direct measure.  A direct measure is tangible evidence of student 

learning (Suskie, 2009; Walvoord, 2010).  The least important of the three criteria was 

the indirect measure because an indirect measure “consists of proxy signs that students 
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are probably learning” (Suskie, 2009, p. 20).  The CCSSE was important to the study, but 

since it is a form of self-reporting, it was weighted at 1 point. 

After weighting each dimension (criterion), the researcher considered the 

dimension descriptions and the scale that would be used.  The scale of the rubric occupies 

another side of the rubric grid to complete its evaluative goal (Stevens & Levi, 2013).  

The scale appears at the top of the rubric, and each scale for the site selection rubric has a 

numeric value of zero, one, two, and three.  After determining the scale, the researcher 

developed the description for each of the scale points in relation to the dimension.  As a 

result, the site selection rubric was used to evaluate each institution (see Appendix A). 

To apply the rubric, the weighted dimension number was multiplied by the scale 

number that contains the appropriate description.  For example, Gamma Community 

College’s student learning outcome statements contained a minimum of three higher-

order thinking action verbs, so the scale is three points for the dimension of student 

learning outcomes, which is weighted three points, so the point total for Gamma 

Community College’s student learning outcomes was nine points. 

After assigning a total score for each institutional site, the researcher used 

standard competition ranking where the institutions with comparable scores received the 

same ranking number and then an opening was left in the ranking numbers.  The score 

was not a judgment of the quality or effectiveness of each institution’s QEP; instead, the 

score was a systematic and objective process to select the site locations.  The researcher 

sent a recruitment letter to the first two institutions on the ranked list (see Appendix B).  

Both colleges consented to participant in the case study.  The researcher selected 
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pseudonyms for each institution, Alpha Community College (ACC) and Gamma 

Community College (GCC). 

Interview Sample 

Eight key stakeholders were interviewed at each college.  A key stakeholder is 

defined as faculty, staff, or administrator who has direct and continuous involvement with 

the development and/or implementation of the QEP.  Students were excluded from the 

definition of key stakeholders because they serve as recipients of the QEP, so they were 

represented in the assessment and evaluation results provided in the QEP Impact Report. 

In addition to interviewing institutional key stakeholders, the researcher 

interviewed the Commission’s president, Dr. Belle Wheelan.  The researcher contacted 

Dr. Wheelan via email to request an interview (see Appendix C).  This interview took 

place after the interviews with the key stakeholders. 

The sampling utilized for the key stakeholders was purposeful, snowball 

sampling.  Each potential participant received a recruitment email (see Appendix D).  

The purposeful sampling was focused on the QEP manager identified on the QEP 

executive summary from Alpha Community College and the SACSCOC liaison from 

Gamma Community College.  The interviews were conducted at Alpha Community 

College first and then at Gamma Community College.  As a form of appreciation, the key 

stakeholders received a $10 gift card. 

Document Sample 

The documents for this study were each institution’s QEP proposal submitted to 

the Commission during 2004–2008 and each institution’s QEP Impact Report, submitted 

five years after the QEP proposal, 2009–2013.  The QEP proposal is a maximum of 75 
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pages of narrative and maximum of 25 pages of appendices.  Within the QEP proposal, 

the Commission asks institutions to address five primary issues: (1) broad-based 

institutional process identifying key issues, (2) focus, (3) capability, (4), broad-based 

involvement in development and implementation, and (5) assessment. 

The QEP Impact Report is a maximum of 10 pages of narrative and no appendix, 

and the Commission required it to address: (1) a succinct list of the initial goals and 

intended outcomes, (2) a discussion of changes made to the QEP and reasons for making 

changes, (3) a description of the QEP’s impact on student learning and/or the 

environment supporting student learning, and (4) a reflection on what the institution has 

learned as a result of the QEP experience.  In addition to the QEP proposal and QEP 

Impact Report, an institution’s QEP-related webpage was included in the document 

review. 

Data Collection 

 The researcher applied Yin’s (2013) four principles of data collection for this 

qualitative case study.  The four principles are listed below and then discussed 

specifically in relation to the data being collected for this study: 

• Principle 1: use multiple sources of evidence 

• Principle 2: create a case study database 

• Principle 3: maintain a chain of evidence 

• Principle 4: exercise care when using data from electronic sources (see Appendix 

I). 

The data collection applied principle one, using multiple sources of evidence, through the 

17 interviews, document review and analysis of two QEP proposals, two QEP Impact 
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Reports, and Gamma Community College’s QEP-related webpage.  A case study 

database was created for all electronic files and hard copy files.  The case study database 

addressed the need for security because the electronic files were stored on a thumb drive 

and locked in a file cabinet.  The hard copy files were also stored in a locked file cabinet.  

For the chain of evidence, an audit trail was maintained.  According to Merriam (2009), 

an “audit trail describes in detail how data is collected, how categories were derived, and 

how decisions were made throughout the inquiry” (p. 223).  In order to create the audit 

trail, the researcher kept a research journal and created analytic memos. 

Interviews.  The purpose for conducting the semi-structured interviews (see 

Appendix G and Appendix H) was to acquire insight into the QEP process and its 

influence on student learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment from 

the perspective of study participants.  A consent form was used to ensure participants 

were informed of what the study was for and how the results would be used and shared 

(see Appendix E).  Each interview for the 16 key stakeholders was conducted via 

telephone and each interview was recorded using a service called, Start Meeting.  After 

receiving consent form, the interview with the Commission president, Dr. Belle Wheelan 

was conducted face-to-face on October 31, 2014 at the SACSCOC headquarters in 

Decatur, Georgia (see Appendix C and Appendix F).  The duration of the interview was 

37 minutes.  This interview was recorded using two smartphone devices.  The recordings 

for all 17 interviews were sent to a transcription company.  Each participant received a 

copy of the transcript and was asked to verify the content.  All data from the interview 

process was stored in the case study database (Yin, 2013). 
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In terms of reliability of the interview questions and the interviewing process, the 

following occurred: (1) knowing the vocabulary and speaking the vocabulary of the 

group being interviewed, (2) writing down the questions asked in addition to the answers 

received, (3) recording personal thoughts while conducting interviews, and (4) asking 

participants to review and verify the transcript (see Appendix G and Appendix H for the 

semi-structured interview protocols for the key stakeholders and Dr. Belle Wheelan). 

Alpha Community College.  The participants included two administrators, five 

faculty members, and one student services professional for a total of eight case study 

participants.  A participant identified as an administrator could have been in a senior 

leadership position, such as a Chief Academic Officer, Provost, or Vice President, and an 

administrator also included Directors in Academic Affairs, Academic Deans, and 

Division/Department Chairpersons.  A participant identified as a student services 

professional could have been a staff member, such as a counselor or coordinator or a 

Director of Student Life, Counseling, or Enrollment. 

The faculty participants were full-time faculty from the disciplines of Humanities, 

Sciences, and Social and Behavioral Sciences.  One of the eight participants served as the 

college’s QEP manager, but in an effort to ensure anonymity, the participant has not been 

identified as the QEP manager.  The researcher conducted telephone interviews on four 

days during August and September of 2014 for a total of 10 hours and 31 minutes (see 

Table 3). 
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Table 3 

Alpha Community College Interviews 

Role & Participant # Interview Date Interview Time 

Administrator #1 8/28/2014 94 minutes 

Administrator #2 9/02/2014 76 minutes 

Faculty #1 8/25/2014 88 minutes 

Faculty #2 8/28/2014 114 minutes 

Faculty #3 8/29/2014 80 minutes 

Faculty #4 9/02/2014 49 minutes 

Faculty #5 9/03/2014 80 minutes 

Student Services #1 8/28/2014 50 minutes 

 

Gamma Community College.  The participants included four administrators, two 

faculty members, one teaching and learning coordinator, and one student services director 

for a total of eight case study participants.  Again, a participant identified as an 

administrator could have been in a senior leadership position, such as a Chief Academic 

Officer, Provost, or Vice President, and an administrator also included Directors in 

Academic Affairs, Academic Deans, and Division/Department Chairpersons; and a 

participant identified as a student services professional could have been a staff member, 

such as a counselor or coordinator or a Director of Student Life, Counseling, or 

Enrollment. 

The faculty participants were full-time faculty, one from a Science discipline and 

the other from a healthcare program.  The Gamma Community College teaching and 

learning coordinator was a long-time faculty member who currently does not teach.  

Because Gamma Community College only employs one teaching and learning 
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coordinator, this individual was identified as a faculty member in the study to ensure 

anonymity.  It is also worth noting that at Gamma Community College, some division 

chairpersons teach courses as part of their responsibilities; subsequently, one of the 

participants identified as an administrator teaches an average of 15 credit hours per 

academic year. 

Two of the eight participants served as the college’s QEP co-chairs, but in an 

effort to ensure anonymity, the two participants have not been identified as the QEP co-

chairs.  The researcher conducted telephone interviews on seven days during September 

and October of 2014 for a total of 9 hours and 40 minutes (See Table 4). 

Table 4 

Gamma Community College Interviews 

Role & Participant # Interview Date Interview Time 

Administrator #1 9/23/2014 58 minutes 

Administrator #2 9/24/2014 

9/25/2014 

80 minutes 

41 minutes 

Administrator #3 9/30/2014 119 minutes 

Administrator #4 10/01/2014 37 minutes 

Faculty #1 9/30/2014 47 minutes 

Faculty #2 10/02/2014 39 minutes 

Faculty #3 9/22/2014 97 minutes 

Student Services #1 9/30/2014 62 minutes 

 

Document reviews.  A data collection strategy that was used to answer the 

guiding question and research questions was mining and analyzing documents.  Alpha 

Community College’s QEP proposal was 78 pages of narrative with 19 pages of 
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appendices.  Alpha Community College’s QEP Impact Report was 10 pages.  Gamma 

Community College’s QEP proposal was 62 pages with 21 pages of appendices.  Gamma 

Community College’s QEP Impact Report was eight pages.  Gamma Community 

College’s webpage with QEP data was also analyzed.  The QEP proposal served as the 

“before,” and the QEP Impact Report was the “after,” so the researcher was able to 

“corroborate and augment evidence from other sources,” which is, according to Yin 

(2013), “the most important use of documents” (p. 107). 

Data Analysis 

Each site was analyzed one at a time, starting with document reviews of the QEP 

proposal and QEP Impact Report.  After reviewing the documents for each site, the 

telephone interviews were conducted.  This approach supported Yin’s (2013) single-case 

embedded design (see Figure 2).  The researcher used a handout with the conceptual 

framework, guiding question, and research questions while coding (Saldaña, 2013).  The 

researcher used analytic memo writing for the documents to reflect on coding processes 

and emerging patterns.  The coding was conducted using the Windows version of 

MAXQDA, a qualitative computer analysis software. 

Prior to the coding process, the researcher decided that a priori coding was 

appropriate because the conceptual framework was adapted from Deming’s (1986) 

continuous improvement theory, specifically TQM.  The principles identified for a priori 

coding were: (1) customer, (2) training and development, (3) teamwork, (4) 

measurement, (5) improvement, and (6) leadership (Bosner, 1992; Deming, 1986; 

Marchese, 1991; Sallis, 2002).  Other than the coding techniques of initial, pattern, and in 

vivo, the researcher used structural and magnitude coding. 
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After completing the document and interview analyses from Alpha Community 

College, the researcher conducted the same process for Gamma Community College.  

Analysis of the QEP proposal and QEP Impact Report occurred first and then the 

interviews were conducted and analyzed.  Through a combination of the coding processes 

referenced above and multiple cycles for each site, primary and secondary codes were 

established (see Table 5). 

After completing the data analysis for Alpha Community College and Gamma 

Community College, the interview with Dr. Belle Wheelan was conducted.  The 

researcher used the existing primary and secondary codes along with looking for patterns 

in the data.  Since the case study extended to a larger unit of analysis, Yin’s (2013) cross-

case synthesis analytic technique was performed on data from the two colleges.  In 

addition to the cross-case synthesis, the document reviews of the QEP proposals and QEP 

Impact Reports, the key stakeholders’ interviews, and Dr. Wheelan’s interview fed into 

the findings to answer the research questions about the QEP process. 
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Table 5 

Definitions of Primary and Secondary Codes 

Primary Codes! Definitions!

Challenges! Obstacles to the QEP process!

More aware! Students/employees are mindful of the concept 
of critical thinking!

Breaking down silos! QEP fostered collaboration!

Change! Acknowledgement that something is different 
because of QEP!

Mixed views! Different viewpoints from key stakeholders!

Customer, improvement, leadership, 
measurement, teamwork, training/development!

Principles of TQM (conceptual framework)!

Assessment! Represents one of the quality assurance 
systems within the conceptual framework!

Secondary Codes! Definitions!

Disappointing! Expressed concerns about goal achievement!

Better critical thinkers! Reported changes in students critical thinking 
skills!

Bright spot! Positive comments about the QEP process!

Accountability! Represents one of the quality assurance 
systems within the conceptual framework!

Accreditation! Represents one of the quality assurance 
systems within the conceptual framework!

 

 The document reviews and interviews were triangulated to answer the study 

research questions.  The triangulation served as a validation strategy.  “When qualitative 

researchers locate evidence to document a code or theme in different sources of data, they 

are triangulating information and providing validity in their findings” (Creswell, 2013, p. 
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251).  According to Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014), “[t]riangulation is supposed to 

support a finding by showing that at least three independent measures of it agree with it 

or, at least, do not contradict it” (p. 299).  The emphasis was on “different finds of 

measurements, which provides repeated verification” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 299).  

Interviewing Dr. Wheelan after conducting analyzing the findings from Alpha 

Community College and Gamma Community College provided additional validation. 
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IV. CASE STUDY FINDINGS: ALPHA COMMUNITY COLLEGE 

The findings for the first subunit of analysis, Alpha Community College, in this 

single-case embedded study of the QEP process and its influence on student learning of 

critical thinking and the institutional environment are presented in this chapter.  The 

collected data from the document reviews and analysis of the QEP proposal, QEP Impact 

Report, and the semi-structured interviews informed the analysis of this subunit which 

resulted in the findings outlined in this chapter. 

The guiding research question for this study was: Based on the perception of key 

stakeholders, how did the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on 

Colleges (the Commission) requiring the QEP as a component of accreditation influence 

student learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment supporting student 

learning?  The questions investigated to answer the guiding question were: 

1. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on 

student learning of critical thinking skills? 

2. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on 

the institutional environment? 

3. What are the QEP goals and intended student learning and/or operational 

outcomes, apart from critical thinking? 

4. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the achievement of these 

goals and outcomes?
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5. What principles, if any, of Total Quality Management (TQM) surface as themes 

in the QEP process? 

Overview of Findings 

Five findings are presented.  The first finding is that there are moments of 

tangible and measureable improvement of students’ critical thinking skills, but there is 

more evidence of the QEP’s influence on student perception and awareness of critical 

thinking.  The second finding indicates that the perception of the key stakeholders was 

mixed; some believed that the QEP had a much stronger influence on the institutional 

environment than others believed it did.  The third finding reveals that Alpha Community 

College did not identify any additional goals or outcomes apart from critical thinking.  

The fourth finding suggests that a valiant effort was made to achieve each of the three 

goals and the student learning outcomes, but depending on the goal, it was met or 

partially met.  Goal #1 was met: foster awareness and understanding of critical thinking 

among College employees, both full-time and part-time, in all disciplines.  Goals #2 and 

#3 were partially met: enhance critical thinking skills in all Alpha Community College 

degree, certificate and workforce development programs, and encourage critical thinking 

practice outside of classroom.  The fifth finding reveals three TQM principles: teamwork, 

measurement, and improvement, as primary themes in the QEP process. 

Description of Alpha Community College 

Alpha Community College is a pseudonym for one of the 16 public community 

and technical colleges identified through the case study’s site location process.  This 

community college is a multi-campus public institution that serves more than five 

counties.  Alpha Community College is also part of a state community college system 
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that has more than 10 colleges.  Based on the most recent data (2008–2010) compiled by 

the Carnegie Foundation, Alpha Community College is classified as a medium, 2-year 

public, rural-serving institution with an undergraduate student profile that is higher part-

time student enrollment than it is full-time. 

Alpha Community College submitted its first QEP proposal to the Commission 

between the years of 2004–2008.  The college defined critical thinking as the ability to 

explain, analyze, and synthesize what we see, hear, and read; use creativity to discover 

multiple and diverse approaches to issues; find relevant information to address tasks and 

problems; evaluate claims and evidence to draw reasonable conclusions; justify 

conclusions and solutions; apply concepts to real-world problems; see connections and 

patterns both within disciplines and across disciplines; and reflect on our own thinking 

and learning.  Alpha Community College’s QEP aimed to create a culture of critical 

thinking which permeates all aspects of the College community.  To achieve this cultural 

change, the college established three goals for its QEP: (1) to foster awareness and 

understanding of critical thinking among college employees, (2) to enhance critical 

thinking skills in all courses and programs, and (3) to encourage critical thinking practice 

outside of the classroom. 

Influence on Student Learning 

Based on the document reviews of the QEP proposal compared to the QEP Impact 

Report and perceptions of one of the eight participants, there are moments of tangible and 

measureable improvement of students’ critical thinking skills; whereas, the document 

reviews and all eight participants perceived the QEP influenced student perception and 

awareness of critical thinking. 
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Tangible and measureable improvement of students’ critical thinking skills refer 

to the ability to assess their learning through a direct measure.  The measured 

improvements identified are skill areas of effective communication on the CAT and two 

extracted questions from the CAT.  These questions focused on a student’s ability to: (1) 

provide alternative explanations to spurious data, and (2) identify and explain the best 

solution for a real-world problem using relevant information.  The influence on student 

perception and awareness is measured indirectly through the CCSSE and ACC’s 

Graduating Student Survey. 

Improvement measured directly.  A direct measure gathers evidence based on 

student performance.  This performance can be demonstrated through multiple methods, 

such as tests, papers, reports, and presentations.  In order to assess the learning of critical 

thinking skills through direct measures, Alpha Community College identified specific 

student learning outcomes that basically make the abstract concept of critical thinking 

more concrete.  As an institution within a state community college system, there were 

existing general education core competencies that graduates of degree programs were 

asked to demonstrate.  Critical thinking is area two of seven within the state system’s 

general education core competencies.  The area of critical thinking outlines six specific 

student learning outcomes (SLOs).  According to the QEP proposal, as a requirement of 

the state’s system general education core competencies, degree graduates of Alpha 

Community College will demonstrate the ability to: 

1. Discriminate among degrees of credibility, accuracy, and reliability of 

inferences drawn from given data. 
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2. Recognize parallels, assumptions, or presuppositions in any given source of 

information. 

3. Evaluate the strengths and relevance of arguments on a particular question or 

issue. 

4. Weigh evidence and decide if generalizations or conclusions based on the 

given data are warranted. 

5. Determine whether certain conclusions or consequences are supported by the 

information provided. 

6. Use problem solving skills. 

Alpha Community College identified these same learning outcomes for its quality 

enhancement plan; therefore, when selecting the direct measures for the QEP, Alpha 

Community College considered direct measures that would assess one or more of the six 

learning outcomes.  Moreover, the community college state system, had already 

identified the CCTST as a direct measure for the critical thinking area core competencies, 

so Alpha Community College had prior experience and knowledge of the CCTST along 

with existing data that could be used as the baseline for the QEP. 

Alpha Community College’s QEP proposal and QEP Impact Report identified 

three direct measures: two external standardized tests and faculty-developed assessment 

tasks.  The external standardized tests referenced are the CCTST and the CAT. 

The CCTST (2013) is administered by Insight Assessment, a subsidiary of 

California Academic Press.  The California Academic Press was founded in 1986 by Dr. 

Peter A. Facione, a leading scholar in critical thinking theory.  There are two versions of 

the CCTST: pencil-and-paper and online.  Each version has common scale scores, but the 
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online version has two additional scale scores.  Alpha Community College administered 

the pencil-and-paper version, which includes the scale scores of analysis, deduction, 

evaluation, induction, inference, and overall reasoning.  The CCTST consists of 34 

multiple choice items and specifies the test needs to be completed within 45 minutes. 

The CAT is administered by Tennessee Technical University (TTU) in 

Cookeville, Tennessee and is partially grant-funded by the National Science Foundation.  

The CAT is comprised of 15 questions, most of which are short-answer essay; the test 

requires completion within 60 minutes.  The skill areas assessed by the CAT are effective 

communication, creative thinking, evaluation and interpretation of information, and 

problem solving.  The CAT is scored by faculty using a detailed scoring guide provided 

by TTU.  These faculty members receive training prior to scoring.  Each question is 

scored by two faculty members, and if they do not have the same score, a third faculty 

member scores the question as well. 

The indicators of an acceptable QEP outlined in the Commission’s 

Comprehensive Standard 3.3.2 (see Table 2) specify that an acceptable QEP must have a 

plan to assess the achievement of the goals based on clear outcomes.  A component of 

this assessment process is an institution’s ability to set targets.  Alpha Community 

College’s revised quality enhancement plan, submitted to the Commission on March 15, 

2008, outlined specific targets for the CCTST, CAT, and the faculty-developed 

assessment tasks.  Table 6 includes the information that appeared in the revised QEP 

proposal. 
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Table 6 

Summary of Measures and Targets 

Measure! Alpha Community College 
Objective!

Scale Score 
or Skills 

Area!

QEP/State 
learning 
outcome!

Target!

CCTST! Develop CT module for 
SDV 100!

To be 
determined!

To be 
determined!

Success defined as 
gains of 2% or better 

in targeted scale 
scores or skills area!

CAT! Develop CT module for 
SDV 100!

To be 
determined!

To be 
determined!

Success defined as 
gains of 2% or better 

in targeted scale 
scores or skills area!

CCTST! Designate, assess, and 
provide instructional 

interventions to achieve CT 
learning outcomes in every 

course!

Inference!

Analysis!

Evaluation!

Induction!

Deduction!

SLO #1!

SLO #2!

SLO #3!

SLO #4!

SLO #5!

2% gains overall, 
with 1% or better 

gains in each scale 
score!

Faculty- 
developed 
assessment 

tasks!

Designate, assess, and 
provide instructional 

interventions to achieve CT 
learning outcomes in every 

course!

Not 
applicable!

One of the six 
state learning 

outcomes!

50% of courses 
exceed baseline 
results annually 

(assessment methods 
vary by discipline and 

course)!

 

 As part of the QEP process, the Commission provides the flexibility to make 

changes to the QEP proposal during implementation.  Alpha Community College made 

changes during its QEP implementation.  The change relevant to this study finding was 

the omission of the CCTST as a direct measure of student learning and a revised 

approach to collecting data for the faculty-developed assessment tasks.  The community 

college state system discontinued using the CCTST to assess the critical thinking skills 

area of its general education core competencies, so Alpha Community College decided to 

discontinue using the CCTST as well.  The CAT became the only external standardized 
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test.  With this being said, the tangible and measureable improvement of students’ critical 

thinking skills was primarily demonstrated through the CAT results and anecdotally 

through examples provided by study participants. 

The QEP proposal set success targets as a 2% increase or better over the 2008 

baseline on each CAT skill area (see Table 7).  When analyzing the CAT data provided in 

the QEP Impact Report, the original definition of success as defined in ACC’s proposal 

was met for one of the four CAT skill areas; this area was effective communication.  The 

target was not met for the other three skill areas: creative thinking, evaluation and 

interpretation of information, and problem solving.  Table 7 provides an analysis of the 

CAT results based on data from the document reviews, along with the target score needed 

to meet the 2% increase. 

Table 7 

CAT Results and Target Scores 

Skill Area! 2008 Results! 2013 Results! Target Score! Attainment!

Effective Communication 8.52 8.93 8.69 Met 

Creative thinking 5.01 4.99 5.11 Not met 

Evaluating and interpreting 
information 

9.45 9.41 9.64 Not met 

Problem solving 10.26 9.78 10.47 Not met 

Total Score 15.25 15.06 15.56 Not met 

 

Even though the success criteria established in the QEP was not met for all skill 

areas, Alpha Community College compared its CAT results from 2008–2013 with CAT 

2008 national norms for two-year institutions.  For the national norm comparisons, ACC 
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students consistently scored above national norms.  Faculty #5 confirmed the data, “We 

have done better than our two-year counterparts consistently on that test.” 

The QEP proposal did not discuss the extraction and analysis of specific questions 

from the CAT; however, the QEP Impact Report provided data from selected CAT 

questions that correlated with specific QEP student learning outcomes.  However, the 

QEP Impact Report did not align the appropriate outcome to the question, so it was 

difficult to determine which SLOs were addressed.  The data showed that the score for 

two of the five extracted CAT questions improved in 2013 from 2008 (see Table 8).  The 

data from the CAT skill area of effective communication and the two extracted CAT 

questions supported the finding of occasional examples of measurable improvement of 

students’ critical thinking skills during the QEP implementation.  Faculty #5 

acknowledged students performed better than their two-year counterparts. 

Table 8 

Extracted CAT Questions 

CAT Question! 2008 Results! 2013 Results! Difference!

Q6. Provide alternative explanations to spurious data! 1.22! 1.34! +0.12!

Q10. Separate relevant from irrelevant information 
when solving a real-world problem!

3.27! 3.08! -0.19!

Q11. Use and apply relevant information to evaluate 
a problem!

1.22! 1.13! -0.09!

Q13. Identify suitable solutions for a real-world 
problem using relevant information!

0.94! 0.84! -0.10!

Q14. Identify and explain the best solution for a real-
world problem using relevant information!

1.80! 1.94! +0.14!

 

 In terms of the faculty-developed assessment tasks, the success criterion 

established in the QEP proposal was that 50% of courses would exceed baseline results 
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annually.  The assessment methods to obtain the results for the faculty-developed 

assessment tasks could vary by discipline and course (see Table 6).  As previously 

mentioned, the approach to collecting this data changed.  After Alpha Community 

College realized that collecting data at the course-level for so many classes was not 

manageable, the QEP transitioned to looking at faculty-developed assessment tasks at the 

program level.  The program level approach supports the Commission’s existing 

Comprehensive Standard 3.3.1.1, which requires an institution to identify and assess 

programmatic student learning outcomes and provide evidence of improvement based on 

analysis of the results.  The QEP Impact Report did not provide data from multiple 

programs to confirm the student learning of critical thinking skills.  Instead, one program 

example from 2011 was provided based on a course-embedded project.  Seventy-three 

percent of the students met the criteria established by the program; however, the target 

was 80%. 

Perceived improvement.  When reviewing and analyzing the data provided in 

the QEP Impact Report juxtaposed with the QEP proposal, the ability to confidently say 

the QEP influenced the student learning of critical thinking skills is not reasonable.  

However, when talking with participants, there were anecdotal examples of improved 

student learning of critical thinking skills versus data-driven examples.  Some 

participants acknowledged they were sure the QEP positively influenced student learning 

of critical thinking, but they could not necessarily prove it. 

 The perception that learning took place as a result of the QEP resonated with 

several participants even though the CAT results did not consistently support 

improvements.  Faculty #5 indicated: 
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What’s great is that you get your hands right into it, and you see what your 

students have been producing.  Even though there are times when the scores may 

not be quite so significant, the interaction with what students have produced on 

that test is very helpful. 

In this quote above, Faculty #5 reflected on the faculty scoring process for the CAT.  The 

challenges of moving the needle on the scores is acknowledged, but the faculty member 

realized the benefits of the CAT scoring sessions.  The CAT scoring process provided an 

opportunity for faculty to see firsthand the caliber of work the students produced, so as 

faculty, they could use this information to improve teaching and learning.  According to 

Stevens and Levi (2013), this process “can improve teaching, and students can benefit 

from that improvement” (p. 157). 

Over the course of the QEP implementation, all participants indicated that the 

majority of college employees were cognizant of the QEP or engaged faculty played a 

more intricate role.  Faculty #3 said, “The professors talked a lot about critical thinking; I 

think over time I did hear a lot more talk about critical thinking.  I don’t know how that 

changed any kind of student performance.”  The awareness and desire to help students 

improve their critical thinking skills existed, but translating that energy into tangible and 

measureable evidence of student learning was challenging.  According to Administrator 

#2, “Whether an individual student can demonstrate that or not, critical thinking as a 

concept and as an education strategy is now embedded in the design of our programs.”  

Student Services Professional #1 encapsulated the essence of this challenge when 

describing the QEP’s influence on student learning of critical thinking: 
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I’m hoping that it opened their mind and helped them look at the world in a 

different way, but I really don’t know how we measured that.  Yeah, they were 

able to get the answer right on the final exam, but I don’t know if there’s any way 

for us to actually measure or see what the actual impact was. 

Faculty #4’s comment reinforced the concept of there being a perception that students 

critical thinking skills improved.  Faculty #4 said, “I think that students definitely 

benefited from it.” 

 Improvement measured indirectly.  When considering students’ perceptions 

about improving their critical thinking skills, Alpha Community College’s QEP focused 

on survey results, which are indirect measures.  An indirect measure is based on the 

survey respondents’ perception.  Alpha Community College used an internally developed 

survey, Graduating Student Survey and an external, national survey, the CCSSE.  The 

CCSSE was established in 2001 and is a project and service of the Center for Community 

College Student Engagement at the University of Texas in Austin.  The survey asks 

questions that assess institutional practices and student behaviors that are correlated 

highly with student learning and student retention. 

The QEP focused on extracted critical thinking-related questions from the 

Graduating Student Survey and extracted questions from the CCSSE that related to 

critical thinking and active and collaborative learning.  This research finding focused on 

the student learning of critical thinking skills, so active/collaborative learning will not be 

addressed in this finding, but in a later finding. 

 The Graduate Student Survey was an internal survey designed to gather 

information about the students’ perceptions about the college’s general education core 
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competencies.  Since critical thinking is one of those core competencies, the critical 

thinking questions were used for the QEP assessment and evaluation plan.  The QEP 

proposal called for the Graduate Student Survey to be administered annually.  The survey 

was developed and piloted during the 2007–2008 academic year, so the baseline year was 

2008–2009.  The proposal called for a 5% increase in 2011–2012 from the 2008–2009 

baseline.  The QEP Impact Report provided data from the 2010–2011 Graduate Student 

Survey.  The 2011–2012 survey results were not provided, nor were the 2008–2009 

baseline results, so a comparison could not be made. 

On the 2010–2011 Graduate Student Survey, students were asked to identify a 

single course or project that contributed to the development of their critical thinking 

skills.  Sixty specific courses were named, along with 37 different instructors.  Faculty #5 

commented about student survey responses: 

What was thrilling to me was to see that over 60 professors and assignments were 

mentioned, and the vast majority of those were assignments and things that had 

come out of our QEP.  It did make a difference and the students talked about.  

They mentioned specific assignments: “I did this in Professor So-and-So’s class, 

and it really made me understand XY or Z much more effectively.”  I think the 

impact on students was obvious. 

In addition to the Graduate Student Survey, the QEP proposal set success targets 

as a 2% increase in 2008 and at least a 10% increase for the 2011 CCSSE administration 

in the area of Academic Challenge.  The success targets are based on the 2005 CCSSE 

administration, which served as the baseline.  Alpha Community College met and 

exceeded the 2% success target from 2005 (46.3) to 2008 (49.9) and barely missed the 
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10% success target in 2011 (50.2) by 0.73.  These results show that students perceived an 

overall increase in Alpha Community College’s coursework emphasizing the mental 

activities of: (1) analyzing the basic elements of an idea, experience, or theory; (2) 

synthesizing and organizing ideas, information, or experiences in new ways; (3) making 

judgments about the value of soundness of information, arguments, or methods; (4) 

applying theories or concepts to practical problems or new situations; and (5) using 

information student has read or heard to perform a new skill.  These mental activities 

represent five of the six items under the mental activities CCSSE question. 

In the QEP proposal, the five mental activities were mapped to three of the six 

QEP critical thinking learning outcomes (see Table 9), and 2005 CCSSE data for each 

mental activity were displayed in the proposal, but the QEP Impact Report did not drill 

down to the level of each mental activity from the 2008 or 2011 CCSSE results.  Instead, 

it provided the overall data from the Academic Challenge area for CCSSE 

administrations during 2005, 2008, and 2011.  Including the data for each mental activity 

and mapping it to the intended student learning outcome would have given a more 

inclusive picture of students’ perception about some of the QEP learning outcomes.  

Regardless of how the data were presented, participants saw the value in the CCSSE 

administration.  Faculty #5 stated: 

We did the CCSSE in 2005, 2008, and 2011, and I think that reflected the way 

that students talked about their experiences at the college, and I think that 

certainly shows that the QEP had some impact on them in a positive way. 
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Table 9 

CCSSE Academic Challenges and QEP Critical Thinking Learning Outcomes 

Academic Challenge Student Learning Outcome 

Analyzing the basic elements of an idea, 
experience, or theory 

Recognize parallels, assumptions, or presuppositions 
in any given source of information (SLO#1) 

Synthesizing and organizing ideas, 
information, or experiences in new ways 

Use problem solving skills (SLO#6) 

Making judgments about the value or 
soundness of information, arguments, or 

methods 

Evaluate the strengths and relevance of arguments 
on a particular question or issue (SLO#3) 

Applying theories or concepts to practical 
problems or in new situations 

Use problem solving skills (SLO#6) 

Having students use information they have 
read or heard to perform a new skill 

Use problem solving skills (SLO#6) 

 

Based on the commonality of the eight participants’ responses, the QEP 

influenced the extent to which students were made aware of critical thinking as a concept.  

Some of the participants’ perspectives were shared to provide a range of the type of 

responses, but each one confirmed the QEP’s influence on student awareness of critical 

thinking.  Administrator #2 noted, “For students, I think it’s just more opportunities for 

them, more activities, more possibilities as a result of the QEP.”  These opportunities and 

activities focused on improving their critical thinking skills.  Faculty #3 stated, “I know 

the students started talking more about critical thinking as well because we have a club 

that we were trying to expose students to other ways of thinking about things.”  

According to student services #1, “I can tell you that we have been successful at 

introducing critical thinking to our students.”  Faculty #2 stated, “We put that phrase 

critical thinking up and in front of our students every chance we could get.  Hoping that 

they would ask us what it means.” 
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The QEP Impact Report also referenced the college’s quest to promote the 

importance of critical thinking, so a “critical thinking policy” was added to the SDV 100 

course common syllabus.  SDV 100 is a required student development course for all 

Alpha Community College degree-seeking students.  This critical thinking policy stated 

that: 

Alpha Community College is an environment that is centered on the idea of 

effective critical thinking.  All enrolled students are expected to demonstrate 

critical thinking skills and strive to approach all coursework in a manner that 

promotes thinking in new and challenging ways.  

In addition to the measurable improvement from the CAT skill area of effective 

communication and the two extracted CAT questions, the participants valued students 

being conscious of the importance of critical thinking skills. 

Influence on Institution 

Based on the document reviews and interviews, there were two impressions that 

emerged about the QEP’s influence on the institutional environment—the QEP removed 

barriers between divisions and departments, and it helped create “better quality teachers.”  

As well as these two impressions, when the eight participants considered the overall 

influence of the QEP on the institutional environment, the perception was mixed because 

some believed that the QEP had a much stronger influence on the institutional 

environment than others.  Three of the eight participants went as far as to say that there 

was an institutional change as a result of the QEP; whereas, five of the eight participants 

focused on positive changes related to the removal of barriers between divisions and 

departments. 
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Removed barriers.  According to the QEP Impact Report (year blinded), a 

“bidirectional feedback loop of dialogue about assessment, professional development, 

mini-grants, and instructional innovations” (p. 6) occurred.  This feedback loop suggested 

that barriers were removed as a result of the QEP process.  Six of the eight participants 

discussed the bidirectional feedback loop.  Faculty #5 reflected, “We were seeing a lot 

more professional development that crosses staff and faculty more so than when I started 

here.  It used to be staff went to their thing, faculty went to their thing.”  The 

Commission’s Comprehensive Standard 3.3.2 required an institution to include broad-

based involvement of institutional constituencies in the development and proposed 

implementation of the QEP.  ACC chose to continue that broad-based involvement by 

setting a goal to encourage critical thinking practice outside of the classroom.  Student 

Services Professional #1 said: 

It almost seemed like it connected us more because I was in the student activities, 

student life area.  The fact that I could then sit around the table with faculty 

members and we could talk about what were some great guest speakers we could 

bring on campus that would enhance critical thinking is one of the things that I 

just remembered. 

Faculty #5 had the same reaction: 

There are a number of staff who have wanted to feel that they are part of a team 

more, and I think the QEP provided an outlet to do that.  They are not merely 

adjuncts to a student’s educational experience, but central parts of it. 

Removing barriers between student services personnel and faculty supports an 

environment for continuous improvement. 
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In higher education, there are not just barriers between student services and 

academic affairs; these barriers, commonly referred to as “working in silos,” also occur 

across academic disciplines and programs.  However at ACC, there was evidence that the 

QEP helped in this area as well.  Faculty #2 referenced the lowering of barriers across 

disciplines.  Faculty #2 stated: 

One thing that we are doing is we’re teaching across the curriculum now.  We 

want the students to get hit with the same sort of thing from different faculty 

members, from different angles.  They begin to see that science isn’t just science. 

It’s got a history. 

Faculty #1 noted, “I think that that was a thing that came out of it that I met some faculty 

members and engaged with some faculty members in a really good way, in a really 

serious way about critical thinking and teaching.”  Faculty #1 referenced professional 

development opportunities and meetings facilitated by the QEP manager.  Faculty #4 

stated, “The QEP engaged more of us.  There was a multidisciplinary presentation, so it 

just made it much wider.” 

Better quality teachers.  Five of the eight participants perceived that as a result 

of the QEP, faculty became “better quality teachers.”  Faculty #5 affirmed, “Faculty were 

doing this engaging and creative work to be the best possible teachers we could be.  

There were moments because of our QEP, of all of us getting together, we became better 

quality teachers.”  Faculty #4 noted, “I think it changed the way a lot of people teach.  

It’s changed faculty in making them focus more on critical thinking as opposed to the 

expedient memorization.” 
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Implementing the QEP challenged faculty to try new approaches to teaching and 

learning, which can help improve the quality of instruction.  Faculty #3 stated, “It does 

seem like faculty were trying to implement new assignments or assessments of their 

classes because of the QEP.”  Faculty #2 confirmed: “I think many of us are approaching 

our teaching differently, approaching our assessment differently, are revamping our 

exams.”  Administrator #1 not only saw faculty being better teachers, but also noticed a 

change in administrators and staff: “People became better faculty and better 

administrators and staff because of it.” 

Mixed view of impact on institutional environment.  Competing ideas from the 

participants emerged about the level of the QEP’s influence on the institutional 

environment.  One minority view was the QEP resulted in an institutional change versus 

the majority view that the QEP resulted in an institutional shift.  As outlined in the QEP 

proposal, Alpha Community College designed its QEP to promote cultural change, and 

based on the participants, the QEP promoted change, but it may not have taken root to 

constitute a cultural change as described in total quality management (Deming 1986; 

Sallis 2002) or described in John Kotter’s (1990, 1996) eight change stages. 

Based on three participants’ perceptions, the researcher surmised this institutional 

change to be comparable with how John Kotter (1990, 1996) described cultural change.  

Kotter (1996) stated that, “Culture changes only after you have successfully altered 

people’s actions, after the new behavior produces some group benefit for a period of 

time, and after people see the connection between the new actions and the performance 

improvement” (p. 156).  For three of the five participants, this is exactly what happened.  

Based on the actions that occurred as a result of the QEP process, participants saw 
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benefits such as faculty becoming “better teachers,” college processes improving, and the 

removal of barriers among departments and divisions.  These participants were able to 

make the connections with these actions and the improvements that occurred.  Whereas 

for the other five participants, the changes were not broad enough or the evidence of 

improvement was not explicit; therefore, the researcher has classified this majority 

viewpoint as an institutional shift.  Yes, there were some noticeable differences because 

of the QEP, but not enough to classify the differences as institutional change.  Regardless 

of the degree to which the QEP influenced the institutional environment, it was 

unanimous among the participants; the QEP did influence Alpha Community College’s 

environment. 

Of the eight participants, three participants—two administrators and one faculty 

member—perceived the QEP’s influence resulted in an institutional change.  The 

following quotations served as confirmation to this assertion.  Administrator #1 said: 

Maybe it’s just the nature of the QEP process is that people really did buy into it 

and it was institutionalized and it did have, I’ll say, a systemic effect on the 

institution.  I think people grew in their roles and changed.  The institution overall 

became a better place because of the process. 

Moreover, this same administrator saw the QEP as a concept embraced by college 

constituents, which led to professional growth and overall institutional betterment.  

Administrator #2’s perception was similar to Administrator #1.  Administrator #2 shared: 

It [QEP] has become part of the fabric of the institution.  Anytime we’re building 

a new course or a new program, it’s how does the QEP fit into this; how does 
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critical thinking as a topic; how is that embedded in this new course or this 

program or this new delivery mechanism that you’re proposing? 

The QEP became an integral part of standard business practices for curriculum 

development.  For institutions accredited by the Commission, it is not uncommon to hear 

college constituents discuss how they strive for a high impact practice to become part of 

the institutional fabric.  Therefore, referencing the QEP as part of the institutional fabric 

supports the notion that the QEP had at least become part of Alpha Community College’s 

day-to-day operations.  Faculty #2 not only endorsed, but extended the fabric metaphor: 

“It’s [QEP] part of our aura.  It’s part of our atmosphere.  It’s in the air.  We’re breathing 

it.  You don’t talk about breathing.  You don’t think about breathing but it’s pretty 

important, isn’t it?” 

The researcher found, in contrast, that four faculty and the student services 

professional did not note this level of change.  This confirmed Kotter’s (1996) theory that 

in order for a cultural change to occur, people need to see the connection of the action 

(QEP) to the improvement.  At times, these participants alluded to an uncertainty about 

seeing the evidence of improvement.  Therefore, for these participants, the QEP’s 

influence on the environment caused an institutional shift more so than an institutional 

change.  To demonstrate participants’ pendulum of complementary ideas, examples are 

displayed in Table 10. 
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Table 10 

Participant Complementary Ideas 

Participant Institutional Shift Evidence of Improvement 

Student 
services 

Professional 
#1 

It creates an environment that connects us a 
little bit more because a lot of times 

instruction can be one way, only one side and 
student services can be on the other, but it’s 
important for us to come together and work 

together. I think it did that for us in our 
environment. 

I couldn’t wrap my head around how 
you actually measure that or how you 

know if you are successful or not 
because you don’t really know if 

someone seeing a quote on the wall is 
affected and all of a sudden thinks 

more critically that day. 

Faculty #1 I wouldn’t say that it had a long term effect 
on the institution, but I’m sure that for faculty 

it might have brought it in to their 
consciousness more and if they weren’t 

already doing it, maybe they are doing it now. 

I think that there probably could have 
been more involvement by faculty and 

not such a small number of faculty 
being involved. 

Faculty #3 I took these seminars, one was on cooperative 
learning and one was, actually I think it was 
for critical thinking. I found strategies that I 
learned to be really helpful. I don’t know if I 

would have noticed those or been interested if 
I hadn’t been thinking about our overall QEP. 

I think it did improve quality of 
education, at least in my classroom. 

This kind of bothers me; it’s like, well, 
how do we measure that? How do we 

know that that happened? 

Faculty #4 I think as an institution it’s changed us in 
terms of making us more aware of 

assessment. 

I’m not aware of funds that have been 
transferred to permanent support for 
critical thinking from the temporary 

sort, like QEP moneys. 

Faculty #5 The first couple of years of the program, I 
think there was a very positive impact. We all 
had T-shirts and there were signs everywhere 
about it. ‘I’m a critical thinker,’ that kind of 

stuff, that was positive impact. 

That [T-shirts, signs] dissipated as we 
got through it, but it never shifted to a 
negative impact per se. I’m not sure 

that it had a whole lot of impact 
overall after the second or third year. 

 

These contrasting ideas provided insight regarding why participants may have been 

hesitant to fully acknowledge an institutional change, but the QEP influenced multiple 

facets that encompass an institutional environment, such as assessment and teaching 

strategies. 
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QEP Goals 

After the document review of the QEP proposal and the QEP Impact Report and 

interviewing the eight key stakeholders, there were no additional goals and student 

learning or operational outcomes identified that did not directly relate to critical thinking.  

This question needed to be asked because the Commission provides the flexibility for an 

institution to make changes to its QEP within the five-year implementation timeframe; 

therefore, an institution could modify, delete, or add goals and outcomes.  If that had 

been the situation, the researcher would not have known until reviewing the QEP Impact 

Report and interviewing the key stakeholders.  If there had been additional goals and 

outcomes, this could have influenced the key stakeholders’ perceptions and the findings 

to other research questions.  Alpha Community College established three goals and 

maintained these goals for its QEP; all emphasized critical thinking: 

Goal One: Foster awareness and understanding of critical thinking among College 

employees, both full-time and part-time, in all disciplines. 

Goal Two: Enhance critical thinking skills in all ACC degree, certificate and 

workforce development programs. 

Goal Three: Encourage critical thinking practice outside the classroom. 

Goal Achievement 

According to the identified, goals, objectives, measures, and targets/outcomes and 

the perception of key stakeholders, the QEP achieved each of its three goals, but some of 

these goals were partially met.  The QEP Impact Report provided a table with a general 

overview of each goal’s objectives, measures, and targets/outcomes, which served as data 

for the response to this research question (see Table 11).  The researcher used the term 
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overview for Table 11 because in some instances the QEP proposal provided additional 

information pertaining to the objective, measure or target/outcome, and at times, the 

researcher discussed data from the QEP proposal.  In this context, when the following 

table references “outcome,” it is referring to operational outcomes, not specific student 

learning outcomes.  An operational outcome does not always denote student learning; it 

can be a statement that indicates what should be accomplished when efforts are made to 

achieve the corresponding goal or objective.  The six student learning outcomes that 

Alpha Community College’s QEP adopted from the state Core Competencies support 

goal two. 
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Table 11 

Overview of Goals 

Objective Measures Target/Outcome 

Goal 1: Foster awareness and understanding of critical thinking among College employees, both 
full-time and part-time, in all disciplines!

Promote awareness of critical 
thinking and 

active/collaborative teaching 
strategies to support critical 

thinking instruction.!

Faculty Annual Evaluation! 80% of faculty will report 
emphasis on critical thinking 

instruction.!

Community College Survey of 
Student Engagement (CCSSE) 

CCSSE Active and 
Collaborative Learning scores 

will improve by 2011. 

Support innovation in 
instruction and assessment via 

instructional mini-grants.!

Number of projects funded and 
project deliverables/evaluation!

Successful projects will be 
shared and replicated.!

Train faculty to implement a 
nationally recognized critical 
thinking assessment tool, the 

CAT.!

Number of faculty participants, 
workshop evaluations, and 

follow-up discussions!

At least 25 full-time faculty 
will receive training. 

Scoring process will enhance 
reflection and classroom 

instruction.!

Goal 2: Enhance critical thinking skills in all ACC degree, certificate and workforce development 
programs.!

Incorporate critical thinking 
learning outcomes and 

assessments in every course at 
the college.!

Number of courses with CT 
learning outcomes and course-

based assessment of those 
outcomes!

All courses will teach and 
assess critical thinking skills.!

Develop a critical thinking 
focus in SDV courses, which 

are required of all degree-
seeking students at the college.!

Development of SDV 
modules/activities for CT!

SDV courses will lay a 
foundation for the emphasis 

on critical thinking throughout 
the college.!

Student performance on 
designated assessment (part of 

the SDV final) 

More students will complete 
the CT component of the SDV 

common final correctly. 

Goal 3: Encourage critical thinking practice outside of classroom.!

Students will practice critical 
thinking at events and learning 

opportunities held at every 
location every semester.!

Number of activities/calendar 
of events!

Students will extend critical 
thinking outside the 

classroom.!

CCSSE scores CCSSE scores will improve 
and/or exceed national 

benchmarks in 2008 and 2011. 

ACC will develop an advising 
model that includes training in 

critical thinking.!

Advising model developed, 
evaluated, and improved!

Students will practice critical 
thinking through the process 

of advising.!

CCSSE scores (Support for 
Students, Faculty Student 

Interaction) 

CCSSE scores will improve 
and/or exceed national 

benchmarks in 2008 and 2011. 
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Goal one.  The goal to foster awareness and understanding of critical thinking 

among College employees, both full-time and part-time, in all disciplines was met.  This 

goal status was based on the document reviews and the perception of key stakeholders.  

Of all the goals, the participants felt most confident about the achievement of goal one.  

The document reviews of the QEP proposal and QEP Impact Report did reveal minor 

changes in the wording for each objective under this goal.  The researcher saw these 

changes as confirmation that the QEP did influence Alpha Community College’s 

environment as discussed in finding two. 

After comparing both sets of goal one objectives in the QEP proposal and QEP 

Impact Report (see Table 12), the researcher believes an improved understanding of 

assessment concepts during the QEP implementation resulted in the wording adjustments.  

Because goal one falls under the affective learning domain, which describes growth in 

feelings or attitude and the goal includes all college employees, the goal’s objectives 

should be based on actions that foster awareness and understanding for all employees, not 

just actions Alpha Community College may want faculty to do as a result of this 

awareness and understanding. 
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Table 12 

Comparison of Goals 

QEP Proposal!
Goal 1: Objectives!

QEP Impact Report!
Goal 1: Objectives!

ACC faculty will implement active and 
collaborative learning strategies to emphasize 

critical thinking in the classroom.!

Promote awareness of critical thinking and 
active/collaborative teaching strategies to support 

critical thinking instruction.!

ACC will implement a mini-grant program for 
innovative instruction in critical thinking, 
mentoring, and replication of successful 

projects.!

Support innovation in instruction and assessment 
via instructional mini-grants!

ACC faculty will implement a nationally 
recognized critical thinking scoring system for 

classroom and mini-grant assessment.!

Train faculty to implement a nationally recognized 
critical thinking assessment tool, the CAT.!

 

 The data from the QEP Impact Report supported the achievement of goal one 

based on the targets/outcomes in Table 11.  It is worth noting that the CCSSE Active and 

Collaborative Learning Benchmark did improve by 2011 (47.6 average score) from the 

2005 baseline (45.2 average score), but the 2011 results were less than the 2008 results 

(48.8 average score). 

 When asked about the achievement of the QEP goals, five of the eight key 

stakeholders specifically discussed goal one.  Faculty #1 stated, “Foster awareness was 

done very well because it was everywhere….There were announcements about stuff.  The 

awareness of the QEP and what was involved and what we were doing about it that was 

met.” Faculty #3 confirmed that sentiment by saying, “Okay, I think we got Goal 1 well.” 

Faculty #4’s comment reinforced the potential challenges of a QEP goal that 

intended to foster awareness and understanding for all employees.  Faculty #4 articulated, 

“I think that college employees were pretty aware of this, but probably the faculty more 

than the staff.”  This statement is not surprising because the Commission stated, “Since 

the QEP addresses enhancing student learning and/or the environment supporting student 
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learning, faculty typically play a primary role in this phase of the reaffirmation process” 

(SACSCOC, 2011, p. 40).  Faculty playing a primary role generally results in non-faculty 

playing a secondary or minimal role during the QEP implementation, so Alpha 

Community College setting a goal that included all employees was ambitious, but 

reinforced the institution’s commitment to broad-based involvement.  Faculty#5 

remembered, “The members of the QEP team that designed the plan from the onset felt 

like they wanted us to include everybody, including buildings and grounds, the 

maintenance team.  Get everybody involved.”  Student services#1 reflected on a strategy 

the college used to engage everyone, “For the first goal, I remember that they held 

college-wide critical thinking sessions.  They were really trying to get us to think more 

critically in our classrooms and how we approach things and they were helpful.”  

Goal two.  The goal to enhance critical thinking skills in all Alpha Community 

College degree, certificate, and workforce development programs was partially met based 

on the data from the document reviews and the interviews.  The QEP Impact Report 

indicated that to support an objective for goal two, Alpha Community College mandated 

that all courses include at least one of the six QEP critical thinking learning outcomes, so 

it has been assumed this occurred since it was mandated.  However as discussed in 

finding one, the critical thinking learning outcomes were not assessed at the course-level 

as originally planned.  Instead, the assessment of the critical thinking learning outcomes 

was moved to the program-level.  The data in the QEP Impact Report is for one Associate 

of Arts and Sciences degree program, so there is no data provided for workforce 

programs or certificate courses. 
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Since finding one addressed the specific direct and indirect measures used to 

assess the achievement of the QEP critical thinking learning outcomes that support this 

goal, this finding will address the remaining objectives for goal two: to enhance critical 

thinking skills in all Alpha Community College degree, certificate, and workforce 

development programs.  The second objective from goal two was to develop a critical 

thinking focus in Student Development (SDV) courses.  Consistently during the spring 

and summer semesters of the QEP implementation, there was an overall increase in the 

number of students who responded correctly to the open-ended question on the SDV100 

final exam.  However, there was not a pattern of overall increases during fall semesters. 

Based on the data from the interviews, two of the eight participants who 

specifically discussed goal two perceived this goal as met; however, three of the eight 

participants were not sure about what happened in the certificate and workforce 

programs, which were identified as part of goal two.  Faculty #4 stated, “It appears that 

we did all the things we set out to do in terms of making us strive to incorporate critical 

thinking in our courses.”  Faculty #3 noted, “Let’s see, goal two, I know we’ve been 

trying to insert it into all these programs; I guess we’ve been pretty good at that.” 

Three key stakeholders specifically referenced their lack of knowledge about the 

extent to which critical thinking was infused into the certificate and workforce programs.  

Student services #1 said, “I’m pretty confident to say that we at least can say that that 

[critical thinking] was tackled for the degrees.  Now, I don’t know about the certificates 

or workforce development programs.”  Faculty #1 declared, “I think that there might not 

have been in workforce.  I would be very surprised if critical thinking played a role in 
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workforce at all.”  Administrator #1 indicated, “It [critical thinking] would be embedded 

in program-related activities.  I’m not sure how much that’s in workforce development.” 

Goal three.  The goal to encourage critical thinking practice outside the 

classroom was partially met based on the data from the document reviews and the 

interviews.  This goal appeared to be the most challenging to execute and to evaluate.  

The document reviews of the QEP proposal and QEP Impact Report revealed a change 

made to the advising model objective.  This change shifted the emphasis from critical 

thinking to problem solving, which is identified as QEP critical thinking learning 

outcome #6: use problem solving.  However, there were no data provided for goal three 

that addressed the students’ ability to demonstrate mastery of problem solving as a result 

of the advising model.  There were qualitative data within the QEP Impact Report that 

confirmed the QEP’s incorporation of strategies that encouraged critical thinking outside 

of the classroom, but the quantitative data was not evident.  Faculty #5 talked about the 

data dilemma: “I would say that there was a constant tension between qualitative and 

quantitative work that existed while we were doing the QEP.”  Student Services 

Professional #1 provided a thorough qualitative summary describing the activities outside 

of the classroom: 

Enhanced critical thinking practices outside of the classroom, we would ensue 

activities in Student Life with our student leaders.  We would have sessions to 

talk about critical thinking and things that allowed them to explore thinking 

outside the box and challenging topics and again the things that were just placed 

on campus, little reminders. 
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Moreover, the key participants who discussed goal three directly discussed the 

challenges of achieving this goal.  Faculty #2 proclaimed, “Encourage critical thinking 

practice outside of the classroom; that’s a bit of a toughie because most of us are in the 

classroom.”  Furthermore, Faculty #4 and Faculty #5 discussed some potential challenges 

of a community college establishing a goal that extended beyond the classroom.  Faculty 

#4 stated, “I think outside the classroom is a difficult goal for community college 

employees because we’re pretty lean as it is and when the budget’s tight, it’s very hard to 

go beyond and above your regular duties.”  Faculty #5 said: 

One of our goals was to extend this beyond the classroom and so much of our 

success, I think, was in the classroom.  I don’t think we did a good job at all 

taking it beyond the classroom.  We tried, but it’s a commuter school. 

TQM Principles 

The TQM principles were selected a priori; therefore, the researcher looked for 

these principles and concepts throughout the analysis of the document reviews and 

interviews.  The principles were: (1) customer, (2) training and development, (3) 

teamwork, (4) measurement, (5) improvement, and (6) leadership (Bosner, 1992; 

Deming, 1986; Marchese, 1991; Sallis, 2002).  The researcher confirmed all six 

principles were present in the data; however, all six could not be classified as themes for 

Alpha Community College’s QEP process.  This research study defined theme as a 

recurring and dominant idea that helped understand the phenomena of interest, the QEP 

process.  Of the six TQM principles, teamwork, measurement, and improvement were 

most evident in the QEP process. 
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Teamwork.  Alpha Community College’s QEP process did not rely on the formal 

structure of teams as much as it depended on a spirit of collaboration among individuals, 

departments, and divisions.  The document reviews indicated the QEP process enlisted 

college employees across multiple departments to work on three teams.  These teams 

were the topic team, research team, and the QEP leadership team.  The leadership team 

consisted of members who were also on the topic and research teams.  Once the 

Commission approved Alpha Community College’s quality enhancement plan, the only 

remaining formal team was the QEP leadership team. 

In the QEP Impact Report, there was one reference to a QEP team, which the 

researcher assumed was another name for the QEP leadership team.  This QEP team was 

instrumental in helping Alpha Community College make the decision to use the CAT in 

lieu of the CCTST.  This decision impacted the QEP process throughout the five-year 

implementation.  Using the CAT resulted in additional collaboration and professional 

development that would not have otherwise occurred.  The professional development 

around the CAT will be discussed in more detail later in the findings. 

The figurative concept of teamwork was more prevalent during Alpha 

Community College’s QEP process than structural teams.  What the researcher means by 

figurative concept is college employees demonstrating collaboration and cooperation 

while fostering partnerships to achieve the college’s QEP goals.  Faculty #2 confirmed 

this figurative concept of teamwork by saying, “All of us at this place, I think have a 

sense of teamwork.”  The QEP Impact Report and key stakeholders referenced 

collaboration numerous times in the data.  The QEP Impact Report has four specific 

references to collaboration.  The collaboration occurred among faculty from various 
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disciplines.  The report stated, “Collaboration and discussion across disciplines created 

energy for instructional innovation throughout Alpha Community College’s faculty.”  

Since collaboration served as an effective tool for instructional innovation, the college 

decided to continue the efforts after submitting the impact report.  “The Alpha 

Community College faculty met in May 2013 to create a framework for continuing the 

collaboration through discussion groups and a research panel beyond the timeframe of the 

QEP.” 

Based on the design of Alpha Community College’s QEP, collaboration was 

essential in the college’s attempt to achieve the goal of encouraging critical thinking 

practice outside the classroom.  To achieve this goal, faculty and student services 

professionals worked together through the SDV100 course and mini-grants.  SDV100 

required students to attend two activities outside of the classroom environment.  To 

maximize these activities, sponsoring faculty of these activities worked with SDV 

instructors to incorporate elements of critical thinking.  Also, the mini-grant for the 

science symposium expanded after its fourth year of funding to include humanities and 

social sciences the last two years.  The symposium became the Critical Thinking and 

Research Showcase through the collaboration and cooperation of cross-disciplinary 

faculty. 

The data from the interviews supported the TQM principle of teamwork as a 

theme in the QEP process.  When the key stakeholders were asked to describe the QEP 

using a word or phrase, four of the five faculty participants (80%) selected words that 

described features of an effective team.  These words were: collegial, supporting, 

unifying; and inclusive was mentioned twice by two different key stakeholders.  These 
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four faculty participants saw the QEP as an inclusive process that brought them together 

to support one another in a collegial manner.  This idea resonated among most 

participants.  Administrator #1 proclaimed, “I think it brought faculty together in new 

ways, built relationships.”  Student Services Professional #1 stated, “It builds a 

connection where faculty members became more familiar with us and our mission.  We 

were able to know them a little bit better and help them out.”  Faculty #5 also reflected on 

the collaboration between academic affairs and student services, “It [QEP] also forged 

some friendships and collaborations between faculty and staff that have continued.” 

Measurement.  The Commission designed the QEP to have an emphasis on 

assessment, so for that reason alone, the TQM principle of measurement, synonymous 

with assessment, could possibly be justified as a theme within the QEP process.  

However, a justification was not needed because the key stakeholders’ perceptions about 

assessment provided the researcher with an in-depth understanding of the important, yet 

challenging, role assessment played in the QEP process at Alpha Community College. 

In terms of the importance, the QEP influenced the attitude some college 

employees had toward assessment.  Several participants became more receptive to 

assessment and discussed that other college employees became more receptive as well.  

Faculty #5 articulated: 

I think we’re getting a better handle on assessment.  At first, I think there was a 

knee-jerk reaction of frustration, probably five or six years ago with this sudden, 

“Hey, you’ve got to start assessing and reporting.”  I think a lot of us now have 

said, “No, wait a second.  We can own this.  We can make it relevant.  It’s not 

merely a reporting requirement.” 
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Faculty #4 stated: 

I think most faculty looked at the kinds of assessment they give in their classes to 

see whether they were requiring students to think critically or just supply 

remembered, memorized information.  I think that probably affected faculty a lot, 

that we were thinking about what are we doing to encourage this and how are we 

assessing it. 

Administrator #2 discussed what he noticed during the years of QEP 

implementation; “Some of the faculty in some of the areas were resistant to change and to 

the whole assessment and review process.  That’s taken some time, taken some years to 

really get comfortable with the notion and embrace it.”  Faculty #2 expressed, “The 

assessment, speaking for myself is, and I’m pretty sure I’m speaking for everybody here; 

it’s a tool.  It’s how we figure out how well the student got it.  That’s what it’s about.”  

For any tool to be beneficial, a person should know how to use it, and the act of using the 

tool of assessment caused challenges for the QEP process. 

 Several of the participants wrestled with the challenges of assessment.  Faculty #3 

stated, “We could use more practical help in how to assess our programs.  When I think 

about trying to assess our program, I feel we must be recreating the wheel again.”  

Assessing critical thinking at the program-level became a component of the QEP process, 

so Faculty #3 saw it as a challenge that required additional training or examples to follow 

instead of starting from scratch.  A part of the challenge was the sense of not knowing 

what the data were and how critical thinking was being measured.  Faculty #1 asserted, “I 

don’t really have any data.  I really only know how it affected me and how I enjoyed 

working with the few people that were engaged.”  Student Services Professional #1 
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stated, “I don’t really know how we measured it other than what I’ve done in SDV, but 

that’s my thoughts on it.”  Faculty #5 shared a balanced perspective between the attitude 

adjustments and the challenges that could be beneficial as Alpha Community College 

prepares to select a new QEP topic for its upcoming reaffirmation of accreditation.  

Faculty #5 expressed: 

Maybe I’m overly optimistic, but I think that the QEP helped us bridge between 

the feeling that assessment was being foisted upon us by external sources and 

helped a lot of us make assessment something that we feel invested in, that we can 

actually use.  I think the QEP helped us make the transition. 

Improvement.  In addition to teamwork and measurement, the TQM principle of 

improvement emerged as a theme in Alpha Community College’s QEP process.  The 

scope of this improvement included the areas of students’ critical thinking skills, 

institutional environment, teaching and learning, and assessment.  The TQM principle of 

improvement is at the core of the QEP process because, as previously stated, the 

Commission (SACSCOC, 2012c) defined the Quality Enhancement Plan as a carefully 

designed course of action that addresses a well-defined and focused topic or issue related 

to enhancing student learning. 

The researcher focused on data that captured the essence of some key 

stakeholders’ perceptions about improvement that focused on the institution as a whole.  

Faculty #4 noted: 

I think if I were looking at Alpha as an institution, I would have to say that [the 

QEP] probably improved our assessment of students and our assessment of 

ourselves in terms of whether or not we’re achieving our goals. 
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This statement was encouraging because an ability to assess more effectively has 

future implications on achieving an institution’s mission and responding to internal and 

external customers.  Faculty #1 proclaimed, “We really tried to do it.  Tried to live by it 

and do what we were supposed to be doing and improve the students in the college and 

make people aware of the importance of critical thinking, too.” 

Some participants referenced the QEP’s influence on the improvement of teaching 

and learning.  Administrator #1 said, “It really has improved teaching and learning and 

the expectations of the faculty and mentoring and oversight of adjunct faculty and things 

like that.”  Faculty #3 provided a self-reflection from the faculty perspective: “I know we 

tried to improve the quality of our teaching, in terms of doing it better, in the sense that 

students would learn, maybe these essential life skills, as well as specific information for 

our discipline.”  There was a general sentiment as expressed by Administrator #2, who 

said, “We’ve worked very hard on developing an institution that focuses on constant 

improvement.” 

Customers.  Based on Sallis’ (2002) classifications of customers, Alpha 

Community College’s QEP process focused on the primary external customer, the 

student; the internal customer, the faculty; and the secondary external customer, the state 

community college system.  The document reviews and participants’ perceptions 

demonstrated a heightened awareness about the QEP’s influence on Alpha Community 

College students and the role faculty played on this influence.  This outlook was 

appropriate because the QEP’s focus is student learning and faculty are integral to 

learning. 
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According to the QEP Impact Report, “Alpha Community College faculty have 

also expressed a commitment not to underestimate the learning potential of their students, 

regardless of program or level.  Faculty have challenged students to go beyond 

expectations.”  The interviews echoed this sentiment.  Faculty #3 stated, “We were trying 

to do the best we could with our students and in turn trying to instill in them the love of 

learning new things.”  In order to do their best, faculty had to feel ownership as 

referenced by Faculty #2 who stated, “This really was faculty-driven.  We felt like we 

owned it, like it was ours and the administration let us keep that.” 

There are many external customers for postsecondary institutions; however, for 

Alpha Community College’s QEP process, the state’s community college system was 

acknowledged by a few participants.  Faculty #5 stated, “I don’t like the idea of 

demanding a certain result from the assessment.  Right now accreditation doesn’t do this.  

The state would like us to do it.”  Faculty #1 articulated: 

What I see the goal and purpose of SACS in higher education is that the QEP 

process at the institution be faculty-driven and that faculty come up with an idea 

for learning.  This is something which is exactly the opposite of the way the state 

is going now. 

Administrator #1 indicated that Alpha Community College conducted competency 

assessments as part of the system and statewide planning on different areas, critical 

thinking being one of them.  As outlined in the QEP Impact Report, the community 

college system’s decision not to continue its contract with Insight Assessment, which 

administers the CCTST, resulted in Alpha Community College making the decision not 

to continue this particular assessment since it was not required to report CCTST data to 
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the state community college system.  Whether intentional or unintentional, it could be 

argued that the state’s community college system had some influence on Alpha 

Community College’s QEP process. 

Leadership.  Based on the document reviews and interviews, the QEP manager 

primarily guided the QEP process with the support of the QEP Leadership team and 

specific administrators and departments as requested.  Participants thought highly of the 

QEP manager and her leadership.  Several participants shared information that reinforced 

Ralph Stogdill’s theory about leadership traits.  Stogdill (1948) found that “leadership 

was not a passive state but resulted from a working relationship between the leader and 

other group members” (as cited in Northouse, 2010, pp. 16–17).  The commonality of the 

participants’ responses indicated the QEP manager fostered a positive, collaborative 

relationship.  Specific responses from three participants who spoke approvingly of the 

manager’s leadership have been included.  Student Services Professional #1 stated: 

As you know in leadership, you have to have a leader that everyone trusts and 

likes and I think she was that person at Alpha Community College.  I mean I 

don’t know of anyone that doesn’t like her.  She’s very thoughtful and fair, and I 

guess she’s open to hearing everyone’s opinions, letting everyone take a role.  

She’s a great delegator.  I think it’s important because we selected a person that 

had a good relationship with the overall college, which is really important. 

Administrator #1 described the QEP manager as “a great change agent,” and 

Administrator #2 said, “[She] is intelligent. She’s caring; she’s organized.  She is 

flexible, but extremely knowledgeable on the overall goals of the QEP.” 
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 Training and development.  Alpha Community College’s QEP process resulted 

in additional training and development for faculty and staff, but it was not an influential 

factor in the researcher’s ability to understand the nuances of this particular QEP process.  

Alpha Community College used an existing structure to incorporate some of the 

professional development opportunities that focused on critical thinking.  Faculty #5 

stated: 

During all of our professional development days at the beginning of the fall 

semester and usually at the beginning of the spring semester, critical thinking was 

always on the agenda, and a group of us would put together something for all of 

those. 

Also, professional development served as a catalyst for teamwork, which was a dominant 

TQM theme in this QEP process.  Administrator #1 stated: 

What I’ve heard time and time again is that the real product of the CAT is the 

faculty development time in shared review of the rubric, shared review of scoring 

and inter-rater reliability and that dialogue that comes around thinking about what 

they’re scoring; how they’re doing it; and what are their differences and what are 

their commonalities. 

The CAT scoring sessions included faculty from multiple disciplines and some part-time 

faculty participated in the scoring sessions as well.  Faculty #5 referenced how 

professional development brought faculty and staff together: “One thing the QEP did was 

it fostered a number of professional development things that included both faculty and 

staff, and we’re still seeing some of that today.” 
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented five findings for the first subunit of analysis, Alpha 

Community College.  The first finding was there were moments of tangible and 

measureable improvement of students’ critical thinking skills.  There was more evidence 

of the QEP’s influence on student perception and awareness of critical thinking.  The 

second finding indicated the perception of the key stakeholders was mixed; some 

believed the QEP had a much stronger influence on the institutional environment than 

others believed it did.  The third finding revealed that Alpha Community College did not 

identify any additional goals or outcomes apart from critical thinking.  The fourth finding 

suggested that a valiant effort was made to achieve each of the three goals and the student 

learning outcomes, but depending on the goal, it was met or partially met.  Goal #1 was 

met: foster awareness and understanding of critical thinking among College employees, 

both full-time and part-time, in all disciplines.  Goals #2 and #3 were partially met: 

enhance critical thinking skills in all Alpha Community College degree, certificate, and 

workforce development programs and encourage critical thinking practice outside of 

classroom.  The fifth finding revealed three TQM principles: teamwork, measurement, 

and improvement as primary themes in the QEP process.  Chapter 5 discusses the second 

subunit of analysis, Gamma Community College.  Chapter 6 focuses on the findings from 

the cross-case synthesis, triangulated with data from the interview with the Commission’s 

president, Dr. Belle Wheelan.  In Chapter 7, the researcher will provide conclusions 

about the QEP and offer recommendations for the Commission and higher education 

institutions, along with recommendations for future research. 
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V. CASE STUDY FINDINGS: GAMMA COMMUNITY COLLEGE 

The findings for the second subunit of analysis, Gamma Community College, in 

this single-case embedded study of the QEP process and its influence on student learning 

of critical thinking and the institutional environment are presented in this chapter.  The 

interviews for Gamma Community College were not conducted until the first subunit of 

analysis was completed.  The collected data from the document reviews and analysis and 

the semi-structured interviews informed the analysis of this subunit which resulted in the 

findings outlined in this chapter. 

The guiding research question for this study was: Based on the perception of key 

stakeholders, how did the Commission requiring the QEP as a component of 

accreditation influence student learning of critical thinking and the institutional 

environment supporting student learning?  The questions investigated to answer the 

guiding question were: 

1. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on 

student learning of critical thinking skills? 

2. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on 

the institutional environment? 

3. What are the QEP goals and intended student learning and/or operational 

outcomes, apart from critical thinking? 

4. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the achievement of these 

goals and outcomes?
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5. What principles, if any, of Total Quality Management (TQM) surface as themes 

in the QEP process? 

Overview of Findings 

There are five findings based on the research questions asked.  The first finding is 

the QEP had a positive influence on student learning of critical thinking skills, but key 

stakeholders acknowledged the gains in the test scores were not substantial.  The second 

finding suggests the QEP influenced Gamma Community College by advancing its 

efforts to become a learning-centered environment.  The third finding reveals the 

incorporation of active learning strategies as an essential goal for Gamma Community 

College’s quality enhancement plan.  The fourth finding indicates Gamma Community 

College’s QEP achieved the goal to improve the critical thinking skills of students across 

the curriculum using active learning strategies.  The fifth finding uncovers the TQM 

principles of training and development, teamwork, and leadership as primary themes in 

the QEP process. 

Description of Gamma Community College 

Gamma Community College is a pseudonym for one of the 16 public community 

and technical colleges identified through the case study’s site location process.  This 

community college is a multi-campus public institution that serves more than one county.  

Gamma Community College is also part of a state community and technical college 

system that has more than 10 colleges.   Based on the most recent data (2008–2010) 

compiled by the Carnegie Foundation, Gamma Community College is classified as a 

medium, 2-year public, rural-serving institution with an undergraduate student profile 

that is higher part-time student enrollment than it is full-time. 
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Gamma Community College submitted its first QEP proposal to the Commission 

between the years of 2004–2008.  The proposal did not receive any recommendations 

from the Commission’s Onsite Review Committee, so a revised plan was not required.  

The goal of Gamma Community College’s quality enhancement plan was to improve the 

critical thinking skills of students across the curriculum using active learning strategies.  

Gamma Community College defined critical thinking as the practice of the skills of 

inquiry: to seek or encounter new knowledge, to analyze and synthesize in response to 

that knowledge, and to draw sound conclusions based upon acceptable reasons supported 

by objective evidence.  To achieve this goal, Gamma Community College established 

five initiatives for its QEP: (1) identify core critical thinking skills in each discipline and 

across disciplines to help students integrate their learning, (2) increase the use of active 

learning best practices that nurture critical thinking and content acquisition in each 

discipline, (3) establish a professional development program that promotes the use of 

critical thinking and active learning pedagogy across the curriculum, (4) provide library 

and online learning resources—including an up-to-date website—that support 

implementation of the QEP project, and (5) implement a comprehensive assessment 

plan—linked to the college’s ongoing institutional effectiveness process—that supports 

continuous improvement of the project. 

Influence on Student Learning 

Based on the document reviews of the QEP proposal and the QEP Impact Report 

and participant perceptions, the QEP had a positive influence on student learning of 

critical thinking skills, but participants acknowledged the gains in the test scores were not 

substantial. 
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 The document reviews outlined how Gamma Community College defined critical 

thinking and how it was assessed, which helped determine the approach needed to 

analyze the documents and interviews.  As previously discussed, Gamma Community 

College established five initiatives to achieve the QEP’s goal of improving the critical 

thinking skills of students across the curriculum using active learning strategies.  

Initiative #5 was to implement a comprehensive assessment plan.  This plan addressed 

the assessment of students’ critical thinking skills, specifically these four outcomes: (1) 

increase test scores of graduates over 2006 baseline scores using California Critical 

Thinking Skills Test (CCTST) within subjects, (2) increase test scores of graduates over 

2006 baseline using CCTST between subjects, (3) increase post-test scores over pre-test 

baseline scores within disciplines using the Critical thinking Assessment Test (CAT), and 

(4) increase Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE) scores over 

spring 2005 baseline scores in the character of mental activities component of the 

academic challenge cluster and in the active and collaborative learning cluster. 

 The four outcomes for initiative #5 consisted of two direct measures (CCTST and 

CAT) and one indirect measure (CCSSE).  In this context, the word outcome means the 

expected changes or benefits.  A direct measure gathers evidence based on student 

performance.  This performance can be demonstrated through multiple methods such as 

tests, papers, reports, and presentations.  An indirect measure is based on the 

respondents’ perception.  Prior to presenting the analysis of the outcomes, the researcher 

provided a description of the direct and indirect measures. 

The CCTST (2013) is administered by Insight Assessment, a subsidiary of 

California Academic Press.  The California Academic Press was founded in 1986 by Dr. 
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Peter A. Facione, a leading scholar in critical thinking theory.  There are two versions of 

the CCTST, pencil-and-paper and online.  Each version has common scale scores, but the 

online version has two additional scale scores.  Gamma Community College administered 

the pencil-and-paper version, which includes the scale scores of analysis, deduction, 

evaluation, induction, inference, and overall reasoning.  The CCTST consists of 34 

multiple choice items and specifies the test needs to be completed within 45 minutes. 

The CAT is administered by Tennessee Technical University (TTU) in 

Cookeville, Tennessee and is partially grant-funded by the National Science Foundation.  

The CAT is comprised of 15 questions, most of which are short-answer essay; the test 

requires completion within 60 minutes.  The skill areas assessed by the CAT are effective 

communication, creative thinking, evaluation and interpretation of information, and 

problem solving.  The CAT is scored by faculty using a detailed scoring guide provided 

by TTU.  These faculty members receive training prior to scoring.  Each question is 

scored by two faculty members, and if they do not have the same score, a third faculty 

member scores the question as well.   

 The CCSSE was established in 2001 and is a project and service of the Center for 

Community College Student Engagement at the University of Texas in Austin.  This 

survey asks community college students questions that assess institutional practices and 

student behaviors that are highly correlated with student learning and student retention. 

Improvement measured directly.  The first two outcomes of initiative five that 

assess Gamma Community College’s students’ critical thinking skills related to the 

CCTST, so the analysis for the two are discussed jointly.  The distinction between these 

two outcomes is a word change in the two outcome statements.  The first outcome 
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focused on increasing CCTST scores within subjects; whereas, the second outcome 

focused on increasing CCTST scores between subjects.  The within subjects statement 

refers to Gamma Community College comparing CCTST results for new students to 

CCTST results for graduating students.  The between subjects statement refers to 

comparing CCTST post-test results between years of test administration. 

Before determining which CCTST scale scores were relevant to answer the 

research question, the researcher compared the CCTST scale scores to Gamma 

Community College’s definition of critical thinking because Gamma Community 

College’s critical thinking definition has embedded student learning outcomes (SLOs) 

(see Table 13), which express the specific knowledge, skills, and attitudes Gamma 

Community College intended for its students to attain.  Based on the QEP proposal, 

Gamma Community College reviewed the American Philosophical Association (APA) 

Delphi Research Report’s definition of critical thinking to see if an alignment existed 

with its own definition.  This alignment reinforced Gamma Community College’s 

commitment to the critical thinking definition it created.  Table 13 provides the critical 

thinking definitions for Gamma Community College and the Delphi Report and the 

corresponding CCTST scale scores.  Based on the definition, the researcher determined 

all CCTST scale scores to be relevant. 
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Table 13 

Critical Thinking Definitions and CCTST Scale Scores 

GCC Definition Delphi Report Definition CCTST 
Scale 

Scores 

GCC faculty and staff 
understand critical thinking 

to be the practice of the 
skills of inquiry, including: 

The Delphi group understands critical thinking to be 
the purposeful, self-regulatory judgment which 

results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and 
inference, as well as explanation of the evidential, 

conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or 
contextual considerations upon which that judgment 

is based. Critical thinking is essential as a tool of 
inquiry. 

 

To seek or encounter new 
knowledge (SLO) 

Inquisitiveness with regard to wide range of issues  

To analyze and synthesize in 
response to that knowledge 

(SLO) 

Analysis Analysis 

To draw sound conclusions 
based upon acceptable 
reasons supported by 

objective evidence (SLO) 

Evaluation 

Inference 

Interpretation 

Explanation 

Self-regulation 

Evaluation 

Inference 

Overall 
Reasoning 

Skills* 

Deduction* 

Induction* 

Note.  *The researcher has determined these scale scores correspond with the ability to draw sound 
conclusions. 
 
 When reviewing the QEP proposal and the QEP Impact Report, the researcher 

found the outcome statement regarding the CCTST within subjects to have too many 

unknown variables to make a confident interpretation of the data provided.  However, the 

outcome regarding the CCTST between subjects omitted the ambiguity.  This outcome 

clearly showed the CCTST scale scores and overall score for Gamma Community 

College’s graduating students from Fall 2006, which served as the baseline, to Fall 2009.  

The researcher was inquisitive about the CCTST results for 2010 and 2011 since the QEP 

Impact Report was not submitted to the Commission until 2012, so after reviewing 
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GCC’s website, the CCTST results supporting the QEP for 2010 and 2011 were located 

there.  Table 14 provides the CCTST results for graduating students. 

Table 14 

Gamma Community College Graduating Students CCTST Scores 

CCTST Scale 
Score 

Fall 2006 Fall 2007 Fall 2008 Fall 2009 Fall 2010 Fall 2011 

Analysis 4.21 4.05 4.17 3.71 3.00 3.76 

Interference 7.63 7.63 8.63 8.48 8.23 8.19 

Evaluation 3.95 4.58 4.79 3.81 3.96 5.10 

Induction 9.26 9.58 9.00 9.38 8.69 9.86 

Deduction 6.53 6.68 8.58 6.62 6.50 7.19 

Overall 
Reasoning 

15.79 16.26 17.58 16.00 15.19 17.05 

 
As articulated in the findings, the QEP had a positive influence on student 

learning of critical thinking skills.  Regardless of the occasional decline from the prior 

year in some scale scores, Gamma Community College’s outcome stated the CCTST test 

scores would increase from the original 2006 baseline, which did happen more than not 

except for the analysis scale score. 

One of the components of Gamma Community College’s assessment plan was to 

assess critical thinking skills in selected general education courses, such as Biology, 

Communications, and Psychology, using the CAT.  Gamma Community College’s pre-

test and post-test approach to administering the CAT was not sustainable because it was 

labor intensive and required a great deal of data entry; therefore, four years into the QEP 

implementation, Gamma Community College decided to stop using the CAT as one of its 

direct measures to assess the QEP. 
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Improvement measured indirectly.  The final outcome for assessing critical 

thinking skills was the indirect measure, the CCSSE.  The outcome statement was to 

increase CCSSE scores over the spring 2005 baseline scores.  To evaluate this outcome, 

GCC selected questions from the mental activities component of the Academic Challenge 

cluster.  On the CCSSE, students were asked: how much has your coursework at this 

college emphasized the following mental activities: (1) memorizing facts, ideas, or 

methods from your courses and readings so you can repeat them in pretty much the same 

way; (2) analyzing the basic elements of an idea, experience, or theory; (3) synthesizing 

and organizing ideas, information, or experiences in new ways; (4) making judgments 

about the value of soundness of information, arguments, or methods; (5) applying 

theories or concepts to practical problems or new situations; and (6) using information 

student has read or heard to perform a new skill.  Item one about memorization does not 

require higher order thinking, so it was excluded from the finding and the following table 

displaying Gamma Community College’s results (see Table 15). 

Table 15 

CCSSE Mean Results for Mental Activities Questions 

Mental Activity 2005 2007 2011 

Analyzing basic elements! 2.86! 2.97! 3.00!

Synthesizing and 
organizing!

2.72! 2.87! 2.92!

Making judgments! 2.56! 2.81! 2.79!

Applying 
theories/concepts!

2.59! 2.87! 2.83!

Using information! 2.66! 2.92! 2.97!
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 The target for this outcome statement expressed there would be an increase in 

CCSSE scores over the 2005 baseline.  Based on the wording of this statement and the 

target, the QEP was effective in meeting this target because the scores for each mental 

activity were higher than the baseline established in 2005.  Based on the document 

reviews and analysis, the researcher found it worth noting, the QEP proposal indicated 

the CCSSE would be administered every other year, but the QEP Impact Report did not 

have results from 2009.  Also, the CCSSE results provided in the QEP Impact Report are 

mean responses for full-time students versus both full-time and part-time students even 

though according to the Carnegie Classification, Gamma Community College serves a 

larger percentage of part-time students. 

 In addition to using the CCSSE as an indirect measure, Gamma Community 

College created student and faculty perception surveys and administered the surveys 

during Fall 2010.  For the student survey with approximately 1400 respondents, 98.1% 

indicated they had encountered critical thinking learning opportunities in one or more of 

their classes, and 98.8% indicated their instructors planned activities or assignments that 

required them to think critically.  For the faculty survey, 48 of the 102 full-time faculty 

responded (47.1%); of those 48 respondents, 95% indicated that the QEP project helped 

improve student learning in their courses. 

Perceived improvement.  In addition to the analysis of the document reviews to 

substantiate the findings for this research question regarding the QEP’s influence on 

student learning of critical thinking skills, participants acknowledged some challenges, 

but they also championed and applauded the accomplishments Gamma Community 

College made toward enhancing students’ critical thinking skills.  Faculty #3 said: 
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I think we would have liked to see scores on the California Critical Thinking 

Skills Test end up being a little bit higher than they have been.  Our students have 

shown gains in most areas but not a whole lot. 

Two faculty participants provided evidence of the benefits of implementing the 

QEP across the curriculum.  Faculty #1, a general education faculty member, stated: 

I usually had students that had no idea of what I was trying to do at the beginning 

of the semester.  By the end of the semester, a good majority of them are 

automatically thinking deeper, problem solving better than if I had just been 

teaching course content.  I could see the growth within the students. 

The healthcare program faculty member, Faculty #2, acknowledged the work of the 

general education faculty.  Faculty #2 proclaimed: 

Everyday we’re in the classroom and I see a byproduct of a lot of Gen Ed folks 

because they’re coming to my program after they’ve had that, so I do see those 

improvements.  They [students] want to go a little deeper, or knowing that the 

same activities that some Gen Ed faculty are going to be using, I’m using in my 

classroom as well. 

Not only did participants recognize the QEP’s influence in the classroom 

environment, they also considered the implications of the QEP on GCC graduates.  

Administrator #3 stated, “The fact of the matter is that we are doing pretty well, and we 

are seeing significant differences, in my opinion, in the students that leave here because 

of this.”  Administrator #4 asserted, “I can really see an improvement in the students’ 

performance and their capability once they graduate.”  Administrator #2 summarized 

what GCC was able to achieve through the QEP process as evident in the CCTST and 



 102 

CCSSE results: “We can show that students are thinking better when they leave our 

institution than when they enter it.” 

Influence on Institution 

Based on the document reviews and interviews, the QEP influenced Gamma 

Community College by advancing its efforts to become a learning-centered environment.  

Faculty #3 confirmed this finding, “I don’t think we’re there yet, but I think we made 

good gains toward becoming a learning college versus a teaching college.”  A learning-

centered environment produces learning, elicits students’ discovery and construction of 

knowledge, improves the quality of learning, and achieves success for diverse students 

(Barr & Tagg, 1995). 

 Based on the document review, Gamma Community College indicated that its 

QEP on critical thinking using active learning strategies was an outgrowth of existing 

learning-centered initiatives underway at Gamma Community College.  Even though 

Gamma Community College had existing learning-centered initiatives, such as the 

revision of key math and writing gateway courses, it acknowledged in the 2006 QEP 

proposal that it was in the beginning stages of the paradigm shift to a learning-centered 

environment.  The QEP Impact Report of 2012 and the participant interviews conducted 

in 2014 confirm that Gamma Community College has advanced tremendously in its 

efforts to be learning-centered. 

 Learning-centered environment.  The QEP Impact Report outlined the activities 

that nurtured the learning-centered environment.  Throughout Gamma Community 

College’s course restructuring process, emphasis was placed on rethinking the traditional 

use of lecture and incorporating active learning opportunities to encourage higher order 



 103 

thinking skills.  In 2010, Gamma Community College launched a problem-based learning 

(PBL) initiative.  According to Gamma Community College’s QEP Impact Report (date 

blinded), “the PBL approach is based on discovery guided by mentoring rather than the 

transmission of knowledge via lecture.” (p. 4).  Problem-based Learning exemplified the 

QEP goal by developing higher order thinking skills through active learning.  

Administrator #2 enthusiastically described the course restructuring process for PBL 

courses by stating: 

We started with two people who were going to give it a try, rebuild their courses 

and now we’ve probably got 8 or 10 people involved in that.  You couldn’t have 

told me 10 years ago we would have done that with all the work involved in 

restructuring a course predicated on true problem-based learning principles and 

that we could get people to adopt it.  Some of them do it better than others but 

that’s a significant accomplishment and this thing just says a lot about the project 

[QEP] and the impact it’s had on the college. 

Even though Gamma Community College acknowledged existing learning-centered 

initiatives underway, Administrator #2 attributed this accomplishment specifically to the 

QEP. 

 The QEP Impact Report conveyed that Gamma Community College considered 

the New Faculty Teaching and Learning Community (NFTLC) program as the most 

important activity that increased the momentum toward a learning-centered environment.  

An expectation of this program was for participating new faculty to design a critical 

thinking/active learning project to use in their classes.  As confirmation, a participant 

expressed the importance of the NFTLC as well.  Administrator #3 stated: 
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I’ve seen several newcomers come in and I’ve seen the way that they can hit the 

ground running as a result of this new faculty teaching and learning community 

that [the teaching and learning coordinator] forms for one semester when they 

first come in. 

The NFTLC program was predicated on professional development to assist new 

faculty in instructional delivery, but Gamma Community College did not just focus on 

professional development for new faculty.  Gamma Community College realized that to 

improve the quality of learning it needed to improve the quality of teaching.  

Subsequently, the QEP Team and Professional Development Committee developed and 

delivered various professional development opportunities to support the QEP 

implementation.  Two faculty participants referenced the impact professional 

development had at Gamma Community College.  Faculty #2 stated, “I’ve heard about 

and just have been able to witness with my time here the professional development of the 

faculty.  I think there’s been a huge emphasis on that.”  Faculty #1 commented: 

I think that professional development opportunities created a significant change in 

faculty’s interaction with one another so that we were having more conversation 

about student learning.  I think that there was a change that occurred in the type of 

professional development activities at the college, and they become centered on 

student learning. 

 The professional development supporting the QEP served as a catalyst to create 

the learning-centered environment described by Barr and Tagg (1995).  Within Gamma 

Community College’s learning-centered environment, there was learner-centered 

teaching based on the principles described by Huba and Freed (2000).  The specific 
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learner-centered teaching principles evident in the data were: students being actively 

involved, teaching and assessing being intertwined, and faculty and students learning 

together. 

Students actively involved.  The use of active learning strategies as a component 

of Gamma Community College’s QEP goal facilitated an environment for students to be 

active participants in the learning process.  Three key stakeholders discussed student 

involvement through hands-on and group activities.  Student Services Professional #1 

said, “Instructors have incorporated learning activities or group projects where students 

actually have to investigate and work together, so it’s not multiple choice test.  It’s not 

essay testing more; it’s actually hands-on activities.”  Administrator #2 reinforced and 

expanded on the types of active learning strategies faculty were using to involve students: 

Now you’ve got the faculty working with them in small groups, facilitating, 

moving from one group to the next, facilitating the learning, answering questions, 

posing problems, teasing out behaviors, so we’re trying to get away from the 

passive learning to that more actively engaged learning activities. 

Moreover, Administrator #4 realized that incorporating active learning strategies was an 

effective approach to improving students’ critical thinking skills: “With the inclusions of 

our lab-based exercises, the focus on critical thinking, not necessarily taking cookbook 

approach to learning, but more of hands-on, engaged type of learning, I think it’s been 

really beneficial to the students.” 

The QEP process provided an opportunity for key stakeholders to reflect upon 

what the environment used to be versus what it was becoming.  Both Student Services 

Professional #1 and Administrator #2 referenced some concepts Gamma Community 



 106 

College hoped to transition from as it became more learner-centered.  There is a time and 

place for multiple-choice tests and essay tests, but Gamma Community College realized 

that it needed to engage students more intentionally and effectively through active 

learning strategies.  Faculty #3 reinforced the QEP’s influence on the environment, 

“There’s a lot less lecture that takes place here then prior to the QEP and a lot more 

active learning strategies being used.” 

Teaching and assessing intertwined.  In order to create a learning-centered 

environment, the relationship between teaching and assessing is paramount because it 

provides evidence of whether or not students are learning.  The Commission’s 

Comprehensive Standard 3.3.2 states that an institution’s QEP should develop a plan to 

assess the achievement of its goal(s).  Therefore, the QEP process is designed to nurture 

an environment where teaching and assessment connect. 

Based on the document reviews and interviews, the researcher found that Gamma 

Community College used both formative and summative assessments to evaluate its QEP 

goal—to improve the critical thinking skills of students across the curriculum using 

active learning strategies.  Formative assessment helps faculty determine next actions of 

the learning process so that immediate instructional intervention can occur.  A summative 

assessment is given periodically to determine what a student knows or does not know, 

such as a standardized test, CCTST, or a course final examination. 

While being interviewed, three participants discussed how teaching and 

assessment played an integral function in the QEP process.  Faculty #1 stated, “The 

majority of our classes use some active learning strategy and multiple means of 

assessment.  I think the effect was huge.”  Faculty #1 understood that by incorporating 
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active learning strategies, multiple assessment measures would be needed as well.  

Administrator #3, who teaches 15 credit hours per academic year, discussed a specific 

example of how formative assessment impacted the classroom: 

I am, I suppose, a little bit of a convert.  I break up lectures into about 10 minutes.  

I can use that as an assessment because an assessment doesn’t necessarily have to 

go in the gradebook.  That can be an assessment whether we can go on or whether 

we have to backtrack. 

Faculty #3 declared, “I think for sure we do more assessment than we did prior to the 

QEP, and we have more faculty involved in assessment than we did prior to the QEP.”  

Not only did Gamma Community College carry out more assessment, it increased the 

number of faculty facilitating that assessment.  If assessment is done well, an institution 

inches closer to achieving learning-centered status. 

Faculty and students learning together.  One of Gamma Community College’s 

five initiatives was to establish a professional development program.  Because 

professional development was at the forefront, faculty and other college stakeholders had 

numerous opportunities to attend QEP-related programing.  Furthermore, Gamma 

Community College created a teaching and learning coordinator position to support the 

QEP and other learning-centered initiatives.  Gamma Community College fostered an 

atmosphere conducive for college constituents to learn.  Participants realized that in 

addition to the students benefiting from the QEP process, others benefited as well.  

Administrator #2 referenced faculty, “The faculty ironically have been as much the 

beneficiary as the students.” 
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In addition to Administrator #2’s perception, four key stakeholders focused on 

specific areas of learning that occurred for faculty and other college stakeholders.  

Administrator #3 indicated the belief that the QEP made college stakeholders better 

critical thinkers: 

I cannot imagine anyone saying that they did not become highly educated in a 

sense by attempting this process because for everyone, this was new territory that 

we went into with a fairly good, good measure of humility.  Really to be in that 

student mode of pursuing those things that seemed reasonable, of rejecting some 

avenues and taking other paths.  I think we probably made some strides toward 

becoming critical thinkers ourselves by doing this. 

Along with the cognitive skill of critical thinking, key stakeholders commented on 

the learning that took place to impact instruction.  Faculty #2 said, “There’s a lot of 

faculty that may be in a different mode of teaching.  It’s [QEP] been able to broaden their 

minds and change a few things that they use in the classroom.”  Student Services 

Professional #1 asserted, “I think we are different people than we were prior to our QEP 

being implemented and prior to that, so I think it’s a different mentality of teaching and 

advising and educating.” 

Creating an environment where college stakeholders are given the opportunity to 

learn and grow professionally appeared to facilitate a level of confidence and pride at 

Gamma Community College.  Administrator #1 confirmed the learning that took place 

because of the QEP process, “I think we’ve developed quite a repository of knowledge 

locally.  [Faculty] very readily share that with their colleagues.  They share it at 

presentations and conferences all across the country; publish about it.” 
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 Administrator #1’s comment reflected the QEP influence on the environment by 

saying, “I’ve done a lot of things, but this has been a thrill because I love what it’s done 

to change how we look at learning.  You can’t replace that.  It’s here now.  This is who 

we are now.” 

QEP Goals 

After the document review of the QEP proposal and the QEP Impact Report and 

interviewing the eight key stakeholders, the use of active learning strategies is a 

component of Gamma Community College’s QEP goal.  Gamma Community College’s 

goal statement was to improve the critical thinking skills of students across the 

curriculum using active learning strategies.  The researcher determined the active 

learning strategy of the QEP goal influenced key stakeholders’ perceptions and the 

findings to other research questions; therefore, the information about active learning 

strategies is presented in this finding and discussed in more detail in the findings of other 

research questions. 

Gamma Community College identified two initiatives to support this goal, and 

each initiative had one outcome.  In this context the word outcome means the expected 

changes or benefits; it may not be directly connected to student learning.  The initiatives 

and corresponding outcomes were: (1) initiative #2: Increase the use of active learning 

best practices that nurture critical thinking and content acquisition in each discipline; 

outcome: Critical thinking best practices implemented in 65% of disciplines within five 

years; (2) initiative #3: Establish a professional development program that promotes the 

use of a critical thinking and active learning pedagogy across the curriculum; outcome:  

75% of full-time faculty complete professional development short course in critical 
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thinking theory and best practices within five years.  The outcome for initiative three did 

not explicitly indicate active learning strategies, but it may be implied.  The researcher 

addressed this implication in research question four: What are the perceptions of key 

stakeholders regarding the achievement of these goals and outcomes? 

Goal Achievement 

The document reviews and interviews confirmed that Gamma Community 

College’s QEP goal to improve the critical thinking skills of students across the 

curriculum using active learning strategies was met.  The design of Gamma Community 

College’s QEP required the researcher to look at the five initiatives and the 

corresponding outcomes for these initiatives because the initiatives were established to 

assist Gamma Community College in meeting the QEP goal.  When analyzing each of the 

initiatives and the outcomes for each in conjunction with the document reviews and 

interviews, three of the five initiatives were met and the other two initiatives were 

partially met.  The researched organized this finding by initiatives, which was Gamma 

Community College’s approach in the QEP Impact Report.  Gamma Community College 

discussed initiatives one and two jointly, so the researcher did so as well.  After 

presenting the initiatives and corresponding outcome(s), the researcher provided the 

findings. 

Initiative one and two.  Initiative #1 was to identify core critical thinking skills 

in each discipline, and across disciplines, to help students integrate their learning.  The 

accompanying outcome stated that critical thinking skills would be identified in 65% of 

disciplines within five years.  Initiative #2 was to increase the active learning best 

practices that nurture critical thinking and content acquisition in each discipline.  The 
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accompanying outcome stated critical thinking best practices would be implemented in 

65% of disciplines within five years.  According to the QEP Impact Report, 77% of 

academic disciplines identified a critical thinking skill (initiative #1) and incorporated at 

least one active learning strategy to improve that skill (initiative #2).  Therefore, the 

outcomes for these two initiatives were met. 

The critical thinking skills referenced in initiative #1 were embedded in Gamma 

Community College’s definition of critical thinking.  Based on Gamma Community 

College’s definition and the data, the researcher assumed the disciplines selected one or 

more of the higher-order thinking skills that are CCTST scale scores: analysis, deduction, 

evaluation, induction, inference, and overall reasoning; and/or CCSSE mental activities: 

analyzing, synthesizing, making judgments, applying theories/concepts, and using 

information.  The researcher made this assumption because the critical thinking skills 

identified by all disciplines were not provided in the QEP Impact Report; instead, there 

were three examples, which are discussed later. 

Four pathways.  Gamma Community College offered four pathways to facilitate 

the two initiatives; these were: course restructuring, Reading Across the Curriculum 

(RAC), the NFTLC, and PBL.  The disciplines would participate in professional 

development and/or partner with the teaching and learning coordinator in an effort to 

identify critical thinking skills and integrate the skills through one or more of the 

pathways.  As referenced before, the QEP Impact Report provided examples of how these 

pathways were used to improve students’ critical thinking skills.  In course restructuring, 

students would have the ability to draw inferences from data used in an argumentative 

essay or evaluate the appropriateness of networking solutions to a computer systems 
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problem.  RAC designed active reading strategies to strengthen students’ comprehension, 

analysis, and evaluation of texts.  In PBL, students would have the ability to analyze and 

solve complex, real-world problems and find, evaluate, and use appropriate learning 

resources. 

The following table presents the disciplines (77%) that achieved the two initiative 

outcomes by identifying a critical thinking skill(s) and using a pathway to integrate the 

critical thinking skill(s) (see Table 16).  

Table 16 

Names of Participating Disciplines and Pathways 

Discipline! Pathway!

Music! Course restructuring, RAC!

Communications! Course restructuring!

English! Course restructuring, PBL, NFTLC, RAC!

Reading! Course restructuring, RAC!

Spanish! NFTLC!

History! NFTLC, RAC!

Mathematics! Course restructuring, PBL, NFTLC, RAC!

Biology! Course restructuring, PBL, NFTLC!

Chemistry! PBL, RAC!

Physics! PBL, NFTLC, RAC!

Computer Literacy! Course restructuring, PBL, NFTLC, RAC!

Psychology! Course restructuring, NFTLC!

Nursing! Course restructuring, PBL, NFTLC, RAC!

Surgical Technology! NFTLC!

Occupational Therapist Assistant! NFTLC!

Respiratory Care! NFTLC!

Physical Therapist Assistant! PBL, NFTLC, RAC!

Advanced Industrial Technology: Multi-skilled 
Technician 

Course restructuring, PBL, NFTLC!

Mining Technology! NFTLC!

Advanced Industrial Technology: Medical 
Equipment & Instrumentation 

Course restructuring!
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Faculty and students benefit.  Accomplishing these two initiatives required 

Gamma Community College to engage and support faculty in the development and 

implementation of the selected pathway(s).  A segment of this support was establishing 

the Teaching and Learning Coordinator position, which was instrumental in coordinating 

professional development for faculty and guidance as the college worked on the 

initiatives.  Administrator #2 referenced the delicate balance of engaging versus isolating 

faculty as they executed these initiatives: 

We don’t pressure them to do it a particular way, but he’s [teaching and learning 

coordinator] there to facilitate planning and development sessions so that they can 

develop these activities that they can come up with a closing-the-loop process for 

assessing whether or not students are learning better at the end of it. 

Administrator #3 also referenced Gamma Community College’s approach as 

nonthreatening, while focusing on pedagogical practices: 

The highest priority here was not only teaching, but teaching with certain goals in 

mind and by the utilization of certain pedagogical practices, not in the sense of 

these being dictated and laid down as a prescribed set, but of a prescribed type. 

Two participants discussed how faculty were more willing to engage based on the 

QEP-related activities they witnessed.  Faculty #2 said, “People that normally weren’t on 

board with some of the activities or some of the initiatives were seeing some effects of 

that, and they wanted to be a part of it.”  Administrator #4 perceived that integrating 

critical thinking was an advantage, not a useless chore: “All of our courses have been 

redesigned to take advantage of critical thinking.” 
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 Three key stakeholders discussed the benefits QEP-related initiatives had on 

students.  Faculty #3 believed that achieving the QEP goal was not just about critical 

thinking skills, it was Gamma Community College’s ability to use active learning 

strategies as the platform to improve critical thinking.  Faculty #3 voiced, “If it’s an 

active learning and collaborative learning technique to help with the students’ critical 

thinking, then I think we’ve done something that should help students.”  Faculty #1 

talked about how these students were helped: 

They work together better in groups.  They develop confidence because they are 

speaking to one another with respect.  There’s more excitement going on about 

learning.  They feel more respected because they’re given a responsibility instead 

of being told something. 

Student Services Professional #1 discussed the benefits in the context of Gamma 

Community College graduates and how the QEP’s influence was definitely noticeable 

since Gamma Community College began QEP implementation in 2006.  Student Services 

Professional #1 declared: 

Students are receiving more learning-based, activity-based education now than 

they were prior to us implementing things that came out of the QEP, so to talk to a 

student just graduating in the spring and what their experience was in the 

classroom would be a lot different than talking to someone in 2005. 

Not only did the perception of key stakeholders support the significance active learning 

strategies had on students; students confirmed this as well.  During Fall 2010, Gamma 

Community College administered an internally developed student survey about active 

learning strategies.  Of the 1,400+ students who responded, 96.3% indicated that active 
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learning opportunities improved their understanding, application, and/or retention of 

course material. 

Initiative three.  Initiative #3 was to establish a professional development 

program that promotes the use of critical thinking and active learning pedagogy across 

the curriculum.  Since the outcome for this initiative focused solely on the critical 

thinking short courses and the data provided did not explicitly confirm that 75% of the 

full-time faculty (77) attended a short course, this outcome was partially met.  However, 

Gamma Community College provided numerous professional development programs to 

support the QEP; therefore, the researcher determined it was plausible and highly 

probable that all full-time faculty during the time of the QEP implementation, 

participated in at least one critical thinking or active learning professional development 

workshop or seminar. 

All eight key stakeholders were affirmative about the influence professional 

development had on the institution’s ability to achieve the QEP’s goal of improving 

critical thinking skills of students across the curriculum using active learning strategies.  

It was evident to the researcher that Gamma Community College’s QEP would not have 

influenced student learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment to the 

extent that it did without the systematic approach to establishing a professional 

development program that promoted the use of critical thinking and active learning 

pedagogy across the curriculum.  Faculty #1 corroborated the influence professional 

development had at Gamma Community College.  Faculty #1 stated: 

The degree of training that was involved was much more than I think might have 

occurred at another institution with the same goal.  It was a lot.  It was excellent.  
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It was well done.  The opportunities were part of professional development for 

new faculty and they continue.  There’s a whole track of PD opportunities. 

When Faculty #2 discussed changes at Gamma Community College as a result of the 

QEP, Faculty #2 stated, “One of the biggest ones that I’ve heard about and just have been 

able to witness with my time here is just the professional development of the faculty.  I 

think there’s been a huge emphasis on that.”  These faculty participants confirmed the 

positive impact the professional development program had on faculty and the institution. 

Four key stakeholders confirmed what the QEP Impact Report stated, that since 

the inception of the QEP, there has been an array of professional development 

opportunities.  Administrator #2 asserted, “We provided the professional development 

necessary so that they could do their work if they didn’t have a level of expertise they 

were comfortable with.”  An area of necessity was professional development focused on 

critical thinking skills.  Faculty #3 declared, “Ever since the QEP, we’ve had a critical 

thinking track on a professional development plan for the year.”  Two of the participants 

commented on the variety of the professional development opportunities.  Administrator 

#3 said, “We initiated a whole new professional development essentially to try to 

contribute to that train-the-trainers thing.”  Administrator #4 confirmed the quality and 

variety: “The overall quality of it was good, of course, with the different things that were 

implemented, some of the training sessions that were taking place.  Outside guest 

speakers were brought in to talk about it.” 

Without a doubt, GCC’s QEP-related professional development opportunities left 

a good impression on key stakeholders.  Administrator #1 provided an institutional 

perspective on the QEP professional development program.  Administrator #1 stated: 
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We’ve always had a pretty strong professional development program here; 

however after we began working with the QEP, we intensified.  We ratcheted up 

the level of our offerings and made certain that our faculty were working in this 

area, as well as delivering professional development to their colleagues on critical 

thinking. 

Initiative four.  Initiative #4 was to provide library and online learning resources, 

including an up-to-date website that supported QEP implementation.  The outcome 

statement was to establish, catalogue, and maintain in college’s library a critical thinking 

collection.  Gamma Community College determined during year two of implementation 

that there was little evidence that faculty were using the website, so the website was 

deactivated.  This change was denoted in the QEP Impact Report, so the website was not 

considered in this finding. The focus for this initiative was only the library resources.  

Faculty #3 confirmed, “We do have a lot of resources in our library.  We’ve got shelves 

and they’re dedicated to books about critical thinking and active learning.”  Initiative 

three was met because Trover Library provided library resources to support the QEP. 

The library collection contained 103 titles located on the college’s main campus.  

On another occasion during the interview, Faculty #3 said, “We have a lot in our library 

now more than we did.”  Moreover, based on the QEP Impact Report, faculty who 

worked on critical thinking-related activities were not denied texts that supported their 

work. 

Initiative five.  Initiative #5 was to implement a comprehensive assessment 

plan—linked to the college’s ongoing institutional effectiveness—that supports 

continuous improvement of the project.  This initiative originally had five accompanying 
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outcomes, but after the fourth year of QEP implementation, Gamma Community College 

decided not to use the CAT as a direct measure; therefore, this outcome is not considered 

in the findings.  There are four accompanying outcomes.  Based on the results of each 

outcome, this initiative was partially met. 

First outcome.  Based on the QEP Impact Report, the first outcome to assess and 

modify the plan at regular intervals to improve implementation strategies, learning 

interventions, and learning outcomes was met.  Data to support this outcome being met 

was the QEP team meeting regularly to discuss the direct (CCTST) and indirect (CCSSE, 

GCC surveys) measures, and the QEP co-chairs meeting regularly to monitor and 

document progress as well.  As indicated in finding one and in this finding, the CAT was 

omitted in year four of the five-year QEP implementation, so this was an example of a 

modification. 

Second outcome.  The second outcome was to increase test scores of graduates 

over 2006 baseline scores using the CCTST within subjects.  The researcher did not 

discuss this outcome in the first research question findings because there were too many 

unknown variables to make a confident interpretation from the data provided.  To provide 

an example of the ambiguity of the within subjects approach, the researcher looked at the 

total gain made during Gamma Community College’s baseline CCTST administration, 

which was Fall 2006, and compared it to the total gain made during Gamma Community 

College’s Fall 2009 CCTST administration.  Within subjects approach meant the CCTST 

results for new students were compared to CCTST results for graduating students within 

the same academic year. 
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Ironically, the gain (2.37 points) made during Fall 2006 was more than the gain 

(0.67 points) in Fall 2009 even though there was no “QEP intervention” during Fall 2006 

and approximately three years of “QEP intervention” by the time of the Fall 2009 CCTST 

administration.  This comparison exemplified the challenges of trying to interpret the data 

to determine if the QEP influenced student learning of critical thinking skills, so the 

researcher did not attempt to decipher the CCTST results within subjects.  However, the 

third outcome for initiative #5 focused on CCTST scores between subjects, which was 

less complicated to analyze. 

Third outcome.  The discussion for the third outcome appeared in the finding for 

the first research question: What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the 

QEP’s influence on student learning of critical thinking skills?  Therefore, this finding 

indicated whether or not the outcome was met, partially met, or not met.  The third 

outcome was to increase test scores of graduates over Fall 2006 baseline scores using 

CCTST between subjects.  Based on the wording of this outcome and the data provided, 

the outcome was partially met.  Each of the CCTST scale scores increased from the Fall 

2006 baseline except for the analysis scale score. 

Fourth outcome.  The final outcome was to increase CCSSE scores over Spring 

2005 baseline scores in the character of mental activities component of the academic 

challenge cluster and in the active and collaborative learning cluster.  The mental 

activities component was discussed in research finding one because this component 

related directly to students’ perception of relevant higher-order thinking skills.  The data 

showed the mental activities section of the outcome was met.  The CCSSE scores for 

each mental activity were higher in 2011 than the baseline established in 2005. 
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The final outcome also indicated there would be an increase over the Spring 2005 

baseline score in the active and collaborative learning cluster.  Active and collaborative 

learning did not directly assist in answering the first research question: What are the 

perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on student learning of 

critical thinking?  The findings for this segment of the outcome are provided here.  

According to the QEP Impact Report, Gamma Community College’s Spring 2011 

CCSSE score in the active collaborative learning cluster was 51.1 versus the score of 50.3 

in Spring 2005.  Hence, this segment of the outcome was met.  Faculty #1 provided 

confirmation that some students were mindful of the active learning strategies: “You 

could tell that there was awareness among the students that they were being asked to 

participate in active learning strategies and problem solving.” 

Seven of the key stakeholders referenced the challenges of showing gains on the 

direct and indirect measures; however, when talking with some of them it was evident 

they believed active and collaborative learning played an essential role in Gamma 

Community College’s ability to implement its QEP.  For example, Administrator #1 said, 

“I do know that as a result of exploring more active learning strategies, we discovered 

new ways for students to learn better.”  Discovering new ways for students to learn and 

teachers to teach strengthened Gamma Community College’s ability to improve critical 

thinking skills across the curriculum. 

TQM Principles 

The TQM principles were selected a priori; therefore, the researcher looked for 

these principles and concepts throughout the analysis of the document reviews and 

interviews.  The principles are: (1) customer, (2) training and development, (3) 
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teamwork, (4) measurement, (5) improvement, and (6) leadership (Bosner, 1992; 

Deming, 1986; Marchese, 1991; Sallis, 2002).  The researcher confirmed all six 

principles were present in the data; however, all six could not be classified as themes for 

Gamma Community College’s QEP process.  This research study defined theme as a 

recurring and dominant idea that helped understand the phenomena of interest, the QEP 

process.  Of the six TQM principles, training and development, teamwork, and leadership 

were most evident in the QEP process. 

Training and development.  According to Marchese (1991), investing in training 

and development is a common and essential practice of TQM.  For Gamma Community 

College’s QEP process, training and development served as the underpinning to achieve 

its QEP goal of improving the critical thinking skills of students across the curriculum 

using active learning strategies.  Data from the document reviews supported the 

investment that Gamma Community College made in professional development.  As a 

result of Gamma Community College receiving a Title III Strengthening Institutions 

grant, it was able to provide adequate funding for professional development to create a 

learning-centered pedagogy.  Moreover, Gamma Community College incorporated 

professional development as one of its five initiatives to support the QEP goal.  This 

initiative was discussed in more detail as part of research question four. 

Seven of the eight participants discussed the importance of professional 

development to the QEP process and vice versa.  From Administrator #1’s perspective, 

even though professional development was an initiative to help achieve the QEP goal, the 

process of implementing the QEP helped Gamma Community College’s internal 

professional development structure: “That’s been a wonderful outcome that we really 
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didn’t intend, but it shored up our professional development.”  Part of shoring up this 

professional development was the type of offerings.  Faculty #1 said, “I think there was a 

change that occurred in the type of professional development activities at the college and 

they became more centered on student learning.” 

Gamma Community College increased frequency and types of professional 

development offerings because of the QEP.  Faculty #2 said, “We had a lot of 

professional development in the evenings.  A critical thinking workshop that met every 

other week.”  Administrator #2 stated:  

Every Friday, we usually had a critical thinking workshop that was hosted by or 

that was presented by one of our faculties, so peers teaching peers.  We promoted 

that.  It was not a mandatory thing, but we would design that annual critical 

thinking track in our professional development program. 

Administrator #3 shared, “There are two tracks in that professional development 

program.  One of the tracks is actually labeled as critical thinking so that we talk a great 

deal about what it is and how to implement it.” 

A vital professional development program that was previously discussed in other 

findings was the NFTLC.  Faculty #3 explained the connection between NFTLC and the 

QEP: 

That program really was almost a direct outgrowth of the QEP.  We didn’t have 

anything like that before that.  We’ve always had a new faculty mentoring 

program, but that’s just an individual faculty member working with someone 

who’s been here for a while.  We never really had a PD program specifically for 

new faculty. 
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 The professional development program supported other TQM principles as well, 

such as improvement and teamwork.  Two participants shared perspectives that supported 

self-improvement and collaboration.  Faculty #1 declared, “I became better myself 

through the PD offerings and the seminars that were held.  Even though I had tried to do 

this, I became much better at it because of the QEP process.”  Administrator #4 said, 

“With the QEP and the seminars they were doing, a lot of faculty would come together 

that normally wouldn’t have anything to do with each other.” 

Teamwork.  Gamma Community College’s QEP process relied heavily on the 

formal structure of teams through its QEP Team and its NFTLC, but also fostered 

teamwork through collaboration among individuals and divisions.  Based on the 

document reviews, in mid-spring of 2005, Gamma Community College’s President 

charged the QEP Team to develop an acceptable QEP implementation plan.  Under the 

leadership of the QEP managers, the QEP Team remained active throughout the QEP 

implementation.  The membership was primarily faculty members, but also included 

personnel from academic and student affairs.  Since one of Gamma Community 

College’s five initiatives was to implement a comprehensive assessment plan that 

supported continuous improvement, the QEP Team met regularly to monitor the QEP’s 

progress.  According to the QEP Impact Report (date blinded): 

The QEP Team has met regularly since the inception of the project to monitor 

progress; analyze CAT, CCTST, and CCSSE data; identify critical thinking and 

active learning topics for professional development workshops that address areas 

of need related to data; and recommend changes to the plan as necessary. (p. 6) 
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 Administrator #1 commented on the QEP Team, “I think we had a great team in 

place.  It was a diverse team; people from all across the campus and student affairs and 

academic affairs alike, which was very helpful to us.”  Two faculty members who served 

on the QEP Team reflected on their experiences.  Faculty #1 said, “It was fulfilling to be 

part of the committee that’s trying to move the college and students into an area where 

there was real need, and I felt like there’s substance in this need.”  Faculty #2 stated, “It 

was a pretty active QEP committee, even after it was starting to be implemented.  We met 

regularly and just stayed abreast of what was going on.” 

According to the QEP Impact Report, the overall goal for the NFTLC was “to 

acquaint all new Gamma Community College faculty with active learning/critical 

thinking research and pedagogy with the long term goal of re-inventing the college as a 

student-centered ‘learning college.’”  Since year-two of the QEP implementation (2007), 

all new full-time faculty at Gamma Community College received a three-credit course 

load reduction or stipend to participate in the teaching and learning community for one 

semester.  Administrator #2 stated: 

They [new faculty] work together as a team to explore the best way to go about 

getting students to learn as much as we can get them to learn and to think at as 

high levels as we can get them to think. 

In addition to confirming what Administrator #2 conveyed, Faculty #3 referenced how 

often the new faculty met: “We meet every two weeks and the primary focus of the 

program is ways to enhance critical thinking through active learning.” 

In addition to the formally structured teams, the QEP process fostered teamwork 

through collaboration among individuals and divisions.  Four of the eight key 
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stakeholders provided perspectives on the importance of collaboration and cooperation.  

Two key stakeholders discussed two aspects of the collaboration that occurred as a result 

of the QEP process.  Faculty #2 asserted, “When those [active learning] strategies are 

used in several different classrooms, I think that shows the collaboration.”  Administrator 

#3 spoke of a collaboration among three interdisciplinary faculty: “We sat down with the 

textbooks, and we found one or two items that were common to all of [our] subjects.  We 

built a little assessment tool in which we presented some information and then asked 

questions about it.” 

Two of the key stakeholders discussed the collaborative efforts beyond the walls 

of the classroom environment.  Student Services Professional #1 said, “It’s not just 

academic affairs and student affairs.  It’s a collective mind, collective focus.”  

Administrator #1 declared, “This has been a very cooperative enterprise between what 

sometimes are siloed entities within a college.” 

Furthermore, the data from the interviews supported the TQM principle of 

teamwork as a theme in the QEP process.  When the key stakeholders were asked to 

describe the QEP process using a word or phrase, four of the eight participants selected 

words that described features of an effective team.  Two participants said, “collegiality;” 

one said, “collegial;” and the other said, “collaborative.”  Two of the four participants 

who used descriptive words for an effective team did not appear in the previous data 

about collaboration and cooperation.  Therefore six of the eight participants discussed 

teamwork in a less formal type of structure, such as a committee.  These four participants 

saw the QEP as an inclusive process, but the researcher found it interesting that three of 

the four used a form of collegial.  The researcher believed the repetition of this particular 
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word suggested that Gamma Community College’s QEP process nurtured mutual respect 

among colleagues and used consistent messaging so college constituents were cognizant 

of the QEP’s goal. 

Leadership.  Based on the document reviews and interviews, the leadership 

structure for Gamma Community College’s QEP process had multiple layers.  The 

multiple layers included the two QEP managers, referred to as co-chairs by Gamma 

Community College, and the college’s senior administration, consisting of the college 

President and the President’s cabinet.  The leadership for Gamma Community College’s 

QEP process was reminiscent of several aspects discussed by Kotter (1990, 1996). 

The QEP co-chairs demonstrated an effective balance between management and 

leadership as described by Kotter (1990, 1996) who indicated that the purpose of 

management was to provide order and consistency; whereas, leadership was to produce 

change and movement.  In Peter Northouse’s (2010) book, Leadership: Theory and 

Practice, he provided a comparison table based on Kotter’s theory of the functions of 

management and leadership.  The functions that surfaced in the data about Gamma 

Community College’s QEP co-chairs are provided in Table 17, followed by discussion. 
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Table 17 

Management and Leadership Functions Demonstrated by QEP Co-chairs 

Management!

Produces Order and Consistency!

Leadership!

Produces Change and Movement!

1. Planning and Budgeting!

• Establish agendas!

• Set timetables!

2. Establishing Direction!

• Create a vision!

• Set Strategies!

3. Organizing and Staffing!

• Provide structure!

• Establish rules and procedures!

4. Aligning People!

• Seek commitment!

• Build teams and coalitions!

5. Controlling and Problem Solving!

• Develop incentives!

• Take corrective action!

6. Motivating and Inspiring!

• Inspire and energize!

• Empower subordinates!

 

The data revealed that the QEP co-chairs guided the topic selection process and 

the development of the QEP proposal submitted in August 2006 to the Commission.  

Within this proposal, there were meeting notes from seven academic division meetings 

facilitated by the QEP co-chairs.  In addition to these meeting notes, there were notes 

from five student meetings.  These meetings were based on agendas established by the 

co-chairs.  The Commission required institutions to provide an implementation timeline 

and to demonstrate institutional capacity (personnel and fiscal resources) for the QEP 

process.  However, the Commission did not provide a template for institutions to follow, 

so each institution could approach this differently.  Under the management and leadership 

of the co-chairs, Gamma Community College’s timeline included a breakdown of the 

strategies and actions for each year of QEP implementation.  There was also an annual 

budget based on each implementation year that was easy to understand. 
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As leaders, the co-chairs created a vision and facilitated the college-wide 

conversations to establish the five initiatives, which were strategies to achieve the QEP 

goal of improving critical thinking across the curriculum using active learning strategies.  

Administrator #1 indicated that one of the two co-chairs was, “pretty good at coming up 

with a vision.”  Moreover, Faculty #2 talked about the co-chairs’ vision being 

“innovative, wanting to do things that other people aren’t doing yet.  Looking for those 

ways to be thinking outside the box.”  The next function of the management and 

leadership approach focused on the people involved with the QEP process (see Table 17). 

The QEP co-chairs were systematic about organizing and aligning people.  The 

QEP timelines and initiatives provided the structure Gamma Community College 

followed to achieve its QEP goal.  The co-chairs assembled a QEP team that over the 

five-year implementation period had membership of at least one faculty representative 

from each academic division, staff members, student services professionals, and 

academic administrators.  Kotter’s (1996) second stage of creating major change is to 

create a guiding coalition.  The QEP team served as the co-chairs’ guiding coalition 

through the QEP process and through Gamma Community College’s effort to become a 

learning-centered institution.  The co-chairs balanced the managerial function of rules 

and procedures with the leadership function of building teams and coalitions.  As a QEP 

team member, Faculty #2 said, the co-chairs: 

Held us accountable to put these things in place, and not only just us being on 

board, but get the other folks on board as well.  They wanted us to work together, 

and they were very active in the process themselves. 
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Student Services Professional #1 described one of the co-chairs’ leadership style as 

“pretty direct and he expects people to follow through pretty quickly.”  Whereas, 

Administrator #2 described the other co-chairs’ style as “inclusive and willing to listen.”  

The researcher believed the two approaches provided a good balance for Gamma 

Community College’s QEP process. 

 The final functions within Table 17 are controlling and problem solving 

(management) and motivating and inspiring (leadership).  In terms of management, the 

incentives included the course-load reduction or stipend received by new faculty who 

participated in the NFTLC.  Administrator #2 stated, “All new faculty here are released 

from a course and participate in a semester-long teaching and learning community for 

new faculty.”  The other incentives centered on professional development opportunities 

and conference attendance.  Faculty #3 shared, “One of the first things we did was send a 

group of faculty to University of Dayton for a workshop on critical thinking.”  

Furthermore, Administrator #2 discussed the college sending two faculty members to the 

University of Delaware’s Institute for Transforming Undergraduate Education.  

Administrator #2 said, “With the resources devoted to the QEP, we found two faculty 

who were willing to give it a whirl.” 

The QEP Impact Report indicated that over 20 faculty presented at regional and 

national conferences during the QEP implementation.  During the year the impact report 

was submitted, Gamma Community College had 102 full-time faculty, so this was 

approximately 20% of the full-time faculty.  Faculty #1 confirmed, “We attend so many 

conferences for such a small institution.”  Administrator #1 referenced the intentionality 



 130 

of incentivizing professional development; “we have several endowments that are set up 

specifically to push faculty forward in developing professionally themselves.” 

Moreover, the corrective actions demonstrated by the co-chairs were outlined in 

the QEP Impact Report as the changes made during the five-year QEP implementation.  

The co-chairs did not make these changes in isolation, but as the co-chairs they managed 

these actions, which included: the discontinuation of the CAT as an assessment measure, 

administering the CCTST to some technical program graduates whose programs were not 

originally identified in the QEP proposal, and deactivation of the QEP website.  

Administrator #3 described the co-chairs’ ability to take corrective action: 

They’ve been very patient throughout this whole period in essentially assessing 

those things that would have merit to do or to incorporate into this matter, to 

knowing when to step in and to make some caution comment about the way 

things were going or how they might be changed. 

 To complement the managerial functions, the co-chairs motivated and inspired.  

Faculty #2 expressed: 

The one particular person I’m thinking about is very enthusiastic.  One of those 

dynamic people that when they’re up there speaking, you can’t help but be a part 

of what’s going on because they’re so dynamic and enthusiastic.  I think that bled 

into whoever was around them at the time, and I think they instilled some of that 

into the committee. 

Faculty #3 corroborated by saying, “His enthusiasm can be pretty contagious for others.”  

Administrator #1 reflected on the importance of who leads the QEP process; “the people 

who lead your QEP have got to have the respect of their colleagues.  It’s all about having 
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the right people in place, people that others respected and could follow and get on board 

with it.”  In order for people to follow these two co-chairs, they had to motivate and 

inspire and from Administrator #1’s perspective; this required respect. 

The QEP co-chairs did not have subordinates in the traditional sense, but as the 

leaders of the QEP process, they empowered college constituents.  Faculty #3 said, the 

co-chairs “tried to make the QEP as much bottom up as possible versus top down and to 

get as many people involved in leadership roles.”  The QEP Impact Report outlined two 

important lessons learned that directly related to empowerment.  The impact report 

articulated the importance of trusting faculty and giving them the time and resources 

needed and the importance of Gamma Community College growing its own leaders. 

In addition to the co-chairs representing the QEP leadership, five of the eight 

participants included Gamma Community College’s senior administration when they 

referenced the QEP leadership.  The five participants’ viewpoints were positive and 

affirming.  Student Services Professional #1 stated, “The President and administration 

were behind the process visibly and promoting it and pushing it, so I would say that 

probably laid a really good, strong foundation for us achieving what we have.”  In 

addition to having a positive opinion about the QEP co-chairs and team, Faculty #1 said, 

“The President’s Cabinet also carries forth that same attitude of caring about excellence 

and moving the college forward.”  Faculty #3 proclaimed, “As far as the administration 

goes, we have had the complete support of the president and our academic dean.  I think 

they both take a lot of pride in what we’ve tried to accomplish.” 

Even though the senior administration demonstrated great pride in the QEP and 

promoted it, two participants acknowledged the administration’s willingness to allow the 
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QEP co-chairs and QEP Team lead the process.  Administrator #2 declared, “Our 

president was not micro-managing the process.  She allowed us to develop it, own it, and 

implement it, so it was ours, and I think that is important.”  Administrator #1 described a 

senior administrator’s role as “guidance and support, but not [to] make those decisions as 

to what we would do and how we would make it happen.” 

Improvement.  All eight participants made comments about the QEP process 

resulting in some form of improvement or betterment, either for the students, self-

improvement, or institutional improvement.  However, the key stakeholders’ perceptions 

were so intertwined with other research study findings that the concept of improvement 

did not emerge as a dominate theme, but as a subplot or supporting character to Gamma 

Community College’s ability to enhance student learning and its ability to become a 

learning-centered institution. 

Two participants discussed students, but one discussed how there was an 

improvement on the course-level and the other discussed improvement for GCC 

graduates.  Administrator #3 said, “I was seeing some improvement in the willingness of 

the students to converse with me.”  These students were meeting with Administrator #3 

after class was over and during the scheduled office hours.  Fast forward the course-level 

experience to graduation and Administrator #4 believed, “Our students are getting a 

better education for their money now.” 

Three participants referenced how the QEP process influenced themselves or 

other college constituents.  Faculty #1 stated, “I felt, ‘Aha! Finally!’ I know how to help 

the students get there.  It’s something I’ve been working for my entire professional 

career.  The QEP process helped me get there.”  Faculty #3 declared, “I’ve seen it as a 
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real growth experience for me.  Just learning about critical thinking in general has been 

really helpful in my teaching.  I learned a lot about assessment in general, which has been 

really helpful.” Faculty #2 reflected on the QEP’s influence on QEP team members and 

other college constituents: “[We] continually try to raise the bar, not only for ourselves, 

but for other folks to keep working past that status quo.  I think it just raised the quality of 

it all.” 

Additionally, three key stakeholders indicated that the QEP process improved the 

institution and its expectations.  Student Services Professional #1 said, “We have people 

that want to improve things but it might’ve been random; it might’ve been a small way, 

but I think the QEP is what’s really driven the whole ship forward.”  Administrator #2 

stated, “We’ve raised the bar.  We have higher expectations now than we used to have.”  

Administrator #1 proclaimed, “Our College is better for it.” 

Measurement.  The Commission designed the QEP to emphasize assessment, so 

for that reason alone the TQM principle of measurement, interchangeable with the word 

assessment, could be considered an innate theme within the QEP process.  The eight 

participants appeared to embrace the concept of assessing student learning, but expressed 

frustration in the approach to assessment or disappointment in Gamma Community 

College’s inability to demonstrate higher attainment of student learning or student 

perception of learning during the assessment process. 

Two faculty members expressed some frustration.  Faculty #1 said, “It’s so 

difficult to assess that was the frustrating part of the QEP, trying to put a number on it to 

measure it.”  Faculty #2 declared: 
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I don’t know if we can show number-wise the improvement in students’ critical 

thinking like we had hoped, and I think that’s the hard piece with anything that 

you try and want to implement and show an assessment of that.  It’s very difficult, 

and I think that’s the thing that’s been the hardest. 

In terms of the disappointment in student attainment, a few examples were 

provided from three of the participants.  Faculty #3 stated, “We would have liked to see 

scores on the California Critical Thinking Skills Test end up being a little bit higher than 

they have been.  Our students have shown gains in most areas but not a whole lot.”  

Administrator #3 said: 

One thing that you can see over time that even though the differences are small, 

they have been consistent across the board.  That’s one of the things that I see in 

that California Critical Thinking Skills Test.  We now see where all of those 

different components of the paddle are inching up very, very slowly. 

Administrator #1 expressed a hint of frustration and disappointment; “I had no idea it 

would take this long to move the needle.  It’s just you cannot expect to see anything 

happen in a year or two years.” 

Customers.  Sallis (2002) provided multiple classifications for TQM customers.  

Gamma Community College’s QEP process included the primary external customer, the 

student; the internal customer, the faculty; and the tertiary customer, the future employer.  

Based on the document reviews and participants’ perceptions, Gamma Community 

College’s QEP design was geared toward the faculty being the dominant customer and 

the student and employer were ancillary.  The researcher has not used ancillary 

disparagingly.  Based on the data, Gamma Community College concentrated its efforts on 
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faculty with the belief that focusing on faculty would be beneficial for students.  This 

concept reinforced Gamma Community College’s effort of becoming a learning-centered 

institution. 

The QEP Impact Report referenced the influence the QEP had on college faculty 

and the importance of it being a college-wide effort: 

Those who were less enthusiastic about the [QEP] because it challenged their 

traditional understanding of the teaching and learning process… now recognized 

that the administration and their colleagues are moving forward with the [QEP], 

and not to embrace it is to be left behind. 

Student Services Professional #1 discussed challenging faculty: “the whole goal is to 

challenge faculty and help them identify what the students are experiencing in the 

classroom as far as honing critical thinking skills.” 

 Two participants focused on faculty and teaching as the catalyst for student 

success and employment, which supported the idea of faculty being the dominant 

customer and the student and employer being ancillary customers.  Faculty #1 stated, “I 

think that the quality of [students’] instruction is going to benefit them greatly down the 

road whether they realize it or not.”  Administrator #2 said, “It’s all about handing that 

student a credential that tells a potential employer or somebody else that [students] can 

think and perform certain behaviors that we’ve taught them and that they’ve learned 

satisfactorily.” 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented five findings for Gamma Community College.  The first 

finding was that the QEP had a positive influence on student learning of critical thinking 
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skills, but key stakeholders acknowledged the gains in the test scores were not 

substantial.  The second finding suggested that the QEP influenced Gamma Community 

College by advancing its efforts to become a learning-centered environment.  The third 

finding revealed that the incorporation of active learning strategies as an essential goal 

for Gamma Community College’s quality enhancement plan.  The fourth finding 

indicated that Gamma Community College’s QEP achieved the goal to improve the 

critical thinking skills of students across the curriculum using active learning strategies.  

The fifth finding uncovered the TQM principles of training and development, teamwork, 

and leadership as primary themes in the QEP process.  Chapter 6 focuses on the findings 

from the cross-case synthesis, triangulated with data from the interview with the 

Commission’s president, Dr. Belle Wheelan. 
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VI. CASE STUDY FINDINGS: CROSS-CASE SYNTHESIS 

The QEP Process 

This findings section is based on Yin’s (2013) cross-case synthesis analytic 

technique.  According to Yin (2013), “a case study may have been designed to extend to 

a higher level—that is, beyond the cross-case synthesis.  In this situation, the main case 

study may be about a broader or larger case or unit of analysis” (p. 167).  This technique 

is appropriate because this qualitative study was designed to extend to a larger unit of 

analysis, the QEP process.  When a researcher applies the cross-case synthesis technique, 

“the findings and conclusions would then require separate data from the broader or larger 

unit of analysis that serves as the main case, in addition to the cross-case data from the 

multiple case studies” (Yin, 2013, p. 167).  The data used for this technique was the 

cross-case synthesis of Alpha Community College and Gamma Community College, the 

document reviews of the QEP proposals and QEP Impact Reports, the key stakeholders’ 

interviews, and Dr. Wheelan’s interview.  The data sources fed into the findings for the 

QEP process. 

Overview of Findings 

 There are seven findings that emerged from cross-case synthesis analytic 

technique and the other data sources.  The first finding supports the QEP having a slightly 

positive influence on student learning of critical thinking at both institutions.  The second 

finding confirms that the QEP influenced the institutional environment through methods 

that support the Commission’s mission to assure the educational quality and improve 
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effectiveness of its member institutions.  The third finding shows that Alpha Community 

College did not incorporate any additional goals or outcomes apart from critical thinking, 

but that Gamma Community College included active learning strategies and 

accompanying initiatives and outcomes.  The fourth finding addresses the extent to which 

the QEP goals were met and the challenges in confidently stating the goal was met versus 

partially met.  The fifth finding is that the TQM principle of teamwork was the only one 

to surface as a theme for both Alpha Community College and Gamma Community 

College.  The sixth finding is that the QEP process did not emphasize internally 

developed direct assessment measures, which affected Alpha Community College’s and 

Gamma Community College’s ability to provide evidence about student learning.  The 

seventh finding is that there are different understandings about the role accountability 

plays in the QEP process. 

Table 18 provides a summary of the research questions in relation to the cross-

case synthesis from the subunits of analysis, Alpha Community College and Gamma 

Community College.  Yin’s (2013) cross-case synthesis analytic technique can result in 

broader findings than the cross-case synthesis, which it did.  Therefore, the two broader 

findings are not included in the cross-case table, but they are discussed following a 

detailed discussion of the cross-case synthesis findings. 
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Table 18 

Research Questions and Findings Summary 

Research Questions! Alpha Community College Gamma Community College 

1. What are the perceptions of 
key stakeholders regarding 

the QEP’s influence on 
student learning of critical 

(CT) thinking skills?!

-CAT target met for 1 of 4 skill 
areas!

-2 of 5 extracted CAT questions 
improved!

-CCSSE target met for 2008, not 
met for 2011!

-6 of 8 participants perceived the 
QEP positively influenced 

student awareness or perception 
of students’ CT skills!

-CCTST target met for 5 of 6 
scale scores!

-CCSSE target met!

-GCC student survey, 98.1% 
of respondents encountered CT 

learning opportunities in 1+ 
classes!

- GCC student survey, 98.8% 
of respondents said instructors 

provided experiences that 
required critical thinking!

- GCC faculty survey, 95% of 
respondents indicated QEP 

helped improve student 
learning!

-6 of 8 participants perceived 
the QEP positively influenced 
student learning of CT skills!

2. What are the perceptions of 
key stakeholders regarding 
the QEP’s influence on the 
institutional environment?!

-Removed barriers!

-Created better quality teachers!

-Mixed view of institutional 
impact!

-Advanced efforts to become a 
learning-centered environment!

3. What are the QEP goals 
and intended student 

learning and/or operational 
outcomes, apart from 

critical thinking?!

-No QEP goals and outcomes 
apart from CT!

 

-Using active learning (AL) 
strategies was a QEP goal!

-Using AL strategies had 2 
accompanying initiatives and 2 

outcomes!

4. What are the perceptions of 
key stakeholders regarding 
the achievement of these 

goals and outcomes?!

-Goal 1 met!

-Goal 2 partially met!

-Goal 3 partially met!

-3 Goal initiatives met!

-2 Goal initiative partially met!

5. What principles, if any, of 
Total Quality Management 
(TQM) surface as themes 

in the QEP process?!

-Teamwork!

-Measurement!

-Improvement!

-Teamwork!

-Training and Development!

-Leadership!
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Influence on student learning.  The first finding supports the QEP having a 

positive influence on student learning of critical thinking at both institutions, but the 

degree to which and how this influence was positive varied at each institution.  This 

finding answers the research question: What are the perceptions of key stakeholders 

regarding the QEP’s influence on student learning of critical thinking skills? 

In terms of data from a direct measure of assessment, Alpha Community College 

could only point to improvement in one of the four skill areas on the CAT, which was 

effective communication and on two of the five extracted questions from the CAT.  The 

extracted CAT questions were the student’s ability: (1) to provide alternative 

explanations to spurious data, and (2) to identify and explain the best solution for a real-

world problem using relevant information.  Alpha Community College key stakeholders 

were either not completely aware of the CAT results or realized the results were not 

substantial, thus six of the eight participants discussed the positive influence the QEP had 

on student awareness and perception, but not the direct learning of critical thinking skills.  

To measure student perception, Alpha Community College used CCSSE as an indirect 

measure of students’ critical thinking skills.  Alpha Community College met its CCSSE 

success target for 2008, but did not meet the 2011 target. 

Gamma Community College provided more evidence to support the positive 

influence the QEP had on student learning of critical thinking.  The evidence was based 

on both direct and indirect measures.  The direct measure was the CCTST in which 

Gamma Community College met the target for five of the six scale areas.  The deficient 

scale area was analysis.  Furthermore, six of the eight key stakeholders perceived that the 

QEP had a positive influence on students’ ability to think critically.  Gamma Community 



 141 

College also incorporated an external indirect measure, the CCSSE, and two internally 

developed surveys, one for students and another for faculty.  The CCSSE target was met.  

The internal surveys did not have targets, but the results confirmed that faculty and 

student respondents perceived critical thinking was being taught and learned in the 

classroom.  Dr. Wheelan reinforced the responsibility an institution has for student 

learning.  She stated, “You can teach them, but if they haven’t learned, then you haven’t 

taught very well.  There is a responsibility, I think, that faculty and support staff have to 

help students navigate the academic environment.”  The QEP process at Alpha 

Community College and Gamma Community College did show signs of moving the 

needle on the student learning of critical thinking skills. 

Influence on institution.  The second finding confirms that the QEP influenced 

the institutional environment through methods that support the Commission’s mission to 

assure the educational quality and improve effectiveness of its member institutions.  This 

finding answers the research question: What are the perceptions of key stakeholders 

regarding the QEP’s influence on the institutional environment?  Fostering a culture of 

community and teaching and learning exemplify educational quality and effectiveness.  

According to Suskie (2014), “a quality college has a culture of community characterized 

by communication, collaboration, and collegiality” (p. 27).  Based on data from Alpha 

Community College and Gamma Community College, the QEP process promoted 

characteristics of a quality college. 

Most obviously, the QEP process was effective in fostering collaboration and 

collegiality at both institutions; however, communication was more evident in Alpha 

Community College’s data.  Dr. Wheelan said, “The QEP is designed for everyone in the 
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institution to get together and talk about how we’re doing to do this.”  Alpha Community 

College indicated that a “bidirectional feedback loop of dialogue about assessment, 

professional development, mini-grants, and institutional innovations” was created.  Six of 

the eight participants discussed the feedback loop, and seven of the eight participants 

discussed the spirit of collaboration among individuals, departments, and divisions.  Not 

only did collaboration improve, but communication between student services and 

academic affairs and faculty across disciplines improved as well, as a result of the 

bidirectional feedback loop.  As Dr. Wheelan stated, “Everybody in the institution 

contributes to student’s learning.”  At Gamma Community College, four of the eight 

participants discussed specific examples of collaboration related to classroom instruction 

and beyond the classroom.  Based on Gamma Community College’s data, while being 

interviewed, seven of the eight participants referenced collaboration, cooperation, or 

collegiality. 

Moreover, the QEP process influenced teaching and learning at both institutions.  

Dr. Wheelan asserted, “I think [the QEP] has improved the quality of what goes on in 

institutions because it forces faculty to identify the expectations and to share those 

expectations with students.”  At Alpha Community College, five of the eight participants 

perceived that as a result of the QEP faculty became better quality teachers.  At Gamma 

Community College, all eight participants discussed how the QEP process advanced 

efforts that exemplify the learning-centered environment as described by Barr and Tagg 

(1995) and Huba and Freed (2000).  The attributes of a learning-centered environment 

demonstrated by Gamma Community College included a professional development 

program, the NFTLC, PBL, and an emphasis on active learning.  The data uncovered 
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evidence of Gamma Community College integrating specific learner-centered teaching 

principles (Huba & Freed, 2000); these were: actively involving students, intertwining 

teaching and assessment, and faculty and students learning together.  As Wyner (2014) 

stated, “The nation’s best institutions work hard to improve teaching and learning, by 

engaging educators in the process of measuring how much students learn and devising 

ways to improve teaching accordingly” (pp. 67–68). 

QEP goals.  The third finding shows that Alpha Community College did not 

incorporate any goals or outcomes that did not directly involve critical thinking; whereas, 

Gamma Community College included active learning strategies as a component of its 

QEP goal with accompanying initiatives and outcomes.  This finding answers the 

research question: What are the QEP goals and intended student learning outcomes 

and/or operational outcomes, apart from critical thinking?  The researcher asked this 

question because the Commission provides the flexibility for an institution to make 

changes to its QEP within the five-year implementation timeframe; therefore, an 

institution could modify, delete, or add goals and outcomes.  If a change had occurred, 

the researcher would not have known until reviewing the QEP Impact Report and 

interviewing the key stakeholders. 

Goal achievement.  The fourth finding addresses the extent to which the QEP 

goals were met and the challenges in confidently stating the goal was met versus partially 

met.  This finding answers the research question: What are the perceptions of key 

stakeholders regarding the achievement of these goals and outcomes?  Even though the 

general concept behind each institution’s QEP was to enhance students’ critical thinking 

skills, each institution approached it differently because the goals were different.  Alpha 
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Community College established three goals: (1) foster awareness and understanding of 

critical thinking among College employees, both full-time and part-time, in all 

disciplines; (2) enhance critical thinking skills in all ACC degree, certificate and 

workforce development programs; and (3) encourage critical thinking practice outside of 

the classroom.  Gamma Community College had one QEP goal: to improve critical 

thinking skills of students across the curriculum using active learning strategies. 

Synthesizing the achievement of these goals was challenging because not only 

were the goals different, but goal attainment was defined differently, and the approach to 

achieving the goals differed.  However, this was expected for the QEP process because 

the QEP proposal is based upon each institution’s circumstances.  Dr. Wheelan provided 

insight about establishing and executing QEP goals: “We’re just saying for a change, be 

deliberate in what you’re doing because you want to see the specific end result.” 

Alpha Community College established objectives for each goal, and each 

objective had unique measures and outcomes/targets.  Therefore, if the outcomes/targets 

for all objectives under each goal were not met, then the goal could not be reported as 

met.  Alpha Community College goals #2 and #3 had some objectives that were met and 

some objectives that were not met; therefore, these two goals were classified as partially 

met.  The outcomes/targets identified by Alpha Community College for goal #1 were 

met. 

As previously stated, there were differences in how the institutions defined and 

approached attainment of the QEP goals.  Gamma Community College established five 

initiatives to achieve its one goal; four of the initiatives had one measureable outcome 

and the other had four measureable outcomes.  These initiatives were: (1) identify core 
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critical thinking skills in each discipline and across disciplines to help students integrate 

their learning; (2) increase the use of active learning best practices that nurture critical 

thinking and content acquisition in each discipline; (3) establish a professional 

development program that promotes the use of a critical thinking and active learning 

pedagogy across the curriculum; (4) provide library resources that support 

implementation of the QEP project; and (5) implement a comprehensive assessment plan 

that supports continuous improvement of the QEP project.  Gamma Community College 

was similar to Alpha Community College in that establishing multiple outcomes could 

result in some outcomes being met, partially met, or not met.  As a result, Gamma 

Community College met outcomes for initiatives #1, #2, and #4, but partially met 

outcomes for initiatives #3 and #5. 

Gamma Community College’s and Alpha Community College’s experiences with 

developing goals and outcomes then implementing and assessing them supported the 

QEP’s intended purpose.  While developing the concept of the QEP, the Commission saw 

it as an opportunity to assist institutions with what, according to Dr. Belle Wheelan, was 

perceived as a widespread problem.  Dr. Wheelan proclaimed: 

We were the first, the Commission, as a matter of fact to require institutions to 

somehow identify expectations of students in each program, assess whether they 

were meeting those expectations, but our institutions struggled with that.  The 

thinking was let’s find a way to operationalize this that makes sense and gives the 

institution a roadmap on how to go forward with this. 

This requirement has led to some challenges as well.  Dr. Wheelan said:  
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The biggest challenge is that for those QEPs that didn’t turn out the way 

institutions wanted them to turn out, they don’t know how to tell us that.  We have 

to keep telling them, ‘It’s okay.’  It’s like when you do a study and you fail to 

prove your hypothesis.  ‘It’s okay, at least we know what didn’t work.’  That’s 

been the biggest challenge.  They’ve been embarrassed to say, ‘Well, we 

didn’t…’  That’s okay.  It’s a learning experience for you too. 

The Commission’s insight could have proven valuable for Alpha Community 

College and Gamma Community College because there were instances in which evidence 

intended to support goals, initiatives, or outcomes outlined in the QEP proposal was not 

provided in the QEP Impact Report.  The examples from Alpha Community College were 

the faculty-developed assessment tasks, the Graduate Student Survey, and the CCSSE’s 

mental activities component of the academic challenge cluster.  For the faculty-developed 

assessment tasks, the QEP Impact Report provided an example from one program; 

whereas, Alpha Community College’s website indicated it offers 75 associate and 

certificate programs, so a larger sample of programs would have been appropriate. 

Alpha Community College’s QEP proposal indicated that the 2008–2009 

Graduate Student Survey would serve as the baseline and these results would be 

compared to the 2011–2012 Graduate Student Survey with 5% as the targeted increase.  

The QEP Impact Report did not provide 2008–2009 baseline results, nor did it provide 

the 2011–2012 results; instead, the results referenced were from 2010–2011.  The QEP 

proposal provided Alpha Community College’s 2005 data from the CCSSE’s mental 

activities component; however, the QEP Impact Report did not provide the scores for 

each of the mental activity components from the 2008 and 2011 CCSSE administrations, 
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so a comparison could not be made for each of the mental activities that aligned with 

three of the six QEP critical thinking learning outcomes identified by Alpha Community 

College. 

There were two instances from Gamma Community College in which evidence 

outlined in the QEP proposal was not provided in the QEP Impact Report.  Both 

examples were from the CCSSE.  The QEP proposal indicated the CCSSE would be 

administered every other year, starting in 2005.  However, the QEP Impact Report did 

not report data from 2009.  The CCSSE data from 2005, 2007, and 2011 were provided.  

Also, instead of providing the CCSSE mental activities mean results for all Gamma 

Community College student respondents, Gamma Community College only provided the 

results for full-time students even though CCSSE provides a report for all students.  

Moreover according to the Carnegie Foundation, Gamma Community College’s 

undergraduate profile is higher part-time than full-time students, so including the part-

time students would have been appropriate. 

TQM principles.  The fifth finding is that the TQM principle of teamwork was 

the only one to surface as a theme in the QEP process for both institutions; whereas, 

improvement and measurement were additional themes for Alpha Community College 

and leadership and training and development for Gamma Community College.  This 

finding answers the research question: What principles, if any, of TQM surface as themes 

in the QEP process?  When considering the use of TQM, Deming (1986) argued that all 

14 principles of continuous improvement should be applied; however, several scholars 

argued an institution could select only relevant components of Deming’s principles to 

guide the quality process (Bosner, 1992; Marchese, 1991; Sallis, 2002). 
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Based on the researcher’s expertise and knowledge of the QEP process, six of the 

14 principles were identified a priori for this research study.  These principles are: (1) 

customer, (2) training and development, (3) teamwork, (4) measurement, (5) 

improvement, and (6) leadership (Bosner, 1992; Deming, 1986; Marchese, 1991; Sallis, 

2002).  The researcher confirmed that all six principles were present in the data at both 

Alpha Community College and Gamma Community College, but the six principles were 

not classified as themes.  This research study defined theme as a recurring and dominant 

idea that helped understand the phenomena of interest, the QEP process.  The three 

thematic TQM principles for Alpha Community College were teamwork, measurement, 

and improvement; whereas, Gamma Community College’s three TQM principles were 

teamwork, training and development, and leadership.  The following section focuses on 

teamwork since it was the common TQM principle for both institutions. 

 Teamwork.  Comprehensive Standard 3.3.2 of the Principles of Accreditation 

(2012a) states that an institution’s QEP should include broad-based involvement of 

institutional constituencies in the development and proposed implementation of the QEP.  

Both institutions accomplished what the Commission requested.  Seven of the eight key 

stakeholders at Alpha Community College discussed the spirit of collaboration among 

individuals, departments, and divisions.  Alpha Community College’s QEP Impact 

Report indicated that collaboration created instructional innovation.  Gamma Community 

College also had seven of the eight key stakeholders discuss teamwork through 

collaboration, but the teamwork was primarily through formal structures, such as the QEP 

Team and the NFTLC. 
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 Dr. Wheelan discussed the influence the QEP process had on the TQM principle 

of teamwork, she proclaimed: 

It has forced faculty to talk to each other across disciplines.  Oh my, there is a 

novel concept.  Break down silos.  The QEP is designed for everybody in the 

institution to get together and talk about how we’re going to do this. 

Dr. Wheelan described the QEP as revolutionary partly because of the collaborative 

efforts at institutions.  Dr. Wheelan stated, “Regarding the QEP, it really has been 

revolutionary because first of all, it’s gotten institutions as a whole to actually talk about 

something productively.  It has gotten rid of silos.” 

Internal direct measures.  The sixth finding is that the QEP process did not 

emphasize internally developed direct assessment measures.  This finding answers the 

research question: What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s 

influence on student learning of critical thinking skills?  Both internal and external direct 

assessment measures are important and serve a purpose in a QEP assessment plan.  As 

Suskie (2014) stated, “quality colleges use external as well as internal evidence to inform 

discussions” (p. 109).  Alpha Community College and Gamma Community College 

focused on one external direct measure to assess students’ critical thinking skills and 

never appeared to incorporate the internal direct measure each institution discussed in its 

QEP proposal into the college-wide conversation about using the results to make 

improvements.  Alpha Community College had the course-level, faculty-developed 

assessment tasks it originally had as part of the QEP then changed the process to faculty-

developed assessment tasks at the program-level, but only had one example in the QEP 

Impact Report.  This change occurred because of challenges in developing a systematic 
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process to interpret and incorporate the results from the course-level faculty-developed 

assessment tasks into the QEP process. 

In the QEP proposal, Gamma Community College listed individual class research 

and assessment as one of its assessment instruments, but the class research and 

assessment was not incorporated into initiative #5, which was to implement a 

comprehensive assessment plan.  Gamma Community College also developed and 

administered a student and faculty survey that was not incorporated into initiative #5.  All 

the assessment methods listed as part of initiative #5 were external, standardized 

instruments: CCTST, a direct measure, and CCSSE, an indirect measure.  Gamma 

Community College’s concept of the classroom research project would have assisted the 

institution in making more informed decisions about how to make improvements to 

student learning of critical thinking skills.  Gamma Community College’s QEP Proposal 

(date blinded) stated: 

As we become more and more involved in systematically examining our own 

classroom practices, we will ask questions about our teaching and begin to 

explore the research that for too long has flown under the radar.  The most 

valuable outcome of the QEP project could very well be the meaningful 

interaction that begins to take place between colleagues about teaching and 

learning. (p. 43) 

According to Seybert (2002), assessment methods, such as faculty-developed 

assessment tasks and class research and assessment, “have the advantage of being much 

more diagnostic and prescriptive in assisting faculty as they attempt to improve 

curriculum and pedagogy to enhance student learning” (p. 57).  Maki (2010) reinforced 
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Seybert’s assertion, “the results of internally designed assessment methods provide us 

with the richest information about the efficacy of our own educational practices” (p. 166). 

As Beno (2004) stated, “Community colleges face the challenge of gathering 

information that can foster appropriate discussion and improvement of institutional 

quality among their internal constituencies” (p. 71).  Assessment instruments such as the 

CAT and CCTST are not directly connected to course content or interactions with student 

services professionals, so it is challenging to take those results and ask college 

constituents to use them to make pedagogical and service-related improvements.  For 

example, Gamma Community College had challenges with improving the CCTST 

analysis scale score, and Alpha Community College did not meet its self-determined 

targets for three of the four CAT skill areas, but these external assessment instruments do 

not provide specific insight into the areas that needed to be addressed. 

Administrator #2 from Gamma Community College provided confirmation about 

the challenges of external assessment instruments: “We do the hardcore quantitative 

California Critical Thinking Skills Test that’s been validated.  That hardcore, larger stuff 

is a little bit harder to manipulate when you’re trying to bring about change.”  Whereas if 

a faculty-developed assessment is used within a class, faculty know exactly what was 

taught in the classroom and can use the results of that internal assessment to improve 

what happens in future class sessions, and this information can serve as a springboard to 

college-wide conversations about the results.  According to Dr. Belle Wheelan: 

The quality enhancement plan is our way of getting faculty to identify what are 

the expected outcomes of this program?  What do you expect the student to be 

able to do when they leave this program?  How do you know if they can do it?  If 
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you find they can’t, what changes are you making so that the next group coming 

through will be able to do it?  That’s how I see the QEP working. 

Dr. Wheelan’s description of how the QEP works reinforced the importance of being able 

to use QEP assessment results to focus on changes. 

Role of accountability.  The seventh finding is that there are different 

understandings about the role accountability plays in the QEP process.  When the key 

stakeholders at each institution were asked to respond, fact or fiction, to the statement: 

“SACSCOC requiring the QEP is a form of accountability,” the majority responded, 

“fact.”  Six of the eight participants at Alpha Community College responded “fact,” and 

at Gamma Community College, five of the eight participants responded, “fact.”  The 

diverse understanding could be contributed to the multiple messages being received. 

The participants who responded to the statement as fact seemed positive or neutral 

in their responses, so accountability was not perceived negatively.  Faculty #1 from ACC 

said: 

An institution of higher education is supposed to be constantly advancing its goal 

of improving the quality of education.  The QEP gives you an opportunity as an 

institution to decide in what area could the institution improve.  We can’t be 

standing still in today’s world….Never has continuous improvement been more 

important than now because the world is changing so rapidly. 

Alpha Community College Faculty #5 stated, “I do think there was a measure of 

accountability.  We had to do something, do it well, and report it back to SACS[COC].  

For me, that’s accountability.” 
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At Gamma Community College, Faculty #2 said, “They want to see that you’re 

doing what you say you’re doing.  They want you to show proof of the things that you’ve 

laid out and that you’re implementing and assessing.”  GCC Administrator #1 stated, 

“Probably fact.  We are held accountable for the QEP just as we are the rest of the 

[SACSCOC] requirements.”  When asked the same question, Dr. Wheelan referenced 

how some institutions may be misinterpreting accountability in the context of the QEP.  

She responded:  

I think some institutions are using it that way.  That was certainly not our intent.  

We didn’t intend for any faculty member to lose their job because their students 

weren’t performing, but there are institutions that use it that way.  I’m not sure 

that’s all bad.  I don’t want anybody to lose a job, but certainly to raise the 

awareness of faculty members that their students aren’t learning and to take a look 

and see why not….Is it something that the instructor is not doing that they could 

do better? 

None of the 11 participants who responded “fact” referenced faculty members 

losing their jobs, so the misconceptions could be related to how individuals define and 

apply accountability.  When asked to define accountability, Dr. Wheelan’s definition was 

consistent with how the 11 participants explained their responses; she stated, 

“Accountability means that you have some goals and you meet those goals, and if you 

don’t meet those goals, you can explain why you didn’t and what you’re going to do to 

try to get back there.” 

 The participants who responded “fiction” to the statement were not too far off 

from how Dr. Wheelan defined accountability and how the “fact” respondents explained 
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their answers.  An example from Alpha Community College was Administrator #2 who 

said, “The QEP is less about accountability and more about the creative outlet and 

opportunity to really do something to show quality.  I would hesitate to put accountability 

on that because that might just squash it.”  Another example from Gamma Community 

College was Faculty #3 who stated, “To me, accountability has a negative connotation.  I 

think of it more in the context of public schools so that if people don’t meet 

accountability standards, they could lose their jobs.”  Both of these participants 

responded, fiction, based on the negative meaning accountability can have. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the findings based on the cross-case synthesis of Alpha 

Community College and Gamma Community College, the document reviews of the QEP 

proposals and QEP Impact Reports, the key stakeholders’ interviews, and Dr. Wheelan’s 

interview.  The data sources fed into the findings for the QEP process.  There were seven 

findings for the QEP process. 

The first finding supported the QEP having a slightly positive influence on 

student learning of critical thinking at both institutions.  The second finding confirmed 

that the QEP influenced the institutional environment through methods that support the 

Commission’s mission to assure the educational quality and improve effectiveness of its 

member institutions.  The third finding revealed that Alpha Community College did not 

incorporate any additional goals or outcomes apart from critical thinking, but that 

Gamma Community College included active learning strategies and accompanying 

initiatives and outcomes.  The fourth finding addressed the extent to which QEP goals 

were met and the challenges in confidently stating the goal was met versus partially met.  
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The fifth finding was that the TQM principle of teamwork was the only one to surface as 

a theme for both Alpha Community College and Gamma Community College.  The sixth 

finding was that the QEP process did not emphasize internally developed direct 

assessment measures, which affected Alpha Community College’s and Gamma 

Community College’s ability to provide evidence about student learning.  The seventh 

finding was that there were different understandings about the role accountability plays in 

the QEP process.  Chapter 7 presents final conclusions and recommendations. 
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VII. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter reiterates the research questions, reviews the study’s methodology, 

summarizes the findings, and provides discussion.  The researcher follows with 

conclusions and recommendations for the Commission and its member institutions and 

other regionally accredited institutions, along with recommendations for future research. 

Research Questions 

The guiding research question for this study was: Based on the perception of key 

stakeholders, how did the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on 

Colleges (the Commission) requiring the QEP as a component of accreditation influence 

student learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment supporting student 

learning?  The questions investigated to answer the guiding question were: 

1. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on 

student learning of critical thinking skills? 

2. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the QEP’s influence on 

the institutional environment? 

3. What are the QEP goals and intended student learning and/or operational 

outcomes, apart from critical thinking? 

4. What are the perceptions of key stakeholders regarding the achievement of these 

goals and outcomes? 

5. What principles, if any, of Total Quality Management (TQM) surface as themes 

in the QEP process?
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Methodology Review 

As discussed in Chapter 3, the qualitative research study used Yin’s (2013) 

single-case embedded (multiple units of analysis) design to explore the QEP process 

(larger unit of analysis) and its influence on student learning of critical thinking and the 

institutional environment.  Through a multi-leveled sampling plan, the two subunits of 

analysis were selected: Alpha Community College and Gamma Community College.  

The study covered the QEP process through the submission of the QEP proposal and the 

QEP Impact Report, which encompassed a six- to seven-year period of time. 

As a qualitative case study, the data collection consisted of the document review 

and analysis of two QEP proposals and two QEP Impact Reports, as well as 17 semi-

structured interviews.  The researcher reviewed and analyzed the documents for each site 

prior to conducting the semi-structured interviews.  At Alpha Community College, the 

researcher conducted telephone interviews of eight participants on four days during 

August and September of 2014 for a total of 10 hours and 31 minutes.  At Gamma 

Community College, the researcher conducted telephone interviews of eight participants 

on seven days during September and October of 2014 for a total of 9 hours and 40 

minutes.  After conducting interviews at Alpha Community College and Gamma 

Community College, the researcher conducted a face-to-face interview on October 31, 

2014 with the President of the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 

Commission on Colleges, Dr. Belle Wheelan.  The duration of the interview was 37 

minutes. 
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Summary of Findings 

The following list is a summary of the findings for this case study that explored 

the perceptions of key stakeholders at two public community colleges about the QEP 

process and its influence on student learning of critical thinking and the institutional 

environment: 

1. The QEP process had a slightly positive influence on student learning of critical 

thinking. 

2. The QEP process required an institutional environment to focus on educational 

quality and effectiveness, which resulted in constructive changes. 

3. The QEP process allowed the flexibility to have multiple goals to improve one 

skill or add another goal to help achieve the primary skill identified. 

4. The QEP process did not result in full achievement of all initiatives, outcomes, or 

targets that support the QEP goal(s).  If a goal was identified as partially met it 

denoted a level of achievement. 

5. The TQM principle of teamwork was a dominant theme within the QEP process.  

The TQM principles of improvement and measurement surfaced as themes in the 

QEP process at one subunit of analysis; whereas, leadership and training and 

development surfaced as themes in the QEP process for the second subunit of 

analysis.  Teamwork was the only common TQM principle among both subunits 

of analysis. 

6. The exclusion of an internally designed direct measure in the QEP process made 

it more challenging to demonstrate enhanced student learning of critical thinking 

and use results for improvement. 
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7. There were misconceptions about the role of accountability in the QEP process. 

Conclusions 

 Cruise (2007) indicated a longitudinal study “that identifies the factors that 

influenced the QEP process, the implementation of the plan, and the outcomes of the 

plan” (p. 214) would be useful.  Even though this study was not longitudinal, it has 

contributed to the knowledge of the QEP process throughout its implementation and 

submission of the QEP Impact Report.  This contribution is evident in the findings for the 

research questions.  The findings for research questions 1 through 4 are relative, so the 

researcher discusses them simultaneously, followed by a discussion of research question 

5: What principles, if any, of TQM surface as themes in the QEP process? warrants 

additional discussion. 

Student learning and environment.  The study findings support that even 

though the gains may have been minor, the student learning of critical thinking did 

improve.  The researcher believes the QEP process could have been more influential on 

the student learning of critical thinking if more emphasis was placed on assessing student 

learning through a direct measure developed by the colleges’ faculty and student services 

professionals, if applicable.  Student learning assessment experts support the use of 

multiple measures, including internally designed direct measures (Banta, 2002; Maki, 

2010; Seybert, 2002; Suskie, 2009). 

An institution’s ability to provide evidence of student learning is paramount in the 

current educational environment.  This evidence is part of the response to the calls for 

accountability.  As Suskie stated (2009), “retention, graduation, and placement rates and 

the like are also important outcomes, but they don’t tell us exactly what students have and 
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haven’t learned” (p. 22).  The literature review discussed the heightened emphasis on 

college completion rates and how this connects to accountability, accreditation, and 

assessment of student learning.  As previously discussed, during President Obama’s first 

State of the Union address, he proclaimed that by 2020, America would have the highest 

proportion of college graduates in the world.  This statement was not ignored; 

organizations such as the American Association of Community Colleges and the League 

of Innovation for Community Colleges endorsed this challenge.  The Lumina Foundation 

had already established a similar goal which it calls Goal 2025.  According to the Lumina 

Foundation (2014), “by the year 2025, we want 60 percent of Americans to hold a high-

quality college degree, certificate or other credential” (p. 1). 

In order to achieve the college completion goals outlined by President Obama and 

the Lumina Foundation, the effective assessment of student learning must occur because 

it provides evidence of “the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and habits of mind that students 

need to persist, graduate, transfer, obtain jobs, and otherwise succeed in their life 

pursuits” (Suskie, 2009, p. 22).  If an institution has the ability to glean this evidence and 

learn from it in order to improve the quality of instruction and services then one could 

argue that a result of effective assessment would be increased college completion rates. 

Likewise, the researcher feels that more emphasis on an annual 

evaluation/reflection process for each QEP goal could have resulted in strategies to fully 

achieve the goal’s initiatives and outcomes versus partial achievement.  For example, 

Gamma Community College identified an outcome for initiative #5 that stated: “assess 

and modify plan at regular intervals to improve implementation strategies, learning 

interventions, and learning outcomes.”  This outcome could have been a primary reason 
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why Gamma Community College was able to meet its CCTST targets in five of the six 

scale scores.  However, Gamma Community College’s QEP Impact Report, nor the 

interviews with its key stakeholders provided data to irrefutably support the premise that 

its ability to meet the CCTST targets could be chiefly or even partly contributed to this 

outcome for initiative #5.  As Banta (2004) stated, “an unexamined assessment program 

can become stagnant; periodic peer review should be scheduled to refresh the process” (p. 

7).  This periodic review could occur annually in an effort to maximize the improvement 

of the quality enhancement plan on student learning and the institutional environment. 

When describing the QEP process, Dr. Wheelan alluded to making changes if 

students could not do what the institution expected them to do, so that the next group of 

students would be able to do what the institution expects.  In order to help the next group 

of students as Dr. Wheelan referenced, the QEP evaluation/reflection process must occur, 

and this was not evident in the study findings.  The lack of evidence could be because the 

Commission’s QEP Impact Report does not require its member institutions to discuss 

specific changes made in an effort to improve student learning assessment results. 

In the QEP Impact Report, which is a maximum of 10 pages, the institution is 

required to address the following: (1) a succinct list of the initial goals and intended 

outcomes of the QEP; (2) a discussion of significant changes made to the QEP and the 

reasons for making those changes; (3) a description of the QEP’s impact on student 

learning and/or the environment supporting student learning, as appropriate to the design 

of the QEP (the description should include the achievement of identified goals and 

outcomes, and any unanticipated outcomes of the QEP); and (4) a reflection on what the 

institution has learned as a result of the QEP experience (SACSCOC, 2013).  The 
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Commission’s itemized list does not ask for a description or discussion of how 

assessment results were used to make improvements (changes) during the five-year QEP 

implementation.  According to Suskie (2009), “Assessments are worthwhile only if the 

results are put to good use, and those uses can take place only after careful consideration 

and discussion” (p. 273).  Based on the case study findings, it was not clearly evident that 

the results were put to good use.  Therefore, a formal process to evaluate and reflect on 

the QEP goal(s) would be more useful. 

Dr. Wheelan discussed the Commission requiring the QEP as a roadmap to help 

institutions that were struggling with identifying and assessing student expectations, such 

as the Commission’s Comprehensive Standard 3.3.1.  Comprehensive Standard 3.3.1 

clearly states an institution should provide “evidence of improvement [of expected 

outcomes] based on the analysis of the results” (SACSCOC, 2012b, p. 27).  The QEP 

provided “a roadmap” as Dr. Wheelan called it, but the case study findings did not 

confirm that this roadmap led to a systemic process of using assessment results (analysis) 

to make improvements to the student learning of critical thinking and the institutional 

environment. 

Incorporating an internally developed direct measure and the Commission 

requiring institutions to incorporate information in the QEP Impact Report about how 

assessment results were used to make improvements would benefit the QEP process and 

support the Commission’s mission to assure the educational quality and improve 

effectiveness of its member institutions.  The literature review mentioned a study 

conducted by Kuh and Ikenberry (2009) that indicated that chief academic officers 

acknowledged that the primary reason their institutions assessed student learning was 
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because of regional accreditors.  If this is the case, the Commission could assist 

institutions by requiring a use of assessment results section in the QEP Impact Report. 

The QEP’s influence on the institutional environment was more overt than it was 

on student learning of critical thinking skills.  Based on the study findings, the researcher 

believes that the QEP process undeniably nurtured a culture of quality for the institutional 

environment, which resulted in constructive changes for the institutions.  In Suskie’s 

(2014) book, Five Dimensions of Quality: A Common Sense Guide to Accreditation and 

Accountability, she provided characteristics of a quality college.  Some of these 

characteristics, such as communication, collaboration, collegiality, were evident in the 

findings.  Fourteen of the 16 key stakeholders from both institutions discussed the 

influence the QEP process had on these characteristics of a quality college.  For the 

researcher, this case study has reinforced the importance of quality in higher education 

and how the definition of quality has become more inclusive of student learning 

assessment.  The quest for quality was evident in the case study findings. 

TQM principles.  The researcher’s premise was that even though the study’s site 

locations may not have intentionally applied Deming’s (1986) TQM principles while 

developing and implementing the QEP, an investigation of the process through key 

stakeholders’ perceptions and the document reviews may reveal the presence of TQM 

principles necessary for an effective QEP.  As previously stated, the TQM principles 

were not as significant in the QEP process as anticipated.  Each of the six principles: (1) 

customer, (2) training and development, (3) teamwork, (4) measurement, (5) 

improvement, and (6) leadership (Bosner, 1992; Deming, 1986; Marchese, 1991; Sallis, 
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2002) were present in the data, but the only common one among both institutions was 

teamwork. 

Ironically, measurement surfaced as a theme for one of the institutions, but it was 

not a theme that necessarily resulted in the QEP being “effective” as the researcher had 

anticipated.  It was a theme because the key stakeholders’ perceptions about assessment 

provided an in-depth understanding of the important, yet challenging, role assessment 

played within the QEP process. 

Even though the TQM principle of leadership did not surface as a theme for both 

institutions, the researcher believes it is important to mention the principle of leadership 

surfaced as a theme for Gamma Community College.  Even though the findings did not 

support a substantial improvement in student learning of critical thinking skills at Gamma 

Community College, the findings provided evidence that the level of success Gamma 

Community College had on each of its five QEP initiatives could be attributed to the 

leadership structure and its effectiveness.  There were multiple layers of leadership that 

demonstrated commitment to and engagement in the QEP process.  The leadership layers 

included the President and the administrative cabinet and the two QEP managers.  

Gamma Community College’s QEP process provided an effective balance between 

management and leadership as described by Kotter (1990, 1996). 

Based on the findings, the study’s conceptual framework figure (see Figure 1) has 

shifted in the mind of the researcher (see Figure 4).  The internal components of the 

framework have more prominence after the study than before whereas Total Quality 

Management (TQM) has less.  In lieu of TQM, the researcher determined institutional 

commitment, stakeholder buy-in, and effective planning could be significant factors in 
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the QEP’s ability to enhance student learning of critical thinking and the institutional 

environment.  The researcher also believes these components extend beyond the scope of 

the Commission’s quality enhancement plan.  Based on the current climate in higher 

education, the researcher thinks that any institution developing or working on an 

initiative that focuses on academic quality should ensure that the institution is truly 

committed, that it seeks and fosters stakeholder buy-in, and that it has the foresight to 

plan each phase of the initiative prior to execution.  Figure 4 serves as a visual depiction 

of the researcher’s model based on the study findings.  The researcher’s Quality 

Reassurance model encompasses quality assurance systems while applying practical 

concepts—institutional commitment, stakeholder buy-in, and effective planning—to 

eliminate the misgivings about the quality and value of higher education. 

 

 
 

 
Figure 4.  Rodriguez’s Quality Reassurance model. 

Even with the prominence of accountability, assessment, and accreditation, based 

on the findings, the researcher determined that assessment is at the core of the conceptual 
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framework versus the quality enhancement plan.  Just as accountability and accreditation 

are quality assurance systems, the quality enhancement plan can be considered one as 

well, along with any institutional academic quality initiative.  The commonality of these 

quality assurance systems and the center of continuous quality improvement is truly 

assessment.  This assessment starts at the assessment of student learning but extends to 

assessment of student support services as well.  If an institution of higher education is 

committed to assessment, fosters buy-in from college stakeholders, and develops an 

effective plan for this assessment, the researcher believes the institution is on the right 

path to quality improvement that meets the needs of accountability and accreditation. 

The researcher believes there is value in the findings about each of the TQM 

principles identified that could assist institutions in developing and implementing quality 

enhancement plans, but she cannot assert with complete confidence that the QEP process 

was effective as a result of these principles being connected to TQM theory. 

Final Conclusions 

 Based on the findings of this single-case embedded design study, the researcher 

has drawn three conclusions: 

1.  There is a heightened focus on the quality of higher education and the definition 

of quality has become more inclusive of student learning assessment.  As 

discussed in the literature review, Gaston (2014) expressed that assuring quality 

was the bedrock for accreditors.  This is inclusive of all higher education 

institutions accredited by one of the seven regional accreditors.  Higher education 

will need to work harder and smarter to meet the demands of its internal and 

external constituents. 
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2. The QEP process has the ability to enhance student learning of critical thinking 

and the institutional environment, but it requires a great deal of institutional 

commitment, stakeholder buy-in, and effective planning.  These three components 

are integral to the study’s revised conceptual framework model for executing an 

institutional academic quality initiative. 

3. QEP managers should have in-depth knowledge and understanding about student 

learning assessment.  If not, there should be someone at the institution who is 

designated to assist with the QEP evaluation and assessment plan.  This 

knowledge of assessment should be extended to college constituents by sharing 

QEP assessment results.  Communicating assessment results provides 

opportunities to use the results to make improvements. 

Recommendations 

 The following section provides recommendations for the Commission, its member 

institutions and other regionally accredited institutions, along with recommendations for 

future research.  When considering the implications of this study for the Commission and 

member institutions, the small size of the single-case embedded design study needs to be 

restated as a limitation.  The delimitations of the study need to be reiterated as well.  The 

delimitations were that the study focused on two public community colleges that 

primarily confer associate degrees and that the community colleges selected critical 

thinking as the QEP topic. 

The Commission and member institutions.  The following are three 

recommendations for the Commission: 
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1. Consider incorporating use of assessment results as a required section of the QEP 

Impact Report.  Institutions have gotten accustomed to the Commission using the 

phrase “closing-the-loop” with the reaffirmation of accreditation process, so 

requiring this section aligns with the QEP’s purpose. 

2. Consider increasing professional development and training opportunities for 

student learning assessment, designing a QEP assessment plan, and fostering 

teamwork beyond the face-to-face meetings and training designated for peer 

evaluators.  The workshops and sessions offered at the SACSCOC Annual 

Meeting and the annual Institute on Quality Enhancement and Accreditation 

should be continued, but online learning modules or online workshops would 

provide additional support for college constituents who are not peer evaluators or 

who do not serve in leadership positions connected to the quality enhancement 

plan or the reaffirmation of accreditation process. 

3. Consider reviewing the broad-based involvement requirement of the QEP to 

determine if institutions are engaging a significant number of faculty and student 

services professionals.  The premise behind this implication is that the QEP is 

revolutionary as described by the Commission’s president, but too often this 

revolution only impacts a small segment of the institution once QEP 

implementation begins.  If engagement needs to be increased, the Commission 

can work with institutions to develop strategies.  The development of these 

strategies also reinforces the necessity of training related to teamwork. 

The following are four recommendations for institutions accredited by the Commission: 
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1. Be diligent about selecting the QEP topic to ensure it aligns with the institution’s 

strategic plan and it is based on existing data.  The topic selection is extremely 

important because implementing the QEP requires human and fiscal resources, 

which are usually connected to the institution’s strategic plan. 

2. Provide appropriate training and support about student learning assessment and 

how it directly connects to teaching and learning. 

3. Attempt to connect the QEP to existing college initiatives as an effort to maintain 

momentum and to engage a diverse group of college constituents. 

4. Consider establishing a goal, objective, initiative, or outcome that includes the 

student services division.  In the study, the researcher used the term student 

services for consistency purposes; however, from the researcher’s vantage point, 

student services can also denote student affairs.  Therefore, the student services 

division may include but is not limited to admissions, advisement, career services, 

counseling, residential housing, student life, testing, and tutoring. 

The following is one recommendation for institutions accredited by other regional 

accreditors: 

1. It is important for institutions to develop a systematic approach for assessing 

student learning and using the results to make improvements.  Conversations 

about accountability and college completion continue, so institutions need to be 

proactive, not reactive.  Applying the researcher’s model of institutional 

commitment, stakeholder buy-in and effective planning could be beneficial in the 

development of this systematic process. 
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Future research.  The following are three recommendations for research on the 

QEP process: 

1. Follow up studies could be performed that include interviewing and/or surveying 

larger community colleges than the two in this study; SACSCOC Track A 

institutions which offer undergraduate programs only; or SACSCOC Track B 

institutions which offer graduate programs.  Studies could be conducted that 

looked at the QEP process between different types of institutions.  Surveying 

students about their experience at the institution during the QEP implementation 

would provide some insight into the QEP’s influence on student learning and the 

institutional environment. 

2. Follow up studies are needed about the QEP’s influence specifically on the 

assessment of student learning at the institutional level, not just assessment within 

the QEP process.  If the origin of the QEP was based on helping institutions 

identify and assess student expectations and programs, studies to determine if the 

QEP has accomplished this purpose would be useful. 

3. For this case study, Total Quality Management (Deming, 1986) was used as a 

component of the conceptual framework for exploring the QEP’s influence on 

student learning of critical thinking skills and the institutional environment.  

Future research might apply Deming’s four-step quality improvement cycle to the 

QEP process. 

Chapter Summary 

This case study explored the QEP process and its influence on student learning of 

critical thinking and the institutional environment from the perspective of key 
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stakeholders.  Through Yin’s (2013) single-case embedded design, the study not only 

provided insight into the QEP process, but it included some outcomes for each of the site 

locations, Alpha Community College and Gamma Community College. 

Based on this exploration, the QEP process does have the ability to enhance 

student learning of critical thinking and the institutional environment.  As external 

pressures for accountability continue, the expectation will be for regional accreditors and 

higher education to be more transparent about the quality and value of education.  The 

Commission requiring its member institutions to develop and implement a quality 

enhancement plan is both an engaging and challenging approach to focus on educational 

quality and effectiveness. 
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Appendix A. Site Selection Ranking Rubric 

Criteria! 0 Points! 1 Point! 2 Points! 3 Points!

Student 
Learning 
Outcomes 

(weighted 3 
points)!

No student 
learning outcome 
statements listed 

(weighted 0 
points)!

Student learning 
outcome 

statements 
provided 

(weighted 3 
points)!

Student learning 
outcome statements 
contain a minimum 
of 2 higher-order 

thinking action verbs 
(weighted 6 points)!

Student learning 
outcome 

statements  
contain a 

minimum of 3 
higher-order 

thinking action 
verbs (weighted 9 

points)!

National 
Direct 

Measure 
(weighted 2 

points)!

No direct 
measure listed 

(weighted 0 
points)!

Direct measure 
provided, but not 

CCTST 
(weighted 2 

points)!

CCTST (weighted 4 
points)!

CCTST plus 
another direct 

measure (weighted 
6 points)!

National 
Indirect 
Measure 

(weighted 1 
point)!

No indirect 
measure listed 

(weighted 0 
points)!

Indirect measure 
provided, but not 

CCSSE 
(weighted 1 

point)!

CCSSE (weighted 2 
points)!

CCSSE plus 
another indirect 

measure (weighted 
3 points)!
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Appendix B. Site Location Recruitment Email 
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Appendix C. SACSCOC Recruitment Email 
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Appendix D. Participant Recruitment Email 
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Appendix E. Participant Consent Form 
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Appendix F. SACSCOC Representative Consent Form 
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Appendix G. Semi-structured Interview Protocol 1 

Interview Protocol:   QEP Manager, Faculty, Staff, and Administrators 

Working Title of Study:  An Examination of the Southern Association of Colleges 
and Schools Commission on Colleges’ Quality 
Enhancement Plan at Two Institutions Through the Lens of 
Quality Improvement 

 
Interviewer:   Barbara June Rodriguez 
Interviewee:  ____________________________________________________ 
Interviewee’s Position: __________________________________________________ 
Location:  ____________________________________________________ 
Date:   ____________________________________________________ 
Start time:  _______________________ End time: _________________ 
 
Introductions: Ask permission to record and read the following: 
 
I am Barbara June Rodriguez, a doctoral candidate in the Educational Leadership 
program at Florida Atlantic University. I am conducting a research study that explores 
the Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP) process and its influence on student learning of 
critical thinking and the institutional environment from the perspective of key 
stakeholders (faculty, staff, and administrators). The research will contribute to a greater 
understanding of the QEP process and its influence on student learning of critical 
thinking and the institutional environment.  
 
Today, you will be participating in an interview, which should take approximately 90 
minutes. Your participation is voluntary. If you do not want to participate, you may stop 
at any time, and you are under no obligation to answer individual questions. Your name 
will not appear anywhere in the final write up.  
 
I want to confirm I have permission to record? I appreciate your participation in my 
study. Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 

1. Demographic Questions: 
A. What is your position at the college? 
B. How long have you been in this position? 
C. Have you served in any other positions at the college? If so, what were 

they? 
D. How long have you been employed by the college? 

 
2. How did you first become involved with the QEP? 

a. Probe: About how long ago was that? 
b. Probe: What was the primary source of encouragement for you to become 

involved with the QEP? 
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3. Why do you think SACSCOC requires institutions to develop and implement a 
QEP? 
 

4. What does being accredited by one of the regional accreditors, specifically 
SACSCOC, mean to:  

A. Institution? 
B. Students? 
C. You? 

 
5. What five descriptive words would you use to describe the QEP process and 

implementation? 
A. Why do these words come to mind? 

 
6. I’d like for you to reflect back for a moment on what you believe was successful 

about the QEP: 
A. What was this success (successes)? 
B. Could you describe the success (each success)? 
C. Could you describe the influence the success had on: 

i. Students? 
ii. Faculty? 

iii. Staff? 
iv. Administrator? 
v. Institution? 

D. Would you say this successful experience was typical prior to the QEP 
implementation? 

E. If it was not typical, what do you think was special about the experience to 
consider it a success? 

F. Was there anything unsuccessful about the QEP or not as successful as 
anticipated? Please explain. 

 
7. [Questions related to QEP goals] Goals provided to interviewee  

A. When you read the goals, what comes to mind? 
B. What involvement did you have in the QEP to support the goals?  
C. Do you recall the types of activities (strategies) that were used to achieve 

the skills, knowledge, and/or behavior identified in the goals? If so, what 
were they? 
 

8. When we talk about goals and how those were achieved, assessing those goals 
comes to mind.  

A. How do you define assessment? 
B. How does it fit into what you do at the college? 
C. A phrase often used is “a culture of assessment”; would you describe the 

culture at your institution as a “culture of assessment”? Why or Why not? 
D. Has the QEP made an impact on the institutional culture? Explain? 

 
9. Do you think there is a connection between accreditation and assessment?  
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A. Probe: If not, explain? 
B. Probe: If so, how do you describe the connection?  
 

10. Beyond the successes previously mentioned, could you describe the change(s) 
that [insert i-v] experienced as a result of implementing the QEP? 

A. Probe: You mentioned change(s) for [insert i-v], could you describe 
change(s) 
i. For students? 
ii. For faculty? 
iii. For staff? 
iv. For administrators? 
v. For the institution? 

B. Why do you think this change(s) occurred? 
 

11. How would you describe the organizational structure for the QEP? (Researcher 
will incorporate information from the document reviews (QEP proposal and 
Impact Report) to solicit additional feedback.) 
 

12. How would you describe the leadership structure for the QEP? (Researcher will 
incorporate information from the document reviews (QEP proposal and Impact 
Report) to solicit additional feedback.) 

 
13. How would you describe the leadership skills of the person or people responsible 

for the QEP?  
Sub-question: How would you describe your leadership style as the QEP 
manager? 

A. What affect did the leadership have on QEP 
i. Development? 
ii. Buy-in? 
iii. Implementation? 
iv. Maintaining momentum? 
v. Achieving its goals? 

 
14. How do you define effectiveness? Based on your definition, how would you 

describe the overall effectiveness of the QEP? 
 

15. How do you define quality? Based on your definition, how would you describe 
the overall quality of the QEP? 
 

16. What is your response to the QEP being described as an opportunity to enhance 
the institution’s overall quality and effectiveness? 
 

17. If I were to say, SACSCOC requiring the QEP is a form of accountability, would 
you respond, Fact or Fiction?  

A. Probe: Why or Why not? 
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18. If you could go back and change anything about the QEP, what would it be and 
why? 

 
19. If you could give SACSCOC any feedback about the accreditation process in 

general, what would it be and why?  
 

20. If SACSCOC, the state or federal government were to ask the institution to prove 
that it provides a quality education to its students, what evidence would you 
recommend the institution use? 

A. Probe: Does this evidence currently exist? 
 
21. Is there any other information that you would like to share? 

 
22. Is there someone else who has/had direct and continuous involvement with the 

development and/or implementation of the QEP that you would recommend I 
interview? May I have their contact information?  
 

Thank you for your time and willingness to participate in my research study. If you like, I 
will provide a copy of the transcript for you to review and verify. If you would like to 
receive a copy of the transcript, what is the preferred email or mailing address?  If 
necessary, may I contact you again with follow up questions?   
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Appendix H. Semi-structured Interview Protocol 2 

Interview Protocol:   SACSCOC Representative 

Working Title of Study:  An Examination of the Southern Association of Colleges 
and Schools Commission on Colleges’ Quality 
Enhancement Plan at Two Institutions Through the Lens of 
Quality Improvement 

 
Interviewer:   Barbara June Rodriguez 
Interviewee:  ____________________________________________________ 
Interviewee’s Position: __________________________________________________ 
Location:  ____________________________________________________ 
Date:   ____________________________________________________ 
Start time:  _______________________ End time: _________________ 
 
Introductions: Ask permission to record and read the following: 
 
I am Barbara June Rodriguez, a doctoral candidate in the Educational Leadership 
program at Florida Atlantic University. I am conducting a research study that explores 
the Quality Enhancement Plan (QEP) process and its influence on student learning of 
critical thinking and the institutional environment from the perspective of key 
stakeholders (faculty, staff, and administrators). The research will contribute to a greater 
understanding of the QEP process and its influence on student learning of critical 
thinking and the institutional environment.  
 
Today, you will be participating in an interview, which should take approximately 60 
minutes. Your participation is voluntary. If you do not want to participate, you may stop 
at any time and you are under no obligation to answer individual questions.  
 
I want to confirm I have permission to record? I appreciate your participation in my 
study. Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 

1. Demographic Questions: 
A. What is your official title at SACSCOC? 
B. How long have you been in this position? 
C. Have you served in any other position(s) at SACSCOC? If so, what was 

it? 
D. How long have you been employed by SACSCOC? 
E. How long have you worked in higher education? 

 
2. The first QEPs were submitted in 2004; can you provide a historical perspective 

on why SACSCOC made the QEP a core requirement and core standard for 
reaffirmation of accreditation?  
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3. Accreditation has been scrutinized for decades, so the current climate may not be 
new, but as one of the regional accrediting agencies, is there a sense that 
SACSCOC is expected to be more accountable for the institutions it accredits?   

A. Probe? Why? Or Why Not? 
B. Where does that pressure of accountability come from? 
C. How has SACSCOC responded thus far? 
D. How does SACSCOC plan to respond? 

 
4. In a December 2013 Chronicle article, Dr. Belle Wheelan is quoted as saying, 

“Quality from Washington, D.C.’s standpoint is job placements and loan 
paybacks.” That’s not our view of quality.” So how would you describe 
SACSCOC’s view on quality in higher education? 
 

5. Now that the majority of institutions seeking reaffirmation have at least started 
their first QEP, have you noticed any changes in the feedback SACSCOC 
receives about the accreditation process? 
 

6. Is there any concern that SACSCOC may receive backlash for requiring the QEP 
when other regional accreditors do not? 
 

7. What would be your recommendations for an institution to successfully meet 
SACSCOC’s goal for the QEP, which is to enhance student learning and/or the 
institutional environment? 
 

8. Do you see the QEP as a form of accountability? 
A. Probe: Why? 
B. Probe: Why not? 

 
9. SACSCOC’s mission is to assure the educational quality and improve the 

effectiveness of its member institutions? 
A. Probe: What, if any, role does the QEP play in SACSCOC achieving its 

mission? 
B. Probe: Do you see the general education competencies (3.5.1) and 

program-level outcomes (3.3.1.1) playing similar roles to the QEP? Why 
or why not? 
 

10. SACSCOC has identified six core values, which are Integrity, Continuous Quality 
Improvement, Peer Review/Self-regulation, Accountability, Student Learning, and 
Transparency. I want to focus on a few of these values, so please explain what [insert 
specific value] means to you as a/the [insert title]: 

i. Continuous Quality Improvement? 
ii. Accountability? 

iii. Student Learning? 
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Appendix I. Data Collection Methods 

Research Question Data Collection 

1. What are the perceptions of key 
stakeholders regarding the QEP’s 

influence on student learning of critical 
thinking skills? 

• Interviews 

• Document Review (QEP Proposal) 

• Document Review (QEP Impact Report) 

• Document Review (QEP webpage) 

2. What are the perceptions of key 
stakeholders regarding the QEP’s 

influence on the institutional 
environment? 

• Interviews 

• Document Review (QEP Proposal) 

• Document Review (QEP Impact Report) 

• Document Review (QEP webpage) 

3. What are the QEP goals and intended 
student learning and/or operational 

outcomes, apart from critical thinking? 

• Interviews 

• Document Review (QEP Proposal) 

• Document Review (QEP Impact Report) 

• Document Review (QEP webpage) 

4. What are the perceptions of key 
stakeholders regarding the achievement 

of these goals and outcomes? 

• Interviews 

• Document Review (QEP Proposal) 

• Document Review (QEP Impact Report) 

• Document Review (QEP webpage) 

5. What principles, if any, of Total 
Quality Management (TQM) surface as 

themes in the QEP process? 

• Interviews 

• Document Review (QEP Proposal) 

• Document Review (QEP Impact Report) 

• Document Review (QEP webpage) 
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