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Returning to the Wholeness of Educating the Student: A Personal Reflection from Marilee 

The Student Learning Imperative (ACPA, 1994) had quite an influence on my perception 

of a student affairs professional’s role in students’ learning and development.  It was published 

when I was completing my doctoral research – the time when I was being trained to dissect every 

thought, word, and action in higher education.  Just as I was learning about the intricacies and 

specialization of every aspect of higher education, I also began to be challenged about re-

integrating it all into a sense of oneness.  Ironic?  Perhaps not… 

When I had the privilege of receiving my Ph.D. in 1995, I was focused on proving to the 

world that I, the first in a long generational line to receive a Ph.D., was worthy of having 

received it.  A very long story short, in an effort to satisfy Ego above all else, I began to privilege 

the intellectual aspect of myself ignoring all the wisdom contained within the challenges of the 
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Student Learning Imperative - within the wisdom of integrating all aspects of the Self, of the 

discovery of the Self into the learning journey.  Now, nearly 20 years later and after having had 

the privilege of meeting neuroscientists and quantum physicists, after having explored several 

inquiry avenues into the dissection of identifying where within the biological and chemical self is 

the evidence for how the Self learns and develops, I arrive here.  Here, I share that we in higher 

education (biologically and chemically) cannot, at this point in time with the instrumentation that 

we have to date, discern the places of origin of the affect from those of the cognitive, emotions 

from thoughts, or past memories from the present moment experience; we can identify - to some 

extent - where they are all processed, but not where they originate. Therefore, why do we as 

educators and administrators try to make such distinctions between affect and cognition in our 

student learning and development assessment work?   

I was drawn into the higher education profession because I saw a higher education system 

that was not aware that it was designed to advance the whole of human potential.  To me, the 

student affairs profession existed to remind faculty and system leaders that they were to be about 

educating a whole person, not an isolated intellect, or a mental illness, or a data point on a 

spreadsheet.   In educating the whole of a human, that meant facilitating the human being to 

engage in the most exciting adventure of all – discovering who the authentic self is and 

determining whom she is in relationship to everything else that she may encounter.  Some of this 

can be “measured” and other parts cannot be measured due to our limited ability to do so. 

If we toss out our commitment to intentionally designing and evaluating all systems as 

they relate to the facilitation of holistic student learning and development, then it is my humble 

opinion that we have lost the very essence of why we engage in assessment in the first place.  I 

do not believe we are able to assess everything we do.  I do believe we can become more 
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committed to articulating how the intention (the outcomes) of everything we do exists to 

facilitate or support whole-person education and development.  I believe we should allow the 

research that informs holistic or integrated student learning and development to drive the way in 

which we organize ourselves and deliver our services and curriculum.  If we cannot articulate 

why what we do advances the wholeness of the human experience in education, then what exactly 

is our purpose and how will assessment inform that conversation?   

It is from this place that I invited three colleagues of mine - two of whom are community 

college practitioners and one, a longtime friend and exceptional scholar (all three being 

exemplary educational leaders) to join me in discourse, reflection, and the design of this chapter, 

which is intended to explore a more holistic approach to assessing student learning and 

development within community and two year college student support and academic services.  In 

our dialogue, we found ourselves facing the need to deconstruct many of our current practices in 

order to pursue our future purposes.  Thus, while we will foreshadow some of the issues that we 

see coming around the corner, we do so in the context of a call to a renewed focus on the whole 

student, a concept that lies at both the genesis of the community and two year college movement 

and the four-year student affairs profession within the United States. 

Framing Assessment Practice 

It has been more than 20 years since Lee Bolman and Terrance Deal published the first 

edition of Reframing Organizations.  Through this and the subsequent editions of this work, 

Bolman and Deal (1991, 1997, 2003, 2008) have presented four frames around which they have 

synthesized organizational theory literature.  From this basis, they then have made the case for 

leadership that draws upon each of the frames.  The first of the four frames is the structural, 

which emphasizes organizational goals and objectives, the division of labor, and rational 
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processes of analysis and restructuring to achieve change.  Much of what we do in the 

assessment realm fits squarely within this frame.  The second human resources frame 

emphasizes the relationships between organizations and people as well as the role of human 

motivation.  Though this frame has received less attention within assessment circles, our 

experience is that many student affairs professionals are drawn to this way of viewing and 

understanding organizations.  Bolman and Deal’s third frame, the political frame, is 

fundamentally concerned with the allocation of scarce resources.  This is certainly a concern for 

assessment-minded professionals, though our approach is typically more structural as we aim to 

use rational analytic processes to inform resourcing decisions.  In contrast, the political frame 

considers how power, conflict, enduring differences, and the formation of coalitions drive those 

decisions.  Lastly, the symbolic frame assumes that developing meaning within the context of 

ambiguity as well as the use of myth, rituals, and ceremonies to shape organizational meaning is 

central to the understanding and leadership of organizations.  Many assessment writers have 

discussed the importance of creating a “culture of assessment” within educational institutions 

(e.g. Bresciani, 2002; Callahan, 2008), but fewer discussions have utilized a symbolic frame 

approach as a means for accomplishing this culture.  

A significant contribution of Bolman and Deal’s four frames is their ability to help 

leaders identify and deconstruct their epistemological assumptions – their core beliefs and 

understandings of what organizations are and how they function.  In the West, the structural is 

familiar and intuitive to most leaders; thus, discussions of organizational change often privilege 

structural perspectives.  Consider, for example, how most planning processes utilize hierarchies 

of strategies, goals, and outcomes coupled quantitative analyses that aim to identify 

organizational problems and solve them with policies, protocols, and reorganization.  Likewise, 
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most assessment models rely primarily on hierarchies of learning goals, objectives, and outcomes 

along with analyses that divide student growth into learning and development or cognition and 

affect.  It is somewhat ironic that scientific studies of the brain have discovered that these types 

of dissections are inconsistent with brain functioning – the brain cannot distinguish between 

learning and development.  The structural frame has value, but overreliance on the structural 

hides other important aspects of organizations.  

Despite numerous scientific discoveries, most Western educators and educational leaders 

continue to privilege structural ways of knowing over other forms.  It is interesting to note that 

early organizational theorists drew heavily on structural assumptions even as they laid out the 

foundations for the human resources (e.g. Barnard, 1938), political (e.g. Cyert & March, 1959), 

and symbolic (e.g. Argyris, Putnam, & Smith, 1985) frames.  Extending beyond Bolman and 

Deal’s frames, Scheurich and Young (1997) have argued that the assumptions made about the 

definitions of research and validity privilege Western ways of knowing over those diverse 

cultural groups.  Yet community and two year colleges arguably educate the most diverse 

students in the world – students who bring diverse strengths, worldviews, and forms of cultural 

wealth to our campuses (see Yosso, 2005).  If our assessment work is to become more holistic 

and more inclusive of the worldviews of the students whom we serve, we must generate new 

approaches that are more holistic and inclusive of other frames and diverse ways of knowing and 

being – even if we do not exactly know how to readily assess all aspects of that knowing and 

being. 

Consider, for example, the very concept of “outcomes.”  Although consistent in concept, 

the definition and scope of outcomes varies by college culture and is typically unique to each 

campus (Bergquist & Pawlak, 2008; Kezar & Eckel, 2002).  Even within a structural framework, 
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there is no one-size-fits-all solution or definition for outcomes.  The leadership imperative, from 

a multi-frame perspective, is not to narrow in on the establishment of a common definition of 

“outcomes,” but to move forward the dialogue regarding the deeper roles and purposes of 

outcomes and of education. Will outcomes assessment remain a checklist for compliance and 

little else?  Will a more externally-driven, draconian reality emerge where outcomes, made up of 

isolated data points often gathered through courses or larger institutional data sets, assume 

decision making for institutions?  Or, will institutions look to actualize what could be with a 

fully holistic, integrated paradigm that best serves the student and ultimately all stakeholders?  

And, if the latter, how might that emerge?  Consider a quick reframing of outcomes.  From a 

human resource perspective, outcomes might be concerned less with what the student will be 

able to know or do, and more with how students (or faculty and staff) engage in relationship with 

college and community members.  Additionally, outcomes influenced by a human resources 

perspective may do more to emphasize human needs, desires, and motivations.   Politically, 

outcomes are scarce resources that power brokers use in negotiations.  Note, for example, the 

controversies that have occurred regarding outcomes related to multicultural competence, human 

sexuality, or the educational canon.  From a symbolic perspective, outcomes may have less to do 

with content and more to do with perception and meaning.  Extending the prior example, a 

multicultural outcome may validate the value and voice of some students on campus whereas 

others perceive it to be an effort of the liberal academy to be politically correct.  In both cases, 

these perceptions may emerge regardless of the intent, design, or content of the outcome, and 

perceptions will, in turn, influence holistic learning.  We can evaluate the extent that members of 

a college community can regulate their emotions in order to promote peaceful and effective 

discourse.  But we first have to instill these kinds of teachings into the fabric of every classroom 
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and out-of-classroom environment; we have to become more committed to designing and then 

evaluating a complete student success curriculum. 

A Holistic, Multi-Frame Approach to Assessment 

In looking to advance a more fully integrated holistic model of education and assessment 

of its outcomes, some basic assumptions must be made.  We assume, for example, that the locus 

for expressing and assessing learning outcomes is at the heart of all assessment work in which 

each division of the college is engaged according to its function and culture. To presume an 

integrated holistic approach, all pieces must align and fit together in a seamless fashion, and this 

includes across divisions, each with their own vocabularies and ways of doing, and across a 

campus structure, often with its own limitations.  And of course, a paradigm based upon the 

whole person and their learning outcomes must be consistent with local culture, with its mission, 

vision, values, and goals (Bresciani, 2006; Schein, 2004).  

 With these assumptions of such a system met, one is limited only by imagination in 

proposing the next step in student learning assessment at the community college level.  

Nationally, we have multiple types of program review that are used according to purpose (Bers, 

2011; Bresciani, 2006), but one integrating the whole person is not common.  What is proposed 

here is a departure from past practice and an introduction of a model where all pieces are tightly 

intertwined.  At the center of student learning is the whole student, surrounded by the student’s 

accomplishments in specific areas (see figure 1 below).  This is a far better picture of what the 

program and institution have achieved in terms of effecting change in the student’s life and 

learning experience. 
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The challenge then becomes one of integration and assessment.  How can this be 

measured and reported through an integrated means?  How can one measure the level of 

integration?  How can programs fully leverage it within their program reviews to inform 

planning and facilitate resource allocation?  Dowd (2005) stated that in using data for 

assessment, it must be used to inform planning, not drive it; that it must be carefully defined and 

measured to serve the inquiry agendas of practitioners.  The concept of data-driven decisions 

aligns with the Bolman and Deal’s structural frame, and it allows leaders to delegate decision-

making to the data and data analysis.  However, a multi-frame approach to leadership requires 

individuals in leadership to also consider human, political, and symbolic aspects when making 
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decisions.  Assessment data retain an important role in this process, but they also yield their 

privileged position to leaders who must consider multiple ways of organizational knowing and 

being when making decisions.  Leaders make decisions that are informed by data and also by 

relationships, motivation, power dynamics, and meaning as well as by experience, consultation, 

and intuition. 

Galbraith (2006) pointed out the need to align comprehensive strategy with structure, and 

that would be one of the biggest challenges in a move such as this (Bolman & Deal, 2008). How 

would one get it all to work together in a system currently in silos?  In essence, getting it “all to 

work together,” in the context of a multi-frame approach would conceptually move beyond the 

structural frame or “metrics.”  As such, how could the different divisions – who may use 

different metrics - learn to speak each other’s languages?  Many change models call for the close 

attention to culture in any change effort, and especially one as massive as this (Beer et al., 1990; 

Kezar & Eckel, 2001; Kotter, 1995; Schein, 2004, 2006; Smart et al., 1997). By definition, 

culture change is transformational change, and that is not easily achieved. But it begins by 

establishing trust in communication and therefore it begins with individuals taking responsibility 

for their own attention, emotion, and cognitive regulation, which thanks to neuroscience 

research, we now know is possible for anyone at any adult age (Alvarez & Emory, 2006; Bush, 

Luu, & Posner, 2000; Chan, et al., 2008; Chiesa, Calati, Serretti, 2011; Goldin & Gross, 2010; 

Hölzel, et al., 2007; Hölzel, et al., 2008; Hölzel, et al., 2011; Hutcherson, et al., 2008; Kozasa et 

al., 2012; Lazar, et al. 2005; Lutz, et al., 2008; and Todd, et al., 2012).  

We have seen some progress in the integrative delivery of support services and 

curriculum, with learning communities being one of the models du jour.   An integrative 

assessment model, however, largely continues to evade us.  In order to advance this agenda, 
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leaders have to identify where the silos lie within their institutions and then embark upon the 

relentless work of creating bridges between them.  Interestingly, we continue to refer to the 

major functions of our colleges as “divisions” (student services, instruction, and administrative 

services), language that is highly structural and that perhaps contributes to the perpetuation of the 

siloed status quo.   Indeed, bridging the assessment gap between the divisions, within divisions 

(e.g. counseling, admissions and records, financial aid), and even within a single department or 

program is an important step in facilitating progress toward holistic assessment.  In speaking of 

the latter, for example, assessment cannot be solely the responsibility of the department chair or 

coordinator. Student learning and development, and the way we assess it, must be everyone’s 

business, and it is important for all key constituents - administrators, faculty, staff, and students - 

to engage in this important work.  Not only is broad engagement good practice, inclusion of 

representatives from all governance groups in moving the agenda contributes to the likelihood of 

multi-frame design and implementation.  Equally as important is the need for a profound 

understanding of the role that each plays in facilitating student learning and development.  We 

continue to encourage community college leadership not to underestimate the role of classified 

staff members in assessment as they are often primary front-line practitioners with whom 

students interface within the institution. 

With all of this said, a holistic integrated model for student learning would be 

challenging, and yet, it could be envisioned.  To achieve this vision, a model that is developed 

locally to be consistent with college culture (Bergquist & Pawlak, 2008; Kezar & Eckel, 2002; 

Schein, 2004; Smart et al., 1997) could be constructed around the four frames of the organization 

identified by Bolman and Deal (2008). A Venn diagram (admittedly, a rather structural 

technique) presenting this interaction is presented in figure 2 below.   
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The question becomes one of leadership: getting from here to there.  We know that 

change requires the direct and strong commitment of the executive staff, including the CEO 

(Beer et al., 1990; Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Kotter, 1995; Schein, 2004).  Further, theorists such as 

Kezar and Eckel (2002) developed frameworks for approaching change that are inclusive of the 

work of leaders across institutions.  Institutions need leaders whose work can extend beyond 

mere structural and strategic planning or political negotiating and posturing.  To this end, 

Hoffman (2010) suggested that leaders consider not only the metaphor of vision – where are we 

going and how will we get there – but also the metaphor of voice – who are we, what do we 
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value, and how do we speak to our present realities.  This perspective, grounded in humanistic 

and existential psychology, is consistent with human resource and symbolic frame perspectives.  

The hard work is for the college’s leadership to make the commitment to foster holistic 

institutional identities in the here and now as well as engaging in practices to shape and move 

toward a more comprehensive future.  In the following sections, we consider several emergent 

and coming trends in assessment as related to the perspectives we have outlined thus far. 

Moving Forward 

Given the calls for further accountability, the emerging presence of MOOCs (Massive 

Online Open Courses) and the reality that revenues for education will likely remain precariously 

low, we know that community and two year colleges are at a significant crossroads.  Economic 

recovery, the further advancement of the economy, and the actualization of human potential 

depend upon strong outcomes (Carnevale & Desrochers, 2004; Goldin & Katz, 2006).  It is a 

perfect time to engage in deep questions such as what outcomes do community and two year 

colleges deliver and how well are they organized to deliver those outcomes?  How well are 

community and two year colleges designing and delivering holistic student learning and 

development? 

In many cases, community and two year college leadership has conformed to the letter, if 

not always the spirit, of mandated outcomes assessment, and this begs the question of outcome.  

Specifically, what is meant by outcome; what are its implications for the student and the 

stakeholders of that student’s education; and does it inform a larger set of practices, such as both 

program- and college-wide planning and decision-making (Bresciani, 2006; Dowd, 2005)?  Does 

it inform college, district, and statewide policy decisions?  These questions underlie the 

frameworks we have discussed thus far, and they serve as an important context for the issues and 
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trends that we discuss in this section of the chapter.  It also provides us with an opportunity to 

become more focused and intentional in what we do; it provides an opportunity to prioritize. 

Reject the Notion of Doing More With Less 

If you have not been asked to do more with less in the past several years, you likely have 

not worked at a community or two year college.  But, what does it really mean to do more with 

less?  As is the case with most institutions of the scale and scope of community and two year 

colleges, there have been abuses where professionals have not been good stewards of the 

resources entrusted to them.  In that sense, doing more with less simply translates as efficiency.  

That said, characterizations of the community and two year college sector as “fatty” or 

inefficient are misguided at best.  So why do we repeatedly hear the expectation to do more with 

less?  Some might suggest that it is simply the new normal.  Fewer dollars are being invested in 

community and two year colleges while the leadership is expected to serve increasing numbers 

of students, serve higher proportions of underprepared students, and produce more completers 

(e.g. graduates and transfers) in a shortened amount of time.  We acknowledge these realities.  In 

fact, we anticipate that these realities will reach new heights in the coming years or in the very 

least, we will be required to offer services fully online and possibly even for free to align with 

the growing popularity of MOOCs.  Yet, we also suggest that doing more with less is not a recipe 

for sustainable success in the long term.  The reality of changes in funding must lead to changes 

in both what we do and how we do it.  That is where a holistic approach to assessment comes in, 

and it begins with prioritizing what the organization values through collaborative conversations 

among all the organizational constituents and moves through the recognition that a community 

and two year college education is much more than knowledge acquisition. 
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Assessment should inform what we do and assessment, coupled with the wealth of 

research we have at our finger tips, should inform how we do it.  Too often, leaders abdicate 

their responsibility by responding to smaller budgets with across the board cuts paired with 

admonishments to do more with less.  We have seen across the country, in most part, cuts to all 

that we understand research tells us are effective ways to design, deliver, and evaluate holistic 

learning and development. These leaders shift the blame citing forces beyond their control; yet, 

as Hoffman (2010) has noted, the association of leadership with control is fallacy.  Managers 

may, to a limited degree, be able to control small, closed systems.  Leaders, however, must work 

within open systems that are more complex and ambiguous – those who wish to control are not 

leaders.  Hoffman (2010) suggested that leaders can counter control instincts [we regard it as 

self-serving Ego or from a cognitive neuroscience perspective, the need to survive at all costs] by 

focusing on organizational dignity, meaning, and voice, concepts that draw upon Bolman and 

Deal’s (2009) human resource and symbolic frames.   In the face of diminishing resources, this 

entails considering assessment data (along with intuition, theory, experience, the ever-growing 

constant of uncertainty and consultation) in order to make difficult decisions about the 

prioritization of funding allocations.  Instead of trying to do more of every activity with fewer 

resources, some activities will need to be scaled down, completely re-designed, or even 

discontinued.  Dignifying the work of employees who are also co-educators within community 

and two year colleges means allowing (or requiring) them to stop doing all of their current work 

with fewer resources and inviting (or requiring) them to refocus on a smaller set of activities that 

can be done with the available resources and with dignity.  In the end, having less may mean 

doing less, or it may mean doing “less” really well which then brings on the appearance of doing 
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more because our doing becomes an evidence-based, reflectively informed, and intentional way 

of being and doing. 

Second, emphasizing point number one, assessment should inform how we do what we 

do.  Developmental learning theory may present an additional perspective regarding how we do 

what we do.  Jarvis (1987) described how some problems create a sense of disjuncture – tension, 

crisis – that contributes to changed cognitive, emotional, or behavioral actions and a new state of 

learning and development.   Consider the adage to work smarter, not harder.  Here, working 

smarter involves a developmental shift in the person; however, few of our current assessment 

practices yield data that can inform these types of shifts.  Our experience has been that most 

closing the loop examples consist of changes in the design of educational programs rather than in 

the knowledge, skills, and motivations of the educators who enact those programs.  Yet, Clark 

and Estes (2002) have suggested that securing meaningful change results from research and 

evaluation requires the consideration of knowledge, skills, and motivation as well as 

organizational systems.  Early assessment implementation practices were careful to distinguish 

assessment from performance review in order to assuage potential resistance.  Thus, most current 

assessment practices yield data that do not inform necessary professional development for 

faculty and staff (e.g., other means of working smarter). 

Many institutions have long utilized student evaluations of teaching.  These evaluations 

typically do not assess student learning, but if constructed well, they do gather data that can 

inform teaching practice and the engagement of the instructor to the student.  For example, 

student responses to questions about the knowledge and preparation of the instructor, the 

teacher’s ability to explain difficult concepts, or the faculty member’s attentiveness to diverse 

learning styles may inform not only the design of the course curriculum but also the teacher’s 
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pedagogy.  Some may pause here to note that these types of data border on measures of 

satisfaction rather than of learning.  However, these types of questions are in actuality evaluating 

the student’s perception of the engagement of the instructor with them in the classroom.  In 

addition, we invite community and two year colleges to ask the student to self-assess their level 

of engagement.  Asking the student to self-reflect on questions such as “how often did I complete 

the assigned readings prior to class” or how often did I seek assistance outside of the class from a 

peer, staff member, or instructor” returns the conversation to the nature of the collaborative type 

of learning we are encouraging.  The reality is that a holistic perspective of assessment involves 

collecting data about both learning and mutual engagement as well about involvement. In order 

to work smarter, educators need holistic data addressing how students learn, how they seek 

involvement, and how they engage with faculty and staff so that they can use this information to 

inform changes in their professional development (knowledge, skills, and motivation) plans as 

well as changes in programmatic design. 

Narrow v. Integrative Measures 

Few stakeholder groups have the will or time to develop an in-depth, nuanced 

understanding of the community and two year college.  We simply cannot be experts in 

everything within today’s information-rich society and as such, we have trained ourselves to 

make decisions based on sound-bytes.  For example, we make decisions about restaurants and 

hotels based on 1-5 stars – not knowing the criteria that informed the awarding of the stars, about 

movies based on thumbs up or down (or possibly ripe vs. rotten tomatoes), about cars based on 

MPG, and about hospitals based on rankings and report cards.  In this context, evaluations 

regarding the quality of elementary and secondary schools based on scores such as California’s  

academic performance index (API), which ranges from 200 to 1,000, seem quite sophisticated, 
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even though we still are uncertain of the criteria that inform such an index, how it was gathered, 

and what was overlooked.   

We should not be surprised when stakeholders continue to evaluate the quality of a 

community college based primarily upon its completion or transfer rate.  Still, given the 

complexities of the multiple missions of community and two year colleges as well as the 

diversity of our institutions, we know that these rating systems are not sufficient to inform 

students and other stakeholders of the quality of our institutions.  Taken alone, they are certainly 

far from sufficient to inform continuous efforts to improve the quality of the education that we 

provide.  How then do we design assessment and program review processes that can respond to 

the demands of accrediting agencies, meet the needs of students and their families, assist in our 

efforts to negotiate for limited institutional resources, and meaningfully inform the decisions we 

make as educators committed to excellence?  Further, how we do this in a manner that is 

sustainable over time and that honors the principles of brevity, simplicity, and practicality? 

When consulting with community and two year colleges and serving as external 

reviewers, we are encouraged to see progress in the articulation of student services learning 

outcomes that align with the broader institutional learning outcomes.  At leading institutions, we 

now see examples of outcomes that are coupled with the collection and analysis of assessment 

data that lead to example “closing the loop” practices and practices that are aligned to promote 

institutional strategic initiatives.  While we commend these practices, we also observe an 

opportunity for improvement with regard to an a) realistic awareness of the capacity to serve the 

constituents in the manner intended with the resources provided, b) prioritization of strategic 

initiatives which continue to contribute to the notion of doing more with less, c) re-allocation of 

resources to improve the strategic initiatives of an organization if they have been prioritized, d) 
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an ability to align meaningful outcomes-based assessment data and the decisions that were made 

with that data with performance indicators used by legislators, e) collaborative conversations that 

outline the needs for specific types of professional development for staff and instructors, and f) 

collaborative conversations around what may be missing from the data gathered or the way in 

which we design and delver learning and development and whether that is acceptable given what 

we do not know about holistic learning and development and what we do know about it. 

In summarizing this concept, we return to the consideration of the frames. In terms of 

human resources, the integrated process we are proposing has the potential to engage multiple 

individuals in the collection of data related to a small set of broader learning objectives.  

Decisions about how to interpret and use these data to inform decisions will be less likely 

centered in the work of a single individual and more likely to draw together multiple 

professionals.  This type of practice is thus, more likely to reinforce the relationship between 

instructors, staff, and administrators as well as their motivation for engaging in assessment 

practices.  Politically, large sets of discrete outcomes, assessment data, and recommendations pit 

individual practitioners against one another as each individual has data to support his or her 

claim for additional resources.  This process will not eliminate the scarcity of resources or the 

realities of conflict within organizations, but it may be helpful in managing coalitions and 

focusing their attention upon broader program-level objectives.  Lastly, in terms of the symbolic 

frame, a shared conceptual framework organized around three to five broader learning objectives 

has the potential to serve as a source of shared meaning.  Because discrete outcomes are written 

for specific activities and compiled around shared objectives, the process addresses the routine 

activities of practitioners involved with the program, thus reinforcing their dispositions and 

professional habits. 
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What about the stakeholders?  Let’s return for a moment to the one to five stars used to 

make a decision about a hotel stay.  At first, a traveler may limit the number of choices based on 

overall star ratings, but when narrowing the list to a final choice, she may dig deeper to explore 

multiple additional ratings for cleanliness, service, facilities, and customer reviews.  Not only do 

those extra ratings provide additional information about the hotel, they serve to inform the 

customer about how one could or should make decisions regarding where to stay.  The same is 

true here.  Community and two year colleges will be required by legislators to continue to 

provide information about graduation and transfer rates, but the approach outlined here allows 

educational leaders to provide context about what those numbers mean as well as additional 

information that may teach stakeholders how to make decisions about an institution’s quality of 

education in a holistic manner.   

Revisiting the Future of Accountability 

An important step in advancing the holistic assessment agenda is for leadership to engage 

key institutional stakeholders in taking stock of where the institution is and where it wishes to be, 

with particular care given to being authentic about its current state.  After all, if we are not able 

to be genuine about where we are, how are we ever going to take steps forward in a meaningful 

way? For some, the current focus may be at the technical “how-to” level, whereby the institution 

may be grappling with developing well-constructed student learning outcomes statements and 

ways to assess them, perhaps only sporadically throughout the institution.  Other institutions may 

find that while they are engaged in more systematic, integrated processes of assessment, they 

may be so entrapped in the structural aspects of assessment that they fail to take the next 

important step- broad scale dialogue.  Engaging in broad-scale discussions across the institution 
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takes us closer to a multi-frame approach and can bring about the holistic improvements in 

student learning and development that brought us to engage in assessment in the first place. 

Another aspect of this is that for many colleges, assessment is done for accountability 

purposes only (Bresciani, 2006; Brock et al., 2007). It is forced upon them by external agencies 

such as accrediting bodies and the federal government. Rouche et al. (1997) found that most 

colleges did not use institutional effectiveness data required for external reporting in any 

significant manner for local applications. Many colleges continue to struggle to make this 

connection and leverage outcomes assessment for local application. However, some are now 

accomplishing it for purposes of integrated planning, ironically due to pressure from accrediting 

bodies.   And this discussion is taking place all in a time where regional accreditation bodies may 

give way to state-mandated testing. 

Testing 

Educational policymakers have devoted significant attention to testing as a means of 

assessing student learning as well as of promoting greater accountability among higher education 

institutions. There is a strong body of literature documenting bias within standardized tests 

(Jencks & Phillips, 1998). These studies suggest that students of color, English language 

Learners, and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds tend to score lower on standardized 

tests regardless of their ability.  Additionally, studies by Fleming (2002), Fleming and Garcia 

(1998), Hoffman (2002), and Hoffman and Lowitzski (2005) suggest that standardized tests may 

be better predictors of student success when students attend colleges and universities where the 

institutional culture is highly similar to home and prior educational environments.  As we 

consider most community college students—likely the first who will be required to complete 

tests as a prerequisite for a certificate or degree—it is evident that they are among those students 
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for whom standardized tests are the least reliable or valid.  Add many educators’ resistance to 

being evaluated by test results (though we often use tests to evaluate our students), it is not 

surprising that so many educators are arguing against mandated testing; particularly when testing 

moves us farther away from a return to holistic learning and development.  

These arguments may have slowed the adoption and implementation of testing, yet, we 

remain concerned that these arguments will continue to occur.  Thus, we cannot emphasize 

enough the need for instructors, staff, and administrators to come together to a) prioritize 

strategic initiatives, b) realistically assess the capacity to meet these strategic initiatives by 

serving their constituents in the manner intended with the resources provided, c) re-allocate 

resources to improve the strategic initiatives using outcomes-based assessment data, d) align 

meaningful outcomes-based assessment data and the decisions that were made with that data 

with performance indicators used by legislators, e) engage in collaborative conversations that 

outline the needs for specific types of professional development for staff and instructors in order 

to improve those strategic initiatives, and f) engage in collaborative conversations to identify 

what may be missing from the data gathered and whether that is acceptable given what we do not 

know about holistic learning and development and what we do know about it. 

In addition, we encourage instructors, staff, and administrators to do everything possible 

to ensure that the tests that may be selected by the accountability decision-makers – whatever 

level in which they reside - are as good as they possibly can be. More importantly, community 

college educators need to discuss what the role of testing will be within comprehensive and 

holistic assessment efforts. Testing alone will not be sufficient to address the type of assessment 

efforts we have called for in this chapter for the postsecondary educational experience is much 

more than simple knowledge acquisition.  Progressive community college leaders could begin to 
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shape their future by calling for testing as a needed element of comprehensive assessment 

efforts, which include testing the cognitive and non-cognitive preparedness levels of learners 

coming into community college by learning goals of those students. Such a call may help to stay 

the efforts of those who would implement testing as the privileged, if not sole means of assessing 

learning and holding community colleges accountable for student success. Further, by leading 

the response to the call for testing, progressive community college educators may be able to 

frame the content and design of tests. In light of our call for more holistic assessment, we would 

advocate the inclusion of elements such as Sedlacek’s (1993) non-cognitive variables, measures 

of student self-efficacy, attention, emotion, and cognitive regulation, ability to self-refer, and 

questions regarding students’ self-awareness of their strengths and limitations. Adding aspects 

such as these to measures of critical thinking or select sets of fundamental content would 

certainly make the future of testing much more palatable. 

This approach to the future of testing is also consistent with the multi-frame approach to 

leadership advocated by Bolman and Deal (2009) and utilized in this chapter. Testing itself is a 

scientific approach to the measurement of student learning—an approach consistent with the 

structural frame. Current debates regarding testing are more political as they reflect enduring 

differences, coalitions that include diverse stakeholders (including for-profit testing agencies), 

and negotiations related to the balance of funding and accountability. Absent are the human 

resource and symbolic frame perspectives. In terms of the former, calling for testing and 

participating in the design of tests could lead to instruments that are more culturally valid. This 

framework may place the tests in an appropriate context for educators and students, thus 

influencing fundamental motivations and relations between individuals and organizations. In 

terms of the symbolic frame, the participation of skeptical educators in the design of tests may 
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influence perceptions and the meaning attributed to those tests. Rather than serving as hurdles or 

gatekeepers, tests could be framed as one form of data collection and used more as opportunities 

for students to learn about their strengths and growth areas.   Thus, the inclusion of questions 

addressing learning preferences, self-awareness, and cultural strengths could help students to 

recognize that this is a different type of test.  Better yet, if testing results are used to inform 

institutional assessment efforts rather than as prerequisites for a certificate or degree, students 

may approach the exams more expansively.  

Our fundamental premise here is that the time may have passed for educators to forgo 

proactively the implementation of testing through the development of comprehensive assessment 

efforts, but there still is time for educators to influence the content, design, implementation, and 

use of tests within future holistic assessment efforts. That said, we feel that time is running out, 

and quickly. If community college educators continue to focus their time, energy, and efforts on 

resisting the inevitable future reality of testing, the window of opportunity to shape the future 

reality of testing may also pass. Once again, this is - at its core - a question of educational 

leadership more than it is a question of educational assessment. 

Summary 

In closing, we trust that you found plenty of ideas and strategies in the preceding chapters 

that will help you implement a sound outcomes-based assessment practice at your institution.  In 

an effort to integrate your outcomes-based assessment processes into a holistic approach as we 

recommend in this chapter, we recognize that will mean making sure you have the practices in 

the preceding chapters implemented.  And we recognize that it will also include a significant re-

allocation of time to collaborative conversations, planning, and prioritizing.  We know that there 

is no such thing as “new time,” and we recognize that many promotion, review, and tenure 
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processes as well as collective bargaining agreements for instructors and staff do not include the 

time or even provide professional development for collaborating or learning new skills and 

knowledge to transform the design, delivery, and evaluation of postsecondary education.  So, if 

you are looking for a place to begin beyond the implementation of the previous chapters’ ideas, 

we recommend you review your hiring, collective bargaining, and promotion, review, and tenure 

processes to ensure that collaboration is a priority.  Even if the aforementioned processes are not 

revisited, no matter what, we recommend that we build in time to collaborate with all your 

constituents to learn how to collaborate and identify the times that they will do so into 

everyone’s workload.  It is a simple and often over-looked concept of practice. 

Next, we encourage you to move through the concepts presented in this chapter with 

diligence and care and urgency.   We do not claim to have the all the answers; yet one thing is 

clear, if we do not return to the holistic approach for student learning and development, we will 

have segmented the delivery and assessment of parcels of knowledge out so much that the 

argument for modularized, non-facilitated on-line learning (e.g. free online webinars, MOOCs) 

will look more and more affordable and more and more likely the solution to reducing the cost of 

higher education.  Would that be a bad idea?  If the context for education within the community 

and two year college is to educate the whole person, and to make education accessible to all 

while ensuring high quality development of an adult learner who not only can stimulate the 

economy but do so in a manner that advances society and promotes global peace and well-being, 

then it seems to us a complete college experience is a wise choice for achieving this holistic 

approach. Research also tells us how this could become more likely true if we provide faculty 

and staff with the opportunity to design that type of environment.  If you want to simply 

determine whether you graduated someone who has a set of knowledge acquisition at X-level, 
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then the modularized, on-line system (e.g., free online webinars, MOOCs) seems most 

affordable.      

The urgency around the assessment and accountability conversation appears to present a 

fundamental challenge to institutional leadership. It appears that very few institutional leaders 

want to step forward with the evidence of what their students are learning and how they are 

developing; why is that?  Perhaps it is because their faculty cannot agree on what quality 

learning should look like and how it can be evaluated.  Perhaps the answer to the question is 

truly so complex it cannot be communicated in sound bites.  Perhaps the American public and 

those holding institutional leadership accountable for such learning do not really want to know 

that when you do not invest in learning, evidence of good learning declines.   Perhaps there is no 

learning and development occurring.  Perhaps learning and development is occurring but the 

tools we are using to evaluate and report it are flawed.   

It seems to us that the question is not, 'Where is the information about what students are 

learning and why can we not see it by state or by institutional type?' The question is 'what does 

research tell us about how students learn and develop?  And how well are we designing those 

opportunities within our organizations?  What evidence do we have that we are implementing 

this research into educational systems?  Now that answer… we can answer that.   [Research tells 

us that students learn and develop in ways that we do not currently fund.  In other words, our 

financing of higher education does not match what we understand thus far from research with 

regards to how students learn and develop effectively.] There is limited ability to design effective 

learning and development practices within institutions of higher education because there is 

limited investment in the designs of effective systems and processes. Why are we not investing 

in designing the most effective student learning and development opportunities for all students?  
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Let us make sure the answer to that question has nothing to do with our lack of collecting the 

data to inform the conversation. 
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