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Self-study as Institutional Conversation: Blending the Self-study and Strategic Plan 

Andrea M. Karkowski, Eric Anderson, Paige Shalter Bruening, and Stephanie Gray Wilson 

Capital University, Columbus, OH 

 

A self-study conducted solely to satisfy reaccreditation requirements is an institutional burden… 

a painful institutional burden. 

The challenge that colleges and universities face is to conduct a self-study that is meaningful to the campus 

community beyond the self-study site visit. This challenge is compounded by the tension that exists between the 

magnitude of the self-study process and the need to be respectful of the myriad other responsibilities of faculty, 

staff, administrators, board members, and students. How does an institution overcome this challenge and make the 

self-study an organic process, one that transcends the minimum expectations for accreditation and the core 

components against which institutions are evaluated, and one that has life and gives life to institutional priorities?  

While each institution must outline a self-study process that is unique to the strengths and limitations of the 

institution, we identify a set of self-study activities that can be adopted by most colleges and universities. These 

activities include: (1) Outlining a reflective and intentional self-study process that allows an institution to advance 

the work of its strategic plan; (2) Establishing a framework that provides a dynamic approach for making progress 

toward institutional mission; (3) Employing a model that yields broad institutional participation across multiple 

constituencies; and (4) Balancing and conserving participants’ time and effort to engage in a unifying and 

transformative experience that is focused the institution’s future. 

Reflective and Intentional. Capital University linked its self-study with its strategic plan via a special 

emphasis request made to the Higher Learning Commission (HLC). The strategic planning process was initiated in 

September 2008 and resulted in a strategic plan document in May 2010. The strategic planning process examined 

multiple sources of data, including institutional mission and values documents; several SWOT analyses; focus group 

discussions with students, faculty, staff, administrators, and board members; internal and external environmental 

scans; literature on higher education; survey results from the campus community; and visioning exercises (i.e., 

imagining what the future could be like for the university) engaging multiple constituencies. From this information, 

the institution adopted seven strategic directions.  

This intensive strategic planning process encompassed characteristics of a comprehensive self-study. The 

process was deeply reflective in that it explored how the many departments and divisions across the institution 
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embodied the institution’s mission and celebrated the shared values that cut across disciplinary and philosophical 

differences. The internal and external data gathered during the strategic planning process came from many sources. 

Dry demographic and retention data were enlivened by personal narratives from students, faculty, staff, and alumni 

about what it meant to be part of the “Cap Family”. This self-reflection helped the institution identify areas of 

concern to be addressed as well as institutional strengths to be fortified, thereby making the institution intentional 

about what it wanted to accomplish in the future. 

Dynamic Approach. Capital University began its HLC self-study in fall 2010, using the strategic plan as the 

foundation for the self-study. The self-study process served as a model of how to “live” the university’s strategic 

plan. For example, one initiative identified in the strategic plan was to “use existing committees/ bodies to address 

issues as they arise (rather than administratively generated ad hoc task forces).” Thus, existing committees, 

departments, and divisions were the primary self-study participants. Only when no existing body could manage a 

particular part of the self-study was a new, temporary committee formed. This occurred three times:  

a. Core Self-study Team: A core group of five faculty and administrators designed the self-study and guided the 

process from start to finish. When additional perspectives were needed, the Core Self-study Team invited others 

(e.g., faculty governance leaders, the director of institutional research) to the table. Using a small and flexible 

group minimized the impact on employees’ time and yet maintained broad inclusion. 

b. Steering Committee: A steering committee with diverse perspectives (e.g., library and athletics directors, 

administrators and staff, faculty governance leaders, and several student representatives) reviewed the requests 

for information created for the governance committees, academic departments, and administrative divisions 

before the requests were distributed. This committee also reviewed submitted reports and checked for 

completeness, clarity, and accuracy. The steering committee worked for one semester, again ensuring broad 

participation with minimal impact on time. 

c. Writing Team: A writing team synthesized the submitted reports into a unified document. Members of the 

writing team, which included faculty, staff, administrators, and a student intern, had different roles: The authors 

did most of the writing with each author assigned to a chapter, the two self-study coordinators obtained 

additional information when needed and worked to achieve a unified voice in the document, and the rest of the 

writing team reviewed and critiqued the chapters and identified areas of missing or inaccurate information. This 

writing team worked for a summer. Again, the time commitment was limited to three months. Having a Writing 

Team that was different from the Steering Committee that reviewed the reports further ensured the inclusion of 
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multiple perspectives. A strength of the writing team was that the team members had wide-ranging levels of 

experience at the university. This allowed for institutional memories (both good and bad) to be represented as 

well as for a more objective (or naïve) perspective from those who were newer to the institution. 

Broad Institutional Participation. Consistent with the strategic plan, instead of creating several new 

committees, we enlisted existing bodies in conducting the self-study. The Core Self-study Team identified the 

intersection between HLC core components, strategic plan directions, and charges to committees, academic 

departments and administrative divisions. An example of these intersections is in Table 1.  

Table 1: Example of the intersection between the university’s strategic plan and HLC core components. Abbreviations at the intersection 

between the HLC core components and the university’s strategic plan represent standing committees, academic departments, and 

administrative divisions that address the HLC core component; the key for the abbreviations is at the bottom of the table. 

 Capital University’s Strategic Directions 
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a. The organization realistically prepares for a future shaped by 
multiple societal and economic trends. 

DC BC; PC; 

UA 

B&F; PC SA AAC; DC; 

GEC; GPC; 

IE; IT; LS 

  

b. The organization’s resource base supports its educational 
programs and its plans for maintaining and strengthening their 

quality in the future. 

 BC; DC; 

PC; UA 

B&F; DC; 

PC  

SA DC  SA 

c. The organization’s ongoing evaluation and assessment 
processes provide reliable evidence of institutional 

effectiveness that clearly informs strategies for continuous 

improvement. 

 UA B&F  Ath; SA AAC; AD; 

CELT; HC; 

GEC; HLC; 

IE, IT; LS; 

SG; Sym 

 SA 

d. All levels of planning align with the organization’s mission, 
thereby enhancing its capacity to fulfill that mission. 

CEC; DC; 

PC; SEC; 

VPs 

DC; PC; 

UA 

PC; DC; 

B&F 

SA AAC; GPC; 

GEC; HC; 

LS; VPs 

P&S SA; VPs  

AAC = Academic Affairs Committee; AD = Academic Departments; Ath = Athletics; BC = Budget Committee; B&F = Business and Finance; CELT = Center for Excellence in Teaching and 

Learning; CEC = College Executive Committee; DC = Dean’s Council; GEC = General Education Committee; GPC = Graduate Program Committee; HLC = HLC Assessment Committee; HC = 

Honors Committee; IT = Information Technology; IE = International Education; LS = Law School; P&S = Planning and Strategy; PC = Planning Committee; VPs = President’s Cabinet; SG = 

Schumacher Gallery; SEC = Senate Executive Committee; SA = Student Affairs; Sym = Symposium Planning Committee; UA = University Advancement 

 

 We created a table for each of the HLC criteria in order to align each HLC core component with the 

strategic plan. Notice in Table 1 that the HLC core components are addressed by multiple university bodies at all 

levels of the institution (i.e., governance committees, academic departments, and administrative divisions). In 

addition, each strategic direction is addressed in multiple ways across the institution. There were some intersections 

with no natural link between the HLC core component and the university’s strategic direction (identified as the 

white spaces in Table 1); we chose to leave these points of intersection empty rather than create artificial links. The 

color coding within the table is consistent with the color coding used for the university’s strategic plan and was 

carried through across all phases of the self-study.  
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 After identifying the intersections between the HLC criteria and the university’s strategic plan, and the 

bodies that would write about those intersections, we created requests for information from each of the bodies. Two 

examples of these requests are in Table 2. Each request for information comprised the name of the body (i.e., 

governance committee, academic department, or administrative division), the HLC core components that the body 

would write about, and the link to the strategic plan (employing the same color coding identified earlier). When we 

made the requests to the governance committees, in particular, we also included the charge to each committee as 

identified in the university faculty bylaws; this was important for two reasons: (1) Just prior to initiating the HLC 

self-study the faculty governance structure changed dramatically and committees were still learning their charges 

and the scope of their work, and (2) we wanted to help committees see the link between their stated charge and the 

work that they would submit for the HLC self-study. 

Table 2: Two examples of report requests made to governance committees, academic departments, and administrative divisions. 

Committee Name: Technology Committee 

Committee Charge identified in the Faculty Bylaws: Facilitate use of technology in teaching/learning, scholarship and service. Encourage and advocate maintenance of, expansion of, and access 

to curriculum-based technology resources. Facilitate integration of technology in the university core curriculum. 

Links to Strategic Plan: Related HLC Core Components: 

 
Describe how the work of the committee creates effective learning environments. 

 
Describe how the university’s technological resources support student learning. 

 
Describe how the work of the committee helps to prepare students to live and work in a technological society. 

  

Committee Name: Academic Standing/ Student Affairs Committee 

Committee Charge identified in the Faculty Bylaws: Review and recommend policies and practices regarding (a) student life, (b) new undergraduate and graduate awards and honors, (c) students 

who are to receive undergraduate and graduate awards and honors, and (d) policies and practices concerning eligibility to participate in extra-curricular and co-curricular activities, including the 

intramural, recreational and intercollegiate athletic programs and student organizations. Advise administration on matters concerning student scholarships. Oversee matters of Academic Integrity. 

Links to Strategic Plan: Related HLC Core Components: 

 
Describe how the work of the committee recognizes the diversity of its learners. 

 
Describe how the work of the committee upholds and protects Capital University’s integrity. 

 
Describe how the work of the committee demonstrates that it values a life of learning. 

 

Participation rates were as follows: 100% of administrative divisions submitted reports, 100% of provost-

level units submitted reports, 100% of academic departments submitted reports (after extensive begging to a couple 

of department chairs), 63% of faculty senate committees submitted reports (despite extensive begging to a number 

of committee chairs), and 100% of college governance committees submitted reports. Our faculty governance 

system is relatively new and several committees reported that connecting their work with HLC core components 

helped focus their conversations on what was important and advanced the work of the committee. For the three 
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faculty senate committees that did not submit reports, this process highlighted potential weaknesses in the faculty 

governance structure. The faculty senate now has a clearer picture of areas that are not functioning well and can 

examine whether (1) the charges to these committees are clear and meaningful, (2) the committees are meeting 

regularly, and (3) the committees have a yearly work plan.  

In order to write the self-study, submitted reports were disaggregated by HLC core components and 

information submitted for each core component served as the foundation for the self-study chapters. 

Unifying and Transformative. The writing and rewriting processes are best described as an ongoing 

institutional conversation. This conversation began between the chapter authors and the committees, departments, 

and divisions that submitted reports. The discussion continued in the larger writing group, as the group commented 

on each section as it was submitted. The dialog was sustained throughout the next semester when each chapter was 

made available to all faculty, staff, and administrators for review and comment via multiple venues (i.e., online 

survey links for each chapter, 17 open forums, and direct 

communication with the self-study coordinators). As a 

result of this work, the university had a complete draft of 

the self-study one year prior to the site-visit and all who 

wanted to review the document and provide feedback had 

multiple opportunities to do so. 

After writing the chapters, the writing group 

critiqued how well the institution met each core component 

and developed strategies for addressing weaknesses. These 

strategies were linked back to the strategic plan initiatives, 

bringing the process full circle (see figure 1). Table 3 

provides some examples of the strategies and how they link 

to the university’s strategic plan.    
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Table 3: Examples of critiques, how those critiques relate to the strategic plan, and the action plan (i.e., goal, deliverable, and assessment) 

developed to address the critique. 

Critique Strategic Plan Link Goal Deliverable Assessment 

The university does not 
reward senior faculty for 

continued distinguished 
contributions to teaching, 

scholarship, and service. 

 

Motivate continued 
engagement in 

teaching, scholarship, 
and service among 

senior faculty. 

Post tenure review that rewards 
faculty who continue to be 

effective teachers and active 
scholars and engage in 

exemplary service. 

Increase in faculty 
productivity among senior 

faculty.  

Many surveys are 
conducted on campus and 

yet we struggle to 
disseminate the survey 

results, which is key to 
determining how well we 

are doing and what areas 

need improvement. 

 

Coordinate and 
organize survey 

results so they can be 
used across campus. 

Institutional Research 
disaggregates data and 

distributes to academic and 
administrative departments. 

Increase in number of 
changes to curricular and 

co-curricular activities 
that are informed by 

survey data. 

Improve use of 

assessment data to 
inform decisions. 

Develop a process for 

documenting the use of data to 
inform decisions. 

Increase in percent of 

decisions that can be 
traced back to data. 

Hire an assessment director. Increase in number of 
changes to curricular and 

co-curricular activities 
that are informed by 

survey data. 

The quality of academic 
advising is inconsistent 

across departments. 
 

Improve academic 
advising. 

Provide prompts for what to 
address when working with 

student advisees. 

Increase in scores on 
advising assessment. 

All academic departments 
require students to collaborate 

with academic advisors to 

develop an individualized plan. 

Increase in scores on 
advising assessment and 

improved retention. 

Create an advising center to 
supplement faculty advising. 

Improved retention. 

 

Conclusion. We designed the self-study to be reflective, intentional, and broadly inclusive. Through the 

self-study process, the community has reflected on and critiqued the work of the past ten years, developed strategies 

for addressing areas of concern that are consistent with institutional priorities as determined by the strategic plan, 

and included many voices across the institution for input into the self-study document. 

 

A self-study conducted solely to satisfy reaccreditation requirements is an institutional burden… 

a painful institutional burden. 

 

A self-study designed to advance the priorities of the institution is still a burden… 

but we hope it is also a deeply gratifying and transformative burden. 


