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Kent State University, a “doctoral/research-extensive” institution, consists of a large, diverse residential campus and seven regional campuses.  The Kent campus provides baccalaureate, masters, and doctoral study opportunities while the Regional Campuses serve specific community needs with associate degree programs in more than twenty-four technical and business fields.  The eight-campus system covers a geographic area the size of Connecticut.  Kent State offers a full range of academic programs with supportive strengths in focused research and service areas.

The total enrollment of Kent State University reflects 6,000 residential students, and 26,000 commuter students who approach its campuses from nearby apartments and from cities including Akron, Cleveland, and Canton.  Over 30,000 Kent State students are Ohio residents, and the remaining 2,000 come from 46 states and 33 countries.  There are 2,600 adult students, and about 1,700 students transferred to Kent from other institutions of higher education.  Sixty-one percent of our students are female, and 87% are Caucasian.  Kent State's faculty is 63% male and 88% Caucasian.

Kent State undergraduate students graduate with more indebtedness than the national average and they work more hours per week than the Ohio norm.

This description shows Kent State to be large and complex with characteristics of traditional residential and innovative metropolitan institutions.  Why, given this degree of complexity in its institutional mission, did Kent State decide to apply to be an AQIP Partner Institution?

NCA 2000 Annual Meeting

A small contingent from Kent State attended the NCA April 1-3, 2000, annual meeting to learn about the Academic Quality Improvement Project (AQIP).  With our next comprehensive evaluation in 2004, the timing seemed optimal to investigate this alternative accreditation process.  We attended sessions such as “Articulation of the Baldrige Criteria to Meet the Self-Study guidelines for NCA,” "The Journey to Quality," "Introducing the Academic Quality Improvement Project's AQIP Alternative," "Incorporating the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Criteria into Your NCA Accreditation Process,” "The Journey to Quality: Is It Far From Here?" and "What We're Learning about Quality and Accreditation."  These sessions developed awareness and understanding of NCA’s purpose to help its institutions improve by initiating the Academic Quality Improvement Project.

Partnership Request

As a result of attending the annual meeting, the following recommendation was forwarded to Provost Paul Gaston on April 4, 2000:  Kent State University should investigate the Academic Quality Improvement Project (AQIP) as an alternative accreditation method within the North Central Association of colleges and Institutions of higher Education.  With wry humor he reacted saying, "I thought you'd never ask."  President Cartwright, too, whose leadership term for AAHE coincided with rising interest – and considerable skepticism – in the higher education community about outcomes assessment and continuous improvement practices, was enthusiastically supportive.  Utilizing an informal advisory group of faculty experts from throughout the University, a Partnership Request was completed through the spring and early summer and sent to NCA.  Kent was accepted as an AQIP Partner Institution in September 2000.

When administrators and faculty reviewed the AQIP criteria, much skepticism was expressed.  Cautionary anecdotal accounts of similar efforts in program accreditations were mentioned in recognition of the revolutionary potential of the movement and of the facts that it meant going far beyond “business as usual.”  In fact, much of the value of the application process was to help us learn more about our own current efforts and the depth of expertise and experience that already existed on our campus in the area of continuous improvement.  Most of this expertise was going into the classroom and into consulting with business and industry on these very concepts!

Campus Readiness

Assessment of the NCA General Institutional Requirements and Criteria contained in Kent State’s 1994 Team Report suggested that our accreditation status appeared secure and that no serious shortcomings jeopardized our regional accreditation.  Following this determination, public presentations to build awareness about AQIP were made to the President's Cabinet, Chairs and Directors Council, Academic Administrative Council, Provost’s Faculty Advisory Council, University Teaching Council, and the College of Nursing faculty.  There was good support in each of these groups for pursuing the AQIP alternative accreditation procedure.  Some questions from faculty and administrative staff did evidence an appropriate degree of supportive skepticism.   

Questions Considered

Several faculty asked why regional accreditation was important to the University.  Answers included assurance of quality education for students, accountability to stakeholders, public credibility, the contingency of regional accreditation to obtain federal funds and student loan assurance, and transferability of student academic credit were mentioned.

Perhaps the most pressing question from these groups was “What is this alternative accreditation process?”  It was suggested that AQIP would emphasize continuous improvement, the seven Baldrige criteria, a focus on students and their learning, and a systematic feedback program.  Rather than a several hundred page self-study every ten years, Kent State would be expected to write an annual 50 page report that would examine both processes and outcomes.  

As questions arose about why we should participate in AQIP, we tended to rely on the materials provided by NCA.  For example, AQIP provides a framework for assessing, measuring, and improving performance in our learning, operations, and financial procedures.  AQIP also provides a mechanism to get feedback from peer institutions that will help identify strengths and opportunities for improvement.  Furthermore, we felt that we already met the GIRs and that there would be much more to be gained from this alternative process.  We also hoped that, as an early participant, we would have an opportunity to help shape the AQIP process.  Lastly, we felt there might be an opportunity to better focus a distinctive identity for our institution.  

Assessing Readiness for AQIP

Completing the AQIP Partnership Request caused us to evaluate our readiness for participation.  There was agreement that, while we had several experiences with quality programs in three divisions, no comprehensive, institution-wide TQM or similar movement had been attempted.  We had just completed the rewriting of our strategic plan with personal involvement of President Cartwright.  We had received several outcomes-based "Selective Excellence" awards from the Ohio Board of Regents.  We have a systematic, periodic review process for assessing graduate programs.  Many of our academic programs participate in accreditation procedures that emphasize similar principles (business, nursing, education).  Kent had also received the Governor's Excellence in Workers' Compensation Award.  In addition to receiving external recognition, Kent State also gives formal internal recognition to distinguished teachers, to outstanding researchers, and to alumni, staff, and individuals who make outstanding efforts on behalf of students.

Our executive officers are well versed in continuous quality efforts.  President Carol Cartwright has provided significant leadership to quality improvement initiatives at the national and state levels, as well as on behalf of Kent State University.  Provost Gaston has provided workshops and participated in national meetings on quality management.  Vice President Creamer began his career as an operational and compliance auditor with the US Department of Health, Education and Welfare using tools and techniques similar to Deming's Total Quality Management.  Kent State has used the Student Satisfaction Survey, the Cooperative Institutional Research Program new freshman survey, NASPA benchmarking of student services programs, the ACT Survey of Academic Advising, the National Survey of Student Engagement, and an externally conducted Cultural Self-Study.  We have consistently sought data about and from our students, formed committees to review study results, and developed strategies to address problems identified.

Current AQIP Efforts

As this paper is being written in late December 2000, plans are being prepared to pursue a Level II application for the Ohio Award for Excellence (OAE).  Kent State’s AQIP Liaison and a faculty member have been trained and appointed Examiners for the Ohio Award for Excellence.  The OAE uses the same criteria as those used for AQIP and for the national Baldrige award program.

Plans are being formulated to provide resources to support the AQIP effort and to train administrators and faculty in the concepts and procedures to enable broad participation.  Special care is being taken to develop a macro view for our institutional involvement while keeping that macro view responsive to academic programs.  Institutional expectations for course and program objectives are being made explicit and embedded in the regular curricular processes.  We are considering outside consultants to help us conceptualize the establishment of systems, processes, and structures to stimulate and audit institutional quality improvement efforts.  We feel it is particularly important to engage the academic sector in continuous improvement because most of our past efforts have been in non-academic sectors of the University.

An informal AQIP advisory committee will continue, even while a more formal AQIP Implementation Steering Committee is created.  The challenge will be to assure reporting and assessment activities take place at an institutional level with meaningful involvement from division, college, and program levels.  
Conclusion

While we have approached our decision-making process for joining the Academic Quality Improvement Project through the template provided by NCA, this description does not convey the suspense and excitement of the process.  We moved from interest pursued at the 2000 NCA Annual Meeting, to enthusiasm generated by those who attended the annual meeting, to doubt (almost dismay) when the many issues were considered, to hope in the realization that we had experience and expertise to engage meaningfully, to celebration when we found out we were accepted as an AQIP Partner Institution, to realism over the fact that we now have it to do.  The decision made on this roller coaster ride seemed clear from the outset.  That is because there is perceived potential for making significant and positive changes in Kent State University’s institutional culture through the process methodology embodied in AQIP’s continuous improvement project.
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