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To:  College Faculty and Staff 
From:  Tom Fuller, Interim Dean of the College 
Date:  April 30, 2008 
Re:  AQIP Follow-up 

Dear Faculty and Staff Colleagues, 

Monday I answered several questions for Pilot reporter Bethany Davenport. Several of you have asked about these subjects, including some who were not able to attend the AQIP wrap-up Friday. I'm glad to share the information with you. Here are her questions and my answers.

What is a brief history of Prin's involvement with AQIP? 
AQIP (Academic Quality Improvement Program): Principia College has been accredited by the North Central Association (NCA) for 85 years -- even before we moved to Elsah. For decades the accreditation approach involved a campus "inspection" once per decade. (Our last one was in 1995.) We created a large notebook (hundreds of pages) of information about the college. This notebook was read by the NCA accreditation team who then visited the campus for several days. Once they re-accredited us, we did very little with the report for the next decade. 

In the late 1990s, NCA developed a different model of accreditation centered around constant introspection and progress. It focused less on the "inputs" of education (well-heeled professors and gracious spaces) and more on the "outputs" of education (strong graduates). In 2002, Principia decided to leave the old regimen and adopt AQIP as our accreditation standard. We sent a team of seven Principia leaders to be trained on AQIP in 2003 and another team of thirteen in January 2008. 

Do you have the full names and occupations of Lynn and John? 
Lynn Onken, retired professor of math and statistics from San Juan College. Now she consults in organizational development. 

John Brock, Vice-President of Academic Affairs at Maranatha Baptist Bible College. 
How were they assigned to Principia? 
No idea. 
What are Prin's Quality Action Projects? 
Improving staff evaluations 
Improving the Freshman Year Experience 
Auditing and minimizing committees and initiatives 
And this two-year old initiative is rapidly morphing into a Quality Action Project: Assuring that students are learning the objectives set forth by departments and our general education requirements 

How have the QAPs been chosen in the past? 
The four named above originated in HR, OSL/FYE faculty, CEC, and the Dean of Academic Affairs respectively. 
Lynn said that Prin needs to either step up to the program, or consider another form of accreditation. Do you think that Prin College can reach the requirements of AQIP? 

Here is the question asked and Lynn's response: 
Question: "Are we on track with accreditation or should we be overly concerned about that?” 
Lynn: "In my opinion (and John and I have actually talked about this), you are at a very critical stage. Remember that you are an AQIP institution because you met the minimum standards for accreditation, so you’re safe that way, but as an AQIP institution, you’re trying to exceed expectations with your activities. You are at a fairly beginning level and so the great excitement and enthusiasm we hear, we expect, will cause you to start moving and making progress, but you are, I believe, in my opinion, at a critical junction because you need to make progress to be a “quality improvement’ organization, or frankly, maybe abandon the effort. That’s where you are, because there two types of process. My organization discussed it because AQIP is such hard work and are we really doing ourselves a favor and what we discovered were two things. First of all, it was so imbedded in our culture that we couldn’t turn back. And secondly, the traditional accreditation process doesn’t really exist anymore because they’ve changed the foundational criteria to be more quality-based and future-looking rather than the reporting of the old, traditional process. It’s sort of hard to go back when you can’t go back to exactly the same thing – the ten-year visitation accreditations don’t exist anymore. So this whole effort at North Central has changed the way they do accreditation. But back to your question, I think you are at an important point, and I think very important to your college that you work hard and seriously on this process. "

Tom adds: 
John and Lynn are not the team that affirm or deny our re-accreditation. They are not giving us a pass or fail. As they stressed several times, their report will be one data point in that decision -- a decision to be made in 2009. 

Moreover, they urged us not to seek improvements merely to assure re-accreditation, but rather to best serve the interests of our students, parents, employees, and all Principia stakeholders. 

To be accepted into the AQIP program in 2002, Principia had to demonstrate both good faith and competence in making continuous improvements. That understood, John and Lynn both indicated that we should have made much more progress than we have since 2002. They were encouraged by the energetic readiness of our faculty and staff to move forward. They were encouraged by the projects we have in front of us (assurances of learning, data-informed decision systems, improved employee evaluations, etc.), but used the word "crucial" to describe the next six months. We have committed to progress and must and will demonstrate it during these months.

Some of that work will require changing our systems. Some of that work will be systematizing and documenting the great good that is already active at the College.

Here is the (draft) summary response crafted by John and Lynn. We will get a final version in a week or so I presume: 
“Principia demonstrates commitment to seriously engage in quality work. Leadership transition and turnover in key administrative support positions are cited as causes for low progress in the development of an effective quality program to date. The [AQIP] team believes learning from early false starts and uncompleted projects may have resulted in an increased understanding and appreciation of both the need and significance of a well-designed quality framework to support and guide improvement efforts. The incoming president and members of the current quality initiative team in open meetings with the faculty and staff communicated a commitment and enthusiasm for learning and growing both the program and their skills. A clear atmosphere of anticipation regarding the potential benefits of a quality program was sensed by the team throughout the visit. The impact of the recent strategy forum was effective in overcoming some resistance and confusion about the AQIP process and continuous quality improvement. In the team’s judgment, the institution presented satisfactory evidence that it met this goal of the quality check up. The institution’s approach to the issue of documentation and conformance were accepted and complied with commission and AQIP expectations.” 

Some people believe that this program is more appropriate for community colleges and technical institutions, but not necessarily a liberal arts college. Do you feel it is appropriate?

It's for any institution that is unafraid to examine itself critically and then act on that self-knowledge to grow stronger. Community colleges face tougher competition for students these days. They accept a very broad spectrum of students and must educate them all. Thus, they have a powerful incentive to improve -- namely, survival. I believe that more and more institutions of all classifications will feel the need to improve nimbly and consistently. Lynn is from a Community College in New Mexico (one that is rapidly outgrowing its four-year neighbors). John is from a four-year liberal arts college with a religious focus. Both see AQIP as the shape of future accreditation for all colleges and universities. 

The community has not been involved thus far. In the 10-year cycle, all of the community pulled together to create a summary. (Actually about six or eight of us did a lot of the work!) But, many members of the community do not feel informed or involved in the [AQIP] process. How can they become more involved? 

About twenty of us have been to Chicago for formal training. Seventy-one of us were involved to greater or lesser degree in creating the AQIP Systems Portfolio (available online). About sixty of us have been involved in developing learning themes and learning outcomes -- a project which, although not couched in AQIP language, is (as I mentioned above) rapidly morphing into an Action Project. 

We are currently converting our Systems Portfolio from a PDF document to a living document on-line. One great way to learn more is to read our own AQIP systems portfolio and contribute updates and corrections. (Send them to Cindy Shedd and Merlin Lewis.) Another is to visit www.aqip.org <http://www.aqip.org> which has much information and many examples from many colleges and universities.
