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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine how faculty chairs at a large, 

Midwestern community college understand and engage with the assessment of student learning 

outcomes within academic programs. This study was informed by two conceptual paradigms of 

assessment: accountability and improvement. Sensemaking was used as a theoretical framework 

to engage faculty in a process of retrospective meaning-making. Six faculty program chairs were 

asked to consider the purposes and challenges of assessment within their departments and to 

reflect on the use of a meta-assessment rubric. The focus of this study was to understand how 

academic programs engage with assessment and to consider the role of reflection in the process 

of assessing student learning outcomes.  

This study found that the assessment of student learning outcomes at community colleges 

is best understood as a sensemaking process. Faculty chairs confirmed the benefits and 

limitations of the accountability and improvement paradigms as described in the research 

literature. Participants also acknowledged the role that reflection plays in program-level 

assessment and discussed opportunities and challenges of expanding the use of reflection. 

Instituting a process of reflective meta-assessment at the site college would help engage faculty 

in sensemaking and the construction of plausible narratives that would include, yet transcend, the 

accountability and improvement paradigms. This study contributes to the understanding of how 

community college faculty chairs engage with assessment, the theoretical and practical 

applications of sensemaking to assessment, and the role of reflective meta-assessment applied to 

student learning outcomes within academic programs.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

All regional post-secondary accreditors require reporting on the assessment of student 

learning outcomes as part of the accreditation process (Gaston, 2018). Institutions are typically 

asked to document their goals and planning, collect evidence of student learning, and explain 

how assessment data are being applied to make decisions and improvements to programs, a 

process commonly referred to as “closing the loop” (Iriberri & Stengel, 2021). However, post-

secondary institutions have not made progress on leveraging assessment data for improvements 

(Blaich & Wise, 2018). Challenges in implementing effective assessment processes have been 

ascribed to limitations on the designs of assessments (Fulcher et al., 2017), lack of professional 

development and resource allocation for assessment (Hail et al. 2019; Kezar, 2013), and 

institutional focus too narrowly on results while ignoring assessment’s wider influences on 

organizational learning (Jonson et al., 2014). At community colleges, the increased emphasis on 

learning outcomes assessment faces additional challenges related to faculty time constraints due 

to a heavy emphasis on teaching load (Caudle & Hammons, 2018; Braxton & Lyken-Segosebe, 

2015). Additionally, many faculty view assessment responsibilities as related to compliance with 

their institutions or accrediting bodies, not necessarily as a practice that supports student learning 

(Dunn, 2020). 

Given the importance of faculty engagement to the success of assessment, this qualitative 

case study examined how community college faculty at a large, Midwestern community college 

understand and engage with the assessment of student learning outcomes. Chapter One will 

provide a recent history of student learning outcomes and its connection to two often competing 

paradigms that impact faculty engagement: accountability and improvement. Additionally, this 

chapter will point to a key deficiency in post-secondary assessment: the lack of evidence that 
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assessment data are being used to improve student learning. Furthermore, limitations to current 

practices within the improvement paradigm will be discussed. Sensemaking theory will be 

introduced as a framework that guided this study’s qualitative methodological research design, 

which involved interviews and document analysis connected to a reflective, meta-assessment 

process. Finally, Chapter One will establish the significance of this study, operational definitions, 

and an overview of the remaining chapters.  

Student Learning Outcomes Assessment 

Statements of student learning outcomes establish the knowledge, skills, and abilities 

students should be able to demonstrate by the end of a course or program (Kuh et al., 2014). As 

of 2018, 82% of colleges and universities had created institution-wide student learning outcomes 

for all students, and 50% had aligned their academic programs with these institution-wide 

outcomes (Jankowski et al., 2018). Organizations such as the Association of American Colleges 

and Universities (AAC&U) have created national 21st century outcomes drawn from employer 

surveys, higher-order skills, and a commitment to equity (Hart Research Associates, 2018). The 

AAC&U, along with the National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment (NILOA), are the 

two most dominant national organizations in the learning outcomes movement. Both groups 

endorse curriculum and assessment practices that promote complex, higher order skills in 

alignment with industry demand. The AAC&U’s Essential Learning Outcomes have been 

adopted for assessment with common rubrics by over 100 two-year and four-year institutions in 

15 states (Hathcoat, 2018). Most outcomes promoted by NILOA and the AAC&U call for 

students to produce original work and to demonstrate skills such as critical thinking, 

communication, and collaboration, all of which are prized by employers (NACE, 2019). Beyond 

employability skills, learning outcomes also have the potential to appeal to educators motivated 
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by social change, as assessments focusing on civic engagement at community colleges have 

demonstrated (Kisker et al., 2016). As Richman and Ariovich (2013) argue, institutions face 

“multiple and competing demands for evidence of student learning” and faculty may be expected 

to provide evidence that course level assessment is aligned with program and institution goals (p. 

4). Smith, Fox, and Jordan (2019) conducted a case study at a rural agricultural community 

college and found academic programs engaged with assessment at four levels: institution, 

program, general education, and course. This study focuses on six academic programs 

responsible for addressing all levels of assessment while considering accreditation criteria from 

national, regional, and state bodies. 

Accreditation Context 

Shortcomings in the assessment of student learning outcomes are the top issue cited in 

accreditation reports (Gaston, 2018). The site college in this study is accredited by the Higher 

Learning Commission (HLC) of the North Central Association of Colleges and Schools. The 

HLC’s Criteria for Accreditation provides several guidelines for assessment which serve as 

standards of quality. The most relevant for this study is Criterion 4B (Higher Learning 

Commission):  

The institution engages in ongoing assessment of student learning as part of its 

commitment to the educational outcomes of its students.  

1. The institution has effective processes for assessment of student learning and for 

achievement of learning goals in academic and cocurricular offerings. 

2. The institution uses the information gained from assessment to improve student 

learning. 
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3. The institution’s processes and methodologies to assess student learning reflect 

good practice, including the substantial participation of faculty, instructional and 

other relevant staff members. 

The focus of HLC Criterion 4B (effective processes, use of data to improve student learning, and 

substantial participation) will be addressed in this study and will provide the basis for an 

examination of challenges and opportunities related to the assessment of student learning 

outcomes.  

Assessment Culture 

Despite accreditors calling for faculty participation, assessment advocates have 

sometimes struggled to convince faculty that assessing student learning outcomes is worth the 

time and energy it often demands (Guthrie et al., 2020). Furthermore, the belief that assessment 

exists as a compliance tool designed to appease accrediting bodies is a key part of assessment 

culture at post-secondary institutions (Skidmore, 2018).  This is partly due to the perception that 

learning outcomes are connected to public education performance and funding (Tam, 2014). 

Learning outcomes were initially designed as tools for building curriculum and elevating student 

performance (Tucker, 1998). However, student learning outcomes assessment are often 

associated with the accountability movement that came to prominence in the 1980’s when the 

Reagan Administration, responding to the publication of A Nation at Risk, began scrutinizing 

investment in public education and mandating standardized assessment of student learning 

(McClellan, 2016; Hader, 2011).  

This case study is situated within the context of the accountability and accreditation 

movements that have gained considerable power since the 1980’s. As Lewis and Fusarelli (2010) 

document, the movement represents a historical shift from “inputs” to “outputs,” essentially 
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connecting student performance on standardized exams to teacher performance and school 

funding. By the 1990’s, student learning outcomes had become part of compliance efforts 

beyond the United States, including Australia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and South 

Africa (Tam, 2014).  Today, college provosts continue to view compliance with accrediting 

bodies as the primary motivator for assessment (Jankowski et al., 2018). This is likely the result 

of accreditors raising their expectations on assessment from the 1980’s to the present. Reporting 

requirements have become more complicated and involved, and it is no longer sufficient to 

simply document assessment planning; institutions must now demonstrate that assessment data 

are being used for improvements and decision-making (Gaston, 2018).  

Accountability and Improvement Paradigms 

Though accountability and accreditation continue to impact institutions and assessment 

practices, the acceleration of student learning outcomes assessment has resulted in a relative shift 

in emphasis from an accountability paradigm of assessment to an improvement paradigm 

(Jonson et al., 2017). Ewell (2009) first identified these paradigms as emerging for different 

purposes: the improvement paradigm arose with the intent to use assessment data for 

improvements to student learning; the accountability paradigm emphasizes the use of 

information to demonstrate institutional effectiveness to accreditors, policy makers, and the 

general public. Singer-Freedman and Robinson (2020) analyzed peer-reviewed articles and the 

publications of assessment organizations alongside surveys of assessment professionals and 

noted a consistent refrain: assessment should be used to improve student learning, increase 

equity, and drive decision-making. The term “Culture of Assessment” is used to describe 

institutions where leadership and faculty are committed to the use of assessment data for 
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program improvement and decision making, and where resources and training support the 

process (Ndoye & Parker, 2010). 

As the expectations for assessment reporting have evolved to include evidence that 

results are being used to make improvements (i.e., closing the loop), institutions have struggled 

to put their assessment data to use (Banta et al., 2009; Fulcher et al., 2017; Stitt-Bergh et al., 

2018). Most institutional learning outcomes assessment is not designed effectively and is not 

used to drive improvements (Blaich & Wise, 2018). Furthermore, there is no shared 

understanding for the phases “closing the loop” and “improving student learning” (Jankowski, 

2021).  

Beyond the use of data for programmatic improvement, researchers are now noting 

assessment’s connection to equity and the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) (Maki, 

2016; Rohrbacher, 2018). Hong (2018) notes a generational shift as faculty discussions of 

assessment now raise more questions about equity and transparency in student learning 

outcomes. NILOA documents a positive shift toward equity, which is now increasingly 

emphasized at assessment conferences and in publications and national research projects 

(Montenegro & Jankowski, 2020). These highlight the finding that equitable assessment 

demands that educators “pay attention and be conscious of how assessment can either feed into 

cycles that perpetuate inequities or can serve to bring more equity into higher education,” 

(Montenegro & Jankowski, 2020, p. 9). Gansemer-Topf et al. (2019) argue that use of 

quantitative assessment data may obscure underlying student performance differences across 

diverse populations, and they encourage more institutional engagement with student performance 

data. This could, in turn, engage faculty, who are more likely to apply assessment results to 
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program changes when they perceive that data are high quality and action-oriented (Jonson et al., 

2017). 

Faculty Engagement 

Assessment requires faculty involvement in all phases of the cycle, including planning 

and research, assignment design, and analysis of results (Emil & Cress, 2014). However, faculty 

sometimes perceive assessment as surface-level work required by administration that distracts 

from the real work of teaching and learning (Dunn et al., 2020). If the culture of assessment is 

rooted in instruction, then strengthening the connections between pedagogy, scholarship, and 

assessment could also appeal to educators and improve analysis of data (Baird et al., 2017). 

Guetterman and Mitchell (2016) argue that faculty members can be engaged in assessment work 

outside of accreditation contexts when discussing best practices and the impact of assessment on 

student learning. When faculty perceive assessment as related to professional development not 

imposed by administration, they can be engaged in dialogue related to teaching and learning best 

practices (Hutchings, 2016).  Postsecondary institutions are also beginning to frame their 

assessment processes with an appeal to quality. Maki (2016) identifies five core learner-centered 

commitments associated with 21st century assessment. Her third commitment (Coherence Across 

the Curriculum, Cocurriculum, and Other Educational Experiences) makes the case for bringing 

coherence to the curriculum through mapping and alignment of course-level assessments to 

ensure that all students are receiving the same high-quality educational experiences.  

Problem of Practice 

The research presented here, and further detailed in Chapter Two, indicates that faculty 

engagement is critical to building a successful assessment program. In order to engage faculty in 

assessment work with motivations that go beyond accountability, institutions must present 
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assessment as a meaningful and coherent process that leads to specific improvements of 

curriculum, instruction, and student learning. Given the strong focus on assessment, both from 

accrediting bodies and post-secondary institutions, as well as the perception of limited return on 

investment evident in the literature, institutions must find a way forward that is both sustainable 

and results-driven. This problem may be more pronounced in community colleges, where 

teaching load typically exceeds that of four-year institutions (Braxton & Lyken-Segosebe, 2015). 

Additional barriers to participation in assessment at community colleges include lack of time for 

faculty professional development and limited resources (Bresciani, 2011). Despite these 

obstacles, the solution to this problem should be driven by faculty and focused on improving 

student learning while acknowledging the necessary context of accreditation. It is also necessary 

to understand how community college faculty view assessment and what motivates them in this 

work.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions were used in this study to understand how community 

college faculty make sense of competing motivations surrounding academic assessment of 

student learning outcomes, as well as the process of improving student learning: 

1. How do community college faculty chairs make sense of student learning outcomes 

assessment within their programs? 

2. How do community college faculty chairs navigate the assessment process among the 

competing motivations found within the accountability and improvement paradigms?  

3. How do community college faculty chairs perceive the role of reflective meta-

assessment in shifting assessment practice toward the improvement paradigm? 
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Theoretical Framework 

This study adopted a sensemaking approach for the analysis of qualitative data and asked 

participants to engage in sensemaking as they reflected on practices, processes, and student 

learning data. Weick et al. (2005) define sensemaking as “the ongoing retrospective development 

of plausible images that rationalize what people are doing” (p. 409). Sensemaking theory is an 

investigative tool that provides organizations in periods of transition the opportunity to find 

clarity through a process of retrospective meaning-making (Ancona, 2011). The research 

presented above, along with the review of literature in Chapter Two, establishes a transitional 

context for student learning outcomes assessment moving from an accountability paradigm to an 

improvement paradigm (Jonson et al., 2017). Sensemaking theory views meaning as constructed 

retrospectively when a shared understanding is formed from equivocal language that arises 

during times of confusion or change (Weick, 1979). In this way, sensemaking is rooted in a 

constructionist epistemology, which suggests that truth is negotiated through social interactions 

(Crotty, 1998).  

Sensemaking and the assessment of student learning outcomes share similar qualities. 

Both require a retrospective interpretation of data that supports shared understanding and leads to 

action. Sensemaking relies heavily on the analysis of text and interviews to produce a plausible 

account of circumstances that inspires the organization to move forward (Weick, 1995). 

Jankowski (2021) connects sensemaking methods to assessment, describing the process of 

reaching data conclusions as social and collaborative. Additionally, Kezar (2013) argues that 

sensemaking theory explains why broad participation in assessment is important, namely because 

the inclusion of multiple perspectives challenges fixed realities and influences the way 

organizations make meaning and act on decisions. Jonson et al. (2017) conducted sensemaking 

workshops exploring the underlying beliefs of faculty and administrators involved with 
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assessment and discovered that compliance was indeed supplying the main motivations for 

assessment activity at three institutions. Thus, sensemaking is a relevant framework for 

examining assessment; as a theory it focuses on how meaning is constructed through self-

referential processing and social interactions, and provides an explanation for how accumulated 

data can be pieced together for a new narrative (Weick, 1995).  Additionally, the emphasis of 

sensemaking on contextualizing data is important given that most institutions do not lack 

empirical data, but do struggle to evaluate, utilize, and communicate assessment results (Blaich 

& Wise, 2018; Bresciani, 2012; McGowan, 2019).  

Research Design and Methodology 

This qualitative case study utilized document analysis, semi-structured interviews, and a 

meta-assessment rubric to focus on community college faculty chairs understanding of the 

assessment process as well as retrospective meaning-making following from sensemaking 

theory. Maxwell (2012) counts among the strengths of qualitative research its ability to help 

understand meaning, context, and process, three crucial elements at play in the assessment of 

student learning outcomes. He also lists a practical goal of qualitative methods that aligns with 

this study: engaging in collaborative work with research participants. Recommendations from 

this study could benefit a shared understanding of assessment at the site college and improve the 

processes and outcomes of work within the organization.  

Case Study   

A case study is a research project focused on a bounded system (a single individual, small 

group, or an organization) over a period of time (Creswell and Poth, 2016). This case study 

centered on six faculty chairs within academic programs of a large, Midwestern community 

college, and focused on their review of assessment data spanning five years. Each program at the 

institution coordinates their own assessment processes and can, at times, be responsible for 
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academic assessment practice at the following levels: a) institutional, b) programmatic, c) 

general education, d) and course. These programs generally design assignments and learning 

experiences used to measure student performance goals attached to course, program, or 

collegewide outcomes statements. 

Though faculty reflected on the assessment work within their programs in conjunction 

with the timing 5-year program evaluations, this study focused on academic assessment of 

student learning outcomes, not on program evaluation. The document analysis, interviews, and 

meta-assessment rubric invited faculty to participate in what is traditionally referred to as the 

“assessment cycle,” depicted and illustrated in various ways, but featuring a minimum of three 

steps: articulating student learning goals, collecting data, and using the data to make 

improvements (Walvoord, 2011). Data was collected with the goal of understanding how 

community college faculty make sense of the assessment of student learning outcomes and 

potentially construct new approaches to thinking about assessment.  

Site College Characteristics  

This case study focused on academic assessment within programs at a large, Midwestern 

comprehensive community college. As I have detailed below under “Researcher’s Role,” I work 

at the site college, which is a multi-campus public community college district offering over 200 

degrees, diplomas, and certificates. Feedback from the regional accrediting agency at the last 

comprehensive accreditation visit in 2015 addressed assessment and recommended improving 

the curricular design of each of the disciplines and programs to engage students in collecting, 

analyzing, and communicating information; in mastering modes of inquiry or creative work; and 

in developing skills adaptable to changing environments (Higher Learning Commission, 2015). 

This feedback was interpreted to mean that the college should develop collegewide student 
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learning outcomes that could be mapped to all programs. This project has become a central part 

of the institution’s renewed emphasis on assessment, including the formation of a districtwide 

assessment committee and the expanded use of the learning management system to collect 

assessment data (Higher Learning Commission, 2021). Additionally, the accreditation report 

noted a few mentions of how the institution uses assessment results for improvements (Higher 

Learning Commission, 2015). A subsequent interim accreditation review determined that the 

college met the criteria for core component 4B, which asks that the “institution engages in 

ongoing assessment of student learning and for achievement of learning goals in academic and 

cocurricular offerings,” and the accreditation team recommended that the college “continue in 

the full implementation” of its student learning outcomes processes (Higher Learning 

Commission, 2021, p. 34-35). The accreditation report indicated that ongoing assessment would 

be needed in order to reach institutional goals before a 2026 comprehensive site visit (Higher 

Learning Commission, 2021). 

Faculty Program Chairs 

In this case study, faculty program chairs are full-time faculty members awarded release 

time accounting for anywhere from 20% to 50% of their full-time teaching load requirements. 

The chair position is expected to coordinate assessment of learning outcomes, course scheduling, 

curriculum development, and other administrative duties. Chairs at the site college are appointed 

by academic deans, hold no formal hiring or supervisory powers, and, with the approval of 

overload compensation, often teach as many courses as other full-time faculty within their 

programs.  
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Researcher’s Role 

I have worked at the site college in some capacity since 2008, first as an adjunct English 

instructor, and then as a full-time faculty member from January 2012 through January 2022. 

During those ten years, I held the following positions: Professor of English, Faculty Program 

Chair of Humanities, Faculty Chair of the Assessment Committee, and, finally, beginning in 

January of 2022, Director of Assessment. This detailed history is important because while it 

positions the study in the second category of Herr and Anderson’s (2015) positionality 

continuum, “Insider in collaboration with other insiders,” I have also taken steps to acknowledge 

possible power dynamics. While my current role requires me to coordinate with all faculty, none 

of whom report to me, I also approach my role with the faculty perspective in mind and rooted in 

my experience as a program chair having coordinated assessment within an academic program, 

the same responsibilities as the participants of this study. Additionally, I designed the data 

collection methods to provide a service to the faculty participants, both to relieve some of their 

workload in preparing their assessment data for program evaluation, as well as to facilitate a 

collaborative and supportive experience for their participation in this project. Chapter Three 

further discusses my positionality and the steps taken to ensure that participation was voluntary 

and confidentiality was maintained. 

Data Collection and Methods 

 Document analysis can inform interview questions and add context to data collection 

(Bowen, 2009). In this study, it was also be used to streamline the work of academic departments 

collecting data for their program evaluations and to inform their completion of a reflective, meta-

assessment rubric. Semi-structured interviews were aligned with the study’s research questions 

and focused on how faculty make sense of assessment data and navigate the accountability and 
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improvement paradigms. A follow-up interview asked participants to walk through the results of 

their meta-assessment rubric, seeking to understand how they arrived at their scoring and 

whether it led to ideas of process improvement or any recommendations for the broader 

assessment practices of the college. This reflective meta-assessment, connected to the third 

research question, was proposed as a sensemaking tool and has been documented as a best 

practice for institutional assessment (Smith et al., 2015). Rubrics are known to facilitate 

metacognitive reflection when accompanied by direct instruction (Francis, 2018; Gunderson et 

al., 2021; Lipnevich et al., 2014). Reflective meta-assessment is also closely aligned with 

Weick’s (1995) sensemaking process, especially within his call for retrospective meaning-

making focused on reflection of past activity. The qualitative coding process, detailed in Chapter 

Three, relied upon Weick’s (1995) seven properties of sensemaking to establish first round 

coding and organize the data according to the theoretical framework. 

Significance 

This study contributes to the understanding of how community college faculty engage 

with assessment, the role of sensemaking in assessment, and the use of reflective meta-

assessment as a process improvement tool for the assessment of student learning outcomes 

within academic programs. This study positioned itself at the intersection of the accountability 

and improvement paradigms, acknowledging that moving the practice of assessment forward 

requires attention to both, especially when connected to how faculty understand assessment and 

express their motivations for engaging in assessment work. The research cited above and in 

Chapter Two establishes a clear deficiency in post-secondary assessment: data on student 

learning outcomes is not being leveraged to make improvements (Blaich & Wise, 2018). 

Additionally, a narrow focus on the use of assessment data for decision-making can limit the 
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conceptualization of assessment “as an educative process of inquiry and learning that involves 

the generation and application of knowledge” (Jonson et al., 2014. p. 22). Community colleges 

face additional challenges in conducting assessment work. A heavy teaching load is central to 

community college faculty positions, and there is often less time and few incentives for engaging 

in scholarship that could inform assessment best practices (Lightner and Simple, 2013). This 

case study engaged community college faculty chairs with a reflective meta-assessment tool 

focused on understanding underlying motivations for assessment participation and seeking ways 

of understanding assessment that can speak to the accountability and improvement paradigms. 

Operational Definitions 

Table 1. Operational Definitions Employed in This Study 

Term  Operational Definition  

Accreditation  An evaluation process involving independent agencies conducting quality 

assurance reviews for colleges and universities and often connected to an 

institution’s ability to access financial aid and offer courses for credit and 

transfer. Initially designed as voluntary and nongovernmental, 

accreditation is now intertwined with state and federal government interest 

in accountability (Greenberg, 2014).  

Assessment  An iterative process that provides institutions with data on student learning 

and engages the college in analyzing and using that information to make 

improvements (NILOA, 2019).  

Assessment 

Cycle  

A depiction of assessment activity that unfolds in stages and is commonly 

represented as a circle. Walvoord (2011) suggests that at least three steps 

are present: articulating student learning goals, collecting data, and using 

the data to make improvements. The third step leads back to the first.   

Closing the 

Loop  

Typically, the final stage in the assessment cycle, “closing the loop” often 

refers to the use of student learning data to make improvements to 

instruction, curriculum, or programming, or to guide institutional decision 

making (Iriberri & Stengel, 2021).  

Community 

College  

“Any not-for profit institution regionally accredited to award the associate 

in arts or the associate in science as its highest degree. That definition 

includes the comprehensive two-year college as well as many technical 

institutes, both public and private…The definition includes community 

colleges that collaborate with universities to offer baccalaureate degrees, 

but it excludes those that confer their own…” (Cohen et al., 2013, p. 5)  
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Table 1. Continued 

 

Term  Operational Definition  

Culture of 

Assessment  

A culture of assessment is found at institutions where leadership is 

committed to and devotes resources to assessment, faculty are deeply 

involved in the process and trained in assessment best practices, students 

are actively involved, and data are widely disseminated and used to make 

decisions (Ndoye & Parker, 2010).  

Guided 

Pathways  

A framework for reforming how colleges structure academic and student 

services programming with an emphasis on meta-majors (pathways) that 

are designed to provide career exploration, intensive advising, and a more 

streamlined process for course selection and degree completion (Jenkins et 

al., 2018).  

Learning 

Outcomes  

Learning goals that represent the knowledge, skills, abilities, or attitudes 

students should possess at the end of a lesson, unit, course, or program 

(NILOA, 2019).   

Meta-assessment  The use of rubrics, surveys, or other tools to evaluate the quality of an 

institution’s assessment processes, i.e., a formal assessment of assessment 

(Farrow et al., 2017; Fulcher et al. 2017; Schoepp & Benson, 2016).  

Program 

Evaluation  

“Program evaluation is the systematic collection of information about the 

activities, characteristics, and outcomes of programs to make judgements 

about the program, improve program effectiveness, and/or inform 

decisions about future programming,” (Patton, 2018, p. 23).  

Scholarship of 

Teaching and 

Learning (SoTL)  

The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) refers to faculty 

engagement with the research and application of learning theory and best 

practices in the classroom (Shawa, 2020).  

Sensemaking   A theory and method that argues meaning is constructed through talk and 

text in a retrospective process when a plausible narrative is created from an 

exploration of equivocal language that emerges during times of paradigm 

shift (Weick, 1979). 

 

Overview of Remaining Chapters 

This study is divided into five chapters. Chapter One provided an overview of learning 

outcomes assessment, the influences of assessment culture on faculty, and challenges related to 

the use of data to complete the assessment cycle. Additionally, Chapter One outlined the 

theoretical framework, research design, and methodology of this study. Chapter Two provides a 

review of the scholarly literature relevant to the assessment of student learning outcomes, 

assessment culture, meta-assessment, and the sensemaking theory adopted by this study. Chapter 

Three outlines the qualitative research methodology and the design of the case study, including 
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an overview of data collection methods. Chapter Four presents the data collected and provides a 

comprehensive analysis of the results including major findings. Chapter Five discusses the 

implications of the research findings and makes recommendations for the site college involved in 

this case study. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter presents a review of literature related to the assessment of academic student 

learning outcomes in higher education. The history and development of student learning 

outcomes assessment is discussed, including the influences of accreditation and the 

accountability movement. Additionally, processes and terminology important to student learning 

outcomes assessment are introduced, including embedded assessment, curriculum mapping, 

authentic assessment, and rubrics. 

This review also establishes the ongoing transition from the accountability paradigm of 

assessment to the improvement paradigm (Ewell, 2009; Jonson et al. 2017). While accountability 

to internal and external stakeholders will always be a part of assessment, leading assessment 

institutes and theorists now place a strong emphasis on the use of assessment results to improve 

student learning (Ewell, 2009; Jankowski, 2021; Maki, 2017; Ndoye & Parker, 2010; Suskie, 

2014; Walvoord, 2011). However, as this literature review will discuss, there is little evidence 

that assessment results are being used for improvement (Blaich & Wise, 2018).  

Furthermore, this review will also present research on the limitations of focusing too 

narrowly on the use of assessment data for decision making and improvements at the expense of 

more meaningful collaborative and sensemaking processes within academic departments 

(Jankowski, 2021; Jonson et al., 2014). One opportunity that will be explored here is the framing 

of assessment as a scholarly activity rooted in the best practices of teaching and learning. Faculty 

are more likely to engage with assessment when it is positioned as a scholarly practice (Wang & 

Hurley, 2012). Best practices in student learning outcomes assessment will be discussed, 

including high-impact practices, authentic assessment, curriculum mapping, and rubrics. 
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Additionally, this review will address the emerging practice of meta-assessment which invites 

reflection on assessment processes.  

Finally, sensemaking theory will be discussed as a theoretical framework that encourages 

retrospective analysis within organizations to clarify actionable concepts during times of 

paradigmatic change. Weick’s (1995) seven properties of sensemaking will be explained and 

connected to the process of evidence-based storytelling that can bring meaning to assessment 

data within academic programs (Jankowski, 2021).  

Student Learning Outcomes Assessment 

The contemporary practice of assessing student learning outcomes can be traced to the 

publication of Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: The Classification of Educational Goals, 

known today as Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom, 1956). Bloom constructed a developmental model 

of cognitive processes that establishes memory and knowledge comprehension as foundations for 

higher-order skills, such as synthesis, analysis, and metacognition (Rao, 2020; Anderson & 

Krathwohl, 2001). The objectives of Bloom’s taxonomy provide a guide for writing curriculum 

through a process known as “backwards design,” where goal statements establish what students 

will learn by the end of a unit, course, or program (Maki, 2017, p. 74). Almost 70 years after the 

first publication of Bloom’s Taxonomy, national organizations, community colleges and 

universities, and academic departments now favor the establishment of broad outcomes such as 

communication skills, critical thinking, technological competence, cultural literacy, and civic 

engagement (Arballo et al., 2019; Barrette & Paesani, 2018; Kisker et al., 2016). The use of 

student learning outcomes statements to align curriculum and establish course, program, and 

institution-wide goals for students is now common practice in post-secondary institutions (Kuh et 

al., 2014).  
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While the origins of the student learning outcomes assessment movement are associated 

with the publication of A Nation at Risk, the rise of the Accountability Era in the 1980’s, and the 

First National Conference of Assessment in Higher Education in 1985 (McClellan, 2016; Tam, 

2014; Hader, 2011; Ewell, & Cumming, 2019), the movement accelerated two decades later 

when the six major accrediting bodies sought to strengthen the role of assessment in 

accreditation following recommendations by the Secretary of Education’s Commission on the 

Future of Higher Education (known as the Spellings Commission) (Neuman, 2017). The 

Commission’s 2006 Report, A Test of Leadership: Charting the Future of U.S. Higher 

Education, highlighted the limited role that assessment played in accreditation and called for 

higher-quality methods and reporting around student learning outcomes (Spellings, 2006). The 

Spellings Commission called for standardized approaches to measuring learning outcomes, such 

as critical thinking, problem solving, and written communication, and endorsed the Collegiate 

Learning Assessment (CLA) tool (Neuman, 2017). However, Arum and Roska’s (2011) 

Academically Adrift examined student progress on the CLA at 24 institutions of higher 

education. They found that 45% of students showed no progress after two years of college, and 

36% showed no progress after four years (Arum & Roska, 2011). 

Embedded Assessment 

As an alternative to external, standardized assessment tools such as the CLA, institutions 

of higher learning are shifting to embedded assessments and using rubrics, performance 

assessments, and capstone projects to capture evidence of student learning (Jankowski et al., 

2018). Embedded assessment allows instructors to leverage classroom-level assignments and 

motivations while collecting outcomes learning data without the use of outside assessment tools 

(Goff et al., 2015). When aligned with course or program level learning outcomes, embedded 
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assessments can be nonintrusive, flexible, and contextualized within a program or institution’s 

pre-existing curriculum (Kumar et al., 2018). The AAC&U’s VALUE rubrics, which have been 

adopted by over 100 two-year and four-year institutions across 15 states, are an attempt to 

support the process of embedded assessments by offering vetted rubrics that colleges can apply 

to key assignments within their curricula (Hathcoat, 2018). 

Curriculum Mapping 

The practice of embedded assessment is often accompanied by curriculum mapping, the 

process of aligning classroom learning goals with assignments and student learning outcomes 

established for departmental and institutional assessment (Veltri & Webb, 2019; Saleem & 

Gouse, 2019). Hutchings (2016) observes that professional development tasks, such as mapping 

and aligning curriculum with learning outcomes, might be perceived by faculty as top-down 

efforts but result in assignment sharing and dialogue about the connections between teaching and 

assessment which might not have otherwise occurred. Pfund et al. (2018) surveyed 223 chairs 

from associate and baccalaureate Psychology programs focused on integrating the American 

Psychological Association’s five Student Learning Outcomes into their curriculum. The authors 

concluded that the process of mapping course level objectives with student learning outcomes 

can encourage faculty within departments to develop a common understanding of their goals for 

students and the broader goals of programs and institutions. Curriculum mapping is also an 

opportunity to develop goal congruence, a term often associated with person-organization fit, 

implying a match in motivation and personality between an individual employee and the 

company mission, a quality that is often studied for its relationship to retention and productivity 

(Pfund et al., 2018; Chen, Sparrow, & Cooper, 2016). Also, when academic departments align 

their courses to broad student learning outcomes established by their disciplines’ national 
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organizations, it encourages faculty to collaborate, bring coherence to their work, and improve 

the existing curriculum (Barrette & Paesani, 2018; Pfund et al., 2018; Meek et al., 2015). 

Authentic Assessment 

Institutions are shifting to more authentic measures of student learning through use of 

performance assessments, capstone projects, and rubrics that capture student performance related 

to outcomes embedded in the classroom (Jankowski et al., 2018). Wiggins (1990) first defined 

authentic assessment as the direct evaluation of “student performance on worthy intellectual 

tasks” (p. 1). He contrasts this with proxy assessments in which inferences about student 

performance must be made. Essentially, Wiggins (1990) contrasts the performative nature of 

authentic assessments with standardized tests and advocates for the use of intellectually 

challenging activities that call for the application of knowledge and that simulate real-world 

situations. He argues that performance-based assessments allow for in-class rehearsal time, 

analogous to how professionals practice for presentations, and that the secretive nature of 

standardized tests restrict an instructor’s ability to improve student performance prior to 

examination (Wiggins, 1990).  

Additionally, Jankowski et al. (2018) describe alternative forms of assessment connected 

to employability skills, such as licensure exams, employer surveys, and portfolios, all of which 

are increasingly popular as methods for capturing student achievement. NILOA and the AAC&U 

call for institutions to assess soft skills desirable to employers (NACE, 2019). Smith, Fox, and 

Jordan (2019) describe agricultural programs at a community college measuring program 

learning outcomes with authentic assessments, such as projects, portfolios, and employer 

surveys. The conclusion of this case study emphasized the necessity of industry collaboration 

and the need to adjust assessment to address workforce trends. One horticulture program chair 
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noted the limited time in which to provide “career relevant instruction” to students at two-year 

institutions and expressed the importance of capstone assessments that address real-work 

applications (p. 159). BoarerPitchford (2014) reviewed assignment types administered by faculty 

and discovered part-time faculty emphasize objective exams and rely more heavily on 

assessments calling for memorization and recall of information. They connect these results to the 

time commitments of part-time faculty and call for consistent professional development related 

to assignment design (BoarerPitchford, 2014).  

High-Impact Practices 

High-Impact Practices (HIPs) are one specific designation of authentic assessment 

covered in the research literature. The American Association of Colleges and Universities 

(AAC&U) has defined HIPs as learning opportunities that have been shown to improve 

performance for students from all backgrounds (Kuh, 2008). These HIPs involve assessments 

connected to first‐year seminars, common intellectual experiences, learning communities, 

writing‐intensive courses, collaborative assignments and projects, undergraduate research, 

diversity and global learning, service learning, community‐based learning, internships, and 

capstone projects (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). One longitudinal study followed a national sample 

of post-secondary students and found those involved with at least one of four HIPs (internships 

or career experiences, study abroad, research, and community-based learning) were more likely 

to complete a degree within six years (McDaniel & Van Jura, 2020). The Wabash National Study 

of Liberal Arts Education found that HIPs have a positive impact on student learning outcomes 

in a longitudinal study of 17 colleges (Kilgo et al., 2015). Kuh at al. (2018) have also written 

about the ePortfolio as a meta-HIP that invites students to collect and comment on their learning 

activities. Eynon and Gambino (2017) advocate for the addition of ePortfolios to the AAC&U’s 
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official list of HIPs, arguing they are intentionally designed for students to reflect on and make 

connections between their learning experiences in a comprehensive manner. A similar 

opportunity exists for faculty departments: when ePortfolios are used as capstone projects or 

tools for gathering evidence of student learning across disciplines, they foster collaboration and 

create critical conversations about how learning outcomes are being addressed across the 

curriculum (Eynon et al., 2014).  

Rubrics  

The practice of using rubrics ties together authentic assessment, curriculum mapping, and 

learning outcomes assessment. They also present the best opportunity for student and instructor 

reflection on learning goals and outcomes, especially when students engage with the rubric 

before the assignment is scored (Francis, 2018). The use of curriculum-aligned rubrics for 

embedded assessments is the most common approach to authentic learning outcomes assessment 

(Jankowski et al., 2018). This process has been well established at the national level by the 

AAC&U and its LEAP project, dedicated to fostering 21st Century Skills in Liberal Arts 

programs (AAC&U, 2019). Rubrics are an increasingly common tool for institutional assessment 

at post-secondary institutions, especially for the purposes of addressing accreditation guidelines 

(Jankowski et al., 2018). The AAC&U’s Essential Learning Outcomes have been adopted for 

assessment with common rubrics by over 100 two- and four-year institutions in 15 states 

(Hathcoat, 2018).  

Popham (1997) first established the three necessary components of a rubric: 

evaluative criteria (the subcategories that define each row in a multi-row rubric), quality 

definitions (the descriptions of student performance found in each box), and a scoring strategy. 

Brookhart (2018) introduced the term “true rubric,” referring to a rubric that defines appropriate 
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criteria developed across a continuum of evaluation levels. At a basic level, this could mean 

providing descriptions of student work ranked from A to F on a letter grade scale. However, 

rubrics are commonly represented as a grid or matrix with descriptive text modeling student 

performance defined in each box (Dawson, 2017). Dawson (2017) documents an exponential 

growth in scholarly articles mentioning the phrase “assessment rubric” in their titles from 1997 

through 2017. Ragupathi and Lee (2020) argue that rubrics are highly effective tools for making 

learning goals explicit and for aligning curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Additionally, 

Brookhart (2018) emphasizes the role that rubrics play in modeling learning, especially when 

criteria descriptions are written effectively.  

A substantial amount of research on rubrics focuses on design strategies, best practices, 

and instructor and student perspectives (Dawson, 2017; Chan & Ho, 2019). However, several 

authors have systematically reviewed quantitative, quasi-experimental research literature on the 

positive effects of rubrics on student scores, self-regulation of learning, and even reduction of 

anxiety (Panadero & Jonsson, 2020; Brookhart, 2018; Brookhart & Chen, 2015; Panadero & 

Jonsson, 2013). Brookhart (2018) concludes that while we have growing evidence that rubrics 

help improve student performance, we do not yet know how they work or which design choices 

are more effective. A study by Lipnevich et al. (2014) points toward reflection as a possible 

factor in the effectiveness of rubric. However, their introduction must be accompanied by direct 

instruction; rubrics alone do not impact performance (Francis, 2018). Gunderson et al. (2021) 

used rubrics to guide students through metacognitive reflection during undergraduate scientific 

research experiences and observed improvement in communication skills. 

In a study of faculty engagement with an ePortfolio assessment process, faculty reported 

that mapping to the American Association of Colleges of Nursing outcomes improved the 
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existing college curriculum, and that course-level rubrics were capable of reflecting the national 

standards (Meek et al., 2015). In conjunction with AAC&U’s Essential Learning Outcomes, 

NILOA endorses an all-in-one rubric approach, which is a strategy designed to map course, 

program, and college-level outcomes to summative assignments. For instance, Prince George’s 

Community College implemented this approach for general education courses to make 

assessment more meaningful and coherent by creating assignments and rubrics that map to 

course, program, and college level outcomes (Richman & Ariovich, 2013). As a classroom level 

tool that provides information on student progress on a range of goals while offering concrete 

feedback to students, all-in-one rubrics stand the best chance of appealing to educators who are 

primarily motivated by classroom teaching and view assessment work as the purview of the 

institutional research department (Richman & Ariovich, 2013).  

Accountability Paradigm 

Despite the ubiquity of learning outcomes assessment and its related terminology at the 

post-secondary level, the influence of accountability, compliance, and accreditation raises 

concerns with faculty about the investment of time and resources as well as feelings of 

ostracization from the decision-making process (Hail et al., 2019). Ewell (2009) sees the 

accountability paradigm as emphasizing the use of assessment to demonstrate institutional 

effectiveness to accreditors, policy makers, and the general public. The accountability paradigm 

of assessment is characterized by an emphasis on external reporting to accrediting bodies, 

compliance with performance standards, comparisons with peer institutions, and an expectation 

that an institution’s performance will be tied to funding decisions (Jonson et al., 2017). The 

Accountability Era in education that accelerated in the 1980’s came with a shift from “inputs” to 

“outputs,” connecting student performance on standardized exams to funding (Lewis & Fusarelli, 
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2010). Accreditation processes initially designed as voluntary became intertwined with state and 

federal government accountability efforts (Greenberg, 2014). Skidmore et al. (2018) identifies a 

culture of compliance in post-secondary institutions that is largely driven by accountability and 

accreditation. According to Skidmore et al. (2018), this is not inherently a problem except when 

faculty view compliance as the primary motivation and begin to view assessment with 

skepticism, which can harden resistance to assessment.  

Hail et al. (2019) surveyed 60 faculty members at a Midwestern university who were 

involved with accreditation efforts within their departments. The survey questions were largely 

focused on beliefs and perceptions of the impact of accreditation. Respondents predominately 

viewed accreditation as a vehicle for institutional prestige, status for individual programs, and 

increased opportunity for funding (Hail et al., 2019). The National Institute of Learning 

Outcomes Assessment (NILOA) reports that compliance with accrediting bodies continues to be 

a primary motivator for assessment activities among college provosts (Jankowski, et al., 2018). 

However, NILOA’s 2018 survey findings also list a competing motivator: improvement of 

student learning. Additionally, the survey establishes a national trend toward authentic 

approaches to assessment, including rubrics, performance tests, and capstones (Jankowski, et al., 

2018). This represents a change from the 2014 NILOA survey and an opportunity to better 

communicate information about student learning and engage faculty in professional development 

(Kuh et al., 2014; Jankowski et al., 2018). 

In a study to determine the primary motivators for their institution’s assessment activities, 

Lawson et al. (2011) interviewed 25 Associate Deans of Teaching and Learning. Ninety-two 

percent of interview subjects listed accreditation as their primary motivator for assessment 

work.  However, Lawson et al. (2011) also note that the accreditation process has shifted its 
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focus to issues of quality, such as assignment design, data processes, the writing of learning 

outcomes, and best practices. Therefore, using accreditation as motivation does not necessarily 

exclude attention to issues of teaching and learning.  

Scott and Danley-Scott (2015) focused on contingent faculty participation in assessment. 

They designed a survey for California two- and four-year college contingent faculty inquiring 

about experiences with assessment (such as possible training opportunities) and perceptions of 

their institution’s assessment processes. The authors believe that, considering the percentage of 

contingent faculty employed at institutions of higher learning around the country, it is vital to 

understand how engaged they are in assessment processes. The significant survey findings were 

as follows: 1) institutions tend to use accreditation concerns as the main motivator for assessment 

activities; 2) contingent faculty training opportunities do not sufficiently convey the purpose of 

assessment, or at least a purpose that extends beyond accreditation into pedagogy; and, 3) 

contingent faculty feel they should be included in more training sessions and meetings related to 

assessment. The authors conclude that contingent faculty wish to improve their approaches to 

teaching and would respond accordingly with better communication and an institutional 

commitment to resources for assessment training (Scott & Danley-Scott, 2015). 

Improvement Paradigm 

The use of student learning data to improve curriculum and instruction is often referred to 

as “closing the loop” and represents the final stage in most conceptions of the assessment cycle 

(Hamil, 2015; Iriberri & Stengel, 2021; Rawls & Hammons, 2015). Singer-Freedman and 

Robinson (2020) conducted a literature review of peer-reviewed articles and publications from 

professional assessment organizations and surveyed 231 higher education assessment 

professionals. They discovered strong agreement that assessment should be used to improve 
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student learning, increase equity, and drive innovation and executive decision making. Three of 

the most prominent assessment organizations (Association for the Assessment of Learning in 

Higher Education, Association of American Colleges & Universities, and the National Institute 

for Learning Outcomes Assessment, respectively) have made the call for a shift to an 

“assessment-for-learning-improvement mindset” (Stitt-Bergh et al., 2019, p. 44). Jonson et al. 

(2017) documented the shift from the “accountability paradigm” of assessment (i.e., assessment 

in response to accreditation agencies and state and federal governments) to the emerging 

“improvement paradigm” (the use of assessment to improve student learning) (p. 34). However, 

while the authors argue that the improvement paradigm is dominant among researchers and 

professional assessment organizations, institutions of higher learning still struggle to use student 

learning data for continuous improvement. Skidmore et al. (2018) surveyed 1,184 faculty 

members using the Faculty Survey of Assessment Culture and found that the majority of faculty 

identified with either the culture of improvement (43.7%) or an emerging group the authors 

labeled as “Evolving Student Learning Culture” (34.7%) who were in the process of reconciling 

accountability motivations with the improvement paradigm. 

In fact, despite a greater awareness of the improvement paradigm, advancements in 

assessment methodologies, and wider adoption of assessment practices and policies in higher 

education, there is still little evidence that assessment processes are leading to improvement of 

student learning (Banta et al., 2009; Fulcher et al., 2017; Stitt-Bergh et al., 2018). Blaich and 

Wise (2018) conducted a multi-year research study with over forty institutions to measure liberal 

arts learning outcomes and explore assessment best practices. They concluded that most 

institutions were not using assessment data to drive improvements, and that the collection of data 

far exceeded utilization. They also note that most assessments are designed to monitor student 
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performance and make slight changes to instruction and curriculum only if scores dip below a 

certain level. Blaich and Wise (2018) refer to this as the “keeping an eye on it” approach, which 

they argue is the result of academic departments completing required reports and doing the bare 

minimum for accreditation (p. 13). The authors see this as an understandable strategy for 

programs trained to comply with accrediting bodies and administrators but a missed opportunity 

to impact student learning more substantially. They conclude that collecting assessment evidence 

alone does not lead to improvements, but that assessment must be driven by important questions 

about teaching and learning. Assessment does not become a systemic and sustainable process at 

institutions of higher learning unless a “change in mindset” occurs and leaders stop collecting 

data for compliance purposes only and instead improve transparency and communication around 

assessment and build faculty professional learning communities to address assessment data 

(Jonson et al., 2017, p. 44). Hamill (2015) notes that failure to consider the structural and cultural 

challenges of institutions when adopting a standard model for assessment will inhibit a campus-

wide process for closing the loop. In particular, when department-level assessment is 

disconnected from strong institutional planning it can lead faculty to believe that the purpose of 

assessment is to collect data for its own sake (Hamil, 2015).  

Closing the Loop 

While there is widespread agreement on the need for assessment to improve student 

learning, there is no common definition for the phrases “closing the loop” or “improving student 

learning,” let alone a clear framework for accomplishing these goals (Jankowski, 2021). Smith et 

al. (2015) are critical of terms such as “closing the loop” or “action plan” when offered as 

slogans without concrete definitions and procedures. They analyzed the published works and 

meta-assessment rubrics of assessment professionals and accreditors, focusing on how they 
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describe the use of assessment data to improve learning. The authors scored these descriptions 

based on specificity of language across several categories, including references to the use of data 

for improving curriculum and pedagogy, and whether the assessment frameworks recommended 

re-assessing to determine if changes led to improvements. They found inconsistencies and vague 

definitions and conclude that clear communication of the expectations around the use of learning 

data is lacking at the national level. They also reviewed the assessment standards of six regional 

accreditors and found only one reference to the use of results to improve curriculum and 

instruction, and no references to re-assessment (i.e the practice of repeating an assessment with a 

new cohort after making changes to curriculum, instruction, or the assessment itself) (Smith et al, 

2015).  

Fulcher et al. (2017) argue that programs typically fail to include re-assessment in their 

processes, and therefore are unable to determine if changes to instruction lead to improved 

learning. They advocate for the simple formula, “weigh pig, feed pig, weigh pig,” to describe the 

process of re-assessment they believe is missing from specific assessment instructions (Fulcher 

et al., 2017, p. 25). The authors argue that fundamental data practices, such as the collection and 

analysis of baseline data before changes are made to instruction, are missing from most 

assessment processes. Additionally, Fulcher et al. (2017) observe that assessment programs often 

confuse “changes” to programs and curriculum with “improvements,” meaning that data from re-

assessment is needed to show a positive impact on learning but is too often missing from 

assessment processes (p. 23). Adding to this, faculty often report a lack of technical expertise in 

interpreting data, yet are expected to make improvements to programs based on that data 

(Bresciani, 2012). 



32 

 

Caudle and Hammons (2018) reinforce the need to connect assessment data with 

improvements to programs to convince faculty of the value of assessment practices.  

However, Mathers et al. (2018) argue that few institutions collect the types of longitudinal data 

that best inform faculty on student academic growth. According to Mathers et al. (2018), 

longitudinal designs support the analysis of student progress over time and therefore provide 

evidence of learning improvement during a student’s enrollment at an institution. Mathers et al. 

(2018) conclude that limited use of longitudinal design results in a lack of emphasis on learning 

gains and, therefore, an inability to document learning improvement. Additionally, Bresciani 

(2012) recommends professional development for the technical support involved with collecting 

and evaluation of data. Furthermore, institutions struggle to communicate data and often lack 

agreement on the significance of results (McGowan, 2019). 

Criticisms of the Improvement Paradigm 

Jonson et al. (2014) connect the field of evaluation theory to the process of assessing 

student learning outcomes in order to shift the conversation from a narrow focus on use (i.e., 

immediate translation of student data into actionable steps toward improving academic programs, 

commonly referred to “closing the loop”) to an enhanced understanding of student learning.  

They argue this shift will widen the appeal of assessment by engaging academic departments in 

discussions of teaching and learning, not simply accountability, accreditation, and improvement. 

Their proposed model (Jonson et al., 2014) is adapted from Kirkhart’s (2000) integrated theory 

of evaluation, which rejects the term “use” in favor of “influence.” Instead of solely focusing on 

how evaluations (or in the case of this study, assessments) are “used,” which to Kirkhart (2000) 

suggests an instrumentalist approach to data and their application favored by organizations and 

political bodies, the integrated theory of evaluation addresses the process-based influences of 
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evaluation, namely cognitive, affective, and political. Kirkhart’s (2000) model is largely an 

argument that evaluation promotes inherent values and generates knowledge separate from, 

though ultimately integrated with, the results-based and “use” approaches commonly ascribed to 

assessment, especially within an accreditation context.   

Jankowski (2021) also criticizes the narrow focus on “use” by questioning the underlying 

assumptions of casualty in assessment processes. Assessment projects conducted in classroom 

spaces produce too many confounding variables and exhibit too few controls to satisfy 

expectations of linear, scientific research, especially in environments where faculty are not in 

agreement on assessment tools. Jankowski (2021) argues for the use of sensemaking to create 

evidence-based assessment stories that can complement abstract analysis. Jankowski notes this 

does not, in reality, differ from how most academic assessment is interpreted, given that faculty 

within departments are left to create the context and explanation for student performance and 

often disagree about root causes and recommended actions. Makela and Rooney (2014) 

emphasize the importance of using evidence-based storytelling to highlight the impact of career 

services departments on students’ lives. Framing these stories involves considering the audience, 

deciding which storylines will be highlighted, and conscious editing. 

Rubrics are now a common tool of institutional assessment and are tied closely to 

prominent “improvement paradigm” projects, such as AAC&U’s LEAP project, dedicated to 

fostering 21st Century Skills in Liberal Arts programs (AAC&U, 2019). However, use of rubrics 

is far outstripping empirical research supporting positive effects on student learning. Of note is 

Brookhart’s (2018) review of 46 articles focusing on rubric design, reliability, validity, and 

effects on student performance. Brookhart also finds no difference in student performance based 

on type of rubric (including analytic, holistic, generic, task-specific, points-based, and 
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percentage-based) or criteria style (whether the text in each box is evaluative in nature or 

descriptive/modeling). This leads Brookhart (2018) to conclude that while we have growing 

evidence that rubrics help improve student performance, we do not yet know how they work or 

which design choices are more effective. She notes that only 56% of studies report instructors 

sharing rubrics with students, resulting in too few studies exploring formative learning effects 

and recommends more research focusing on students use (Brookhart, 2018). Panadero, Jonsson, 

and Botella (2017) make this connection in a meta-analytic review of student self-assessment, 

focusing on self-regulated learning (SRL) and self-efficacy. They did not find that rubrics have a 

greater impact on SRL compared to other types of instruments. 

Faculty Engagement with Assessment 

From a logistical standpoint, faculty involvement is critical in assessment processes, 

which require faculty engagement in all phases of the cycle, including planning and research, 

assignment design, and analysis of results (Emil & Cress, 2014). However, faculty often perceive 

assessment as “ineffective, tedious and time consuming” (Guthrie et al., 2020, p. 69). It is 

sometimes understood to be surface-level work required by administrators that distracts from the 

real work of teaching and learning (Dunn et al., 2020). Richman and Ariovich (2013) 

characterize the faculty response to assessment as the “do-we-really-have-to-do-this?” mindset 

(p. 14). Wang and Hurley (2012) establish faculty participation as one of the key dilemmas in 

assessment implementation. They argue that assessment cannot be successful unless faculty are 

involved at every step of the process, from design to data collection to closing the loop. 

Skidmore et al. (2018) argue that a culture focused on improvement of student learning is 

best aligned with faculty’s intrinsic motivations. However, as they note, a developed and 

effective culture of improvement involves a range of commitments from the institution, 



35 

 

including, but not limited to, faculty ownership, ongoing professional development, planning and 

budgeting, goal setting, and comprehensive program reviews.  

Elliot (2018) conducted a mixed methods study of faculty engagement in assessment and 

found that belief in assessment’s ability to improve student learning was the most significant 

factor impacting the willingness of faculty to participate in assessment. Additionally, when 

faculty members can be engaged in collaboration focused on assessment outside of an 

accreditation context they discover new applications for assessment that have a direct impact on 

learning and assignment design (Guetterman & Mitchell, 2016).  

Haviland (2014) cites Sinclair Community College as an example of an institution 

effectively dealing with the symbolic factors found in organizational culture. In order to reframe 

assessment practice as more than compliance driven, Haviland (2014) applies Bolman and 

Deal’s (2017) theory of organizational change, which focuses on the structural, human resource, 

political, and symbolic factors that can support or impede large scale changes in organizations. 

Haviland (2014) argues that assessment leaders who must coordinate resources and personnel 

across departments and divisions should be aware of competing interests, limitations on work 

load, and communication barriers. Further, the unsettling nature of change, which can often 

reveal feelings of inadequacy with the current level of performance, must also be addressed. 

Haviland cites Sinclair Community College as effectively emphasizing the connection between 

assessment, continuous improvement, and the college mission statement (2014). This is a 

message that must also be delivered by the organizational leaders who often rely on compliance 

with accrediting bodies as a central motivation when communicating with stakeholders. 

Institutions have a range of additional concerns when undertaking assessment programs, 
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including faculty professional development, campus culture, the social environment of 

departments, and faculty time constraints (Schoepp & Benson, 2016; Haviland et al., 2011).  

Assessment Professional Development 

Creating a culture of improvement is unlikely without sufficient and consistent faculty 

professional development (Bresciani, 2011; Strawser & Neuberger, 2020). Professional 

development in assessment is as much about faculty learning as student learning (Hong, 2018). 

As Emil and Cress (2014) have argued, connecting assessment to faculty professional 

development with an emphasis on lifelong improvement leads to higher levels of engagement. 

When faculty understand their classroom and professional development goals as being in 

alignment with college and even national goals related to assessment, they are less likely to view 

assessment as merely an external demand or a box-checking administrative task (Emil & Cress, 

2014). Burke (2014) proposes a model of instructional leadership for community colleges that 

calls for institutional improvements, including professional development and assessment. It is 

notable that limited research exists connecting instructional leadership to community colleges. 

The theory has been widely applied to elementary and secondary institutions (Murphy, 1983; 

Hallinger et al., 2014).   

In a narrative research study, Caudle and Hammons (2018) interviewed nine faculty from 

three different two-year institutions about their experiences and motivations related to outcomes 

assessment. Faculty were asked about the factors contributing to their work with assessment 

beyond the course level (i.e., what led them to participate in program or college level assessment 

work beyond the formative and summative assessment work applied to their own students). The 

authors also asked if faculty had recommendations for increasing participation in assessment. 

The study intentionally focused on a small sample of faculty teaching for Higher Learning 
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Commission accredited institutions that had received external recognition for their student 

learning outcomes assessment processes. In other words, Caudle and Hammons (2018) were 

seeking advice from key players in institutions that had been commended for their assessment 

work. One key barrier to participation relates to perceived lack of time. Caudle and Hammons 

(2018) connect this conclusion to other findings from assessment literature and recommend that 

administration create intentional professional development time for faculty engaged in 

assessment work. 

Green and Hutchings (2018) engaged faculty in a series of workshops at Washington 

State University focusing on capstone assignments to expand assessment professional 

development beyond data collection. Eighty-nine percent of participants reported their 

professional development experience will impact their teaching in other courses, and 59% sought 

out additional resources to support their assignment design. The authors argue that by focusing 

on pedagogy and engaging faculty as an institution-wide cohort, the assessment process will be 

improved overall, especially by drawing on faculty expertise and collaboration (Green & 

Hutchings, 2018). 

Bresciani (2011) conducted a grounded theory study of a California community college 

district in the planning stages of implementing an outcomes assessment program across its entire 

system.  Analyzing planning documents and interviews with district representatives, Bresciani 

(2011) focused on the college’s efforts to create a sustainable, systematic approach to assessment 

and the internal and external barriers that inevitably arise in a large, multi-college district. 

Bresciani (2011) determined that the institution had not defined its audience and lacked a shared 

vision for how assessment data would be used. Trust in the process is eroded when data are 

collected for its own sake and not shared with the appropriate stakeholders nor connected back to 
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the overall mission of the project. Bresciani (2012) went on to publish her recommendations for 

this institution in a separate article, echoing others in calling for meaningful, scholarly-driven 

professional development for faculty and allocated time for collaboration and work on the 

assessment process. An earlier grounded theory analysis at a large metropolitan community 

college found a similar need for clarification of roles and audience, professional development 

and technical support, and time allocation for faculty collaboration (Bresciani, 2008).  

Haviland et al. (2010) applied a mixed methods approach to a four-part faculty 

assessment workshop, administering pre- and post-workshop surveys, a faculty evaluation of the 

workshop, and interviews of seven participants. Results showed that faculty confidence in 

assessment improved, though no statistically significant improvement in attitudes toward 

assessment was demonstrated. The interviews revealed that the time and opportunity to work 

with colleagues was the greatest impact of the workshops. The authors concluded that 

institutional change must be viewed as a social process and that institutions can support these 

findings with intentional professional development opportunities focused on assessment 

(Haviland et al., 2010). In a follow-up survey with the workshop participants, Haviland et al. 

(2011) found that after one year, faculty understanding, confidence, and attitudes related to 

assessment were sustained. Thus, on-going professional development focused on the social 

environment of departments and programs can have a lasting impact on engagement (Haviland et 

al., 2011).  

Guetterman and Mitchell (2016) employed a mixed methods case study collecting and 

analyzing quantitative and qualitative information from general education faculty participating in 

a collaborative inquiry program built around ten common student learning outcomes. The study 

focused on twenty-six faculty members teaching capstone experiences across eight 



39 

 

undergraduate colleges at the University of Nebraska Lincoln. The quantitative survey results 

showed an increase in knowledge of assessment from the pre- to post-surveys; the qualitative 

analysis contained an important piece of contextual nuance, namely that when faculty members 

can be engaged in collaboration focused on assessment outside of an accreditation context, they 

discover new applications for assessment that have a direct impact on learning and assignment 

design (Guetterman & Mitchell, 2016). 

Allotted time for professional development related to assessment also affords the chance 

for faculty to improve their communication with students. Jonson et al. (2014) conducted a 

qualitative content analysis study of assessment narratives to explore if 28 institutions were using 

the assessment process to apply their knowledge of student learning to institutional 

improvements. One of their key findings suggests that assessment affords faculty an opportunity 

to have dialogue with students about learning objectives and that efforts to clarify how these 

outcomes are defined on a rubric might have a greater impact on student performance than larger 

curriculum changes. Additionally, these same conversations in faculty meetings or professional 

development sessions may not occur if not required by assessment procedures (Jonson et al., 

2014).  

Lightner and Sipple (2013) argue that at two-year colleges both faculty and 

administration fail to see scholarly work as connected to the mission, often relegating this work 

to four-year research institutions. Because teaching loads can be more extensive at community 

colleges, faculty sometimes view their required teaching work as only connected to the 

classroom. Lightner and Sipple (2013) also cite lack of incentives and time as factors inhibiting 

community college faculty from properly engaging with scholarship. The authors surveyed 44 

faculty members participating in Faculty Learning Communities (FLC), which are voluntary, yet 
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formalized faculty groups who meet to work on scholarship and application through research-

based projects. The purpose of Lightner and Sipple’s (2013) survey was to track satisfaction with 

FLC work and its impact on the participants’ professional development and classroom work. The 

survey contained both 5-point Likert scale questions and called for qualitative answers focusing 

on the aspects of FLC’s that were most and least helpful. Participants reported they would 

recommend FLC’s to colleagues and were likely to participate in a FLC in the future. Although 

community college faculty struggled to find regular meeting times, they reported that 

participation in the FLC was valuable. In particular, many faculty members praised the 

interdisciplinary nature of the group which forced them to reconsider their pedagogical 

approaches (Lightner & Sipple, 2013). 

Role of Program Chair 

Though research on the role of community college faculty chairs and assessment is 

limited, Craig (2005) describes the role of chair at community colleges as critical for success, yet 

ambiguous and lacking organizational standardization. Common chair responsibilities relate to 

teaching, scheduling, communication, recruitment of faculty, and updating curriculum. 

Community college chairs serve dual roles as faculty advocates and support for administrative 

responsibilities (Craig, 2005; McArthur, 2002). In terms of assessment work, this aligns 

community college chairs with motivations connected to institutional accountability as well as 

faculty engagement. 

Assessment as Scholarship 

Brown (2017) lists “assessment” as one of the seven silos of the higher education 

accountability movement (along with accreditation, institutional research, institutional 

effectiveness, educational evaluation, educational measurement, and higher education public 
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policy). He argues that assessment is unique in its insistence on the development of a standalone 

“culture,” drawn from the professional logic of learning, to support its practice, which includes 

specialized vocabulary (“student learning outcomes” or “essential learning outcomes”) and the 

promotion of principles and best practices sometimes at odds with the other silos (Brown, 2017). 

If the culture of assessment is rooted in instruction, then strengthening the connections between 

pedagogy, scholarship, and assessment could appeal to educators and improve analysis of data 

(Baird et al., 2017). Faculty are more willing to engage in the process when they view it as a 

scholarly pursuit that produces reliable data (Wang & Hurley, 2012; Bresciani, 2012; Jonson et 

al., 2017). 

Wang and Hurley (2012) surveyed seventy-one faculty at a Liberal Arts college in the 

Midwest regarding perceptions, need for resources, and attitudes toward assessment. The authors 

highlight one key finding, which is echoed in the article’s title: “The more faculty members 

viewed assessment as a scholarly activity, the more likely they were willing to engage in 

assessment” (Wang & Hurley, 2012, p. 8-9). Working to transform perceptions of assessment is 

difficult work, but the authors imply that shifting the emphasis to scholarship will create more 

appeal for faculty. The perceived benefit of assessment to teaching and learning should 

contribute to a change in messaging and processes. In short, if faculty believe assessment has 

value, they will participate.  

In order to bring a scholarly lens to assessment it might be necessary to expand the 

generally accepted definition of scholarship beyond publication of academic articles. Braxton 

and Lyken-Segosebe (2015) argue that community college faculty, whose primary role is 

teaching, should adopt an expanded view of scholarship to include work beyond published 

research articles. The authors compiled quantitative survey data on community college 
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scholarship activity and found that while 70% of community college faculty reported no 

publications over a two-year period, they engaged in forms of unpublished scholarship related to 

integration and teaching, such as giving public lectures, applying new pedagogical approaches in 

the classrooms and with teams and committees, and presenting on new instructional techniques 

to fellow faculty. A more complete picture of community college faculty engagement emerges 

when activity related to publishing articles is not used as the sole criteria to define scholarship. 

Braxton and Lyken-Segosebe (2015) conclude that unpublished scholarship work related to 

application and integration of pedagogical techniques should be the starting point in the 

consideration of community college faculty scholarship. Additionally, the authors make the case 

that such a scholarship of applied teaching should be built into the mission statements and 

promotion and reward structures of community colleges. One benefit of expanding the definition 

of scholarship is that it would include assessment work, both legitimizing assessment in the eyes 

of faculty and providing a more intrinsic motivation for participation.  

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 

Shawa (2020) argues the term Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) was first 

introduced in 1990 to address the lack of pedagogical training among faculty in higher education. 

The emphasis on teaching as its own scholarly pursuit both brings legitimacy to the study of 

pedagogy as its own field of study and provides material to support the improvement of teaching 

and learning. Rohrbacher (2018) conducted a case study focusing on two university humanities 

departments and concluded that promoting the SoTL could encourage faculty to conduct original 

research and document best practices. This could lead to more ownership of assessment and 

address one concern from the study: a lack of recognition for faculty. Rohrbacher (2018) argues 
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that stipends and fellowships supporting training, research, and travel related to assessment could 

improve outcomes and engagement.  

Meta-assessment 

Rubrics can also facilitate reflection on the process of assessment itself. Meta-assessment 

involves the use of rubrics, surveys, or other tools to evaluate the quality of an institution’s 

assessment processes, i.e., a formal assessment of assessment (Farrow et al., 2017; Fulcher et al. 

2017; Schoepp & Benson, 2016). Meta-assessment can address overall strengths and weaknesses 

of an assessment program as well as encourage discussions on best practices (Schoepp & 

Benson, 2016). However, most institutions that deploy meta-assessment focus on process, not 

outcomes, and therefore do not accurately gauge the success of student learning improvement 

(Fulcher et al. 2017). Ory (1992) first developed a framework for meta-assessment based on 

standards developed by the Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation, involving 

four major categories of meta-assessment, which are largely procedural and theoretical in nature: 

utility, feasibility, propriety, and accuracy.  The central motivation of Ory’s (1992) meta-

assessment was to standardize processes during an earlier period of growth in the Assessment 

Movement. More recent meta-assessment literature places stronger emphasis on improvement of 

student learning outcomes in the classroom setting (Fulcher et al., 2017; Lending et al., 2018). 

Beyond issues related to process, quality, and student learning, meta-assessment can also be used 

to compile faculty feedback on assessment workload, software, staffing and personnel 

considerations, and professional development provided by an institution (Pham, 2020).  

The University of North Carolina (UNC) at Charlotte applied the Excellence in 

Assessment (EIA) designation rubric, which draws from NILOA’s Transparency Framework, to 

their assessment practices as a form of gap analysis (Robinson et al., 2017). The EIA rubric asks 
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institutions to self-assess based on the following categories: (1) Student Learning Outcome 

Statements, (2) Campus-Level Assessment Plans, (3) Campus Level Assessment Resources, (4) 

Current Campus-Level Assessment Activities, (5) Evidence of Campus-Level Student Learning, 

(6) Use of Campus-Level Student Learning, and (7) Reflection and Growth/Improvement Plan. 

In addition to finding multiple gaps that UNC rated from “relatively easy” to “moderately 

difficult” to fix, they discovered a significant lack of engagement with students and external 

stakeholders, a change they determined would require a cultural shift in attitudes toward 

assessment (Robinson et al., 2017).  

Lending et al. (2018) document James Madison University’s review of their Computer 

Information Systems (CIS) department’s student learning outcomes assessment process using a 

rubric derived from Fulcher et al. (2017). The rubric criteria included an analysis of faculty 

involvement, readiness for improvement, use of baseline data, existing curriculum, learning 

intervention, and re-assessment. Lending et al. (2018) offer the CIS department as evidence that 

a strategic focus on learning improvement, in particular one with intervention and re-assessment, 

can yield results and serve as a model for other departments and institutions. Farrow et al. (2017) 

document the process of building and applying a meta-assessment rubric focused on the 

traditional assessment cycle and applied to student learning outcomes assessment at the 

McWhorter Building Science programs at Auburn University. They adopted a peer review 

process, recruiting faculty members for a two-day training preceding the scoring of assessment 

reports. While the authors conclude that the meta-assessment process improved communication 

to faculty about student learning outcomes and created an internal assessment process that does 

not entirely depending on waiting for external accreditation reports, they note that considerable 



45 

 

resources would be needed to scale this process beyond a single school within the college 

(Farrow et al., 2017). 

Schoepp & Benson (2016) employed a mixed methods approach combining a 

quantitative survey of faculty perceptions of assessment with a content meta-analysis of the 

institution’s outcomes assessment results. They were interested in connections between faculty 

engagement and the institution’s ability to leverage assessment data into institutional 

improvements (i.e., closing the loop). Their results found that in order to build sustained closing 

the loop processes, attention must be paid to faculty professional development, campus culture, 

and awareness of faculty time constraints (Schoepp & Benson, 2016). Smith et al. (2015) 

reviewed 32 meta-assessment rubrics from post-secondary institutions with a primary focus on 

how the rubrics addressed the use of assessment results to make improvements to student 

learning. They found that all rubrics mentioned student learning in some capacity, and that most 

of them referenced improvement of student learning or closing the loop. However, they 

concluded that the meta-assessment rubrics would be improved with more specific examples 

related to improving student learning. Smith et al. (2015) also note that use of a meta-assessment 

rubric suggests an institution already has a mature assessment process and institutional support.  

Hamil (2015) highlights the need for institutions to understand their data processes at the 

system level, including whether data are effectively summarized for decision-makers. Institutions 

should diagram the flow of data across systems and assess responsiveness to structure and 

culture (Hamil, 2015). Using a mixed methods approach, Rodgers et al. (2013) conducted a 

meta-assessment of academic programs at a midsized public institution. They first rated 100 

academic programs over two years using an evaluation rubric and trained scorers, focusing on 

the quality of the assessment programs. The researchers then followed up with the programs that 
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showed improvement and interviewed them to discuss the factors that facilitated their 

improvement. Consultation sessions with the institution’s assessment experts stood out as the 

most frequently cited factor influencing program assessment changes. The authors emphasize 

quality practices as having the biggest impact on programs and argue for assessment to move 

beyond compliance with accrediting bodies and toward improvement of student learning 

(Rodgers et al., 2013). 

The Community College Research Center (CCRC) has designed a multi-part self-

assessment rubric for institutions engaging with Guided Pathways practices (CCRC, 2017). 

Section 4 of this rubric addresses the assessment of student learning outcomes, including the use 

of best practices, whether colleges use assessment results to make improvements, and whether 

students document their learning for employers through portfolios or other means. The rubric 

asks institutions to determine their level of adoption of key practices and to rank their 

involvement on a scale of five from “not occurring” to “at scale.” Institutions are invited to list 

their progress to date, their next steps, and their timelines for implementation. A section of the 

CCRC rubric is introduced in Chapter Three (Figure 1) and was presented to the participants in 

this study during the interview process.  

Theoretical Framework 

This review of literature has established several themes that raises questions about how 

institutions and faculty understand the purpose of assessment, the process of using assessment 

results to improve student learning (i.e., closing the loop), as well as the use of reflective tools to 

improve student understanding and conduct meta-assessment on institutional processes. Given its 

close relationship with accreditation, the assessment process often involves reflecting and 

reporting on past activities to make sense out of data and analyze trends, challenges, and 
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opportunities. Accordingly, this study applied sensemaking theory to guide the research process 

and inform research questions and methodology.  

Constructionist Epistemology 

Sensemaking theory is rooted in constructionist epistemology. Crotty (1998) establishes 

three foundational epistemologies common to research: objectivism, subjectivism, and 

constructionism. The first two epistemologies sit in opposition to one another: while objectivism 

posits that meaning exists in external reality and is discovered and processed by human minds, 

subjectivism holds that the mind imposes meaning on the objective world, or even creates it; the 

world does not meaningfully exist separate from subjective experience. The central debate 

between objectivists and subjectivists is dualistic in nature: Is the world “out there” ready to be 

discovered, or only “in here,” somehow created by our thoughts and subjected wholly to 

individual perspectives? (Crotty, 1998). In the history of modern Western philosophy this 

dualism is found in the debate between the idealists, such as Descartes and Berkeley, and the 

empiricists (e.g., Hume, Locke, and Hobbes) and tends to focus on whether the mind or the 

material world is more foundational to existence (Grayling, 2019).    

Crotty’s third epistemology, constructionism, facilitates something of a reconciliation 

between objectivism and subjectivism, just as Immanual Kant’s transcendental idealism sought 

to synthesize empiricism and idealism and prove that human consciousness constructs 

experience via interactions with a priori structures of the mind and sense observations (Smith, 

2011). Constructionism focuses on the interactions between human consciousness and the 

external world, and argues that meaning is co-created (constructed) largely in a social context as 

people bring together various ways of knowing:  

What, then, is constructionism? It is the view that all knowledge, and therefore all 



48 

 

meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and 

out of interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted 

within an essentially social context. (Crotty, 1998, p. 42) 

Constructionism rejects neither subjective experience nor empirical data but suggests that 

truth is negotiated through social interactions and a process of co-creation and interdependence 

between subject and object (Crotty, 1998). The social environment of academic departments is 

an important ingredient in developing a culture of improvement (Haviland et al., 2011). 

Additionally, the collaborative process that many academic departments use to make sense of  

assessment data is highly constructionist in nature, especially given that most institutions do not 

lack empirical data, but struggle to understand results, make assessment meaningful, and 

communicate action plans (Blaich & Wise, 2018; Bresciani, 2012; McGowan, 2019).  In the 

social sciences, the term “social constructionism” is more common, and though tending to place 

more emphasis on subjective identity construction and symbolic interactionism, the theory does 

not adopt a relativist position toward external reality and holds that reality is negotiated through 

language and within social context (Burr, 2015). Crotty (1998) also claims that constructionism 

is the epistemology most frequently invoked by qualitative research. Sensemaking is an approach 

that relies heavily on the analysis of data, text, and interviews to re-frame conceptual ambiguity 

and improve understanding of complex phenomena. It is also largely social, collective, and 

generative; sensemaking precedes organization, and shared meaning is talked into existence 

(Weick et al., 2005).  

Sensemaking Theory 

Weick positions sensemaking theory as a response to the question, “How can I know 

what I think until I see what I say?” (1979, p. 133; 1995, p. 12; Weick et al., 2005, p. 412). 
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Taken as a starting point, this immediately suggests two ideas: (1) that the sensemaking process 

strives to elucidate mysterious, ambiguous, or latent phenomena; and (2) it is fundamentally 

reflective in nature; sense is made in the rearview mirror. Weick (1979) describes the first idea as 

sensemaking’s primary focus on equivocality, especially when available language is inadequate 

to address new or uncertain circumstances. The aim of sensemaking is to reduce equivocality and 

retain a more definite understanding of circumstances and experiences. This is an apt description 

of the “Evolving Student Learning Culture” that represents 34.7% of respondents in Skidmore’s 

(2018) survey; these faculty members are still reconciling the accountability paradigm with the 

improvement paradigm.  

The second critical idea from Weick’s oft-cited quotation is that meaning is constructed 

by looking backwards. Weick (1995) notes that stories are composed in hindsight and that 

original theories are filtered through the narrative form, hence his conception of sensemaking as 

retrospective and favoring plausibility and coherence over accuracy. Taken out of context, this 

might be an unsettling concept to someone working in a data-driven and empirically-minded 

field such as assessment. However, Weick is not suggesting we ignore the reliability or validity 

of data; instead, he is referring to how organizations convert information into action and 

negotiate competing perspectives. Sense is made in the subtle differences between the questions, 

“What do the data say?” “What do the data mean?” and “How should we respond to the data?” 

When confronted with the task of interpreting student learning data for accreditation reports, the 

same data set can result in multiple interpretations, ranging from “no changes needed” to “we 

need to rethink the entire process” (Blaich & Wise, 2018).  

Eddy (2010) organizes Weick’s sensemaking properties into three themes: reflection on 

underlying schema, exploration of feedback loops, and the framing of a plausible story. These 
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summaries of Weick are not entirely out of step with Dervin (1999), who, despite drawing a 

direct contrast with Weick, argues that sensemaking is ultimately about the verbal framing of 

information that can transcend past habits and dominant structures that inhibit individual or 

collective understanding. Dervin’s (1999) metatheoretical approach to sensemaking draws from 

information-seeking theories and the epistemological concerns of individuals navigating the 

postmodern condition. Still, Dervin (1999) argues that sensemaking has its origins in 

communication studies and seeks to redesign communication procedures. She positions 

sensemaking as a communication-based methodology and argues that it is neither purely a 

method nor a theory (Dervin, 1999). Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015) argue that sensemaking 

research has largely moved into discourse analysis and focuses primarily on language.  

Sensemaking and Paradigms 

Drawing from Weick, Ancona (2012) breaks down sensemaking into three steps: 

exploring the landscape, creating a map of the current situation, and leveraging shared 

understanding for the sake of action. This description provides a strong parallel with the phrase 

“closing the loop” as it used in discussions of assessment (i.e., interpretation of student learning 

data to draw conclusions about performance and build action plans) (Hamil, 2015; Iriberri & 

Stengel, 2021; Jonson et al., 2014; Rawls & Hammons, 2015). However, sensemaking is an 

invitation to explore complex territory before rushing into action too quickly. Beyond data sets 

of student learning outcomes, the wider field of assessment is undergoing a paradigm shift. 

Jonson et al. (2017) describe this as a move from accountability to improvement, and Skidmore 

et al. (2018) document faculty positioned on either side of (and straddling across) this divide. As 

a theory-in-action, sensemaking is perhaps best positioned as an investigative tool for 

organizations in chaos or transition (Ancona, 2011).  



51 

 

Weick provides an extreme example of organizations ignoring emerging paradigms. 

Drawing from the 9/11 Commission Report, Weick (2005) argues that the federal government’s 

failure to properly acknowledge and respond to the threat of international terrorism was, in part, 

a failure of sensemaking. Prior to the 9/11 attacks, the intelligence community was still operating 

within a Cold War paradigm; they had yet to recognize the uncertainty of a new era and engage 

in the process of “labeling, connecting, and acting” (Weick, 2005, p. 436). Lack of data was not 

the problem. Instead, it was the failure to turn the available data into a plausible story that could 

present an accurate depiction of paradigm shift (Weick et al., 2005). Christianson and Barton 

(2021) argue that sensemaking is critical during the COVID-19 pandemic as all industries and 

organizations attempt to navigate new processes, data sets, core assumptions about work 

practices, and understandings about health and well-being. For example, the authors cite new 

awareness of the critical roles played by service workers, educators, and grocery store 

employees, to name a few, whose labor was often uninterrupted during the pandemic. In short, 

we may emerge with new stories related to our understanding of their work and action plans to 

address inequities.  

Explaining the emerging conceptual framework of meta-modernism, Rowson (2021) 

addresses the multiplicity of contexts one faces in a world of rapid technological, environmental, 

and cultural change, and in so doing encapsulates the work of both constructionism and 

sensemaking: 

We struggle to perceive our contexts clearly enough to be confident in our theories and 

actions; and since the perception of context is a dynamic variable within and between 

people, and also a generative capacity in any normative vision for the world, a case arises 

for concepts that help us to perceive context better. (p. 7)  
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Rowson (2021) argues that in times of upheaval, people eventually reach for maps and stories to 

make sense of new territory, and if none are readily available, they must be created. 

Sensemaking and Storytelling 

Jankowski (2021) advocates for institutions to use evidence-based storytelling to build 

shared understanding of good assessment practices and positive impacts on student learning. In 

addition to the use of student results to improve student learning (i.e., the instrumental use of 

data to make decisions and close the loop), Jankowski (2021) argues that the assessment process 

can be used to create collective meaning for programs or institutions and shape narratives about 

potential successes. Jankowski (2021) is not suggesting that storytelling replace empirical data; 

instead, she believes that narratives complement analysis of data, which are often deployed 

without fitting contextual explanation.  According to Weick (1995), stories, myths, and symbols 

should be viewed as the products of sensemaking and can present plausible accounts to inspire 

action: 

And a good story, like a workable cause map, shows patterns that may already exist in the 

puzzles an actor now faces, or patterns that could be created anew in the interest of more 

order and sense in the future. The stories are templates. They are products of previous 

efforts at sensemaking. They explain. And they energize. (p. 61) 

Bolman and Deal (2017) echo the importance of storytelling for providing coherence and 

motivation, as well as to appeal to important organizational symbols. They argue that leaders 

must adopt multiple perspectives of complex problems to truly understand how dynamic 

organizations and leadership problems work. In their four-frame model, Bolman and Deal (2017) 

highlight the symbolic frame as a leadership approach focused on meaning and belief. Drawing 

on the work of C.G. Jung and Joseph Campbell, they argue that myths and stories can create 
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solidarity within organizations, help express values and visions, and motivate employees. 

Organizations tell and re-tell stories about themselves formally and informally, in planned 

speeches and lunchrooms, through advertisements and mission statements, and in the ceremonies 

and rituals of large annual events or even routine meetings (Bolman & Deal, 2017). A new 

paradigm is ultimately a new story. 

Here “story” should not be mistaken for “fictitious.” Any plausible story uncovered by 

the sensemaking process must be validated by future actions (Weick et al., 2005). Stories that 

lead an organization’s members to clarify values can help streamline projects and establish 

priorities (Weick, 1995). Sensemaking, then, is a tool for responding to organizational change by 

tapping into the equivocal language of member experiences and creating, not just a story, but a 

functional map that labels the territory and provides direction. This implies the centrality of 

discussion, verbalization, and writing to sensemaking (Weick et al., 2005). Thinking is converted 

to saying; saying is converted to action. 

Though sensemaking is often conducted at the executive level when leaders are looking 

to reframe organizational narratives in times of transition, Sandberg and Tsoukas (2020) explore 

imminent sensemaking, which focuses more on routine behaviors and tasks. They note that while 

sensemaking commonly employs open-ended interviews and relies on the self-reporting of 

experiences, one method that can be used for imminent sensemaking is the collection of real-

time process data.  This echoes Weick’s (1995) claim that meetings are an essential arena for 

sensemaking exploration and, in particular, that arguments in meetings are how organizational 

beliefs and values are often challenged, affirmed, or sorted out. 
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Weick’s Seven Properties of Sensemaking 

Weick (1995) outlines the most frequently occurring properties of sensemaking. They can 

be approached as seven self-contained sets of research questions or as a sequence of seven steps 

individuals and organizations move through to construct a plausible map of past experiences: 

1. Identity construction: Sensemaking is self-referential. Participants interpret events 

through the on-going construction of self. Weick (1995) argues that the environment 

of organizations influences identity, but that individuals likewise shape the 

environments they face. He describes this as a process of “proaction and reaction” (p. 

23). Weick (1995) also emphasizes the multiplicity of selves within individuals and 

the malleable nature of identity. However, he begins his seven properties with identity 

construction under the belief that “Sensemaking begins with a sensemaker” (p. 18).  

2. Retrospective: Reflection on past activity (in sensemaking this commonly focuses on 

talk and text) provides an opportunity to sort through equivocality and provide clarity. 

Weick’s (1995) notion of sensemaking is predicated on making decisions and moving 

forward, hence the need to resolve equivocality: “That is not what people need when 

they are overwhelmed by equivocality. Instead, they need values, priorities, and 

clarity about preferences to help them be clear about which projects matter. Clarity on 

values clarifies what is important in elapsed experience, which finally gives some 

sense of what that elapsed experience means” (pp. 28-29). Weick is even willing to 

trade complexity for clarity and action, even if it results in oversimplification.  

3. Enactive: The action of relating is critical to sensemaking. There is a reciprocal 

relationship between self and environment. The organization organizes, and re-

organizes, itself through social construction. Here Weick (1995) emphasizes the 
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process of individuals within organizations constructing procedures and processes, as 

if inventing laws out of thin air. According to Weick (1995), this is the process of 

institutionalization. Members of an organization often complain about the 

environment as if it is a static thing. Weick (1995) argues that actions and interactions 

create the environment, but that individuals, in turn, succumb to the environment 

without realizing they can change it. Two crucial concepts under Weick’s (1995) 

enactive property are “newcomer socialization” (p. 35), the process of newcomers 

being absorbed into the system, and “confronting the environment” (p. 33), which 

Weick describes as the opposite of resisting change.  

4. Social: Sensemaking focuses on social interactions in many forms and preferences 

the study of language(s) of the organizational environment. Weick (1995) associates 

the word “social” with concepts such as network, intersubjectivity, shared meanings, 

common language, and social interaction. Again, meaning is created through 

exchanges of talk and text that become codified as organizational procedures and 

organizational culture. This need not involve formal communication, such as memos, 

presentations, or policy handbooks. In fact, Weick (1995) argues that a significant 

portion of organizational environment is composed of “talk, symbols, promises, lies, 

interest, attention, threats, agreements, expectations, memories, rumors, indicators, 

supporters, detractors, faith, suspicion, trust, appearances, loyalties, and 

commitments” (p. 41). Key to Weick’s (1995) conception of social interactions 

within organizations is alignment, the idea that groups do not necessarily need to 

develop shared understanding for joint action to occur. Instead of shared 

understanding serving as the glue that holds society together, groups with different 
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perspectives that are responsible for different functions can be brought together to 

form “workable relations” (p. 43). Weick (1995) complements shared understanding 

with social alignment, arguing that both can lead to organizational functionality. 

5. Ongoing: The social interactions within organizations are an ongoing process, a 

never-ending flow, and can only be dipped into midstream. Those entering the flow 

are either swept along or look for ways to re-direct the current. Here Weick (1995) 

cites Martin Heidegger’s term, “thrownness,” an existential concept that suggests the 

feeling of being thrown into life with little control over your circumstances, including 

your family, geographical location, and body. Nonetheless, once in the thrownness 

we cannot avoid acting and affecting the situation, even if we do not have a clear 

understanding of our present circumstance and cannot predict where we are going. 

We use language to create an instable and uncertain representation of our current 

situation. Key to taking on the ongoing processes of an institution is what Weick 

(1995) refers to as an “interruption” of ongoing standard operating procedures, 

alerting others in the organization to imminent changes (p. 46). He believes there is 

evolutionary significance to the strong reaction that institutional changes elicit in 

people, given that changes to the environment signal survival challenges. Weick 

(1995) argues that these interruptions arouse emotional responses, especially when 

they impact projects in which people are invested. 

6. Extracted cues: The process of sensemaking requires noticing hints of order in the 

chaos that can be extracted from the source text and followed like breadcrumbs. Cues 

are clues. Weick (1995) also refers to these extracted cues as “seeds from which 

people develop a larger sense of what may be occurring” (p. 50). Extracted cues are 
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important for sensemaking because they serve to tie disparate elements together and 

suggest a starting point for action. Extracted cues might emerge as a small amount of 

text or a sentence or two, but, once pulled and placed into a larger context, suggest a 

new order, way of thinking, or call to action. According to Weick (1995), if an 

extracted cue becomes the basis for important changes to an organization, it functions 

something like a self-fulfilling prophecy: the idea contained within the extracted cue 

was already at work within the organization. It just needed to be noticed, extracted, 

and put to use in a different context. 

7. Plausibility. The final step in sensemaking is the production of a plausible account of 

past experience that resonates with people and is functional for the organization 

moving forward. Weick (1995) argues that fixating on accuracy is futile in social 

environments where competing interests and interpretations obscure objective truths: 

“Accuracy is nice, but not necessary” (p. 56). Here Weick (1995) is not arguing that 

accuracy is unimportant; instead he is favoring the power of story, narrative, and 

myth to piece together the disparate elements within an organization, or perhaps the 

conflicting interpretations of a data set, and construct stories with explanatory power. 

In praising sensemaking’s ability to generate “plausibility, coherence, and 

reasonableness,” Weick (1995, p. 61) is preferencing the meaningfulness of social 

and organizational culture, or what could be referred to as an appeal to purpose and 

mission. Sensemaking is not inherently opposed to, or dismissive of, empirical data 

analysis; instead, sensemaking is a form of qualitative data-driven decision-making 

that takes organizational storytelling seriously. 
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Weick (1995) directly connects this sequence with the process for producing stories, i.e., a 

retrospective gathering of events shaped into a plot. Elsewhere Weick (1979, p. 134) has 

addressed this process as one of enactment (“Saying”), selection (“Seeing what I say”), and 

retention (“Knowledge of what I said”). Therefore, knowledge is constructed through a process 

that provides shape and meaning to information that might have been previously out of reach or 

out of mind. This process might be recursive as organizations seek to create stories that make 

sense of available data and motivate employees (Weick et al., 2005). Storytelling is essential for 

sensemaking because stories provide clarity, order, and comprehension; serve as mnemonics for 

storing complex information; are interactive and inspire action; and reinforce shared values 

(Weick, 1995). 

Sensemaking and Assessment 

Jankowki (2021) applies a sensemaking perspective to the use of assessment results and 

argues that evidence-based storytelling can provide context and meaning to the process of 

closing the loop. Acknowledging the difficulty of establishing randomized controlled trials in the 

classroom, Jankowski (2021) suggests that analyzing assessment data and reaching conclusions 

is largely a social and collaborative process involving faculty and students, and rarely a direct 

and instrumental application of data.  

Jonson et al. (2017) engaged faculty and administrators at three research institutions in 

sensemaking workshops and interviews designed to explore assessment knowledge and 

underlying beliefs. The authors especially highlight sensemaking’s focus on the social 

construction of meaning and its impact on institutional change. Their study found accreditation 

to be the main motivator for assessment activities, presenting an opportunity to “re-conceptualize 

the aims of assessment,” (Jonson et al., 2017, p. 45). They argue that assessment does not 
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become a systemic and sustainable process at institutions of higher learning unless a change in 

mindset occurs and leaders stop collecting data for compliance purposes only.    

Kezar (2013) connects the participatory aspects of sensemaking, found in organizational 

structures such as shared governance and distributed leadership, to assessment programs. She 

argues that because sensemaking engages participants in a process of discovering meaning, 

potentially leading to changes in underlying mindsets, it can be used as a method for creating 

buy-in. Stitt-Bergh et al. (2018) highlight the importance of telling assessment success stories 

within institutions and highlight an approach to telling improvement stories that assemble 

multiple forms of evidence. They emphasize that presenting data alone will not lead to 

improvements, and that stories help provide context and communicate the value of assessment 

(Stitt-Bergh et al., 2018). 

Summary of Chapter Two 

 This chapter provided a review of literature relevant to the topics of student learning 

outcomes assessment; faculty engagement with assessment; related fields of study from the 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, including High-Impact Practices, authentic assessment, 

curriculum mapping, learning outcomes assessment, and rubrics; and meta-assessment. This 

review of literature also formed the basis for the introduction of sensemaking as a theoretical 

framework that informed the qualitative methodology to be addressed in Chapter Three.  
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY 

The literature review for this study addressed the ongoing project of assessing student 

learning outcomes at the post-secondary level during a paradigmatic change in how scholars and 

practitioners view the purpose of assessment. An earlier emphasis on accountability and 

compliance as motivators has given way to the idea that assessment data should be used to 

improve student learning. This study was positioned with the ongoing transition from the 

accountability paradigm of assessment to the improvement paradigm (Ewell, 2009; Jonson et al. 

2017). Within this context, research suggests that institutions seeking to engage faculty must 

contend with negative perceptions of assessment and should opt to frame assessment as an 

activity rooted in instruction, thereby strengthening the connections between pedagogy, 

scholarship, and assessment (Baird et al., 2017). The literature review in Chapter Two introduced 

best practices that intersect with assessment and that have the possibility to appeal to both the 

motivations of faculty members and the larger context of the improvement paradigm, including 

high-impact practices, authentic assessment, curriculum mapping, learning outcomes assessment, 

and rubrics.  

In particular, studies on rubrics establish their potential as reflective tools used to 

facilitate self-regulated learning (Francis, 2018). As classroom tools, rubrics bridge the gap 

between authentic measures of assessment in the classroom and institutional goals of 

demonstrating student learning (Jankowski, 2018). However, as some institutions of higher 

learning have recently documented, including the University of North Carolina and James 

Madison University, rubrics can also be used in a process of meta-assessment to invite faculty 

departments to reflect on the progress of their assessment efforts (Lending et al., 2018; Robinson 

et al., 2017). Lightner and Simple (2013) argue that teaching load may be more central to 
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community college faculty positions, leaving less time and few incentives for engaging with the 

scholarship of teaching and learning.  

This case study explored the processes of student learning outcomes assessment at a 

large, Midwestern community college and how faculty program chairs coordinate with their 

colleagues amidst motivations related to the cultures of accountability and improvement. Using 

the sensemaking framework outlined in Chapter Two, I utilized a qualitative methodology, 

collecting empirical data to explore thought processes, decision making, and data analyses that 

underwrite the assessment processes necessary for institutional efforts to work within 

accreditation requirements and improve student learning. This study was designed within a 

sensemaking framework and asked participants to engage in a process of retrospective and 

reflective meaning-making. Data collection was conducted through document analysis and semi-

structured interviews.  

Rationale for Qualitative Methodology 

 The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand how community college 

faculty make sense of the assessment process while navigating the competing motivations of the 

compliance and improvement paradigms. The participants in this case study were faculty leaders 

who divide their workload between classroom teaching and a range of administrative duties 

related to assessment, accreditation, curriculum, budgets, hiring, and committee work. Therefore, 

in addition to their motivations as teachers, community college department chairs are also more 

likely to be asked to implement new administrative reforms (Chase et al., 2020). Additionally, 

these faculty leaders coordinate assessment efforts within their programs and must collaborate 

with other faculty members to complete the work.  
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The following questions guided this study which sought to understand how community 

college faculty chairs make sense of competing motivations surrounding assessment and how the 

call for improving student learning is understood: 

1. How do community college faculty chairs make sense of student learning outcomes 

assessment within their programs? 

2. How do community college faculty chairs navigate the assessment process among the 

competing motivations found within the accountability and improvement paradigms?  

3. How do community college faculty chairs perceive the role of reflective meta-

assessment in shifting assessment practice toward the improvement paradigm? 

This study was rooted in a constructionist epistemology which suggests that meaning is created 

through a process of co-creation and interdependence between subject and object (Crotty, 1998). 

The theoretical framework of this study, sensemaking theory, posits that meaning is constructed 

in retrospect when a plausible narrative is formed from equivocal language that emerges during 

times of paradigm shift (Weick, 1979). Drawing from the idea that meaning is created when data 

are interpreted, action plans are formed and communicated, and results are effectively 

summarized for decision makers, this study sought to understand how community college faculty 

program chairs negotiate the expectations and challenges of learning outcomes assessment 

(Blaich & Wise, 2018; Bresciani, 2012; Hamil, 2015; McGowan, 2019). As sensemaking relies 

heavily on the analysis of data, text, and interviews, a qualitative research approach utilizing 

document analysis and semi-structured individual interviews was applied (Weick et al., 2005). 

Because qualitative methods are inductive approaches emphasizing words over numbers, they 

are commonly employed to understand meaning, context, and processes (Maxwell, 2012).  
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Case Study 

Creswell and Poth (2016) view case study as a methodology and design choice in 

qualitative research exploring observations within a bounded system over a period of time. The 

specific case could address a single individual, small groups, or an organization; the case could 

also focus on processes, projects, or relationships (Creswell and Poth, 2016). Case studies 

commonly involve multiple sources of data that lead to the reporting of case themes. This study 

was employed as an embedded, single-case study design and focused on processes within the 

institution that represent practice as a whole (Yin, 2018). In other words, the participants were a 

representative sample identified from a larger set of faculty members whose roles require them to 

conduct similar practices for assessing student learning outcomes. The assessment cycle 

followed by departments participating in program evaluation at this institution is also 

representative of assessment at post-secondary institutions at a national level (Hamil, 2015). 

Case studies have been established as appropriate research designs for studying faculty 

perceptions of, and engagement with, assessment. For instance, Rohrbachers’s (2018) case study 

focused on humanities professors’ perceptions of assessment and utilized semi-structured 

interviews along with document analysis of syllabi, assignments, and department assessment 

materials, including training manuals and handbooks. Furthermore, Guetterman and Mitchell 

(2016) employed a case study focused on faculty members at eight undergraduate colleges 

engaged in collaborative discussion of assessment outside of accreditation contexts.  

Seeking to contribute to the literature, this study approached a case within a bounded 

system, namely program chairs who coordinate assessment processes within a large, Midwestern 

public community college. Creswell and Poth (2016) write that case studies call for the study of 

persons, objects, or processes within a set period of time. In this study, the collection of data was 



64 

 

organized around the efforts of program chairs working to complete the assessment cycle, which 

commonly moves through or across semesters and includes, at minimum, three steps: articulating 

student learning goals, collecting data, and using the data to make improvements (Walvoord, 

2011). As a qualitative case study designed within a sensemaking framework, this study explored 

how community college program chairs work with faculty in their departments to make meaning 

out of assessment processes, and how these faculty leaders express motivations for participating 

in assessment and reflect on their practices and processes. In addition to an analysis of 

documents that both defined and provided documentation for assessment processes, program 

chairs were interviewed and asked to reflect on their programs’ assessment cycles.  

Case Study Site 

This case study addressed a bounded system: six academic programs preparing 

assessment summaries for five-year institutional program evaluations at a large Midwestern 

comprehensive community college. This study did not focus on program evaluation itself, a 

process that includes a review of student learning outcomes assessment but involves a much 

more expansive set of criteria, including program assurances, external accreditation, recruiting, 

curriculum, enrollment, student success, student services, facilities, and budgets. Each year, 20% 

of the site institution’s career and technical and liberal arts and sciences transfer major programs 

undergo the process of program evaluation. During program evaluation, program chairs are 

asked to review and summarize the program’s previous five years of assessment activity. 

Because Weick’s (1995) retrospective property was part of the theoretical framework and a 

reflective meta-assessment rubric was presented to participants, the participants in this study 

were in a strong position to reflect on their program’s assessment work.  
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The purpose of this study was not to examine the college’s program evaluation process at 

large, but to focus on the subset of data and documentation within evaluation reports that address 

student learning outcomes, assessment data, and faculty’s efforts to connect data to the 

improvement of student learning (i.e., closing the loop). Because programs must gather and 

consider their work and progress on assessment during the college’s five-year evaluation 

process, the decision to ask program chairs to reflect on their department’s assessment work was 

inspired by the retrospective nature of sensemaking.  

Data Collection and Methods 

In line with Weick’s (1995) framing of sensemaking as a retrospective activity, the 

methods in this study invited participants to look back on the recent historical record of 

assessment work within their departments and reflect on both their understanding of assessment 

and the strengths and weaknesses of their processes and outcomes. They engaged with a meta-

assessment rubric that asked them to consider the development and effectiveness of their 

program’s processes for assessing student learning outcomes. They first participated in a semi-

structured interview focused on their experiences and perceptions of assessment. At the 

conclusion of the first interview, participants received instructions on the self-assessment rubric 

and were asked to score their department’s assessment processes.  Participants were then 

interviewed a second time and asked to reflect on the experience of completing the meta-

assessment, discuss how they reached their conclusions, and describe any plans they might have 

to address concerns that arose. Document analysis of assessment narratives provided data related 

to the programs' processes and closing the loop activities. This study followed ethical 

requirements and received approval from the supervising university’s Institutional Research 

Board (IRB), as referenced in Appendix D. IRB approval was also obtained from the site college 
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but documentation is not included in the appendix in order to protect the identity of the 

institution.  

Pilot Interview 

 Following Yin’s (2018) suggestion that pilot studies can be used to refine research 

instruments, I conducted a pilot interview with a program chair not included in the research data. 

The purpose of this interview was to practice qualitative methods, revise and reimagine interview 

questions as needed, and test the technology used for recording and transcribing interviews. 

Additionally, I was interested in ensuring that questions were clear and could be understood by 

the participants and whether or not certain topics and themes might emerge as worthy of 

additional probing or would perhaps lead to unanticipated themes. Following the pilot interview, 

I was able to revise and reorganize the interview questions, as well as anticipate questions that 

participants would have with the meta-assessment rubric.  

Meta-assessment Rubric 

 As described in Chapter Two, the current literature supports the use of rubrics as 

reflective tools that support learning, provided that students are given instruction on the rubric 

during the formative assessment process and asked to engage with the rubric prior to scoring 

(Francis, 2018). Lipnevich et al. (2014) argue that rubrics encourage mindfulness and invite 

students to self-regulate their performance based on the standards provided. Of course, the 

opportunity for the use of rubrics to encourage self-reflection and improved performance is not 

limited to instructor-student interaction. Robinson et al. (2017) document the use of the 

Excellence in Assessment (EIA) designation rubric to conduct a gap analysis of assessment 

practices at The University of North Carolina (UNC) at Charlotte. In addition to topics related to 

planning, processes, and data, the rubric includes a Reflection and Growth/Improvement Plan. 
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However, most meta-assessment rubrics currently in use at higher education organizations focus 

on process, and little qualitative research on self-regulated learning has been done (Alvi et al., 

2016; Fulcher et al., 2017).  

In this study the use of a meta-assessment rubric was combined with document analysis 

and semi-structured interviews designed to ask participants to reflect on their experiences with 

assessment and make sense out of their programs’ processes and use of data to improve student 

learning. The Community College Research Center’s (CCRC) Scale of Adoption Self-

Assessment (SASA) contains a section on assessment that is appropriate for the site college in 

this case study (Figure 1). First, the SASA rubric directly addresses the basic steps of the 

assessment cycle, including establishing relevant learning goals, collecting data on student 

performance, and using data to make improvements to student learning (Hamil, 2015; Iriberri & 

Stengel, 2021; Rawls & Hammons, 2015; Walvoord, 2011). Additionally, the SASA rubric 

focuses on Guided Pathways implementation, a high-level priority in this institution’s strategic 

plan. However, the institution in this study has not presented the rubric to faculty. Instead, a 

steering committee (of which I was not a part) has gathered evidence to score the institution on 

its implementation of items in the SASA rubric. In other words, this study can help further 

integrate an improvement practice the site college has yet to apply to assessment personnel, 

faculty, and faculty program chairs.  

Also important for this study, the SASA rubric asks participants to engage with the main 

directive of the improvement paradigm: the use of assessment results to improve learning. Two 

additional categories in this section of the SASA rubric have been omitted from this study 

because they ask about institutional work related to student portfolios and student engagement 

surveys, respectively. These items will be important for the institution in question to track, but 
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they fall outside of the scope of this study. Additionally, the phrases “college” have been 

changed to “program” in the definition box (Figure 1) allowing the rubric to be modified for this 

study. The four items in the self-assessment serve as a self-contained rubric exploring the 

assessment cycle and informed this study’s document analysis and interview questions. 

 

Figure 1. The Community College Research Center’s (CCRC) Scale of Adoption Self-Assessment 

(SASA) Rubric, Section 4, Rows a-d. 

 

Document Analysis Process 

As Bowen (2009) suggests, document analysis can generate material for interview 

questions and provide additional context to data collection. In this study, institutional documents 

were used to collect data on individual academic departments’ assessment processes. Data 

related to the assessment work of academic programs was collected, coded, and used to establish 
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a baseline understanding of the level of assessment activity among the six programs involved in 

this study. This data was drawn from 121 narrative reports documenting assessment processes, 

assignments, department discussions, and descriptions of how data was used for improvements. 

The text of the reports was coded and analyzed based on the coding scheme described below. 

Because the interviews focused on the participants’ experiences and reflections on working with 

assessment, and not specifically on data-driven outcomes, the document analysis provided the 

context for the level of activity existing within the participating programs, as well as independent 

data to support a process of triangulation (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Maxwell, 2012). The SASA 

self-assessment rubric was used to frame interview questions and to provide participants with a 

tool for reflection; it was not part of the document analysis process. The participants were asked 

to score their department’s work on assessment using the meta-rubric. Those scores were 

discussed during interviews but were not collected for document analysis.  

Interview Process 

Creswell and Poth (2016) list interviews as one of the four main types of qualitative data 

collection, along with observations, documents, and audiovisual materials. In this case study, 

interviews were a central method for understanding the thought processes of faculty members 

making sense of assessment and reflecting on the processes of their departments. A semi-

structured interview format was designed with main questions based on key findings from a 

review of the literature. According to Rubin and Rubin (2011) the semi-structured interview 

allows the researcher to maintain control over the key questions of the study while allowing for 

follow-up questions and probes to elicit more specific responses. The authors introduce five 

question types that were of particular use in this study and have been integrated into the 

interview questions: tour questions, experience questions, hypothetical examples, key term 
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questions, and more focused questions. Tour questions are typically broad opening questions that 

ask participants to provide an overview of their knowledge of a subject. Tour questions are a 

natural fit for discussions of assessment, which is process-driven and involves interactions with 

numerous actors, components, and motivations. Participants were asked to walk through the 

steps in their assessment and meta-assessment processes, as well as to respond broadly to their 

overall experiences with assessment. After the interview subjects previewed their experiences, 

typically highlighting what they find most important, additional main questions allowed the 

interviewer to ask about positive and negative experiences (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). This was 

important for exploring motivations for assessment as well as challenges to making the work 

relevant and effective. One hypothetical was posed as a main question to ask participants about 

the role of compliance as a motivator. Additionally, key terms questions and more focused 

questions were asked to explore important definitions, including assessment and closing the loop, 

which invited participants to share their understanding and perceptions on the research topic. 

Main questions and potential follow-up questions were prepared following the semi-structured 

approach and the interview protocol (Appendix A); this study did not require all questions to be 

asked in each given interview depending on participant responses (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). All six 

participants were interviewed twice, for a total of 15 hours. Interviews were recorded and 

transcribed using Trint, an online transcription service.      

 Participant Selection 

Following Creswell and Poth’s (2016) definition of a case study as exploring a bounded 

system over a period of time, the participants in this study were drawn from an initial pool of 

faculty program chairs reviewing assessment documentation for their institutional program 

evaluations. This review of assessment activity started during the Fall 2021 semester and was 
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completed by April 2022. One advantage of focusing on these programs was to assist them with 

organizing and analyzing their assessment documents in a manner that would facilitate their 

required work and hopefully expedite a meaningful process for them. Participants were selected 

from a larger pool of program chairs in an intentional effort to create a balance of career and 

technical education and liberal arts and sciences programs; additionally, I was seeking to have a 

balanced representation of gender and to avoid interviewing two program chairs whose roles are 

related to my former teaching position at the site college. Due to these concerns, a random 

selection of participants was not possible. The six faculty program chairs participating in this 

study were evenly divided among career and technical education and liberal arts and sciences 

programs. Three participants were men; three participants were women (Table 2). To maintain 

confidentiality, participants in the study are not identified by name or their specific academic 

disciplines. Pseudonyms were developed in alphabetical order following the A through F 

labeling of participants used in the documentation for interviews and data coding. All 

participants have reviewed the content in Chapter Four relevant to their own interviews and 

narrative documents, and have approved how their words and ideas have been represented in this 

study. I took great care  to protect the anonymity of participants and diminish the chances that 

use of deductive reasoning on the part of readers could reveal identities. Email exchanges with 

participants resulted in limited edits to the content of Chapter Four at the request of participants. 

Communication with participants followed ethical guidelines from the Institutional Research 

Board (IRB). (See Participant Communication, Appendix A; Informed Consent Form, Appendix 

B; and Institutional Research Board Approval, Appendix D.) 
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Data Analysis and Coding 

The coding scheme for this study is depicted below in Figure 2. The decision to use 

preset codes, or a priori codes, depends on the research design (Elliot, 2018). In this study, 

Weick’s (1995) seven properties of sensemaking were used during Round 1 coding to establish 

broad categories by which the text of document analysis and interview responses could be filed. 

This decision was made to ground the data in the sensemaking theoretical framework and to 

align the data with the research questions, which address how faculty makes sense of assessment, 

respond to assessment paradigms, and perceive the role of reflection. The research questions 

emerged from a sensemaking framework, and applying Weick’s seven properties during Round 1 

coding ensured that data analysis was driven by the theoretical framework. However, as noted in 

Creswell and Poth (2016), it is helpful to be prepared for emergent themes not accounted for by 

preset coding categories. Round 2 coding was used to identify specific ideas within each of 

Weick’s seven priorities. Saldaña (2013) distinguishes between a theme as an outcome of 

coding, not a unit of text that is coded itself. This suggests that themes are not determined prior 

to coding, and that codes are succinct summaries of the text. Additionally, because interview 

questions in this study asked about motivations and perceptions related to assessment, it would 

be impossible to create preconceived categories to predict the full range of ideas and emotions 

connected to a process as dynamic as assessment.  

However, due to the construction of the meta-assessment rubric and the themes present in 

the current literature (see Chapter Two), some Round 2 codes were predictable, such as 

“reflection,” “accountability,” “improvement,” and “closing the loop.” Most Round 2 codes, 

such as “discipline-specific,” “orientation,” and “postmortem,” emerged entirely from the 
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interviews and would not have been anticipated by the interview questions, though they were 

extracted from the data due to the sensemaking framework. 

Finally, Round 3 coding involved organizing the compiled and coded data according to 

the three research questions of this study and then analyzing the data for emerging themes.  

Rd 

1 

Identity Retrospective Enactive Social Ongoing Extracted 

Cues 

Plausible 

Rd 

2 

discipline-

specific; 

social-

alignment; 

industry; 

advisory 

board; 

workplace

; course 

level vs. 

program 

level 

reflection; 

planning; 

meta-

assessment; 

interview as 

reflection; 

time 

red tape; 

accreditation; 

compliance; 

TPS reports; 

time; 

leadership; 

quality; 

training; 

institutional 

support; 

setting 

expectations; 

changing the 

environment; 

culture 

meetings; data; 

design; 

participation; 

committee; 

curriculum; 

change; 

isolation; 

collaboration; 

social-

alignment; 

improvement; 

professional 

development; 

identity; 

discipline-

specific; cross 

discipline 

collaboration 

thrownness; 

transition; 

orientation; 

personnel; 

compliance; 

wait and 

see; closing 

the loop; 

data issues;  

bolster; 

guiding 

principle; 

post-

mortem; 

quality; 

checklist 

Learning 

philosophy; 

holistic 

thinking; 

instructional 

leadership; 

accreditation; 

teaching and 

learning vs. 

assessment; 

student self-

evaluation; 

assessment 

success 

stories; story 

of assessment 

Rd 

3 

RQ1. Making Sense of 

Assessment: 

IDENTITY/SOCIAL: 

Assessment work is 

processed through 

discipline-specific 

identities; this also comes 

with limitations, in 

particular a tendency 

toward lack of social-

alignment. ONGOING:  

Chair experiences display 

numerous qualities related 

to Weick's (1995) 

"thrownness," and a lack of 

formal new chair 

orientation was noted. 

ENACT change by 

confronting the 

environment. 

RQ2. Accountability and 

Improvement Paradigms: 

EXTRACTED CUES during 

the interviews became points of 

reflection toward PLAUSIBLE 

new narratives about what 

assessment means, and toward 

an emerging learning culture 

and possibly a post-

improvement paradigm. In 

assessment narratives, the 

"keeping an eye on it" approach 

outlined by Blaich and Wise 

(2018) was confirmed (p. 13). 

  

RQ3. Reflective Meta-Assessment: 

REFLECTION: Not only the meta-

assessment rubric but the interviews 

themselves as rare opportunities (almost 

outside the ongoing thrownness) to reflect 

on the meaning of assessment and the 

progress of programs 

 

Figure 2. Round 1 Coding Scheme using Weick’s (1995) Seven Properties of Sensemaking 



74 

 

Positionality 

This study fits into the second category of Herr and Anderson’s (2015) positionality 

continuum, “Insider in collaboration with other insiders” (p. 40). I collaborated with community 

college faculty chairs at my own institution and facilitated activities that embodied the social, 

collaborative sensemaking process. However, as Herr and Anderson (2015) caution, 

power dynamics can still exist when insiders collaborate with insiders and must be accounted for 

despite the perception of reciprocal relationships. In particular, my role as assessment director 

creates both an opportunity to relate to potential research subjects and a liability. First, because 

program chairs receive release time to coordinate assessment within their programs, they share 

my concerns and goals in terms of facilitating the assessment cycle. They also confront similar 

challenges and must ensure participation among faculty who do not report to them. I entered into 

these discussions with shared perspectives on institutional dynamics and obstacles. None of the 

participants report to me. However, my role as assessment director means that I collect data that 

supports the college’s accreditation, and that I must work with their supervisors, to ensure 

compliance in this process. These faculty chairs occupy a similar position in respect to adjunct, 

high school, and full-time faculty within their departments. That is, they do not technically 

supervise them and cannot require action or compliance without the full support of a dean or 

provost. However, the positionality of a faculty chair brings with it a sense of authority, and a 

chair can impact faculty scheduling and influence the direction of a program’s curriculum and 

outcomes. I enacted two broad strategies to deal with these potential positionality problems. 

First, no one was required or compelled to participate. Volunteers were invited, and my 

positionality was openly discussed before the sessions began along with the informed consent 

(see Appendices A and B). Participants were given the opportunity to review completed sections 
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from Chapter Four relevant to their interviews and narrative documents. Second, though I 

conducted open-ended interviews that avoided leading questions or suggestive pressure related to 

supervisory authority, I centered the conversation on the work of the assessment cycle and 

assessment work within departments that could lead to positive collaboration between researcher 

and research participant. I told all participants that one purpose of this project was bring positive 

change to the institution. These sessions were designed to gain insight into how faculty 

engagement with assessment can be re-centered on improvement of student learning, best 

practices, and scholarship. 

Trustworthiness and Rigor 

 Creswell and Poth (2016) describe triangulation as a validation strategy in studies that 

make use of multiple and different sources of data. Evidence from different sources can be 

corroborated to gain insight into a phenomena or perspective. In this study, data collected from 

document analysis of departmental assessment activities and narrative forms, interviews, and 

reflection on the self-assessment rubric helped to explore different angles of how faculty 

understand the assessment cycle and navigate competing motivations from the dominant 

assessment culture paradigms. As Maxwell (2012) notes, triangulation does not automatically 

help a study achieve validity, especially if the research methods have the same biases, negating 

any possibility that one method will provide a check or balance on another. In this study, 

document analysis supported a process of triangulation by looking at the quality and level of 

activity existing within the participating programs. This document analysis was compared to 

transcribed data from interviews, which focused on the participants’ perceptions of assessment. 

Also, to verify interview results, participants were asked to review transcripts and read 

completed sections of Chapter Four. Document analysis of narrative reports helped present a 
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picture of departmental engagement with the assessment cycle that went beyond self-reporting 

and validated participant perspectives.  

Potential Limitations 

 This study focused on six academic programs within one community college. Therefore, 

the generalizability of the results may be limited. This study was conducted while program 

faculty were in the process of reviewing data and completing five-year program evaluations; 

however, this study only focused on the academic assessment of student learning outcomes, not 

on program evaluation as a larger process. Program evaluation may include a review of learning 

outcomes assessment, but typically encompasses a more systematic review of a program’s 

activities, characteristics, and outcomes and should lead to judgements about program 

effectiveness and institutional decision-making (Patton, 2018). Participants were selected 

because it was anticipated that the program evaluation process would invite them to review 

assessment data and prepare them for interviews. While participants discussed how the 

assessment of student learning outcomes led to programmatic decision-making, such as 

curriculum and professional development, this study was not designed to collect data on program 

evaluation. This limitation was necessary to sufficiently narrow the study’s scope and isolate the 

academic assessment of student learning outcomes as a topic of study. However, because the 

context of program evaluation is not considered here, implications for the role of assessment in 

certain aspects of departmental and institutional decision-making were not addressed. 

Additionally, given that the responsibilities of program evaluation coincided with these 

interviews, the timing of this study may not have been as conducive to reflection as I initially 

desired. Program chairs were busy and were difficult to schedule for interviews. Nonetheless, as 

will be discussed in Chapter Four, reflection was endorsed by all participants as a welcome 



77 

 

addition to the assessment process. Finally, as noted in the positionality statement above, my role 

as assessment director may have influenced how participants answered questions related to 

compliance. I have paid attention to this factor in the construction of the interview protocol, 

interview questions, and on the informed consent form, both by communicating the anonymity of 

the study and avoiding questions related to how participants interact with supervisors or what 

expectations might be placed on them by supervisors for assessment responsibilities.  

Summary of Chapter Three   

 This chapter continued the discussion of sensemaking theory from Chapter Two by 

connecting sensemaking to the qualitative research design and methods that examined faculty 

understanding of assessment in this case study of a large, Midwestern community college. 

Document analysis of departmental assessment activity and semi-structured interviews of faculty 

leaders were established as data collection methods. Additionally, the reflective, meta-

assessment rubric that was used during interviews was introduced along with the approach for 

coding and participant selection. Finally, the positionality of the researcher, the potential 

limitations of the study, and my approach to trustworthiness and rigor were discussed. 
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CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS 

 Chapter Four presents the findings of this qualitative case study focused on faculty chair 

understanding of student learning outcomes assessment. The chapter begins with a review of the 

study’s research questions, the sensemaking theoretical framework, and their connection to the 

coding structure. Then, an initial overview of major themes and findings in relation to this 

study’s research questions will be discussed. Finally, qualitative evidence drawn from interviews 

and document analysis will be presented to support the major findings correlated to each research 

question, including relevant disconfirming evidence.  

 This chapter presents the perspective of six faculty chairs engaged with student learning 

outcomes assessment within academic programs at a large, Midwestern community college. 

Fifteen hours of interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded based on Weick’s (1995) 

seven properties of sensemaking. Additionally, assessment processes captured by 121 narrative 

reports were analyzed and coded for evidence related to the study’s research questions. 

Chapter Four summarizes the evidence from interviews and document analysis and 

includes quotations from participants engaged in sensemaking processes related to the 

assessment of student learning outcomes. While it is not possible to include direct analysis of 

each statement of coded sections from interviews and documents, I have highlighted quotations 

that give voice to the major themes within each research question to represent how the theory of 

sensemaking manifests in program-level discussions and actions around assessment. 

Furthermore, findings presented for each research question were consistent across all six 

participants, though differences among how participants enacted the themes of this study are 

discussed. Finally, relevant disconfirming evidence is presented to add additional understanding 

and support the credibility of these findings. 
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Review of Research Questions and Coding Structure 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand how community college 

faculty make sense of the assessment process while navigating the competing motivations of the 

compliance and improvement paradigms. The following questions guided the research: 

1. How do community college faculty chairs make sense of student learning outcomes 

assessment within their programs? 

2. How do community college faculty chairs navigate the assessment process among the 

competing motivations found within the accountability and improvement paradigms?  

3. How do community college faculty chairs perceive the role of reflective meta-assessment 

in shifting assessment practice toward the improvement paradigm? 

This study is rooted in a constructionist epistemology which suggests that meaning is 

created through a process of co-creation and interdependence between subject and object (Crotty, 

1998). Because the theoretical framework of this study, sensemaking theory, relies heavily on the 

analysis of data, text, and interviews, a qualitative research approach utilizing document analysis 

and semi-structured individual interviews was applied (Weick et al., 2005). Fifteen hours of 

interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded, and 121 assessment narrative reports were 

analyzed for evidence related to the study’s research questions. 

The coding structure for this study (Figure 2) identified themes connected to Weick’s 

(1995) seven properties of sensemaking (identity construction, retrospective, enactive, social, 

ongoing, extracted cues, plausibility) and within each research question. Round 1 coding sorted 

all collected data into Weick’s (1995) seven properties. Round 2 coding established 

subcategories within each property, extending Weick’s (1995) theory into the practices and 

understandings each faculty member described within his or her program’s assessment processes. 
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The data were then sorted by research question and examined for emerging themes. Finally, data 

that could be not reconciled with these themes were identified as disconfirming evidence and 

examined for what they might contribute to the further understanding of faculty engagement with 

assessment. 

Summary of Participants 

Following Creswell and Poth’s (2016) definition of a case study as exploring a bounded 

system over a period of time, the participants in this study were drawn from an initial pool of 

fifteen faculty program chairs in the process of completing program evaluations. This study did 

not focus on program evaluation, but because chairs must prepare a five-year review of 

assessment activity, participant selection was timed to sync with this process under the 

assumption that chairs would be in a strong position to reflect. Participants were intentionally 

selected intentionally from a larger pool of faculty program chairs to create a balance of career 

and technical education and liberal arts and sciences programs; the six faculty program chairs 

participating in this study were evenly divided between these areas. Three participants were men; 

three participants were women (Table 2). To maintain confidentiality, participants in the study 

are not identified by their specific academic disciplines. (see Participant Communication and 

Consent form in Appendix A and Appendix B). In addition to the summary in Table 2, it is 

relevant to describe the participants’ years of service as faculty members and program chairs, but 

also their connection to industry prior to employment at the site college. The following 

description is presented in aggregate to avoid inferences about participants identity: Participants 

have held positions as full-time faculty members at the site college for an average of seven years 

and have served an average of three years as program chairs. Additionally, five of the six 

participants were hired at the site college following work experience in a field directly related to 
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their academic discipline. Four of the six participants started as adjunct instructors at the site 

college.  

Table 2. Summary of Participants 

Participant Surname Career and Technical Education (CTE) 

Liberal Arts and Sciences (LAS) 

Gender 

1 Anderson CTE Male 

2 Bailey CTE Female 

3 Collingsworth LAS Female 

4 Dugan LAS Male 

5 Easton CTE Female 

6 Flaherty LAS Male 

 

Themes 

Five themes emerged from the analysis of data gathered from six faculty chairs engaged 

with assessment of student learning outcomes within academic programs. Overall, participants 

described the processes of assessment in ways consistent with Weick’s (1995) seven properties 

of sensemaking, revealing the theoretical framework as a viable lens for viewing how academic 

programs address the assessment of student learning outcomes. However, beyond merely a 

confirmation of Weick’s (1995) theory, the themes that emerged created a picture of program-

level assessment work that speaks specifically to the challenges and opportunities within 

community college academic programs. The emergent themes also address the accountability 

and improvement paradigms that have framed the last several decades of assessment work 

(Ewell, 2009; Jonson et al., 2017) as well as echoing the criticisms of the improvement paradigm 

established in Chapter Two. Additionally, these themes speak to the role of reflection necessary 
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for assessment and the challenges associated with making time for reflective work as well as 

making good on its perceived benefits. Below, the five themes are connected to the study’s 

research questions and findings are summarized. 

Research Question One: How Do Community College Faculty Chairs Make Sense of 

Student Learning Outcomes Assessment Within Their Programs? 

The coding scheme for this study led to the identification of three themes connected to 

Research Question One: (1) assessment as discipline-specific, (2) thrownness, and (3) 

confronting the environment. Findings related to these three themes are presented below, 

including summaries and quotations from interviews and document analysis.  

Assessment as Discipline-Specific 

The first theme, assessment as discipline-specific, emerged after Round 1 coding (Figure 

2) using Weick’s (1995) first property, “Identity,” led to highlighting a range of evidence 

pointing to the impact that programs’ discipline perspectives have on their engagement with 

assessment. These perspectives were revealed through participants’ references to their academic 

disciplines; discussions of how the behaviors and personalities associated with disciplines (even 

in ways that reflected self-imposed, self-effacing stereotypes) affected department discussions; 

and through acknowledgements that certain disciplines can be slow to adopt new approaches to 

assessment.  

Composite Vignette. Before summaries and quotations from the data can be presented, it 

must be noted that, in order to maintain confidentiality, participants in the study are not 

identified by their specific academic disciplines. Three participants were career and technical 

faculty and program chairs; three participants were liberal arts and sciences faculty and program 

chairs. The specific disciplines they teach (and work with as chairs) were withheld from this 
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study. This complicates my efforts at providing specific examples of how traits particular within 

disciplines affect assessment. However, I have developed a fictitious example from a program 

not involved in this study which can serve as an analogy for the disciplines represented here. 

Imagine an automotive program engaged in a discussion about assessment during a 

department meeting. First, the physical safety of students, instructors, and customers is a 

pressing concern for the automotive department. Though liberal arts programs are also concerned 

for student safety, it does not routinely impact their assessment of student learning outcomes. In 

this fictious example, the automotive department has objections to three approaches popular at 

their institution: 1) the pre-test/post-test format, 2) the use of an 80% proficiency “cut” score, 

and 3) the collection of assessment data through the college’s learning management system. 

First, they argue that students are not ready to take a pre-test at the beginning of a particular 

course. Because performance tests, not written tests, are their primary form of assessment, 

students cannot take a pre-test without the proper safety training and prerequisite lab work. That 

would be dangerous. Students are not ready to be tested until much later in the term. 

Furthermore, one instructor argues, 80% might be an acceptable cut score for an objective exam, 

but if a set of brakes is only 80% repaired, a customer might die. Finally, while the department is 

willing to compromise and use the learning management system to the best of their ability, most 

assessments are administered in the workshop, not the classroom, and students rarely submit 

assignments online. Their discipline does not use the learning management system as routinely 

as others, and, they argue, instructors have industry backgrounds and are not often proficient 

with education software. Beyond these practical misalignments, the automotive department 

inflects their discussions of assessment with terms and perspectives drawn from their discipline. 

They compare assessments to inspections, favor checklists to rubrics, and believe that the hands-



84 

 

on completion of a task is the best evidence of assessment, and that everything else is office 

paperwork. They discuss (and administer) assessment all the time, but it is heavily inflected with 

their discipline perspectives.  

In order to connect this example to the participants in this study, we should look at the 

opportunities and challenges presented above. It would be misguided to ignore the importance of 

safety in automotive assessment, first, for the obvious reasons of student and instructor safety, 

but also because industry standards and employability skills demand it. Additionally, by 

respecting the faculty’s knowledge and experience of what it takes for students to be prepared for 

employment, anyone outside the discipline who might be working with them on assessment can 

ensure that data are relevant and valid. It is better to be open and flexible and accommodate 

differences in discipline perspectives than to force an unnecessary standardized approach to 

assessment of learning outcomes. However, the automotive faculty’s discipline-driven 

perspectives on the use of the learning management system and assessment “paperwork” might 

be examples of what Weick (1995) would call a lack of “social alignment,” meaning the 

discipline, at least regarding certain tasks, is declining to create “workable relations” so that 

larger organizational goals can be achieved (p. 43). 

This study found related opportunities and challenges associated with discipline-specific 

perspectives. First, encouraging faculty to view assessment from disciplinary perspectives 

engages their expertise and draws on faculty knowledge and experience within programs. It also 

promotes ownership and makes assessment less intrusive. On the other hand, too much emphasis 

on discipline-specific assessment can lead to a lack of social alignment between programs or 

even an inability for some faculty to view their work as driven by program concerns. Finally, 
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discipline perspectives can impede progress, especially when new assessment methods challenge 

the status quo and conflict with how disciplines understand their work. 

Opportunities of Discipline-specific Perspectives. Similar to the overarching concern 

with safety in the automotive program I described above, Anderson, a career and technical 

education faculty member and program chair, repeatedly emphasized a key characteristic of his 

discipline that impacted understanding of assessment: an emphasis on rules and regulations. 

Anderson connected this concern to industry standards, curriculum, testing, and even how the 

department approached assessment: 

[Our faculty] are like, okay, here are the expectations, I’m going to do it. And that might 

just be the nature of [our discipline].  

Anderson also referred to a “cost benefit mindset” within the discipline that influences how 

faculty view their responsibilities to students: 

If they're paying to come here, we need to make sure that they leave with the skillset that 

they paid for. You know, it's [our discipline’s] cost benefit mindset. 

Anderson applied this “cost benefit mindset” to the assessment of student learning outcomes and 

argued that assessment is largely about ensuring learning and student readiness for employment 

within the industry. He made specific connections between their industry’s emphasis on 

delivering quality and the general agreement within the department on the importance of 

assessment. Certainly, Anderson’s discipline is not the only one that values quality: in addition to 

Anderson, this word was cited by Bailey, a career and technical education faculty member and 

chair, and Dugan, a liberal arts and sciences faculty and chair, as vital to how their faculty 

viewed the missions of their programs; quality is also discussed as an extracted cue under the 

findings of Research Question Two in this chapter. However, the key observation here is that 
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Anderson and the program faculty he works with seem to be harnessing characteristics of their 

discipline to drive assessment work, which is consistent with Weick’s (1995) first property of 

“Identity construction.” Anderson also described the intricacies of course scheduling and its 

possible impacts on student performance:  

My 8:00 a.m. class last fall was the last to fill and that section did not do as well as my 

10:00 and 12:50 courses. Who wants to wake up at 8:00 a.m.? But that was the only thing 

left. They were the last ones to come in, typically later enrolled students. 

A discipline perspective on assessment is not only about identity construction, but also about 

contextualizing data and enhancing the legitimacy of results. 

 Compared to the other participants, Easton, also a career and technical faculty member 

and program chair, was perhaps most similar to Anderson (in terms of certain aspects of their 

disciplines and how that informed their discussion of assessment). Here the discussion was less 

about rules and regulations and more about compliance and accountability: 

Compliance is real….when we say that something is required by the Department of 

Education, that means it has to be done. 

Easton provided some additional context for how this impacted her program. When she first 

became program chair, she quickly learned that a report for an external accreditor was due within 

a few months and little information on assessment within the program had been compiled by the 

previous chair.  

However, beyond compliance and accountability, Easton’s background in human 

resources (applicable to the discipline) arose during the interviews and became the context for 

understanding assessment best practices. She described the idea that employee evaluations 

should be living documents and should not merely be filled out once a year and placed in a 
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drawer. Several times during the interview, Easton put her “HR hat” on and discussed 

assessment and related issues from an organizational perspective. Additionally, Bailey, this 

study’s third career and technical faculty member and program chair, described the “detail-

oriented” and “Type A” personalities of faculty in her field as helping facilitate their work on 

assessment and accreditation. 

 Flaherty made numerous discipline-specific analogies to describe strategies within the 

program related to assessment. Though these references are difficult to describe without 

revealing the actual discipline, it was clear that Flaherty, a liberal arts and sciences faculty 

member and program chair who has worked with multiple fine arts disciplines, embodies key 

qualities of his discipline and has applied them to the context of assessing student learning 

outcomes: 

I would approach it the same way that I approach [the discipline’s] coursework. We're 

always cognizant of the idea of audience and what are the benefits of the process? How 

does the process make the end result better? 

Flaherty discussed his program’s responsibilities without making distinctions between 

assessment and the discipline’s core content. He even described the process of coordinating 

assessment work with other faculty members by creating an analogy about networking within the 

industry: 

You put yourself out there, like physically. If you go to a bar or a party, you network, you 

actually try to make meaningful connections because you never know who's going to help 

you get a job or do the next thing. I think I've brought that mentality to this. So, yeah, it's 

like being present and just getting information from everywhere and asking questions. 
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Similar to Anderson’s discussion of quality, this mentality may resonate with a number of 

disciplines. However, the key point is that Flaherty has infused his managerial approach to 

coordinating assessment with experiences and mentalities derived from his discipline-specific 

identity. It may also help him inject the work with more intrigue and creativity: 

You know, I probably approach almost everything from the mindset [of my 

discipline]…I attempt to emphasize collaboration and when I fail at it, I give up on it and 

try a different objective. I attempt to emphasize creativity… I try to lead people to ideas 

as opposed to forcing ideas. I ask a lot of questions when I teach and when I try to be a 

leader, that's something that I learn from [my discipline].  

One specific technique Flaherty applies to working with faculty on assessment is a concept that 

he described as important to his discipline training: showing others you value their time.   

I took the approach of trying to show that I value these people by showing that I value 

their time. And what I did was I ended up meeting with them individually. This was a  

fairly new concept [in the discipline] when I was coming up…the new approach was to 

value [people] by valuing their time and creating a schedule. I basically took that 

approach and brought it to our meetings. And I tried to value their time, arguably at the  

loss of some of mine.  

This mentality has nothing to do with interpreting data, or assessment methods, or closing the 

loop, and it is unlikely to appear in an assessment guidebook or workshop. However, Flaherty is 

demonstrating how discipline perspectives can inform assessment work and how faculty can 

bring their knowledge and experience to the process in ways that might lead to more coherence 

and engagement. 
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Collingsworth and Dugan discussed drawing on discipline expertise within their 

programs to work on assessment. Both programs have faculty with expertise in statistics, for 

example, and this has helped inform interpretation of assessment results. Collingsworth, an arts 

and sciences faculty member and program chair, has made assessment work more relevant and 

credible to the program by engaging faculty expertise: 

I think we're making the movement towards actually paying attention to the data and the 

numbers. Only a couple of us have a stats background. I’ve seen a shift, and there's more 

buy in, more discussions over the data. I try to get people to think about the data, you 

know, is this representative? Is this accurate? But not everybody participates. 

Where Anderson emphasized rules, regulations, quality and industry readiness, traits specific to 

his discipline, Collingsworth is building faculty discussion around assessment by drawing on 

conversations about data interpretation. Two different assessment narratives documented 

conclusions the group had reached about the validity and reliability of the data:  

During our in-service meeting, faculty discussed the assessment results. The group 

consensus is that the results seem valid and reliable.   

This assessment is not sufficiently valid or reliable; thus it would be imprudent to make 

curricular decisions as a result. 

The conversations came about due to the nature and presentation of the assessment data that has 

been generated for the program, but also because the experience with statistics among the 

faculty.  

 Dugan, an arts and sciences faculty member and program chair, is also capable of 

drawing on faculty members’ collective knowledge of statistics when discussing assessment 

data, but an additional knowledge set that exists within the program emerged during interviews, 
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namely the experience of faculty who taught in the K-12 sector before joining a post-secondary 

institution. Multiple faculty within this program have this background, and Dugan described this 

as a benefit to navigating work on assessment: 

But I also have my background in K-12 education. I was a trained teacher and so 

pedagogy and teaching practices and assessment practices are very important to me 

because that's what I was trained to do. 

Dugan draws on his previous training and uses it to find an entry point into the dialogue about 

assessment. This is the same approach taken by Flaherty, albeit with a different knowledge set. 

In fact, all six program chairs described being able to enter into discussions on assessment and 

generate meaningful interpretations of data by drawing on their discipline-specific perspectives.  

Challenges of Discipline-specific Perspectives. The participants in this study also 

discussed the limitations of viewing assessment through a discipline lens. Flaherty has had the 

experience of working on cross-discipline assessment and described the challenges of bringing 

together instructors from multiple disciplines to assess collaboration as a collegewide outcome. 

He used the phrase “discipline-dissolving” to refer to the mindset that is sometimes required for 

cross-discipline collaboration: 

Even when I attempted to find some discipline-dissolving tools for assessment...I was 

hoping that it wouldn't matter what discipline it was. The discipline was dissolved like we 

are literally just looking at collaboration, which is a collegewide outcome.  

Flaherty later described a “discipline hat” that instructors wear, identifying their disciplinary 

biases, and how difficult it can be to get someone to remove it for this type of collaborative 

work. He recounted an instructor who did not participate in the collaboration assessment 

mentioned above because it interfered with her “regular way of doing things” and that this 
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instructor “didn’t have any collaborative components to her course.” In this instance, Flaherty 

was unable to get the instructor to remove the hat or dissolve the discipline.  

A similar scenario was recounted by Dugan when he introduced a program assessment 

using rubrics. The faculty in his discipline view assignments as “black and white,” and need 

grading to be a “perfect, pristine, clean thing;” hence, as Dugan said, they are “a little more 

averse to rubrics” which require subjective judgments. He described some success with 

implementing rubric-based assessment across the department in the largest enrolled courses, but 

still faced resistance due to the traditional assessment methods being exam-based: 

You're getting into a territory that some people are not as comfortable with. Rubric 

scoring takes more work. And also, training is required. We do have some rubrics. I think 

they're straightforward rubrics, but we still have people who won't use them. 

Despite the limitations, Dugan described an opportunity to appeal to faculty members who have 

concerns about stopping student cheating in online exams. He has made the argument to the 

department that some assignments requiring rubrics could help instructors avoid cheating: 

So then one of our big concerns in our department is cheating. [Our discipline] is very 

prickly about that. We can write these assessments in ways that are open-ended. But then 

if it's open ended, that means you need a flexible way to score, which means there's not a 

right or wrong answer, which means probably a rubric. 

Here Dugan returned to his previous experience (addressed above), and highlighted perceived 

differences between faculty within his program that have K-12 training and those who do not. 

Whether or not this dichotomy is accurate, it highlights differing understandings of discipline 

identity among the faculty in Dugan’s area that seem to be slowing the progress on program 

goals.  
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Similar to Dugan, Anderson also described faculty as sometimes operating with a “black 

and white mentality”: 

[Our discipline] by the general nature of them are very concerned about doing things 

right. We have some penalties if we don't do things right in our industry.  

Both program chairs made connections between this discipline-specific mentality and the use of 

objective, multiple choice exams as tools for student learning outcomes assessment. While it 

should be acknowledged that Anderson’s program does have a need to prepare students for 

objective industry certification exams and views their current assessments as serving the students 

in this regard, Anderson and Dugan both conceded that using exams as assessment tools left gaps 

in the coverage of certain skills. However, both chairs addressed these concerns by pointing to 

general education courses taught outside of their departments that address “soft skills” such as 

communication and collaboration. When asked about how the program assesses collaboration, 

Anderson even joked about the tendency that disciplines have toward specialization and 

sometimes balkanization:  

That's a good question. So I'm going to give what's probably a typical faculty response. 

Human Relations assesses that, not me. 

Anderson relies on a Human Relations course taught by another department to assess skills vital 

to employers. This decision is not made without some planning. He described how the program 

consults with their advisory board and reviews course outcomes of general education courses to 

ensure that skills, such as public speaking, are being covered; however, he acknowledged that 

they do not see the specific data from assessments in those courses. Their discipline courses do 

assign projects and other assignments that require application of skills and collaboration; 

however, they only collect assessment data on objective multiple-choice exams from their 
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discipline courses, and not from the general education requirements. Anderson's strategy aligns 

with Weick’s (1995) notion of social alignment, a collaborative agreement where groups with 

different functions piece together “workable relations” that may produce efficient outcomes 

without necessarily creating shared understanding (p. 43).  

While Anderson’s program is charting a course for students to be exposed to skills 

(collaboration, public speaking) that complement the content of their discipline courses, the 

Liberal Arts program chairs (Collingsworth, Dugan, and Flaherty) were largely confined to 

assessing their disciplines, and though open to working with others, were not quite sure how to 

approach social alignment let alone shared understanding. These three programs, collectively 

responsible for transfer associates degrees, a pre-professional program, and a certificate, were 

sorting through how to fit the pieces together. When asked about the opportunities students had 

to apply and deepen knowledge through projects, internships, and other active learning 

opportunities (Figure 1) these chairs were unsure whether their disciplines could fairly address 

such assessments, or whether that might not be the responsibility of the general education 

department or the institution as a whole. Dugan, partially echoing Anderson’s “typical faculty 

response” joke above, understands his program as playing its part within liberal arts and 

sciences:  

So, we are trying to do some project-based assessments. We have one we are trying to 

promote. I'm not sure internships, co-ops and all those other things necessarily apply. But 

again, you're trying to make this all things to all people. A lot of this is about sampling in 

a way, not necessarily mass production. I view my department as sampling pieces of [the 

general education], if that makes sense. 
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Collingsworth also did not believe this question completely applied to her disciplines, in part 

because it seemed beyond the scope of what the disciplines address. Flaherty, who expressed 

above his desire for discipline-dissolving tools, bemoaned the sense of isolation that results from 

disciplines working in their own worlds absent collaboration:  

I think it feels isolating and it feels like there is an inability to get benefit from 

collaboration. And I don't have a great solution. I mean, I guess when it comes to 

assessment, like, it doesn't matter what discipline. You can come together and be like, 

here's how our students are collaborating.  

This lack of social alignment, an inability to fit the pieces together and see how disciplines might 

work together to assess cross-disciplinary learning outcomes, creates something of an identity 

crisis. As Weick (1995) describes the multiplicity of selves within individuals, the liberal arts 

and sciences programs (standalone departments that nonetheless must be fitted together to serve 

all general education students) are multiples programs working, in part, toward the same goal. 

Dugan illustrates this tension in recounting department conversations about the purpose of the 

program: should the focus be on the student majoring in the subject, or on broad skills applicable 

the general education student? 

I would argue, are we assessing students to see if they can excel [in the discipline]? Or do 

we want them to walk out and understand the terms and concepts?...And that would drive 

how you, first of all, write an assessment, but then also what you then look for in an 

assessment. 

While students within their programs are moving along different paths in preparation for transfer, 

they share related general education courses. In this sense, each program must rely on the other. 
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Discipline-specific identity, while important for faculty engagement with assessment, can also, if 

not occasionally dissolved, lead to a lack of social alignment and shared understanding.  

Thrownness  

The second theme emerged after Round 1 coding (Figure 2) applying Weick’s (1995) 

fifth property, “ongoing,” to the code, “thrownness” to identify examples of faculty feeling like 

they were dropped into the middle of a program’s work on assessment, or in a program chair 

role, without formal orientation or guidance. Weick (1995) adopts “thrownness” from Martin 

Heidegger, a concept that suggests the feeling of being thrown into life with little control over 

the circumstances. In this study, thrownness was often complicated by a program’s need to 

transition away from existing approaches to assessment, including the interruption of long-held 

practices and the need to respond to underlying deficits within programs. Faculty described 

learning-by-doing and attempting to balance numerous considerations associated with ongoing 

assessment work, including accreditation, advisory boards, institutional requirements, notions of 

academic freedom, professional development and meeting time, and the need to motivate and 

collaborate with other faculty members.  

 As Weick (1995) has written, “Sensemaking never starts” (p. 43). To a certain extent, 

“thrownness” is a universal condition, and so we should certainly expect to find elements of it 

any time an individual enters a complicated role that involves new learning and changing 

circumstances. However, identifying qualities of thrownness associated with working on 

programs’ academic assessment presents opportunities for institutions to support that work. As 

faculty indicate below, the site college has no formal process for onboarding new program 

chairs, and the role of faculty chair itself is ill-defined. 
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When asked what formal training related to assessment was available at the institution, 

Anderson responded there was “nothing formal…when I started [as chair] I asked a very long-

term program chair, what kind of training is there to be a chair? We kind of learn as we go. You 

know, you’re kind of thrown into this role and you figure it out as you go.” There was also a 

similar lack of context around his introduction to assessment as a chair:  

From an assessment standpoint, an email showed up that I had to fill out an assessment 

narrative. I'm like, oh, I guess I have to do this? And I figured out how to do it, but with a 

new chair starting….how are they going to learn all this? There needs to be some kind of 

training, 

Dugan had a similar response. While he did summarize what he called “hit or miss” informal 

conversations with the dean regarding the chair role, no formal process of orientation to either 

the chair role or assessment was available:  

Nothing formal. There was some informal stuff. I obviously feel there should be a 

process of some training and onboarding. 

Additionally, he explained that the chair role itself is ill-defined, making a formal orientation, 

whether specific to assessment or not, somewhat difficult: 

There is no definition of what a chair really is or is responsible for. It's this kind of wide-

open amalgam. There's a reason for that because every discipline is different, especially if 

you're talking a program like auto mechanics versus humanities…but there probably 

could be something done there, but I think it's kind of really hard to set up a formal 

onboarding process.  

Easton reported receiving largely informal orientation related to processes, budgeting, 

department forms, and class scheduling. This training was delivered by the campus provost, 
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other administrators, and administrative staff. However, no formal orientation related to chair 

duties was delivered at the institution level nor by human resources. (This was true of all 

participants.) Flaherty did receive generous informal training from the previous chair: 

The previous chair definitely took time to talk with me about a variety of things. She did 

that of her own volition. But then with anything at our institution, the way things actually 

get done here, you kind of have to like jump in the deep end and figure it out. 

Flaherty found himself in the “thrownness,” and his response was to swim. Weick’s (1995) fifth 

property, “ongoing,” focuses on the social interactions within organizations, as an ongoing 

process, a current of constant change. While all participants emphasized the need to “figure out” 

their new role given the lack of informal processes for orientation, Flaherty emphasized the 

heavily social nature of this process, at least in terms of how he approached the “thrownness”: 

 I just like figuring out who to talk to and talking to everybody and kind of being present 

and networking. And that's how I do stuff, I guess. It's all like person to person. 

As Weick (1995) explains, formal communication is not required for the establishment of 

organizational procedures; instead, informal social interaction often becomes codified as 

procedure, though it is frequently left undocumented. 

 Bailey described strong support from her dean upon assuming the chair role, and 

assistance from the dean’s administrative assistant with forms and processes. However, she said 

there was no formal orientation process to address most chair functions, including assessment, 

and that she would be supportive of a more formal process. She noted that the college has a 

formal orientation process for new faculty that is conducted by human resources. It’s a year-long 

process that involves mentoring and quarterly meetings: 
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There really wasn't much of an orientation to my job. The previous program chair was 

very busy trying to get things tied up before retirement. And so the process was, I just 

tried to ask as many questions as I could when I needed to ask them about certain things. 

There was no formal training and that would have been very beneficial. Like I said, 

though, I have had an extreme amount of support from the dean and the dean's office. 

Bailey’s approach of asking questions echoes Flaherty’s strategy of dealing with the thrownness, 

which is to learn by reaching out to others and making connections.  

Easton received the most overall training, much of it informal, to support new duties as a 

chair. As discussed above, Easton participated in a training process with an administrative 

assistant to learn processes and forms. Additionally, informal training with two administrators 

was described as beneficial, extensive, and supportive. The description of this experience far 

exceeded Dugan’s conversation with his dean and Collingsworth and Flaherty’s informal 

training with outgoing chairs. Easton’s experience was something of an outlier and is discussed 

as disconfirming evidence below. However, Easton still categorized this training as informal, 

especially when compared to the new faculty orientation process she participated in at the 

institution. Additionally, the importance and purpose of assessment were covered during this 

informal training she received from administrators. Easton concluded that a standardized “new 

chair checklist” could be used by administrators as a starting point to formalize the orientation 

process for program chairs.  

While five of the six participants did describe certain positive aspects of informal 

training, Collingsworth described a more limited experience. Basically, orientation consisted of 

unstructured discussions with the former chair:  
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I would say half of the discussion that we had wasn't discussion. It was [about] what 

people were doing wrong. Yes, assessment was talked about. Scheduling was talked 

about, but the there wasn't anything planned. It was basically me asking questions and 

pulling information out of [the previous chair].  

Collingsworth’s experience underscores Weick’s (1995) argument that organizational 

environment is often composed of informal talk, rumors, and suspicions. Collingsworth’s 

informal training is also raw material for the sensemaking process. Sandberg and Tsoukas (2020) 

focus on imminent sensemaking that captures data from routine behaviors and tasks. An informal 

meeting between faculty to discuss a transition of roles is unlikely to have a written agenda, 

minutes, or lead to published memo, but it could still lead to talk and text that shape 

organizational environment. For example, Collingsworth has validated an unofficial piece of 

advice about the chair role: 

I heard it from two different chairs. It will take you two to three years to really get to 

know the system and the in’s and out’s of everything and who's who and what's what. I 

get that. I'm still learning a year-and-a-half in. 

Despite the informal presentation of this information (what sounds like off-hand comments from 

colleagues), the interaction reveals something important about organizational culture and 

processes, or a lack thereof.  

Flaherty also emphasized something important about serving as a faculty chair, namely 

the duality of serving simultaneously as a leader and a colleague, one who lacks formal 

authority, yet carries obligations and the need to meet expectations for projects such as 

assessment: 
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My role as a chair here is that I'm not anyone's supervisor and therefore I have to 

commiserate or find other strategies or tactics to make sure that people are willing to 

listen and then be willing to follow up and complete a project. Because I am not an 

administrator. I'm not a supervisor. I am a colleague with some release time to perform 

extra duties, including organizing meetings or funneling information about assessment, 

for example.  

Although there are features of the faculty chair role that cannot be easily changed within this 

institution (conditions of the thrownness, such as the program chair lacking formal authority), 

Flaherty articulates his strategy for moving work forward within the confines of his role: 

I mean, I try to be empathetic. I think that's the main thing for me is to just try to 

empathize. And I think that's one benefit of having a colleague lead on assessment. It 

feels like we're kind of in the boat together. 

Being aware of the limitations of the environment, and perhaps recognizing what can be changed 

and what cannot be changed, is the first step in what Weick (1995) calls “confronting the 

environment” (p. 33) 

Confronting the Environment  

Beyond the orientation process, the experience of working on academic assessment 

within programs involves navigating the thrownness. The participants in this study described the 

complex factors and interactions confronting them as they coordinated the assessment of student 

learning outcomes, including, but not limited to: responding to external accreditors, instructors 

refusing to participate in assessment, the need to respond to input from advisory boards, 

technology issues, faculty claiming exemptions due to academic freedom, lack of authority to 

enforce the rules, lack of professional development time, competing interpretations of the data, 
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full-time and part-time faculty turnover, curriculum changes, and coordination across multiple 

campuses and high schools. On top of this, the participants in this study typically teach four or 

more courses per semester and are occasionally forced to serve as a substitute for a sick 

instructor or take over the instruction of a course if an instructor leaves suddenly mid-semester. 

According to Weick (1995) one must take on the thrownness by interrupting ongoing standard 

operating procedures, alerting others to imminent changes. Despite being thrown into their roles 

with limited formal orientation, the participants in this study showed signs of avoiding 

“newcomer socialization” (Weick, 1995, p. 35) and instead confronted the environment in a 

variety of ways. Weick (1995) argues that “people often produce part of the environment they 

face,” and this is often achieved through “authoritative acts” when people “enact laws” and 

“create new features of the environment” (pp. 30-31).  

For example, Anderson did not accept the environment he inherited upon taking over as 

chair. He described the process of relying on input for the program’s advisory board to remake 

the curriculum based on industry changes and feedback on how graduates performed. Prior to his 

tenure as chair, the program’s advisory board was not particularly active: 

So, we revamped the advisory board. I had to go out recruiting, and I intentionally put it 

together the way it is. And then once we heard from them, we made the changes they 

asked for. Then they started seeing the employer skills from our students and started to 

have a much better experience with our students. Today, big firms that historically only 

recruited from four-year universities are coming here to recruit students because of the 

reputation we’re getting.  

This renewed environment around the advisory board has a direct impact on how the program 

conducts assessment, including which skills they build into the curriculum: 
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In the beginning they did bring in gaps. They talked about some of the human relations 

skills, which we addressed in the curriculum by specifying a human relations course. 

They talked about Excel skills. We addressed that by updating the curriculum. The way 

we determine what courses to offer is we ask our advisory board, what skills do you 

need? 

What started as a process of replacing a few members of an advisory board resulted in 

constructive feedback and program changes. Despite Anderson’s lack of formal orientation into 

his own role and immersion in the thrownness, he enacted change by refusing to accept the 

environment as he found it, or, in the case of faculty turnover, took advantage of opportunities 

that allowed for positive changes moving forward. Collingsworth also benefited from faculty 

turnover: 

Connie, Jim, and Rhonda [pseudonyms] all came in. I think the same semester. Jim kind 

of sits back, but he has some really great ideas when he does share them. Rhonda has 

climbed the ladder pretty quickly. She's pretty involved in everything. I consider her like 

my right-hand man. 

All participants discussed their own transitions into the chair role as opportunities to confront the 

existing environment, and Anderson, Bailey, and Collingsworth specifically discussed staffing 

changes as presenting related opportunities. Bailey noted that the presence of relatively new 

faculty members within the program made implementing assessment easier, and that hiring new 

faculty in the future would present the opportunity to bring a new person in to preexisting 

practices.  

Weick (1995) argues that actions and interactions create the environment, but that 

individuals can succumb to the environment when they believe it to be a static thing incapable of 
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change. Dugan described a struggle to confront an environment of dissent surrounding 

assessment, one in which he holds no formal authority as a faculty chair working amongst his 

peers: 

If you see faculty fighting the process or not following through with the process...I mean, 

we've had people flat out say, I don't really do that. So then how do you circle back and 

have somebody address that? That's really fuzzy and gray, and I don’t have a good 

solution for that. But of course, not having a good solution for that means they can drag 

other people down with them. 

In this environment, the rules of conduct are created by social interactions. As Weick (1995) 

argues, meaning can be created through arguments during meetings that become codified as 

organizational procedures and culture. The dissenting voices in the meeting described above are 

actually contributing to departmental procedures, especially if, as Dugan described it, others are 

being dragged along. Soon, the standard operating procedure is to resist, argue, and establish 

independent decision-making that may or may not support the objectives of the program.  

Anderson and Flaherty also discussed an organizational environment around assessment 

that demands faculty time and effort but lacks some of the institutional support that could more 

effectively facilitate completion of the work. Similar to Dugan, Anderson described some of the 

challenges of working within a large, multi-campus college system, especially as a faculty chair 

who lacks administrative authority: 

Deans and provosts will ultimately be the leaders who have the ultimate control over how 

any plans are executed district-wide. I don’t have district-wide supervisory authority 

when it comes to the execution of this. 
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Anderson is experiencing the thrownness here, having dropped into an environment with some 

features beyond his control and a problem that can only be solved above his station, so to speak. 

Weick’s (1995) suggestion that interruption of standard operating procedures can alert others to 

impending changes does Anderson little good here; the policies and procedures affecting his 

work supersede any authority he wields within his program.  

 Flaherty’s description of how assessment work is accomplished also includes limits, or 

perhaps missed opportunities, created by the institutional environment. Flaherty explained that 

faculty form ad-hoc committees and meetings as needed to create rubrics and design assignments 

for the purpose of assessing student learning outcomes. However, finding the time to “close the 

loop” is difficult: 

We haven't built in an effective model to go back and evaluate the assessment and 

implement changes. You know, if I could advocate for a special day for assessment at 

some point during the academic year. That would be very helpful. 

His suggestion for an intentional, structured professional development day dedicated to 

assessment reflects the concerns of Dugan, who views the organization’s environment as 

implicitly endorsing the position that assessment work is “optional.” He worries that professional 

development that could help the institution and his program make progress on assessment does 

not have a wide impact because such trainings are optional, and faculty can select from a wide 

range of opportunities to fulfil their mandatory training hours: 

As much as we moan about our students, faculty also do not do optional. We always 

whine about our students. ‘They don't do optional.’ [Faculty] don't either. So, I think if 

we were to do anything impactful on assessment… you’ve got to have the top brass step 

up and say, you're going to do that. Optional signals to the faculty, it doesn't matter.  
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Similar to Flaherty, Dugan’s proposed solution relates to required events that are part of the 

academic calendar. However, his solution was not simply about creating time and space for work 

to be completed. Beyond that, he expressed something akin to Weick’s (1979) foundational idea 

of sensemaking, that shared understanding is formed from equivocal language that arises during 

times of change: 

We're going to talk about assessment, and we're going to make that a component, and 

we're going to do some specific trainings for everybody on our institution days because 

this is important, and we care. I think it's going to be really hard to move the needle 

institution wide because people don't think it's important.  

His earlier statements present a clear equivocation he believes is present in the organization’s 

culture: is assessment a priority or is it optional? Should it be at the forefront of faculty work, or 

is it not important? This equivocation can also be found in Dugan’s earlier discussion of faculty 

meetings, faculty resistance to assessment work, and in comments about faculty who claim an 

exemption from assessment work because of concerns of academic freedom. Given that Dugan 

believes his authority as faculty chair to be “fuzzy and gray,” the solution he proposes above 

calls on administration to confront the environment and enact new procedures, in effect, to 

rewrite the culture. This could help to create shared understanding, or at least social alignment. 

As Weick (1995) argues, joint action can occur without shared understanding if groups with 

different perspectives at least agree to operate within “workable relations” (p. 43). If shared 

understanding is too much to ask, then bringing all parties together with a common purpose can 

at least lead to a state of functionality (Weick, 1995).  

Weick’s (1995) third property, enactive, suggests there is a reciprocal relationship 

between self and environment. According to Weick, the process of institutionalization occurs 
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through social construction when individuals construct the procedures and processes, formal or 

informal, that others eventually follow. The participants in this study described confronting the 

existing environment in a variety of ways that included small procedural changes in 

contradistinction to existing practices within their programs, including improved communication, 

transparency with assessment data, changes to assessment methods, and dedication of meeting 

time to discussing assessment. Collingsworth and Dugan cited communication challenges as 

issues they inherited upon taking over as chairs. Collingsworth discussed assessment information 

and data almost being withheld from the rest of the program faculty. Assessment narratives 

written before Dugan moved into the chair role explicitly stated that data was not shared with 

faculty, the previous chair often citing lack of formal meeting time as limiting the distribution of 

data. Easton has made an effort to discuss assessment with adjuncts, a significant step for a 

program that had, up until recently, not been conducting much assessment of learning outcomes. 

Flaherty set out intentionally to “pound the pavement” and show up in offices to address 

concerns and build relationships. He explained that being “present, like actually physically 

present” shows that he is available and willing to help. 

Dugan also established communication as a top priority and has clearly changed the 

environment, receiving positive feedback from colleagues about improved communication:  

I've worked very hard to communicate why we're doing this and what we hope to get out 

of it. That was probably my biggest priority when I became chair. Like, we need to make 

sure we communicate things a lot more clearly, a lot more often. And honestly, when I 

talk to people in the department, that's one of the biggest pieces of feedback I get is 

they're just really pleased with the amount of communication they get now. That's not to 

say it's perfect. 
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Collingsworth has enacted changes, including sharing assessment results, discussing assessment 

in meetings, and seeing that “people that have been in the department as long as I have are now 

really interested in the numbers, and what we're getting out of [assessment]. But 10 years ago, 

they were not.” Collingsworth also began addressing curriculum changes and made both 

assessment and curriculum work integral to department meetings. Easton made a related 

argument, namely that leadership could make more of an effort to discuss assessment with chairs 

during meetings and help establish institutional priorities for assessment work.   

This use of meetings to prioritize assessment work was also described by Dugan, who 

viewed his role as a persuader battling resistance one conversation at a time: 

I think I'm still trying to convince my colleagues of what this should look like and what 

we should do with it. I'm still making that case to them and convincing them. And it's a 

slow conversation, I guess you could say. 

This conversation also occurred with the dean, as Dugan attempted to align program expectations 

for assessment with his desire to make changes that addressed inadequacies in how assessment 

had been conducted within the program: 

That was one of those things with the dean. We did have that conversation. I personally 

wanted to change how we did assessment because I didn’t feel we were doing it in a way 

that was appropriate. And so the dean and I sort of hashed it out. 

Dugan also found ways to derive authority from the dean, given, as I discussed above, that 

program chairs are faculty members without specific or technical authority as hiring managers 

over the faculty in their departments: 

There were some questions about why are you doing this? Why are you changing this? 

The dean was kind and gracious enough to let me pin it on him a lot. I would say, ‘Well, 
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this is what the dean wants to see from us in assessment now.’ And some people accepted 

that. 

Here Dugan is leaning on a form of social interaction consistent with Weick’s (1995) notion of 

“workable relations” (p. 43) It is the idea that shared understanding is not always necessary for 

joint action, but organizational functionality can occur whenever groups play their parts. Though 

Dugan’s strategy as described above can be effective for completing work, we will discuss under 

Research Question Two below the extracted cues and plausible stories that may describe 

approaches to assessment beyond accountability and compliance. 

All participants in this study made efforts to overcome what Weick (1995) refers to as 

“newcomer socialization” (p. 35). All participants made changes to assessment methods, ranging 

from increasing course level assessment activity, expanding use of the learning management 

system for assessment, transitioning from multiple choice exams to rubrics, and creating program 

curriculum maps.  

Relevant Disconfirming Evidence: Research Question One 

 Interviews with all participants described above revealed that faculty chairs were 

appointed into their roles with limited formal orientation. At the time of these interviews, 

Collingsworth reported that her dean was working on a formal process of onboarding adjuncts, 

and, additionally, she discussed that a more formal process for onboarding group leaders 

(defined as faculty members within the program who receive a smaller percentage of release time 

than chairs in order to work on class scheduling, work with adjunct instructors, and other duties) 

was being considered. This suggests that, despite the current lack of formal orientation for 

program chairs, at least one academic division has recognized a need for more formalized 

onboarding processes and is taking steps in that direction.  
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Easton not only recounted having participated in the most thorough informal training 

(which did address assessment) and described the process in a positive manner, but she also 

provided some caution from her human resources perspective that formal training can sometimes 

be ineffective when the employee has not completed much time on the job and may not have 

enough practical context to absorb the training. This advice is worth noting, especially given that 

so much of the learning described by program chairs above occurred within the flow of work, in 

the middle of the thrownness. Though a lack of formal orientation was cited above, and all 

participants agreed that formal chair training at the college would be beneficial, according to 

Easton, such a program could also come with limitations. 

Though all participants reported enacting changes to their programs, Easton was again 

cautious on this front: “I made a conscious decision not to come in right away and make 

changes.” Based on previous work experience, she believed that too much change early in the 

process can be problematic: “I am going to watch and learn and get some more context first.” 

The enactive property in Weick’s (1995) sensemaking approach heavily emphasizes confronting 

the environment and instituting changes, especially in the form of interruptions to standard 

operating procedure. While Easton did describe implementing changes, especially in regard to 

assessment, her advice on the timing and approach to change management is worth considering 

in the context of Weick’s approach. 

Finally, Collingsworth provided an example of enacted change that did not receive full 

participation from her team:  

I’ve seen a shift, and there's more buy in, more discussions over the data. I try to get 

people to think about the data, you know, is this representative? Is this accurate? But not 

everybody participates. 
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While all participants provided examples of enacting change that align with Weick’s (1995) 

properties of sensemaking, it should be noted that the process of change is ongoing, and that 

environments within programs can be confronted in ways that lead to partial successes. As a 

faculty leader who is also a colleague and not a supervisor, Collingsworth’s approach of 

communication, persuasion, and engagement does fit with Weick’s (1995) notion that a 

significant portion of organizational environment is composed of social interaction; however, 

within a chair role that relies almost entirely on persuasion and collaboration, and not on 

authority, there are limits to motivating independent-minded colleagues. These limits were 

discussed by Collingsworth, Dugan, and Flaherty, all liberal arts and sciences faculty members 

and chairs. 

Summary of Findings: Research Question One 

The themes “assessment as discipline-specific,” “thrownness,” and “confronting the 

environment” were explored in connection with Research Question One: How do community 

college faculty chairs make sense of student learning outcomes assessment within their 

programs? An analysis of data organized under the Round 1 codes “identity,” “social,” 

“ongoing,” and “enact” established patterns of sensemaking behaviors and attitudes present 

within the participants’ programs and their leadership approaches. Data from interviews and 

narrative reports were presented above to establish how program chairs made sense of discipline 

identities and the sensemaking processes used to confront the environment within programs, 

especially as it related to work on assessment of student learning outcomes. Coordinating 

assessment efforts within programs reflects sensemaking processes, including an 

acknowledgement of discipline-level motivations and confrontations with complex, dynamic 

environments. 
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Research Question Two: How Do Community College Faculty Chairs Navigate the 

Assessment Process Among the Competing Motivations Found Within the Accountability 

and Improvement Paradigms?   

The coding scheme for this study led to the identification of a major theme connected to 

Research Question Two: “paradigms,” an exploration of new plausible narratives about 

assessment that echo Chapter Two’s discussion of the limitations of the accountability and 

improvement paradigms defined (Ewell 2009; Jonson et al., 2107). Round 1 coding identified 

evidence connected to Weick’s (1995) properties of “extracted cues” and “plausibility.” Round 2 

coding established connections between data that aligned with these categories, which is 

consistent with Weick’s (1995) view that extracted cues are seeds that may develop into in a 

larger understanding of the past, as well as new possibilities for the future. In other words, 

extracted cues can be discovered within data and connected to plausible stories that make sense 

of a situation and suggest positive action. Jankowski (2021) advocates for evidence-based 

storytelling to build collective meaning of good assessment practices, and the participants 

discussed below are reaching for richer understandings of what assessment can accomplish and 

how those understandings might appeal to their colleagues.  The direct connections I have 

established here between extracted cues (Weick’s sixth property) and plausibility (Weick’s 

seventh property) are also supported by Weick’s assertion that these seven properties can be 

represented as a sequence (1995, p. 18).  The extracted cues from interviews and document 

analysis demonstrated, if not a causal relationship, then a strong correlation to discussions of 

plausibility, and the findings below present them as a single theme (paradigms). The participants 

in this study are working within existing assessment paradigms of accountability and 

improvement, but the evidence reveals limitations to both. Discussions of the data below suggest 
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a move beyond the narrow use of assessment data for decision-making and a conceptualization 

of assessment “as an educative process of inquiry and learning that involves the generation and 

application of knowledge” (Jonson et al., 2014. p. 22). The extracted cues (bolster, quality, 

postmortem, guiding principle, and checklist) suggest two plausible stories related to 

engagement with student learning outcomes, first, that faculty can be engaged with assessment 

when leaders frame the work as pedagogical, collaborative, and focused on quality instruction, 

and, second, that organizational mission should drive assessment work, and faculty should 

receive clear communication about the role of accreditation in assessment. 

Accountability and Improvement Paradigms 

The accountability paradigm of assessment emphasizes accreditation, compliance, and a 

connection between institutional performance and funding (Jonson et al., 2017). Bailey and 

Easton described recent experiences with external accreditors and five-year program evaluation 

connected to their state’s Department of Education. Both chairs were forced to deal with these 

compliance processes a short time after taking over as chairs. Easton provided some additional 

context for how this impacted the program. When she first became program chair, she quickly 

learned that a report for an external accreditor was due within a few months and little 

information on assessment within the program had been compiled by the previous chair. In 

addition to the external accreditation process, her program was also due for its institutional five-

year evaluation:  

Compliance is real….when we say that something is required by the Department of 

Education, that means it has to be done. 

Bailey, along with colleagues, is responsible for delivering documentation on two different 

awards, a two-year Associate’s of Applied Sciences degree and a certificate program that are 
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both accredited by an external, national organization. This accreditation process also requires 

adherence to Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) standards. She 

emphasized the importance of accreditation for the very existence of the program: 

Accreditation is huge for us because without an accredited status, we couldn’t have a 

program. Essentially, we would all be out of jobs. We're constantly aware of what the 

accrediting body says we need to do. 

These accrediting standards include assessment, and Bailey’s program has received detailed 

recommendations from their accrediting organization related to the assessment of student 

learning outcomes, including suggested changes to curriculum, rubrics, and the presentation of 

learning outcomes on syllabi. Anderson expressed the need for accountability in connection to 

regional and state accreditation requirements and as a driver of quality programming and 

continuous improvement. He also discussed the need to be held accountable to student learning, 

advisory board input, and the marketplace.  

On the other hand, Collingsworth, Dugan, and Flaherty (all liberal arts and sciences 

chairs), did not report discussing accreditation frequently in department meetings. None of these 

programs work with external accreditation at the program level, do not have representatives 

within their programs actively working with the institution’s accreditation committee, do not 

maintain advisory boards, and did not cite accreditation as a major driver for assessment within 

their programs. They do, however, consult with representatives from the state universities and 

participate in statewide dialogue related to the transfer major programs. Engagement with 

program evaluation through the state’s Department of Education is largely limited to the newly 

created transfer majors, and the general education courses that support career and technical 

programs. This left Dugan unsure how to focus attention on assessment with his program:  
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Do we have some people that are in transfer majors? Sure. But they are such a tiny 

portion, and it seems like we talk about them an awful lot. And I don't even understand 

why because it is not who our students are. We are a liberal arts core. 

The career and technical program chairs in this study (Anderson, Baily, and Easton) expressed an 

ongoing concern with either external accreditation relevant to their programs or industry 

standards and employment trends that forced them to adjust curriculum or assessment to meet 

outside expectations. In other words, the presence of an industry-ready community college 

degree serving as the primary outcome for their students provided a shape and focus to 

expectations, including assessment, that was not as present during interviews with arts and 

sciences chairs. This inevitably led to a greater emphasis on accreditation among the career and 

technical chairs. 

Flaherty’s comments on accreditation seemed to reflect the level of engagement found 

within the liberal arts and sciences programs:  

I don't know how accreditation works. To be honest, I know that I need to do assessment. 

I know we want to be accredited. I'm not entirely sure that I understand, and maybe that's 

something that might help me personally feel more connected to assessment. I feel 

disconnected. 

Additionally, Collingsworth reported that accreditation rarely came up during meetings with 

faculty. While discussions of accreditation do not seem to be as common among liberal arts 

conversations on assessment, compliance and accountability as broad concepts did arise. 

Flaherty lamented a lack of accountability at the program level, especially when it comes 

to holding faculty accountable to completing assessment. He also explained that some faculty see 

the process of completing assessment narratives as “more hoops to jump through.” Dugan 
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worried that assessment is often viewed by faculty as “red tape” and that any expectation beyond 

compliance with accreditation requirements are not made clear by the institution.  

Improvement Paradigm in Narrative Documents. The participants’ engagement with 

the improvement paradigm presented mixed results. The assessment narrative reports analyzed 

for this study documented numerous examples of assessment processes and data being used to 

make changes to curriculum, textbook choices, assessment tools, or instruction and pedagogy. 

For example, one program’s narrative report concluded that assessment results on a critical 

thinking assignment suggested improvements to the entire program’s curriculum, and that critical 

thinking assignments needed to be embedded throughout the program. However, more 

commonly, the narrative reports reflected what Blaich and Wise (2018) refer to as the “keeping 

an eye on it” approach (p. 13). Essentially, many narrative reports made slight changes to the 

assessment tool itself or opted not to make any changes if student performance was sufficient. 

Blaich and Wise (2018) argue this is the result of academic departments submitting reports for 

the sake of accreditation requirements. Several assessment narrative reports submitted by the 

participants referenced responding to student data by making “tweaks” to the assessment tools 

(i.e., adjusting an exam question, correcting an incorrect answer key, or changing the scoring 

categories on a rubric) or simply by determining that no changes were needed. For instance:  

The general consensus among faculty was that we felt the scores were satisfactory. We 

will continue to monitor the effects of the minimal effort and decide, after further data, 

how to best account for its effects on the overall average. 

Another program’s assessment report described the choice of an assessment tool (in this case a 

multiple-choice exam) as based on “ease of distribution.” Yet another report declared that 

“things are going well with developing students’ basic speaking abilities” and that no changes 
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were recommended. This “wait and see” approach was the most common conclusion found in 

these narrative reports. Here are several representative passages: 

“Overall, students performed successfully across both sections. No changes are needed at 

this time.” 

“I am going to see how the next 2-3 cohorts are able to perform with this added 

workbook.” 

“Results are within the normal limit for both didactic and clinical evaluations.”  

“Overall, students performed successfully across all 4 sections.”  

“These assessments are reviewed annually and tweaked accordingly.”   

Additionally, many narrative reports were dominated by interpretations of student performance 

that sought to explain student performance due to structural factors that would be difficult to 

address or improve, such as course delivery method (i.e., online vs. traditional classroom), 

instructor status (full-time vs. adjunct instructor), and even time of day the course was offered. 

One program connected student performance to limitations in the one of the textbook chapters, 

but then contrasted this content with a separate book used in online courses.   

Based on interviews and document analysis, participants are operating within both 

paradigms (accountability and improvement) simultaneously, reflecting Jonson et al.’s (2017) 

framing of the current state of assessment, but also Skidmore’s (2018) “Evolving Student 

Learning Culture,” common to faculty in the process of reconciling the accountability and 

improvement paradigms. Additionally, the narrative reports as a whole did not elicit reflection 

from faculty members and largely overlooked discussions of assessment related to processes of 

inquiry and organizational learning and instead focused on the narrow translation of data into 

action, or, as was often the case, inaction (Jonson et al., 2014). 
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Extracted Cues 

In sensemaking, extracted cues are seeds that must be pulled from text and planted in a 

new context (Weick, 1995). During the interview processes, several extracted cues were 

suggested by participants and became the aim of follow-up questions. Given that people within 

organizations often deal with “prolonged puzzles that defy sensemaking,” such as “paradoxes, 

dilemmas, and inconceivable events,” extracted cues pulled from talk and text can provide fresh 

perspectives on the data (Weick, 1995, p. 49). During the interviews conducted for this study, a 

number of extracted cues were identified. These specific phrases were pulled from participant 

responses and recontextualized as follow-up questions. They were often the result of unexpected 

responses, or phrases that, to the interviewer, suggested “a certain consequence more obviously 

than it was suggested by the total datum as it originally came” (Weick, 1995, p. 50). In a sense, 

they were socially constructed ideas that emerged during the interviews. Participants were asked 

to elaborate on what they meant by these phrases. The extracted cues are discussed below. This 

will be followed by a discussion of plausible stories pieced together from participants responses 

and extracted cues that seek big picture understandings of the assessment of student learning 

outcomes. This discussion does not entirely leave behind the accountability and improvement 

paradigms; however, the findings of this study suggest that faculty are drawn to conceptions of 

assessment that appeal to their identities as educators, thinkers, and leaders. The following 

extracted cues were discussed and are explored below: bolster, quality, postmortem, guiding 

principle, and checklist. 

Bolster. If the preceding analysis of narrative reports reveals a tendency toward Blaich 

and Wise’s (2018) “keeping an eye on it” approach (p. 13), the interviews revealed some 

alternative ways of understanding the improvement paradigm. In particular, Collingsworth’s use 
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of the word “bolster” was extracted from the interview and led to a discussion of assessment 

contributing to large scale improvements across the program: 

Interviewer: Connecting back to what we talked about earlier, is that another 

characteristic of assessment in your department? Keeping it small and simple, or would 

you say the movement has been toward more complexity? 

Collingsworth: Yes, let's get more out of it so we can use it to bolster our classes and our 

signature courses. 

Interviewer:  What do you mean by bolster? 

Collingsworth: Students are choosing a concept, but they're not applying it properly or 

they're mixing it up with [other concepts]. Could we add an assignment so they 

understand the difference between the two? Or can we add videos? 

Interviewer:  This bolstering, would you say this is something that you and your 

department commonly assume as a function of assessment? 

Collingsworth: I think in [one discipline] they go the simplest route. I mean, are they 

going to bolster their class?  

Interviewer: I like this word bolster. Tell me some more about bolster. 

Collingsworth: To be honest, I don't know. I mean, I provide the data. What are they 

doing anything with it? I've already been told [by other faculty in the program], ‘I'm 

counting down my days. Just to let you know, I'm retiring soon.’ I think some people just 

want to get by. 

Interviewer: So back to bolster. Just for one more question, because you mentioned the 

signature courses. Do you see those as an aspect of bolstering the learning for students 
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and is there a connection to assessment data and perhaps using it to bolster or improve the 

course for all students?  

Collingsworth: I think it's going to happen. So we meet at least once, sometimes twice a 

semester. We're constantly talking, emailing about, you know, should we add this? 

Should we take this out? We're always trying to improve…I got pushback from [one 

discipline]. I said, [two courses] haven't been updated since Summer of 2020. In [one 

discipline] not many people want to step up and help bolster [the signature courses]. 

Though Collingsworth connects assessment data to the program’s efforts to “bolster” course 

offerings in both online and traditional classroom settings, the discussion never lingered on 

Blaich and Wise’s (2018) criticism of “keeping an eye in it” (p. 13). Instead, the entire 

discussion connected to “bolstering” in this interview involved large-scaled changes and 

improvements to instruction, textbooks, and signature courses (standardized course shells for 

online delivery). In fact, a type of “bolstering” was detailed in one of Collingsworth’s narrative 

reports: 

We have incorporated a reading selection on critical thinking into [the course] and 

included critical thinking assignments in the signature course shells for several courses. It 

will be useful to see the potential impact of these scaffolding strategies on students’ 

critical thinking skills in future assessments. 

Here the response to assessment data did not involve minor changes to the assessment instrument 

or patient monitoring of data over time (none of which can be ignored), but a building of (and 

building up) instruction with student learning in mind. Scaffolding itself is a kind of bolstering 

tool, and is intended, both in education and construction, to provide support, structure, and 

safety. In addition to Collingsworth, interviews with Bailey contained perhaps the most 
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pronounced echoes of “bolstering,” though the word itself was not used. Bailey and her 

colleagues conduct a comprehensive evaluation using a rubric that covers all program level 

student learning outcomes. Students must perform at certain level in order to complete their final 

course work and graduate. The program uses student performance data from this evaluation to 

make changes to their program, including changes to instruction, course programming, and 

equipment. This is an example of assessment impacting program outcomes, such as graduation 

rates, and being used to bolster the student experience. 

Quality. Quite often the competing paradigms of accountability and improvement are 

interpreted as a struggle between the notion of collecting assessment data for compliance 

purposes only and the expectation that data will be used for improvements. Jonson et al. (2014) 

argue that a narrow focus on use (i.e., an instrumentalist approach to assessment that encourages 

immediate translation of student data into actionable steps for improvement) overlooks other 

benefits of assessment that might involve program processes, conversations, and strengthening of 

communication and community. “Quality” was one extracted cue that emerged during interviews 

with Anderson, Bailey, and Dugan that could serve as a stand-in for the “influential” (as opposed 

to instrumental) evidence that assessment results in improvements (Jonson et al., 2014). Quality 

is also a common word associated with accreditation standards (i.e., quality assurance). In the 

case of Anderson, “quality” was primarily described as a term that united the faculty in his 

program:  

Interviewer: This is a hypothetical. If assessment was not required by anyone inside or 

outside of your institution, how would you approach it as a program chair? Would you 

even do it or what would your process be? 
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Anderson: Yeah, great question. If it wasn't required, and I just brought this idea in by 

myself, I'm not sure what the current team would say. They might be in favor because 

they care about quality, which is good…So if somebody didn't care about quality and 

they were just doing the bare minimum to collect the paycheck and their interest was 

somewhere else other than teaching, then what kind of assurance of learning would you 

have?  

Anderson also made a direct connection between accreditation and quality, arguing that 

accreditation assures program quality. While he did discuss the accreditation process in terms of 

accountability, in particular accountability to student and employers, the accreditation process 

was not described as merely grounds for compliance-driven behavior. Instead, “accountable to 

quality” was used as a bridge for talking about the purpose of his career and technical education 

program, which he sees as preparing students for the workforce: 

I like the accreditation requirements, and the reason is they hold us accountable to quality 

and to our employers. I wouldn't want to get into a situation where we didn’t have 

[accreditation], or you have a leader who prioritizes just passing students through. We're 

not a diploma factory. Yes, we want completion, but they've got to have the skill set to go 

with it. That's why the state funds us to supply work-ready students when they come out 

of the program. 

Bailey also addressed program quality in connection to accreditation. In part, she viewed the 

accreditation process as a reflection on the appearance of the program, noting that it “gives you 

respect among other colleges and programs. It’s a hard process to go through.” This echoes Hail 

et al.’s (2019) survey of 60 faculty members who predominately viewed accreditation as a 

vehicle for institutional prestige, status for individual programs, and increased opportunity for 
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funding. She also connected the accreditation process to continuous improvement with an 

emphasis on student success: 

You can't just stay stagnant and say, ‘This is the way we've always done things,’ because 

the standards change. There were different standards seven years ago, and they're 

constantly changing. You're doing all this to produce good graduates and to benefit your 

students.  

Anderson connected this “quality” mentality directly to assessment, which he viewed as a 

process to ensure that students finished the program with the necessary skills for the workforce. 

He also expressed his frustration that his position as a faculty member made it difficult to enforce 

the same quality standards across all campuses.  

 Where Anderson and Bailey, from a career and technical perspective, explained quality in 

relation to the student outcomes associated with degree completion and accreditation, Dugan 

touched on quality in relation to the core transfer credits and the qualities his program’s faculty 

might instill in students:  

We should focus on what are we doing to help support that core and give them a high 

quality liberal arts core background. So when they leave us, they're not experts, but they 

can be critical thinkers and somehow take this and do better in society. 

Dugan’s depiction of “quality” speaks to an understanding of his program’s mission. Dugan 

describes his efforts to move program assessment from multiple choice exams to rubrics and how 

his colleagues seemed fixated on analyzing test results in ways that did not seem particularly 

fruitful. He referred to these as “garbage assessments” and made the case that a deep dive into 

the data was not worth their time if the assessment itself was not well-designed. Anderson, 
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Bailey, and Dugan connected quality to classroom teaching, student success, accreditation, and 

program outcomes. 

Postmortem. The term “postmortem” was part of an ongoing dialogue across two 

interviews with Flaherty, a liberal arts program chair who has worked with multiple fine arts 

disciplines. The term first emerged following a question about how learning outcomes are 

assessed within the program. In the discussion below, students are engaged in ongoing formative 

and summative assessment of authentic learning leading up to, and during, the postmortem 

process. Students apply what they have learned in performances, receive real-time feedback, and 

participate in comprehensive postmortem sessions that focus on continuous improvement. The 

activity and associated processes reflect prior content addressed in this study: First, the 

postmortem process discussed below is an example of assessment shaped by discipline-specific 

concerns, a theme discussed under Research Question One; the postmortem is consistent with 

best practices within fine arts. Second, the postmortem process discussed below is a strong 

example of Wiggins (1990) definition of authentic assessment, though, prior to participating in 

these interviews, Flaherty did not think of the postmortem as assessment. Finally, as Flaherty 

explains below, the ongoing nature of work within fine arts makes documentation of 

postmortems, which are not currently used to document program assessment, difficult to execute. 

As Weick (1995) writes, sensemaking occurs within a continuous flow, and people within 

organizations are almost always in the middle of multiple projects: “There is a widespread 

recognition that people are always in the middle of things” (p. 43). The excerpts below explore 

one example of an authentic, discipline-specific assessment that is not currently captured by the 

program’s reporting of learning outcomes assessment: 
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Flaherty: We're always looking at these learning outcomes, whether we think about it or 

not, because our learning is experiential. We're always evaluating whether it's effective or 

ineffective or where it lives on the scale of effectiveness. Is it a strong or not strong 

choice? So we do a lot of informal verbal assessment within each assignment. We're 

always presenting something to an audience. We're always being judged. There's always 

a little bit of awareness of what could make it better the next time. But again, it's never 

formalized. We do postmortems. But we don't document our postmortems. We just talk. 

Interviewer: So this might be obvious. But what about experiential learning lends itself to 

informal assessment as opposed to formal? 

Flaherty: The missing link, I suppose, is process, because what we are doing is informal, 

we just need to formalize it. I think in theory, if we documented the postmortem, we 

would have… 

Interviewer: Not to be cute, but why don't you document the postmortems? 

Flaherty: Maybe because we're a small department. I don't know, I'm thinking through 

this as I say it, but maybe because there are so many recurring projects. It's not as if I 

need to build a process to remember to do something next year. I am already in the midst 

of the next thing. I just do it. 

Interviewer: So, in a postmortem, you would be, I'm assuming, giving lots of feedback 

and trying to pull that together in a coherent narrative that is that is turned back toward 

their improvement for the future? 

Flaherty: Right. 

Interviewer: So do you view it as an assessment?  
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Flaherty: I had never connected postmortem to assessment, so I'm trying to think through 

this to some extent. But we use a postmortem to figure out what we can get better at for 

the next time. Maybe I'm talking about assessment, to be honest. I have no idea if I am. 

Though Flaherty may be just beginning to making the connection between the postmortem and 

assessment, the trend in higher education is a shift toward embedded assessments for student 

learning outcomes assessment as an alternative to external, standardized assessment tools 

(Jankowski et al., 2018). It should be noted, during these interviews, Flaherty expressed some 

concerns that, given time constraints and industry practices, the postmortems within his program 

tended to only provide constructive feedback and very little praise for students. Essentially, they 

are designed to make a series of corrections for future performances and leave little room for 

positive feedback: 

There's not really anything positive and it sounds terrible. There are implied positives. 

There are implied victories. There are unspoken victories. There are a lot of good things 

that the students are doing, but postmortems in my experience are sort of negative…and 

so postmortems are like discussing the things that we fail at and why they didn't work so 

we can improve upon them the next time, which I guess is assessment. I guess I finally 

got there. 

Flaherty was making connections between the postmortem process and assessment and was 

beginning to think about how it may or may not work as a formal assessment. We did discuss 

options for recording or otherwise capturing the student feedback. “Postmortem” became an 

extracted cue during these interviews because of the opportunities and challenges it poses within 

the context of student learning outcomes assessment, as well as its strong connection to 

embedded, discipline-specific assessment. 
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Guiding Principles. Dugan’s interviews and narrative reports included discussions of 

guiding principles and philosophical perspectives to help communicate a purpose and approach 

to assessment within his program. His comments align with Weick’s (1995) sensemaking 

process, in particular the idea that when people “are overwhelmed by equivocality…they need 

values, priorities, and clarity about which projects matter" (pp. 27-28). In the discussion below, 

Dugan was asked about his approach to assessment and what is prioritized, a focus on students 

who intended to transfer and pursue a career within the discipline, or students who are taking 

courses as part of their general education requirements: 

I think it's a good question because it's a philosophical question. This is something I think 

[the college] needs to wrestle with. And in a lot of different ways we need to talk about 

philosophy, and it'd be nice to have someone give you a guiding philosophy.  

He discussed the competing needs around assessment within a program that services both 

students who are preparing to transfer as discipline majors to four-year institutions, and those 

who are fulfilling general education requirements. Dugan believes that more dialogue about the 

priorities and purposes of assessment within general education programming is warranted. 

Dugan views discussion on guiding principles as a way to pull groups from their silos and 

create shared understanding about how learning outcomes are assessed: 

I think we often get too stuck in our own silos. A lot of people are like, ‘This is my 

course and this is what I want it to be. And…I determine success and failure in my 

course. And what you determine is maybe different than what I determine.’ But I would 

argue, we don't talk enough about what our guiding principle is. 

As an extracted cue, “guiding principle” is a stand-in for shared understanding. The scenario 

above echoes Weick’s (1995) discussion of the difference between social alignment and shared 
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understanding, namely that the former can exist when different groups form “workable relations” 

to achieve a task without necessarily agreeing on the purpose of the task (p. 43). Dugan is 

unsatisfied with this arrangement and points to the limitations of social alignment when 

discussing philosophical differences in how faculty approach assessment within the program: 

Interviewer: Would that guiding principle then connect back to assessment? Would it be 

helpful for it? 

Dugan: Yes. For example, let's take [one of our courses] Why are we teaching [the 

course]? We're not teaching [it] so people can become [program] majors. We're teaching 

[it] mostly for students to go into business or nursing or medical fields. 

He described the need to first have philosophical discussions related to the purpose of the 

program before appropriate assessments could be designed and implemented. He believes the 

absence of such discussions is an institution-wide issue, and that administration should take the 

time to explain the philosophical principles that support decision-making and the approach to 

assessment. He also summarized conversations within his program about the educational 

philosophy behind the use of rubrics. Finally, philosophical conversations within the department 

were documented on a narrative report: “This course is meant to be taught by using a social 

learning theory philosophy.” It is worth noting that the basic model of the assessment cycle 

typically features three steps: articulating student learning goals, collecting data, and using the 

data to make improvements (Walvoord, 2011). Dugan is arguing that discussions of the guiding 

principles of institutions and programs should occur before these cycles can be enacted. 

Checklist. Weick (1995) compares extracted cues to seeds, an analogy that applies to my 

identification of the word “checklist.” While the word itself does not fully suggest the ideas 

covered in the interviews, I would not have assembled the data below if not for the emergence of 
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the word “checklist” during an interview with Easton. As Weick (1995) writes, “A seed is a 

form-producing process that captures much of the vagueness and indeterminacy of sensemaking” 

(p. 51). This section could have easily been called “model” or “case study,” both discussed 

below. 

 While discussing the orientation and training she received as a new chair, Easton 

suggested that a “new chair checklist” could be used by administrators for the orientation process 

to establish topics to be covered. Drawing from her human resources background, she 

recommended that the college install “some sort of mechanism to ensure [orientation] happens.” 

Additionally, we discussed the idea of a standardized checklist providing a framework that 

applied to all disciplines, but left flexibility for discipline-specific concerns. This also led to the 

idea of assessment leaders sharing a successful case study of programmatic assessment that 

resulted in improvements and clearly communicating this to all programs as a model. Dugan also 

raised the idea of sharing assessment models: 

This is a sort of a leadership philosophy of mine. If I want people to do something, I 

should be able to model what I want that to look like. I don't think [the college] has ever 

modeled successfully. This is an example of what the perfect assessment process would 

look like. Can you get can your department to create something like that?  

As an extracted cue, or seed, “checklist” does not suggest much beyond a series of items on a 

clipboard. However, Easton’s idea was to use a checklist to provide consistency and 

accountability, but also guidance for new program chairs. What does the work look like? Dugan 

expressed the importance of models, as well as modeling expectations as a leader. Both chairs 

were looking for a model at the institution level that could provide direction for their programs.  

 

 



129 

 

Plausibility  

 

All extracted cues identified in this study point in the same direction: a plausible story 

that frames assessment in response to the accountability and improvement paradigms. When 

constructing stories with explanatory power, Weick (1995) favors plausibility over accuracy: 

“Accuracy is nice, but not necessary” (p. 56). A plausible story is one that can appeal to purpose 

and mission, and can speak to groups that may harbor competing interests or hold conflicting 

interpretations of data (Weick, 1995). The participants in this study described a range of 

motivations and influences affecting their involvement with assessment, including, but not 

limited to, accreditation, industry pressures, advisory boards, institutional requirements, guiding 

principles, educational philosophies, colleagues’ opinions, and discipline-specific influences. 

This study also established the accountability and improvement paradigms as dominant 

influences, and sometimes competing modes of understanding, in post-secondary assessment 

(Ewell, 2009; Jonson et al., 2017). Skidmore et al. (2018) identified an emerging group of faculty 

in the process of reconciling accountability motivations with a desire to use assessment for 

improvement. Given all regional post-secondary accreditors call for the assessment of student 

learning outcomes, accountability cannot be ignored in the process (Gaston, 2018).  

However, the participants in this study, while highly aware of accountability and 

accreditation, spoke in more depth and detail about classroom level assignments, continuous 

improvement, and ideas and approaches related to their disciplines. Fortunately, the extracted 

cues identified in the interview and document analysis data are seeds that can grow into plausible 

stories about assessment while including accountability and improvement as overlapping themes. 

Certainly, including both is important given that the Higher Learning Commission’s (2020) 

accreditation criteria do not merely ask for assessment to be conducted, but that results be used 
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to improve student learning. However, faculty are best engaged in assessment outside of 

accreditation contexts when appeals to pedagogy, best practices, and teaching and learning 

professional development are made (Baird et al., 2017; Guetterman & Mitchell, 2016; Hutchings, 

2016). The two plausible stories below emerged from interviews, document analysis, and 

extracted cues, and they suggest that the participants in this study are inclined to view assessment 

through faculty and disciplinary lenses. Additionally, faculty will respond to bigger picture 

thinking and messaging about assessment from administrative leadership. 

Plausible Story 1. Increasing faculty engagement with assessment requires leaders to 

frame the work as pedagogical, collaborative within programs, and focused on providing 

students the highest quality learning experiences. The extracted cues “bolster,” “quality,” and 

“postmortem” that emerged from interviews with Anderson, Bailey, Collingsworth, Dugan, and 

Flaherty suggest faculty engagement with assessment can be fostered through discussions of 

teaching and learning and best practices that target the fundamental motivations of educators, 

including collaborative work on pedagogy that draws on faculty expertise (Green & Hutchings, 

2018). Furthermore, this plausible story addresses the limitations of focusing too narrowly on the 

use of assessment data for improvements by including meaningful collaborative and sense-

making processes within academic departments as part of the assessment cycle (Jankowski, 

2021; Jonson et al., 2014). Collingsworth has made program-wide discussions on course quality, 

including improvements to online delivery and program-wide critical thinking assignments, a 

central part of her program’s assessment outcomes, indicated in the interview excerpts connected 

to the extracted cue, “bolster.” Anderson, Bailey, and Dugan both referenced “quality” as a 

motivating factor among faculty in their programs. Anderson described the career and technical 

education faculty in the program coalescing around the idea that students need a quality 
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education to succeed in the job market, and that assessment of program content could be used as 

a form of quality assurance. Dugan's assessment narratives explained how results were being 

used to reflect on instructional choices, including the pacing of the course and which formative 

assignments best supported student success. These narratives provided solutions that were 

pedagogical in nature and reflected the mindset of an educator, recalling not only 

Collingsworth’s notion of “bolster,” but also Jonson et al.’s (2014) call for a shift toward using 

assessment data to understanding student learning: 

We have noticed students having difficulty interpreting their results.  Maybe we could put 

a negative exemplar to help students avoid common pitfalls.  Sending a message to 

students after their initial idea and before the project is due may help scaffold the project 

as well. We have noticed students from 8-week courses struggle because of the pace of 

the course. 

This program is certainly responding to student results (in this example, a multi-step project 

involving data analysis, interpretation, and problem solving) and using assessment for 

improvements. However, the recommendations listed above in the narrative do not narrowly 

focus on results, monitoring results, or implementing immediate changes. Instead, they serve as a 

record of program dialogue on continuous improvement of teaching methods and are highly 

suggestive of the notion that assessment is inextricable from teaching best practices. Dugan 

consistently discussed “educational philosophy” as driving assessment, and referenced the 

“social learning theory” that underpinned one of their foundational courses. 

Flaherty has also contributed to this plausible story with his description of a 

“postmortem.” Not only did he articulate a retrospective approach to assessment that emerged 

organically from his discipline content, but the postmortem is also team-centered (the entire class 
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is present at once) and is comprehensive in nature, providing feedback on all aspects of a 

performance. The postmortem as described by Flaherty is also a strong example of authentic 

assessment, defined as the direct evaluation of “student performance on worthy intellectual 

tasks” (Wiggins, 1990, p. 1). The postmortem also reflects the increasing popularity of 

assessments connected to employability skills within the field, since students are evaluated on a 

complete fine arts performance (Jankowksi et al., 2018). Through the interview process, Flaherty 

was able to see how the postmortem process intersected with formal course or program 

assessment. This suggests that engaging faculty in discussion over teaching and learning best 

practices could be more fruitful than starting the conversation with accreditation, compliance, or 

accountability. After all, in Flaherty’s own program meetings focused on required assessments, 

he describes a low level of enthusiasm: 

There is little fanfare...I think we've gotten to a point where it's not like an eyeroll or a 

sense of frustration. But there is minimal reaction. It is basically just taking in 

information and a non-response. 

Assessment might need a more engaging story. In this study, Plausible Story 1 frames 

assessment as a component of quality teaching and learning and attempts to construct a narrative 

from a classroom educator’s perspective. Plausible Story 1 is designed to appeal to purpose and 

mission, and speak to groups that may harbor conflicting interpretations of data (Weick, 1995). 

Plausible Story 2. The discussion of “quality” in connection with Plausible Story 1 

enables an effective transition into Plausible Story 2, given its focus on organizational mission. 

The site college’s mission statement refers to “quality...education and training.” Plausible Story 2 

posits that faculty engagement can be increased if leadership frames the work as part of the 

organizational mission and involves faculty in the accreditation process, even if just to 
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communicate relevant expectations and planning.  The extracted cues “guiding principle” and 

“checklist” contribute to this story. Dugan described his program as “still trying to coalesce 

around an idea.” That idea was frequently expressed as a guiding principle centered on student 

learning and the purpose of a quality liberal arts education: 

My goal is to eventually have our assessments guide how we teach and actually be 

meaningful about that, purposeful about that. 

This guiding principle would stand in contradiction to the still-popular belief that assessment is a 

compliance tool designed for accreditation (Skidmore, 2018).  Dugan also looked beyond the 

results of student learning outcomes assessment and discussed connecting it to enrollment 

statistics for a more holistic view of student outcomes: 

Retention and success rates matter. We can start looking at DFW [drop, fail, withdraw] 

rates [in our largest enrolled courses], right? It could drive conversations. 

Dugan is viewing assessment as one piece in a larger puzzle, and is suggesting that the overall 

success of his program is a guiding principle that will help provide context and meaning to the 

assessment of student learning outcomes. This guiding principle provides a purpose for the 

program (student success) and also raises questions about program identity and priorities. Above, 

Dugan asked whether assessment should focus on the relatively small number of discipline 

majors or the majority of students who are taking the courses to fulfill general education 

requirements. Without a guiding principle, these questions could leave the direction of the 

program "overwhelmed by equivocality” and in need of  “values, priorities, and clarity about 

which projects matter" (Weick, 1995, pp. 27-28). He expressed the need for the institution to 

provide and communicate a guiding philosophy for assessment. 
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One aspect of the site college’s communication strategy is missing, based on the 

participant interviews. It is clear that career and technical programs have a different level of 

engagement with accreditation than liberal arts and sciences programs. All three career and 

technical programs were able to articulate their involvement with accreditation expectations, 

whether it was national, regional, or state. The liberal arts and sciences program chairs admitted 

to rarely discussion accreditation at meetings. Flaherty, a liberal arts program chair, was 

interested to learn more: 

I don't know how accreditation works. To be honest, I know that I need to do assessment. 

I know we want to be accredited. Maybe that's something that might help me personally 

feel more connected to assessment. I feel disconnected. 

As Hail et al. (2019) point out, faculty often feel their participation in accreditation is 

undervalued and that they have little voice in the process. Perhaps if community colleges can 

frame the role of assessment by connecting it to continuous improvement and the college mission 

statement, or to a guiding principle, compliance and accreditation will not be the dominant 

motivations (Haviland, 2014). Given that faculty involvement is necessary to support the 

accreditation process, often by providing evidence of assessment, more direct communication 

about accreditation, especially with the site college’s liberal arts program could be warranted 

(Hail et al., 2019). This ongoing communication could then connect accreditation, classroom best 

practices, and the organizational mission using the extracted cue, “quality,” effectively aligning 

faculty motivations with institutional aims. Flaherty described the ideal situation as a party 

atmosphere: 

I sort of wish that assessment was something that happened around a table with a pizza. I 

just wish it was a group thing right now… I feel like assessment is fairly isolated …But I 
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really do think assessment would be more fulfilling if it could happen at a table with 

snacks or beverages or something. 

His comments were made in a light-hearted way. Still, what he describes here is everyone at the 

table, working together, with a shared purpose, and even having fun. Guetterman and Mitchell 

(2016) argue that faculty can be engaged with assessment outside of accreditation contexts when 

discussing best practices and student learning. That is not exactly the party atmosphere Flaherty 

describes, but it is more desirable than what Richman and Ariovich (2013) characterize as the 

“do-we-really-have-to-do-this?” mindset (p. 14). 

Relevant Disconfirming Evidence: Research Question Two 

“Postmortem,” an extracted cue that contributes to Plausible Story 1 is certainly a unique 

and discipline-specific framing of assessment. However, it should be noted there is one aspect of 

the postmortem as described by Flaherty that may not be entirely ideal for assessment, namely 

the practice of “no note, good note,” which means that, largely, constructive feedback is given 

and much less time is left for praise or positive reinforcement: 

There is never a perfect performance. And there is only a limited amount of time within 

which to get improvement and growth. So we use this idea of ‘no note is a good note’. It's 

an industry standard term. 

During the interview, we discussed methods for capturing postmortem feedback and approaches 

to combining formal assessment tools. For example, a rubric applied to this process would 

almost certainly result in positive feedback, given how rubrics are organized with a consistent 

scoring category for each row (Popham, 1997). The scope and scale of the postmortem process 

as described by Flaherty has tremendous possibility as a discipline-specific assessment process 

that can engage faculty and students while demonstrating alignment with student learning 
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outcomes relevant to the program. However, it is not without its limitations in current form. “No 

note, good note” may not quite align with most approaches to assessment, and the postmortem 

process itself is difficult to capture given the number of people involved simultaneously in a 

postmortem session as well as the oral delivery of feedback.  

Finally, Plausible Story 2 draws from this study’s evidence and reaffirms the review of 

literature in Chapter Two by exploring how faculty and administrative motivations around 

assessment may differ. A narrative report from Dugan described an interaction with his dean that 

bridges this divide: 

Our dean encouraged us to look at a snapshot of our competencies early in the semester. 

These competency assessments take place prior to midterm and are skills that are  

important for students to know. This assessment allowed us not only to see if the 

minimum standard was met, but also if students had knowledge that is more 

comprehensive. 

This advice has nothing directly to do with accreditation and reveals leadership directly involved 

with teaching and learning practices. Jankowksi et al. (2018), summarizing a national survey, 

report compliance with accrediting bodies as the primary motivator for assessment among 

provosts. As recounted under Research Question Two, Dugan described “hit or miss” informal 

conversations with the dean regarding his chair role, and overall the participants discussed 

assessment work as being faculty driven, with conversations about assessment occurring during 

faculty meetings. However, the example Dugan describes above is an exception. This implies 

there are important practices within the site college that could be expanded in support of 

Plausible Story 2. 
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Summary of Findings: Research Question Two 

The theme “paradigms” was explored in connection with Research Question Two: How 

do community college faculty chairs navigate the assessment process among the competing 

motivations found within the accountability and improvement paradigms? An analysis of data 

organized under the Round 1 codes “extracted cues” and “plausibility” revealed participant 

discussion connected to the accountability and improvement paradigms (Ewell 2009; Jonson et 

al., 2107). Data from interviews and narrative reports were presented to establish program chair 

engagement with the accountability and improvement paradigms, and to discuss the limitations 

of each. Next, the extracted cues (bolster, quality, postmortem, guiding principle, and checklist) 

were presented and connected to two plausible stories suggestive of paradigmatic approaches to 

understanding and communication of the assessment of student learning outcomes: First, the idea 

that faculty can be engaged with assessment if leaders frame the work as centered on pedagogy, 

program collaboration, and quality learning experiences for students, avoiding a narrow focus on 

use of data for improvements; and, second, that assessment work should be connected to the 

organizational mission, and faculty should be involved in relevant conversations about 

accreditation, ensuring necessary communication. 

Research Question Three: How Do Community College Faculty Chairs Perceive the Role of 

Reflective Meta-assessment in Shifting Assessment Practice Toward the Improvement 

Paradigm?  

The coding scheme for this study led to the identification of a major theme connected to 

Research Question Three: “reflection,” which emerged from Round 1 coding associated with 

Weick’s (1995) property of “retrospective.” Several factors contributed to discussion with 

participants that fell in the category of “reflection.” Participants were asked to complete a self-
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assessment using a meta-assessment rubric and were asked to reflect on the development of their 

programs’ assessment practices. Additionally, participants were chosen because of the timing of 

a five-year evaluation cycle which requires them to review, reflect on, and make future 

recommendations related to assessment. Finally, as noted below, participants viewed the 

interviews in this study as an opportunity to reflect on assessment practices. Weick (1995) 

understands the term “retrospective,” to mean that individuals should look back on the past and 

resolve equivocality. Findings from participant interviews and narrative documents reveal 

unresolved practices and competing ideas that programs are in the process of confronting. 

Participants also validated the benefits of reflection within the context of assessment and 

expressed the need for more structured time for faculty to engage in reflection. While 

participants found value in the meta-assessment rubric used in this study, a lack of time to reflect 

was noted. Liberal arts and sciences participants provided feedback for making the rubric more 

relevant to their areas. Disconfirming evidence discussed below touched on the concept of 

student self-assessment, an idea that is not central to this study but which nonetheless presents an 

opportunity to consider the use of reflection in assessment work with faculty members. 

Meta-assessment Rubric 

Meta-assessment is defined as the use of rubrics, surveys, or other tools to evaluate an 

institution’s or a program’s assessment practices (Farrow et al., 2017; Fulcher et al. 2017; 

Schoepp & Benson, 2016). Meta-assessment can help institutions and programs highlight 

strengths and weaknesses of an assessment program and invite discussions on best practices as 

well as provide an opportunity for faculty to focus on reflection and planning (Robinson et al., 

2017; Schoepp & Benson, 2016). Since direct instruction on rubrics is important when inviting 

reflection with rubric (Francis, 2018; Gunderson et al., 2021; Lipnevich et al., 2014), the 
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participants in this study were provided instructions on how to score the rubric and specific 

interview questions were used to walk the participants through their rubric items (Appendix C). 

Meta-assessment is also closely aligned with Weick’s (1995) sensemaking process, especially 

the retrospective property that was used in Round 1 coding and helped to organize that data 

related to meta-assessment under Research Question Three. 

The meta-assessment rubric used in this study (Figure 1) led to a discussion with Easton 

about the role of high-impact practices in the program. She discussed internships as the best fit 

and perhaps most impactful high-impact practice for career and technical programs at 

community colleges. She also discussed some of the challenges of the other items listed under 

item “b” on the meta-assessment rubric (Figure 1), including the context that students in her 

program take night and online classes and struggle to be meet other students outside of class for 

collaborative projects or co-curricular activities. She described an incident when she invited 

students to a Friday afternoon “field trip,” but no one was able to attend. Collingsworth 

concluded that the rubric was “helpful” and gave her “a lot to think about.” Bailey remarked that 

having something like this rubric would have been helpful heading into their recent accreditation 

site visit as well as in support of the college’s five-year evaluation. Dugan envisioned using the 

meta-assessment rubric within his own program’s meetings: 

I think it would be helpful. Let's say you design one of these and then you ask the 

department to do it, so for what purpose? If it was designed in a way that we make the 

faculty do this as part of one of our faculty development days and it drives the 

conversation and self-reflection and then hopefully steers [the work] in the right 

direction, then I think it would be very useful and meaningful. In fact, part of me wants to 

give this to my entire department and see how we shake out.  
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Dugan did warn that if such an exercise became another hoop to jump through and was merely 

viewed as a requirement from administration without any value, it would only have the effect of 

adding one more item on the to-do list. Dugan and Flaherty suggested that use of a meta-

assessment rubric during the site college’s required faculty development days would be an 

opportunity to facilitate reflection on assessment. 

Meta-assessment Rubric and Program Evaluation. While this study was timed so that 

participants would be in a good position to discuss their program’s previous five years of 

assessment data, a required element of the site college’s five-year program evaluation, the study 

did not focus on program evaluation as a process. Yet, the meta-assessment rubric led three 

participants to make connections between the rubric and the college’s program evaluation 

process. Namely, these participants viewed program evaluation as a reflective process itself, and 

saw the value in the use of a meta-reflective rubric in program evaluation. 

Anderson found the meta-assessment rubric to be valuable and perhaps a more 

streamlined approach than the lengthy narrative he had just written for his program’s five-year 

evaluation. He also reported that the rubric provided him with clear feedback on how his 

program was meeting expectations: 

The first realization is how much in line with this that we are, even though we're early in 

the process, the fact that we have assessments done for every class of the semester this 

year, we're executing them for every course and we've done some of them in the past. 

For Anderson, there was a sense of validation of the work he and his colleagues had done on 

assessment over the past five years. He said it forced to him to think about the progress they had 

made and that it was largely a result their decision (encouraged by him) to begin meeting on the 

same day each semester to review the previous semester’s assessment data and to complete the 
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narrative reports. Additionally, rubric item “a,” encouraged him to think about how his 

program’s learning outcomes were created, reviewed, and aligned with industry work standards. 

He recommended the meta-assessment rubric, or something built in a similar mold, as a good 

addition to the five-year evaluation process: 

I think it would add value. It would be great under the assessment section of the five-year 

review and actually takes me a lot less time to fill out. 

Connecting a reflective, self-assessment rubric to the current program evaluation process 

might be warranted given that these reviews are required and program chairs must already make 

time to complete the work. Anderson expressed the benefits of the five-year program evaluation 

process: 

It's a couple of things. The first one is to make sure that we're meeting expectations set 

out by the [state Department of Education]. Everything from program growth to diversity 

numbers to graduation rates to retention and completion. And it's not just meeting 

expectations. It's a chance for us to see as a team, are we meeting expectations or are we 

not? Are we proud of what we're delivering here?  

As Anderson explained, assessment is already part of the program evaluation process, 

and programs are asked to review assessment data and narrative reports in order to complete 

their evaluation. Additionally, Bailey described the opportunities for reflection that are available 

during her program’s national accreditation process (which occurs every seven years): 

I've learned a lot from doing it because you analyze every single aspect of your program. 

It was a team effort, but we all sat there and reviewed the document multiple times… I 

learned a lot, especially about what is expected of our program. And even when they 

were here, we had lots of conversations. We told them from the beginning, we're 
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sponges. We just want to know more, and we want to do what’s best for our students, 

according to these standards. 

Yet, Bailey did acknowledge that a meta-assessment rubric similar to the one presented to the 

participants in this study would have been a helpful tool leading into accreditation, if for nothing 

more than to organize her thoughts. Additionally, the site college’s five-year program evaluation 

form calls for assessment to be addressed with description and narrative (four pages in the case 

of Anderson’s review). Though this study focuses on assessment, not program evaluation, the 

adoption of a meta-assessment rubric for assessment would unintentionally affect the program 

evaluation process, which requires a summary of assessment activity. A rubric might also bring 

more defined scoring and tracking of results to the process. Rubrics can help define appropriate 

criteria that can be assessed across evaluation levels, for example, ranging from “needs 

improvement” to “exemplary” (Brookhart, 2018).  This is a practical advantage to using rubrics 

in an evaluation process in addition to their capacity to facilitate reflection when accompanied by 

instruction (Gunderson et al., 2021; Lipnevich et al., 2014). 

Meta-assessment Rubric and Liberal Arts and Sciences Programs. The adoption of 

the meta-assessment rubric as currently written would pose a challenge for liberal arts and 

sciences programs. Collingsworth, Dugan, and Flaherty, all liberal arts and sciences faculty and 

chairs, expressed the same concerns with the rubric’s wording and approach. First, the scoring 

system’s use of the term “At Scale” was viewed by all three as not necessarily applicable to their 

programs. Furthermore, it was unclear whether “At Scale” referred to their individual disciplines 

and programs, a transfer major degree, or to the general education program more broadly. Dugan 

struggled with this wording and was not sure whether it applied to his program: 

I didn't feel it necessarily applied directly. So it was hard for me to gauge how to respond.  
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Beyond this obstacle, however, he felt that the rubric contained enough content specific to 

assessment within his program in order for him to reflect on their assessment processes: 

I think we’re not systematic. And overall, we're trying to figure out how to make it 

systematic and therefore scale it into more courses. 

Given that the site college has been collecting data and scoring this meta-assessment rubric for 

several years with limited faculty involvement, it is clear that asking for faculty feedback on 

something as simple as the wording of the rubric would be a positive step toward increasing 

engagement and supporting reflection. Furthermore, this reaction from the liberal arts and 

sciences faculty to the wording of the rubric echoes the discussion of discipline-specific identity 

and social alignment under Research Question One. First, it is likely that “At Scale” (which did 

not receive objections from the career and technical education chairs) is not commonly used in 

their fields and may not be accessible or relevant. Second, the dual role that liberal arts and 

sciences programs play in supporting both students majoring in the discipline and students 

earning general education credits may have created confusion around the term “At Scale,” the 

highest score on the CCRC rubric, which had not been presented to faculty at the site college 

before this study. As Dugan stated earlier, the rubric’s call for offering students “projects, 

internships, co-ops, clinical placements…” may not fit liberal arts and sciences programs in the 

same way, especially those designed for transfer.  

Opportunities for Reflection 

Overall, the participants agreed with Easton’s perspective when asked if reflection has 

value for assessment: “Emphatically yes.” While Easton believed the “5-year [program 

evaluation] really does force reflection” and that sharing assessment data with her advisory board 

led to reflection, she acknowledged not utilizing reflection more frequently. Flaherty 
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acknowledged that sitting down for the interviews of this study presented some of his only 

opportunities for reflection on assessment during the current semester: 

The current climate of assessment right now in a lot of my disciplines that I've worked 

with is to get the assessment done and then move on to other things. Even since the last 

time we talked, just having to articulate my thoughts on assessment has made me think a 

lot more about assessment. 

Weick’s (1995) notion of retrospection focuses on making decisions and moving forward, 

especially important when assessment calls for a sense of finality and “closing the loop” (Iriberri 

& Stengel, 2021). Reflection is also built into the Excellence in Assessment (EIA) designation 

rubric, which draws from NILOA’s Transparency Framework, as part of the final stage of 

institutional self-assessment (Robinson et al., 2017). The limited time that Flaherty has to spend 

reflecting on assessment indicates a lack of intentionally structured time at the institution.   

Anderson also reached an important conclusion about the role and purpose of his programs’ 

learning outcomes:   

Certain questions…they're going to progressively get more challenging and assess more 

difficult [skills], which, actually, as I say that, I now see how the assessment is assessing 

it. We just need the detail at the course level if there's a problem. Right, right. So that was 

kind of an epiphany there. 

Similar to Flaherty’s experience, the process of sitting down for these interviews, coupled with 

the self-assessment rubric, led to reflection, an opportunity not normally available within the 

busy thrownness of these chairs’ experience. 
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Relevant Disconfirming Evidence: Research Question Three 

 

Though he found value in the process of completing the meta-assessment rubric, 

Anderson raised the possibility that any requirement to complete a rubric for program evaluation 

or other purposes could simply create a series of boxes for faculty to check (literally). He did 

indicate his preference for completing a rubric over writing four pages of text: “I prefer this. I 

typed out paragraphs and paragraphs to make sure that I explained what we were doing to meet 

expectations.” However, the question remains: without proper instruction and a commitment to 

the process, would a self-assessment rubric be treated as a shortcut? It is worth noting that 

Anderson, who repeatedly referred to the benefits of accountability during the interviews, 

believed that the rubric could add accountability to the process, which could make some faculty 

weary. In other words, the use of clearly defined scoring for program performance might 

introduce much need reflection but create a cause for concern among others, especially during a 

program evaluation process that, among other motivations, exists to explore program viability 

and budgeting. Though program evaluation is not the focus of this study, the meta-assessment 

rubric could become part of that process, and yet the benefits of reflection and improvement 

might be compromised if faculty view it as a tool that will be used to make budgeting decisions. 

 Finally, though rubrics are largely addressed in the research literature as tools for 

students, little attention has been paid to student self-assessment throughout this study, largely 

because sensemaking theory was applied to faculty understanding of assessment.  However, both 

Flaherty and Bailey discussed student self-assessment, and though the content was not directly 

focused on the research questions of this study, their comments are relevant to the value of 

reflection and the role it can play for engagement. Flaherty identified a need for involving 

students in learning outcomes assessment, perhaps as self-assessors of their own work, as peer-
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reviewers, or perhaps by having students participate directly in the creation and administering of 

assessment for the classroom: 

I'm really curious and finding ways for students to be involved in assessment. If we are 

helping to encourage citizenship from our students after they leave the college, then it 

makes sense to me that students would be involved in assessment more than they are. At 

least that's what I'm ruminating on this semester. 

Given that research supports the notion that student self-assessment promotes self-efficacy, 

especially when it is accompanied by instruction and used as formative tool, the same benefits 

discussed above derived from meta-assessment rubrics should be available for students  

(Andrade, 2019; Panadero et al., 2017). Faculty may see the value of reflection within the 

context of program assessment after observing the benefits that self-assessment can bring to 

students. 

 Bailey’s program has made student self-assessment a central part of their work. Each 

semester, students must score themselves on a comprehensive rubric and present their results to a 

team of faculty members in a formal setting. Students must go through a similar process to finish 

their degree, effectively proving they have mastered the program’s learning outcomes. The 

faculty also complete the rubric and ultimately determine the students’ final scores, working 

together to make judgments on how students in the program are progressing. However, inviting 

students into the assessment process and providing them with opportunities for reflection, 

especially when paired with direct instruction, is a best practice worth noting in this study 

(Francis, 2018). As all participants in the study affirmed, opportunities for faculty reflection on 

assessment and other program goals are rare. After conducting this study, it is unclear how 

common student self-assessments are at the site college, but Bailey’s interviews present an 



147 

 

opportunity to expand the discussion on reflection beyond the use of faculty meta-assessment. 

Furthermore, discussing the benefits of student self-reflection could provide a context for 

explaining the benefits of meta-assessment to faculty. 

Summary of Findings: Research Question Three 

The theme “reflection” was explored in connection with Research Question Three: How 

do community college faculty chairs perceive the role of reflective meta-assessment in shifting 

assessment practice toward the improvement paradigm? An analysis of data organized under the 

Round 1 code “retrospective” revealed participant discussion connected to the reflective meta-

assessment rubric as well as additional opportunities available for program chair reflection, 

including during the interviews of this study. Data from interviews and narrative reports were 

presented to establish program chair engagement with reflection, and to discuss opportunities 

and challenges with the use of reflection and the meta-assessment rubric. Findings support the 

use of reflection in assessment processes, and participants found value in the meta-assessment 

rubric used in this study. A lack of time to reflect was noted. Additionally, liberal arts and 

sciences participants provided feedback for making the rubric more relevant to their disciplines. 

Finally disconfirming evidence was presented to consider limitations to the use of a meta-

assessment rubric and also detailed two participants who discussed student self-assessment. 

Summary of Chapter Four 

This chapter summarized data and presented findings from interviews and document 

analysis connected to six faculty chairs engaged with student learning outcomes assessment 

within academic programs at a large, Midwestern community college. The coding scheme rooted 

in Weick’s (1995) seven properties of sensemaking was used to discover themes, findings, and 

disconfirming evidence in connection with the study’s three research questions. Findings 
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presented for each research question were consistent across all six participants, though 

differences among how participants enacted the themes of this study were discussed. Data 

organized under Research Question One established how program chairs engage in sensemaking 

to explore discipline-specific identities, the thrownness of their leadership situations, and enact 

changes to the environment within their programs, especially as it pertained to the assessment of 

student learning outcomes. Findings under Research Question Two identified extracted cues 

(bolster, quality, postmortem, guiding principle, and checklist) contributing to two plausible 

stories that address the accountability and improvement paradigms, as well as discussing 

limitations of each. The first story presented the idea that faculty can be engaged with assessment 

when the work is framed as pedagogical, collaborative, focused on quality, and not narrowly 

focused on the use of data for improvement. The second story suggested that assessment can be 

connected to the site college’s mission, and that faculty should be more directly involved in 

relevant conversation about accreditation. Data organized under Research Question Three 

established program chair engagement with reflection on assessment and pointed to opportunities 

and challenges with the use of reflection and a meta-assessment rubric. 
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

The purpose of this case study was to explore how community college faculty understand 

assessment, if that understanding impacts how they navigate the accountability and improvement 

paradigms recorded in the research literature, and what role meta-assessment might play in 

moving programs toward the improvement paradigm. Sensemaking provided a self-contained 

theory for exploring assessment processes within these academic programs. Through the lens of 

Weick’s (1995) seven properties of sensemaking, the evidence in this qualitative case study 

points toward repeatable, incremental changes that can assist programs in improving their 

processes for assessing student learning outcomes. Furthermore, the findings suggest that a 

coherent, plausible story about assessment could take shape and that, in addition to the influences 

of the accountability and improvement paradigms, leaders can harness discipline-level 

motivations that might promote buy-in and help frame assessment as interconnected with 

teaching and learning best practices. This study contributes to the understanding of how 

community college faculty chairs engage with assessment, the role of sensemaking in 

assessment, and the use of reflective meta-assessment within academic programs. 

Summary of Findings 

In response to Research Question One, three themes were identified: (1) assessment as 

discipline-specific, (2) thrownness, and (3) confronting the environment. The first theme, 

assessment as discipline-specific, relates to Weick’s (1995) “identity” property and describes the 

tendency of participants to filter their experiences with, and interpretations of, assessment 

through the perspectives of their programs’ academic disciplines. Participants provided examples 

of how their discipline perspectives inform assessment work. This study’s findings reveal 

opportunities for leaders to facilitate program level assessment work by acknowledging and 

honoring the ways in which academic disciplines infuse assessment with meaning, including by 
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creating useful discipline-specific frameworks for making sense of data. Simultaneously, this 

evidence argues that some limitations of discipline-specific thinking exist, specifically when 

emerging assessment methods challenge traditional approaches or biases within the discipline 

and when disciplines operate in isolation without acknowledging a need for cross-discipline 

collaboration. Examples of both limitations will be presented. The former limitation is also 

connected to Weick’s (1995) “social” property and to his notion of social alignment, which can 

support functionality within organizations. For example, participants in this study discussed their 

reliance on other programs to assess courses required for their degrees; as such, social 

alignments exist between a number of programs with very little direct collaboration or 

communication between them.  

Table 3. Summary of the Findings and Themes by Research Question 

 

 

Research Questions Themes and Findings 

RQ1. How do community 

college faculty chairs make 

sense of student learning 

outcomes assessment within 

their programs? 

 

Theme 1. Assessment as discipline-specific 

• Opportunities for leaders to engage faculty with 

discipline-specific frameworks 

• Challenges of discipline-specific thinking: discipline 

perspectives confronting emerging assessment 

methods, challenges with social-alignment 

Theme 2. Thrownness 

• A lack of formal orientation to chair work and 

assessment work 

• Faculty-as-chair leadership challenges  

Theme 3. Confronting the Environment 

• Enacting change in times of transition 

RQ2. How do community 

college faculty chairs navigate 

the assessment process among 

the competing motivations 

found within the accountability 

and improvement paradigms?   

 

Theme 4. Paradigms 

• Extracted cues (bolster, quality, postmortem, 

guiding principle, checklist) contributed to plausible 

stories about assessment from an educator’s 

perspective: 1) Framing assessment work as 

pedagogical, collaborative and focused on quality 

learning, 2) Framing the work as driven by 

organizational mission and engaging faculty in 

relevant accreditation contexts 
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Table 3. Continued 

 

 

The second theme under Research Question One is derived from Weick’s (1995) property 

“ongoing” and his use of the concept “thrownness,” a Heideggerian term that suggests the 

feeling of being thrown into life with little control over the circumstances. All participants in this 

study described elements of thrownness in their experiences with assessment, namely the lack of 

formal orientation, a sense of having to figure things out along the way, and the experience of 

encountering an endless succession of challenges within a constantly changing environment. A 

finding of this study is that program faculty lack formal orientation to assessment work and often 

find it difficult to persuade others to engage in assessment without the institutional support or 

authority.  

The final theme associated with Research Question One emerged under the Round 1 code 

“enactive,” a property that heavily emphasizes how individuals either confront the environment 

and enact change or become socialized into the existing environment (Weick, 1995). All 

participants in this study recounted how during a time of transition into their assessment-related 

roles, they faced environmental factors, namely culture and existing practices, that needed to be 

confronted through dialogue or the formation of new procedures and actions. This third theme 

flows natural from the second theme above, “thrownness,” and the evidence tells a story of how 

faculty leaders in times of transition must orient themselves to the environment and find ways to 

Research Questions Themes and Findings 

RQ3. How do community 

college faculty chairs perceive 

the role of reflective meta-

assessment in shifting 

assessment practice toward the 

improvement paradigm? 

 

Theme 5. Reflection 

• Meta-assessment as reflective tool 

• Program evaluation as reflection 

• Opportunities for institutionalized reflection 

• Closing the loop: meta-cognition, reflection, 

Bloom’s Taxonomy, and student learning outcomes 
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steer the existing practices and cultural understandings in new directions. Both themes suggest 

possible improvements to how faculty involved with assessment work are oriented and supported 

in their quests to encounter the thrownness and enact change. Additionally, this study finds that 

faculty can take advantage of transitionary periods by updating procedures, strengthening the 

commitments of program personnel, and prioritizing assessment during limited meeting times. 

Next, in response to Research Question Two, Weick’s (1995) properties of “extracted 

cues” and “plausibility” led to a single theme: Paradigms, an exploration of new plausible 

narratives about assessment that echo the discussions of the accountability and improvement 

paradigms in Chapter Two.  As described in Weick’s (1995) seven properties, extracted cues are 

like seeds that must be pulled from larger fields of text. Once discovered and planted in new 

contexts, they can start new orders, or ways of thinking, and lead to calls for action. Several 

extracted cues emerged during the interview processes. These cues were generated by the 

participants, observed during discussions, and seized upon so they could be explored in more 

depth either during the first interview, the follow-up interview, or both. The following extracted 

cues were discussed and will be fleshed out in more detail under analysis of Research Question 

Two: bolster, quality, postmortem, guiding principle, and checklist. These extracted cues were 

then connected to the data coded under Weick’s (1995) seventh principle, “plausibility,” to see 

how they might grow into new perspectives on assessment, especially in relation to the 

accountability and improvement paradigms discussed in Chapter Two. According to Weick 

(1995), engaging with both properties of “extracted cues” and “plausibility” during the 

sensemaking process is how groups and organizations identify points of departure from existing 

processes and organizational culture and begin to create new stories that frame past issues and 

point toward new modes of operating. Evidence from all participants show that new ways of 
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framing assessment work are emerging which could lead to new plausible stories that reframe 

how programs and the institution as whole understand assessment. While the accountability and 

improvement paradigms will not disappear, the findings of this study reveal that faculty are 

intrigued by ways of understanding assessment that appeal to their identities as educators and 

their desire for a plausible story that communicates a big picture understanding of how 

assessment can lead to improvements. 

Finally, in response to Research Question Three, “reflection” emerged as a theme aligned 

with Weick’s (1995) notion that sensemaking is “retrospective,” meaning that individuals must 

look back on past actions and resolve equivocality before moving forward with action. In part, 

“retrospective” was strongly correlated with Research Question Three due to the meta-

assessment rubric presented to participants. However, beyond the rubric, the participant selection 

process and much of the interview content was conducive to retrospection. For example, 

participants were drawn from faculty involved in five-year program evaluation and, due to this 

process, reviewed five years of assessment work within their programs. Additionally, during 

interviews participants were asked to recall how they first started working on the assessment of 

student learning outcomes and to discuss their history of working with assessment, including 

changes they have observed over time. In other words, the context and content of this study was 

heavily oriented around reflection. As explored in detail below, all participants used the 

interviews as an opportunity to reflect, and one participant noted that the two interviews I 

conducted with him were the only opportunities he had to reflect on assessment during that 

semester. Participants confirmed the value of the meta-assessment rubric and demonstrated 

reflective capacities during the interviews. A call for more time devoted to reflection emerged 
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from the data, as did the potential for reflection on assessment to lead to greater understanding 

and new approaches to communicating and organizing program level assessment work.    

Discussion 

The discussion below positions data from this study, drawn from interviews and 

document analysis, within the research literature related to the assessment of student learning 

outcomes and sensemaking, the study’s theoretical framework. The assessment of student 

learning outcomes is a universal expectation for post-secondary accreditation, and all institutions 

are asked to document how assessment data are being leveraged for improvements, a process 

commonly referred to as “closing the loop” (Gaston, 2018; Iriberri & Stengel, 2021). Community 

colleges also face challenges related to faculty time constraints and heavy teaching load (Caudle 

& Hammons, 2018; Braxton & Lyken-Segosebe, 2015). Additionally, many faculty members 

view assessment as driven by compliance to accrediting bodies and not concerns for student 

learning (Dunn, 2020). However, most institutions have struggled to close to loop (Blaich & 

Wise, 2018). Challenges include limitations to the designs of assessments (Fulcher et al., 2017), 

lack of professional development (Hail et al. 2019; Kezar, 2013), and a narrow focus on results 

while ignoring assessment’s wider influences on organizational learning (Jonson et al., 2014). 

This study was positioned within the ongoing transition from the accountability paradigm of 

assessment to the improvement paradigm (Ewell, 2009; Jonson et al. 2017). While accountability 

to internal and external stakeholders is an essential part of assessment, research documents a 

shift in emphasis to the improvement paradigm, which calls for the use of assessment results to 

improve student learning (Ewell, 2009; Jankowski, 2021; Maki, 2017; Ndoye & Parker, 2010; 

Suskie, 2014; Walvoord, 2011). 
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Participants in the study were asked to engage in a sensemaking process to explore their 

understanding of, and interactions with, the assessment of student learning outcomes within their 

academic programs. The discussion below is organized under the study’s three research 

questions and draws conclusions by comparing participant data to the review of literature 

established in Chapter Two. The findings of this study confirm the existing research and point to 

implications for theory and practice, which will be discussed in more detail below.  

Research Question One: How Do Community College Faculty Chairs Make Sense of 

Student Learning Outcomes Assessment within Their Programs? 

Theme 1. Assessment as Discipline-Specific 

Viewing assessment through Weick’s (1995) “Identity” property revealed the strong 

impact of discipline-identity on engagement. All six program chairs in this study described how 

their discipline-specific perspectives enabled them to enter discussions on assessment and 

generate meaningful interpretations of data. It is important to acknowledge that “Sensemaking 

begins with a sensemaker” (Weick, 1995, p. 18). Weick emphasizes that a sensemaker will bring 

his or her identity (or a multiplicity of identities) to the discussion to shape the environment. It is 

also worth being aware that different disciplines could be approaching assessment from different 

angles, and that this diversity of perspectives can lead to new insights and understanding. This is 

consistent with Weick’s (1995) first property of “Identity construction,” which argues that 

meaning is self-referential, and that individuals interpret events through the on-going 

construction of self. In this case study, there was a group identity at play within each academic 

program. There is an obvious advantage to deferring to discipline expertise when it comes to 

ownership of assessment and interpretation of data: faculty have the best vantage point from 

which to establish the context of their assessment results. When asked what aspects of 
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assessment he might approach with a discipline-specific lens, Flaherty responded: “probably 

everything.” This likely helps him translate previous experiences and his knowledge base into 

working on assessment, which, as discussed in Chapter Two, faculty often perceive assessment 

as “ineffective, tedious and time consuming” (Guthrie et al., 2020, p. 69).  

While the research literature emphasizes the roles that accountability, improvement, and 

scholarship play in faculty motivations, there is little research on discipline-identity and its 

connection to assessment. The research literature covers approaches to faculty engagement that 

emphasize broader theoretical and practical approaches to teaching and learning; however, an 

emphasis on specific discipline content is much less frequently cited. For example, faculty 

engagement with assessment is connected to pedagogy, teaching and learning best practices, and 

collaborative professional development (Baird et al., 2017; Emil and Cress, 2014; Guetterman & 

Mitchell, 2016; Hutchings, 2016; Strawser & Neuberger, 2020). Also, Jonson et al. (2014) and 

Jankowski (2021) argue that discussions on the assessment of student learning outcomes can be 

expanded beyond the narrow use of data for improvements to include broader understanding of 

student learning. However, two studies approached assessment work from a discipline 

perspective and suggest faculty engagement could be improved program by program if faculty 

are asked to explore curriculum and outcome alignments based on national standards withing the 

discipline. Pfund et al.’s (2018) national survey of psychology chairs at two-year and four-year 

institutions integrating APA standards, and Meek et al.’s (2015) study of nursing faculty 

engaging in curriculum mapping, indicate that collaboration on discipline content can increase 

shared understanding and facilitate reflection.  

The role of discipline-identity in assessment suggests there is a stronger need for 

instructional leadership connected to assessment and for research focused on community 
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colleges. The existing research on instructional leadership at community colleges is limited, as 

theories of instructional leadership are typically applied to P-12 schools and have historically 

focused on top-down approaches for administrators managing teachers (Burke, 2014). However, 

Burke (2014) proposes a model of instructional leadership for community colleges that calls for 

institutional improvements, including professional development and assessment, rooted in action 

research. Framing assessment work with an instructional leadership approach could help 

facilitate discipline-specific engagement while emphasizing that assessment is rooted in teaching 

and learning.  

A final lesson here is that different disciplines approach assessment work from different 

angles, and they are more likely to be engaged in this work when they apply their knowledge, 

interests, and experience to the discussion. This supports Weick’s (1995) notion of social 

alignment, a collaborative agreement where groups with different functions piece together 

“workable relations” (p. 43).  In many respects this is no different than colleagues dividing up 

the work on a project; it’s efficient, but, as Weick (1995) points out, shared understanding is 

sacrificed. This potentially prevents programs from seeing the bigger picture. While it is 

important that assessment work take place at the discipline, program, and department levels, 

shared understanding will not be achieved at the institution level unless leadership can bring all 

divisions together and frame a viable story for assessment connected to the institutional mission. 

In short, each program should be encouraged to assert its discipline identity in order to make the 

work more meaningful, but a larger vision at the institutional level must be inclusive of 

everyone. 
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Theme 2. Thrownness 

Additionally, all participants in this study described their experiences as program chairs 

in ways that confirmed Weick’s (1995) notion of “thrownness,” including a lack of formal 

orientation for their chair duties, no clear definition of the role, and ongoing discussions of lack 

of authority, as well as dealing with the, as Dugan described it, “fuzzy and gray areas” of their 

positions. This also echoes Craig (2005), who described the role of chair at community colleges 

as ambiguous and lacking organizational standardization. Nonetheless, all participants responded 

to the thrownness by confronting the environment and enacting changes. Despite being thrown 

into their roles with limited formal orientation, the participants showed signs of avoiding 

“newcomer socialization” (Weick, 1995, p. 35); at the time of this study, only one chair had been 

serving in the role longer than five years. Weick’s (1995) “ongoing” property, and use of the 

term “thrownness” were clearly reflected in the daily work of the faculty chairs in this study. 

Additionally, all participants described a lack of formal orientation for the chair role and for 

assessment and discussed the value of having more institutionalization around assessment and 

chair duties. Solutions will be addressed under Implications below. 

Theme 3. Confronting the Environment 

The participants in this study all avoided succumbing to the newcomer socialization 

Weick (1995) warned against, and they all enacted change by confronting the environment. 

Weick’s (1995) theory of how individuals and groups impact organizational culture was reflected 

in the data of this study. While they all addressed the climate and processes around assessment 

within their programs, the participants also expressed the need for further improvements, both 

within their programs and at the institution, including better processes for closing the loop, a 

more formal orientation for chairs, and a more effective use of institutional professional 
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development time for assessment purposes. Both Dugan and Flaherty advocated for the use of 

institutional faculty development days for assessment work. While sensemaking can be explored 

in a variety of settings within an organization, from breakroom chatter to email exchanges, 

Bolman and Deal (2017) argue that large annual events can serve as rituals that communicate the 

stories and myths of an organization. Dugan sees the institution-wide professional development 

days as an opportunity to “move the needle” and help institutionalize assessment to create shared 

understanding during a time when everyone’s attention is (at least intended) to be focused on the 

same topic.  

Participants also took advantage of transitions, a key concept in sensemaking, which 

emphasizes the exploration of equivocal language during times of paradigm shift (Weick, 1979). 

This study was also positioned during a time of transition established in the assessment literature, 

the ongoing transition from the accountability paradigm of assessment to the improvement 

paradigm (Ewell, 2009; Jonson et al. 2017). Participants took advantage of their own transition 

into chair roles as well as transitions in department practices and procedures resulting from 

faculty turnover. For the faculty chairs in this study, a key element of confronting the 

environment was to be aware of the opportunities of transitions, whether they involved 

personnel, wider college initiatives, or their own process of transitioning into new roles. These 

transitions frequently involved the introduction of new assessment practices or a renewed effort 

to complete and submit assessment work. Here the work more frequently resembled Sandberg 

and Tsoukas (2020) notion of imminent sensemaking, which focuses on real-time process data 

from routine behaviors and tasks. The assessment work recorded in narrative reports and 

discussed in interviews of this study supports Weick’s (1995) claim that organizational beliefs 

and values are often sorted out in meetings and during routine or informal processes.   
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Research Question Two: How Do Community College Faculty Chairs Navigate the 

Assessment Process among the Competing Motivations Found within the Accountability 

and Improvement Paradigms?   

Theme 4. Paradigms 

Participants in this study were clearly working within both the accountability and 

improvement paradigms first defined by Ewell (2009). Accountability, especially in connection 

to external forces, such as accreditation and job markets, was a greater influence on career and 

technical education chairs compared to liberal arts and sciences participants. However, all 

programs involved with this study reflected, especially in the assessment narrative reports, the 

phenomenon Blaich and Wise (2018) refer to as the “keeping an eye on it” approach (p. 13). 

Many narrative reports documented a narrow emphasis on results and either proposed minor 

changes to the assessment tools themselves or opted not to make any changes when student 

performance was sufficient.  

Extracted cues and plausible stories that emerged from the data of this study support the 

conclusion that motivations for assessment beyond the improvement paradigm could be applied 

to assessment, including, at minimum, a greater emphasis on influence as opposed to narrow use 

of data (Jonson et al., 2014). Two plausible stories about assessment from an educator’s 

perspective emerged from this study: 1) Framing assessment work as pedagogical, collaborative 

and focused on quality learning; and, 2) Framing the work as driven by organizational mission 

and engaging faculty in relevant accreditation contexts. The creation of plausible narratives can 

be the final stage in the sensemaking process that inspires organizations to move forward 

(Weick, 1995). Plausible narratives that help shape faculty understanding and engagement with 

assessment, as well as communicate stories of student and program success, can provide context 
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to data and appeal to inherent mythological and storytelling drives within organizations (Bolman 

& Deal, 2017; Jankowksi, 2021; Stitt-Bergh et al., 2018). As Haviland (2014) argues, these 

stories must deal with the symbolic factors found within organizational culture and draw from 

the institution’s mission. 

While the narrative documents analyzed for this study largely adhered to the 

accountability paradigm and portrayed the narrow approach to “use” discussed in Jonson et al. 

(2014) and Jankowski (2021), interviews led to discussions about teaching and learning best 

practices, professional development, and program quality. If this larger conversation beyond 

narrow use is actually taking place within programs (the extracted cues “Bolster” and “Quality” 

make that case) but is not being documented on the narrative reports, it could be that assessment 

processes need to be reviewed to determine why there is not alignment between the level of 

discussion documented in the interviews of this study and the official assessment reports. It may 

also be the case that a focus on assessment as scholarship and best practices has not been 

encouraged as an official part of the process. Braxton and Lyken-Segosebe (2015) encourage 

community college faculty, whose primary role is teaching, to adopt an expanded view of 

scholarship to include work related to applied teaching. Rohrbacher (2018) even proposes 

stipends and fellowships to support training, research, and travel related to assessment. This 

expanded view of assessment as scholarship could also widen the scope of narrative reports and 

department discussions beyond the narrow use of results for improvement. 

Two participants (Bailey and Flaherty) discussed dynamic and authentic approaches to 

assessment that were not documented on narrative reports and had not been used to collect data 

for program or institutional assessment of student learning outcomes. In fact, prior to the 

interviews, these participants had not made the connection between these assignments and the 
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practice of assessing student learning outcomes. Both matched Wiggins’ (1990) description of 

authentic assessments that are performance-based, center on applied knowledge, allow for in-

class rehearsal time, and are analogous to professional practice in the field. Basically, these 

assessment practices reveal a depth not reflected in the narrative reports. These interviews also 

highlighted the perception that assessment is an activity separate from the ongoing work of the 

discipline, as opposed to an embedded assessment that allows instructors to collect learning data 

without the use of external assessment processes (Goff et al., 2015). One challenge might be to 

help faculty recognize the embedded assessments they are already using and explore available 

options for collecting data for assessment of program outcomes. 

This study reflected the ongoing transition from the accountability paradigm of 

assessment to the improvement paradigm (Ewell, 2009; Jonson et al. 2017). It also suggests one 

of two possibilities for future studies of the assessment paradigms: 1) an examination of “narrow 

use” and an expansion of the terms “improvement” and “closing the loop” to include wider 

influences on organization learning (Jonson et al., 2014); and, 2) the emergence of a third 

paradigm that frames assessment as driven by reflective meta-assessment and teaching and 

learning scholarship and best practices with a strong emphasis on discipline-specific identities. 

Both suggest something like a “post-improvement” paradigm. This does not mean that 

improvement, or accountability for that matter, should be ignored. Nor would the addition of a 

third paradigm undermine the importance of the first two. In fact, it might strengthen them. A 

post-improvement might be framed by this simple template used as starting point for planning 

and communication: Assessment is not simply (1) ___________________ and (2) 

_________________, it is also (3)  __________________.  The assessment of student learning 

outcomes is not just about accountability and the use of results for improvement, it is also “an 
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educative process of inquiry and learning that involves the generation and application of 

knowledge” (Jonson et al., 2014. p. 22). Assessment can also be a social and collaborative 

process within programs resulting in shared understanding of good assessment practices and 

data-driven storytelling about program and student successes (Jankowski, 2021). A “post-

improvement” paradigm would include Blaich and Wise’s (2018) conclusion that institutions 

have struggled to close the loop on assessment data, as well as Fulcher et al.’s (2017) argument 

the process of re-assessment is missing from most assignment designs, thus hampering progress. 

It would also include a discussion on the benefits of assessment that go beyond the narrow use of 

data for improvements. This third paradigm is more likely to appeal to faculty and administration 

alike since it can be framed on instruction and institutional mission. Widening the circle beyond 

the first two paradigms may help provide more in-depth rationale for investing time and 

resources for assessment within academic programs. 

Research Question Three: How Do Community College Faculty Chairs Perceive the Role of 

Reflective Meta-assessment in Shifting Assessment Practice Toward the Improvement 

Paradigm?  

Theme 5. Reflection 

The benefits of reflection associated with rubrics and meta-assessment in the research 

literature were confirmed during this study. The reflective meta-assessment rubric, documented 

as a best practice for institutional assessment (Smith et al., 2015), was presented to participants 

as a sensemaking tool and associated with Weick’s (1995) “retrospective” property during 

Round 1 coding. Rubrics facilitate metacognitive reflection, especially when accompanied by 

direct instruction (Francis, 2018; Gunderson et al., 2021; Lipnevich et al., 2014). Participants 

were also asked to reflect on past assessment activity within their programs, their transitions into 
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chair roles, and discussions about assessment with colleagues. The meta-assessment rubric used 

in this study invited participants to reflect on how their programs were performing in respect to 

the standard assessment cycle, including the follow stages: articulating student learning goals, 

collecting data, and using the data to make improvements (Walvoord, 2011). Additionally, the 

rubric (Figure 1) asked participants to consider their program’s use of active learning and related 

approaches to assessment. Meta-assessment asks institutions to evaluate the quality of their 

assessment processes, i.e., a formal assessment of assessment, and can lead to discussion on 

workload, software, staffing and personnel considerations, and professional development, all of 

which were discussed during the interviews of this study (Farrow et al., 2017; Fulcher et al. 

2017; Pham, 2020; Schoepp & Benson, 2016). All participants found value in the meta-

assessment rubric but noted a lack of time and formal institutional structure dedicated to 

assessment. Faculty time constraints are a common barrier to developing quality assessment and 

meta-assessment programs (Farrow et al., 2017; Schoepp & Benson, 2016). 

The space for reflection created by the interviews in this study resulted in opportunities 

for big picture thinking, including conversations about the role of assessment in bolstering 

curriculum, instruction, and student learning; the framing of assessment as quality assurance; the 

connection of assessment to educational philosophy and institutional mission; and revelations 

related to certain student learning experiences which chairs had not previously considered as 

options for formal assessment, including comprehensive student evaluations of student 

performance in line with discipline-level outcomes, as recounted by Flaherty and Bailey. 

Flaherty also noted that the interviews associated with this study were his only opportunities to 

reflect on assessment during the semester. The sensemaking process, as well as the qualitative 

methodology, led to reflection that the participants do not normally have time (or else do not 
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make time) to facilitate. The extracted cues discovered during these interviews largely focus on 

attempts to look back on the past and resolve equivocality, a central goal of Weick’s (1995) 

retrospective property. That is, participants discussed their own struggles within programs 

engaging faculty and attempting to communicate the value and purpose of assessment beyond 

accountability and compliance. This suggests that time set aside for reflection on assessment 

could be beneficial in addressing an equivocation central to discussions on assessment: the 

attempts to reconcile accountability motivations with a desire to use assessment for improvement 

(Skidmore et al., 2018). This could, for example, take the form of peer review, which would be a 

new process for the site college and would require formalization and training, though is likely to 

require considerable time and resources to scale (Farrow et al., 2017). 

While participants confirmed the benefits of meta-assessment, the rubric used in this 

study was not a perfect fit for the liberal arts and sciences participants. While the rubric in this 

study was selected because of its focus on Guided Pathways implementation, a high-level 

priority in the site college’s strategic plan, other models for reflective meta-assessment could be 

considered. For example, the Excellence in Assessment (EIA) designation rubric, which draws 

from NILOA’s Transparency Framework asks institutions to conduct a self-assessment on a 

wider range of topics, including a specific category for reflection and an improvement plan 

(Robinson et al., 2017). Participants in this study were asked to evaluate their programs, and 

given that liberal arts and sciences faculty chairs provided feedback on the “fit” of the rubric, 

other models should be considered, including the EIA model, if meta-assessment is to be 

implemented at the site college. Additionally, the use of reflective meta-assessment for program 

evaluation was also discussed, with participants describing the process of program evaluation as 

reflective. Given that program evaluation includes a review of the assessment of student learning 
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outcomes, there might be an opportunity to move toward a self-assessment process during 

program evaluation at the site college that could result in an integrated reflective practice. Given 

that program evaluation is already institutionalized and is required by the site college’s state 

Department of Education, there could be a greater chance that meta-assessment would be utilized 

if it were connected to program evaluation. Smith et al. (2015) note that institutions using meta-

assessment rubrics typically have already developed mature assessment processes and have 

strong institutional support for assessment. This suggests that an institution must have wide 

support of assessment before taking the step of meta-assessment and that adopting the practice at 

scale would be a positive sign in and of itself.   

This study has discussed rubrics as tools known to facilitate metacognitive reflection 

when accompanied by direct instruction in two contexts: rubrics applied to student learning in 

the classroom (Francis, 2018; Gunderson et al., 2021; Lipnevich et al., 2014) and meta-

assessment rubrics applied to academic programs working on assessment (Farrow et al., 2017; 

Fulcher et al. 2017; Schoepp & Benson, 2016). According to Dawson (2017), while the former 

practice has seen an exponential growth in research articles dedicated to design and 

implementation of rubrics, there is an opportunity to explore the use of meta-assessment rubrics 

and reflection to work with faculty on the assessment of student learning outcomes. Since 

assessment is a fundamental practice of instruction, meta-assessment rubrics may appeal to 

faculty motivated by pedagogy and improve analysis of data (Baird et al., 2017; Guetterman & 

Mitchell, 2016; Hutchings, 2016). What works in the classroom with students can work within 

academic programs, that is, if we believe all learners will benefit from developing self-awareness 

and spending time thinking about their own thinking (Rao, 2020). The benefits of students, 

faculty, and administration engaging in reflection on assessment is also supported by Weick’s 
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(1995) retrospective property, which holds that reflection on past actions can clarify values and 

priorities. Given this study’s discussion on connecting assessment to core principles of 

education, such as quality learning and institutional missions, retrospection within the context of 

Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory seems likely to be worth the time and resources that may be 

involved to promote organization-wide participation (Farrow et al., 2017). 

Given that the participants in this study discussed the limitations of their roles as faculty 

chairs as they relate to lack of supervisory authority, limited institutional time for professional 

development, and unresolved disagreements related to assessment planning and interpretation of 

data, one potential benefit of reflective meta-assessment is the promotion of self-efficacy, a trait 

that is closely related to motivation, and that might be essential for faculty members organizing 

their own work and determining the meaning and utility of data. Panadero et al. (2017) make this 

connection in a meta-analytic review of student self-assessment tools, including rubrics, by 

focusing on self-regulated learning and self-efficacy. They argue the main goal of using rubrics 

and other reflective, self-assessment tools is to help students build skills for life-long learning 

and increase self-efficacy. The same should apply for faculty within academic programs, and 

leaders should consider the use of meta-assessment rubrics, or related tools, to promote self-

efficacy and harness the potential of reflection for facilitating thought and action.  

Finally, to close the loop on this discussion of reflection, I will return to the beginning of 

Chapter Two. There is a seamless connection between reflection and student learning outcomes 

assessment that warrants further discussion. The first main section of Chapter Two connects 

student learning outcomes assessment to Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: The 

Classification of Educational Goals, known today as Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom, 1956). What 

is often lost in the pyramid-style representations of the taxonomy is the special designation 
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awarded to metacognition in the revised version of Bloom’s (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). 

Added in 2001 as the fourth knowledge dimension, metacognition both supports the base of the 

pyramid and enables students to ascend to the top, so to speak, due to the role metacognition 

plays in developing strategic knowledge of how to learn, how to understand one’s own thinking 

and approaches to learning, and how to better understand one’s self (Anderson & Krathwohl, 

2001). In short, reflection underwrites learning as learners are invited to consider and reconsider 

what they know, what they do not know, and how they will act on this information (Rao, 2020). 

Student learning outcomes can provide goals for students and instructors, and assessment should 

be designed to evaluate progress on those goals; however, metacognitive reflection seems to be 

the active ingredient in this process, and finding ways to structure this practice for faculty could 

be vital for the improvement of work on assessment. 

Implications 

This section addresses implications for practice, theory, and further research. First, six 

recommendations for improving the assessment practices of the site college are presented, 

including a discussion of implications for faculty chairs at other community colleges. Second, 

the findings of this study will be used to confirm the role of sensemaking theory in the 

assessment of student learning outcomes as well as the need to develop a theory of instructional 

leadership specific to community colleges. Third, recommendations will made for further 

research related to meta-assessment rubrics, the community college faculty chair role, reflection 

and program evaluation, and student self-assessment.  

Implications for Practice 

This section speaks to the direct practice of assessing student learning outcomes at 

community colleges, and below I have proposed a series of implications for practice that, while 
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specifically addressing the site college, may have generalizability beyond this study. The six 

participants in this study were equally divided among liberal arts and sciences and career and 

technical education programs. They described their experiences and perceptions both as faculty 

chairs and faculty members, and the concerns and challenges they shared on such topics as 

faculty motivation, institutional support, time constraints, and accreditation should speak to other 

faculty chairs at large, comprehensive community colleges. While the following 

recommendations address challenges and opportunities at the site college, they can be considered 

by researchers and leaders within community college systems as they seek to enhance or revise 

their own practices of student learning outcomes assessment. Six recommendations for the site 

college are numbered below and divided into three sections: Institutionalizing Assessment, Meta-

assessment and Reflection, and Assessment Storytelling. 

Institutionalizing Assessment 

Faculty chair participants in this study frequently discussed the informal elements found 

in their roles, beginning with a lack of formal orientation to the position, the limited time for 

professional development at the site college, and ad hoc conversations about assessment data that 

either occurred outside of program meetings or were included within meetings only when time 

permitted. Additionally, despite the strong influence of accreditation on assessment processes, 

three participants (all arts and sciences faculty chairs) did not report discussing accreditation 

with faculty, and did not report having much knowledge of, or connection to, the expectations of 

accreditation for assessment. Findings from this study imply the following improvements could 

be made at the site college to institutionalize the assessment of student learning outcomes:  

1) A more formal process for hiring and onboarding faculty chairs should be developed. 

This would include a clearer definition of the chair role, a formal process for 
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orientation that would include an introduction to assessment theories and practices, 

and some consideration of expanding the formal responsibilities and authorities of 

faculty chairs in coordination with academic deans so that persistent issues of faculty 

participation in assessment can be addressed.  

2) Next, because participants in this study frequently reported a lack of time to engage 

with assessment, and limited institutional time for related professional development, 

the site college should create more space on the academic calendar devoted to 

assessment, and in particular the discussion and use of data for improvements to 

instruction, curriculum, and programming. To support this change throughout the 

academic year, academic deans should create structured assessment workshops 

around faculty schedules so that momentum is not lost between professional 

development days. These changes would help create the time and space for work on 

assessment and would send a message from the administration that would prioritize 

the assessment of student earning outcomes and the use of learning data for 

improvements. In fact, direct participation in assessment professional development 

and exercises by administration could help with buy-in and shared understanding. 

This structured professional development time can intersect with the site college’s 

work on Guided Pathways, relevant to this study given its use of the Community 

College Research Center (CCRC) Guided Pathways self-assessment rubric which 

addresses the assessment of student learning outcomes. 

3) Finally, though two career and technical education faculty in this study detailed their 

close involvement with national accreditors governing their programs, all three liberal 

arts and science faculty were disconnected from the institutional accreditation 
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process. This study has addressed the limitations of using accountability and 

accreditation as motivations for faculty engagement with assessment (Guetterman & 

Mitchell, 2016; Skidmore, 2018). However, interviews with faculty chairs suggested 

the need to provide more context regarding accreditation, which might also help them 

feel more informed about the process and communicate more effectively to faculty 

within their programs. No participants had served on an accreditation committee, and 

few faculty members serve in that role at the site college, which could benefit from 

expanded faculty membership. Additionally, faculty should be asked to attend 

assessment workshops sponsored by the regional accrediting body to understand 

expectations of accreditation and learn how other institutions approach assessment. 

This recommendation appears to be paradoxical given the emphasis in Chapter Two 

on how faculty do not often respond to motivations related to accountability. 

However, these responses may be the result of lacking the proper information and 

context about the role of accreditation, especially since “quality” emerged as an 

extracted cue in this study, a term that is commonly used by both faculty and 

accrediting bodies. This call for including more context about accreditation in 

discussions with faculty reflects the synthesis framework I presented earlier in this 

chapter: Assessment is not simply ___________, and _____________, but also 

_______________.  By leaving the first part (which could include accountability, 

accreditation, and/or compliance) out of discussions with faculty, we miss the 

complete picture. If faculty are not engaged in discussions about accreditation, they 

might feel as if something is being concealed from them, and they might suspect there 
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are hidden, underlying motivations at play when they are called to work on 

assessment.    

Meta-assessment and Reflection 

All learning organizations, especially schools and colleges, should practice what they 

preach. The value of reflection and meta-cognition, either through writing, the use of rubrics, 

discussions, or other means, is largely uncontested in the research literature, some of which is 

cited and addressed in this study. Given that analysis of narrative reports used in this study 

revealed little evidence of reflection from faculty members and did not commonly document 

processes of inquiry and organizational learning beyond the narrow translation of data into action 

(Jonson et al., 2014), a process more conducive to productive meta-analysis is needed. The 

findings of this study support the following recommendation for practice at the site college: 

4) The site college should develop a regular practice of asking academic programs to 

reflect on their progress on the assessment of student learning outcomes, especially 

given that, as established through the application of sensemaking theory in this study, 

assessment requires retrospection. This process would represent a best practice for 

assessment work and would align the site college with other institutions that have 

developed mature assessment practices (Smith et al., 2015). In conjunction with the 

recommendation made in the previous section, institutional professional development 

time should be used to formalize this process and ensure that reflection was 

connected to the site college’s mission and strategic planning.  

Below, under Implications for Future Research, the role of reflective meta-assessment will also 

be connected to the site college’s process for academic program evaluation. It is worth exploring 

integrating the meta-assessment rubric into program evaluation to connect the work to a wider 

purpose. Additionally, given some limitations with the rubric used in this study, a 
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recommendation for researching alternative rubrics will also be made under Implications for 

Future Research. 

Assessment Storytelling 

Messaging is important when leaders must communicate the necessity of completing any 

complicated process, especially when, as is often the case with assessment, the work is perceived 

as “ineffective, tedious and time consuming” (Guthrie et al., 2020, p. 69) or viewed as surface-

level and distracting from the real work of teaching and learning (Dunn et al., 2020). However, 

there is no sense in trying to create a false narrative. As former Texas Governor Ann Richards 

once said regarding President George H.W. Bush’s foreign policy (in what is commonly 

regarded as the first instance of a politician using the phrase), “You can put lipstick on a hog and 

call it Monique, but it’s still a pig” (as cited in Slater, 2008). Fulcher et al. (2017) also refer to 

assessment in swine form with their formula for the practice of re-assessment: “weigh pig, feed 

pig, weigh pig” (p. 25). But, what if assessment was not a pig? What if there was an alternative 

to the narrow use of data, a process that often eludes faculty expertise and common methods for 

collecting data, discourages faculty participation, and undermines motivations? (Bresciani, 2012; 

Jonson et al., 2014; Kezar, 2013; Mathers et al., 2018). Such a story (or stories) could arise from 

a post-improvement paradigm, and is consistent with data from this study, including faculty 

chairs emphasizing the use of assessment to bolster curriculum, the desire for guiding principles 

to drive assessment work, a commitment to quality instruction, and an emerging realization that 

the assessment of student learning outcomes is not mutually exclusive from the types of 

engaging, discipline-driven learning experiences that motivate instructors and students. As 

discussed above, a “post-improvement” paradigm would not call for an end to the use of 

assessment data for improvements. To begin with, this would put institutions at odds with the 

expectations of accreditation (Gaston, 2018; Iriberri & Stengel, 2021). More crucially, a “post-
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improvement” paradigm would not sit in opposition to the use of assessment data for 

improvements, only challenge the narrow use of data (Jonson et al., 2014). The following two 

recommendations will help improve assessment storytelling at the site college: 

5) The site college could take two steps, one driven by considerations of theory and the 

other by organizational practice, to begin building and communicating a narrative 

reflecting the purpose of assessment that would include discussion of accountability 

and improvement, but that should also be responsive to differences between “use” 

and “influence” (Jonson et al., 2014; Kirkhart, 2000). In evaluation theory, “use” 

refers to a narrow, instrumentalist approach to data, while “influence” refers values, 

knowledge, and behaviors that are integral to the evaluation process but may be 

peripheral given the results-driven focus of evaluation (Kirkhart, 2000). This model 

also applies to the process of assessing student learning outcomes, and the site college 

should engage with these distinctions on a theoretical level and understand that both 

use and influence are functional outcomes for processes involving interpretation of 

assessment data. A better understanding of the positive influences of assessment that 

go beyond the narrow use of data could help inform better storytelling and 

communication.  

6) On a more practical and immediate level, assessment leaders, which can include 

administrators, academic deans, faculty chairs, and faculty should collaborate on a 

repository of exemplary assignments and student learning experiences, which can be 

collected under the context of High-Impact Practices (Kuh, 2008) as well as the active 

learning assignments listed on the meta-assessment rubric applied in this study 

(Figure 1). This project would help re-frame assessment as an outgrowth of teaching 
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and learning bests practices. Another goal of this project would be close the gap 

between accountability and improvement motivations and those related to teaching 

and learning best practices. Additionally, this project would inform the institution’s 

storytelling, and provide examples of rich, comprehensive assignments (such as those 

discussed by participants Flaherty and Bailey) that are useful for assessing learning 

outcomes but, more importantly, support student learning and are already deeply 

embedded within programs’ discipline identities (Elliot, 2018; Guetterman & 

Mitchell, 2016). 

Taken together, these six recommendations represent a plan to expand and enhance assessment at 

the site college with strong attention to faculty engagement, research-based best practices, and 

stronger institutional support. 

Implications for Theory  

 

The findings of this study have implications for the application of sensemaking theory, 

specifically within the context of post-secondary academic departments conducting assessment 

of student learning outcomes. Additionally, implications for instructional leadership, which was 

first introduced in Chapter Two under the context of professional development, are discussed 

below. Limited research connecting instructional leadership to community colleges suggests a 

need to consider how the theoretical approach might be applied by community college leaders to 

approach the discipline-specific motivations found among the participants in this study. 

Implications for Sensemaking Theory and Assessment 

Weick’s (1995) seven properties of sensemaking (identity construction, retrospective, 

enactive, social, ongoing, extracted cues, and plausibility) were applied to Round 1 coding for 

this study (Figure 2), organizing the data from interviews and documents for further analysis. 
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Round 2 coding established subcategories within the seven properties, extending Weick’s theory 

into the specific topics and perceptions that arose during interviews and document analysis. This 

analysis led to themes and findings grounded in sensemaking theory but clearly speaking to the 

challenges, opportunities, and understandings connected to the participants’ assessment practices 

within the context of their programs and the site college. Weick’s (1995) seven properties of 

sensemaking were confirmed as a strong theoretical approach to the assessment of student 

learning outcomes. Weick’s (1995) properties are so closely aligned with the steps and strategies 

associated with assessment that the two practices are nearly synonymous at the abstract level. 

The results of this study confirm that sensemaking is a strong theoretical approach for 

understanding faculty engagement with the assessment of student learning outcomes and for 

viewing the ongoing practices of assessment.  

While Jonson et al. (2017) have applied sensemaking as a theoretical framework for 

analyzing faculty understanding of assessment, this study suggests that sensemaking, and in 

particular Weick’s (1995) seven properties, can be directly applied to the practice of assessment 

within academic programs, and that assessment itself can be understood as a sensemaking 

process. Kezar (2013) addresses sensemaking as one of three theoretical approaches institutions 

can consider to enhance assessment practices. Kezar mainly connects sensemaking to explain 

why broad participation in assessment programs is important and, because organizations are 

social constructions, multiple perspectives are required to influence decision-making. 

Additionally, Jankowski (2021) also draws upon sensemaking as a method for creating evidence-

based stories that can communicate the value of assessment. This aligns with Weick’s (1995) 

property of plausibility, and with the possibility of an emerging post-improvement paradigm 

discussed above. Jankowski (2021) cites Weick once in the article, and does not specifically 
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discuss the seven properties. Beyond Jankowski (2021) and Kezar (2013), the direct application 

of sensemaking to the practice of assessing student learning outcomes is rare in the research 

literature. Given the strong connection between the experiences of the participants in this study 

and Weick’s (1995) seven properties of sensemaking, there is room for more theoretical 

discussion and practical application of Weick’s sensemaking model to assessment.  

Implications for Instructional Leadership Theory 

 

The data analyzed for this study under Research Question One suggests that assessment 

leaders should appeal to faculty members by engaging with discipline-level content and valuing 

diversity of thought and perspectives on assessment. Applying theories of instructional 

leadership would be one approach to framing these issues. As cited in Chapter Two, Burke 

(2014) proposes a model of instructional leadership for community colleges that calls for 

institutional improvements, including professional development and assessment. Burke (2014) 

also references the need for community college strategic planning to foreground core issues of 

teaching and learning, and for departments of instructional research to support the advancement 

of instructional leadership goals. Limited research exists connecting instructional leadership to 

community colleges and higher education in general. Instructional leadership has been widely 

applied to elementary and secondary institutions and often in the context of teacher evaluations 

and principal supervision (Murphy, 1983; Hallinger et al., 2014). The findings of this study 

suggest there is a need to consider the application of instructional leadership to the assessment of 

student learning outcomes in community colleges. In fact, the development of a theory of 

instructional leadership for community colleges could help assemble relevant research from this 

study under an umbrella theory, or at minimum, start the process of re-centering the practice of 

assessing student learning outcomes as an instructional and pedagogical pursuit. Faculty can be 
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engaged with work on assessment with appeals to pedagogy, best practices, and teaching and 

learning professional development (Baird et al., 2017; Guetterman & Mitchell, 2016; Hutchings, 

2016). Leaders at community colleges can apply instructional leadership by recognizing how 

faculty roles might differ from those at four-year research institutions. Braxton and Lyken-

Segosebe (2015) argue that in lieu of requirements to publish, community college faculty engage 

in unpublished scholarship related to teaching and learning, including public lectures, applying 

new pedagogical techniques with colleagues, and presenting at conferences and to fellow faculty 

members. If assessment leaders at community colleges engage with these forms of unpublished 

scholarship and support their application to the assessment of student learning outcomes, perhaps 

connecting this work to instructor evaluations, they would be operating within an instructional 

leadership framework. Definitions of instructional leadership are debated, and do not inherently 

exclude community colleges, yet an approach to instructional leadership specifically addressing 

community college institutions is still developing (Burke, 2014). Any theory focused on 

leadership’s role in supporting and engaging with instruction should be a strong fit at community 

colleges where teaching load typically exceeds that of four-year institutions (Braxton & Lyken-

Segosebe, 2015). 

Implications for Future Research 

The following recommendations for further research were related to the present study but 

either fell outside of the central concerns of the research questions or require development 

beyond the scope of this study. First, while the meta-assessment rubric used in this study (Figure 

1) was selected because of its relevance to the institution and its representation of the basic steps 

of the assessment cycle, the findings of this study suggest that other rubrics should be considered 

in order to scale up the practice of meta-assessment at the site college. Before expanding this 
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practice, a team or committee should explore other options. One suggested option is discussed in 

Chapter Two, the Excellence in Assessment (EIA) designation rubric, which draws from 

NILOA’s Transparency Framework (Robinson et al., 2017). The EIA rubric is more 

comprehensive than the SASA rubric applied in this study and includes the creation of a 

Reflection and Growth/Improvement Plan. Additionally, the rubric has been applied and studied 

at the University of North Carolina (Robinson et al., 2017). While the faculty chair participants 

in this study found value in the SASA rubric, it contained elements that did not completely align 

with liberal arts and sciences programs. Further research on existing options for meta-assessment 

rubrics is called for. The site college may wish to draw on best practice examples of meta-

assessment in developing a tool that is aligned with institutional and program needs while 

respecting discipline-specific differences. 

Second, research on the role of community college faculty chair is limited. Craig (2005) 

describes the role as critical for success, yet ambiguous and lacking organizational 

standardization. The chair role varies across institutions and states, can be difficult to define, and 

operates in a gray area between faculty and administration (Craig, 2005; McArthur, 2002). The 

purpose of this study was not to study the role of faculty chair per se, but their unique position at 

the site college as faculty members assigned release time to lead assessment processes within 

their programs and without formal authority allowed for discussion of a range of opportunities, 

challenges, and pressures that span the classroom, the program, and the institution. Yet, to learn 

more about the community college faculty chair role, which is not consistently defined across 

institutions, further research is needed. The current case study focused on six chairs may provide 

a basis for what the experience of serving as a faculty chair at other community colleges is like, 

and how chairs are uniquely positioned as leaders within community colleges. 
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Third, this study did not focus on program evaluation itself, a process that commonly 

includes a review of student learning outcomes assessment, but is a much wider process that 

examines the “activities, characteristics, and outcomes of programs to make judgements about 

the program, improve program effectiveness, and/or inform decisions about future 

programming” (Patton, 2018, p. 23). However, the qualitative research process was timed to 

correspond with the site college’s five-year program evaluation so that participants were 

positioned to reflect on their program’s assessment work. Inevitably, program evaluation arose as 

a topic during interviews. The same recommendations made above for the use of meta-

assessment and reflective rubrics could be applied to the program evaluation process. This would 

warrant a separate study, but I believe there would be value in exploring the role of meta-

evaluation and self-assessment rubrics, and because this study was not designed to research 

program evaluation, no attempt was made to connect research related to reflection to program 

evaluation. 

Fourth, while the participants of this study were faculty chairs, and the findings point to 

the value of self-assessment for the practice of assessing student learning outcomes within 

academic programs, use of student self-assessment was cited in the literature review and was 

volunteered as a topic by two participants. The review of research on rubrics in Chapter Two is 

largely a discussion of the use of rubrics with students in classroom settings, but the research 

presented on self-assessment in this study is predominantly focused on programs and institutions 

exploring their assessment processes through meta-assessment. This case study did not seek 

conclusions related to student self-assessment, and further research would be needed to connect 

the findings to students. However, there is tremendous potential in the idea of a “reflective 
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organization” where administration, faculty, and students routinely engage in the practices of 

reflection and self-assessment. 

Conclusion 

This is not the first time I have attempted to close the loop in this study. Earlier in this 

chapter, I concluded my discussion on reflection by returning to one of the foundational sources 

in Chapter Two: Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: The Classification of Educational Goals, 

known today as Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom, 1956). In part, this was an attempt to show that one 

of my findings, the value of reflection and meta-assessment in the practice of assessing student 

learning outcomes, was hiding in plain sight. Any good theory of learning requires meta-

cognition. Learning is thinking about thinking. Conversations about reflection should be integral 

to assessment. So why did I take the time to complete this study? In other words, shouldn’t it be 

obvious that the practice of reflection should accompany the assessment of student learning 

outcomes?  

This loop remains open, largely because, as discussed throughout this study, assessment 

is not often viewed as a teaching and learning activity. It is often viewed as an institutional 

requirement or an expectation of accreditation. It is about accountability and compliance. Or, 

when it is understood a tool of continuous improvement, there are struggles to design appropriate 

methods, interpret data, or take relevant actions in response to the results. In short, the two 

dominant paradigms, accountability and improvement, present obstacles to the effective 

execution of student learning outcomes assessment, preventing (you guessed it) closing the loop. 

But, what would closing the loop even look like? Also, it appears that the loop on 

“closing the loop” has not even been closed. As I discussed in Chapters One and Two, there is no 

shared understanding for the phrases “closing the loop” and “improving student learning” 
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(Jankowski, 2021). Part of the problem is that a narrow definition of “use” results in ignoring 

ancillary benefits of assessment that can strengthen teaching and learning. Instead of repeating 

these arguments here, I am going to explore how the findings of this study will inform my 

practice as an assessment director moving forward. By doing so, I hope to create a picture of 

what a post-improvement paradigm might look like. My map for this journey is very simple, and 

is cited above on two different occasions in Chapter Five. I will repeat it here: Assessment is not 

simply (1)___________________ and (2) _________________, it is also (3) 

__________________. Consider what follows a plausible story resulting from my own process 

of sensemaking conducted during this study, as well as an attempt fill in the above. 

My first exposure to program-wide assessment of student learning outcomes was in 2008 

as an adjunct instructor at the site college. Unlike the adjunct survey findings from Scott and 

Danley-Scott (2015) I cited in Chapter Two, I did not feel excluded from training sessions and 

meetings related to assessment. Quite the contrary. I participated in scoring sessions, integrated 

the program’s assessment into my courses, and attended a department retreat featuring a 

prominent national figure in assessment. The faculty chairs leading assessment work in the 

department were welcoming of part-time instructors, shared data and results with everyone, and, 

to my knowledge, were not driving the conversation with concerns about accountability and 

accreditation. In fact, the assessment tool was a comprehensive and reflective portfolio that 

would easily fall into the category of a High-Impact Practice (Kuh, 2008). However, to this day, 

I am unaware of how assessment results were leveraged for improvements, and the program’s 

assessment tool is now considerably narrower than a comprehensive portfolio. Finally, the full-

time faculty argued frequently about the process, the results, and the purpose of the assessment 

program.  
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I believe that this initial experience working on the assessment of student learning 

outcomes formed the basis for my work on assessment going forward. As I moved into a full-

time faculty position, the role of Humanities chair, and eventually a position as assessment 

director, all of the basic ingredients remained the same: the need to engage faculty and ensure 

participation; the application of a meaningful assessment tool that represents best practices; the 

collection, interpretation, and communication of data and results; and, finally, the culminating 

effort to make improvements to instruction, curriculum, the program, and/or the college for the 

benefit of student learning. All of these elements are discussed in the research literature, arose in 

the interviews and document analysis in this study, and present challenges in my work to this 

day.  

Looking back on these experiences provides an opportunity for retrospection within the 

context of Weick’s (1995) theory of sensemaking: stories are composed in hindsight and original 

theories are filtered through the narrative form to create stories that favor plausibility over 

accuracy. I might fill in the blanks like this:   

(1) Assessment is not simply about accountability, compliance, and accreditation, though 

the value and importance of these motivations should be openly discussed and clearly 

communicated, including with faculty, and verified as an important context to this 

work. Here, “quality” can serve as an important bridge between faculty motivations, 

accreditation expectations, and institutional mission. Quality assurance does not need 

to be perceived as an administrative mandate, but instead a concern that everyone can 

own.  

(2) Assessment is not simply about the collection and use of student learning data to track 

performance, create interventions, and administer a process of re-assessment to 
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isolate the changes to instruction that lead to improved learning, i.e., “weigh pig, feed 

pig, weigh pig” (Fulcher et al., 2017, p. 25). First, the obstacles that institutions have 

faced in achieving this goal should be openly acknowledged (Banta et al., 2009; 

Blaich & Wise, 2018; Fulcher et al., 2017; Stitt-Bergh et al., 2018). Related 

challenges, including limitations to the designs of assessments (Fulcher et al., 2017), 

lack of professional development (Hail et al. 2019; Kezar, 2013), and a narrow focus 

on results while ignoring assessment’s wider influences on organization learning 

(Jonson et al., 2014) should be addressed and reflected upon during an institution-

supported process of meta-assessment (Lending et al., 2018), which can require 

considerable resources to scale (Farrow et al., 2017). Assessment data can be used for 

improvements if time, resources, and training are dedicated to this goal. 

(3) Beyond the narrow use of data, assessment is also an opportunity to engage faculty in 

the ideas that emerged from Plausible Stories 1 and 2. First, assessment is a process 

of program-building (“bolstering”) that leads to faculty collaboration, scholarship, 

and the application of best practices that foster healthy discipline-specific identities. 

Second, assessment requires better storytelling. The work should be framed and 

driven by organizational mission, but only after an institutional process of 

sensemaking is completed can a plausible narrative emerge (Weick, 1995).  Ideally, 

such a narrative would create shared understanding, communicate stories of success, 

and appeal to inherent mythological and storytelling drives within organizations 

(Bolman & Deal, 2017; Haviland, 2014; Jankowksi, 2021; Stitt-Bergh et al., 2018). 

While the findings of this study suggest that interviews and data collection at the 

program level can generate the necessary discussion to begin building plausible 
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narratives, a regular process of reflective meta-assessment should be created given the 

ongoing nature of sensemaking (Weick, 1995). Expanding this process to more 

faculty members will be invaluable for shaping the plausible narratives that will guide 

the assessment work of the site college. 

To summarize: Assessment is not only accountability and improvement, it is also sensemaking. 

As I have noted in this study, I started my journey at the site college as an English instructor 

before working more directly on assessment. Perhaps it is fitting that a major finding of this 

study is the role that evidence-based storytelling and the framing of plausible narratives plays in 

engaging faculty and communicating purpose and mission. Or, perhaps my discipline-specific 

identity is informing the discussion of data and the recommendations for improvement. If this is 

the case, I would argue it supports the conclusions of this study, as well as one of Weick’s (1995) 

basic premises: “Sensemaking begins with a sensemaker” (p. 18). This study confirms the 

processes associated with the assessment of student learning outcomes at community colleges are 

rooted in sensemaking theory and practice. The presence of sensemaking and reflective meta-

assessment should be an integral part of the site college’s assessment practices withing academic 

programs. 

Summary of Chapter Five 

 Chapter Five summarized the findings of this qualitative case study focused on faculty 

chairs’ understanding and engagement with student learning outcomes assessment at a large, 

Midwestern community college. The findings of this study were discussed and analyzed by 

research question, interpreted through the sensemaking theoretical framework, and compared to 

research from the literature review. Then, implications for theory, practice, and further research 

were presented. Finally, I reflected on my experiences with assessment at the site college, how 
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these experiences have been informed by this study, and how sensemaking, assessment 

paradigms, and reflective meta-assessment can be incorporated into the work of assessing 

student learning outcomes moving forward.  
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APPENDIX A. PARTICIPANT COMMUNICATION 

 

Email Request 

 

Dear ________________,  

 

I am currently working on a dissertation project at Iowa State University and am reaching out to 

invite your participation in my research. I am interested in interviewing you for this project and 

have included more details below. To indicate your willingness to participate, I am asking that 

you respond to this email. We will then arrange a time. If you do accept, I will ask you to 

complete a consent form prior to the first interview.  

I will not use your name, your position title, or any identifying information about you in the final 

text of my dissertation. If you choose to accept, you will be allowed to review passages related to 

your interview prior to the project’s completion. 

The purpose of my study is to examine how faculty make sense of the assessment of student 

learning outcomes. Additionally, I will ask you to complete a four item “meta-assessment” rubric 

that will invite you to reflect on how your program engages with assessment.  

Since this study focuses on faculty working with program-level assessment, I am seeking 

research participants with the following characteristics:  

1.     Faculty currently serving as program chair and/or responsible for working on 

assessment within their academic department  

2.     Faculty who fit the above description and are currently involved with a FY 2022 five-

year program evaluation. 

3.     The study will include faculty from Career and Technical programs as well as Liberal 

Arts and Sciences programs. 

Participants will not exceed seven total in number. The targeted dates for participation in this 

study are: January 2022-August 2022. 

If you agree to participate, you will be invited to an initial interview, then asked to score a 4 item 

self-assessment rubric related to your program’s recent assessment history. Finally, you will be 

invited to a follow-up interview to discuss the process of completing the self-assessment rubric. 

Your total interview time will not exceed 3 hours for this study.  

While interviews will take place in a private setting, they will occur at a time and location of 

your choosing. The conversation and responses will be recorded for transcription. I may also 

contact you by phone or email prior to the interview or after interviews to ask follow-up or 

clarifying questions.  

All information will be kept confidential. If your interview content is included in the final 

dissertation, your identity will remain anonymous. All audio recordings will be used for the 

purpose of data collection and analysis only. 

In the data collection and analysis process, I will be working under the advice and counsel of 

Erin Doran, Ed.D., as the faculty advisor for this project. Dr. Doran and I will be the only 

investigators who will have access to collected data.  
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Thank you for your time and consideration to participate in this study. 

Best Regards, Andrew Neuendorf, MFA, Iowa State Graduate Student and EdD Candidate. 
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APPENDIX B. INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

Title of Study: Use of reflective meta-assessment to explore faculty engagement with the 

assessment cycle  

 

Investigators:  Andrew Neuendorf 

 

Major Professor: Erin Doran, Assistant Professor, Division of Higher Education 

 

Invitation to be Part of a Research Study 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study. This form has information to help you decide 

whether or not you wish to participate—please review it carefully. Research studies include only 

people who choose to take part—your participation is completely voluntary and you can stop at 

any time.  

 

Please ask the project staff any questions you have about the study or about this form before 

deciding to participate.   

 

Introduction and Purpose of the Study 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore how faculty departments understand the assessment cycle 

and to what extent a reflective rubric can be used as a continuous improvement tool. 

 

Eligibility to Participate  

 

• You are eligible to participate in this study if you are a faculty member engaged with 

assessment work.  

• You should not participate if you are not a faculty member or have not been working with 

assessment. 

• To determine if you are eligible, we will screen for academic departments working on 

assessment. 

 

Description of Study Procedures 

 

• If you agree to participate, you will be asked to participate in two separate interviews and 

complete a self-assessment rubric focused on the assessment activity in your department.   

• You will be invited to an interview based on a screen processing involving the 

assessment activity in your department. You may not be selected for an interview 

following this screening.  

• The study will be looking at a range of involvement in assessment and will be seeking 

interviews from a range of participation levels. 

• Interviews will include such questions as, “In a typical semester, what is your role and 

what are your duties related to assessment?” and “Overall, what are the biggest 

challenges with assessment?” 

• Interviews will be recorded and transcribed to ensure accuracy. 
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Expected Time or Duration of Participation:   

 

Your participation will last for 3-4 hours total, including two separate interviews, and any time 

you might spend reviewing data that I will provide in order to complete the reflective rubric. 

 

Risks or Discomforts 

 

While participating in this study you may experience the following risks or discomforts:  

harm from a loss of confidentiality 

 

Your identity will be kept confidential in this study, and any statements attributed to you will be 

presented under a pseudonym. You will be allowed to review any segments of this study that 

include content from the interviews and the rubric results, and we will collaborate on the final 

presentation of these results to ensure no confidentiality has been violated.  

 

There may be risks or discomforts that are currently unforeseeable at this time. We will tell you 

about any significant new information we learn that may relate to your willingness to continue 

participating in this study. 

 

Benefits to You and to Others 

 

It is hoped that the information gained in this study will benefit students and educational 

institutions by exploring was to improve engagement with assessment and continuous 

improvement of programs. 

 

You expected to directly benefit from participation in the study by reflecting on your 

department’s assessment work in a way that may facilitate the process of completion five-year 

program evaluation.  

 

Your Rights as a Research Participant 

 

Participating in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part in the study 

or to stop participating at any time, for any reason, without penalty or negative consequences.  

 

You can skip any interview questions that you do not wish to answer. 

 

Your choice of whether or not to participate will have no effect on you as an employee in any 

way. 

 

If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, please 

contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 294-4566, IRB@iastate.edu, or Director, (515) 294-3115, 

Office of Research Ethics, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa 50011.  

 

Confidentiality 

 

mailto:IRB@iastate.edu
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Research records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by 

applicable laws and regulations and will not be made publicly available without your permission. 

However, it is possible that other people and offices responsible for making sure research is done 

safely and responsibly will see your information. This includes federal government regulatory 

agencies, auditing departments of Iowa State University, and the Institutional Review Board (a 

committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may inspect and/or copy 

study records for quality assurance and data analysis. These records may contain private 

information.  

 

To protect confidentiality of the study records and data, the following measures will be taken: A 

coding system will be used to separate the results of each participant, but identifiers will not be 

kept with the data. All data collected during interviews will be stored in password protected 

computer files that only I as the researcher can access. 

 

To protect your confidentiality when results of the study are reported, any subsequent 

presentations, publications, or discussions of the study will refer only the study pseudonyms. 

 

Future Use of Your Information 

 

Information about you will only be used by the research team for the project described in this 

document. 

 

Questions  

 

You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study. For further information about 

the study, contact Andrew Neuendorf, a9dorf@iastate.edu 

 

Your Consent 

 

By signing this document, you are agreeing to participate in this study. Make sure you 

understand what the study involves before you sign. If you have any questions about the study 

after you agree to participate, you can contact the research team using the information provided 

above.   

 

I am 18 years of age or over and agree to take part in this study. 

 

Participant’s Name (printed)               

  

             

Participant’s Signature     Date  

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:a9dorf@iastate.edu
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APPENDIX C. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Research Questions: 

 

1. How do community college faculty chairs make sense of student learning outcomes 

assessment within their programs? 

2. How do community college faculty chairs navigate the assessment process among the 

competing motivations found within the accountability and improvement paradigms?  

3. How do community college faculty chairs perceive the role of reflective meta-

assessment in shifting assessment practice toward the improvement paradigm? 

 

Participants will be given an overview of the topics to be covered. Key points of the informed 

consent will be reiterated, including confidentiality. I will start by covering the research 

questions and noting that I am interested in their processes and observations, not in the results of 

assessment, and that this interview can help inform both assessment practices at the college and 

beyond. My positionality will be discussed, and in particular the ideas that identities will be kept 

confidential, and results will not be included in program evaluation but used only for this study. 

Finally, I will remind them that they will be asked to review the summaries I created of their 

interview content. 

 

Participants should be reminded that they are free to discuss their role and speak in an unedited 

manner. Upon reviewing the transcript and preparing excerpts and summaries for the dissertation 

text, I will remove names, identifying features, and refer to participants with a pseudonym and 

without reference to their departments and disciplines. Your title will only be “a Career and 

Technical Program Chair” or “An Arts and Sciences Program Chair.” 

 

They will be invited to ask any questions before starting. 

 

Interview Question Research Questions 

How long have you been a program chair, and when did you first 

start? Could you recall for me your introduction to work on 

assessment, both as a faculty person and as a program chair? Tell me 

about any orientation process or training experiences you went 

through at this institution related to assessment. Have you worked for 

any other educational institutions, and if so, how did any experiences 

working on assessment compare to your current organization? 

RQ#1 

In a typical semester, what is your role and what are your duties 

related to assessment within your program? 

RQ#1, RQ#2 

Walk me through one complete semester of assessment in your 

program. What does it look like? 

RQ#1 

How do the faculty in your department participate in assessment? This 

can be full-time, part-time, or concurrent enrollment? 

RQ#1 

When do the faculty in your program meet to work on assessment in a 

typical semester, and what do those meetings look like? 

RQ#1 
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Tell me more about faculty involvement with assessment in your 

program. How do faculty respond to the call for assessment work? 

How does this impact you? 

RQ#1, RQ#2 

 What types of conversations they have about it? Who is involved in 

those conversations? Do you discuss assessment with your advisory 

board, and if so, what do you discuss and how does it fit into you 

work with the board? 

RQ#1, RQ#2 

How does your program's discipline content affect your approach to 

the assessment of student learning outcomes? Does your program's 

industry standards, or any characteristics about the discipline affect 

assessment, or create opportunities or challenges? How does 

compliance to accrediting bodies impact your work on assessment? 

RQ#1 

How does your program use the data collected through assessment? 

Any examples of decisions made based on the data? How are 

assessment data used for program-level changes? 

RQ#2 

In your own words, how do you interpret the phrase “close the loop?”  RQ#1, RQ#2 

What do you see as the purpose or goal of assessment? RQ#1 

What do you see as the most effective types of assessments for 

measuring student learning? Can you give an example of an 

assessment your department has used that is, in your opinion, a best 

practice or great learning experience for students? Are there any 

learning experiences or assignments that you don’t use for official 

assessment but that you think do a good (or better) job of measuring 

student learning? 

RQ#1, RQ#2 

How are program competencies reviewed, revised, or created? Is your 

advisory board involved in this process? In what ways do you 

consider industry trends or employer demands in considering your 

program competencies? 

RQ#2 

In what ways does your program provide evidence for student learning 

related to your program competencies? 

RQ#1 

Overall, what do you see as the biggest challenges with assessment as 

a general process or idea? How about within your program? 

RQ#2 

Do you see aspects of assessment that are negative, positive, or both? 

And if so could you provide some examples? 

RQ#2 

Could you tell me about how compliance, either with accreditation or 

the institution, impacts your work in assessment? In what ways is your 

assessment process impacted by the following: The Higher Learning 

Commission, the state department of Education, and/or any national or 

regional accreditation associated with your program? The workforce 

or employment trends? 

RQ#2 

Here’s a hypothetical question: If assessment was not required by 

anyone inside or outside of your institution, how would you approach 

it as a program chair? What would your process be? 

RQ#2 
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Are there aspects of assessment, either at this institution or in general, 

that could be different? How can assessment as a concept or practice 

be improved? 

RQ#1, RQ#2 

 

Upon completion of Interview 1, participants will be given the necessary data (collected during 

the document analysis process), the meta-assessment rubric, and instructions for completing it. 

 

Interview 2 Protocol 

Participants will need to bring a copy of the data and self-assessment rubric provided at the end 

of Interview 2. They will be given an overview of the topics to be covered. Key points of the 

informed consent will be reiterated. They will be invited to ask any questions before starting. I 

will start by asking them about the last two weeks and how their semester is going before 

inviting them to open the self-assessment rubric and ask them about their experiences. 

 

Tell me about the experience of completing the meta-assessment? If 

you struggled with the rubric, why do you think so? 

RQ#3 

Did you have any important thoughts or realizations regarding your 

program while completing the self-assessment? What did you learn? 

About your program? About your process? About the college’s 

process? 

RQ#3 

Can you walk me through your process of completing the meta-

assessment?  

What did you look at? Anything in addition to the materials I 

provided? 

RQ#3 

What did you look at? Anything in addition to the materials I 

provided? 

RQ#3 

How might this process have looked differently with more time? Or 

more resources? 

RQ#3 

How did you arrive at a score for each item? RQ#3 

Did anything surprise you about how you scored the rubric? RQ#3 

For any item you scored as “at scale,” please describe what is working 

well in your department? 

RQ#3 

For any item you scored below “at scale,” please describe what still 

needs work. 

RQ#3 

After completing the meta-assessment, could you talk about any ideas 

or plans you have to address the results of your rubric scoring? What 

information led you to make these plans? 

RQ#3 

Has this meta-assessment activity influenced what you or your 

department might do with assessment next? Or how you/dept talk 

about assessment? Do you anticipate using this activity again?  Why 

or why not? 

 

RQ#3 
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What was different about your discussion or thought process in 

analyzing your assessment data using this rubric than previous dept 

discussions or program evaluation activities? 

RQ#3 

What are your thoughts on the use of this meta-assessment rubric for 

the entire college? Should it be adopted for every department? 

RQ#3 

What additional thoughts do you have about completing this meta-

assessment process? 

RQ#3 

 

I will conclude the interview by thanking them for their participation, collecting the self-

assessment rubric and data, and offering to return copies of materials to them if they want to 

retain them. Additionally, I will extend an offer to help them compile and summarize any data 

and narrative pieces required for their five-year program evaluation given that the materials 

covered in this study can be used as evidence for program assessment. 
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APPENDIX D. INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL 
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