Incorporating the Self-Study Process into the Campus Culture
Paradise Valley Community College
Each learning organization has its own story of how its culture has developed. As a college prepares to undergo a self-study – which, in its initial planning stages can seem daunting to those directing the process – it is essential to identify and reflect upon the qualities that constitute the institution’s culture. What are your college’s rituals and traditions? How is important information communicated? What kinds of activities have in the past resulted in high involvement and motivation by your employees? These questions will lead to a clearer view of what makes your college distinctive. In turn, recognizing the unique components of its culture will facilitate significantly the work facing the self-study steering committee. A successful self-study process is absolutely manageable, but it requires sustained buy-in by the whole campus community; all employees’ talents, energies, expertise, and commitment must be engaged.

Since 1997 Paradise Valley Community College has embraced the philosophy of being a learning-centered college. This philosophy has had a dramatic impact on the college’s organizational culture. For example, the college has developed annual events that allow the campus community (administration, faculty, staff, and student representatives) to come together regularly for training, assessment, and planning. Events such as these have titles, such as the annual president’s advance (formerly President’s Retreat), an all-employee breakfast, a campus town hall, employee and organizational learning week, and student voices (listening sessions). As the college began organizing for a regular comprehensive evaluation visit in fall 2002, the self-study coordinator and steering committee committed themselves to a self-study process that respected and took advantage of the campus culture.

In fall 2003, a campus-wide self study kickoff event was incorporated into the college’s annual all-employee breakfast. At this festive event to introduce the self-study process, the college administration and the self-study coordinator presented it as a unique and rich opportunity for deep organizational learning, and highlighted its consistency with the philosophy and mission of the college. Later that semester, each subcommittee hosted a self-study forum, a town hall in which the entire college community was invited to provide feedback on the group’s initial findings; the forums were well attended and resulted in significant broadening and clarification of the findings. In the planning of these all-employee gatherings, the steering committee recognized that, to ensure attendance and engagement, principles of human motivation had to be considered in a thoughtful way: How do we get employees to want to attend? How can we ensure that they will feel heard and valued for the feedback they provide us? These deliberations led to the formation of a fun committee charged with developing ways to engage, energize, and motivate employees to participate substantively in the self-study process. Among the projects the fun committee organized were the solicitation of donations from local businesses for prize drawings during the forums; creating interactive table icebreaker games using words representing the college’s unique programs and people; and announcing a set of Watson Awards to acknowledge employees who had contributed significantly to the collection of evidence. For the forums and in January 2005 as the self-study team prepared to present its final report to all employees, each subcommittee was encouraged to present its findings in an interactive way. Creative approaches included a Star Trek® theme, the performance of a “PVCC Rap,” and the presentation of key information using the formats of familiar game-show and variety-show television programs. These and other entertaining people-centered activities – all reflective of PVCC’s distinctive organizational culture – were highly effective in engaging and motivating the college community.
At the conclusion of the process, a group of steering committee members summarized their recommendations in the following ten principles – the ten “tions”:
· Administration. The tone for the self-study process is set by the college administration. From the start, provide support for the steering committee members in the form of public recognition, refreshments during initial planning meetings, a reasonable timeline to allow for effective work at each stage, a voice in the decision-making process (e.g. choosing a theme for the self-study, cochairs choosing their own subcommittee members), and the freedom to be creative within their teams.
· Invitation. The most effective way to get buy-in from employees to work on the self-study committee at any level is to invite them personally and explain specifically why their participation will be an asset to the process.
· Introduction. Take time to plan an exciting kickoff event involving the whole campus, one that clearly conveys the purpose of the self-study and shows employees how their individual contributions will be important to the process.
· Definition. Recognize that the vast majority of employees – including members of the steering committee – will be unfamiliar with the terminology used by the Higher Learning Commission in the self-study process. Early on, identify the who, what, where, when, why, and how of the self-study, as well as key terms (such as five Criteria, Core Component, and Examples of Evidence). Create and distribute a summary sheet or glossary of such terms.
· Communication. At each stage, keep the campus community aware of where you’re your college is at in the self-study process. Implement a multifaceted communication system, which should include, at minimum, all-employee meetings (perhaps offering the option of a morning or afternoon session), a periodically issued and well-distributed self-study newsletter, a series of e-mail “fact blurbs,” regular visits by the self-study coordinator to department and division meetings, and an easy-to-follow, continuously updated Web site on which visitors from any constituency may submit comments or questions.
· Ritualization. Part of the personal reward of serving on a self-study committee is the collegiality that develops within teams. This camaraderie, which will occur among employees from departments and policy groups across the campus, is extremely valuable to the continued health of the organization long after the visit is over. In order for this bonding to develop, team leaders and members must feel free to develop their own rituals and traditions as they work together. A unique subculture will develop within each team and may involve the sharing of meals, inside jokes, or special roles within the group.
· Delegation. Following the principle of invitation, consider who at your campus has the talent or expertise to lead each of the many aspects of the self-study process – for example, the design of graphics, producing a periodic self-study newsletter, creating a Web site, delivering a dynamic welcome speech, or organizing student participation in the process. In addition, provide freedom and opportunities for employees (and subcommittees) to take ownership of and express pride in their specific projects, such as publicly presenting their team’s findings; writing sections of the final report; and contributing articles, quotations, or photos for the newsletter.
· Anticipation. Anticipate that, even with the most well-considered design, things will not proceed exactly as planned. Steering committee or subcommittee members may become ill or take other jobs and need to be temporarily or permanently replaced on the team, and a seemingly flawless plan for collecting and organizing data may, partway through, need to be altered to allow for greater efficiency. Invite your team’s members to be adaptable and creative in responding to the challenges that will inevitably arise.
· Personalization. Each college or university is unique; it has its own history that developed long before this self-study process. Your institution’s history involves real people with names and personalities, legends that may have developed around new-building construction or an especially memorable year, and perhaps times of shared stress. Because of this, expect your institution’s self-study process – and to some extent the final report – to reflect your organization’s unique story. Not only will this make the process more meaningful to all employees, but it will yield a document that will be used actively in future planning.
· Celebration. Be sure to budget for and plan celebrations of milestones along the way, within both the steering committee and its subgroups as well as with all employees. Celebrations, especially those involving meals, will deepen the appreciation of and loyalty among team members, leading to more effective working relationships and high-quality work on the self-study endeavor.
In summary, a self-study not only is a process indispensable to an institution’s continuous improvement; it is also an opportunity for employees to heighten their awareness of the organization’s achievements, to enrich their working relationships with one another, and to make an individual contribution to shaping its future. Without a doubt, the self-study will have an impact on your college community. With thoughtful reflection and acknowledgement of the components of your institution’s unique culture, you can create a dynamic self-study experience that reflects that uniqueness.  
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