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Abstract 

American universities that offer an education to future chiropractic physicians must 

complete a reaffirmation of accreditation process with the Council on Chiropractic 

Education, an agency that maintains recognition by the United States Department of 

Education.  Administrators of programs are typically assigned the task of operationalizing 

the changes required by the accreditation process, which frequently entails concerns 

surrounding education outcomes or the assessment of student learning.   

This qualitative descriptive study sought to better understand the lived 

experiences of chiropractic education program administrators from leading change in 

assessment practice, as the result of implementing recommendations from the 

accreditation process.  The data obtained from this study enabled the researcher to 

identify five themes and five subthemes that influenced change in assessment practice 

that was implemented as the result of accreditation decisions.  These themes were: 

(a) nurturing assessment cultures in transition, (b) using accreditation as a carrot or stick 

in assessment initiatives, (c) using leadership to advance a vision and promote 

facilitation, (d) creating teams as a catalyst in facilitating change and stimulating program 

improvement, and (e) managing barriers in the change process.  In support of the theme 

of using leadership to advance a vision and promote facilitation, three subthemes were 

identified as: (a) leading is more than delivering a letter from the CCE, (b) we needed to 

build trust to move forward, and (c) authenticity is necessary as a part of practice.  To 

organize the salient points in the theme of managing barriers in the change process, two 

subthemes were identified: (a) financial and human resources, and (b) time is a necessity 

— change fatigue is a reality. 
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The proposed solution is to create an assessment leadership workshop and 

collaborative forum for administrative leaders of CCE accredited programs in efforts to 

stimulate the various leadership tenets identified by this research and the literature.  

Keywords: Administration, leadership, assessment of student learning, professional 

development  
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CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION IN PRACTICE PROBLEM 

Introduction 

Every 8 years, American universities that offer an education program to future 

chiropractic physicians must complete a reaffirmation of accreditation process with the 

Council on Chiropractic Education, a programmatic accreditation agency that maintains 

recognition by the United States Department of Education (USDE, CCE, 2018).  

Education programs must demonstrate compliance with all standards, policies, and 

processes of the accreditor to receive accreditation (Eaton, 2009).  If a program does not 

achieve compliance, the accreditor will prescribe recommendations for changes to meet 

the threshold of compliance, in addition to issuing a sanction of warning or probation if 

there is significant noncompliance (U.S. Department of Education, 2016a).  

Administrators of programs are typically assigned the task of operationalizing the 

changes required by the accreditation process, which frequently entails concerns 

surrounding education outcomes or the assessment of student learning (Dwyer, Millett, & 

Payne, 2006). The USDE mandates that education programs must make all prescribed 

changes within a two-year interval or the program’s accreditation must be revoked, 

unless extraordinary circumstances apply (Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2016).   

Background of the Problem 

Accreditation is a peer review process conducted to examine the quality and 

integrity of education by determining whether an institution or an individual educational 

program meets threshold quality criteria and verifies to the public its compliance with 

minimum standards (Dill, Massey, Williams, & Cook, 1996).  Accreditation plays an 

essential role in America because institutions and governments both use accreditors to 
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ensure institutional quality and to protect the public interest in higher education (Eaton, 

2009).  The current USDE recognition requirements force accreditors to adopt rigid 

quantitative measures of student achievement, including graduation rates, employment 

rates, and student default rates rather than the assessment measures of knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, and values (Brittingham, 2009).  A problem has developed surrounding the 

primacy of these rigid quantitative measurements that the USDE imposes, because this 

paradigm promotes the shortcomings of a strict consumerist approach to studying higher 

education (Eaton, 2011).  This rigid paradigm may promote a problem of ignoring one of 

the most critical, yet difficult to measure, functions of colleges and universities: 

facilitating students’ learning (Dwyer et al., 2006).  

Kuh et al. (2015) contended that because higher education programs defaulted to 

the expectations of accreditors, their approach to “learning outcomes assessment 

morphed over time into a compliance culture” (p. 5).  Unfortunately, an externally driven 

compliance culture often does not result in student learning or in education program 

improvement (Banta & Palomba, 2014).  

Statement of the Problem 

Baas, Rhoads, and Thomas (2016) argued that an econometric approach with rigid 

quantitative measurements does not positively affect actual student learning outcomes, 

which is one of the most critical functions of an education program.  The problem, as 

characterized by Margaret Miller (2013), is that the completion of an education program 

“is downright pernicious if it entails minting an increasingly worthless currency” (p. 4).  

Kuh et al. (2015) explained that external forces of accreditation, via the prescription of 

rigid quantitative measurements, have unintentionally nurtured an unfortunate side effect 
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of casting student learning outcomes assessment as an act of compliance rather than 

promoting an authentic change to improve student learning.   

Change in any organization may originate internally as a leader implements 

strategies from a plan, or it may arise outside a leader’s control in response to an outside 

force, such as an accreditation decision.  Because of external pressures from the 

competing interests of regulatory and accreditation processes, increasing numbers of 

administrators of health science degree programs have been called upon to implement 

changes to comply with accreditation decisions (Eaton, 2011).  

Developing and implementing a change process to demonstrate compliance with 

standards in the assessment of student learning set by the Council on Chiropractic 

Education (CCE) is a challenge that is currently facing all chiropractic colleges across the 

United States (Bobak, 2013).  There is a void in the literature about potential links 

between accreditation processes and the assessment culture in higher education programs, 

and the barriers and catalysts relevant to promoting change in response to accreditation 

decisions.  There is an even greater void of support by accreditors for programs that are 

actively working toward a campus culture that values such work.  While this study did 

not seek to generate a theory, the insights gained have the potential to provide an 

understanding to what means to be an administrator tasked to facilitate change and an 

evidence informed solution for a higher education program seeking a culture that values 

evidence.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative inquiry was to discover how the standard processes 

used by the Council on Chiropractic Education (CCE) influence the assessment culture of 
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accredited education programs as administrators implement change resulting from 

accreditation decisions.  Qualitative descriptive methods were used to examine 

administrators’ thoughts, perceptions, and ideas in efforts to understand the meaning of 

the impact a program’s culture may have on accreditation decisions, or how that culture 

may be influenced when changes required by accreditation decisions are implemented.  

This study may fill a void in exploring the relationship between and among 

administrators who are implementing change resulting from accreditation decisions with 

other characteristics that may influence change in an organizational culture. 

A study of how accreditation processes may influence an education program’s 

ethos of assessment was timely and relevant given that (a) the value and importance of 

assessment are not well understood (Banta & Palomba, 2014), (b) processes are often not 

supported with appropriate resources (Kuh & Ickenberry, 2009), and (c) fear and 

resistance to change are often present (Bresciani, 2011).  The data collected to inform this 

study are relevant to practice because administrators need to know the barriers and 

catalysts relevant to promoting change in response to accreditation decisions. 

Research Question 

Examining the perceptions of administrators may uncover barriers and catalysts 

that arise when implementing necessary change following accreditation decisions.  The 

data may be beneficial to administrators, faculty, and accrediting bodies because 

accreditation plays a vital role in conferring academic legitimacy, demonstrating quality, 

encouraging focused change, and verifying needed improvements (Phillips, 2016).  This 

research may inform how accreditation influences the assessment culture in a health 

science education program.  The intent is to disseminate the outcome of this study to 
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inform both programmatic accreditation policy and leaders of education programs as 

change processes are implemented.  

This following research question guides this study: How do chiropractic education 

program administrators describe their experiences in leading change in assessment 

practice, as the result of implementing recommendations from the accreditation process?  

Aim of the Study 

This qualitative descriptive study provided an opportunity for higher education 

leaders to describe, in their own words, the current state of maintaining compliance with 

CCE standards in the assessment of student learning, any challenges that they may be 

experiencing, and what is required to lead program change as the result of an 

accreditation decision.  This study will inform the development of an evidence-based 

leadership training curriculum intended to develop administrative leaders in 

programmatic assessment practices, at education programs accredited by the CCE.  

Furthermore, data from this study may be used to inform accreditation policies of the 

CCE in a desire to reduce any ambiguity about accreditation goals and objectives, in 

efforts to positively influence the assessment culture in an education program.  

Methodology 

Accreditation is a process of quality assurance that determines whether the 

program meets established standards for quality and integrity.  Accreditation is a practice 

of analyzing an education program and fostering communication between parties as to 

what defines quality.  In this study participants who have experienced the phenomenon of 

implementing changes in an education program to demonstrate compliance in the 

accreditation process were interviewed through a systematic, albeit flexible, method for 
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collecting and analyzing qualitative data to construct explanations from these data 

(Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018).  

The population selection for the study includes 16 doctor of chiropractic degree 

programs (DCPs) in the United States that went through a CCE accreditation process 

within the calendar years of 2015 through 2018.  Some programs have gone through 

accreditation processes that included recommendations for change, without a sanction or 

an adverse action.  Other programs will have gone through accreditation processes that 

included recommendations for change, with a sanction of warning or probation.   

The conceptual framework for this study was rooted in the form of social 

constructivism described by Creswell and Creswell (2018) as “seeking an understanding 

of the world in which they live and work . . . by the study of multiple and varied 

subjective meanings of experiences” (p. 8).  This study was conducted with a qualitative 

descriptive research approach was designed to enable the researcher to gain in-depth 

knowledge of the perceptions of administrators who implement change in education 

programs to remain compliant with the accreditation process. The qualitative descriptive 

design promoted the primacy of the study participants’ views about how accreditation 

processes influence a program’s culture in the assessment of student learning in a 

chiropractic education program.  In this study, the qualitative descriptive design 

facilitated the examination of (a) administrators who experienced the accreditation 

process and (b) the description of the data, to help explain actual or desired practice.  
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Definition of Relevant Terms 

The following terms will be used operationally in this study:  

Academic Quality: Refers to fitness for purpose or “conforming to generally 

accepted standards as defined by an accrediting or quality assurance body” (Stella & 

Gnanam, 2001).  

Accreditation: For health science disciplines, accreditation represents a 

“concurrence within the discipline about what academic quality means for that profession 

both in terms of process and outcome” (Phillips, 2016, p. 9) to ensure that students are 

receiving what the profession and the public believe is necessary for entry into practice.  

Accreditation Liaison: CCE, like most accrediting agencies, requires its 

programs/institutions to appoint an administrator as an accreditation liaison as a point of 

contact with the agency for accreditation matters relating to the CCE and the education 

program (CCE, 2018).  

Assessment: As defined by the Council for Higher Education Accreditation 

(2001), assessment is “a diagnostic form of quality review and evaluation of teaching, 

learning, and programs based on a detailed examination of curricula, structure, and 

effectiveness of the institution, its internal review, and quality control mechanisms” 

(para. 7).  

Council on Chiropractic Education (CCE): The CCE is recognized by the USDE 

as the national accrediting body for doctor of chiropractic programs.  CCE’s 

organizational vision is to “promote excellence and assure quality in chiropractic 

education” (CCE, 2018, p. iv).  
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Culture: A “pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its 

problems of external adaptation and internal integration” (Schein, 2010, p. 18).  

Culture of compliance: Merriam-Webster (2011) defines compliance as “the act 

or process of doing what you have been asked or ordered to do: the act or process of 

complying.”  In this study, a compliance culture is one in which compliance with rules 

and regulations is valued, often more than student learning or innovation (Harvey & 

Knight, 1996).  

Culture of evidence: This term “captures the belief that colleges can enhance 

student learning and success if they systematically collect and examine data” (Morest, 

2009, p. 18).  

Leadership: In this study, leadership will represent a “a social process that 

enables individuals to work together to achieve results they could never achieve working 

as individuals” (Center for Creative Leadership, 2018, para. 3).  

Probation: Probation is a sanction imposed by the CCE when a program “is in 

significant noncompliance with accreditation standards or policy requirements and the 

deficiency impacts the integrity of the education program” (CCE, 2018, p. 9).  The CCE 

provides a formal notice to the public by notifying the U.S. Department of Education, 

regional accrediting agency, jurisdictional licensing boards, and the general public that a 

program has been placed on probation.   

Warning: The CCE issues a warning as a sanction to alert the education program 

of the requirement to address specific concerns regarding its accreditation.  The CCE may 

decide to issue a warning if it determines that “the deficiency(ies) do not compromise the 
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overall integrity of the education program and can be corrected within a permissible 

timeframe” (CCE, 2018, p. 9).  

For health science disciplines, programmatic accreditation represents agreement 

about what academic quality means, and a program’s culture may have an influence on, 

or be influenced by, how administrators respond to accreditation decisions.  

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 

The qualitative descriptive design of this study was used to highlight both the 

study participants’ views about how accreditation decisions impact a process of change in 

an education program, with a critical focus on understanding on how program assessment 

culture may be affected.  The delimitations of a qualitative descriptive research approach 

include generalization; in this case, findings will not be directly transferable to 

individuals, sites, or places outside those under study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

According to Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009), validity and quality may be achieved by 

demonstrating sensitivity to context through an appreciation of the interactional nature of 

data collection, which in turn makes the data reliable.  Furthermore, the sensitivity to 

context continues through the analysis process by describing how participants are making 

sense of their experience.  Thus, the applications of the processes of sensitivity to context 

and a research design that is dedicated to move beyond a simple description of what is 

there, to an interpretation of what it means, should promote the data as valuable and 

reliable.  

A further limitation of this study concerns the use of a purposive sample drawn 

from administrators at CCE accredited education programs.  Although it may be assumed 

that the researcher correctly interpreted the meaning surrounding the themes intended by 
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participants interviewed in this study, it is also possible that some interpretations could be 

incorrect, resulting in distorted findings.  

Bias of the researcher may limit this study.  For the past 4 years, the researcher 

has been employed full time in an administrative role at the programmatic accrediting 

agency referenced in this study.  Therefore, it is probable that bias is present because the 

researcher has pre-existing ideas and experiences closely related to the research topic.  To 

alleviate and document these factors, the researcher used a journal as a strategy to 

document insights about the process and reflect on the process as it occurred.  

Throughout the study, the researcher maintained a journal to track incidents in which 

personal biases might have affected various aspects of interview or study process.  The 

journal was used to create memos and to document instances in which researcher 

conduct, verbal or nonverbal communication, and decision making may have introduced 

bias into the study.  To guard against bias in the interview process, the protocol and script 

were piloted with a higher education administrator who was not in the sample, to identify 

any leading or potentially confusing questions.  

The Role of Leadership in This Study 

Leadership is not the trait of an individual but a process that enables individuals to 

work together, and leaders have an opportunity to manage the relationships between a 

system and its environment (Center for Creative Leadership, 2018; Schein, 2015).  

Examining how accreditation processes may influence a program’s change in assessment 

practice highlights the challenge in an education program to manage change required by 

the external environment.  The role of leadership is paramount in this study because 
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“culture creation and management are the essence of leadership and make you realize that 

leadership and culture are two sides of the same coin” (Schein, 2010, p. 4).   

Schein (2015) expanded on the important link between leadership and culture in 

his argument for an approach to change by noting that a leader must define the values and 

norms into shared rules for behavior which “is de facto creating and managing culture” 

(p. 9).  Miller (2013) was frank when she argued that “the culture, governance structure, 

and leadership of higher education typically prevent colleges . . . from making the radical 

changes that may be necessary” (para. 4).  The assessment of student learning in higher 

education programs requires time, resources, coordination, collaboration, and continuous 

assistance (Dwyer et al., 2006).  Observing how an education program’s cultural values, 

norms, and rules are integrated into assessment processes, and may be impacted by 

implementing changes as the result of accreditation decisions, is an important intersection 

in the triad of accreditation decisions, leadership, and culture that is a part of the lived 

experiences of participants in this study. 

Leaders are responsible for promoting changes in organization processes as well 

as shaping climate and culture within an organization (Robbins & Judge, 2014).  This 

study examined factors that served to facilitate or act as a barrier in a programmatic 

change process.  The role of leadership in this study aligns with how leadership 

approaches serve as facilitators of and barriers to advancing change while nurturing 

assessment culture in an education program.  Data related to the relationship between 

leadership and organizational practice are discussed in chapter four and used in chapter 

five to inform recommendations resulting from this study.  
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Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study 

Maki (2010) argued that frequently, education programs view the commitment to 

assessing quality with a compliance mentality rather than from a higher calling of 

exploring evidence with an intellectual curiosity that is intrinsically important to 

administrators, faculty, and stakeholders.  Program changes resulting from accreditation 

decisions may have different impacts on the culture of an education program, ranging 

from a mindset focused on compliance to a collegial, collaborative, and positive 

interaction in which assessing student learning is a priority.  Examining the perceptions 

of administrators as they implement changes resulting from accreditation decisions may 

add to the scholarly research on cultural mindsets, or fixed dispositions, that may 

predetermine how administrators respond to and interpret situations arising from an 

accreditation decision.  

This study may improve practice through its examination of perceptions, 

conducted with the intent of developing useful tools for administrators to use in obtaining 

compliance with accreditation decisions rather than just viewing the process as a 

meaningless paper-pushing exercise of compliance (Suskie, 2015).  The data obtained 

from the qualitative process may also improve policy in accreditation processes given 

that the value of accreditation lies not only in education standards but also in how 

processes occur and enhance quality improvement.  

Summary 

In the United States, higher education programs may receive recognition from an 

accreditor that is recognized by governmental (USDE) and nongovernmental (Council for 

Higher Education Accreditation [CHEA]) oversight bodies by demonstrating compliance 
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with all standards, policies, and processes (Eaton, 2009).  Administrators of programs are 

typically assigned the task of operationalizing changes that arise from accreditation 

decisions (Dwyer et al., 2006).  Examining the perceptions of administrators may 

uncover barriers and catalysts present when implementing necessary change resulting 

from accreditation decisions.  

Reviewing both the strengths and the weaknesses of accreditation and the 

relationship of accreditation with realigning systems in efforts to create a culture in which 

student learning is a priority was a tremendous opportunity.  The results of this study may 

provide higher education leaders, accrediting agencies, and educational stakeholders with 

critical information needed to influence the development of future accrediting processes.  

It will also inform a leadership training curriculum that will promote a programmatic 

assessment culture that values evidence and the role it may play in attaining improved 

higher education student learning outcomes.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The history of U.S. higher education dates to the formation of Harvard College in 

1636 (Eaton, 2011).  Before the development of accreditation, there were no criteria for 

collegiate education, and the public encountered uncertainty regarding what constituted 

quality higher education outside of their geographic regions.  Rather than create its own 

system, the U.S. government relied on the existing voluntary system of accreditation to 

ensure that taxpayer dollars were invested at legitimate higher education institutions 

(Brittingham, 2009).  Accreditation, as we now know it, is a peer review process for 

examining the quality and integrity of education by determining whether an educational 

program meets quality benchmarks for outcomes and verifies to the public its compliance 

with minimum standards (Dill et al., 1996).   

The following section outlines the role of assessment in higher education, the 

professional practice field of accreditation, and the professional practice setting in 

programmatic accreditation.  Last, literature is reviewed that is relevant to organizational 

leadership theory and practices used by those that are formally tasked with supporting 

change in practice related to assessment following accreditation decisions.  

The Role of Assessment 

In everyday terms, the meaning of assessment in an educational setting refers to 

the measurement of what a person knows and can do (Banta & Palomba, 2014).  While 

assessment will undoubtedly apply to a student’s learning, it may also describe the 

processes of examining an academic program’s effectiveness.  The term assessment has 

evolved over the last two decades, shifting from signifying the examination of a student’s 
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benchmark score to meaning the collection of information and the subsequent use of 

these data for improvement (Barham, Tschepikow, & Seagraves, 2013).  In a higher 

education setting, multiple individual measures of assessment can be aggregated in 

attempts to discover strengths and weakness in an education program and to inform 

decisions that may guide change and influence improvement in the program.  

Assessment in Higher Education Programs 

Assessment may not necessarily be a destination or an explicit outcome; it may 

represent an ongoing, systematic process of discovery.  The literature defining 

assessment explores descriptions of best practices for processes and expected outcomes.  

The U.S. nongovernmental recognition body, the Council on Higher Education 

Accreditation, describes an ongoing cycle of iterative improvement in collecting data 

formatively to effect solutions to problems at the program level (Eaton, 2011; Emil & 

Cress, 2014). 

Although higher education programs are under increasing pressure from many 

federal and state authorities to provide evidence of assessment processes, primarily as 

they relate to ensuring satisfactory student learning outcomes, there is a conflict in the 

literature about which programs develop an authentic assessment culture.  Lane et al. 

(2014) argued that accrediting agencies have required assessment as part of their initial 

accreditation or reaffirmation processes for more than two decades, and that thousands of 

institutions have achieved an accredited status without having evidence of a culture of 

assessment, which is not an accreditation requirement.  

Forces surrounding assessment.  The driving forces behind the assessment 

movement in higher education may have emerged from the expectations of regional 
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accreditors, from programmatic accreditors, and from the culture of the institution 

pertaining to the assessment of student learning (Farkas, 2013).  Determining what is or is 

not good assessment constitutes an ongoing debate in literature and professional practice.  

Kuh and Ickenberry (2009) found that “assessment is driven more by accreditation and a 

commitment to improving than [by] external pressures from government or employers” 

(p. 3).  Banta and Palomba (2014) argued that assessment processes “undertaken 

primarily to comply with accountability mandates often do not result in campus 

improvements” (p. 3).  Indeed, perceptions of the forces surrounding assessment may 

differ according to diverse worldviews held by different audiences.  

Perceptions surrounding assessment.  Assessments of student learning 

outcomes are of interest to many external audiences, including the federal government, 

jurisdictional regulators, policymakers, employers, and accreditors, in addition to 

audiences internal to the academic program (Suskie, 2009).  Perceptions of internal 

academic audience may inform cultures and subcultures that surround problems in the 

assessment of learning.  Ewell (2015) argued that members of institutions frequently 

perceive accreditation as driven by accountability demands rather than as a process that 

leads to improvement.  However, Maki (2010) proposed that accreditors want institutions 

to undertake internally driven efforts to use assessment processes to inform learning 

practices and program improvement.  

The diversity of perceptions surrounding the assessment of student learning may 

cause problems in how education programs use assessment data.  Kuh and Ickenberry 

(2009) found that the most common use of student learning outcomes data was to prepare 

for accreditation processes, as opposed to using the data to revise learning goals or 
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inform program change.  Indeed, health-related education programs are faced with even 

greater competing demands to use assessment data to ensure that each student is 

competent before he or she graduates (Kuh et al., 2015).  

Perceptions about who is actually responsible for assessment may be another 

driver of conflict.  Although accreditors hold the academic program accountable, 

frequently it is administrators who are charged with the process of implementing change 

(Kuh & Ickenberry, 2009).  However, many programmatic accreditors have standards 

that identify faculty members as having the central role in identifying, assessing, and 

implementing learning outcomes (American Bar Association, 2018; CCE, 2018).  

Perceptions may influence basic underlying assumptions that are difficult to 

understand because they are mostly unconscious.  These perceptions are often a common 

thread in understanding organizational members’ values and actions (Schein, 2010).  

The Professional Practice Field of Accreditation 

The federal government does not directly accredit institutions of higher education; 

it approves third parties to perform this function by recognizing agencies that must 

demonstrate that they are “reliable authorities of the quality of education or training 

provided by the institutions of higher education” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016a, 

para. 1).  Accreditation may affect multiple stakeholders, including the government, 

education programs, students, and the public.  

The Government 

Quality assurance and regulatory compliance in higher education are commonly 

enforced by the federal government, state governments, and accreditors, collectively 

known as the triad.  Government stakeholders in higher education accreditation serve as 
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formal external stakeholders and have had a lot of control over accreditors over the last 

century (Schyve, 1988).  

Federal government.  Eaton (2015) explained that the U.S. government relies on 

accreditation outcomes to ensure the quality of institutions and programs for which the 

government provides federal funds to educational institutions and students.  Each 

accreditor must have set outcomes (quality measures for financial stability, curriculum, 

faculty, and facilities) for the protection of students and must also create standards for 

federal concerns about student achievement, default rates on student loans, and the cost 

of education in relation to employment opportunities for graduates (Namaki, 2016).  

Accrediting organizations such as CCE have responded to these federal expectations by 

developing standards that require programs to provide the public with information about 

student learning, licensing success, and program completion, along with firm 

requirements about what the thresholds for an accredited status are (Eaton, 2011).  

State governments.  Felder and Arleth (2015) noted that in the United States, 

licensure and education are under the authority of each state government, entities with the 

legal authority to grant licensure and to approve educational programs.  Commonly, 

accreditation is required for students and institutions to receive state financial assistance 

and to ensure that each student has the appropriate competencies at the time of 

graduation, as dictated by each jurisdictional licensing authority (Eaton, 2009).  

Both the federal and state governments have high expectations for higher 

education programs.  Furthermore, higher education programs have several outcomes that 

are dependent on the processes of accreditation.  
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Higher Education Programs 

Accreditation can be a tool for improving the curriculum of higher education 

programs (Lewis, 2016).  However, according to Bolden (2007), the current USDE 

recognition criteria require accreditors to focus on implementing a growing array of 

federal regulations and requirements at an increasing level of detail that some accreditors 

claim do not translate into quality student learning and achievement.  

Lewis (2016) observed that faculty recognize the value of accreditation related to 

the quality of the program, recognition, and opportunity for reflection on the curriculum.  

Nevertheless, faculty attitudes shift when faculty are asked about the relative costs and 

benefits of the accreditation processes.  Faculty perceive the outcomes of accreditation as 

including continuous improvement of education programs (Lewis, 2016; Roller, 

Andrews, & Bovee, 2003; Yuen, 2012).  However, the lack of reward and the cost of 

time affect overall faculty appreciation of the benefits of accreditation in driving change 

to meet standards (Lewis, 2016; Yuen, 2012).   

Value of Accreditation 

The current valuation of accreditation may differ according to the worldview of 

the stakeholders previously described in this section.  The perceptions-of-benefits method 

has been the approach most commonly used to evaluate accreditation systems (Scrivens, 

1997).  

Costs.  Over the last two decades, as their reporting burden has increased, 

institutions have been required to spend more time reporting data externally to the federal 

government, state governments, regional accreditors, and national accreditors.  Lewis 

(2016) noted that although faculty appreciate the accreditation process, the amount of 
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time they spend working on accreditation-related tasks with little compensation or reward 

is shocking.  Muhtadi (2013) found the total amount of time spent by faculty to be the 

highest cost of accreditation for medical education programs.   

Financial costs are another concern.  In 2014, Vanderbilt University estimated 

that it spent more than eleven thousand dollars per student to meet requirements for 

governmental regulatory compliance and accreditation.  These indirect expenses may be 

transferable to students in the form of increased tuition, potentially adding to a growing 

burden of student debt (Woodhouse, 2015).  In a survey of engineering programs, Yuen 

(2012) found that department chairs considered the costs of accreditation more costly 

than beneficial and stated that “if the accreditor did not have a monopoly, and were not 

the norm, forgoing accreditation would be seriously considered” (p. 92).  

Benefits.  Despite the costs of accreditation, students benefit by having access to 

federal financial aid if they attend institutions that are accredited by agencies recognized 

by the USDE (2016).  Federal and state governments that provide financial aid to 

students and programs benefit from an outcome of accreditation that ensures that the 

accredited institutions provide a quality education to students, with benchmarks for 

graduation, future employment, and the likehood that students will be able to repay their 

loans (Eaton, 2015).  Healthcare professions also benefit from the accrediting process 

because it promotes unification in professional fields (Pavlakis & Kelley, 2016).  

Professional Practice Setting: The Council on Chiropractic Education 

The Council on Chiropractic Education (CCE, 2018) is a not-for-profit 

corporation and is organized and operated as a qualified exempt organization exclusively 

for scientific and educational purposes within Section 501(c)(3) of the United States 
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Internal Revenue Code of 1986 as amended.  The Council is recognized by the USDE as 

the national accrediting body for Doctor of Chiropractic degree programs and solitary 

purpose chiropractic institutions.  The organization is accountable to the USDE and the 

CHEA; its policies, procedures, and evidence must support compliance with criteria of 

both agencies to be recognized.  

Role as a Programmatic Accreditor 

The CCE’s vision is to “promote academic excellence and to ensure the quality of 

chiropractic education” (CCE, 2018, p. iv).  Ensuring quality is a fundamental component 

of the compliance function of accreditation that dates back to the 1800s, and it is 

currently a requirement for education institutions serving students who benefit from the 

receipt of federal funding (Morris, 2015).  The vision of promoting excellence is a higher 

calling that sits at the top of a pyramid (Wells, 2015), reflecting the value of education in 

serving the needs of chiropractic students and the interest the public has in receiving 

high-quality health care from well-trained practitioners.  Indeed, the vision of promotion 

excellence is a calling beyond a compliance mandate and may correlate with the value 

and preeminence of student learning.  

Conflict in the Professional Practice Setting 

Accreditation is an industry that can be embroiled in conflict because of the 

nature of judgments about an educational program’s compliance with educational 

standards promulgated by the agency.  The CCE’s organizational history over the last two 

decades revealed a lack of acceptance, by institutional and professional stakeholders, of 

some accreditation decisions that resulted in concerns ranging from public outcry and 

suggestions for change to formal litigation with three separate educational institutions 



LIVED EXPERIENCES IN ACCREDITATION  22 

(Sherman College v. U.S. Commissioner of Ed, CCE, 1980; Palmer Chiropractic 

University Foundation, Palmer College of Chiropractic West v. CCE, 2003; Life 

University, Inc. v. CCE, 2003).  Kelderman (2011) reported that the public outcry centers 

on separate factions in the chiropractic profession that have a longstanding philosophical 

and professional disagreement regarding chiropractic education moving away from its 

traditions of manipulating the spine and toward additional treatments, including 

performing minor surgery and prescribing some medicines.  

Bullog (2006) described stakeholder testimony before the USDE as being very 

critical of the CCE—“sometimes in angry and emotional terms” (p. 1).  In a 2011 hearing 

before the National Advisory Committee on Institutional Quality and Effectiveness 

(NACIQI), an online petition of 3,400 signatures signaled opposition to CCE’s renewal 

of recognition, and dozens of chiropractic practitioners presented formal testimony that 

was opposed to the CCE’s recognition (Kelderman, 2011).  In 2013, dozens of speakers, 

mostly students and professional practitioners, testified in opposition to the CCE, which 

is the only agency approved to set standards for chiropractic programs (Kelderman, 

2013).  Recent testimony supportive of CCE, presented at the NACIQI recognition 

hearing in 2017, was linked to recent changes in leadership and governance (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2017).  Programmatic accreditors, such as CCE, may need to 

work with differing expectations of diverse stakeholders, particularly concerning 

divergent worldviews of education programs regarding assessment and implementing 

changes resulting from accreditation decisions.  
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The Stimulus of Change: Accreditation Decisions 

The processes of accreditation may stimulate institution change and the 

development of innovation (Eaton, 2011).  The process of accreditation mandates that 

stakeholders reflect on high standards and best practices (Lewis, 2016).  Furthermore, 

Lane, Lane, Rich, and Wheeling (2014) found that being reviewed by outside peers 

signals administrators to take the process of assessment seriously.  An institutional 

culture may view the accreditation process as a lens through which to assess the 

organization’s strengths and weaknesses and develop their own solutions to curriculum 

and practice.  However, Scrivens (1997) found that if the institutional culture views 

accreditation as a threat, administrators may perceive a need for change in efforts to 

protect their personal or institution survival.  

The literature supports the use of accreditation as a stimulus that often drives 

change made in the curriculum in efforts to meet specific standards (Lee, 2012; Pringle & 

Michel, 2007; Yuen, 2012).  Volkwein et al. (2007) found evidence of a connection 

between accreditation processes and the subsequent improvement of the teaching, 

curriculum development, and student learning in undergraduate engineering programs.  

Lewis (2016) observed that medical school faculty recognize the value of accreditation 

because of its connection to improving the curriculum of the program. 

Roller et al. (2003) argued that one of several perceived benefits of accreditation 

was for continuous quality improvement in the education program.  Lee (2012) found that 

institutions engaging in collecting, analyzing, or distributing assessment data may be 

exhibiting evidentiary campus cultures.  However, there is a void in the literature about 

potential links between accreditation processes and the assessment culture in higher 
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education programs.  Kezar and Eckel (2002) argued that research on culture and change 

in education programs is needed.  Volkwein, Lattuca, Harper, and Domingo (2007) found 

systematic studies on the impact of accreditation processes on education programs and 

student learning to be nonexistent.  Recently, Pavlakis and Kelley (2016) found a lack of 

research evidence about the impact of accreditation on program quality and innovation.  

The nature of the various viewpoints in the literature surrounding programmatic change 

may reflect a state of transition or a part of the trial and error methodology used by 

institutions seeking program change (Pringle & Michel, 2007) as a result of accreditation 

processes.  

Leadership Theory and Traits That Relate to Accreditation and Assessment 

Robbins and Judge (2015) artfully observed that “behavior is not random” (p. 3) 

and is a product of the consistencies or the inconsistencies which surround our decision 

making.  Studying higher education leaders as they lead through change and how their 

behavior affects the organization and its members provides an opportunity to reflect on 

leadership and change management literature, since these theories relate to the influence 

of the leader and the impact on the assessment culture in an institution.  

Behavioral and Contingency Leadership Theories 

A substantial body of research has accumulated that includes behavioral and 

contingency leadership models surrounding path-goal theory in how a leader influences 

performance and satisfaction of followers.  The path-goal theory of leadership (House & 

Mitchell, 1975) identified that leader behavior must be appropriate to the follower and the 

environment to maximize both performance and job satisfaction.  In examining the path-

goal theory, it is appropriate to review behavioral and achievement-oriented leadership 
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theories that align with directive, supportive, participative, and achievement-oriented 

styles of leadership.  

Transformational leadership.  Literature supports the notion that 

transformational leadership is a behavioral oriented theory that aligns with a leader’s 

influence to create change in a setting through the transformation of their followers.  The 

paradigm of transformational leadership as initially described by Burns (1978) and 

additionally refined by Bass (1985) exposes a model in transforming individuals and the 

group by providing a meaningful and purposeful vision, fostering the personal 

development of individuals, and stimulating innovation.  The transformational leadership 

model typically includes four basic dimensions: idealized influence, inspirational 

motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration (Bass, 1996).  

Johnson (2015) claimed that the transformational leadership approach is a highly 

effective leadership style that promotes commitment and engagement of followers, 

excellence in quality and service, and higher profits.  However, transformational 

leadership theory has several noteworthy limitations.  They include limitations in 

supporting research, excessive focus on the individual rather than on the process of 

leadership, a lack of conceptual clarity in defining specific behavioral components, and a 

lack of overall applicability across cultures (Bass, 1996).  

Transactional leadership.  The achievement-oriented leadership model of 

transactional leadership includes elements of active and passive management by 

exception, contingent reward, and laissez-faire leadership that are often used in 

conjunction, or combined, with transformational leadership methods (Avolio, 1999; Bass, 

1990; Bass, 1996; Bass & Riggio, 2006, Johnson, 2015).  Active and passive 
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management by exception and contingent reward are approaches that provide rewards 

when members of a team meet their goals and responsibilities and sanctions them when 

they fail to meet these expectations.  Laissez-faire is a passive method regarded as the 

avoidance of problems.  Active and passive management by exception and laissez-faire 

are methods that inherently align with a lack of clarity surrounding goals and 

expectations (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Johnson, 2015), and contingent reward is an 

achievement-oriented style of leadership method that views the satisfaction of 

subordinates’ needs as being contingent on effective performance (House & Mitchell, 

1975).  There may be many shades of gray when reviewing a leader’s use of 

transformational and transactional leadership approaches; the literature exposes that 

transformational and transactional leadership are so interrelated that separating out their 

unique effects is difficult (Judge & Piccolo, 2004).  

Servant leadership.  A supportive form of leadership that is a timeless concept 

and has served as a foundation of many spiritual and religious tenets is servant 

leadership.  Jesus Christ was clear in declaring, “Let the greatest among you become as 

the youngest, and the leader as one who serves” (Luke 22:25-26).  Accordingly, a servant 

leader may be a person who has an innate desire to lead by serving, may serve out of a 

paradigm that aligns well with his or her own beliefs, or may ultimately choose to meet 

the highest priorities of others while pursuing a vision (Greenleaf, 2002; Russell & Stone, 

2002; Spears, 2002).  Although servant leadership is a timeless concept, Greenleaf (2002) 

created a blueprint for the servant leadership model, which Spears (2000) elaborated on 

by delineating 10 characteristics of servant leadership as he discerned them in 

Greenleaf’s writings.  They are listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, 
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conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of people, and 

building community (Spears, 2000).   

Servant-leader philosophies and methodologies have been widely adopted by 

organizations and higher education institutions (Doh & Quigley, 2014; Gunnarsdottir, 

2014; Jooste & Jordaan, 2012).  Klein (2014), in a study of 233 participants, found 

significant relationship between servant-leadership factors in driving overall trust, 

enhancing perceived fit, and improving employee engagement within a Fortune 500 

organization.  Additionally, Liden, Wayne, Zhao, and Henderson (2008) found a positive 

relationship between servant leadership and the outcome variables of community 

citizenship behaviors, in-role performance, and organizational commitment, even after 

controlling for transformational leadership and leader-member exchange theory.   

Other scholars have found challenges in the servant-leadership approach.  

Anderson (2009) noted that the positive effects of servant leadership on organization 

outcomes have not been empirically established.  Furthermore, Donia, Raja, Panaccio, 

and Wang (2015) found that although servant leadership was positively associated with 

employees’ job satisfaction, it was not significantly related to subordinate organizational 

citizenship behavior and may not be equally beneficial for all followers.   

Authentic leadership.  Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans, and May (2004) 

reasoned that authentic leaders enhance followers’ engagement by promoting trust and 

support to strengthen the connection of individuals with each other and with the 

organization.  An authentic model of leadership is used more as a social craft than as a 

technical undertaking to address higher-order changes in the culture of the organization 

and simultaneously is used to build relationships with employees (Mehta, Maheshwari, & 
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Sharma, 2014).  Such a supportive and participative approach helps to promote an 

acceptable alignment between people and the interests of the organization (Nordqvist & 

Melin, 2008; Olson & Simerson, 2011).  Effective authentic leaders focus more on the 

softer side of interpersonal relationships than on the task-oriented behaviors that are 

commonplace in organization management (Mehta et al., 2014).  Authentic leadership 

theory promotes using a systematic approach to quality improvement by using 

knowledge, persuasion, decision, and confirmation processes.  The implementation and 

assessment of authentic leadership may serve as a bridge to leader, employee, and 

operational functions (Avolio & Gardner, 2005).  

Distributed Leadership and Organizational Learning 

Behavioral and achievement-oriented leadership theories may align within a 

vertical hierarchy, with leadership regarded as a role of one or more individuals who 

influence the behavior of followers to obtain the expected change in organizational 

performance.  Alternatively, distributed leadership and organizational learning may be 

viewed as a collective practice or as a property that is distributed or shared among 

different members or a group practice (Bennett, Wise, Woods, & Harvey, 2003; Tian, 

Risku, & Collin, 2016).  

Distributed leadership.  Gronn (2000) outlined the concept of distributed 

leadership as a potential solution to the tendency of leadership thinking to be divided into 

two opposing paradigms: one paradigm aligned with the importance of individual agency 

and one as the result of systems design and role structures.  Bennett, Wise, Woods, and 

Harvey (2003) described distributed leadership as a group activity that works through and 

within relationships rather than through individual action (p. 3).  Distributed leadership 
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represents a shift from concentration on the individual leader’s traits and behaviors to a 

focus on a systemic process of leadership as a collective social process (Bolden, 2007).  

In a review of literature published from 1988 through 2002, Bennett et al. (2003) 

identified three premises of distributed leadership that were shared by most authors: 

(a) leadership is a developing property in a group or network of interrelated individuals; 

(b) there is an openness to widening the boundaries of leadership to include more 

contributors; and (c) varieties of expertise are distributed across many individuals.  Gronn 

(2000) described distributed leadership as more than the sum of its parts in that it 

includes unprompted collaboration of individuals with collective expertise, a shared role, 

and operationalizing arrangements that may work together in a harmonious mechanism.  

Bennett et al.’s first tenet, which describes an analytical orientation to leadership as a 

harmonious activity, separates distributed leadership as a distinctive form of leadership 

ascribed to a group that may be similar to a network of individuals that focus on the 

assessment of student learning in an education program.  

Over the past decade there has been significant debate in the literature about 

whether distributed leadership influences the enhancement of student learning outcomes 

positively.  Heck and Hallenger (2005), in a longitudinal study of 197 U.S. primary 

schools, found a positive correlation between distributed leadership and programmatic 

effects and student learning outcomes.  Conversely, Mayrowetz (2008) found a lack of a 

correlation between distributed leadership and school improvement and leadership 

development; York-Barr and Duke (2004) concluded that there is little evidence of a 

direct impact of distributed leadership on student learning outcomes; and Lumby (2009) 

found that distributed leadership promotes increases in accountability and workloads on 
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faculty with corresponding weakened perceptions of autonomy.  Tian et al. (2016), in a 

meta-analysis of distributed leadership literature from 2002 to 2013, found that “students’ 

learning outcomes depend on so many variables that it is challenging to underpin the 

correlation between them and distributed leadership” (p. 156).  

Organizational learning.  Senge (2006) identified a framework that is used 

within a learning organization whereby leaders create structures in which individual 

capacities are revealed and explored, personal mastery is encouraged, shared vision is 

developed, and team-building is supported within the context of systems thinking.  Senge 

(1990) promoted organizational learning (OL) as the process of an organization to 

acquire, create, and transfer knowledge in a manner intended to modify its behavior and 

reflect new insights.  Organizational learning embraces both generative and adaptive 

learning.  Adaptive learning is for the purpose of adapting to what is presently known, 

whereas generative learning is used anticipate what might happen in the foreseeable 

future (Garvin, 1993; Bennett & O’Brien, 1994).   

Although the literature surrounding OL has been abundant over the last two 

decades, there remains a lack of consensus on a consistent definition for OL (Bapuji & 

Crossan, 2004).  The thoughts of various authors are outlined in the following 

paragraphs.  

Senge (1990) described five vital dimensions inherent in learning organizations: 

(a) systems thinking, (b) personal mastery, (c) mental models, (d) building shared vision, 

and (e) team learning as bodies of theory and technique to be put into practice and result 

in generative learning.  Garvin (1993) noted that organizations that are proficient at 

transforming new knowledge have competencies in systematic problem-solving, learning 
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from their own experience, learning from the experience of others, experimenting with 

new processes, transferring knowledge within the organization, and measuring learning to 

determine that actual change is occurring.  In relating organizational learning to 

accreditation practice, Lejeune and Vas (2009), in a survey of 31 deans and directors and 

accredited colleges, found a positive perceived impact of accreditation on organizational 

learning of an education program, including: (a) programmatic development and quality 

of the faculty, (b) social openness and community interaction, and (c) the ability to 

acquire resources.  Although this study was limited by a small sample, with a single 

respondent per institution, Lejeune and Voss found that cultural change induced by 

accreditation seemed to be correlated with a positive impact on resource and faculty 

performance and with organizational effectiveness.  In a related study, Elliott and Goh 

(2013) found that accreditation can promote OL, although there was significant 

variability across schools resulting from contextual factors of team leadership and the 

degree to which accreditation was used as a lever for change.   

Current research supports that OL and culture are interrelated variables that affect 

the performance of a higher education program.  Mohammed, Taib, and Nadarajan 

(2016) concluded that OL is a method that facilitates the process of improving 

organizational performance and is varied according to organizational culture as a 

moderating variable.  Pierce and Simmerman (2010) described enculturation as a process 

in which individuals learn and participate in a culture.  Enculturation may influence the 

mechanism behind perceptions of the manner in which assessment is viewed, given that 

assessment evokes multiple robust worldviews and the resulting tensions that may be 

experienced via the culture in higher education programs.  
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Organizational Culture 

Cultures are shared mindsets that buttress perceptions and provide the context for 

how things may be done or understood through the thoughts, feelings, and behavior of 

people who are members of a group (Phillips, 1994).  An organization’s culture is defined 

by its commonly held beliefs, values, norms, behaviors, and practices (Schein, 2010).  

Moreover, shared cultural knowledge and values are fluid and may change over time 

because of a variety of factors (Baker & Baker, 2004).  

Schein (2010) proposed that cultures often begin with leaders who impose their 

own values on a group, and if the organization is successful, a culture is established that 

may influence future leadership.  However, if the organization experiences challenges in 

adapting to change, a leader may have to step outside of the culture in order to influence 

evolutionary changes in the organization.  Schein argued that “this ability to perceive the 

limitations of one’s own culture and to evolve the culture adaptively is the essence and 

ultimate challenge of leadership” (p. 2).  An organization’s culture may exert a major 

influence on the success or failure of change initiatives (Schein, 2010).   

Culture in a higher education program may be influenced by learning, making 

decisions strategically, prioritizing resources, and holding individuals accountable for 

implementing change (Ndoye & Parker, 2010).  Indeed, the enculturation of a higher 

education program surrounding assessment may be described along an assessment culture 

continuum that ranges from a culture of compliance to a culture of evidence and may 

have relevance in the success or failure of a program’s initiative for change (Farkas, 

2013).  
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Culture of compliance.  A culture of compliance characterizes an institutional 

culture in which assessment is performed primarily to address the demands of regulators 

or accreditors (Kuh et al., 2015).  In this culture, the work surrounding assessment is 

administratively managed and is structured so as to satisfy the demands of parties 

external to the education program.  Suskie (2015) argued that a culture of compliance is 

at the lowest level of an assessment culture continuum given that the emphasis on 

external influences and administrative control are perceptual factors that marginalize the 

importance of faculty.  

Collecting and reporting data for the demands of accreditation over the education 

programs’ authentic use of this culture change is a hallmark of an underlying culture of 

compliance.  Historically, changes that arise as the result of external demands leveraging 

accreditation processes have produced compliance with an “embarrassingly modest 

impact on student and institutional performance” (Kuh et al., 2015, p. 9).  Indeed, the 

leveraging of accreditation produces compliance but not genuine change; although 

faculty will perform assessment, the choice of tools is not robust, the outcomes are weak, 

and change as the result of the analysis of data is less apparent (Haviland, 2014).  

A culture of compliance is frequently focused on a managerial-type approach out 

of a desire to do what is needed for the accreditation of the education program, and 

changes may be made out of fear of what might occur if compliance is not achieved.  

Such a culture may have characteristics of a transactional environment in which cynicism 

is present as the coalition of individuals who are tasked with the responsibility, often with 

little support or resources, gather data that are rarely used as an integral part of the 

learning process (Farkas, 2013; Fuller, Skidmore, Bustamonte & Holzweiss, 2016).  
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Managing processes that are intended to promote change with a compliance-based 

framework is a paradigm in which following the rules will be sufficient to guide change 

and avoid any potential liability; at the same time, this paradigm may silence moral 

mindfulness in the change process (Verhezen, 2010).  Maki (2010) described educational 

programs feeling the commitment to assess using a compliance mentality as having a 

common institutional barrier to change.  

Culture of evidence.  A culture in which the practice of assessment is central to 

the work processes of both administrators and faculty, as a vital expression of 

institutional and intellectual curiosity, may best describe the highest level of an 

assessment culture continuum, often branded as a culture of evidence (Kuh et al., 2015; 

Suskie, 2015).  Work triggers faculties’ full integration of assessment within the program 

to leverage collection analysis of data in order to authentically answer questions and 

inform changes in an improvement effort (Fuller & Skidmore, 2014; Kuh et al., 2015; 

Suskie, 2015).  

A strong culture of evidence is purported to lead to improved participation and 

engagement in assessment processes and to have a role in increasing student learning 

(Maki, 2010; Suskie, 2009).  A culture of evidence reflects a paradigm that leverages the 

collective work of both administration and faculty members by encouraging intellectual 

curiosity within the fabric of the institution in meaningful and sustainable ways (Fuller & 

Skidmore, 2014; Kuh et al., 2015; Suskie, 2015).  Senge (1990) maintained that “to 

practice a discipline is to be a lifelong learner.  You never arrive; you spend your life 

mastering disciplines” (p. 10).  
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Summary 

The current system of accreditation in higher education relies upon multiple 

stakeholders and processes with diverging viewpoints, which cause pressure, confusion, 

and frustration among competing interests (Matthews, 2012).  Some stakeholders 

criticized what they perceived as the excessively high cost and poor outcomes of higher 

education in the United States (Muhtadi, 2013; Woodhouse, 2015; Yuen, 2012) and 

espoused greater accountability in accreditation processes (Eaton, 2011).  Hartle (2012) 

argued that accreditors are uncomfortable because they are wedged between criticisms of 

stakeholders suggesting that they have provided insufficient accountability and criticisms 

from institutions about the costs and intrusiveness of the accreditation process.  

The literature reviewed in this study may lay a foundation for understating 

possible ambiguities in accreditation requirements and may inform higher education 

leaders as their program progresses along a continuum from a culture of compliance to a 

culture of evidence.  In a study of 508 accredited colleges of business, Pringle and Michel 

(2007) found that in response to an accreditation assessment mandate, 89% of 

respondents reported that their assessment program produced results that included better 

learning objectives, improvements to the curriculum, and adoption of more effective 

teaching methods.  There may be a potential for accreditation to serve as a catalyst for 

programs to inform program change pertaining to assessment practices (Kuh et al., 2015).   

The current literature suggests that accreditation may have a positive impact on 

higher education institutions and may positively influence student learning outcomes.  

Lee (2012) argued that research is needed to document the relationship between 

accrediting agencies and their ties to assessment culture in institutions, as well as that 
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between an improved assessment culture and improved student learning, an argument that 

informed the research question of this dissertation in practice.  
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CHAPTER THREE: PROJECT METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

Kuh et al. (2015) argued that external forces have nurtured an unfortunate side 

effect on actual student learning because of the use of rigid quantitative measurements 

that is necessary to satisfy requirements of the federal government and accreditors.  A 

study that examines perceptions of leaders that must implement change as the result of an 

accreditation process and how it may influence the assessment practices in education 

programs is timely and relevant.  First, the study will be beneficial for administrators, 

faculty, and accrediting bodies because accreditation plays a vital role in America.  

Institutions and governments use the process to ensure educational quality and to protect 

the public interest in higher education.  Second, this research may also inform 

accreditation policymakers and education program leaders on how accreditation may 

influence the assessment culture in education programs.  

Yin (2013) described a qualitative study as a preferred method when the research 

intent is to discover how or why a phenomenon occurs and the researcher has little or no 

control over the developmental events.  Given that the goal of this study was to explore a 

complex problem of meeting accreditation standards while promoting the assessment of 

student learning in education, the opportunity to empower participants to tell their story 

through a qualitative research method was selected (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018).  

This study’s qualitative descriptive design enabled the researcher to collect data to 

inform evidence-based recommendations for action to the programmatic accreditor with 

the intent of positively affecting DCP assessment cultures.  Themes from the study 

informed the development of an evidence-based leadership-training curriculum intended 
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to assist leaders in programmatic assessment at accredited chiropractic programs.  

Qualitative description is a form of inquiry that is based on expert knowledge, used to 

focus on areas that are either poorly understood or potentially amenable to intervention, 

an orientation that aligns with the research question and purpose of this study (Neergaard, 

Olesen, Andersen, & Sondergaard, 2009).  Further, qualitative description allows for an 

analytical process that stays closer to the data which may be optimal for meeting the 

researcher’s desire to address concerns regarding bias.  

Research Question 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive inquiry is to discover how the standard 

processes used by the CCE influence the assessment culture of accredited education 

programs as administrators implement change resulting from accreditation decisions.   

The following research question guided this study: How do chiropractic education 

program administrators describe their experiences in leading change in assessment 

practice, as the result of implementing recommendations from the accreditation process?  

Research Design 

The conceptual framework for this study is rooted in a form of social 

constructivism, described by Creswell and Creswell (2018) as seeking to understand the 

world in which people live and work through the study of multiple and varied subjective 

meanings of experiences.  Further, this study relied, as much as possible, on the study 

participants’ views about the culture of assessment.  A qualitative descriptive research 

study was chosen because the researcher desired to describe the interesting phenomenon 

of how complying with accreditation processes may have influenced Doctor of 
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Chiropractic degree programs (DCPs) in the assessment of student achievement and 

programmatic effectiveness.   

The selection of a research design in this case was linked to a qualitative approach 

as a mechanism to explore and understand the perspective in which administrators 

address a problem and the meaning that they ascribe to meeting accreditation standards in 

the assessment of student learning in its natural setting.  The choice for a qualitative 

research design aligns with a need to focus on discovering the meaning the participants 

hold about the problem of meeting the accreditation standards, not on whether that 

meaning aligns with the thinking of the researcher or what is expressed in the literature.  

A qualitative approach permits the researcher to use a constructivist approach to develop 

a complex picture by understanding a multitude of factors that may be present in the 

process through an exploration of multiple perspectives that may be offered by the 

participants (Creswell, 2014).  In this study, qualitative research was conducted because a 

complex problem needed to be explored and a detailed understanding of the issue was 

desired (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Creswell and Creswell (2018) argued that a qualitative research design is best 

suited for a form of research “where it is important to understand several individuals’ 

common or shared experiences of a phenomenon” (p.78).  This qualitative descriptive 

study aligns with a type of inquiry that addresses and serves the practices of professional 

practitioners by breaking through what may be taken for granted and getting to the actual 

meaning of the experience.  In this research design, the lived experiences of participants 

included experiences related to what participants may have had in common with each 

other in adhering to high-quality standards in the assessment of student learning and 
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effecting or leading change as the result of accreditation decisions.  The lived experiences 

of administrators are important to this study because those experiences provide insight 

and understanding regarding what it is like to work in an environment where people must 

comply with expectations of an accreditor and how those external forces affect the 

culture of assessment within the education programs.  A quantitative approach may be 

meaningful in a descriptive study to explore participants’ perceptions regarding goals and 

outcomes associated with the accreditation process (Jones, 2014).  Descriptive designs 

often use quantitative data to describe responses to questions as well as determine trends 

and distributions (Creswell, 2014).  However, a descriptive quantitative design does not 

provide a foundation for discovering how people experience aspects of their lives, how 

individuals or groups behave, how organizations function, and how interactions shape 

relationships, fundamentals that are synonymous with qualitative inquiry (Babbie, 2017).   

A qualitative descriptive methodology was selected for this study because the 

research design focused on the perceptions of the participants and on a desire for insight 

into how the accreditation process affects the change process and culture of the education 

program.  Willis, Sullivan-Bolyai, Knafl, and Cohen (2016) noted that qualified 

descriptive research provides an opportunity to generate a focused evaluation and 

understanding of an accreditation-related experience that will include contextual factors 

that shape participants’ experiences.  Moreover, qualitative descriptive methods are a 

way to provide clear and precise answers to cultural factors and barriers (Sullivan-Bolyai, 

Bova, & Harper, 2005) in the accreditation process from the perspective of recipients of 

accreditation decisions.   
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Lambert and Lambert (2012) claimed that “the goal of qualitative descriptive 

studies is a comprehensive summarization, in everyday terms, of specific events 

experienced by individuals or groups of individuals” (p. 255).  This qualitative 

descriptive study permitted the researcher to use systematic, albeit flexible, guidelines for 

collecting and analyzing perceptions of participants in efforts to construct a rich, straight 

description of an experience and to stay closer to the description of a phenomenon from 

these data (Neergaard et al., 2009).  The researcher collected data in this study by 

pretesting a data collection method, conducting one-on-one semistructured interviews 

with each research participant, transcribing each interview, journaling and memoing 

during data collection, and confirming with participants that the transcripts accurately 

reflected the dialogue from the interview.  

Participants/Data Sources and Recruitment 

The population selection for the study included 13 administrators, located at 16 

different institutions in the United States that went through the CCE accreditation process 

within the calendar years of 2015 through 2018.  To guard against bias in the interview 

process, the interview protocol and script were piloted with a higher education 

administrator who was not in the sample, to identify any leading or potentially confusing 

questions.  

Guest, Bruce, and Johnson (2006), using data from a study involving 60 in-depth 

interviews, made evidence-based recommendations regarding sample size for qualitative 

interviews and outlined that saturation occurred completely within the first 12 interviews 

and that metathemes were present as soon as six interviews had been conducted.  As of 

2018, CCE accredited 16 programs located at 19 education sites in the United States 
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(CCE, 2018).  The original plan—to interview leaders from eight to ten different 

programs—included two-thirds of the total number of CCE-accredited colleges, and it 

was anticipated that theoretical saturation could reasonably be achieved within this 

interval.  The sample size rationale was based on a desire to gain access to participants 

from most of the CCE-accredited programs and to promote diversity in geographic 

location, program size, program mission, and program challenges in terms of maintaining 

compliance with student assessment standards.  

Although there is no consensus on what represents an adequate sample in 

qualitative descriptive research (Creswell, 2014; Guest, Bruce, & Johnson, 2006; Walker, 

2012), the researcher planned to interview eight to ten administrators but continued 

interviewing participants until theoretical saturation occurred.  Theoretical saturation in 

qualitative descriptive research implies that data inform existing themes but do not add 

anything new to them, that no new themes emerge, that the relationships between data in 

existing themes is clear, and that the qualitative sample may be considered adequate 

(Milne & Oberle, 2005; Walker, 2012).   

In selecting the participants for the interviews, a purposive sample of 

administrators who are responsible for implementing recommendations from the CCE 

following an accreditation decision were selected.  Initial criteria included that 

participants must: be administrators or tenured faculty members; have at least 5 years’ 

experience in higher education; and have some involvement in curriculum planning, 

program assessment, or examination of student outcomes.  These criteria for selection of 

participants guided the researcher as he identified willing and qualified participants 

through a list of accreditation liaisons provided by the CCE.  Additional criteria were that 
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participants must be administrative or faculty members that had either participated in the 

writing of the programmatic self-study or been involved in implementing change 

resulting from accreditation decisions.  Having experience in any of these roles would 

represent individuals engaged most directly with the structural and cultural challenges of 

student learning and program accreditation (Kuh et al., 2015).  

Because more than ten administrators fit the criteria and were available to be 

interviewed, the first eight to ten who fit the schedule were selected as participants.  

However, interviews were conducted until data saturation was reached following the 13th 

interview. 

Interviews 

The setting for data collection for four of the participants was an educational 

research conference attended by the researcher and the participants, where the researcher 

secured a private meeting room in the conference facility.  The researcher traveled to 

meet eight of the participants at a location of their choice at a time that was mutually 

convenient for the researcher and the participants.  One participant was interviewed 

telephonically because of an international travel commitment.  

Thirteen interviews were conducted over 7 weeks.  The interviews were recorded 

with a Sony ICD-UX560F digital recorder, and an interview protocol (Appendix C) was 

the primary data collection tool.  The researcher also recorded memos during participant 

observation to reflect contemporaneous thoughts or impressions during the interview.  

Transcription 

Each interview was digitally recorded and subsequently sent to a third party, 

rev.com, for transcription.  The 13 interviews resulted in 560 minutes of recorded audio 



LIVED EXPERIENCES IN ACCREDITATION  44 

and 148 pages of transcripts containing 74,082 words.  The researcher reviewed each 

transcript for accuracy against the original digital recording and corrected any 

misspellings or incorrect acronyms.  

Each participant was sent the transcript of his or her interview for review of 

accuracy and clarity of recorded thoughts and opinions.  All participants reviewed their 

transcripts and affirmed accuracy, with eight of the 13 participants providing edits and 

revision for clarity.   

Saturation 

The plan for this study was to obtain eight to ten interviews, or to keep 

interviewing until data saturation occurred.  During the first 10 interviews, the researcher 

found that each participant’s experience in the accreditation process was unique in 

respect to the leadership and the process for implementing change emerging with new 

themes.  The participants had a wide range of years of experience in their positions, and 

the size of the programs in which they were employed ranged from approximately one 

hundred students to a multicampus program of more than two thousand students.  After 

the 10th interview was over, the researcher sought and obtained interviews from another 

three participants.  This enabled the researcher to obtain an interview with a participant 

from each chiropractic program in the sample.  Because repetition of the data was 

occurring and no new themes emerged, the researcher concluded that saturation had been 

achieved.   

Data Collection Procedures 

Each individual was invited to participate via an email from the researcher (see 

Appendix A) offering an overview of the study and the expectations for participating so 
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that each individual could make an informed choice about whether to proceed with a 

formal interview.  An email ensured consistency in describing the research process.  The 

invitation described the voluntary nature of the study, explained the steps that would be 

taken to protect all participants, and offered contact information for the researcher’s 

faculty advisor for any study-related questions or problems.   

Participants who agreed to an interview were provided an informed consent form 

(Appendix B) that included a bill of rights for research participants outlining: (a) the 

voluntary nature of the study, (b) the ability to opt out at any time, (c) what participants 

might be asked to do, (d) participants’ right to be told of any foreseeable risks, (e) any 

study costs or compensation, (f) how confidentiality would be protected, and (g) whom 

participants could contact with questions.  Participants who agreed to be interviewed 

were scheduled for an interview in accordance with their availability and geographic 

proximity.  Skype telecommunication or a telephonic interview was permitted in 

situations of a scheduling conflict.  

The interview protocol and questions (Appendix C) guided a process of probing 

how participants led change as the result of the accreditation process; how they saw 

institutional cultures of assessment being developed, maintained or changed; and how 

they influenced the assessment of student learning (Fuller et al., 2016).  Questions 

pertaining to the cultural mindset of participants were important, so the researcher asked 

clarifying questions about the existing culture at the education program.  In examining a 

college or program culture, it was necessary to look for patterns and for relationships.  

The relationships that individuals have with each other within the organization, and the 

ways in which those relationships influence the subculture of individuals and the greater 
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culture of the organization, were important factors (Pai et al., 2009).  The researcher also 

used questions to probe for any movement, or a cultural shift, in the culture of an 

education program that had previously functioned in a culture of compliance, toward a 

true culture of evidence.  

This qualitative design focused on the process of implementing change as the 

result of an accreditation decision, as well as on the outcome of the programmatic 

assessment process, with a critical focus on understanding how things occur.  The 

interview protocol guided the researcher in collecting data using a semistructured 

interview process that balanced a script of interview questions to be answered by all 

participants and included the flexibility of adding additional nonscripted, probing 

questions as needed in efforts to understand each personal lived experience related to 

leading change in assessment practice (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).   

Finally, the process of memoing was an integral part of the analytical process as 

the researcher captured ideas as data were collected and analysis procedures conducted.  

The researcher used the process of analytic memo writing to contemporaneously 

document his reflections on the coding process.  The reflections framed the researcher’s 

thoughts on the process of analysis, code choices, patterns that seemed to be developing, 

and concepts that would inform the development of subcategories and themes (Saldaña, 

2016).  When the data collection was complete, the memos promoted the development of 

categories and subsequent axial coding to piece together meanings surrounding the 

categories (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Journaling and analytic memo writing were 

used to document the process of the study and to assist in limiting researcher bias, or 

predetermined thought concerning the data collection or analysis.  
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Reliability and Validity Applications 

A number of methods were employed in this study as a means of mitigating bias 

and increasing the trustworthiness of data.  In qualitative research, the reliability and 

validity of the design are built through a process of building the credibility and 

trustworthiness of the study.  The research plan in this case included strategies to 

influence authenticity, credibility, criticality, and integrity as described by Milne and 

Oberle (2005).  To influence authenticity, the researcher made design-related decisions to 

ensure that the sample size was adequate, that participants had the freedom to speak, and 

that their voices were actually heard by collecting participant-driven data.   

The sample was adequate given that there were 13 participants from 16 accredited 

DCPs in the United States, to ensure the acquisition of a broad insight from diverse and 

unique experiences.  To ensure that participant voices were heard, the researcher devised 

an interview protocol (Appendix C) that included strategies to promote participants’ 

having the freedom to speak so that rich and authentic perceptions. rather than superficial 

descriptions, could be gathered.  Strategies to truly capture and accurately portray an 

insider perspective from DCP leaders by probing for clarification and depth were 

implemented in hopes of influencing credibility positively.  

To make sure participant voices were heard, the researcher augmented data 

collection with a member check process to safeguard that participant perceptions were 

accurately represented.  The researcher read through the transcript of each interview 

twice while simultaneously listening to the recording.  After all participant interviews, the 

researcher sent a copy of the transcribed interview to participants.  A confirmation from 
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all participants was received to affirm that the transcripts were accurate and that the 

findings presented in these data accurately reflected the dialogue from the interview.   

A process of member checking was also employed in data collection and analysis.  

The researcher used member checking by having a select group of participants explore 

the credibility of the results and conclusions reached by the researcher through data 

analysis (Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell & Walter, 2016).  Last, participant voices were 

augmented in the reporting process by using direct quotations from participants, as well 

as a by full disclosure of findings in a manner that promotes the ability of others to judge 

the credibility of the study as a whole.  

Ethical Considerations 

Before initiating this study, the researcher included drafts of all participant 

invitations, which may be reviewed in Appendix A, and any other required 

correspondence as part of an institutional review board (IRB) application.  The researcher 

obtained IRB approval before engaging in the research project and collecting data 

(Appendix D).   

Participant rights were protected in several ways: (a) Participation in the study 

was voluntary and participants had the right to opt out at any time; (b) each participant 

was provided with Creighton University’s (n.d.) “Bill of Rights for Research 

Participants,” which may be reviewed in Appendix B, and included information about 

confidentiality and the voluntary nature of the study; (c) the protocol guiding the 

interview may be reviewed in Appendix C; (d) all participants were identified by a 

pseudonym and were not be named throughout data collection, analysis, and reporting; 
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and (e) the researcher segregated demographic information from interview files and 

participant pseudonyms.  

Data security was maintained, and data generated in this DIP were stored in two 

formats.  First, an external hard drive encrypted with a numerical and letter password was 

maintained exclusively by the researcher for optimal protection.  Furthermore, following 

an interview, data files were uploaded onto a private network server backed by antivirus 

and server protection.  The network was accessible only to the researcher and was 

encrypted with a numerical and letter password to ensure protection of information and 

anonymity throughout the DIP.  

Protection of interview data was achieved in several ways: (a) All transcriptionists 

employed by Rev.com signed a confidentiality agreement, (b) all interview recording 

files that are transmitted to Rev.com were encrypted on the researcher hard drive, and 

(c) all files transmitted through email used Hyper Text Transfer Protocol Secure 

(HTTPS) and Transport Layer Security 1.2 (rev.com/security, n.d).  

To maintain confidentiality and nonattribution in this study, participants’ names 

were masked in the data.  In addition, a master list of participant names, pseudonyms, and 

code numbers were secured in a file that was separate from the transcripts that were 

themselves protected in a combination safe maintained by the researcher (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018).  

Data Analysis 

The researcher began the analysis with an in-depth study of each participant’s 

recorded interview based on a fully verbatim transcription by Rev.com.  The review of 

the interview transcript was a mechanism to provide a detailed analysis to help the 
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researcher understand the context of participants’ challenges and experiences in the CCE 

accreditation process concerning assessment of student learning and the leadership 

required to promote change resulting from an accreditation decision.  The analysis began 

with observations and highlighting “what the experience for this person is like, what 

sense this particular person is making of what is happening to them” (Smith et al., 2009, 

p. 3).  Thereafter, data from these rich descriptions were examined using a strategy of 

first and second cycle coding, in concert with analytical memo writing.  The processes of 

coding and memoing were performed to highlight the similarities and differences 

between narratives.  Furthermore, the codes that emerged from the interviews promoted a 

search for patterns that might have been bounded by the group as a whole and would 

perhaps be considered in an attempt to understand the meaning of the shared lived 

experiences.  

Sandelowski (2000) claimed that qualitative content analysis is the analysis 

strategy of choice in qualitative descriptive studies.  The researcher in this study did not 

apply a pre-existing set of codes to the data but generated codes from the data themselves 

through qualified content analysis, a form of summarizing the informational contents of 

the data. 

Inductive Content Analysis 

Inductive content analysis was used as a method of analyzing the verbal data 

received from participant interviews in this qualitative descriptive study.  Content 

analysis has been found to be a systematic method of describing valid extrapolations 

from the content of data contextually with an outcome of concepts that can be ascribed to 

categories that describe a phenomenon.  Whereas deductive content analysis is beneficial 
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for analysis of previous knowledge or theory testing by generating codes before and 

during data analysis, inductive content analysis supports the aim of this DIP in gathering 

new knowledge about a phenomenon and defining codes during the data analysis (Elo & 

Knygas, 2007).  The researcher used inductive content analysis to focus on the 

description of the explicit content of the participants in a way that would include only a 

very limited interpretation of any implied meaning.  

Identification of codes.  The researcher began the analysis by reading each 

transcript several times, highlighting comments that appeared unique and that reflected 

the perspective of the participants as they described practices and challenges involved 

with accreditation processes and with leading change efforts at their education programs.  

Because of the volume of data, the researcher then chose to upload the interview 

transcripts into MaxQDA software.  MaxQDA is a computer-assisted qualitative data 

analysis software program that has capabilities for data management, visual text 

assessment, content analysis, vocabulary analysis, and dictionary based analysis.  The 

researcher did not use any advanced features in MaxQDA in the analysis of any content, 

words, or phrases.  MaxQDA was used by the researcher only as a tool to visualize and 

highlight phrases within each transcript, write notes, and subsequently group codes into 

categories that informed the development of themes.  

The first cycle of coding occurred in vivo and involved breaking down transcribed 

data into smaller units and then coding or naming these units according to the content 

they represented.  Thereafter, the researcher categorized or grouped coded material by 

shared concepts (Milne & Oberle, 2005; Saldaña, 2016).  Highlighted text was given a 

label to identify a code and was organized and compared with other texts in MaxQDA 
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according to similarities and differences.  The label that was assigned to each code 

aligned with a keyword, thought, or expression related by the participant.  As the codes 

were labeled, they were grouped into generalizable clusters that eventually represented a 

category.  To promote trustworthiness of the data analysis, if a code had attributes of 

more than one classification group, it was nevertheless assigned to only one category—

the one that the researcher believed was the best fit (Vaismordi, Jones, Turunen, & 

Snellgrove, 2016).   

The second cycle of coding consisted of pattern coding, which allows for 

categorizing the data to develop themes that align with the meaning of the descriptions 

provided by the education program leaders (Saldaña, 2016).  The purpose behind the 

analysis was to facilitate the researcher’s interpretation of the participants’ characteristics 

or leadership practices that aligned with the use of evidence or other characteristics or 

practices that focused on complying with accreditation requirements.  

Because the codes were created inductively, they did change during the study as 

more data became available.  The researcher repeated the coding process extensively and 

often started on different pages of a transcript and switched the order of transcripts during 

the review to promote the stability and reliability of the coding process.  To promote the 

trustworthiness and credibility of the analysis, the researcher reviewed the data and 

evaluated how well categories covered the codes, collapsed codes under categories, and 

identified similarities and differences of codes to parse or refine categories (Elo, 

Kaariainen, Kanste, Polkki, Utrianinen, & Kyngas, 2014).  
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Development of Themes 

The researcher developed themes by organizing categories of codes that were 

characteristics, descriptions, and perceptions aligned with the research question.  Codes 

were organized and compared with each other to identify a common frame of reference 

that united the codes under a category of a common understanding of the participants.  

Whenever possible, keywords from the codes and categories informed the development 

of themes.  Some themes ultimately had subdivisions to document a link of the categories 

to the development of a theme.  

The purpose of the theme was to document the essence of the participants’ 

experiences in a way that would inform the meaning of their experiences and limit the 

influence of the researcher in interpreting the theme.  Although some interpretation is 

inherent in qualitative inquiry, it was important for the researcher to limit interpretation to 

promote the trustworthiness of the process of theme development.  

Once the themes were fully developed, the next step in analysis was to ensure 

both descriptive validity and interpretive validity (Willis, Sullivan-Bolyai, Knafl, & 

Zichi-Cohen, 2016).  Descriptive validity was supported by acquiring an accurate 

description of the meanings participants gave through their interview by having each 

participant review the recorded transcript.  Interpretative validity was ensured by having 

six of the 13 participants review the coding to make sure a precise description was 

conveyed by the researcher.  

Reflection and Journaling 

An issue that I acknowledged at the outset of this study was threats to 

trustworthiness arising from bias.  Bias is an issue because at the time of the study I, the 
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researcher, was an employee of the CCE and had more than twenty years of experience in 

programmatic accreditation.  I had to guard against any preconceived ideas about 

assessment practice, accreditation, or experiences that I had with any of the research 

participants or the education program by which they were employed.  Initially, I 

journaled about concerns of bias being a problem and about whether I was looking for 

data to help the CCE or the education program it accredits.  

Another bias that I considered was including or excluding data that did not fit the 

aim of my study.  Further, there could be elements in the CCE accreditation process that 

actually impeded leadership or change initiatives and might not be received well by my 

employer or the education programs.  To keep bias in check, I routinely reflected on my 

journal entries and reflected carefully on the interview protocol and the data analysis 

plan, and I kept notes to document an audit trail to promote the trustworthiness of the 

findings.  

Summary 

This study’s framework for a qualitative research approach was designed to 

facilitate the researcher’s gaining an in-depth knowledge of an organizational 

phenomenon that is not examined for compliance in an accreditation process.  Creswell 

and Creswell (2018) argued that qualitative validity is based on “determining whether the 

findings are accurate from the standpoint of the researcher, the participant, or the readers 

of an account” (p. 199).  The use of qualitative descriptive methods facilitated an 

understanding of their participants’ lived experiences; they have each experienced the 

process, and the description of the data might help explain actual or desired practice 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  In this study, the use of qualitative description permitted 
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the construction of a narrative as a mechanism for meaning-making and for 

understanding the experiences of administrators in leading change in assessment practice 

that results from implementing recommendations from accreditation decisions.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The aim of this DIP was to provide an opportunity for higher education leaders to 

describe, in their own words, the current state of maintaining compliance with CCE 

standards in the assessment of student learning, any challenges that they might be 

experiencing, and what is required to lead program change that results from an 

accreditation decision.  Chapter Two outlined the challenges that administrative leaders 

in chiropractic education programs face as they work through resistance to change and 

potentially lead in unchartered territory to demonstrate a threshold of compliance with 

standards or promote change in an education program that results from an accreditation 

decision.   

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study is to discover a deeper 

understanding of how the standard processes used by the CCE influence the assessment 

culture of accredited education programs as administrators implement change resulting 

from accreditation decisions.  This chapter presents an overview of the study participants 

that were from 13 of the 16 chiropractic programs that the CCE accredits; explores the 

findings that emerged from one-on-one interviews with each participant; reviews the 

themes that emerged from the interviews; and provides an analysis of these data to serve 

as a foundation for discussion and recommendations resulting from this study.  

Participants 

The researcher employed a purposeful sampling technique to facilitate a 

maximum variation in sampling in CCE’s 16 accredited programs, a process that has 

been described as advantageous for obtaining wide-ranging insights and comprehensive 
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data (Neergaard et al., 2009).  Maximum variation in this study referred to seeking a 

diversity in participant demographics including geographic location, size of the program, 

gender, formal education, and years of experience in a position of leadership.  The 

sampling was purposive in that qualitative descriptive studies necessitate all participants 

to have experienced the phenomenon under consideration.  Further, all participants must 

have attained a high-level leadership position in the organization.  The recruitment 

strategy was intended to facilitate recruiting participants who were leaders whom directly 

faced the challenges involving compliance with accreditation standards and promoting 

student learning, which aligns with the aim of this study.  The researcher’s involvement 

and positionality during the process of recruitment was to first seek and obtain the 

institutional CEO’s approval and recommendation and then to stay within the criteria 

established in the study.  

After receiving approval from the Creighton University Institutional Review 

Board (see Appendix D), the researcher sent email invitations to 14 of the 16 accredited 

programs that CCE accredits.  Two programs were excluded from the sample because at 

the time of the study they were either in the process of appealing a sanction of the CCE or 

were involved in litigation with the CCE.  Qualitative inquiry during a process of appeal 

or litigation may compromise the anonymity of a participant or the education program, 

and data could become part of a discovery process in litigation; therefore, the programs 

were excluded from the sample.  

Participants were initially identified through a listing of accreditation liaisons 

maintained by the CCE, a listing of individuals who serve as a point of contact for 

accreditation matters concerning each program.  Some sampling included a certain 
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amount of convenience sampling, according to the input received from the accreditation 

liaison or the institutional CEO.  The participants for this study were selected based on 

the following criteria: (a) Participants must be administrators or tenured faculty 

members; (b) have at least 5 years’ experience in higher education; (c) have some 

involvement in curriculum planning, program assessment, or examination of student 

outcomes; and (d) have either participated in the writing of the programmatic self-

study or been involved in implementing change resulting from accreditation decisions.  

No stipend or gift was provided to participants.  Ultimately, the participants in this 

DIP were selected because they could “purposefully inform an understanding of the 

research problem and the central phenomenon in the study” (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018, p. 157).  

At the time of this study, 13 administrative leaders agreed to participate and were 

interviewed as part of the study.  Because more than 10 administrators fit the criteria and 

were available to interview, the first 10 who fit the schedule were selected as participants.  

However, interviews continued until data saturation was reached following the interview 

of the 13th leader.  

The group under study consisted of five women and eight men.  At the time of the 

study, all of the participants had an education background of a first professional doctorate 

or a terminal degree.  Two participants had both a professional doctorate and a terminal 

degree.  Additionally, 10 of the 16 participants had significant administrative experience 

prior to their current leadership role and 12 of the 16 had served their institution for 10 

or more years.  To protect the identity of the participants, the researcher assigned 

pseudonyms that were used throughout the study (see Table 1).  
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Table 1 

Research Participant List 

Pseudonym Role Years Admin 
Experience 

Current 
Position 

Alex Administration 7 years 1 years 

Brian Dean 2 years 2 years 

Connie Administration 5 years 5 years 

Dean Dean 9 years 1 years 

Amanda Institutional Effectiveness 8 years 1 years 

Eugene Academic Affairs 12 years 12 years 

Harper Dean 12 years 12 years 

Ross Dean 12 years 4 years 

Jensen Dean 4 years 4 years 

Jared Dean 14 years 3 years 

Jackson Institutional Effectiveness 27 years 14 years 

Katherine Academic Affairs 11 years 1 years 

Julianne Provost 14 years 5 years 
 

Presentation of the Findings 

The following section presents the primary themes and subthemes resulting from 

the analysis of qualitative data conducted after interviews were held with the participants 

in this study.  The identity of each participant in this study is protected by the use of a 

random pseudonym to protect their anonymity when using quotes as supporting evidence 

for each theme.  In addition, some quotes have been paraphrased to protect the anonymity 

of each research participant and the institution by which they are employed.  Paraphrased 

illustrations of data have been identified through the use of brackets ([ ]).  

Five major themes and five subthemes emerged following the researcher’s 

analysis of codes; these were ultimately compiled into categories that informed the 
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development of themes.  Each theme aligns with a description of how chiropractic 

education program administrators describe their experiences in leading change in 

assessment practice that arose as the result of implementing recommendations from the 

accreditation process, as follows:  

Theme One: We Are Nurturing Assessment Cultures in Transition  

Theme Two: Accreditation May Be a Carrot or a Stick in Assessment Initiatives  

Theme Three: Leadership Is Necessary to Advance a Vision and to Promote 

Facilitation  

Theme Four: Creating Teams Is a Catalyst in Facilitating Change and Stimulating 

Program Improvement  

Theme Five: It Is Necessary to Manage Barriers in the Change Process 

To organize the salient points in the theme of using leadership to advance a vision 

and promote facilitation, it is separated into three sub-themes to include (a) leading is 

more than delivering a letter from the CCE, (b) we needed to build trust to move forward, 

and (c) authenticity is necessary as a part of practice.  To organize the points in the theme 

of managing barriers in the change process, two subthemes were identified: (a) financial 

and human resources, and (b) time is a necessity — change fatigue is a reality.  

The following section provides the presentation of each primary theme and the 

accompanying subthemes resulting from the analysis of data.  Accompanying the 

presentation of themes are illustrative quotes from the participants that are included as 

supporting evidence and illustration of their lived experiences in leading change in 

assessment practice that arises as the result of implementing recommendations from the 

accreditation process.  
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Theme One: We Are Nurturing Assessment Cultures in Transition 

A theme that was evident across the experiences described by each participant 

was that their program’s assessment culture was changing and improving over time.  

Each of the 13 participants described the assessment culture in the program as improving.  

Although this sense was universal, there was a significant variation regarding the length 

of time for which each program was going through change, and the impetus for change 

was different for most programs.  

Most participants described a progression of an assessment culture over time that 

began with a top-down administrative mandate, or an accreditation-imposed mandate for 

change, with challenges resulting from change avoidance or a culture that did not 

appreciate the use of evidence to assess student learning or inform program improvement.  

Participants used terms to describe previous cultures such as “not engaged,” “neutral,” 

“not seeing the need,” and “not understanding why we have to do that”; some also 

mentioned that assessment was seen as a bad word around campus.  

A few participants described change that resulted from an administrative mandate 

as the result of accreditation.  Julianne described the assessment culture in her program as 

maturing from damage to the culture as the result of an administrative mandate and a 

need to obtain compliance following an accreditation decision:  

When I first got here, it was really a one-man show trying to catch up with the 

requirements.  Our president knew when he was hired that the school had not kept 

up with what the standards had said to do, which I think a lot of schools found 

themselves in that situation.  And so he got here and said, hey, we've got to be in 

this place by the date.  And so he hired a resource to come in and fix that and was 
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trying to explain to everybody, you don’t have time to do it that way.  You’ve got 

to get things done.  And so that meant one person pushing it through, which 

creates a rift and culture issues and damage to the culture.  And so then from there 

it was, you have to then try to repair that damage and fix it . . . we try not to use 

the word[s] compliance and assessment together, but sometimes you have to, and 

that’s just as important because you won’t have a program without compliance.  

That’s not the most important part of assessment, but it is a real part of it.  

Alex indicated that the assessment culture in his program was evolving and that 

before five or six years previous “we were not there at all . . . in the past I would’ve said 

it’s almost absent as a culture—not as an effort, but as a culture.”  Alex added that during 

a transition over the previous few years the general understanding of assessment had 

evolved and resistance had diminished from a perspective of  

“Oh, we have to do it,” to where, as I said, the majority of administration and 

executive level and management level understand that it’s for improvement, and 

our faculty are coming along.  At one point in time, faculty would’ve all said it’s 

something they have to do, and “Why do we have to?”  Right?  And not 

understand at all, but that needle is moving.  We’re not 100 percent there.  It’s 

been positive.  We are evolving, and we are moving.  It took us some time to go 

from . . . an administrative mandate to assess to having the resources in place to 

assist, right?  And so with the administrative mandate to assess comes resistance 

and a lack of understanding.  

Although some participants described a process of change in assessment culture 

over the previous five to ten years, the one participant who had been involved in leading 
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assessment initiatives for decades described a change that was transformative from a 

perspective of intense faculty resistance:  

One of the things we were very cognizant of when we first started in what I would 

call the assessment movement at [this program] was a culture of assessment.  We 

didn’t have one, okay?  And most institutions don’t.  Especially when you come 

out of a culture of the focus on teaching rather than learning.  The attitude of the 

faculty was well, I taught them.  They didn’t learn it, that's not my problem. 

(Jackson) 

Eugene described an assessment culture in transition since the mid 2000s that was 

oriented more toward intellectual curiosity and using metrics to make informed decisions 

than toward an administrative mandate.  He noted,  

I really think that that was the beginning of a greater awareness.  It went from 

“Well, I think we should do A, B, and C because I have great ideas.”  It went from 

that mindset to “Let’s look at what the data tells us, let’s look at what our 

gathering of the information tells us because that might be a great idea, but let’s 

see what those assessments are guiding us and leading us to.”  

Amanda also described the evolution of an assessment culture that had gone from 

seeing assessment as a bad word linked to fear to one that appreciated the value data 

could provide to individuals and the program.  She noted:  

Assessment’s no longer a bad word here, or a scary word.  I think people have 

really bought into it and realized that it’s not just something that they’re doing 

because administrators and accreditors told them they have to.  I think we’re 

starting to get a point now where people are learning . . . faculty and staff are 
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really learning from their data and starting to make informed decisions as a result 

of that data.  

Evolution from fear, and from a negative collective organizational appreciation of 

the value of assessment, toward a culture of appreciation was clear from the described 

lived experiences of participants.  Amanda described a previous negative collective 

worldview in the program that had shifted, saying:  

We’ve come a long way, but I think there’s still a lot further we can go.  But 

overall I guess I’d say it’s kind of neutral.  I don’t think anyone is necessarily . . . 

more excited about assessment than they do about teaching classes, but at the 

same time I don’t think assessment’s really a dirty word in our program anymore.  

The continued evolution of understanding the need for assessment of student learning in a 

program and knowing how to accomplish authentic assessment practice was made 

apparent by Alex:  

Evolving is a word I would use, and maybe that would always be the word.  I’m 

not sure we’re ever 100 percent there, but I would say five or six years ago, we 

were not there at all.  And as I said earlier, people are coming on board.  People 

are seeing the need.  There is still probably in the faculty two perspectives.  I 

think most understand the necessity and the need, and that it would be a good 

thing.  Fewer understand what it means and how to do it within their classrooms 

and really how simple it can be.  So yeah, we’re evolving, and the understanding 

and the how to aren’t evolving at the same pace.  

Change avoidance resulting from fear or from aversion to the “bad word” of 

assessment, a top-down administrative mandate, or simply the need to obtain compliance 
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with accreditation mandates was certainly recognizable in the lived experiences of 

leaders during the transition of a program’s assessment culture.  There were also factors 

that nurtured cultures in transition by promoting student learning as a primary purpose 

that was linked to institutional values, the desire to improve the program, and a sincere 

appreciation for the use of evidence to promote student growth and advancement.  

The mission and vision of the institution give birth to goals that are often focused 

around specific values that are appreciated throughout an academic program.  Alex 

reported that members in his program developed an appreciation for assessment “not just 

to improve, but [to determine]: Are we actually accomplishing what we say our goals 

are?”  Amanda described a transition to reasoning about doing the actual work of 

assessment by noting, “It helped our entire institution understand that no, there’s a reason 

we’re doing this, and it’s best practice.”  

Brian suggested that an appreciation of the use of evidence by organization 

members was linked to nurturing an assessment culture in transition.  

At first, you’re saying, “We must do this, this, and this.  And this is why.”  People 

are like “okay,” but it’s not like “yay.”  But when they start to see the results 

come back and what they can understand about the student, it starts to be a self-

fulfilling cycle.  And now, everybody gets it.  And they get data they can use and 

it’s easy to get to—like it used to be “This was really hard to do, and now it’s 

actually, it’s not that bad.”  And so it’s useful.  It’s attainable.  

Eugene also described intense challenges during a changing assessment culture 

until people got to a turning point that was based on the appreciation of evidence that 

would actually inform improvement:  
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Boy, that was a long road.  All of those factors actually, the need to be able to 

maintain viability, certainly competition in the marketplace . . . you have to make 

sure that consumers, who are our students at this point and our patients, are 

having their needs met.  Certainly federal requirements, accreditation 

requirements, the standards from both programmatic and regional accreditation.  

But also during that process I think there was . . . the light bulbs began to come on 

with the boots on the ground, so to speak, that “Oh, hey, I can use this information 

and perform better.”  

Katherine noticed that faculty began to appreciate that evidence was being used to 

evoke positive changes in student learning experiences rather than simply to inform 

external stakeholders.  An appreciation for being informed about “what we’re hoping to 

do with this, and what we’re in the process of doing, is providing more student support” 

led to an acknowledgment that “assessment for assessment’s sake, without doing 

anything with that information, is a very hollow promise.”  Similarly, Amanda described 

student-centered value by noting,  

I think people are starting to see the value of doing it, and particularly as we get 

into a course level when faculty can see how they can use their own data to 

improve their class, I think that’s helped make this a more meaningful experience. 

Nurturing an assessment culture in transition was readily apparent as a theme in 

the lived experiences of administrators tasked with making change in assessment 

practice.  Although both the time needed for transitioning and the impetus for doing so 

varied among institutions, commonality was seen in negative reactions to initial 

administrative or accreditation mandates that may have resulted in fear or resistance to 
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change.  Administrative leaders first described circumstances of change avoidance but 

segued into discussing processes of change that were influenced by leadership and an 

appreciation for the value of evidence and, ultimately, for how evidence may be used for 

student growth and advancement as well as to improve the education program as a whole.  

Theme Two: Accreditation May Be a Carrot or a Stick in Assessment Initiatives 

Interestingly, participants sometimes used the terms accreditation and assessment 

interchangeably.  The worldviews of some participants reflected that a change in 

accreditation standards, or a decision by an accreditor, may have actually served as an 

impetus for the beginning of change in the assessment practices for a program.  At times 

the impact of accreditation was viewed as a mechanism for growth and needed change, 

whereas at other times accreditation was viewed as a punitive measure administered by a 

stakeholder outside the organization in an attempt to create change.  Terminology 

indicated that administrators were “forced,” to make changes, “needed to change,” “were 

required” to make changes, and “had to make it happen.”  

Eugene reported, “I affectionately say that was rammed down our throats, and 

certainly the accreditation process from both of our accreditors supported that.”  Brian 

concurred, noting, “Accreditation was a humongous piece.  That’s what I walked into 

essentially here.  It was a huge driver.”  

Accreditation was also supported as a “driver” for evolution in process and for 

“engagement” in assessment practice.  In some cases, participants described experiencing 

an “awakening” to a new paradigm of practice.  Amanda noted, “I think the challenges 

that we experienced from our . . . accreditor I think woke people up a bit and [they] 

realized this [assessment standard] is not a joke.”  
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Dean suggested it was leadership in accreditation that promoted the evolution of 

assessment practice in his program:  

I think the evolution of accreditation, number one.  So I think number one the 

vision they brought to the process, plus the level of support that they bring to the 

process.  So when you look at accreditation agencies now, they offer a lot of 

support to help educate constituents about what this means and how to do it well.  

So I think that’s number one, is I think there was actually a leadership among 

accreditation that brought it to put it on the radar.  

Some participants made apparent that the accountability of the accreditation process 

ensured the development of meaningful practice in assessment, including the actual use 

of data that was being collected to inform program improvement.  As one put it:  

Well having it as a requirement for accreditation for sure has made us engaged 

with assessment, and all my faculty know that this is something we can’t get 

around.  We can’t just say we’re doing it—we have to have the proof, we have to 

keep the evidence, and we’ve got to continually do this.  (Harper)  

Amanda also offered concurring thoughts about the value of using an external 

stakeholder, such as an accreditor, as a “blessing in disguise” to influence needed change:  

We [had] to do this and I think to some extent those recommendations we had at 

the time were kind of a blessing in disguise, because it took the administrators out 

of it, from making it seem like it was something that they just wanted to do.  

A few participants spoke of a citation or sanction from an accreditation decision 

as a force that stimulated a needed change in assessment practice.  One explained:  
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To be honest with you, it started with an [accreditation] concern.  Because we had 

a standing concern with them that we didn’t have assessment of student 

achievement . . . but they finally gave us a letter that said, “We're coming back in 

2 years.  If you don’t have something for us that’s real, it’s going to impact your 

accreditation.” (Jackson)  

Brian also described a “do it or else” experience in the accreditation processes of 

CCE, and he also noted that it was difficult to separate the impact of leadership and the 

process required by accreditation in culture change because they were simultaneous:  

We had the pressure of the CCE, the accreditation challenge [of probation] around 

it.  While I would not want to work under that situation again necessarily, it’s not 

like I would be like very excited to jump into a situation like that, the flip side is 

in some ways it was kind of ideal.  Like if you wanted to come in and make major 

change, maybe nothing’s faster to align everyone’s interests than to have a key 

external stakeholder say, “Do it or else.” . . . That change had to happen.  This is 

where it’s almost impossible for me to separate out what I did and the 

accreditation process because I came in right when we were put on probation.  

And everything I’ve done has been to address that and to move the program 

forward.  They just kind of have been simultaneous.  

Jensen offered a concurring perspective on the value of an accreditation sanction 

to promote needed change:  

I think the assessment culture has changed dramatically from 2010.  In 2010 our 

program was under probation.  [A new dean] came in and I think he’s the one that 

really got them on track and gave them that culture of “Assessment is not an 
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option anymore.”  You’ve gotta do assessments.  You should be continually doing 

assessment.  

Although there was certainly evidence that accreditation could be used as a 

sanction, or a stick, to awaken, engage, promote, or force a change in assessment 

practice, there was also evidence pointing to the use of the accreditor as a resource in 

managing a change initiative and supporting an assessment culture in transition.  Perhaps 

this point was best exemplified by Brian, who noted:  

I would say to view the accreditor as a resource, not just as the stick.  When I 

started here, my personal interaction with accreditors previously have been 

somewhat limited . . . but I was way more involved here as the dean.  That was a 

new interaction for me.  And then my first site visit here was a team coming in 

and saying, “Whoa, what’s wrong with this place?”  But the feedback we got back 

immediately—was so helpful—is to not only realize that the site team is an asset, 

that the report that comes back is an asset . . . which I do realize that now.  You 

might be under pressure to change, but that accreditor wants you to succeed.  

They've seen other programs and similar responses.  They have resources and 

suggestions and guidance they can give, and [there is an opportunity] to view 

them as a team member . . . as a part of the process and not an antagonist.  

Participants also cited training programs that are offered by accreditors as a useful 

opportunity and resource for professional development.  Eugene recalled, “A perfect 

example was, I think it was last year when we did the CCE Workshop . . . boy, was that 

invaluable for us.”  Alex spoke to the value of regional and programmatic training:  
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I think some training programs from both of our accreditors have helped us along 

that path.  Both CCE and [regional accreditors] provide good assessment training, 

in different ways.  [Regional accreditor] does it as a part of their conferences.  

They have a program that they run that’s nothing but assessment, and we’ve put 

people through that.  CCE does a good job training literally anybody who wants 

to go, not only about the standards, but otherwise.  So that has helped.  

Eugene noted that the worldview of many of his organizational members had 

changed as the result of CCE training processes and that they had developed more trust:  

Relative to CCE, I think it’s really more professional development.  I think 

because the profession is so filled with practitioners that . . . just don’t know 

beyond what they have always done.  And so they just think—evil is not the right 

word, but they just, that they think that it’s a hoop or somebody’s out to get them.  

And so they just don’t trust.  And then once they realize what assessment really is 

and what CCE is really trying to do to help them and . . . to try to help show that 

they’re meeting the standards, not there to try to prove that they’re not right.  And 

then give them suggestions on how to be better with data and all that surrounds 

how do we continually develop and train.  And I’ve seen over 5 years how you’re 

doing that and I just think more of it and it’s great and that’s it.  

It is clear that accreditation may be used as a stick to leverage changes required 

by the accreditor and that the accreditor may also be used as a carrot in providing 

assistance and resources in the change effort.  Participants were also clear in expressing 

that leadership is necessary to advance a vision for change and to facilitate a process for 

change.   



LIVED EXPERIENCES IN ACCREDITATION  72 

Theme Three: Leadership Is Necessary to Advance a Vision and to Promote 

Facilitation 

It was clear from participants’ lived experiences of nurturing an assessment 

culture in transition that leadership was necessary to advance a vision for change and to 

facilitate change.  First, it became clear through the descriptions of administrators’ lived 

experiences that leadership is more than delivering bad news from an accreditation action 

letter or from an administrative mandate from above; leadership is also necessary for 

developing members’ ability to facilitate change initiatives and to promote 

communication as a means of encouraging expression of faculty viewpoints and of 

increasing problem solving. To organize the salient points in the theme of using 

leadership to advance a vision and promote facilitation is separated into three sub-themes 

to include a) leading is more than delivering a letter from the CCE, b) we needed to build 

trust to move forward, and c) authenticity is necessary as a part of practice.   

Subtheme A: Leading is more than delivering a letter from the CCE.  In 

theme one, there was evidence that simply delivering a letter from the CCE or mandating 

change simply as an administrative directive was typically met with fear and resistance.  

A common element described by participants was that change in assessment practice was 

received better from leaders who were “one of us.”   

Administrative mandates and accreditation letters were often perceived with fear 

or resistance because the requests were seen as “ivory tower” mandates that were not 

aligned with an appreciation of faculty independence and expertise.  Dean declared that 

“faculty are very leery of the administrator who reads a book and then comes to work 

with a new idea.  Reading and growth are important.  But when they see that there’s no 
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link to applying it previously, it creates a credibility issue.”  Jackson further noted that a 

leader must have the knowledge and competence that instills confidence in the people 

being led:  

If they get a sense that you don’t know their realities, you’re dead in the water.  

You’re an ivory tower administrator.  To the extent that you have lived their 

experiences and know their arguments, know their legitimate concerns, and can 

address them, not in a way that is paternalistic or condescending, but in a way that 

says we can do this but we can’t do that; [being] honest and transparent with 

them.  Those things are absolutely necessary.  

Dean expressed the belief that “it’s easier to be a better leader if you’ve had 

experience in practice and you’ve had experience in academia because it helps you relate 

to both your faculty who are in a clinical role and in more of an instructional role.”  Dean 

also reported that faculty appreciate it when “one of their own” leads initiatives for 

organizational change as compared to a change in practice coming from an action letter 

or a learned treatise:  

I think that’s very important to faculty.  We’ve done it where we’ve had leaders 

who were not from this institution’s heritage, and as hard as that person tried, it 

seemed that faculty had some level of resistance.  Deep down inside, long-term 

faculty who are tied to a love of the institution want to see that institution grow 

from the inside.  So [being one of their own] helped to break down those walls 

and it helped foster that trust.  So when—they engaged in more trustworthy 

actions once they understood that [I had] a knowledge that is worthwhile.  This 
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type of move brings a working knowledge to it, not just someone who’s making a 

decision because a book says so.  

Connie described the value of the interpersonal relationship that arises when 

leaders are perceived as one of their own that influences the type of communication, 

development of trust, and the ability to move forward with change initiatives.  She 

described how the institution president, who originally was a member of the faculty, 

commonly brought administration and faculty to his home for meetings to discuss 

important issues.  She placed primacy on this practice by noting:  

[He brings us to] his home every time we have to have an important meeting.  We 

do it where we can be us and say what we want . . . I’ve said things to him that I 

probably never should.  But it’s that trust that’s there.  It’s a very . . . I don’t know 

that other places are like that.  It’s not a dictatorship.  He asks for our input; he 

tells us he has the final decision, but on big things, we all weigh in together and 

give our thoughts.  

Participants were clear in expressing that leadership is more than delivering a 

message.  Alex stated that  

faculty and students don’t like to be dictated to, and while . . . administrators have 

to make decisions . . . we will never have a hundred percent consensus on what 

we should do, [so you] need to engage your faculty and your students.   

Jensen compared leadership to management as a means to facilitate change in assessment 

practice, saying,  

Managing is not that hard.  It’s, ‘Okay, I need these resources . . . infrastructure 

. . . software . . . this amount of money,” that's kind of easy.  It’s the motivation 
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part, motivating each individual in their own specific way . . . I think that’s 

probably the most challenging.   

Subtheme B: We needed to build trust to move forward.  Participants also 

described leadership as necessary to promote trust as a lever for influencing change.  

Brian commented that trust is an essential element during the process of change:  

I needed to build trust.  There was [sic] some faculty trust issues towards 

administration of the program.  I needed to have people believe that academics are 

going to be front and center.  I needed people to believe that admission standards 

are going to be taken seriously, that they could really trust they were working 

with the quality student in the first place.  

Eugene supported the primacy on trust by noting, “Constituents that want to hang 

on to the past and overcoming trust issues whether I had been the one that broke 

someone’s trust, or not, they felt they couldn’t trust me [so] I had to overcome the trust 

issues.” Dean also commented that “it’s about trust,” adding:  

There has to be that trust.  One thing I've noticed with faculty as I moved from 

faculty towards administration is faculty, years and years ago, were distrustful of 

upper administration . . . Now it’s really just about transparency, and making 

them feel valued through that process of breaking down the opaqueness of the 

way the program operates.  So incorporating people into that process is very, very 

important.  

A lack of trust was often noted as a barrier to a change in assessment practice and 

assessment culture.  Brian, who was new to the program and was hired just before an 

accreditation action that resulted in sanction because of assessment practice, noted that 
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the university had just completed a culture and climate study that informed leaders about 

a lack of trust:  

They had found that just there was a real lack of trust.  People didn’t feel like 

there was transparency at the university.  They didn’t feel like—that the values 

were being lived.  And so I have just tried to come and be honest with people, 

build trust with people, let them know that academics are going to be first; when 

we deal with students, I put patients first and then the student, that like “Let's 

always go back to what this is about.”  Just being consistent about those things 

has worked.  The culture, I feel like the vibe and the trust has been there.  

Dean commented on the challenges of building trust in the fast-paced 

environment of change that is required commensurate with the reality that administrators 

and faculty are already busy and in a state of overload.   

All people are busy.  All the faculty are busy.  All the administrators are busy.  

All the supportive staff are busy.  And just because it was sent out in an email, 

doesn’t mean someone read it.  So now their perception is you didn’t 

communicate with me.  So in that, the cornerstone for fast-paced expansion is 

trust and understanding.  And you just have to foster trust and understanding.  

Subtheme C: Authenticity is necessary as a part of practice.  Being “one of 

us” and engaging faculty and students were described as means to foster trust and align 

with the promotion of change in assessment practice.  Participants also spoke to a need 

for authenticity in assessment practice.  Eugene declared:  
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You have to be very authentic in who you are, and that's not always easy.  You 

have to be as transparent as possible.  My hardest challenge is listening and even 

getting beyond what the words are being said to get to the meaning behind it.  

Jackson supported this premise individually and collectively in the program by noting 

that:  

In order to have a culture—culture is beyond rhetoric.  You have to have practices 

that are authentic . . . it has validity against what’s taught in the curriculum.  It’s 

mapped to the CCE meta-competencies, it’s mapped to our [program’s] abilities, 

so it clearly . . . everyone can see the trail back to the mission, standards, and 

things like that.  We use the data from the plan . . . going through to look for 

strengths and weaknesses that come from the data.  We didn't have any of that 

stuff before.  It’s part of the fabric now of what we do.  And that's so necessary 

for [a good assessment] culture.  

Harper also emphasized the need to be authentic so that members know you are 

striving to “do the right thing.”  

I remember the very first meeting . . . I can tell you where the conference room 

was, and I brought the quality engineer was with me.  I thought she was gonna be 

under the table.  It was foul, it was nasty.  There was yelling, there was throwing 

things.  It was that bad, but that was the beginning and . . . if you have that goal in 

mind of improving, it doesn't matter how angry people get.  If you know it’s the 

right thing to do, you have to just keep moving forward with it.  

Subtheme D: Communication is necessary.  All participants referenced the 

importance of communication as a means to promote mutual respect, encourage faculty 
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viewpoints, discuss challenges, and maintain transparency in a transitioning culture of 

assessment.  Multidirectional communication and active listening were noted as very 

important by 10 of the 13 participants.  Successful practices were said to include not just 

listening, but actively listening in a manner that ensures that other organizational 

members understand your message and appreciate that they are being heard.  Julianne 

described this process this way:  

I think you have to hear.  So it’s one thing to—so I guess I should say active 

listening, not just listening.  So you have to actively listen.  So I hear you say this 

and I hear you say that, but then also be willing to say, “But I have to go this 

direction and this is why.”  

Alex agreed that communication must multidirectional in order to ensure 

understanding.   

You can’t just put out an email and expect everybody to understand . . . you have 

to something in place to understand that it was understood.  Communication has 

to be both ways.  Mostly, so that you actually communicated what you thought 

you did.   

Amanda stated that communication is necessary for problem solving throughout the 

change process and observed:  

I think really having those conversations . . . [was] even more valuable than 

digging into literature, because you . . . have to piecemeal a little bit of something 

from everyone to figure out what’s going to work best at your institution.  
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Communication as a part of improving transparency was noted by participants to 

promote bringing members along in the change process.  Eugene declared that “having 

honest and open conversations with them was one of I think our key successes.”  

The lived experiences of administrators verified that leadership was necessary for 

instituting a change process, building trust in order to proceed, building authenticity in 

processes, and promoting communication to encourage faculty viewpoints and impact 

problem solving.  Ultimately, leadership sets a foundation for an additional theme that 

was noted in the lived experiences of program leaders: creating teams to promote change 

and stimulate program improvement.  

Theme Four: Creating Teams Is a Catalyst in Facilitating Change and Stimulating 

Program Improvement 

Creating a plan for a change process using an administrative directive or using 

accreditation to leverage change that may be needed were certainly found to be 

mechanisms that were available in the lived experiences of administrative leaders.  

Nearly all of the participants emphasized that team membership was instrumental for 

nurturing an assessment culture and success in assessment practice.  Eleven of the 13 

participants reported that they thought sincerely about team construction for new 

initiatives in assessment practice and for operational activities to stimulate improvement 

in the education program.  

Alex described a need to develop a team and to ensure that the team could 

understand and operationalize a vision:  

I think the other thing is building a team . . . No leader can do it on their own, nor 

should they try, and if they think they can, they’re living in fantasy land.  You 
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have to have a team around you that is driving the same direction, so not just 

having ambition and vision, but understanding where you’re trying to go, and then 

everybody on the team is heading the same direction.  Rowing the boat in the 

same direction is really important.  

Ross concurred with the need to educate the team to promote collaboration, 

noting, “This is not a one-person show.  This is really about a group being educated and 

then coming together collaboratively to ensure that they make good decisions.  They 

understand it, they own it.  The proverbial word of generating buy-in, right?”   

Many participants described a core team that would come together and grow 

closer as they worked through challenges of a team that became “family.”  Dean 

described this characteristic by noting,  

It’s about drawing people together in a way where they’re going to work together, 

they’re going to be honest, they’re going to be collaborative, and they’re going to 

be challenging.  But it’s through that process that a family is really born.   

Several participants spoke to the challenge of working in a siloed environment 

within an institution.  Harper surmised that “we were one institution and one program but 

still very siloed in that.  What we realized is that we needed to become not three separate 

programs.”  While building teams, some participants described becoming aware of the 

need to eliminate silos that had formed and to facilitate change through dialogue and 

communication, and ultimately of the much higher calling of “a learning organization.”  

Jackson described this evolution:  

And I can recall reading Peter Senge’s book The Fifth Discipline, where he was 

talking about a learning organization.  And all I could do was salivate and think 
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“Where is this place?  This is Shangri-la.  It’s not here.”  I can truly say that we’re 

a learning organization now.  We have used consultants more effectively rather 

than trying to figure out everything on our own; and we have a board that’s very 

engaged, that challenges us.  We challenge them back on issues in higher 

education and other stuff, but it’s a dialogue and process that’s working and we 

have momentum . . . We were behind a wall here on the top of [the program].  

We’re a much more open institution today, which has come one key decision at a 

time.  

In summary, the participants were clear in stating that to nurture a transitional 

culture, it is necessary to create teams as a catalyst for facilitating change and stimulating 

program improvement.  All 13 participants mentioned that a change in practice requires 

more than one individual and that building a good team is instrumental to the success of 

an assessment change experience.  Nearly all of the participants emphasized that they 

seriously reflected on the team-building elements of size; makeup, and on promoting 

characteristics of performance through education, training, and shared knowledge to 

break down barriers and facilitate success.  

Theme Five: It Is Necessary to Manage Barriers in the Change Process 

All 13 of the participants in this study commented on barriers in the process of 

change in assessment practice or the need to comply with accreditation processes.  Two 

clear subthemes emerged as barriers, which were described as challenges of resources 

that are required to explore assessment effectively and the difficulty of managing 

pressure and the pace of change.  To organize the prominent points in the theme of 
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managing barriers in the change process, two subthemes were identified: a) financial and 

human resources, and b) time is a necessity — change fatigue is a reality.  

Subtheme A: Financial and human resources.  Participants overwhelmingly 

mentioned financial resources, including funding that is required for human capital, as a 

challenge.  Most participants referred to the challenges of money as “obvious”; those 

challenges appeared in the findings of this study regardless of university structure or 

program size.  Although Brian expressed confidence in his team, he also noted the need 

for continued resource allocation, saying, “I don’t feel like there’s barriers that we can't 

overcome as a program as long as we can keep the resources coming that we need.  We 

all know where we want to go.”  

The use of technology, modernization, and human capital are all tied to resource 

allocations for an individual program.  Jensen summarized the situation:  

The barrier would be financial because a lot of times when you have to make 

change it involves modernization, whether it’s the delivery of content or the 

tracking of assessments, whatever it is.  And if it’s a resource-challenged 

environment, well we’re all kind of resource-challenged.  

Julianne elaborated on the connection of resources by suggesting that a primary 

barrier is  

quite honestly, professional development dollars, money.  And it doesn’t have to 

be money.  I mean not every program is as fortunate as we are.  It can be hiring 

the right person that can do the training for you.  So it is really, resources is a 

better word for it because you can hire resources to do the training for us.  
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Subtheme B: Time is a necessity.  Change fatigue is a reality.  Participants 

almost universally spoke to the fact that change takes time, a reality that is not considered 

by the accreditor, which expects the institution to make changes before a follow-up 

evaluation is scheduled, or to comply with accreditation standards within the two-year 

maximum window that is allowed by the USDE.  Amanda spoke eloquently about this 

challenge:  

I think that changes related to assessment take time.  It’s not a matter of 

developing a new policy or a new program to meet some needs.  It’s that 

assessment really is a process, and you need to be able to have time to implement 

it, have time to study what you’ve learned from it, and have time to make changes 

as a result of it.  And that takes several years.  And so I think sometimes that can 

conflict with accreditation a little bit, where it’s just really difficult to have quick 

turnaround on standards related to assessment.  

Change fatigue, another barrier to the change process, is promoted by the 

difficulty of the work and the ever-present reality of increasing demands on 

administrative and faculty members.  Harper noted that  

change is hard.  Change is really, really hard.  Change takes at least . . . what does 

it . . . say, at least seven years . . . it’s not like changing your socks.  This is 

something that’s really, really big.   

Brian spoke to the alteration of the change process on the work lives of organization 

members, noting, “It was very, very hard.  It took a lot of time.  There were a lot of 

people whose work has been permanently shifted from what we did.”  
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Insufficient time and money have been appreciated as challenges for 

organizational change throughout many different settings.  The nonprofit world of higher 

education is certainly not immune to these challenges, as was exemplified by the reports 

of the participants in this study.  

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

The use of qualitative descriptive methods in this study facilitated an 

understanding of the lived experiences of research participants who had experienced the 

process of leading change in assessment practice that resulted from implementing 

recommendations arising from the accreditation process.  The description of these data 

might help explain actual or desired practice (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).   

Every interview offered a window into the lived experiences of administrators, 

and although they each had a unique story to tell as they made sense of the opportunities 

and challenges involved in leading a process for change, clear codes, categories, and 

themes emerged that were representative of the administrators’ meaning-making on the 

journey.  

The participants in this study consistently described a journey in which they were 

nurturing assessment cultures in transition in the education program in which they were 

employed.  Although this transition lasted a few years for a few leaders, it took almost 

two decades for one leader.  Because there was clear evidence of some movement, or a 

shift, in the assessment cultures of education programs that represented a transition from 

functioning in a culture of compliance toward working for a true culture of evidence, the 

qualitative descriptive analysis approach enabled the construction of themes that are 
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representative of most participants in the study, or that offered clearly articulated 

exceptions.  

These journeys of an assessment culture were characteristically initiated by 

changes in accreditation processes, a sanction by an accreditor, or the need to ensure 

compliance with a new accreditation standard.  In fact, accreditation was evidenced to be 

either a carrot or a stick in assessment change initiatives, because at times accreditation 

was viewed as a mechanism for growth and necessary change, whereas at other times 

accreditation was viewed punitively as a mechanism used to inflict change by a 

stakeholder outside of the organization.  

All participants reflected on the primacy of leadership for advancing a vision and 

promoting facilitation while nurturing change in assessment practice.  In all cases, the 

journey required leadership, and it was evident that leadership was more than simply 

delivering a letter from the CCE or mandating change simply as an administrative 

directive, an approach that was typically met with fear and resistance.  Participants 

referenced the necessity of building trust to move forward; of using authenticity as a 

necessary part of practice; and of using communication to promote mutual respect, 

encourage faculty viewpoints, discuss challenges, and maintain transparency in a 

transitioning culture of assessment.  

Nearly all of the participants emphasized that team membership was instrumental 

for nurturing an assessment culture and success in assessment practice.  Participants 

spoke of the barriers that are present when working in a siloed environment within an 

institution.  Participants provided evidence of the primacy of team building as a means of 

breaking down barriers and facilitating success.  
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Last, the participants provided substantial evidence for the need to manage 

barriers that arise during the process of change.  Financial resources, including funding 

that is required for human capital, was overwhelmingly mentioned as a challenge by 

participants.  Participants almost universally spoke to the fact that change takes time and 

does not adhere to expectations of the accreditor or of federal and state governmental 

regulations.  Given the enormity and the difficulty of the change process, in concert with 

the ever-present reality of increasing demands on administrative and faculty members, 

change fatigue was evidenced as a significant barrier to leading change in assessment 

practice or implementing recommendations from the accreditation process.  

The researcher identified a clear connection of the themes to one another and the 

potential of some themes to overlap with one another.  The codes and categories that 

informed the development of each theme were distinct and important in the worldview of 

the participants, and the researcher found that some potential overlap supported an even 

greater synergistic cultural impact when these codes and categories were combined.  The 

synergy of integrating themes that facilitate a solution and recognizing themes that act as 

barriers to the change process will inform a potential solution that will be presented in 

Chapter Five.  

Summary 

This chapter delivered a review of the qualitative descriptive research design and 

methods, introduced the study’s participants, described the processes of inductive content 

analysis, and provided an in-depth analysis and synthesis of findings.  

The findings of this qualitative descriptive study represented the exclusive 

perceptions of 13 administrators from 13 of the 16 programs that are accredited by the 
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CCE and represent their experiences in leading change in assessment practice resulting 

from accreditation decisions.  To ensure that participant voices were heard in this study, a 

process of member checking was used for authentic, participant-driven data collection.  

All 13 participants affirmed that the transcripts were accurate and that the findings 

presented in these data accurately reflected the dialogue from the interview.  

Furthermore, five participants were selected to validate the results of coding and the 

conclusions reached by the researcher through analysis.  Last, participant voices were 

augmented in the reporting process by using direct quotations from participants and by 

offerings a full disclosure of findings in a manner that will promote the ability of others 

to judge the credibility of the study as a whole.  

Chapter Five will provide a summary of findings, a proposed solution, and 

implications for future research.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

This qualitative descriptive study sought to better understand the lived 

experiences of chiropractic education program administrators from their experiences in 

leading change in assessment practice that results from implementing recommendations 

from the accreditation process.  Examining the perceptions of administrators facilitated 

an understanding of barriers and catalysts that arise when implementing necessary change 

following accreditation decisions.  This study provided an opportunity for higher 

education leaders to describe, in their own words, the current state of maintaining 

compliance with CCE standards in the assessment of student learning; challenges that 

they experienced; and indications of what is required to lead program change in 

assessment practice as the result of an accreditation decision.  

The data obtained from this study enabled the researcher to identify five themes 

and five subthemes that influenced change in assessment practice that was implemented 

as the result of accreditation decisions.  These themes were: (a) nurturing assessment 

cultures in transition, (b) using accreditation as a carrot or stick in assessment initiatives, 

(c) using leadership to advance a vision and promote facilitation, (d) creating teams as a 

catalyst in facilitating change and stimulating program improvement, and (e) managing 

barriers in the change process.  In support of the theme of using leadership to advance a 

vision and promote facilitation, three subthemes were identified as: (a) leading is more 

than delivering a letter from the CCE, (b) we needed to build trust to move forward, and 

(c) authenticity is necessary as a part of practice.  To organize the salient points in the 

theme of managing barriers in the change process, two subthemes were identified: 
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(a) financial and human resources, and (b) time is a necessity — change fatigue is a 

reality.  

Building on the five themes and five subthemes identified above, this chapter 

presents recommendations aimed at promoting assessment cultures in education 

programs.  These recommendations can be accomplished if administrators promote, at 

education programs accredited by the CCE, an evidence-based leadership training 

curriculum intended to develop administrative leaders in programmatic assessment 

practices.  This chapter delineates these recommendations along with possible strategies 

for overcoming barriers to implementation.  In addition to these recommendations, this 

chapter offers implications for practice and future research for consideration by 

accreditors and health education programs.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive inquiry was to discover how the 

standard processes used by the Council on Chiropractic Education (CCE) influence the 

assessment culture of accredited education programs as administrators implement change 

resulting from accreditation decisions.   

Aim of the Study 

This qualitative descriptive study provided an opportunity for higher education 

leaders to describe, in their own words, the current state of maintaining compliance with 

CCE standards in the assessment of student learning, any challenges they were 

experiencing, and what is required to lead program change that results from an 

accreditation decision.  This study will inform the development of an evidence-based 
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leadership training curriculum intended to develop administrative leaders in chiropractic 

colleges accredited by the CCE.  

Proposed Recommendations and Solutions 

The five themes and five subthemes that emerged from the data in this qualitative 

descriptive study included: (a) nurturing assessment cultures in transition, (b) using 

accreditation as a carrot or stick in assessment initiatives, (c) using leadership to advance 

a vision and promote facilitation, (d) creating teams as a catalyst in facilitating change 

and stimulating program improvement, and (e) managing barriers in the change process.  

The theme of using leadership to advance a vision and promote facilitation is separated 

into three sub-themes to include (a) leading is more than delivering a letter from the CCE, 

(b) we needed to build trust to move forward, and (c) authenticity is necessary as a part of 

practice.  To organize the points in the theme of managing barriers in the change process, 

two subthemes were identified: (a) financial and human resources, and (b) time is a 

necessity — change fatigue is a reality.  

Sutton (2005) determined accreditation is a barrier to motivation for assessment, 

arguing that faculty and administration “feel coerced and so resist or even undermine 

assessment activities on campus” (p. 4).  Stanton (2011) argued that it is doubtful that 

accreditation requirements could motivate administrators or faculty to assess in a 

meaningful fashion and build momentum for improving student learning.  Therefore, a 

meaningful change in accreditation policy is not likely to further support or nurture an 

assessment culture in transition.  The results of this study suggest a solution to influence 

the efforts of administrators who are nurturing assessment cultures in programs 

accredited by the CCE.  Such a solution is significant because an assessment culture that 
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is transitioning from prioritizing compliance with accreditation standards to valuing 

evidence keeps the student’s education a priority and improves the effectiveness of the 

education program.  

To facilitate the implementation of the recommendations and solutions to address 

these themes, the researcher created an evidence-based leadership training curriculum to 

support program assessment cultures in transition and to provide tools and strategies for 

leaders to successfully manage change processes in assessment practice.  These 

recommendations focus on the development of an Assessment Leadership & Evaluation 

Round Table (ALERT).  Round Table is an intentional euphemism used to represent a 

training opportunity and collaborative forum between the CCE and administrative leaders 

from the education program it accredits.  The Round Table euphemism is based on 

Arthurian legend and represents King Arthur’s famous table, which was round to suggest 

that all seated around it would have the same stature.  A table with no head symbolizes 

that everyone around the table is equal in power and status (“Round Table,” 2019, 

para. 1).  The Round Table nomenclature aligns with the evidence in this study that 

suggests that leadership is appreciated and more productive when it arises from an 

established peer relationship, or in other words, from “one of us.”  

The proposed solution is to create the ALERT to provide a collaborative 

environment for administrative leaders of CCE accredited programs in efforts to 

stimulate the various leadership tenets identified by this research and the literature.  

Therefore, this study recommends that the CCE develop an ALERT program that begins 

with a three day workshop and continues with a series of virtual meetings to cover the 

following topics: (a) providing leadership to develop and implement program change; 
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(b) evaluating and changing mindsets; (c) building a shared vision; (d) promoting 

collaboration through guided support and mentorship; (e) using assessment principles and 

practices to enhance student learning; (f) applying infrastructure, tools, and resources to 

support best practices in assessment; and (g) using evidence for improvement.  Table 2 

outlines the learning objectives for the ALERT program.  

Table 2 

Topics Covered During Assessment Leadership & Evaluation Round Table 

Topic Outcomes 

Provide leadership to 
develop and implement 
program change 

Describe and select leadership models and practices 
intended to foster change.  Establish urgency to act on 
the plan. 

Evaluate mindsets and 
change them from “have 
to”…to “what is best” 

Analyze mental models and assumptions regarding 
assessment as a threat, as a suspect practice, as not 
having value, and as not possible within the current 
environment. Describe common obstacles that emerge in 
the change process.  Advocate for assessment to 
improve student learning. 

Build a shared vision Analyze current program cultures.  Promote principles 
of team learning.  Create clear goals for the 
transformation process. 

Promote collaboration 
through guided support and 
mentorship 

Create new leaders through a coalition of advocates, 
facilitators, and mentors within the education program.  
Create clear goals for promoting understanding of the 
process of change.  Promote opportunities to build 
support networks with colleagues and provide training to 
prepare faculty and students.  Use strategies to empower 
others to act on the plan. 

Assessment principles and 
practices to enhance student 
learning. 

Use assessment tools to implement assessment plans that 
are meaningful and manageable.  Create feasible and 
sustainable assessment plans to support program 
assessment. 

Apply infrastructure, tool, 
and resources for 
supporting best practices in 
assessment 

Analyze resources and budgets dedicated to assessment, 
including computer technology, consultants, and 
accreditation workshops.  Develop plans for workload 
and time required for faculty to work and collaborate in 
assessment practice. 
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Topic Outcomes 

Use evidence for 
improvement 

Develop, align, and apply assessment measurement 
principles (e.g., reliability, validity) to process.  
Analyze, interpret, and communicate assessment data 
and link results to plan change. 

 

It is important to note that the ALERT program is not just a one-shot workshop.  

A substantial body of research reveals that one-shot workshops rarely result in 

implementation.  For example, Joyce and Showers (1996) found that fewer than 15% of 

faculty actually implement change following traditional professional development 

workshops, because they lack the knowledge and support needed for implementation.   

Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, and Shapley (2007) cited a lack of change in practice, less 

than ten percent, and little to no effect on student learning following a one-shot type of 

workshop.  Darling-Hammond (2016) advised that workshops should include at least 

thirty hours of training spread over six to twelve months if changed practice is the goal.  

Goldenberg and Gallimore (1991) suggested that to genuinely improve practice, 

administrators should supplement workshops by promoting ongoing avenues for 

development that provide opportunities to put new knowledge and skills into practice and 

effect meaningful change.  Therefore, the ALERT program will begin with a three-day 

workshop and will continue with follow-up over the course of 1 year with ongoing 

training, active learning, and peer support through a series of virtual workgroup meetings.  

The curriculum for an ALERT will place a priority on understanding the current 

assessment culture in an education program and on the potential for a mindset to 

transition from a perspective of “because we have to for accreditation” to a mindset that 

places a primacy on “because it’s what is best” for students learning and for continuous 

program improvement.  The experience will promote collaborative reflection among the 
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ALERT participants concerning their program’s current status, needs assessment in their 

respective programs, and the identification of strategies and possible outcomes for their 

program.  The experience will use peer mentors to promote leadership tenets in an 

ALERT so that participants may appreciate the value of promoting collaboration through 

guided support and mentorship at their program.   

An ALERT is held to foster connections, communication, resourcefulness, and 

innovation among and between leaders and the academic programs in which they work 

Although an ALERT cannot guarantee that participants will obtain needed resources, it 

will allow for productive discussion about applying assessment practice models and 

resources to support best practices in assessment.  

ALERT works by providing a forum wherein individuals: (a) learn to lead 

assessment projects; (b) receive personalized support from peer mentors who have 

experience in leading assessment practice change; (c) refine practices in collaboration to 

promote facilitation; and (d) promote communication and sharing of both best practices 

and experiences that did not work so that leaders can develop, align, and assess methods 

that they can put into place to improve their programs.  Ideally, teams should consist of 

two persons from each program comprising a total of 32 individuals as part of the 

ALERT.  The activities in ALERT include an initial three-day workshop that is followed 

by quarterly videoconference follow-up meetings over a 1-year interval.  To discern 

whether ALERT achieves its purposes, the researcher will: (a) conduct an initial survey 

following the three-day workshop, (b) make meeting observations and take minutes, 

(c) review plan implementation reports, (d) measure evidence of impact through annual 
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assessment reports or poster presentation by participants, (e) evaluate participant 

retention over the one-year interval, and (f) conduct focus group exit interviews.  

Support for the Solution 

The participants interviewed for this study all considered themselves leaders and 

advocates for their education program and for the students served by their program.  As 

higher education programs increasingly become more complex and administrative leaders 

of programs are facing many external pressures to change—including the pressure to 

maintain accreditation compliance—leadership is correspondingly becoming more 

complex and leaders are facing resistance to change.  As the data collected during this 

research shows, most of those interviewed felt that they had to find their way through 

accreditation and assessment challenges by way of a mandate from above or a sanction 

by the CCE.  Often these challenges resulted in an adverse effect on the accreditation 

culture in a program.  

The data obtained in this study clearly promotes a need for an intervention that 

will serve administrative leaders’ abilities to nurture assessment cultures in transition, use 

accreditation in assessment initiatives positively, use leadership to advance a vision and 

promote facilitation, create teams to facilitate change and stimulate program 

improvement, and manage barriers in the change process.  This data calls for a 

collaborative process between the CCE and the education programs it accredits.  

This study provided the researcher with new knowledge about the challenges 

administrative leaders face in the current state of maintaining compliance with CCE 

standards in the assessment of student learning, the specific challenges that they are 

experiencing, and what is required to lead program change resulting from an 
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accreditation decision.  The data collected in this study provided evidence suggesting that 

all program leaders were nurturing assessment cultures in transition.  Each of the 13 

participants described the assessment culture in the program as improving, although there 

was a significant variation in the length of time for which each program was going 

through change and the magnitude of desired change was different for most programs.  

The change was described as coming from a “one-man show” (Julianne) and as shifting 

to a culture that was growing toward the definition of a learning organization (Jackson).  

Moreover, the data presented in this study identified challenges and opportunities that 

could profitably be addressed using a proposed solution to create the ALERT program to 

provide a venue for leadership, collaboration, support, and collegiality in a climate that 

will serve the needs of the CCE and of the education programs that it accredits.  

Participants in this study desired to view the accreditor as a resource and not as a 

stick (B) and training from the accreditor as invaluable (Alex and Eugene).  

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

Implementation of the ALERT program will require that multiple stakeholders 

collaboratively plan and deliver an experience that will meet the intended learning 

outcomes.  To strengthen problem-solving and problem-finding capabilities, the ALERT 

program emphasizes problem-based learning, which may influence learners to reflect on 

their values, beliefs, and attitudes.  To stimulate changing values and beliefs in the 

assessment of student learning, the workshop and virtual sessions provide a compelling 

vision for the future, and small group breakout settings are goal oriented, relevant, and 

practical, enabling assessment practitioners to foster individual, organizational, and 

program change—attributes that are at the core of institutional and CCE vision.  
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to Implementation of the Solution 

The vision for the ALERT may be appropriately linked to the CCE mission 

because the program is purported to provide professional development opportunities for 

practitioners.  Furthermore, the program may promote connecting assessment 

professionals with others in the field, and it advocates for using best practices in 

assessment.  To build a solid base of support for this program, it will be critical to gain 

support from college presidents, deans, and faculty groups that the program will influence 

and from designated assessment practitioners in higher education institutions.  

The leader’s role in implementing the proposed solution.  The ALERT 

planners may benefit from a needs analysis that analyzes educational needs and 

discrepancy gaps so that participants can appreciate a relevant opportunity for personal 

and professional growth (Caffarella & Daffron, 2013).  Using the themes and subthemes 

found in this study, and through the use of electronic questionnaires to gather opinions 

from thought leaders in education programs ensures an acceptable level of validity for 

identifying program objectives.  Table 3 presents a preliminary timeline for year one of 

the proposed ALERT program.  

Table 3 

Implementation and Assessment Timeline for ALERT 

Date Milestones 

November 2019 Introduce and explain Dissertation in Practice findings and ALERT 
program to CCE professional staff.  

January 2020 Introduce and explain ALERT to CCE Board.  Obtain approval to 
move forward. 

March 2020 Introduce and explain ALERT to all institution presidents and 
obtain consensus to move forward. 
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Date Milestones 

April 2020 Discuss preliminary budget and refine to ensure resource allocation 
in 2020–2021 CCE budget. 

May 2020 Task subgroup to organize marketing campaign to target branding 
and social media for the specific audience. 

April – August 2020 Have subgroup meet to finalize specific learning objectives that 
attendees would expect to gain from the initial presentation and 
experience. 

September 2020 Review the thematically linked learning objectives to ensure they 
are responsive to the needs of novice and advanced assessment 
practitioners.  Formalize a contract with keynote speaker for initial 
presentation. 

October 2020 Contact programs to determine their willingness to participate in 
ALERT. Programs should be willing to participate for at least a 
one-year period and provide the CCE with a brief report based on 
their initial use of the ALERT program. 

November 2020 Have initial content and strategies carefully reviewed by the 
steering committee.  Provide formative feedback to content 
creators and the facilitators. 

March 2021 Hold initial ALERT three-day workshop. 

April 2021 Synthesize initial ALERT quantitative and qualitative results. 

May 2021 - May 2022 Hold quarterly ALERT videoconference meetings via Zoom.  
Collect meaningful data on ALERT use and satisfaction, and use 
it to inform improvement.   

 

Building support for the proposed solution.  ALERT promotional material may 

encourage practitioners new to assessment to attend the conference as small sessions, and 

networking opportunities may provide opportunities for faculty to interact with leading 

academics in assessment.  To build a base for support for the ALERT program, planners 

must emphasize recruiting participants and promote how content and learning 

opportunities from this workshop will influence participants’ work roles and program 

compliance with accreditation requirements.  The ALERT program is aligned with an 

underlying theme of the importance of assessment of student learning to influence change 
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in individuals, higher learning institutions, and the wider community of practice, which is 

important for programs in increasing student learning and maintaining an accredited 

status with the CCE.  

Additional consideration for implementation and assessment.  The ALERT 

program objectives will align with at least four of the five major categories of learning 

objectives described by Caffarella and Daffon (2013): (a) acquiring new knowledge; 

(b) enhancing cognitive skills; (c) strengthening problem-solving and problem-finding 

capabilities; and (d) changing feelings, beliefs, or values:  

 Participants will outline characteristics of evidence related to the assessment of 

learning in the educational program for the doctor of chiropractic degree to 

promote acquiring new knowledge.  

 Participants will evaluate three different sources of good designs in programmatic 

assessment to strengthen problem-finding capabilities.  

 Participants will work in subgroups, performing a guided design on each stage of 

the assessment process to strengthen problem-solving capabilities.  

Assessment will be integrated into the design of the ALERT program and with 

use of data to verify whether completing the program results in gains in skills and 

knowledge, which is the core of a systemic evaluation process.  The systematic 

evaluation techniques include informal quantitative surveys in which participants are 

asked to list the strengths and weaknesses of the program, what they perceive they have 

learned, and recommendations for future training topics (Caffarella and Daffron, 2013).   

ALERT planners may integrate assessment during all phases of the planning 

process and include multiple methods, both quantitative and qualitative, of making 
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judgments about the value and outcomes of the program.  Using assessment at the front 

end of the program to assess participants’ baseline knowledge of programmatic 

assessment offers relevant information for planners and participants.  After that, using 

assessment after phases of the educational program and collecting data about the level of 

knowledge may uncover any areas of weakness that may influence the curriculum of the 

program.  Next, a short electronic survey (quantitative and qualitative) and a small focus 

group of willing participants can measure the transfer and utility of learning outcomes 

after the program has been completed.  Last, a review of the participants’ program 

assessment plan or a poster presentation at the one-year interval, and the conclusion of 

the program may validate transfer and utility of knowledge.  Ferrell, Virani, Paice, Coyle, 

and Coyne (2010) found value in mentoring participants over a year post course to 

increase their knowledge and confidence in the curriculum.  Further supporting the value 

of mentoring is the research of Saramma, Raj, Dash, and Sarma (2016), which reveals a 

weak correlation between theoretical knowledge and skill performance and in the 

ALERT program ongoing mentoring through follow-up videoconferencing may be used 

to fill that void.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

The CCE is a stakeholder, and approval by the Council will be required to 

implement the solution.  The solution does align with current strategy in the CCE 

Strategic Plan: to “develop & provide workshop/training for programs regarding CCE 

Standards and processes” (CCE, 2016).  Furthermore, leaders in the CCE must 

collaborate with leaders in the accredited programs to translate knowledge and guide how 

the new training is promoted and implemented.  Promoting the ALERT program will be 
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critical, to develop both support for training leadership and acceptance by current and 

future students.  

The CCE Council will need to develop and agree upon a formal program with 

projected outcomes and a link to budgetary requirements.  A presentation made to the 

Council must include clear, succinct data on how the program aligns with the mission and 

the vision of the CCE and how it aligns with strategies in the current CCE strategic plan.  

Further, data from this study that reflects challenges that were illuminated by program 

administrators may support the implementation of the solution.  Each of the participants 

in this study described an assessment culture in transition, and each participant expressed 

desire for additional training and resources to manage the change process.  Harper, a dean 

with 12 years of experience, acknowledged the need to reflect on the challenges and to 

create understanding and meaning in assessment practice by noting, “We all have to own 

this. We all have to understand.”  

The programs accredited by the CCE, and the higher education universities that 

house these programs, are stakeholders.  Any recommendations or insights that come out 

of the ALERT will require the university to review and potentially revise institutional 

systems, policies, or operational practices.  

Policies, barriers, and obstacles to the proposed solution.  Data obtained from 

this study may be considered by the CCE as informing possible changes in the 

accreditation standards or process of accreditation.  Participants outlined challenges, 

including that that the CCE standards change too often (Alex, Brian, Jensen, and 

Katherine) and that the changes related to assessment take time that is not afforded by the 

current accreditation process (Alex, Amanda, Brian, Jared, and Jensen).  The CCE’s 
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Policy 23 currently operationalizes the standards revision process (CCE, 2019).  This 

policy defines CCE’s plan for review to determine whether the standards are adequate to 

evaluate the quality of the education or training provided by the programs it accredits and 

to facilitate any necessary changes through a public process that considers constituencies 

of interest, including the USDE, other accrediting agencies, chiropractic professional 

organizations, regulatory bodies, and the accredited programs.  The current timeline for a 

cycle of revision activities begins in 2020 and concludes in 2026.  

The CCE is limited in its ability to make changes to the accreditation process, 

particularly regarding the need, indicated by the results of this study, for additional time 

to make changes in assessment processes.  Eight of the 13 participants spoke of the need 

for additional time to implement changes in assessment practice as the result of 

accreditation decisions.  Amanda, a vice-president of institutional effectiveness, perhaps 

said it best when she noted:  

I think that changes related to assessment take time.  It’s not a matter of 

developing a new policy or a new program to meet some needs.  It’s that 

assessment really is a process, and you need to be able to have time to implement 

it, have time to study what you've learned from it, and have time to make changes 

as a result of it.  And that takes several years.  And so I think sometimes that can 

conflict with accreditation a little bit, where it’s just really difficult to have quick 

turnaround on standards related to assessment. 

On June 12, 2019, the USDE provided the public with information about a 

rulemaking effort to make changes to the regulations that govern the accreditation 

process, and may facilitate the ability of the CCE to make changes in the accreditation 
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process.  The negotiated rulemaking proposes changes to § 602.20 Enforcement of 

Standards that will “remove overly-prescriptive timelines that don’t recognize the amount 

of time it can take for changes in curricula or admissions process to impact student 

outcomes” (USDE, n.d., p. 4).  If the policy changes proposed via negotiated rulemaking 

take place, changes to CCE operational policies could be changed to align with the need 

for more time described by program leaders in this study.  

Successfully implementing any change resulting from a leader gaining knowledge 

and experience through ALERT may require a university to adapt existing 

communication practices and modify established systems, policies, or practice.  

Furthermore, university administration may be asked to invest time and resources into 

promoting a culture that is more open and collaborative across the university system.  

These changes are complex, and current university policies may influence, promote, or 

serve as a barrier to the proposed solution.   

Financial-budget issues related to the proposed solution.  The resources for 

ALERT include direct costs that will include stakeholders in the process, particularly 

CCE and the education programs that it accredits.  The proposed ALERT program will 

use an initial face-to-face meeting between one or two representatives from the accredited 

programs, five facilitators that will be selected from an interdisciplinary steering 

committee, and five representatives from the CCE.  After the face-to-face meeting, which 

will be held on a yearly basis for a three-year interval, supplementary videoconference 

meetings will be held on a biannual basis; these meetings will offer continued support to 

leaders and assist in assessing the effectiveness of the ALERT initiatives.  
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The resources required for the annual ALERT meeting and the cost for virtual 

meetings will be borne by the CCE, with the exception of travel costs that are required 

for program representatives, which will be borne by the accredited programs.  This 

deliberate approach whereby the CCE funds the ALERT program aligns with the vision 

and strategic plan of the CCE in providing support and training for member programs and 

aligns with the evidence suggesting that most programs have limited resources available 

for training.  Furthermore, a partial investment by the education program places a 

primacy of some ownership in the process and the intended outcomes.  Planning and 

preparation for the initial ALERT meeting would be completed, at no cost and on a 

voluntary basis, by the researcher and members of a task force representing program 

leaders and other stakeholders with content expertise.  Table 4 presents a preliminary 

budget for year one of the proposed ALERT program.  

Table 4 

Preliminary Budget for the Assessment Leadership & Evaluation Round Table 

Item Projected Expense Total 

Facility 

Lodging (10 x 5 days) 

Meals (37 x 2 days) 

Excursion meal (37 x 1 day) 

 

$2,500 

$25,000 

$7,500 

 

 Subtotal: $35,000 

Stipends 

Mentors (5 @ $1000) 

Keynote speaker 

 

$5,000 

$5,000 

 

 Subtotal: $10,000 

Transportation 

Airfare 

Ground Transportation 

Excursion 

 

$6,000 

$500 

$500 
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Item Projected Expense Total 

Parking $100 

 Subtotal: $7,100 

Miscellaneous 

Equipment Rental 

Supplies 

Incidentals 

 

$2,500 

$2,500 

$500 

 

 Subtotal: $5,500 

 Total for Proposed Budget: $57,600 

 

Implications 

Practical Implications 

The data in this study reveal that most administrators in a position of leadership at 

a CCE-accredited program want formal training by the accreditor as a valuable resource 

to aid their assessment practice and compliance with accreditation standards in the 

assessment of student learning and program effectiveness.  This study may guide the 

development of the ALERT program with a leadership and best practices in assessment 

curriculum and promote collaboration to ensure necessary change.  This study guides 

discussion and actions because a positive assessment culture that values evidence 

promotes a more effective, productive, and collegial environment in which increasing 

student learning and the effectiveness of the education program is a priority.  

This study also has the potential to inform other specialized accreditation agencies 

and education programs about the value of nurturing assessment cultures in transition 

through an evidence-based leadership training curriculum, not only to promote 

compliance with accreditation standards but also to promote excellence by appreciating 

the use of evidence in the assessment of student learning and programmatic effectiveness.  
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Implications for Future Research 

This study explored the lived experiences of chiropractic education program 

administrators in leading change in assessment practice that results from implementing 

recommendations arising from the accreditation process.  Through a qualitative 

descriptive process, the study provided a detailed understanding of the life experiences 

and perceptions of leaders and an understanding of the barriers and catalysts that are 

present as they nurture assessment cultures in transition.  The results of this study 

validated the importance of continued research to understand the perceived effect on the 

program’s assessment culture as a program goes through a process of change resulting 

from an accreditation decision.  

First, further research could explore the specific leadership behaviors (e.g., 

authentic, servant, transformative) and how they manifest in the process of change of 

assessment practice.  Furthermore, in a mixed methods approach, researchers could 

conduct quantitative studies to determine the efficacy of these individual approaches via a 

refined instrument called the Survey of Assessment Culture by Fuller and Skidmore 

(2014).  A third possibility for future study would be to conduct interviews with 

administrative leaders at other programs within the institutions explored in this study and 

to compare those findings with those of this study.  As another alternative, the literature 

supports the notion that there is a variance in the philosophical orientation in providing 

chiropractic treatment among the various accredited programs in this study, and future 

study could explore the relationship between the mission and philosophy of the institution 

and lived experiences in assessment and accreditation.  
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Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

In this study, leadership represented “a social process that enables individuals to 

work together to achieve results they could never achieve working as individuals” 

(Center for Creative Leadership, 2018, para. 3).  The narratives of the program leaders 

clearly identified the need for leadership in advancing a vision and in creating strong 

teams in facilitating change efforts so they could achieve results that they would not have 

been able to achieve working as an individual.  The process was described as “very, very, 

very hard work” (Brian).  

In all cases, the journey required leadership, and it was evident that leadership 

was more than merely delivering a letter from the CCE or mandating change as an 

administrative directive, an approach that was typically met with fear and resistance.  

Participants referenced the necessity of building trust to move forward; of using 

authenticity as a necessary part of practice; and of using communication to promote 

mutual respect, encourage faculty viewpoints, discuss challenges, and maintain 

transparency in a transitioning culture of assessment.  

Accreditation was frequently noted to be a stimulating call for change.  It could 

include anything from a change in accreditation standards to a sanction by the accreditor 

for noncompliance with a standard or policy.  Although transactional methods were often 

used in attempts to ensure compliance within a limited time frame, all 13 participants 

reported that leadership, whether it be authentic, servant, or transformational, was 

necessary to truly nurture an assessment culture that valued assessment and the data that 

could be used for improvement.  The data in this study revealed that assessment 

leadership is unique.  
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Many faculty and staff are suspicious, skeptical, paranoid, or distrusting of 

assessment, and many metaphors that faculty use to describe assessment are “bad” or 

curse words.  Researchers from different perspectives have studied how leadership 

influences change, particularly as an art of helping members appreciate a collective 

vision.   

The primary connection between the themes evident in this study in concert with 

the paradigms of diffusion of innovation, information behavior theory, critical leadership 

theory, and organizational learning, provides support for the notion that leaders need to 

help others realize the full potential of a collective vision by considering how they use 

information and how they respond to receiving information; by supporting leadership at 

all levels within the group; and by promoting learning as a process to acquire, create, and 

transfer knowledge in a manner intended to modify behavior and reflect new insights 

(Chandler & Kirsch, 2018; Rogers, 2003; Senge, 1990; Wilson, 2016).  

Organizational change.  The implications of the research and recommendations 

in this study, in concert with the implications of change theory and organizational 

learning form the building blocks informing how leaders lead and assessment leadership 

happens in an education program.  

Change theory.  Promoting an assessment culture that values evidence is truly a 

journey and not a destination.  A successful intervention rests on promoting both a 

positive culture in the education program and a mindset among leaders that allows them 

to influence systemic change using best practices and behaviors.  It is commonly 

understood that implementing deep organizational change may be the single most 

significant challenge for any leader (Burke, 2014).  A five-step model described by 
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Rogers (2003) aligns with the need to promote a culture of evidence and thereby promote 

student learning at an education program.  Rogers (2003, p. 5) described diffusion as “the 

process in which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time 

among the members of a social system.”  Steps in this process include: (a) knowledge of 

the innovation, (b) persuasion of the innovation, (c) decision to adopt the innovation, 

(d) implementation of the innovation, and (e) confirmation of the results.  

Literature also supports that communication is “a process in which participants 

create and share information with one another in order to reach a mutual understanding” 

(Rogers, 2003, p. 5).  Information behavior theory (Wilson, 2016) aids in understanding 

how people use the information and how they respond to receiving information such as 

noncompliance information from an accreditor.  The human experience with information 

results from “a desire to satisfy various need states,” and “the information behavior may 

be individual, collective or collaborative” (p. 23).  How leaders choose to view need 

states for members in their program is an important variable in communicating a need for 

change.  Participants often mentioned that leaders who were “one of our own” were 

preferred over the use of authority by an administrative mandate from above.  Promoting 

a group reflection on the information and deciding on a course of action within those 

parameters reflects a collective or collaborative manner in information transfer to others 

whose needs are known.  

Nearly all of the participants in this study emphasized that team membership was 

instrumental for nurturing an assessment culture and success in assessment practice.  

Critical leadership theory promotes leadership as an interdisciplinary exercise that can 

occur at any level within a group; it also suggests that organization and collaboration 
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between groups is essential (Cahndler & Kirsch, 2018).  It is essential that administrators 

and faculty engage with one another as changes occur.  Although a proposal for change 

may not have emanated from faculty, they are at the forefront of what is designed to be a 

faculty-led process and must be engaged along with other group members throughout the 

change process and into the future.  A need for engagement and collaboration does not 

end by obtaining compliance with accreditation.  Suski (2009) advised that “good 

assessments are not once-and-done affairs.  They are part of an ongoing, organized and 

systematized effort to understand and improve teaching and learning” (p. 50).   

Organizational learning.  Clearly, assessment practice is a complex function of 

interactions among people who “continually expand their capacity to create the results 

that they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where 

collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to see the 

whole together” (Senge, 2006, p. 3).  Indeed, Senge’s system theory aligns with the 

themes evidenced in this study of nurturing an assessment culture in transition, advancing 

a vision, and creating teams as a catalyst to stimulate change.  Senge (1990) promoted 

organizational learning as the process of an organization to acquire, create, and transfer 

knowledge in a manner intended to modify its behavior and reflect new insights.  Senge 

described five vital dimensions inherent in learning organizations—(a) systems thinking, 

(b) personal mastery, (c) mental models, (d) building shared vision, and (e) team 

learning—as bodies of theory and technique to be put into practice and result in 

generative learning.  Relevant literature supports organizational learning as a method that 

facilitates the process of improving organizational performance and organizational 

culture (Mohammed et al., 2016; Pierce & Simmerman, 2010).  
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Summary of Recommendations 

The recommendations resulting from this study align with an appreciation of the 

transitioning culture occurring in the education programs accredited by the CCE that was 

evident from these data.  The recommendation to create an ALERT program aligns with 

the themes and subthemes found in the study: (a) nurturing assessment cultures in 

transition, (b) using accreditation as a carrot or stick in assessment initiatives, (c) using 

leadership to advance a vision and promote facilitation, (d) creating teams as a catalyst in 

facilitating change and stimulating program improvement, and (e) managing barriers in 

the change process.  Each of the ALERT program learning outcomes is complex, and the 

implementation of these outcomes will require leadership, planning, and collaboration to 

ensure that necessary change is promoted.  The design of the ALERT program 

encourages assessment professionals to be more reflective in their assessment practices.  

As they see the more experienced practitioners writing and explaining, they will ask 

themselves questions about what they are currently doing and what they can do to push 

for an authentic culture of assessment in their institutions.  

Summary of the Study 

Lee (2012) argued that research is needed to document the relationship between 

accrediting agencies and their ties to assessment culture in institutions, in addition to that 

between an improved assessment culture and improved student learning, an argument that 

informed the research question of this dissertation in practice.  The itinerary for this 

journey was to appreciate, through the lens of those responsible for a programmatic 

change process, the overlapping, reciprocal, and conflicting purposes of assessment and 

to clarify the interdependent nature of the relationship among leadership, culture, and the 
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response to change required by accreditation.  The role of leadership in this study is a 

critical part of a triad concerning the interdependent nature of the relationship among 

leadership, culture, and the response to change required by accreditation outcomes.  

The researcher conducted 13 interviews with administrative leaders of CCE-

accredited programs across the United States.  This study’s framework of qualitative 

descriptive methods facilitated an understanding of the 13 participants’ lived experiences 

and undergirded an informed solution.   

The themes that emerged from the data in this qualitative descriptive study 

include: (a) nurturing assessment cultures in transition, (b) using accreditation as a carrot 

or a stick in assessment initiatives, (c) using leadership to advance a vision and promote 

facilitation, (d) creating teams as a catalyst in facilitating change and stimulating program 

improvement, and (e) managing barriers in the change process.  The theme of using 

leadership to advance a vision and promote facilitation is separated into three sub-themes: 

(a) leading is more than delivering a letter from the CCE, (b) we needed to build trust to 

move forward, and (c) behaving authentically is necessary as a part of practice.  To 

organize the points in the theme of managing barriers in the change process, two 

subthemes were identified: (a) financial and human resources, and (b) time is a necessity 

— change fatigue is a reality.  

From the information collected, the researcher was able to recognize strategies 

that align with leadership and tenets from the literature reviewed in this study.  Aligning 

leadership, assessment culture, best practices in assessment, and change theory enabled a 

model for a collaborative roundtable to emerge.  An evidence-based leadership training 

curriculum, to be conveyed through an Assessment Leadership & Evaluation Round 
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Table (ALERT), was proposed as a means to support program assessment cultures in 

transition and to provide tools and strategies for leaders to successfully manage change 

processes in assessment practice.  The ALERT program takes place in a series of 

meetings to cover: (a) providing leadership to develop and implement program change; 

(b) evaluating and changing mindsets; (c) building a shared vision; (d) promoting 

collaboration through guided support and mentorship; (e) devising assessment principles 

and practices to enhance student learning; (f) applying infrastructure, tools and resources 

for supporting best practices in assessment; and (g) using evidence for improvement.  

Leaders use their strengths, but they also recognize their vulnerabilities, and they 

may focus on a process to overcome weaknesses (Datta, 2015).  The proposed ALERT 

initiative is a systematic process intended to positively impact programmatic assessment 

practice and nurture assessment cultures that value evidence; it is both relevant and 

significant.  The implementation and assessment of ALERT will bridge leader, faculty, 

and operational functions in assessment in an integrated plan for nurturing a positive 

assessment culture while promoting student learning and effectiveness of education 

programs accredited by the CCE.  
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Appendix A 

Sample Email  

Below is a sample email/conversation script that is indicative of what was used 

during participant recruiting efforts.  

 

Dear University Administrative Leader:  

My name is Craig Little and I am a doctoral candidate in the Doctor of Education 

in Interdisciplinary Leadership program at Creighton University.  I am seeking 

participants for my dissertation research, a qualitative descriptive study of the lived 

experiences of administrators in chiropractic education programs that are tasked with 

implementing change that arises as the result of programmatic accreditation processes.  

The purpose of this study is to uncover barriers and catalysts that arise when 

implementing change following accreditation decisions.  Your experiences will help 

provide awareness for accreditors and higher education administration about how to 

support and create professional development opportunities and critical information to 

influence the development of future accrediting processes and policies.  

If you decide to participate, I am requesting of you a single 45-minute to one-hour 

interview that will be scheduled at your convenience between February and March of 

2019.  The interview may be conducted face-to-face or via Skype or phone.  The 

interview will be recorded; however, all identifying information will be removed.  You 

will have an opportunity to review the interview transcript to ensure accuracy and clarity.  

All information collected during the study will remain strictly confidential and 

anonymous.  The Creighton University’s IRB office has approved the study.  

Participation in this study is voluntary.  You may withdraw from the study at any 

time.  You do not have to respond to any questions that you are not comfortable 

answering.  There is no financial compensation for participating in this research study.  

Participation is confidential.  Study documents and recordings will be stored in 

separate files in secured locations on the researcher's password-protected computer for 5 
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years.  The results of the study may be published or presented at professional meetings, 

but your identity and the identity of your institution will not be revealed.  

I will be happy to answer any questions you have about the study.  You may 

contact me at craiglittle@creighton.edu or (480) 285-8988.  You may reach my faculty 

advisor, Dr Kelleen Stine-Cheyne, at KelleenStine-Cheyne@creighton.edu or (979) 229-

3269 if you have study related questions or problems.  If you have any questions about 

your rights as a research participant, you may contact the Research Compliance at 

Creighton University at 402-280-2511.  

Thank you in advance for your kind consideration.  I look forward to hearing 

from you.  

Sincerely,  

Craig Little  

 
 
Craig S. Little 
P.O. Box 4277 
Scottsdale, AZ 85261  
Phone: (480) 285-8988 
Email: craiglittle@creighton.edu 
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Appendix B 

Informed Consent Form and Participant Bill of Rights 

 

Date:  

Dear Sir or Madam,  

You are being asked to participate in a research study because you are a leader in 

a Council on Chiropractic Education accredited program.  You do not have to participate 

in this research study.  The main purpose of this research is to create new knowledge for 

the benefit of chiropractic education program leaders and potentially inform policies in 

the practice of accreditation.  

Research studies may or may not benefit the individuals who participate.  This 

research is voluntary, and you may stop being in the study at any time.  There will be no 

penalty to you if you decide not to participate or if you start the study and decide to stop 

early.  This consent form explains what you have to do if you are in the study.  Please 

read the form carefully and ask as many questions as you would like to before deciding 

whether to participate in this research.  

Craig Little is the researcher, and this research study is part of the degree 

completion requirements for Creighton University’s Doctorate of Education in 

Interdisciplinary Leadership program.  The purpose of this study is to provide an 

opportunity for higher education leaders to describe, in their own words, the current state 

of maintaining compliance with CCE standards surrounding the assessment of student 

learning, any challenges that they may be experiencing, and what is required to lead 

program change as the result of an accreditation decision.  Your experiences will help 

inform professional development opportunities and may be used to inform policies of the 

CCE in a desire to reduce any ambiguity about accreditation goals and objectives, in 

efforts to positively influence the accreditation process for programs.  

Approximately eight to ten people will participate in the study.  If you decide to 

participate in this study, your participation will last approximately one hour during a one-

on-one interview with the researcher at a location of your choice.  With your permission, 

the interview will be digitally recorded for a professional transcription to aid in the data 
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analysis portion of the research.  All research notes and transcripts will remain 

confidential, and no identifying information will be presented in the research report.  

Please know that there are no anticipated physical or psychological risks 

associated with assisting in this study.  As a participant in a research study, you have 

rights that are outlined in the attached Bill of Rights for Research Participants.  There is 

no cost to you for being in the study, and there is no payment for participating in the 

study.  The researcher will protect your information, as required by law.  The researcher 

may publish the results of the study.  If so, pseudonyms will be used to identify study 

participants and no personal participant identifying information will be used.  

Specifically, your name and the name of your institution will not be used in any 

publication or presentation.   

Dr. Kelleen Stine-Cheyne, the Dissertation Chair for Craig Little’s research, can 

be reached at 979-229-3269 and can answer questions.  If you want to talk with someone 

who is not involved in the study, you may call Creighton University’s Research 

Compliance Office at 402-280-2126.  Anonymous messages may be delivered to a 

Creighton University phone hotline at 855-256-0478.  

 

Sincerely,  

Craig S. Little  
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Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

As a participant in a research study, you have the right:  

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 
make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 
research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 
begin the study.  

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 
you will be asked to do if you are in the study.  

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study.  

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study.  

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 
whether you will be compensated for participating in the study.  

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 
confidentiality will be protected.  

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-
related injury, and about your rights as a research subject.  

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy:  

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have.  

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 
injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment.  (Creighton 
University, n.d.)  
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocol for Dissertation in Practice 

Introduction: The researcher will introduce self to the participant and offer each 

individual thanks for participating.  Each participant will be informed of the goals of the 

study, the duration of the study, and the topics to be discussed during the interview, as 

follows:  

The focus of this study is to gain understanding of your lived experience in 

making changes to this education program as the result of accreditation decisions 

by the CCE.  Today I will be asking you questions about what that experience has 

been like for you.  The interview is planned for approximately one hour and will 

be recorded.  I may take some notes as we speak, however these will be limited, 

and will just help guide me in asking follow-up questions.  You may ask 

questions at any time during the interview, and you are also welcome to decline to 

answer a question, should you so choose.  Before we proceed, do you have any 

questions so far?  

Consent: The participant will be asked to review consent form that was previously 

provided and will be asked if there are any questions regarding the content.  After any 

questions are addressed, the participant will be asked to sign two copies of the consent 

form.  One will be given to the participant and the other will be retained by the 

researcher.  

As you know, I sent you a consent form when you agreed to participate in the 

study.  Please take a few minutes to review this consent form.  [Participant will be 

given time to read/ review the form.]  Do you have any questions regarding the 
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terms outlined in the consent form?  [If there are questions, they will be 

addressed.]  I will now ask you to sign both copies of the consent form.  I will 

sign them as well.  You will retain one copy and I will keep the other.  Thank 

you.  Now, if you are ready, we will begin with the interview questions.  

The Interview Questions:  

Main Questions Probing/ Clarifying Questions 

1. Please describe the education 
program in which you are 
employed. 

 Please describe the size of your program 
and anything unique about its mission. 

2. Please describe your professional 
background and your role in the 
program. 

 Please tell me about numbers of years of 
experience that you have in this position. 

3. What do you see as the primary 
purpose of assessment initiatives at 
this DCP? 

 How prevalent do you think this 
perception is? 

 How has this understanding evolved 
over time? 

4. What factors do you think are 
responsible for how you perform 
your work in assessment? 

 How may this have supported or further 
challenged your work in assessment? 

 I’m interested in understanding what 
(rather than who) has made it possible for 
you to be more engaged in assessment. 

5. How would you describe the 
assessment culture at this DCP to 
an outsider today? 

 In what ways is this description different 
from what you would have said in the 
past?  

 What do you think is responsible for this 
change? 

 How do you see this change in the culture 
and practices of assessment moving 
through the curriculum and program? 

 What’s next? 
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Main Questions Probing/ Clarifying Questions 

6. Please share with me what 
challenges face as an administrator 
as you implement changes in your 
assessment practices at this DCP in 
response to any recent accreditation 
decisions made by the CCE. 

 Who was involved and what were the 
steps? 

 How did this change process affect the 
culture? 

 How did that impact your role in 
promoting how assessment is performed? 

 What did you learn about your programs 
assessment culture? 

7. Describe for me what it is like to be 
an administrator involved in 
making changes in assessment at 
this DCP due to accreditation 
recommendations? 

 How engaged were the faculty and how 
did you manage to bring the faculty 
along in these changes?  

 How engaged (if at all) were students in 
the process?  

 What process or content changes do you 
envision from here forward? 

8. In your view, what does it take to 
lead a program well? 

 What are some successful practices? 
 What are some barriers for leading 

change?  

9. Is there anything else you would 
like to me to know about your 
experience as administrator that 
may be tasked to make changes in 
assessment practice as the result of 
an accreditation decision? 

 

 

Conclusion: The researcher will summarize the content from the interview and will ask 

for any additions or clarifications before completing the interview.  If the participant has 

any additional questions regarding the study or what will happen next, these will be 

addressed at the conclusion of the interview.  Each participant will be thanked for 

volunteering their time for the interview and will be told that they will be contacted 

within 14 days to review the interview transcript.  

Thank you so much for your time today.  I greatly appreciate the chance to hear 

about your experiences.  You have provided me with some important new insights 
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surrounding assessment and what happens on the ground when you have to make 

changes as the result of accreditation decisions.  I want to remind you that the 

recording of this interview will be transcribed and that I will be contacting you 

within 2 weeks to provide you with an opportunity to reflect on the document, and 

you will be able to make any corrections or provide me with any additional 

information you believe is necessary.  What questions do you have about the 

study or what will happen next?  [If there are questions, these will be addressed 

before closing the interview.]  

Thank you, so much, for being part of this study.  I look forward to 

connecting with you soon, and if you have questions in the meantime, please feel 

free to contact me by the telephone or email information listed on this card, 

whenever it is convenient for you.  
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Appendix D 

Creighton University Institutional Review Board Determination 

	
 


