





The Self-Study Process Chapter 2

The Mesa Community College (MCC) Self Study was conducted to prepare for the college’s
fourth comprehensive accreditation visit by the Higher Learning Commission of the North
Central Association. The self-study process allowed the college community to examine itself
in relation to accreditation criteria, to provide evidence about those criteria, and to identify
strengths, challenges, and future directions. Most importantly, the self study provided the
entire college community an opportunity to reflect upon MCC'’s accomplishments and
potential.

APPROACH TO ACCREDITATION CRITERIA

Consistent with the HLC’s Program to Evaluate and Advance Quality (PEAQ) accreditation
process, MCC conducted the self study using the new accreditation criteria: (1) Mission and
Integrity, (2) Preparing for the Future, (3) Student Learning and Effective Teaching, (4)
Acquisition, Discovery, and Application of Knowledge, and (5) Engagement and Service.

Mesa Community College is one of the first to use the new criteria defined by the Higher
Learning Commission. The approach to the criteria was first to seek a common
understanding of them and determine how they apply to the college and its mission. To this
end, early in the self-study process committee members wrote interpretations of the criteria
and components that reflected their collective understanding. These interpretations then

guided all subsequent phases of the committee work.

While the college practices the HLC’s cross-cutting themes of being future-oriented,
learning-focused, connected, and distinctive, the themes were not used as the organizing
framework for the self study or the report. Rather, MCC’s own college values — learning,
inclusiveness, excellence, and community — had more direct relevance for the self study and
in fact are the characteristics that make the college distinctive. Thus, references to the MCC

college values are threaded throughout the report.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the focus of the self study work was to determine
and demonstrate how the college fulfills the five criteria and their components. The
examples of evidence published in 7he HLC Handbook of Accreditation provided a frame of
reference for what might constitute MCC’s evidence, but the examples are not addressed
point by point in the report. Each component was addressed holistically and includes the
examples of evidence most reflective of this college’s fulfillment of the components. In
instances where similar information is relevant to more than one chapter, sections are cross-

referenced within the report.
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COMMITTEE STRUCTURE

Dr. Gail Mee, Dean of Instruction, provided the administrative leadership for the
accreditation process and Dr. Gayla Preisser, a faculty member in the Psychology
Department, served as the self-study coordinator. They worked closely with Andrea Greene,
Associate Dean of Instruction for Research and Planning, and the staff of the MCC Office of
Research and Planning to coordinate the self-study effort. The full self-study committee was
comprised of over eighty persons grouped into individual committees organized around the
criteria, distance learning, operational indicators, and communications and arrangements.

Most of these committees had co-chairs or tri-chairs and 10-15 committee members.

A Resource Team, consisting of the Dean of Instruction, self-study coordinator, and the
Associate Dean of Instruction for Research and Planning, provided leadership and
coordinated daily operations related to the self study. The Self-Study Steering Committee,
comprised of members of the Resource Team and chairs of all remaining committees, guided
and directed the work of the self study. There were five criteria committees. Each interpreted
their criterion and components, identified evidence that would be needed, evaluated
findings, and wrote working papers. The Distance Learning Review Committee was charged
with evaluating the college’s readiness to request an institutional change to offer a distance
learning degree. Although the committee recommended that the college not move forward
at this time with such a request, they will continue the work necessary to prepare for a
Request for Institutional Change in the future. The Operational Indicators Committee
prepared data to respond to operational indicators and basic institutional data forms. The
Communications and Arrangements Committee provided support for internal and external
communications, events, and publications about the self study. See the self-study
organizational chart and committee member list in Appendix D.

Broad representation, skills, and individuals™ roles within the organization were considered

in selecting committee members and committee chairs. Considerations included:

* Identifying people who have experience and expertise with the area being
studied;

*  Ensuring group diversity, including diversity of gender and ethnicity as well
as of thought and opinion;

* Involving people representing a range of administrative areas, departments,
and employee groups (Faculty; Management, Administration, & Technology;
Professional Staff Association; Maintenance and Operations; Crafts);

* Involving employees who are new to the college as well as veterans.
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In addition, there were a number of opportunities for student, adjunct faculty, and
community involvement. These included representation on committees, self-study surveys
and interviews, panel discussions, strategic conversation meetings, internet communications

and community forums.

(GOALS OF THE SELF STUDY

The goals of the MCC self study emerged from a collaborative activity involving the entire
Self-Study Committee during a February 28, 2003 meeting. From this activity the goals
were drafted, approved by the Self-Study Committee, and subsequently presented to and
endorsed by the college Leadership Council. The five resulting goals provided a focus and
framework for the self-study work. The goals and related explanation of each are stated
below.

1. Achieve 10-year accreditation from the Higher Learning Commission of the
North Central Association.
Through the self-study process, the preparation of the self-study report,
and the site visit from the Higher Learning Commission of the North
Central Association team, Mesa Community College will attain
accreditation for 10 years without the stipulation of progress reports,
monitoring reports, or focused visits.

2. Confirm that our college practices and actions are aligned with our
statements of vision, mission, values, and strategic directions.
The college has made a considerable investment over the past 10 years in
implementing a strategic and operational planning process, reexamining
and revising our mission and vision, and affirming our college values.
Through the self study, we will validate the continuing viability of the
vision, mission, values, and strategic directions. We will also ascertain
whether we are putting these statements into practice, to what degree, and
in what ways. We will identify new ways to accomplish our vision, mission,
and values and recommend revisions to current practices to better align
with them.

3. Document the college’s strengths and challenges, capitalizing on our
strengths and systematically addressing our challenges.
By conducting the self study and critically analyzing our entire college
organization, we will document our many strengths and assets and share
them with our internal and external constituents. We will become aware of
our challenges and develop effective strategies for addressing them.
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4. Develop a strong sense of community through communication,
collaboration, and connectedness among all college constituencies.
Our self study brings together people representing all aspects of college life
to work together for the common good of the college. This process itself is
a tool for all facets of the college to communicate, examine our common
purpose, and reaffirm our connections to each other and the communities
we serve. It will also help us to develop ways to become better
communicators and collaborators.

5. Position the college for the future.
Through the completion of the self study we, as members of the college
community, will have a clearer picture of who we are presently and of what
we need to do to better position ourselves for the future. The self-study
report will provide a foundation upon which we can continually build and
improve over the next decade.

CONDUCTING THE SELF STUDY

The self-study process was designed to be highly collaborative and participatory and to
capitalize on the expertise and talents of members from the college community. The need to
be systematic and well organized was also recognized. Thus, early in the planning phase the
steering committee was cognizant of the need to build a common understanding of
accreditation and the self-study process, educate participants about their roles and tasks, and

develop a process and structure to facilitate the work.

Several activities were designed to build an understanding of accreditation and the self-study
process. In January 2003 then-HLC liaison to MCC, Cecilia Lopez, addressed the
committee about accreditation and the new criteria. In January 2004 Mary Breslin, MCC’s
current liaison, visited the campus and discussed characteristics of a good evaluative self
study with committee members. A team of 14 people representing all of the individual
committees attended the 2003 Annual Meeting of the Higher Learning Commission;
another team of 10 people attended the 2004 Annual Meeting. Members of the resource

committee also attended a number of HLC-sponsored accreditation workshops.

In order to educate committee members about their roles, a charge for chairs was developed,
educational materials were prepared, self-study notebooks were created, and a series of
informational Powerpoint presentations were given. All committees met regularly

throughout the two-year self study. Individual committees identified their tasks and
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established their operating procedures and schedules. Materials and supporting
documentation about the process are available on the self-study website. (See Resource Room:
Self-Study Process.)

A timeline for the self-study process was developed and regularly updated; it was followed
throughout the duration of the self study. The initial charge to the criterion committees was
to analyze and interpret their criteria in relation to MCC’s mission, culture and
environment. Committee members began their work by discussing, reaching a common
understanding of, and writing interpretive statements about each of the criteria and
component statements. They examined questions such as “What does this statement mean
to you?” and “How does this statement relate to MCC’s self study?” The intent was that
committee members personalize the criteria and consider MCC’s distinctiveness and culture
in relation to them. The members then used their collective expertise to identify examples of
evidence needed to document and, most importantly, critically evaluate how the college
fulfills the criteria and components. Several worksheets were developed which aided the
committee members in their tasks. These included an Interpretation of Criterion and
Components Document, Examples of Evidence Worksheet and Requests for Evidence Form
which are shown in Appendix E. (See Resource Room: Self-Study Process.)

Over the past several years, the college has relied upon regular and systematic analysis of
trend data, effectiveness indicators, and a comprehensive strategic planning process. For
example, throughout the academic year institutional research reports are prepared, learning
outcomes are measured, surveys are administered, and strategic conversations are conducted.
Results from these ongoing activities were critical to the work of the criterion committees.
In addition to existing evidentiary data, the committees developed requests for additional
evidence and a comprehensive data collection plan was developed and implemented. The
data collection approach included a number of strategies already in place as part of the
college’s ongoing commitment to evaluating its effectiveness. Existing relevant documents
and reports were compiled and others were gathered from departments and units college
wide. Other data collection activities were specifically targeted toward documenting
fulfillment of the criteria. These included:

*  College-wide strategic conversations about the criteria were held at both
campuses;

*  Faculty and non-faculty employee surveys were conducted;

* A community leaders survey was conducted and discussion groups were

held;
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* Facilitated discussions with faculty, non-faculty employees, and student
groups were held;

*  Department chairs and directors of non-academic departments were
interviewed;

* A student opinion survey (Student Assessment of the College
Environment) was conducted.

Several principles guided the fall 2003 data collection process: adherence to good research
and evaluation practice, sound methodology, verifiable or empirical approaches, and

commonly applied analysis methods. The goal was to obtain credible data that committee
members could then interpret and evaluate in relation to MCC’s mission. See Appendix F

for sample data gathering instruments (sample surveys and discussion questions).

PREPARATION OF THE REPORT

Throughout spring 2004 committee members reviewed, synthesized, interpreted, and
evaluated the data and relevant college documents and wrote working papers to be used in
the report. The working papers were submitted to the resource committee in summer 2004,
and from these the first draft of the full report was prepared. Throughout this process, the
resource committee was in contact with criterion chairs to ask questions and clarify content
as needed. In October 2004, a first draft of the report was disseminated to the full
committee as well as to the deans and president. Individuals provided feedback about the
report using an online form. While the first draft was under review, appendix materials and
other supporting documentation were prepared. Using the feedback from this review cycle, a
second draft was prepared, posted on the web for college-wide review, and sent to the
graphic designer for formatting. In addition, it was sent to an outside reader, an
administrator at another community college. The final report and appendix were sent for
printing in early January 2005.

COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES

The stated communication goal for the self study was “to educate, inform, and garner
enthusiasm for MCC’s self-study process by effectively communicating and engaging MCC’s
internal and external community.” To accomplish this goal, a communication plan was
developed and a graphic identity was designed for use on all publications and materials.
Some of the major communication tools included a self-study newsletter published twice
each semester and disseminated to all internal and key external constituents; a self-study
website; regular email updates to the internal community; regular reports to the

Commission on Excellence, the college’s community advisory group; regular announcements
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in the President's Communique; and distribution of promotional items such as pens,
notepads and calendars. (See Resource Room: Self-Study Process.)

Information about the accreditation self study was shared at college-wide events such as
convocations and all-faculty meetings. The self-study coordinator met several times with the
department chairs at their regular meetings and also met with Faculty Senate, Student
Services Leadership, the Professional Staff Association, and the Maintenance and
Operations/Crafts group. At each of these meetings information about the purpose and
status of the self study was shared and input and feedback was collected. Presentations about
accreditation and the college’s self study were included in the New Faculty Experience and
new Adjunct Faculty Orientations. Students were kept informed and had opportunities to
contribute through venues such as student leadership meetings, club meetings, and the
student newspaper. Exhibits for key display areas at both campuses were also arranged. A
call for public comment was published in local newspapers, in the student newspaper, and
on the self-study website. (See Resource Room: Third Party Comment.)

RESOURCES FOR THE SELF STUDY

The self study could not have been accomplished without the allocation of resources; at
MCC, a charge center was created so that these resources could be formally allocated and
tracked. The faculty self-study coordinator received full reassigned time to coordinate and
facilitate the many self-study meetings and events as well as the activities associated with
writing the report and preparing for the HLC team visit. An administrative assistant was
assigned to the self study to provide administrative support. An existing conference room at
the college was converted into the “Self-Study Work Center” which provided a central
location for administering the process, assembling resource materials, keeping files and
support documentation, and accommodating needed meeting space. As needed, faculty
members serving on committees received special contracts (during the summer) or
reassigned time (during the academic year) to work on self-study tasks. Additionally,
numerous non-faculty employees dedicated significant time to the self-study effort. The staff
of the Office of Research and Planning spent a considerable amount of their time working
on instrument development, data collection, analysis, and reporting for the self study.

Resources were also allocated for printing, postage, supplies, and travel.
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SUMMARY

The self study has been an opportunity for the college community to reflect on its mission
and values, to take stock of its accomplishments, celebrate its successes, and identify the
areas that present challenges for the future. Almost everyone at the college has been involved
in the process in some way, and many have noted how much they learned and the
connections made with people they otherwise may have never met. Most importantly, the
self study has focused the college community on its purpose as an institution of higher
learning and its standing in relation to the Higher Learning Commission’s criteria. Through
the interpretation of these criteria within the unique context of MCC’s mission, and critical
evaluation of how the college fulfills them, the college is prepared to use the self study as an
important tool as it looks to the future.
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