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CHAPTER 1 — INTRODUCTION 

I begin this dissertation with a vignette and an explanation.  I serve as an adjunct faculty 

member at a two-year career-focused proprietary institution.  My entry into the world of teaching 

came at an urban campus with a broad range of students demographically.  During that initial 

period, I fell in love with the act of teaching and learned a great deal about ways to actively 

engage my students in the learning process.  Also, in those early days, I experienced an 

organizational culture that was encouraging and supportive.  As I arrived to teach my classes on 

most days, I looked forward to my regular encounters with my program coordinator who always 

ended our conversations with a wide grin and the charge to “go and have fun!”  

I did not have a name for what I experienced at the time, but in my third year the 

organizational climate changed when a new president was appointed at the college.  As the new 

president took the helm, many of my colleagues and I began to understand just exactly how this 

change could alter the organizational culture.  The first hint at this change came when over 70 

employees at the college mysteriously vanished.  There had been no announcement, and to my 

surprise the program coordinator whose regular message was to “go and have fun!” was among 

the missing.  I only learned about this when an email to him returned undeliverable.  After 

several more workforce reductions at the campuses, I realized what happened.  An 

announcement arrived later, but the damage was done, and as the new president embarked on a 

tour, most of the staff and faculty remained very guarded and uncertain.   

Initially, I found great meaning in my work with students who were largely from 

disadvantaged socioeconomic and minoritized ethnic backgrounds.  Stepping onto the urban 

campus, I was energized looking forward to my work with nontraditional, first generation 

students.  Both as an employee of this institution and a graduate of Ivy Tech Community 
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College, I developed an affinity for the students I taught. In fact, it was in the context of this 

work that I began to consider a doctoral program focused on the nontraditional students with 

whom I worked.  Therefore, upon entering the doctoral program at Ball State, I considered the 

community college leadership major, and after taking a required course in the area was 

convinced that it was a good fit for my interest in social justice work, and focused on community 

colleges and the students they serve. 

In a subsequent course, I began to work with some of the leadership issues at community 

colleges, and when writing my final paper in that class encountered the convergence of 

leadership transition, Appreciative Inquiry (AI), and sensemaking/storytelling.  It was during this 

work that I first encountered North Eastern Regional Community College (NERC) [pseudonym], 

the research site of this dissertation.  Through contact with a dean at the NERC campus, I 

combed through an archive of documents related to the application of AI at NERC.  During the 

following summer, I learned from a colleague that the NERC president was scheduled to give a 

presentation at a nearby community college, and I immediately made plans to attend.  The 

meeting was held in a room that allowed for a great deal of personal interaction, and I was able 

to introduce myself and express interest in the work at NERC. Following his presentation, we 

spoke briefly and made arrangements for a follow-up telephone conversation, after which he 

provided a letter of support for my current research project—this dissertation.  The confluence of 

these events and experiences created within me a strong personal interest in the way leadership 

methods, styles, and approaches may influence and shape institutional culture.   

These interests have coincided with the opportunity to examine a community college 

where Appreciative Inquiry (AI) has been adopted for strategic planning and beyond as an 

operational philosophy.  In this chapter, I discuss the purpose of my study, the research questions 
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I asked, delimitations, and my positionality and reflexivity.  This research was conducted at a 

rural community college in the northeast.  In our preliminary discussions, the president described 

his previous work with another doctoral student who completed her dissertation study at NERC.  

This previous student explored AI, but was specifically interested in its use as a part of the 

strategic planning process. I, however, am interested in understanding the embedding of AI in 

such an organization and exploring the way campus agents perceive the resulting culture. 

The anticipated impact of impending leadership retirements in community colleges has 

been a recurring theme within the literature (Amey, 2013; Kearney, 2013; Shults, 2001; 

Thompson, 2010) predicting an exodus of a generation of leaders who were instrumental in the 

founding of many community colleges.  The preparation of the American Association of 

Community College leadership competencies (AACC, 2013) was one attempt to officially 

address the structural needs of such a large-scale change in leadership and have been considered 

in the literature (Cloud, 2010; Eddy, 2012, 2013a; Wallin, 2010).  The predicted leadership 

vacuum introduces additional related issues about knowledge transfer, institutional mission, 

leadership models, succession planning, and institutional culture (Amey, 2013; Eddy & 

VanDerLinden, 2014; McMaster, 2012).  Finally, the application of AI in an educational setting 

has also been explored (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Johnson & Leavitt, 2001; Kearney, 

2013; Keefe & Pesut, 2004; Niemann, 2010; Whitney & Cooperrider, 1998; Yoder, 2004).  

Identifying the convergence of these phenomena in one campus has been rare.  However, one 

such institution, referred to above, demonstrates the convergence of these qualities: NERC.  

These convergences occurred at NERC with adaptation of AI during the strategic planning 

process in 2006, followed by the appointment of President Lawrence Gunderson (a pseudonym) 

in 2011, who advanced the implementation of AI throughout the institution, as an operational 
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philosophy.  With the impending changes in leadership because of retirement, understanding 

campus culture is a crucial element for arriving leaders.  Eddy (2012) asserted the criticality of 

this understanding and proposed a way to cluster and understand the American Association of 

Community College’s (AACC) competencies (2013), namely through a concept she referred to 

as cultural competency.  In this study, I gained an understanding of the way AI became 

embedded (or not) in institutional culture through the following research questions.  

Research Questions 

Considering the above context for community colleges in general, and the institutional 

context at NERC in particular, I asked these research questions, but described more specifically 

the context into which they are directed.  I identified three micro-cases that were (a) accessible 

for me to study, (b) included access to collaborative teaching and learning, particularly 

developmental education classrooms, (c) incorporated specific social events for community 

college students, (d) leadership focused activities, including campus wide events, faculty 

development, and student leadership.  These micro-cases are learning communities, student life 

events, and leadership events.  In each of these micro-cases I asked the following questions,  

My primary research question was:  

 How do institutional agents (leaders, faculty, and staff) and students describe the 

embedding and embeddedness of AI in institutional culture at NERC? 

My secondary question was: 

 In what ways do participant roles influence their perceptions and descriptions of AI in 

institutional culture? 

 

 



  5 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to understand institutional agents’ and students’ 

perceptions of the presence of AI in institutional culture.  I identified three sub-research sites 

(micro-cases) that were available to me within the main research site, NERC (case): learning 

communities, student life events, and leadership.  The resultant findings: (a) leaders’ influence, 

(b) faculty enactment of AI, (c) students’ indirect experience of AI, and (d) limitations of AI, 

provided insight into the way AI as an operational philosophy is infused into organizational 

culture, but also identified perceptions of the way the application of AI aligned with the 

underlying theory and principles on which it is based. 

In this study, I considered a community college located in the rural Northeast.  Because I 

sought to describe and understand institutional agents’ (leaders, faculty, and staff) and students’ 

descriptions of the presence of AI in these micro-case research sites, I engaged multiple 

institutional agents (leaders, faculty, and staff) along with students to understand and describe 

rituals, myths, values, and relationships through the narratives of these institutional members.  

However, culture is not only limited to the narrative descriptions of these participants’ 

encounters with the institutional environment, but also included my observed interactions of 

students and institutional agents in the micro-cases (Blumer, 1969; Bourdieu, 1989; Charon, 

2010).  Therefore, I sought to understand an institutional culture with which I lacked familiarity 

through the rich and thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) of these participants along with my own 

observations as a researcher.  Here, I seek to respond to a general question raised in past work: 

“to what degree do the principles of AI have an influence on the overall culture and climate of 

the organization?” (Royer & Latz, 2016, p. 700) through a systematic empirical study of 
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institutional agents’ and students’ perceptions and understanding of the embedding and 

embeddedness of AI in institutional culture. 

Significance of the Study 

In this study I considered the intersection of community college culture, leadership, and 

AI.  The study of these focal points is important for a number of reasons, including the seismic 

changes occurring in community college leadership as founding leaders in these institutions enter 

retirement (Shults, 2001).  These retirements introduced concerns with the potential loss of 

institutional memory (Duree & Ebbers, 2012), the need to address competencies for new leaders 

(AACC, 2013; Eddy, 2013a), and the successful navigation of the leadership transition itself 

(Kearney, 2013; Keefe & Pesut, 2004).  Such a successful transition requires not only an 

understanding of leadership, but also the institutional context in which leadership is practiced.  

Moreover, as Royer and Latz (2016) argued,  

leadership transition is a process that is both bound and driven by the institutional context 

within which it takes place. This means that individual participants in leadership 

transitions must be aware of institutional context, historical mission, and organization 

values while successfully navigating the change. (p. 696)   

 

Embedded in this institutional context is a culture that Manning (2013) described as a “medium 

through which people take action, create meaning and achieve purposes . . . culture builds 

congruence, gathers people as a community, creates clarity, builds consensus, and endows 

strength” (pp. 91-92).   

The intersection of leadership change and culture create a dual ambiguity that not only 

includes changes in leaders and leadership style, but also the resultant culture emerging from 

these interactions.  Manning (2013) further described the ambiguous nature of this culture, 

“rather than something to be fixed, complexity, multiple meanings, and paradoxical messages 

create opportunities for interpretation, clarification, and learning” (p. 92).  The use of AI is 
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another institutional consideration that broadens participation in collaborative ways to enact the 

context described by Harrison and Mather (2016) wherein, “adaptive and creative practices will 

only take hold in institutional cultures that embrace assumptions about the intrinsic worth and 

positive potential of the people who inhabit them” (p. 3).  In other words, provide an inclusive 

and collaborative approach that is an alternative to traditional leadership models (Eddy & 

VanDerLinden, 2014; Sanchez, Hucles & Davis, 2010; Tedrow & Rhoads, 1999). 

Although perceptions of leadership as a more holistic and collaborative endeavor are 

described in the literature (Mellow & Heelan, 2008), there is also a description of the stubborn 

persistence of models based on the principles of Taylor (1911) and Weber (1947), grounded in 

the ‘great man’ perspectives of the past (Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2014).  Amey (2013) described 

early models: “these early presidents and college administrators led from their position of formal 

authority from the top down; they were autocratic and bureaucratic which might have been 

understandable in the context of the creation of new institutions and systems” (p. 136).  Even if 

such a traditional approach may have been understandable at the time, Mellow and Heelan 

(2008) argued, “current wisdom suggests that leaders are not going to be able to stand on their 

desk or within their roles and give orders—if they do, they will meet with, at best, malicious 

compliance” (p. 140).   

Such observations suggest that this new understanding is more than a change in 

leadership roles alone, it includes a dynamic perspective engaging strategic thinking (Amey, 

2013) and leadership styles understood to be alternatives of these early leaders who now prepare 

to enter into retirement.  Mellow and Heelan (2008) concurred with such a change in 

understanding: “These leaders inspire the hearts and minds of faculty and staff to be responsive 

to the community college audience, and they move the hearts of the larger external community to 
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support and commit to the community college mission” (p. 134).  More recent conceptions of 

leadership understand the change, “Instead of a focus on the sole positional leader of the 

president, the interdependencies of the relationship are emphasized, in which roles change over 

time” (Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2014, p. 160).  AI supports the shift in focus of leadership from 

positional and instrumental models to a model of influence, Wharton (1997) presaged this 

understanding,  

the best definitions explicitly recognize that leadership uses positive modes of influence 

and I have incorporated this into my definition: Leadership is the ability to develop in 

people a willing, enduring, and dedicated commitment to the achievement of 

organizational goals. (para. 8)   

 

Even though AI is not new to educational contexts, a search for its engagement at 

community colleges yielded scant results.  However, NERC is a notable exception and 

introduced the practice of AI just over a decade ago, prior to the appointment of their current 

president.  In this study, I examined the embedding of AI into campus culture and queried 

evidence of its presence in institutional agents’ and students’ descriptions and perceptions.  

These interactions occurred in each of the micro-cases that were my research sites in this study, 

specifically, learning communities, student life events, and leadership.   

Learning Communities 

Given the historically low rate of completion for students assigned to remedial courses 

(Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010; Jaggars & Stacey, 2014), learning communities represent one 

strategic approach intended to improve student outcomes (Weiss, Visher, Weissman, & 

Wathington, 2015).  Originating from an early study of a coordinated studies program (Tinto & 

Russo, 1994), the potential for exerting a positive influence on student engagement and retention 

has been a salient motivating feature in the employment of this strategy, particularly when 

engaging developmental education students. 
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I began by considering the influence (or not) of the underlying principles of AI in 

learning communities evidenced in faculty and student interactions. These interactions are 

important considering the pervasiveness of developmental education in the learning communities 

I examined, but also in the broader community college context.  The literature addressing 

developmental education typically focuses on alternative models of delivery (Kosiewicz, Ngo, & 

Fong, 2016; Palmer, 2016), pedagogy (Cox, 2015; Hodara, 2011), accelerated approaches 

(Hodara & Jaggars, 2014) and student perceptions (Center for Community College Student 

Engagement, 2016).  Studies focused on pedagogical practice in developmental classrooms is 

limited (Cox, 2015; Hooker 2011), and those considering the role of the affective are rarer still 

(Goolsby, Dwinell, Higbee, & Bretscher, 1988; Rutschow, Cullinan, & Welbeck, 2012).  

Considering the scholarly focus on different aspects of developmental education, the importance 

of the completion agenda (Johnson-McPhail, 2011), and limited attention to pedagogy and the 

affective, I addressed these gaps by examining interactions between institutional agents and 

students in these learning communities, to identify the embedding (or not) of AI.  In addition to 

the above described importance of this study in learning communities, focused on teaching and 

learning, another dimension of importance is also detailed in the second micro-case, student life. 

Student Life Events 

 Here the importance of this study is framed in the understanding of community college 

student affairs practice and the way participants described these interactions as points for the 

formation of institutional connections. Despite the fact that previous studies considered the 

importance of interactions with faculty, the focus was generally on traditional institutions (Tinto, 

1993), the role of faculty in the social and academic integration (Diel-Amen 2010), and the 

development of information networks (Mechur-Karp, Hughes, & O’Gara, 2008) to gain access to 
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tacit institutional knowledge.  However, Diel-Amen (2011b) argued that an avenue for future 

research was connected to “the meaning that interaction has for a student’s academic identity 

development and the role it plays in their feelings of connection to the institution, their 

confidence about their college pursuits, or motivation to stay” (p. 84).  In this study, I addressed 

the identified gap through the presence of operational philosophy and the development of 

connections with nontraditional students, through their engagement in student life events and a 

leadership development program. 

Within the literature, the seminal work by Tinto (1993) described the development of 

institutional connections for students through involvement in college life, including academics.  

Because this initial work did not address community colleges, in a subsequent study Deil-Amen 

(2011b) described the fusion of both the social and academic life for community college students 

as ‘socio-academic integrative moments,’ accounting for non-traditional (Levin, 2014) 

commuting students’ experiences in the integration process. 

I now address the significance of this study in terms of the third micro-case—leadership. 

Leadership 

 The literature addressing community college leadership has been considered from a 

number of different perspectives including the bureaucratic and traditional approaches of Taylor 

(1911) and Weber (1947) applied in a top down autocratic approach (Amey, 2013).  There are 

questions about the sustainability of such models presented (Mellow, & Heelan, 2008) that seem 

to suggest a change to focus on the development of competencies (AACC, 2013; Eddy, 2013a), 

and a focus on positive models of influence (Wharton, 1997).  This movement away from 

traditional models may be accelerated by the leadership gap resulting from the retirement of 

large numbers of founding community college leaders (Shults, 2001). 
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 I examined a community college that is a rarity for its application of AI as an operational 

philosophy throughout the institution.  Even as changes in leadership tactics have been portrayed 

as movement away from positional and instrumental approaches to more relational and 

influential leadership styles (Eddy, & VanDerLinden, 2014; Sanchez, Hucles, & Davis, 2010; 

Mellow, & Heelan, 2008), the presence of AI should, through its collaborative approach, identify 

and support such a change.  In this institution, AI was intentionally introduced throughout the 

organization through the work of a dedicated professional development function in concert with 

senior leaders.  I considered these leaders’ role in this work, as they interacted with other 

institutional agents and students to examine whether (or not) the principles of AI were evident in 

these moments.  Whereas the literature addressed questions of leadership change, styles, and 

competencies, the significance of this work is found in the identification of an important gap, 

namely analyzing leaders’ influence in the embedding of AI, evidenced in these interactions.   

Limitations and Delimitations 

In this study, I described the culture of an institution based on interviews, observations, 

and document analysis, but what follows here is a detailed description of what this study does 

not include and what it is not about.  These are its delimitations (Wolcott, 2009).  This study is 

not comprehensive; therefore, I will not engage in a description of the culture of this institution 

beyond interviews, observations, and documents analyzed during the 2016-2017 academic year. 

As a case study (Stake, 2000), the boundaries are institutional, limited to the immediate context 

of NERC for the express purpose of understanding institutional agents’ and students’ 

descriptions of culture in a community college utilizing AI as an operational philosophy.  

Although I detailed this culture, it was restricted to a particular point in time (academic year, 

2016-2017) through the work of one researcher.  The participants in this study were institutional 
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agents (faculty, staff, and leaders) and students who have been engaged in the institutional 

culture and who were engaged in interactions in specific social spaces to co-create a micro-

culture, which were my points of access within the larger case.  I viewed these embedded 

research sites as micro-cases within the larger case.   

Stake (2003) described case study as a choice of what is to be studied that “draws 

attention to the question of what specially can be learned from the single case” (p.135), and 

therein highlighted another delimitation—this study focused on a single case identified 

institutionally, and more specifically in three institutional social spaces, or micro-cases.  This 

case was of interest specifically because NERC is a unique example of a community college that 

engaged AI on an institutional-wide basis, and is atypical among community colleges.  

Furthermore, as an intrinsic case study focused on the unique qualities of institutional culture at 

NERC, generalizability beyond this case is not the point of this work and may be considered a 

delimitation.  Finally, this study was interpretive, and I sought “out emic meanings held by the 

people within the case” (Stake, p. 140) and while my desire was to tell the whole story, “the 

whole story exceeds anyone’s knowing, anyone’s telling” (Stake, p. 144).   

Positionality and Reflexivity 

As a qualitative researcher, it is also crucial that I address my own positionality in this 

study and consider the potential issues associated with my own frame of reference, including my 

own tacit knowledge, beliefs, and values (Cutcliffe, 2003).  The lens from which I operate can 

and will influence the reading of data (Honan, Knobel, Baker, & Davies, 2000).  And though it is 

necessary to account for this framework, I do not assert that I was able to fully ‘bracket’ these 

understandings and ‘set aside’ all previous habits of thought (Crotty, 1998).  Rather it was my 

effort to be aware of these perceptions and consider ways they could potentially impress upon 
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my interpretation of the data. I am in agreement with Maxwell (2013) who argued, “qualitative 

research is primarily concerned with understanding how a particular researcher’s values and 

expectations may have influenced the conduct and conclusions of the study and avoiding the 

negative consequences of these” (p. 124, italics in original). 

 Within the frame of reference of my opening vignette, I recounted working in an 

institutional culture where changes were sudden, unannounced, and were implemented in ways 

that appeared capricious.  These experiences combined to imbue within me a skeptical 

perspective toward the use of business models in education and more broadly, the neoliberal 

framework as a guiding principle within educational institutions.  With this in mind, my initial 

exposure to AI was somewhat serendipitous as I sought an alternative paradigm through which I 

could understand leadership transition.  With a frame of reference grounded in positive 

psychology (Harrison & Mather, 2016; Seligman, Ernst, Gilham, Reivich, & Linkins, 2009), I 

was enamored by this starkly different depiction of a way to generate organizational change.  As 

I acknowledge my attraction toward asset-based approaches, I also acknowledge the difficulties 

Saretsky (2013) highlighted, namely, that an intentional focus on positives might result in 

overlooking negative organizational experiences.  This concern legitimately suggests that 

negative conversations could have a profound impact on positive outcomes and might serve as 

constructive criticism.  Furthermore, the focus on positive conversations begs the question of 

how conversations are framed as positive, and whether such framing serves to force such 

constructive criticisms underground where they are not heard. 

 

 

 



  14 

 

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

Appreciative Inquiry 

Theoretically, AI emanates from an epistemological grounding in constructionism, which 

Crotty (1998) described: “in the constructionist view, as the word suggests, meaning is not 

discovered but constructed” (p. 42). Further, the guiding principles that define AI as an approach 

and inform its practice were described by Cockell and McArthur-Blair (2012) and have been 

summarized in Table 1 below. 

It is important to recognize the focus in AI that emanates from positive psychology, 

which Seligman, Ernst, Gilham, Reivich, and Linkins (2009) described as three realms of 

positive emotion, the state of flow, and the meaningful life.  It is possible to engage the first two 

realms of positive psychology isolated from the third; however, engaging meaning or purpose is 

not a solitary act, rather it is better understood through social interaction.  In the parlance of 

positive psychology, an individual connects through their recognized strengths to serve 

something larger than they alone embody and through this connection they derive meaning and 

significance.  It is also important to note here that Seligman et al. (2009) cautioned, “the 

framework of Positive Psychology, we want to emphasise [sic], is an empirical research 

endeavour [sic] and not mere grandmotherly common sense” (p. 296).  As Seligman et al. 

conceded that it may be possible to engage the first two realms of positive psychology in solitary 

activities, Harrison and Mather (2016) emphasized this connection organizationally, “findings 

from positive psychologists, including Fredrickson, provide pathways to encourage positive 

emotional experiences that can lead to ‘upward spirals’ in individuals and organizations” (p. 8). 
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Table 1. The Nine Principles of an Appreciative Inquiry Framework 

Principle Description 

Simultaneity Inquiry and change coexist 

Poetic Focus of the inquiry is on what works in the organization 

Anticipatory Power of positive future image to motivate participants 

Positive Overarching positive tone of the approach catalyzes positive and 

constructive findings 

Wholeness All stakeholders participate in large sessions to stimulate creativity and 

capacity 

Enactment Participants act as if the desired change has already happened 

Free Choice Participants are able to choose how they will participate in the process 

Narrative Emphasizes the importance of storytelling as a significant element in the 

process 

Awareness Participants actively reflect upon the ways their actions and the actions of 

others impact the process 

Note. Adapted from Cockell, J. & McArthur-Blair, J. (2012). Appreciative Inquiry in higher 

education: A transformative force. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 

These positive emotional experiences are fostered through storytelling as it functions 

within AI serving as a resource in difficult times, simultaneously promoting positivity through 

strong interpersonal relationships.  Mather and Hess (2013) advanced a socially oriented 

argument, “the idea that leadership is a collective enterprise is an essential dimension of the 

appreciative orientation” (p. 35).  This collaborative focus is central to the function of AI and a 

salient feature facilitating its generative nature.  Cooperrider, Whitney, and Stavros (2008) 

argued “three factors that give life to healthy organizations are continuity, novelty, and 

transition” (p. 22).  Subsequently, they defined these terms as  

the capacity to learn and apply lessons from the best of the past (continuity), to surface 

and develop ideas for creative acts (novelty), and to enact actual changes in systems and 

behaviors to progress toward a desired state (transition). The importance and 

effectiveness of AI stems in part from its natural focus on all three of these generative 

factors. (Cooperrider et al., p. 23) 
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Through the engagement of AI, participants co-create the future, build relationships, and 

generate meaning as AI’s iterative cycle challenges, redefines and changes the culture of 

participants (Cooperrider et al., 2008; Magruder-Watkins, Bernard, & Kelly, 2011; Richards, 

2012).   

Because in this study I focused on the embedding of AI (or not) in the institutional 

culture at NERC, I include a useful metaphor to describe differing organizational perspectives 

within the institution.  The application of this lens facilitated a multi-faceted understanding 

required to comprehend the complexity of the micro-cases in this work and supported the 

detection (or not) of AI in the interactions examined in this research.  This metaphor, elucidated 

by Bolman and Deal (2013) was described as framing. 

The Four Frames of Organizations 

 Bolman and Deal (2013) elaborated, “in describing frames, we deliberately mix 

metaphors, referring to them as windows, maps, tools, lenses, orientations, prisms, and 

perspectives, because all these images capture part of the idea we want to convey” (p. 10).  

Within this concept of framing is an understood fluidity that identifies the way organizations 

may be perceived differently using each of the four frames, applied in different ways at different 

times.  A frame consists of a set of ideas and assumptions that are consistently organized around 

a particular perspective, which supports our coherent understanding.  Next, I briefly describe the 

structural, human resource, political, and symbolic frames. 

 The structural frame.  Within the structural frame, concepts are organized around the 

theories of Taylor (1911) and Weber (1947) who framed an organizational theory around the 

concepts of hierarchy, rules, and a division of labor.  Specifically, Bolman and Deal (2013) 

argued that “tightly controlled, top-down forms may work in simple, stable situations but fall 
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short in more fluid and ambiguous ones” (p. 42) suggesting that an organization’s structure is 

dependent on its circumstances.  In the structural frame, the division of work and maintenance of 

control are emphasized, indicative of a bureaucratic organizational understanding.   

 The human resource frame.  In this frame, the focus is on the relationship between 

people and the organization.  This frame assumes that organizations serve needs of people, and 

that both need each other.  In this frame, Bolman and Deal (2013) describe the importance of 

relationship and fit between the organization and its people, “a good fit benefits both.  

Individuals find meaningful and satisfying work, and organizations get the talent and energy they 

need to succeed” (p. 117).   

 The political frame.  In this frame, organizations are understood through political 

concepts, describing the way different institutional members represent different interests, 

suggesting that conflict is inevitable.  Bolman and Deal (2013) argued that in this frame 

“organizations are coalitions of different individuals and interest groups” (p. 188) and that 

“scarce resources and enduring differences put conflict at the center of day-to-day dynamics and 

make power the most important asset” (p. 189). 

 The symbolic frame. In the symbolic frame, meaning is provided through symbols, 

understanding that the meaning they convey may be more important than the events themselves.  

Bolman and Deal (2013) argued that in the symbolic frame, “events and processes are often more 

important for what is expressed than what is produced.  Their emblematic form weaves a tapestry 

of secular myths, heroes and heroines, rituals, ceremonies, and stories to help people find 

purpose and passion” (p. 248).   

Though the four frames described above provide differing perspectives of understanding 

an organization, they also represent more than merely perspectives.  These four frames offer a 
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way to understand organizational complexity, or the way that organizations may embody any one 

or all of the four frames at any given time.  Bolman and Deal (2013) described organizations as 

‘open systems’ that must deal with a changing and challenging environment.  Therefore, to better 

understand these environments, a clearer understanding of symbolic interactionism is required, 

which I applied as a conceptual and interpretive framework to comprehend the interactions that 

were the focus of this study. 

Symbolic Interactionism  

  Symbolic Interactionism (SI) connects well with this research conceptually because of 

the focus on interactions between institutional agents and students, the identification of AI 

embedded in culture, and the need to interpret participant descriptions and observations.  This 

connection further harmonizes with the generative nature of AI, since  

symbolic interactionists are concerned with how humans create meaning in their 

everyday lives, and how, as the term ‘symbolic interaction’ indicates,  this meaning is 

created and carved out through interactions with others and the use of various symbols to 

communicate meaning (Brinkmann, Jacobsen, & Kristiansen, 2014, p. 26). 

 

Central to this description is the concept of symbols, which Charon (2007) defined symbols 

socially and argued that symbols are necessarily social objects, even if not all social objects can 

be defined as symbols going on to define their importance, “if symbols are social objects then (1) 

they are created socially, (2) they are objects intentionally used in many different situations and 

in many different ways, and (3) they are understood by the users” (p. 48). 

 The importance of SI within this study is the way symbolic interactionists focus on “the 

meaning-making processes involved in human interaction is [in] a variety of contexts” 

(Brinkmann et al, 2014, p. 26).  Charon (2007) further clarified this interpretive act,  

the human sees the world through perspectives, developed socially, reality is social, and 

what we see ‘out there’ (and within ourselves) is developed in interaction with others.  

We interpret the world according to social definitions (p. 44, italics in original). 
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This active, ongoing interaction also results in the production of culture, and provides a 

framework through which I could interpret the interactions between institutional agents and 

students, describe the presence (or absence) of AI, and identify created culture.  

 In this study the interactions conceptualized in SI are important for the way they reveal 

the presence of culture.  Charon (2007) described this presence as a negotiation 

All aspects of culture are negotiated.  What sociologists sometimes call social structure—

class, power, roles, and authority, for example—like all other rules that are part of culture 

may exist and exert themselves on the individual, yet they are also defined, altered, 

legitimated, used, and shaped by each individual. (p. 167) 

 

As this negotiation generates culture, the use of SI connects the notion of cultural generation 

with the focal point of this study, institutional agent interactions, for the way they reveal the 

presence (or not) of AI’s influence.  Finally, SI connects cultural studies and physical culture, in 

this focus on interactions and the resultant co-construction of culture. 

 The closeness of the fit between AI and SI is identified in the generative nature of each 

framework.  AI applies human interaction to generate organizational development, improvement, 

and change (Cooperrider, et al., 2008), while SI focuses on these same human interactions in the 

social setting to interpret and understand the symbolic (Blumer, 1969), that over time generates 

culture (Charon, 2010).  Because I am focused on the identification of AI in the interactions of 

institutional agents and students in this study, the application of SI provides an interpretive 

framework through which these interactions are understood to generate culture.  As a result, I 

next consider cultural studies to inform this process of co-creating culture imbued within SI. 

Cultural Studies and Physical Culture 

McCall and Becker (1990) described cultural studies as an interdisciplinary approach to 

study “the social construction of meaning and other topics of interest to symbolic interactionists” 
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(p. 4), identifying its origins with the University of Birmingham in England and the Centre for 

Contemporary Cultural Studies in 1964.  Hall (1994) suggested that culture included both the 

meanings and values within distinct social groups and the lived traditions that afford expression 

to the understood traditions.  Additionally, the field is considered to be intentionally non-

disciplinary, and resistant to theoretical orthodoxy (McCall & Becker, 1990).  With this in mind, 

cultural studies emerged as anthropology moved away from its traditional scientific orientation. 

Salzman (2001) argued that the language related to social anthropology shifted with 

Evans-Pritchard away from the distanced and scientific language of prediction, observation, and 

experiment toward experience, interpretation, translation and art, which was mirrored in the U.S.  

This parallel approach was developed in America by Clifford Geertz, whose rhetoric also moved 

away from the scientific paradigm as he identified his focus of anthropology in symbols and 

meaning in opposition to the organizational, behavioral, structural and functional perspectives of 

more scientifically oriented anthropologists. His focus stressed interpretation and translation, 

rather than the more traditional scientific concepts of generalization and explanation.  Even as 

this illustrates one movement from the more distanced understandings of culture, it was further 

advanced with the emergence of physical cultural studies that Giardina and Newman (2011) 

described “make use of both physical and ideological praxis to, as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 

Mouffe posit, articulate the broader human experience with these broader contextual forces” (p. 

182, italics in original).   

Bourdieu and physical culture. Understanding the field of physical cultural studies also 

requires a brief description of the work of Pierre Bourdieu, who developed the constructs of 

habitus, field, and social practice.  Bourdieu (1994) situated what he eventually named as habitus 

as a system of social and mental structures that he argued produced a “correspondence between 
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the objective classes and the internalized classes, social structures and mental structures, which is 

the basis for the most ineradicable adherence to the established order” (p. 159), in other words, ‘a 

sense of reality.’  Furthermore, habitus is used to describe the generative nature of social 

practice.  This theoretical construct provides a way to better understand the “tacit and often 

misrecognised [sic] dialectical relationship between objective social structures and subjective 

human agency” (Hunter et al., 2015, p. 10).  This description communicates a sense of the 

interplay between the objective and the subjective, or what is also considered perception.  

However, Bourdieu (1989) described the concept as “a twofold social genesis, on the one hand 

of the schemes of perception, thought, and action which are constitutive of what I call habitus” 

(p. 14).  This links to what is commonly referred to as a concept of practice that is not governed 

extrinsically through structured rules and models, but rather it is intrinsic to the actor’s embodied 

understanding of the way things are or ought to be.  In this brief description of cultural studies, 

the literature detailed the change from the distanced objectivity of scientific language to the 

interpretation of socially constructed meaning.  In this way, this field connects well with the 

purpose of this research.   

Institutional Agents Interactions 

In this study, I focused on three micro-cases that served as the key research sites and data 

collection points, gathering data through observations, interviews, and documents that described 

these interactions.  The central question in this study focused on the way these institutional 

agents and students understood their culture, and the embedding (or not) of AI within it.  The 

institutional agent interactions in the micro-cases are somewhat fluid, as institutional agents and 

students may be included in more than one micro-case.  These micro-cases encompassed: (a) 

learning communities that included faculty student interactions; (b) student affairs focused on 
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interactions related to student life events, and sporting events; and (c) leadership, which include 

structured formal meetings such as the appreciative summit, SOAR forums, institution wide 

meetings, and interactions between campus leaders and students in the student senate.  As these 

interactions vary, and institutional agents and students move through these micro-cases, it is 

probable that the perceptions of these experiences will vary from one participant to the next.  

Even as the focus is on these specific interactions in these specific micro-cases, I now turn to one 

of the central concepts in this study, which provides an important understanding of these 

interactions—socio-academic integrative moments (Diel-Amen, 2011b).  These socio-academic 

integrative moments focus on the importance of these institutional agent interactions within these 

micro-cases. 

Socio-Academic Integrative Moments   

Deil-Amen (2011b) observed that critiques of Tinto’s (1993) model of student 

persistence suggested that students might not be the author of his or her own success, “this 

critique foregrounds the possibility that institutional agents, rather than just the characteristics or 

behaviors of students, play a pivotal role in providing social capital and other benefits to enable 

student persistence” (Deil-Amen, p. 58).  The need to address questions of student persistence in 

two-year schools, particularly when considering marginalized and nontraditional students was 

addressed in this study to identify the integrative process in light of limited access to traditionally 

constructed integrative moments.  The question then became, “what are the qualitative 

dimensions of this integrative process, particularly when opportunities for traditional forms of 

integration are limited and the norms and expectations of college life are different?” (Deil-Amen, 

2011b, p. 59). 
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Deil-Amen’s (2011b) participants described these socio-academic integrative moments in  

different dimensions that included (a) networking among students who shared similar 

characteristics (e.g., older), (b) student-faculty moments focused on the proactive nature of 

faculty providing academic and strategic guidance, and (c) in-class moments providing 

assistance, that detailed the transmission of social capital to help students overcome institutional 

hurdles.  Finally, socio-academic integrative moments appeared in a number of different vehicles 

that included, 

the most common mechanisms were (a) a range of in-class interactions and dynamics, (b) 

formal or “spontaneous” study groups, (c) social-capital relevant interactions and mentor 

relationships with trusted faculty or other staff, (d) consistent access to communication 

with “similar” students (usually facilitated by some form of cohort scheduling that 

created consistency in the students that interacted with each other from one term to the 

next, and, to a lesser extent, (e) academically-relevant clubs and activities. (Deil-Amen, 

2011b, p. 81) 

 

It is in these identified socio-academic integrative moments where I focused my attention, using 

these focal points to identify the locus of co-created micro-culture, and the participants’ 

explanation of it. 

Critical Race Theory and LatCrit 

 Critical Race Theory (CRT) is situated within the greater body of critical methods, but 

emerged from the legal field as a critique of racial reforms, most notably arguing that race is a 

social construct (Closson, 2010).  Yosso (2005) described the emergence of a Latina/o critical 

race theory (LatCrit) that extended this critical race discourse.  I engaged this theory in my study 

as the result of a divergent interview with a faculty participant who identified as Latina.  Based 

on the content of her interview, and its divergent nature, I sought a concept to accommodate her 

perspective.  Solórzano and Yosso (2002) described the problem identified in CRT that “the 
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ideology of racism creates, maintains, and justifies the use of a ‘master narrative’ in storytelling” 

(p. 27).   

This master narrative can be understood as a White narrative that dominates the discourse 

and assumes that matters of importance to Whites will be central in every discourse, and that the 

support of students of color, happen when interest convergence makes the matter important to 

Whites (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solórzano, 2009).  LatCrit provides the framework for 

understanding a narrative that challenges the dominant master narrative through the concept of a 

counter-story, “as both a method of telling the story of those experiences that are not often told 

and a tool for analyzing and challenging the stories of those in power” (Solórzano & Yosso, 

2001, p. 475).  Therefore, CRT and LatCrit provided the tools needed to understand this 

divergent narrative. 

A conceptual map of this study in its entirety is shown in Figure 1. 

Overview of the Conceptual Framework 

In the conceptual map of this study, I began with the meta-narrative that described the 

adoption of AI as an operational philosophy which should generate evidence of AI as it is 

embedded in institutional culture.  This became evident in (a) the way institutional agents and 

students described the embedding and embeddedness of AI, (b) observable interactions 

demonstrated the presence of AI, (c) explanations influenced through the frameworks of AI, 

physical culture, and socio-academic integrative moments, and (d) through the interactions 

between institutional agents and students.  Through these queries, I identified the focus of my 

study on institutional agents’ and students’ descriptions of the embedding and embeddedness of 

AI in institutional culture.  This study is framed as an interpretive case study, bounded in the 

NERC institutional context, and focused on three specific micro-cases. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Map of this Study 

Conceptually, I framed this work through the twin theoretical frameworks of AI and 

Bolman and Deal’s four frames of organizational development.  AI is understood as a method of 

organizational change that is described as generative and collaborative (Cooperrider & Whitney, 

2005; Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2008), and the four frames of organizational 

development reflect different perspectives of organizational life (Bolman & Deal, 2013). 

The methodology employed here was an interpretive case study with the identified 

objective to understand institutional agents’ and students’ understandings and perceptions of the 

embedding of AI in institutional culture.  Utilizing this methodology, I focused my research on 

three micro-cases identified as learning communities, student life events, and leadership. 



  26 

 

I applied the methods of interviewing participants, observing specific classes and events, 

and reviewing archival documents that provided insights into the context of these micro-cases, 

but also included descriptions and observations of interactions between institutional agents and 

students.  After gathering this data, I began the process of analysis by applying a descriptive 

coding process to fracture the data and then categorized codes into one of three general domains, 

and finally recognized in each of the three domains the appearance of oppositional codes into a 

binary versus coding categories. 

Here I detailed my application of a specific interpretive lens.  I began with the close 

connection between social constructionism and symbolic interactionism, describing the former as 

an epistemology, however, I utilized a postmodern or interpretivist interactionism form of SI in 

my interpretive framework. Sandstrom and Fine (2003) argued that this approach “introduce[s] 

intriguing concepts for rethinking interpretive work, such as multivocality, hyper-reality, systems 

of discourse” (p. 1051). By utilizing this approach, multivocality and systems of discourse are 

considered, providing the concepts needed to accommodate the counter-stories of Critical Race 

Theory and LatCrit and their requisite alternative narratives.  Throughout the course of my study 

my conceptual framework changed and shifted as I leveraged my interpretations to re-review the 

literature to explain all of the data that I collected.  After considering my adjustment of this 

interpretive framework to accommodate the data, I emerged with the following findings, (a) 

leadership influence, (b) faculty enactment of AI, (c) students experience AI indirectly, and (d) 

the limitations of AI. 

Operational Definitions 

Appreciative Inquiry (AI): AI is understood as a method, however, this definition is 

inclusive of both philosophy and method, “AI is a philosophy that incorporates an approach, a 
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process (4-D Cycle of Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny) for engaging people at any or all 

levels to produce effective, positive change” (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2008, p. xv), and  

“AI is a philosophy, a method, and a set of tools that can be very useful in supporting leadership 

transitions and establishing a way of being in the day-to-day work environment in . . . any 

organization” (Keefe & Pesut, 2004, p. 108). 

Culture: In this study, I describe culture through the lens of Symbolic Interactionism and 

the co-construction of meaning, “culture then should be understood as (1) a shared perspective 

through which individuals in interaction define reality, and (2) a generalized other through which 

individuals in interaction take on rules that control their own acts.  Culture arises in symbolic 

interaction: it is a central quality of any society; it becomes an important social object to 

individuals who continue to cooperate in that society: it guides their thinking and their self-

control” (Charon, 2010, p. 159). 

Interpretive Case Study: “interpretive case studies enable in-depth information to be 

revealed about the specific context as well as the intentions, organization and processes 

surrounding, for example, the implementation of an innovative policy change, educational 

program or activity, usually by focusing on the unique understandings and experiences of the 

individuals involved.” (Stevenson, 2004, p. 43). 

Four Frames of Organizational Development: A theoretical construction “organized 

around four frames rooted in both managerial wisdom and social science knowledge. The 

structural approach focuses on the architecture of organization—the design of units and subunits, 

rules and roles, goals and policies. The human resource lens emphasizes understanding people—

their strengths and foibles, reason and emotion, desires and fears. The political view sees 

organizations as competitive arenas of scarce resources, competing interests, and struggles for 
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power and advantage. Finally, the symbolic frame focuses on issues of meaning and faith. It puts 

ritual, ceremony, story, play, and culture at the heart of organizational life” (Bolman and Deal, 

2013, pp. 21-22). 

Interpretivist Interaction: A postmodern form of symbolic interactionism that 

introduces, “multivocality, hyper-reality, systems of discourse, the dying of the social, 

epiphanies, and the saturated self” (Sandstrom & Fine, 2003, p. 1051).  

LatCrit: A form of Critical Race Theory that focuses on the counter-story narratives of 

Latinas/os as a way of telling the story not often told, but also to counter the dominant narrative 

of Whites and to create a polyvocal discourse rather than a monovocal one (Solórzano & Yosso, 

2001). 

Micro-case: The focal point of this study, representing one of three research sites at this 

institution.  This micro-case corresponds to what Yin (2012) referred to as an embedded unit of 

analysis and serves as a site for data collection and analysis within the case. 

Symbolic Interactionism: Describes an approach to understand human group life and 

conduct.  It resides on three principles, (a) human beings act toward things on the basis of the 

meanings they have for them, (b) the meaning for such things derives from the social interaction 

one has with others, and (c) these meanings are handled in and modified through an interpretive 

process used by the person dealing with the things they encounter (Blumer, 1969). 

Chapter Summary 

Within the literature that has been devoted to the study of AI, there is scant descriptions 

of its use in higher education, and even less that connects it with community college leadership.  

In this chapter I described the purpose of the study, the research questions, the significance of the 

study, and its limitations.  Throughout this dissertation, I consider the ways institutional agents 
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and students describe and perceive the embedding and embeddedness of AI in the institutional 

culture.  I also consider ways in which these perceptions and understandings were influenced by 

the roles of these institutional agents and students, in addition to ways this embeddedness has 

appeared in the micro-case in the three research sites of this study. 
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CHAPTER 2 — LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter I include relevant literature that is associated with the context of the case, 

the particular type of case, and more specifically on the particular micro-cases.  I begin with the 

macro-level context of community colleges, initially reviewing the historical development of 

these institutions and include a discussion of community college mission.  I follow this 

discussion with the meso-level institutionally bounded case in this study, describing the approach 

to this case, and the underlying theoretical frameworks that will provide the view of the 

institutional context and culture.  Finally, I arrive at the micro-level, where I review the literature 

framing the three micro-cases of learning communities, student affairs, and leadership that are 

the focus of this study. 

The Community College Landscape Macro-Case 

The community college landscape is set within the field of higher education in general, 

and yet many community colleges fail to achieve a level of respect on par with the larger, more 

affluent traditional four-year institutions (Meier, 2013; Reed, 2013).  Community college 

demographics illustrates the pervasiveness of these institutions along with several of their 

hallmark features.  AACC (2016) highlighted many of these characteristics including:  

 1,108 community colleges in the U.S., a total enrollment in credit bearing classes 

of 7.3 million students,  

 57% of these students are women and 43% are men,  

 first generation students make up 36% of the total community college student 

population,  

 community colleges enroll 45% of all undergraduates in the U.S.,  
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 for students of color, community colleges enroll 52% of all Black students, 57% 

of all Hispanic undergraduates, and 62% of Native American students, and 72% 

of students attending qualify for some kind of financial aid, and 

 with an average yearly tuition of $3,430, and tuition and state support providing 

29.5% and 29.8% of funding respectively.  Furthermore, just over 40% of the 

students continued to work full time jobs while attending classes.  

Therefore, through these multiple factors we understand that nontraditional students are the norm 

in community colleges (Levin, 2014). 

On the surface, this is surprising because community colleges educate nearly half of all 

undergraduates, yet receive less than one-third of the resources for higher education from local, 

state, and federal sources (Mullin, 2010).  Even as this funding disparity may point to policy 

issues and questions, it is indicative of a subtle sub-narrative operating within the context of 

prestige, or the lack thereof, which has been observed from the inception of these institutions in 

the early 20th century.   

The Historical Development of Community Colleges 

A precursor for the creation of junior colleges was suggested in 1859 at the University of 

Georgia, when William Mitchell proposed an institute, “combining all the instruction given in a 

well-regulated village Academy and the Freshman and Sophomore Classes in College” (Denier, 

1986, p. 30).  This initial proposal identified the early perceptions that these institutions would 

serve to prepare students for the rigors and demands of upper-division work in the university.  

However, these early conceptions emerged in an atmosphere that was at its best ambiguous with 

some measured hostility from baccalaureate college presidents, mitigated by the perception that 

these institutions were “a place for a different kind of student, one not desired as a student at the 
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university in any case, the junior college had its place” (p. 19).  However, the first community 

college did not appear until 1901 when Joliet Junior College was established as an extension of 

high school curriculum into a fifth and sixth year (Eddy, 2013b).  These early beginnings were 

framed within a democratic ideology that positioned these institutions as providers of 

opportunity for all.  This influence was clear when Kabat (1940) identified these early junior 

colleges as The People’s College and argued, 

The future of democracy, and of the democratic school system upon which a truly 

dynamic school system must be based, demands the education of all the people of all the 

children no less than that of all the children of all the people. (p. 89) 

 

This sentiment was shared by many of the early leaders of these institutions who Brint and 

Karabel (2014) described as possessing a ‘missionary zeal’ and, “proudly referring to their 

institutions as ‘democracy’s colleges,’ they viewed the two-year institution as giving thousands 

of worthy students who would otherwise have been excluded a chance to attend higher 

education” (p. 51).  Meier (2013) observed, “in their minds, Christianity, educational 

opportunity, and democracy constituted a unified social philosophy” (p. 9).  Through this unified 

framework, early leaders like Edmund Gleazer, a former street preacher with a doctorate from 

Harvard, saw open access education as a Christian revelation and along with many of his peers 

“believed that education informed by spiritual and moderately democratic values was the most 

efficient method for addressing social and economic problems” (Meier, 2013, p. 10).  However, 

even with this enthusiasm for the potential democratic impact, there continued to be a mixed 

perception of these institutions resulting in some ambiguity about their nature.  Frye (2014) 

described this early perspective:  

the university was thought to be an appropriate institution for the education of the 

national political and social elite.  The majority of youth, however, could not aspire to 

this level and should not weaken the system by flooding into the university. (p. 18) 
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This was somewhat mitigated, however, by the recognition that they did not want all students to 

begin their college career at a junior college and instead saw the students entering these 

institutions as undesirable at the four-year college.  Therefore, in this early period, community 

colleges began to shift their emphasis and take on the role of providing a two-year semi-

professional credential even if few of their students acquiesced to this general plan (Frye, 2014). 

With the release of the report from the President’s Commission on Higher Education in 

1947, the proposal for free community college education underscored the importance of 

advancing education beyond high school and served as a catalyst for the expansion of these two-

year colleges (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014).  This report also recommended the 

establishment of community colleges within reach of all Americans, as it also promoted higher 

education in general.  When this was coupled with resources provided in the GI Bill the large 

numbers of returning war veterans fueled exponential growth at these institutions and permitted 

them to frame their work within the patriotic endeavor of expanding the availability of education 

(Meier, 2013).  Brint and Karabel (2014) described this as a shift in educational goals for 

community colleges from the focus of a transfer function to the focus on terminal degree 

vocational education for students who are motivated by the promise of high-paying jobs and job 

security, considering this a consumer choice model.  Even if this description does offer some 

explanation for the shift, there is also the need to consider that “the community colleges chose to 

vocationalize themselves, but they did so under conditions of powerful structural constraints.  

Foremost among these constraints was the subordinate position of the community college in the 

larger structure of educational and social stratification” (Brint & Karabel, 2014, p. 55).  

However, Frye (2014), noted that despite this official move toward vocationalization, “students 
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enrolled in transfer programs in consistent majorities and transferred to universities regardless of 

whether their programs were terminal or transfer by design” (p. 19).  

Kelsay and Oudenhoven (2014) described the 1960s and 1970s as periods of rapid 

growth and described the developing awareness of institutional diversity with different state 

systems as some focused on technical and vocational education as others were included in 

university systems.  This period of time was labeled by Brint and Karabel (1989) as the great 

transformation, as these institutions moved toward expanding student diversity in the 1980s and 

continued to evolve into the highly complex institutions of 1990s (Kelsay & Oudenhoven, 2014).  

At the turn of this century, the tragic events of 9/11/2001 spurred an economic recession and 

resulted in sharply reduced funding for higher education in general, but community colleges 

remained an attractive low cost alternative to traditional four-year institutions (Cohen et al., 

2014).  Following The Great Recession of 2008, Boggs (2011) described the focus on 

community colleges,  

at the same time that community college student enrollment was surging, most states 

were responding to the economic downturn by cutting funding support. While federal 

stimulus funding, provided by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, 

provided temporary assistance to the states, the effects of the severe economic recession 

of the late 2000s will linger. (p. 5) 

 

Though this describes the origins and development of community colleges, as well as some 

recent trends, another dimension includes the unique nature of community college mission. 

Community College Mission 

Frequently community colleges are connected with the sentiment expressed in Kabat’s 

vision as ‘The People’s College,’ framed in very democratic and egalitarian language.  Brint and 

Karabel (1989) described that “since its origins at the turn of the century, the junior college has 

had a complex and at times uneasy, relationship with a public that has looked to the educational 
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system as a vehicle for the realization of the American dream” (p. 205).  Reed (2013) described 

community college mission using three primary focal points: (a) transfer to support students who 

take two years at the community college and then transfer to obtain a bachelor degree, (b) 

remediation, meaning that students lack skills in a subject (usually math, reading, or writing) and 

must enter a non-credit bearing course(s) to develop those skills, and (c) workforce development, 

that aims to provide limited training to current employees in an organization to advance their 

skills, or to provide the unemployable with the skills necessary for employment. 

Whereas this description of community college mission highlights multiple priorities, it is 

important to acknowledge that this mission is fluid and subject to change based on political and 

economic pressures, particularly when factoring in responsiveness to the communities these 

institutions serve.  Meier (2013) observed, “national mission discourses often overlook 

community contexts that shape the enacted missions of individual colleges” (p. 4), and Boggs 

(2011) described four enduring values that included, “access, community responsiveness, 

creativity, and a focus on student learning” (p. 3).  When considering mission, Cohen et al., 

(2014) described a current trend, a “two-way stretch” as another direction community college 

missions are expanding.  Many two-year institutions offer early college classes in high schools, 

with a number of community colleges beginning to offer baccalaureate degrees in various 

configurations.  This “two-way stretch” has been a source of concern for some community 

college leaders and higher education scholars, many of whom labeled this trend as mission creep, 

arguing that community colleges are already overtaxed, and the addition of these focal points to 

the mission could move these institutions away from the very students they were created to serve 

(Bycer Russsell, 2013).  Meier (2013) described this as ‘mission drift’ and institutional 

ambiguity partially because of the dynamics of the culture that generates community college 
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identity—in addition to an exaggerated sense of self-importance among some of the professional 

elite in academe.  However, the import of community college mission has in recent years been 

refocused from a mission of open access to a mission of improved completion rates. 

The paradoxical problem for community colleges is that despite open access, understood 

as the democratizing effect of community colleges, the reality is that a relatively small portion of 

first time students emerge with a credential (36%) after six years (Goldrick-Rab, 2010).  What 

President Obama described as the American Graduation Initiative was explicated in a press 

release: 

he outlined his plan to reform our nation’s community colleges, calling for an additional 

5 million community college graduates by 2020 and new initiatives to teach Americans 

the skills they will need to compete with workers from other nations. He outlined new 

initiatives to increase the effectiveness and impact of community colleges, raise 

graduation rates, modernize facilities, and create new online learning opportunities. 

These steps -- an unprecedented increase in the support for community colleges -- will 

help rebuild the capacity and competitiveness of America’s workforce. (The White 

House, July 14, 2009, para. 8) 

 

The American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) held its annual joint board and 

commission meeting in November 2010 and considered ways of addressing the complexities of 

actualizing the completion agenda (Johnson-McPhail, 2011). Even though several items emerged 

from that meeting, one in particular is apropos to this study, namely to  

build a culture of completion: create incentives for students, faculty, and staff . . . 

improve the campus climate for learning by carefully assessing what students are 

experiencing or by realigning resources to induce students to participate in activities that 

are associated with persistence and other desired outcomes of college. (Johnson-McPhail, 

p. 4) 

 

However, the report also suggested that institutions needed to, “restrict options and choices” 

(Johnson-McPhail, p. 4), and this is reminiscent of the way many community college students 

experience cooling out (Clark, 1960), which is essentially being tracked into specific educational 

programs that do not represent their educational aspirations, or eventually becoming so 
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discouraged that they drop out and do not complete.  In response to the completion agenda 

described above, research into the low rates of completion and persistence generated another 

approach that has become widely considered, known as the guided pathways model (Bailey, 

Smith Jaggers, & Jenkins, 2015).  In other words, one of the outcomes of the completion agenda 

might be to suggest conditions or restrictions on the open access mission of these two-year 

colleges.  This represents yet another paradoxical problem for these institutions, the way they 

define their mission and create their own culture.  I now move to the meso-level and consider the 

operating context of AI and institutional culture. 

The Institutional Meso-Case 

 The institutional case for my study is NERC, a community college in the northeast with a 

student enrollment of approximately 6,000 students at two campuses.  The main campus is 

situated in a rural location with approximately 3,500 students and is a predominantly White 

campus.  The satellite campus accounts for just under 3,000 students and is situated in an urban 

area and is predominantly Latina/o.  Between the two campuses there are approximately 700 to 

1,000 employees.  As a community college, the curriculum is somewhat less vocationally 

oriented and includes a number of different liberal arts programs, focusing on transfer students.  

The institution has a number of articulation agreements with four-year institutions, and some of 

them occupy classrooms at NERC where graduates may continue their coursework for a 

Bachelor Degree without leaving the campus.  Student life staff work on both the main and 

satellite campuses, and a number of faculty members teach in both locations. The institution has 

been designated a Hispanic Serving Institution—the result of a large population of students 

identifying as Latino/a at the satellite campus whereas a large portion of the student population at 
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the main campus identified as White.  This institution is also unique for its practice of AI as an 

operational philosophy, the basis for which I describe next. 

Appreciative Inquiry 

Any consideration of the institutional context at NERC must first consider the presence 

of the framework and principles of AI.  Since AI may be understood as a process and a method, 

NERC has engaged the underlying positivity principles as an operating philosophy and have 

embedded them into institutional practices.  For example, AI is utilized as an organizational 

learning and developmental model, and has been historically utilized by the Dean of Professional 

Development in the formation of staff faculty inquiry groups to examine curriculum, academics, 

and student success.  Even though this is not an all-inclusive list, any description of the meso-

level of institutional culture requires consideration of AI.   

Historical development.  AI originated in the work of David Cooperrider and Suresh 

Srivastva in the 1980s as a pioneering study conducted at The Cleveland Clinic, wherein they 

planned to study organizational deficiencies and instead focused on what they discovered to be 

highly-effective social functioning, shifting the focus of their study.  In this early period the 

researchers did not understand AI as an approach for institutional change.  Madgruder-Watkins 

et al. (2011) continued their description of these early developments, “in fact, it is also the 

history of an unplanned, even unintended, process with no particular intent at all to use it for 

changing organizations or other human systems” (p. 23).  However, as AI developed over these 

early periods, an affinity with generative models of learning emerged.  Wittrock (1992) 

described generative learning, “comprehension and understanding result from the processes of 

generating relations both among concepts and between experience or prior learning and new 
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information” (p. 532).  This generative learning provides insight into the way AI engages in the 

process of change.  Cooperrider et al. (2008) argued,  

the AI approach accepts the notion that knowledge and organizational destiny are 

interwoven: the way we seek to know people, groups, and organizations is fateful. To 

understand AI at a fundamental level, one simply must understand these two points. First, 

organizations move in the direction of what they study. Second, AI makes a conscious 

choice to study the best of an organization, its positive core. (p. 33, italics in original) 

 

This approach includes commitment to a collaborative process that engages participants in 

inquiry, yet also provides the opportunity to co-construct a future focused on goals. Cooperrider 

and Whitney (2005) argued, “the principles and practices of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) suggest 

the idea that collective strengths do more than perform—they transform” (p. 2).  Since its 

inception, AI has become a widespread approach to organizational development and has been 

considered to be a collaborative approach to research that is avowedly asset-based (Savin-Baden 

& Major, 2013).  However, this approach can be understood as both a methodology and a 

philosophy. 

As a methodology.  Keefe and Pesut (2004) suggested, “AI is an approach to leadership 

and management that is simultaneously scientific and rational and metaphysical, normative, and 

pragmatic.  It is a process that strives to couple interpretive knowledge with practical 

knowledge” (p.103).  Because AI is a method of collaborative organizational development, 

differences between the contexts of organizational development and research methodology 

require differentiation (Savin-Badin & Major, 2013).  The application of AI in both contexts 

requires implementing an iterative and collaborative four step process with different objectives. 

AI functions through the four-D cycle that incorporates the four steps of (a) Discovery 

(appreciating), (b) Dream (envisioning), (c) Design (co-constructing), and (d) Destiny 

(sustaining), and though these steps remain the same, the focus may be adjusted based on 
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context.  For example, as a methodology, the process is implemented for a specific period of 

time with a specific targeted outcome (e.g. strategic planning). Whereas when organizational 

development is the focus, the methodology frames processes like professional development 

utilizing the underlying principles of AI to influence institutional narratives. 

The Appreciative Inquiry summit.  The discovery phase is often inaugurated through 

the AI summit.  Whitney and Cooperrider (1998) described this as follows: “an A1 summit 

differs from other large-scale meeting processes in that the process is fully affirmative. It focuses 

on discovering and developing the organization’s positive change core” (p. 18) and later added, 

“participation at an AI summit is, by design, diverse and inclusive of all the organization’s 

stakeholders-employees, customers, vendors, and community members. It is generally a four-day 

meeting and can involve anywhere from 50 to 2,000 or more participants” (p. 18).  Typically, the 

four-day summit is structured along the four D cycle of AI, so that the first day is discovery, 

followed by dream, design, and deliver.1 

Subsequently, day two through four correspond to the remaining phases in the AI 

process, with the dream phase taking place on the second day of the summit as participants share 

their dreams and provide examples within small groups, concluding with a period where the 

dream is acted out in small groups.  Day three follows with the design element as small groups 

co-create provocative propositions which serve as the structure for the final stage on day four.  

The delivery phase engages small groups to generate the possible and inspired actions as 

individuals commit to make the actions happen.  Finally, the next steps are planned, and task 

groups formed (Whitney & Cooperrider, 1998). 

                                                 

1 The terminology differs slightly in this early publication, and is referred to as deliver.  In other literature the same 

phase of the cycle is referred to as destiny.  Here I use the original language when citing from each of these pieces. 
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Reflecting on the process, Cooperrider et al. (2008) described the connection between the 

methodology and the underlying philosophy, “AI has demonstrated that human systems grow in 

the direction of their persistent inquiries, and this propensity is strongest and most sustainable 

when the means and ends of inquiry are positively correlated” (p. 34).  The emphasis on the AI 

summit means it, “builds and renews relationships across the organization and among 

employees, customers, and vendors. It creates confidence and commitment in the organization by 

liberating the ideas and opinions of all participants” (p. 19). 

AI and philosophy.  This grounding of AI in a constructionist epistemology recognizes 

the ways in which institutions of higher education, through their mission and organization, form 

communities of learners where meanings, realities and cultures are co-constructed as a part of the 

function of academic collegiality (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012).  AI is also considered a 

generative theory, because it taps into the power of language and seeks to create and 

simultaneously inquiring.  The term generative theory refers to the learning theory, which 

underlies a constructionist perspective of learning (Wittrock, 1992).  In other words, using AI to 

inquire into an organizational question or issue, the agent participation in the Appreciative 

Inquiry Summit (Whitney & Cooperrider, 1998) serves as both a place where institutional 

change may begin, but also as a point of inquiry.  Furthermore, AI’s roots extend back to positive 

psychology and the work of Martin Seligman, and in fact in its approach parallels Seligman’s 

decision to move the emphasis from deficits to assets (Mather & Hess, 2013).  In this way the 

inquiry into the research question is also a gateway to change.  However, a gap in the literature 

exists when it comes to examining the way AI and the institutional culture interact. 

As an influencer of institutional culture.  The potential for AI to influence institutional 

culture was linked to the way AI engages in narrative and storytelling (Richards, 2012).  The 
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most effective storytelling is rich, vivid, entertaining, and easily relatable to personal experience.  

The potential of organizational storytelling to influence culture is found in the richness of stories 

between institutional members and the way these stories engage color to evoke an emotional 

response that makes the story both memorable and influential, whether or not it is based in fact 

(O’Neill, 2002).   

Such storytelling finds a natural affinity within AI, however, a gap exists in the literature 

with those who focus on organizational storytelling failing to engage AI, while those who write 

about AI rarely connect it to the growing body of knowledge about storytelling in organizations 

(Richards, 2012). Organizational stories are important for the way they aid in sensemaking, and 

the development of contextual competency.  Such storytelling has the ability to partially create a 

particular reality through both the selection of retrospective narratives emphasizing a particular 

organizational history, simultaneously instilling a future focused characteristic to create a path 

forward (Trullen & Bartunek, 2007).  Most cogently, storytelling functions will be most 

meaningful when the stories contain both increased levels of color as they address specific needs 

of employees by reducing stress and anxiety, resulting in a more enduring nature and longer 

lasting quality (O’Neill, 2002).  This focus on storytelling is a basis for dialogic organizational 

development focused on the social construction of reality through these stories that through the 

process of telling and retelling, institutional members make meaning from their experiences 

(Marshak & Bushe, 2013). 

 Storytelling initiates the AI process by asking participants to identify their experience or 

time in the organization when they were most engaged, energized, and excited by their work 

(Bushe, 2012).  The process utilizes storytelling in AI to identify these past experiences in 

storytelling but also moves the stories forward by generating statements about how the 
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organization should be.  These statements are not intended to be achievable, but serve an 

inspirational purpose to provoke change.  Cockell and McArthur-Blair (2017) subsequently 

addressed this function of storytelling in AI, 

There is nothing more compelling than learners telling their stories, listening to a faculty 

member’s innovation, sharing a staff person’s dream, or listening to external stakeholders 

describe how the institution might be.  To gather in community and tell the powerful 

stories of what is and imagine the possibilities of the future is a transformational 

experience:  it is tapping the soul of higher education, and through that experience 

possibilities for the future of higher education are co-created. (p. 59) 

 

Because AI relies heavily on storytelling, is it possible that the practice of storytelling and 

sensemaking identify the ways these practices generate a dialogical narrative and embed the 

underlying principles of AI in institutional culture? 

Cultural Studies 

In this study, I considered institutional agents’ and students’ understanding of the 

embedding of AI in institutional culture, and therefore, I include literature to define what we 

refer to as culture in general terms, and institutional culture more specifically.  Kezar and Eckel 

(2002) described culture as a fundamental metaphor that considered the deeply embedded 

patterns of behavior to emerge at multiple levels in the organization.  Tierney (1988) understood 

culture using the metaphor of a web of signification, where power and meaning are dispersed 

throughout the organization.  In this approach, culture explains the web and is an interpretive act 

framed by institutional values.  Bolman and Deal (2013) used the construct of framing 

symbolically to understand organizational culture, arguing that this frame “interprets and 

illuminates the basic issues of meaning and belief that make symbols so powerful” (p. 247), even 

as Geertz (2003) argued, “that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself 

has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an 

experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning” (p. 145).  
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Furthermore, when described as a perspective of organizational theory, culture is understood to 

form within a cultural context (features that give an institution its unique characteristics) and to 

be an ongoing creative and interpretive act as human interaction engages the physical, mental, 

and symbolic components of institutional life to build culture.  Understood this way, culture is 

complex, bound within the organizational values, yet intricately connected with human 

interaction, which is unpredictable (Manning, 2013). 

Within this broad definition, organizational culture is understood to transmit meaning 

through the symbols conveyed in rituals, myths, and values contained and implied within the 

narratives that are emphasized (Bolman & Deal, 2013). These narratives were described as a 

source of emerging culture within an organization in the ontological sense,  

that cultures are continuously produced, reproduced and revised in the dialogues among 

their members.  Cultural events are not the sum of the actions of their individual 

participants, each of whom imperfectly expresses a pre-existent pattern, but are the 

scenes where shared culture emerges from interaction. (Mannheim & Tedlock, 1995, p. 

2) 

 

Here, the recognition that culture is continously produced through interaction connects closely to 

SI, and Charon (2007) who suggested, “culture arises in symbolic interaction; it is a central 

quality of any society; it becomes an important social object to individuals who continue to 

cooperate in that society; it guides their thinking and their self-contol” (p.164).  These 

descriptions of the creation of culture in dialogue and interaction align with the focus of my 

study on the exchanges between institutional agents, (leaders, faculty, and staff) and students in 

the micro-cases that I examined in this interpretive case study.  I now describe the relevant 

literature in each of the three contexts of this study, learning communities, student life events, 

and leadership. 
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The Learning Community Micro-Case 

A curricular fixture among community colleges, developmental education represents a 

hurdle that the Center for Community College Student Engagement (CCCSE) described as 

needing improvement to support student success in its 2016 National Report, Expectations Meet 

Reality: The Underprepared Student and Community Colleges (CCCSE, 2016).  This presence of 

developmental education at NERC as a focus of the learning communities I observed was 

evident, because the majority of these paired courses included some form of developmental 

education, either reading, writing, or mathematics. Despite the fact that developmental education 

as a whole is intended to provide students with the necessary academic skills to enter and 

successfully complete a gatekeeper college level course, the low level of persistence identified in 

the literature (Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010) means that these courses are not achieving their 

desired outcomes with the students they are designed to serve.  Even though many of the 

students in developmental education are White, there is a disproportionate number of students of 

color who are required to enter these courses (Parker, 2012). Through lengthy sequences 

(Kosiewicz, Ngo, & Fong, 2016) combined with low levels of completion (Hooker, 2011; Perin, 

2013), failure to remediate successfully was equated with “cooling out” (Clark, 1960) student 

ambitions.  The process, initiated by placement scores that were often interpreted ambiguously 

was more recently described as academic marginalization (Deil-Amen, 2011a).   

Alternative approaches to developmental education have included restructuring 

approaches at tribal colleges (Hooker, 2011; Lundberg, Conrad, Gasman, Nguyen, & 

Commodore, 2017), applying a co-requisite model (Culinane, 2012), acceleration (Fong & 

Visher, 2013), and guided pathways (Bailey et al., 2015).  And though these efforts described 
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alternative approaches to developmental education, CCCSE (2016) suggested that a combination 

of expanding placement evaluation methods, accelerating courses, engaging a co-requisite 

model, and faculty involvement in student placement all provide opportunities for improving 

student success.  One such strategy includes the formation of linked learning communities. 

  Linked learning communities are defined as “programs defined by having social and 

curricular linkages that provide undergraduate students with intentional integration of the themes 

and concepts that they are learning” (U.S. Department of Education, November, 2014).  Weiss, 

Visher, Weissman, and Wathington (2015) provided clarification about this definition,  

Although definitions of learning communities vary, there is much agreement about their 

key elements. Learning communities involve the coenrollment of a cohort of students 

into two or more courses.  Typically, the curricula of these courses are intentionally 

linked or integrated, sometimes around a theme. (p. 521, italics in original) 

 

The use of learning communities represents another approach to pair courses that often include 

developmental math, reading, or writing and another course at a community college (Weissman, 

Butcher, Schneider, Teres, Collado, & Welbeck, 2011; Weissman, Cullinan, Cerna, Safrari, 

Richman, & Grossman, 2012).  Another form of restructuring modeled on learning communities 

is the co-requisite model that utilizes the learning communities’ structure designed to incorporate 

the pairing of a developmental education course with the requisite college level course. 

However, though the bulk of these efforts focused on structural and institutional elements 

to effect improved success, both Hooker (2011) and Lundberg et al. (2017) recognized a 

disconnect that existed between traditional classroom pedagogical approaches, particularly 

related to developmental math courses, and student learning. Cox (2015) also recognized a 

similar divide in institutions without the Tribal designation and argued that an alternative 

approach was needed.  Similar issues were surface nearly 30 years ago when Goolsby, Dwinell, 

Higbee, and Bretscher (1988) connected the student affective trait of confidence to success in 
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developmental math, and subsequently Turner and Husman (2008) identified academic shame as 

an impediment to student success in these courses.  This academic shame was also described in 

detail by more than one faculty member in this study, related to the students in their 

developmental education courses.  Through developmental education reform efforts, matters of 

structure have received the bulk of the attention, however, Hodara (2011) and Cox (2015) both 

examined pedagogical approaches and identified a need to reconsider traditional approaches 

focused on learning rules and procedures.  In a time of emphasis on completion, developmental 

education is in a state of flux as structures and approaches are reconsidered and adjusted. 

In this learning community micro-case, this literature provides a background for 

understanding of the role of developmental education in community college in general and more 

particularly at NERC where the majority of the learning communities in my study included a 

course with developmental education.  During the observations and interviews in these courses, a 

number of faculty members described alternative approaches featured in their courses, including 

pedagogical (e.g., reading apprenticeship) and structuring (e.g., co-requisite model) approaches.  

In this study, I observed that the majority of developmental education courses and faculty 

interviewed highlighted student learning experiences that were not overly focused on rule 

making.  In fact, one faculty member described her grading approach that was focused on 

teaching students to find patterns of errors in their work. 

In this research, I focus on the micro-case where interactions take place between 

institutional agents and students with the understanding that “complexity and ambiguity are as 

normal in organizations as they are in human living and, in the case of higher education 

institutions, are long standing features” (Manning, 2013, p. 92).  Frank (1999) also described the 

importance of these interactions, “in juxtaposing these student teacher voices, it can be seen how 
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they constructed understandings of what they experienced in different ways” (p. 21).  The 

complexity of these interactions, coupled with the ambiguity of human interaction reveal the 

contours of specific micro-cultures.  Tierney (2008) labeled these interactions ‘enacted 

environment’ and argued that the exploration of multiple perspectives in organizational culture 

uncovers a multivocality that expresses the incongruities in this culture.  And though these 

perspectives provided a basis for understanding these interactions, the literature identified 

specific studies focused on these interactions in community colleges.  

Nitecki (2011) argued, “one level of the community college organization that has 

tremendous potential to increase student success is the academic program” (p. 99).  Recently 

Tinto (2012) focused on college completion and echoed the importance of faculty student 

interactions noting, “even among those who persist to graduation, students who report higher 

levels of contact with faculty and peers in class demonstrate higher levels of learning gain and 

student development” (p. 65).  Deil-Amen (2011b) suggested that largely non-residential 

students in a community college framed their institutional interactions differently, incorporating 

both the social and academic in their contact with institutional agents, coining the term, ‘socio-

academic integrative moments.’ 

Finally, Nitecki (2011) addressed faculty-student interactions as she described the culture 

of two programs in one institution where student success rates surpassed institution-wide rates, 

“both programs created a unique program subculture with which students could identify and that 

provided cohesion” (p. 113).  And Deil-Amen (2011b) argued that, “student perceptions of what 

helped them to integrate were closely linked to institutional actors, or agents, that facilitated the 

process for them” (p. 61).  
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The Student Life Micro-Case 

Recent focus on the field of community college student affairs represents increased 

attention to an understudied area (e.g., Kelsay & Zumani-Gallaher, 2014; Tull, Kuk, & Dalpes, 

2015; Royer, Mulvihill, & Latz, 2016), including a shift in focus to student completion (Latz, 

Ozaki, Royer, & Hornak, 2016).  The origins of scholarly publication began when McAlmon 

(1931) addressed community colleges and student affairs with an article related to career 

guidance, curricula, and applicability of student learning.  Nearly 40 years later, (O'Banion, 

Thurston, & Gulden, 1970) argued for a new model of education that would break through 

outdated barriers and suggested, “if the junior college is to be truly the people’s college, it must 

provide the increasingly diverse student population with meaningful learning experiences” (p. 7).  

With the issuance of The Traverse City Statements, professionals participating in a national 

colloquium adopted student affairs principles and values that originated in four year institutions 

to community colleges (Keys, 1989; Keyser, 1984).   

The practice of student affairs in the community college is differentiated from the 

experience in a traditional residential four-year institution in several ways.  Creamer (1988) 

recognized a difference in practice between the two types of institutions, “it is foolish to believe 

that two-year college student affairs professionals can achieve similar goals as colleagues in 

four-year colleges when they have half the time and more barriers to the use of influential 

educational programming” (p. 4).  And nearly two decades later very little had changed, as Hirt 

(2006) observed, “Their [two-year college student affairs professionals] productivity levels are, 

of necessity, exceptionally high” (p. 147).  These pressures are the result of a combination of 
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forces that include a growing number of students coupled with the stubbornly persistent trend of 

reduced financial resources provided through federal, state, and local revenues (Mullin, 2010).  

Funding pressures alone do not reflect all of the complexities student affairs professionals 

encounter when serving nontraditional community college students, who may require additional 

services that differ substantially.  Furthermore, Creamer (1988) observed 

some implications of these differences are that two-year college students may need much 

more assistance with goal setting and clarification than do four-year students.  Also older 

students may be disposed to use services differently than younger students. (p. 5) 

   

Whereas defining nontraditional students based on age has been questioned (Hornak, 2009), 

Levin (2014) suggested that there are other frameworks through which nontraditional students 

may be understood  

nontraditional students with identifiable traits are differentiated from traditional students, 

and in this comparison nontraditional students are seen as deficient—in academic 

background, in economic status, in possessing social and cultural capital—and thus less 

likely to meet the standards, expectations, and markers of attainment than traditional 

students who are not deficient (p. 23). 

 

For Levin, the nontraditional label is more complex than simply identifying the age of the 

student.  In fact, he suggests that there are three frameworks through which these students may 

be understood; trait, behavioral, and action.  All three of these frameworks identify 

nontraditional students through (a) characteristics such as ethnicity, age, gender, class, sexuality, 

(b) struggles against specific institutional, economic and social barriers, and (c) through the 

actions of others toward these students (Levin, 2014). 

And yet, these combined pressures result in a salient implication; “Community colleges 

are asked to educate the students who are most at risk with the least support, by far, of any other 

sector” (Boggs, 2011, p. 6).  Paradoxically, Levin (2014) concurred; “thus, the more 

disadvantaged the students, the greater the justification for the existence of the community 
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college and its ‘open access’ mission” (p. 11).  When these factors are considered together, the 

context of student affairs in these institutions must bridge these barriers, as Helfgot (2005) 

argued, “community college faculty and staff must work to develop students’ affective traits, not 

just their cognitive ones, and provide opportunities for learning and development in that domain” 

(p. 6).  These affective traits have been referred to as ‘soft skills’ which can be marketed to 

potential employers and which include relational, leadership, and teamwork skills.  Though this 

terminology is familiar, it may be an indicator of a shift away from the traditional student 

development model toward a neoliberal market driven focus. However, open access brings the 

students who have fewer advantages and require additional services, just as student affairs 

professionals are expected to accomplish much more with far fewer resources.  Despite the fact 

that many of these complexities involve student affairs, there are also academic complexities that 

include the preponderance of students in developmental education in community colleges. 

This literature provides a specific way to frame my understanding of student affairs 

practice in a community college, but more particularly it also provides a way to understand the 

professional practice of student affairs at NERC.  Specifically, connecting this literature with the 

professional practice in the office of student engagement highlights the nontraditional nature of 

these students, the work that these professionals carry out with limited resources, and provides a 

way to understand student life events focused differently than those in a traditional four-year 

institution (e.g., the safe trick or treat event for children of community college students). 

The Leadership Micro-Case 

I include a discussion of Bolman and Deal’s (2013) four frames of institutional 

organizations as a metaphor to understand leadership, interactions within the broader institution, 

and the interactions that occur within the micro-case itself.  First the metaphor of framing is 
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described as “a mental model—a set of ideas and assumptions—that you carry in your head to 

help you understand and negotiate a particular ‘territory’” (Bolman & Deal, p. 10).  This 

metaphor is accompanied by a set of four frames that function differently and have different 

focal points.  The first frame is described as the structural frame, and it describes the focus on 

measurement, depicting a rational world and emphasizing organizational architecture.  The 

second frame to be included is the human resource frame that is focused on the needs, skills, and 

relationships of people in the organization.  This frame focuses on relational needs and skills, 

understanding the organization metaphorically as a family.  The third frame is called the political 

frame, and in this approach, the emphasis is on power, politics and conflict, and the institutional 

metaphor here is a jungle.  And the fourth and final frame is identified as symbolic, where 

concepts include culture, ritual, and ceremony.  This frame functions within an organizational 

metaphor of a carnival.  These four frames are understood to be present in all organizations and 

may be present in differing degrees at different times.  Bolman and Deal described the purpose 

of the four frames, “frames serve multiple functions.  They are filters for sorting essence from 

trivia, maps that aid navigation, and tools for solving problems and getting things done” (p. 21). 

This literature provides a helpful conceptual model to examine the leadership micro-case.  

The framing metaphor provides a way to think about leadership’s communication of the 

symbolic during the Spring Convocation where the underlying tenets of AI and positive 

psychology were specifically applied to describe a ‘lens’ through which to view students.  

Furthermore, the metaphor of the human resources frame is apropos to the work of the Dean of 

Professional Development where the motivating principles of AI were infused through the use of 

inquiry groups and learning communities.  Finally, this micro-case will also be examined 

through the community college leadership literature described above. 



  53 

 

 

 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I began with an overview of the community college landscape, considered 

the understanding of community colleges through a brief overview of their history and the 

evolving nature of community college mission.  I then moved on to consider the institutional 

case boundaries, describing institutional specifics, then described the origins of AI and its 

intersection with culture, and then concluded with a review of literature related to the context of 

each study site. These contexts, or micro-cases—described in the next chapter—consisted of 

learning communities, including the pairing two classes (including developmental education 

courses) for the same group of students, student life events that were supported by the student 

engagement office, and leadership events that included a college-wide convocation.  I included 

literature here focused on the research sites in this study that provided insights necessary to 

better comprehend the context of the study and the embedding of AI in institutional culture. 
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CHAPTER 3 — METHODS 

Overview 

I begin this chapter with a brief explanation and review of Figure 2, below. 

 
Figure 2. Conceptual Model of an Interpretive Case Study 

In the above figure, I illustrate the overarching methodological design of my study, 

beginning with the community college landscape, identifying the problem, describing my 

research questions, and framing the study through the concepts of AI, Bourdieusian culture, 
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socio-academic integrative moments, and the four frames of organizations.  These concepts are 

filtered through my epistemology of social constructionism, applied in an interpretive case study, 

utilizing the methods of interviews, observations, and documents, to collect data.  I apply an 

interpretive framework informed by postmodern symbolic interactionism.  I begin this 

methodology section with an explanation of my epistemology.  

Epistemology 

 Considering the influence of AI, its collaborative meaning-making coupled with 

generative learning embedded within its operational framework, an epistemology that aligns well 

with these elements is social constructionism.  As an epistemology it is harmonious with the 

conceptual and theoretical framework, research questions, and the study of institutional culture, 

understanding that culture is co-created.  Crotty (1998) defined constructionism generally: “It is 

the view that all knowledge and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon 

human practices being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their 

world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42, italics in 

original).  This epistemology is attractive for the way it frames meaning-making and is in close 

harmony with understanding AI as generative, based on the learning theory of Wittrock (1992) 

who described it,  

at the essence of this functional model are generative learning processes that people use 

actively and dynamically to (a) selectively attend to events and (b) generate meaning for 

events by constructing relations between new or incoming information and previously 

acquired information, conceptions, and background knowledge. (p. 532) 

 

Savin-Baden and Major (2013) clarified social constructionism, “Social constructionists believe 

that knowledge and the knower are interdependent and embedded within history, context, 

culture, language, and experience” (p. 62).  This does not mean that such an approach to 

epistemology suggests that knowledge is created, rather it is constructed (Crotty, 1998) and does 
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not appear ex nihilo, but emerges from something.  Creswell (2013) described social 

constructionism as an inductive approach that is sensitive to both the object and subject in 

context, 

They [participants] develop subjective meanings of their experiences—meanings directed 

toward certain objects or things. These meanings are varied and multiple, leading the 

researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than narrow the meanings into a few 

categories or ideas. The goal of research, then, is to rely as much as possible on the 

participants’ views of the situation. Often these subjective meanings are negotiated 

socially and historically. In other words, they are not simply imprinted on individuals but 

are formed through interaction with others (hence social construction) and through 

historical and cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives. (pp. 24-25) 

 

Furthermore, as the above explication suggests a subjectivity to constructionism, it is more 

complex, and does not fit within what Crotty (1998) described as subjectivism because meaning 

is not imposed on the subject, rather “Objectivity and subjectivity need to be brought together 

and held together indissolubly.  Constructionism does precisely that” (p. 44).   

Savin-Baden and Major (2012) further differentiated constructivism from social 

constructionism as an individual construction of knowledge for the former (Martin & Sugarman, 

1997; Rudes & Guterman, 2007; Wandrei, 2001), and the understanding that meaning is socially 

constructed for the latter.  Because I am investigating the intersection of AI, culture, and 

leadership in one institution, understanding knowledge and meaning as a social construction is 

central to understanding how the interactions of agents generate culture. This epistemology is 

also interconnected with symbolic interactionism, an approach Savin-Baden and Major described 

as “a school of thought interested in the subjective experiences of people, which would later 

serve as the basis for social constructionism” (p. 25).  This is the epistemology that will frame 

my study.  I assert that this is the best fit based on focus of this study, the arguments above, and 

the nature of my research questions. 
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An Interpretive Case Study 

Savin-Baden and Major (2013) classified interpretive case study as moving “beyond 

description to develop a set of concepts or theories that can help to explain” (p. 159).  Stake 

(1994) described this interpretive act, which is in harmony with the focus of my study, 

“interpretation is not just a matter of producing generalizations.  It is also a matter of making 

one-time connections across particulars.  It is linking the detail of instances and situations, the 

sequences and contexts of specific happenings” (p. 32).  This description fits well with the 

research questions of my study focused on interpretation.  In fact, Stake (2003) argued, “If we 

typify qualitative casework, we see data sometimes precoded but continuously interpreted, on 

first sighting and again and again” (p. 150).  This study is centrally concerned with interpreting, 

and the goal of teasing out meaning from those oriented within the case.  Stake (2000) described 

this function, “we cannot be sure that a case, telling its own story, will tell all or will tell well—

but the ethos of interpretive study, seeking out emic meanings held by the people within the case 

is strong” (p. 441).  Understanding this interpretive focus fits well with the stated purpose of my 

study—to examine perceptions of the presence of AI in an institutional culture through three 

units of analysis that were available to me within NERC: learning communities, student life 

events, and leadership.  

Considering the above descriptions of this case, the phenomenon of interest, its intrinsic 

nature, along with the interpretive work involved, this work is in harmony with the focus 

described in other interpretive case studies.  Neumann (1995) detailed her interpretive case study 

focused on a college president to address what, 

leadership descriptors such as ‘interpretive’ and ‘cognitive complexity’ meant and how 

they were enacted in the lived experience of a campus—for example, how faculty and 

others might see, hear, and understand their president; what they would look for or miss; 

how they would grow to feel about this person; and, perhaps most importantly, how, as a 
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result of their president’s leadership (or despite it), they would learn to see, think, and 

feel about their college and themselves. (p. 255) 

 

Arenas-Martija, Slinas-Silva, Margalef Garcia, and Otero-Auristondo (2017) added “this 

interpretative and exploratory research was conducted within a qualitative/naturalist framework 

because human phenomena (including education and geography) occur in particular social 

contexts” (p. 58).  Moreover, Mahmood and Fernely (2006) described the focus of their 

interpretive case study,  

the fundamental nature of this study is concerned with interpreting human action and 

perceptions, the researchers drew on an interpretive and qualitative tradition in order to 

explore and understand the perspectives of various stakeholders and the historical and 

socially situated contexts in which they reside (p. 155).  

  

Finally, Keedy (1992) described this interpretive focus, “interpretive researchers focus on social 

meanings (insider perspectives) and their elucidation and exposition in local contexts.  

Interpretivists use these contextual data to construct the meanings of events and human actions” 

(p. 157) and later added, “as an interpretivist, I am most influenced by symbolic interactionism in 

which meaning is negotiated and constructed socially; each organizational player has a 

perspective that is influenced by perceptions of others” (p. 157).  This interpretive approach 

touches on the ethnographic (Keedy, 1992), requires the researcher to consider their role in the 

interpretive process (Stake, 2000; Yin, 2012), and includes a broad range of data collected 

through interview, observation, and archival means (Simons, 2014). 

Case Study in General 

Stake (2003) defined a case study as “not a methodological choice but a choice of what is 

to be studied” (p. 134) and then further clarified that this serves the purpose to determine, “what 

specifically can be learned from the single case” (p. 135) as opposed to generalization.  The 

central formative questions for a case study include determining what the case includes, and how 
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it is defined.  Flyvbjerg (2011) described the central question in a case study, “the individual unit 

may be studied in a number of ways, for instance qualitatively or quantitatively, analytically or 

hermeneutically, or by mixed methods. This is not decisive for whether it is a case study or not; 

the demarcation of the unit’s boundaries is” (p. 301).  Gerring (2004) described the name case 

study as a definitional morass and instead suggested the following definition; “I propose to 

define the case study as an intensive study of a single unit for the purpose of understanding a 

larger class of (similar) units” (p. 342).   

 And though this depiction aligns with the earlier definitions above, it also hints at 

generalizability, which Stake clarified, “case studies are of value for refining theory and 

suggesting complexities for further investigation, as well as helping to establish limits of 

generalizability” (p.156), which appears to describe a somewhat different understanding of the 

concept.  Finally, Flyvbjerg (2011) argued that a case study should embody the following 

qualities; “that case studies are ‘intensive.’ Thus, case studies comprise more detail, richness, 

completeness, and variance—that is, depth—for the unit of study than does cross-unit analysis” 

(p. 301),  This richness and depth is echoed by Stake (2003) who concluded that, “the methods of 

qualitative case study are largely the methods of disciplining personal and particularized 

experience” (p.156).  I will now describe the nature of what the particulars were in this study. 

Embedded Case Study with Multiple Units of Analysis 

While the focus of a case study is on defining the case, Yin (2012) argued, “a ‘case’ is 

generally a bounded entity (a person, organization, behavioral condition, event or other social 

phenomenon), but the boundary between the case and its contextual conditions . . . may be 

blurred” (p. 6).  In this study, the bounded case was represented by the institution NERC, 

representing the context for my work.  This holistic case is delineated by a process of interest, 
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the presence of AI in the institutional culture.  Within this institution, I identified three embedded 

units of analysis: learning communities, student life, and leadership.  Although this describes the 

bounding of the case and the units of analysis, the focus was further defined intrinsically. 

Stake (1994) differentiated between instrumental and intrinsic case study approaches, and 

argued, “when the primary purpose is to understand that particular case, I have called the study, 

intrinsic case study” (p. 34) and when an issue is the subject of the study, “there, the case is 

instrumental to the issue; it enhances the probing of issues. I have called these studies 

instrumental case studies” (p. 35).  Stake (2003) later clarified the qualities of what he called an 

intrinsic case study and described it,  

here, it is not undertaken primarily because the case represents other cases or because it 

illustrates a particular trait or problem, but because, in all its particularity and 

ordinariness, this case itself is of interest. The researcher at least temporarily subordinates 

other curiosities so that the stories of those ‘living the case’ will be teased out. (p. 136) 

 

Whereas this describes the intrinsic nature of the case it also describes a focus on the emic, and 

the interpretive, it is in this interpretive approach that I framed this methodology that is also in 

harmony with the interpretive framework. 

Symbolic and Interpretivist Interactionism 

In my study, I examined the institutional agent (and student) perceptions and 

understanding of a process embedded in institutional culture, which was framed 

epistemologically through social interactionism, finding its roots in Symbolic Interactionism 

(SI).  I utilized a form of SI that has been described as postmodern and is also called 

Interpretivist Interactionism (Sandstrom & Fine, 2003), that I employed in my interpretive 

framework to engage the polyvocality of the data in my work.  In such a framework, 

interpretivist interactionism aligned well with the other elements of this study, simultaneously 

providing the tools and underlying assumptions necessary to tease out meaning from the 
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interactions reported and observed.  Charon (2010) described the five central ideas on which SI 

is based as follows:  

the human being must be understood as a social person.  It is ongoing constant lifelong 

social interaction, which leads us to do what we do: (b) the human being must be 

understood as a thinking being.  Human interaction is not only interaction among 

individuals but also interaction within the individual; (c) Humans do not sense their 

environment directly; instead humans define the situation they are in; (d) the cause of 

human action is the result of what is occurring in our present situation. Cause unfolds in 

the present social interaction, present thinking, and present definition; and (e) Human 

beings are described as active beings in relation to their environment.  Words such as 

conditioning, responding, controlled, imprisoned, and formed are not used to describe the 

human being in symbolic interactionism. (pp. 28-29). 

 

Additionally, he later appended, “To understand human action, we must focus on social 

interaction, human thinking, definition of the situation, the present, and the active nature of the 

human being” (Charon, 2010, p. 29).  Even as these descriptions highlight the tenets of SI along 

with its focus on social interaction, the connection with social constructionism was elucidated by 

Brinkmann, Jacobsen, and Kristiansen (2014)  

symbolic interactionists are concerned with how humans create meaning in their 

everyday lives and in how, as the term ‘symbolic interaction’ indicates, this meaning is 

created and carved out through interaction with others and by use of various symbols to 

communicate meaning. (p. 26) 

 

Early in the development of SI, a connection was made with the philosophical concept of Max 

Webber focused on the attempt to “place ourselves into the experience of the other so as to know 

that other as it knows itself” (Herman-Kinney & Verschaeve, 2003, p. 220).  Charon (2010) 

described this ‘taking the role of the other’ as an act of the imagination because this requires 

thinking by using another person’s symbolic framework.  But because we can never completely 

know, it is possible that our understanding could be inaccurate.   

Poststructuralists challenged the early postpositivist notions of validity as an assertion of 

the elusiveness of textual authority, “a text is valid (legitimate) if it is sufficiently grounded, 
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triangulated, based on naturalistic indicators, respondent validation, carefully fitted to a theory, 

comprehensive in scope, credible in terms of member checks and so on” (Denzin, 1997, p. 7).  In 

this perspective, validity “represents the always just-out-of-reach-but-answerable claim a text 

makes for its authority” (Denzin, p. 7).  However, postmodern interactionists provide an 

alternative to the positivist and postpostivist perspectives when engaging SI. 

Sandstrom and Fine (2003) described the multidimensionality of postmodern 

interactionists who respond to the consumption-oriented perspective and commodification of 

culture in advanced capitalist countries with, “an ‘interpretivist interactionist’ approach that 

draws on feminist, neo-Marxist, poststructuralist, and cultural studies perspectives” (p. 1050).  

Such a move rejects a traditional interactionist positivist stance of a silent, all-knowing, and 

invisible presence in the narrative, instead requiring the researcher to reflexively acknowledge 

their presence.  Denzin (1997) argued that such an approach would provide, “discourse on 

discourse, discourse on perspective, point of view, and language itself” (p. 32).  As a result, 

postmodern interactionist arguments have introduced concepts like multivocality and a clearer 

understanding that writing is not something to do after collecting data, but that the writing itself 

constitutes data and textual representation (Sandstrom & Fine).  Therefore, in this interpretivist 

interaction perspective, researcher notes and reflexive memos represented data that highlighted 

my presence and represented an element in the data I gathered while conducting interviews and 

observations, and it is in this ontological framework that I positioned this interpretive case study 

and asked the research question: How do institutional agents (leaders, faculty, and staff) and 

students describe the embedding and embeddedness of AI in institutional culture at NERC?  
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Research Design 

I sought to learn how institutional agents and students describe and understand the 

embedded presence of AI in the institutional culture of a community college.  An interpretive 

case study informed through SI is an appropriate design for this study for the following reasons: 

(a) this interpretive case study focuses on the emic and intrinsic, (b) the case study approach 

requires the bounding of the case broadly within the institution, but more specifically in the 

embedded units of analysis, (c) it allows for the understanding of culture through a Bourdieusian 

lens of physical culture that is interactive, and (d) it applies the concept of Verstehen in an effort 

to interpret these descriptions and interactions.  This section describes the site for the study, 

sampling and recruitment procedures, and methods for collecting and analyzing data.   

Study Site: Northeastern Rural Community College 

In this case, the institution is located in the northeastern region of the United States where 

the faculty of the institution consist of approximately 75% part-time and 25% full-time faculty 

members across two campuses and five academic divisions, all working under a collective 

bargaining agreement.  The institution is accredited by Northeastern Association of Schools and 

Colleges, and has engaged in the use of AI since 2006 when it first engaged the approach to 

develop a strategic plan.  Since that time, the use of AI has been broadened at the institution to 

include applications in professional development, classroom use, workshops, team building, 

leadership, and planning.   

NERC has a student enrollment of approximately 6,000 students at two campuses.  The 

main campus is situated in a rural location with approximately 3,500 students attending this 

campus and is predominantly White.  The satellite campus accounts for just under 3,000 students 

and is situated in an urban area and is predominantly Latina/o.  Between the two campuses there 



  64 

 

are approximately 700 to 1,000 employees.  As a community college, the curriculum is 

somewhat less vocationally oriented and includes a number of different liberal arts programs, 

focusing on transfer students.  The institution has a number of articulation agreements with four 

year institutions, with some of them occupying classrooms on the NERC campus where 

graduates may continue their coursework for a Bachelor Degree without leaving the familiarity 

of the community college campus.  Student life staff work on both the main and satellite 

campuses, and a number of faculty members teach in both locations. The institution has been 

designated a Hispanic Serving Institution, the result of a large population of students identifying 

as Hispanic and Latina/o at the satellite campus in contrast with a large portion of the student 

population at the main campus identifying as White. 

Narrowing the Case 

The case in its broadest sense is bounded by the institution and my interest is focused on 

the process of embedding AI in institutional culture.  However, this requires further refinement 

to make the study manageable and to better define participants who were recruited to the study.  

Whereas the institutional case describe the outer limitations of this study, additional 

clarifications are needed to bring the study into focus and describe the case and the embedded 

micro-cases through the literature specific to each.  My interest in this case is to gain an 

understanding of institutional agents’ and students’ perspectives of the widespread 

implementation of AI as an operational philosophy in this community college.  Stake (1994) 

described this interest in the case as intrinsic, which Stevenson (2004) connected to the 

interpretive approach, “seeking the emic meanings held by people within the case is a strong 

influence on interpretive case researchers” (p. 43).  With this interpretive focus in mind, I 

selected three embedded units of analysis.  Yin (2012) argued that the using ‘embedded units of 
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analysis’ helps to focus the study and “add significant opportunities for extensive analysis, 

enhancing insights into the single case” (p. 56).  Therefore, I now describe these embedded units 

of analysis as micro-cases. 

Embedded Units of Analysis:  Three Micro-Cases 

 

 
Figure 3. The Institutional Case Levels 

 

I focused my research on three specific micro-sites, or micro-cases, of inquiry at NERC 

and illustrated them here (see figure 3).  I considered three micro-cases that included four 

leadership meetings, four learning communities made up of eight classes, and three student life 

events.  For the purposes of my study, the micro-culture of these micro-cases provided the place 

for interaction between institutional agents and students.  These social spaces are inclusive of 

Frank’s (1999) description, “classrooms are particular social settings, mini-cultures in 

themselves that are not universal” (p. 7).  These represent points of contact between institutional 

agents and students, that is, places where these interactions may be observed and described.  

Furthering my understanding of these interactions, Tierney (2008) argued for the understanding 
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of an ‘enacted environment’ to “uncover how the organizational participants understand and 

construct their reality and, within that reality, how they perceive the environment” (p. 14).  Such 

a perspective aligns with this purpose of this study, and harmonizes with Geertz (1973), who 

argued, “culture is not a power, something to which social events, behaviors, institutions, or 

processes can be causally attributed; it is a context, something within which they can be 

intelligibly—that is, thickly—described” (p. 14).  Completing an interpretive case study requires 

researchers to enter into the reality of participants to provide rich descriptions of the symbolic 

and organizational discourse and to extend self-understanding rather than seeking to suggest 

generalizable truths (Tierney, 1988).   

Given the stated purpose of understanding the embeddedness of AI in this institutional 

culture, I now turn my attention to consider literature related to the units of analysis where I 

investigate these interactions.  These units of analysis are focal points for the interaction between 

institutional agents and students, including an array of classifications that include administrators, 

staff, faculty, and students, beginning with student affairs.  I include in these analytical units, 

student affairs, developmental education, and faculty interactions with students as socio-

academic integrative moments.  These are places where institutional agents interact with students 

in multifaceted ways and such interactions have been described with the potential to influence 

student success (Deil-Amen, 2011b; Nitecki, 2011).  Given the importance of these spaces 

relative to student success, I also argue that these interactions yielded rich insights into the 

presence of AI in institutional culture.  I will next consider the learning community micro-case. 

The learning community micro-case.  The first of these embedded units of analysis 

resided within the classrooms of four selected learning communities.  A learning community 

consists of “two classes, taught by two instructors, linked or integrated that focus around a 
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particular theme, often with common readings and activities, and a group of students who are 

enrolled in the same courses with the same instructors” (NERC, 2017).   

These learning communities provided points of observation of the interaction between 

faculty and students, as well as the interaction of students with each other.  Based on a listing in 

the fall 2016 semester, I identified learning communities of interest that I sought to observe.  The 

four learning communities and their classes included the following: (a) Multiplying Success, 

containing a first year seminar course coupled with a developmental math course, (b) Passion, 

Learning, and Power, that included a developmental reading course coupled with a first year 

seminar, (c) Writing Fusion, a learning community that coupled a developmental writing class 

with a college level course, and (d) Comparing Civilizations, a course that coupled together 

World Literature with World Civilization.  These learning communities provided the opportunity 

to observe the faculty-student interactions and to interview six faculty participants. 

The student life micro-case.  The second embedded unit of analysis focused on student 

life and included the observation of three different events.  Within this social space, I observed 

student life events, and interviewed student participants.  I used a calendar to plan my 

observations and then learned that the student life events schedule changed, during the first week 

of my institutional visit.  I discovered the updated institutional calendar, which permitted me to 

adjust my schedule to observe a Halloween Safe Trick or Treat an event focused on the children 

of students, an opening week event that was called ‘Free Pool,’ and a men’s basketball game.  In 

addition to these observations, I interviewed four students who were regular participants in 

student life events, as well as members of the student senate. 

The leadership micro-case.  The third embedded unit of analysis focused on 

leadership/student senate events.  Here I observed three events that included events that were 
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guided by leadership, but also focused on civic engagement.  These events included, a mock 

presidential debate, a collegial conversation that discussed diversity and inclusion, and the 

Spring Convocation that initiated the start of the spring semester.  Additionally, I gathered the 

documents associated with the implementation of AI in the fall of 2015 to develop a new 

strategic plan.  These documents included table notes, inquiry guides, and SOAR forum notes 

that were recorded during the forums, which were constructed around each of the strategic plan 

themes. I completed a qualitative documentary analysis of these documents, comparing my 

notes, coding, and categorization with the data collected during the field work.  Additionally, I 

interviewed two campus leaders who occupy executive positions in the college. 

The three embedded micro-cases I described above comprised the data collection sites for 

this case.  Furthermore, exploring these micro-cases allowed me to conduct a holistic study, 

focusing the data collection and analysis in these specific research sites.  I next consider the 

interpretive framework that I applied to the study of this case. 

Interpretive Framework 

Stake (2000) described an intrinsic approach to case study “here it is not undertaken 

primarily because the case study represents other cases or because it illustrates a particular trait 

or problem, but because, in all its particularity and ordinariness, this case itself is of interest” (p. 

437 italics in original).  This case is of interest for the uniqueness of the presence of AI as an 

operational philosophy and for the way its underlying principles have been embedded in 

institutional culture evidenced in the ordinariness of the three micro-cases of learning 

communities, student life, and leadership.  Because this study is interpretive, I must pursue such 

an interpretation reflexively, understanding that my study is situated in an American postmodern 

culture.  Such an understanding breaks away from the traditional privileging of the myth of an 
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“objective, noncontested account of the other’s experiences” (Denzin, 1997, p. xiii).  Rather, 

“cultural analysis is (or should be) guessing at meanings, assessing the guesses and drawing 

explanatory conclusions from the better guesses, not discovering the Content of Meaning and 

mapping out its bodiless landscape” (Geertz, 1973, p. 21).  Such a broad understanding of culture 

is a good backdrop but additional refinements are needed to fully develop an interpretive 

framework for my study. 

In this study I considered the co-construction of micro-culture within three micro-cases 

that I investigated.  Within these micro-cases I considered participant descriptions, but also 

recorded my observations of interactions in the social space observed.  To describe the existence 

of these realities and experiences, I adopted an interpretivist interactionism approach to 

understand participants’ expression of reality in observed and described interactions.  I adopted 

this interpretive lens in part because of its close harmony with my epistemology of social 

constructionism.  Additionally, such an approach aligns with a perspective that values 

multivocality, systems of discourse and identifies the importance of writing in the methodology, 

arguing that it is constitutive of data (Sandstrom & Fine, 2003).   

However, as I read the data from my study, and considered the differing narratives that 

emerged, I initially thought of Foucault’s genealogical approach as a way to account for the 

differing narratives, particularly the narratives that are more likely to be overlooked.  However, 

this is not a history and the counter narrative emerged from an interview with a faculty member 

who identified as a Latina.  With this in mind, Solórzano and Yosso (2001) described LatCrit as 

an approach based on critical race theory (CRT) employing counter-narratives that “are not often 

told (i.e., those on the margins of society) and a tool for analyzing and challenging the stories of 
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those in power and whose story is a part of the dominant discourse” (p. 475).  Iglesias (1996) 

described the emergence LatCrit when legal scholars,  

produced a series of conferences focused on exploring how Critical Race theory might be 

expanded beyond the limitations of the black/white paradigm to incorporate a richer, 

more contextualized analysis of the cultural, political, and economic dimensions of white 

supremacy, particularly as it impacts Latinas/os in their individual and collective 

struggles for self-understanding and social justice. (p. 178) 

 

Even as a LatCrit perspective provides the tools to understand the experiences of a 

divergent interview with Leandra, it also provides the tools necessary to understand the problem 

of interest convergence, which Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solórzano (2009) described as the 

“tendency to endorse diversity to the extent that it serves White students” (p. 664) and 

“seemingly, in return for admission, universities expect Students of Color to enrich the 

experiences and outcomes for Whites” (p. 664-665).  Such an understanding was reified by 

Tierney (2008) who described an exchange with a senior White male administrator who 

problematized the cultural difference for Native American students entering the institution, 

which he described as the need for these students to “undergo a cultural suicide of sorts to avoid 

an intellectual suicide” (p. 78).  The same can be said for students of color in general, and more 

specifically in this case for Latina/o students and institutional agents.  Yosso et al. (2009) 

referred to this phenomenon as ‘cultural starvation’ and ‘institutional microaggressions.’  

Tierney argued that “moving away from a model of social integration and assimilation and 

toward a framework of emancipation and empowerment” (p. 79), recognizes the embedded 

nature of “social conditions that give voice to some and silence others” (p. 79).  I argue that the 

LatCrit lens coupled with the interpretivist interactionism approach, not only provides the tools 

necessary for interpretation, but does so through an inclusive lens supporting students of color.  I 

will now consider the implementation of this study. 
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Sampling and Recruitment 

When conducting qualitative case study research the practice is to engage in an in-depth 

study and the sample is purposive, and selective, but also based on accessibility, which describes 

the three micro-cases, the data collection sites in my study.  Flyvbjerg (2011) referred to the 

difference between the focus on a single case and large samples as being a function of the 

learning processes that case study research engages in.  Stake (2000) referred to the purposive 

sample that is intended to result in intensive study.  With this in mind, the potential participants 

are identified from the social spaces identified as follows: (a) there are 25 seats available on the 

student senate, consisting of five seats from the five largest clubs, five seats filled from the 

Student Leadership Development Program, and 15 seats are elected by the student body, (b) 

there are 26 sponsors of student clubs and organizations on campus, and (c) there are currently 

eight learning communities functioning on campus.  Therefore, the sample was drawn from these 

three areas and focused in part on engaging participants who appeared fully engaged in the event, 

meeting or class while also seeking those who do not appear to be engaging.  Such an approach 

compared to what Flyvbjerg (2011) described as maximum variation cases, which provides a 

broad range of perceptions about the specific micro-culture being considered. 

From this identified population, I selected a relatively small sample, because of the 

constraints of resources and time, but also by aligning this sampling process with what Charmaz 

(2003) described as saturation, when new data and insights are no longer being uncovered for the 

established categories. Participant criteria for inclusion are as follows: 

1. Must be considered and adult over the age of 18. 

2. Must be an enrolled student at NERC or be classified an institutional agent (i.e., 

leader, staff, or faculty) employed by NERC. 
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3.  Must be eligible to participate in one of the identified micro-cases above (i.e. 

learning community, student life events, or leadership events) as either a participant 

or institutional agent. 

4. Must have regularly participated either as an institutional agent or a student member 

in one of the identified micro-cases.  

Recruitment to the study followed the approval of the study through my university’s 

institutional review board and NERC’s institutional review board.  Recruitment utilized the 

assistance of a gatekeeper with access to the three social spaces I investigated.  This gatekeeper 

provided me with the appropriate contacts in student engagement, the student senate, and 

learning communities.  I provided recruitment emails to leaders and faculty responsible for each 

of the social spaces.  It is noteworthy that all of the students who responded to my requests for an 

interview were from the student senate.  Additionally, one semi-structured interview guide will 

be used for students (Appendix D) and another for institutional agents (Appendix C), both were 

submitted to an expert familiar with the field, and the institution for review.  Recruitment 

resulted in the participation of four students, six faculty, and two leaders in the interview process 

(see Table 2). 

Table 2. Interview participant data 

Pseudonym Role Gender Age Race/Ethnicity 

Lawrence Exec Leader M 49 White 

Brian Exec Leader M 51 White 

Kristin Faculty F 51 White 

Lois Faculty F 53 White 

Teresa Faculty F 52 White 

Brenda Faculty F 56 White 

Leandra Faculty F 50 Hispanic 



  73 

 

Jennifer Faculty F 61 White 

Michael Student M 20 White 

Roger Student M 38 White 

Penelope Student F 20 Black 

Jerry Student M 26 White 

 

In addition to the above interviews, I conducted observations in the social spaces 

identified below.  In the case of learning communities, I have identified each of the classes in the 

learning community as a separate observation because in the majority of the cases, the learning 

community was made up of two classes, and two faculty members teaching different areas of 

content (e.g., first year seminar and developmental math) that could be arranged sequentially or 

blended together, depending on the faculty. 

Table 3. Observations 

  Micro

-Case 

Event 

Location 

Attendance Date 

Observed 

1 Mock Presidential 

Debate 

L Home Faculty/Staff/Students 10/24/2016 

2 Collegial Conversation L Home Faculty/Staff 12/7/2016 

3 Spring Convocation L Home Faculty/Staff 1/17/2017 

4 Student Senate L Home Students/St Affairs 1/18/2017 

5 First Year Seminar LC Home Faculty/Students 10/25/2016 

6 Math LC Home Faculty/Students 10/25/2016 

7 Writing  LC Satellite Faculty/Students 10/27/2016 

8 First Year Seminar LC Satellite Faculty/Students 10/27/2016 

9 Writing Fusion LC Satellite Faculty/Students 12/6/2016 

10 Developmental Writing LC Satellite Faculty/Students 12/6/2016 

11 English Literature LC Home Faculty/Students 12/7/2016 

12 History/Civilization LC Home Faculty/Students 12/7/2016 

13 Halloween Trick or 

Treat 

SL Home Student Life/Students 10/26/2016 
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14 Free Pool SL Home Students 1/19/2017 

15 Men’s Basketball SL Home Coach/Students/Players 1/19/2017 

Note. The micro-cases for each of the observations have been classified into one of the following 

categories: L = leadership, LC = learning community, SL = student life 

 

Finally, I also examined archival documents generated during the AI process engaged in 

the fall of 2015 with the express purpose of creating the latest edition of the NERC strategic plan 

(see Table 3).  The documents included comments from faculty, staff, and students.  These 

documents provide insights into the AI process, as well as providing raw notes and comments 

related to each of the themes handwritten by participants.  The documents also provide insight 

into participant perceptions of the institutional culture, areas of strength, and aspirational goals. 

Table 4.  Table of Documents 

Document Content Purpose 

2015 Fall Convocation Table notes Copies of the table notes that 

were written out at each of the 

participating groups during 

the initial AI event 

Detailed notes used to 

derive a list of themes 

to be considered for 

the SOAR forums. 

2015 Fall Convocation typed 

newsprint notes 

Summaries of the table 

discussions highlighting 

strategies and/or proposed 

focus 

Utilized to summarize 

and distill notes into 

top themes for the 

SOAR sessions. 

2015 Fall Convocation Electronic 

Feedback notes (from the website). 

Feedback and comments on 

the strategic themes, as well 

as comments from those 

unable to attend the fall 

convocation 

Provide comments 

from participants who 

were not able to attend 

the AI Summit. 

Soar Forum Table Cards Handwritten notes for each of 

the identified themes from 

individual tables 

Brief summary 

statements about the 

implementation of 

each strategic theme 

Soar Forum Table notes for each of 

the six strategic themes 

Copies of the raw data and 

notes from each individual 

Soar Forum based on the 

identified strategic theme, (a) 

external partnerships, (b) 

student success, (c) career 

exploration and development, 

(d) professional development, 

Detailed comments 

about each of the 

strategic themes 

noting the specific 

strengths, 

opportunities, 

aspirations, and 

results. 
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and (e) integrated student 

experience 

 

Taken together, these different data sources provided multiple data points and served as 

one method of triangulating research findings, concurrently obtaining a polyvocal, participant 

description of the embeddedness of AI in institutional culture.  Next, I describe data collection 

procedures in detail. 

 Data Collection 

Because I grounded this study in the theoretical concept of social constructionism, AI, 

Bolman and Deal’s (2013) four frames, and Bourdieu’s understanding of physical culture in the 

social spaces described, I collected data in the interviews, observations, and document analyses 

noted above.  In the 12 interviews, I conducted one interview with each participant that ranged in 

duration between 40 minutes to an hour.  Each interview was recording using a digital recording 

device with a secondary backup device, and the recording was transferred to my computer where 

I began the transcription process.  I began transcribing interviews verbatim, at the same time I 

also engaged a certified transcription service for eight of the transcriptions.  After receiving each 

transcription from the service, I immediately reviewed each one in detail as I listened to the 

recordings at the same time.  In some cases the transcriptionist did not include all pauses, false 

starts, and hesitations in the recording.  I also utilized the recording and my notes to include 

observations about expressions and body language in the transcription as it was noted. 

Additionally, there were occasional misunderstandings in transcribing participant language when 

it related to particular technical language, specific language related to local names, or an 

occasional reference to something that might not be familiar to an outsider to the institution.  

During my review of the transcriptions, I included these items consistently with the interviews I 
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previously transcribed.  These transcriptions totaled 211 pages of single spaced data following 

my review, edits, and adjustments.  In addition to these transcriptions, I wrote reflexive memos 

for each of the 12 interviews describing the interview, participant, and surroundings.   

For observations, I conducted learning community, student life, and leadership 

observations.  I observed four learning communities (eight classes), three student life events, and 

four leadership events.  During the course of these observations, I wrote approximately 40 pages 

of single spaced observation notes, along with reflexive memos describing the micro-case I 

observed.  In addition to this I diagrammed the locations of my observations, even as I recorded 

entries in a researcher journal.  I also prepared and utilized an Informed Consent for 

Observations, requested by the NERC Institutional Review Board for the learning community 

observations.  This meant for every observation, I addressed potential participants, explained the 

study and read the Informed Consent for Observations (Appendix B), and after some discussion, 

distributed the informed consent forms for review and signature.  Following their signature, I 

collected the forms and have electronically scanned them.  Finally, documents were collected 

from the AI process that was engaged during the fall semester of 2015.  These documents were 

generated during the appreciative summit, the beginning of the process, and were followed by 

the SOAR meeting forums that focused on the strategic planning themes.   

Data Analysis 

  As I began the process of data analysis, I entered into a fairly ambiguous point as a 

novice researcher.  It is important here to note that I used multiple data sources to gather data 

during my study, and they included interviews, observations, and documents.  In addition to 

these documents, I also included written reflexive memos and my researcher journal as places 

where I recorded additional data.  Beginning the analysis process, I started with interview 
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transcriptions, using a verbatim approach.  This approach transcribed the interview word for 

word, and included notes related to nonverbal communication such as laughter, pauses and facial 

expressions in the transcription.  Additionally, I utilized a certified transcription service to 

transcribe eight of the interviews.  In these cases, following my receipt of the transcriptions, I sat 

down with the transcription and as I listened to the interview, read the transcription and corrected 

for any misunderstood words, adding pauses or additional notes about the interview when 

needed.  

I moved into the data analysis stage, utilizing NVivo software to complete the initial 

coding of data.  When analyzing qualitative data, Maxwell (2013) described the purpose of 

coding, “in qualitative research, the goal of coding is not primarily to count things, but to 

‘fracture’ the data and rearrange them into categories that facilitate comparison between things in 

the same category” (p. 107).  He continued to describe open coding as the attempt to discover 

new insights from the data, requiring reading and developing coding categories to capture what 

the data and participants convey as most important.  To do this effectively, I spent time with the 

data, reading and rereading transcriptions, observations, reflexive memos, and researcher 

memos.   

With some trepidation, I began coding the data.  First, I tried to understand coding 

through the fracturing process described by Maxwell (2013), my initial reaction was to see the 

stage of coding as a place where the data was ‘broken’ into initial codes.  As I experimented with 

the first round of coding, I recorded my thinking about descriptive coding in one analytical 

memo, using italics here to identify my reflections, I realize that I have been coding descriptively 

and this sounds like a mistake, until I think about the research questions that have been created 

around the idea of institutional agents and students explaining the institutional culture.  What 
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method is able to help me answer these research questions related to the description of 

institutional culture? I think I can argue that the descriptive codes in this case make sense.  My 

thinking was further advanced when Saldaña (2016) described the use of descriptive coding, 

“Descriptive Coding is appropriate for virtually all qualitative studies, but particularly for 

beginning qualitative researchers learning how to code data, ethnographies, and studies with a 

wide variety of data forms” (p. 102).  Because my study is an interpretive case study with a wide 

variety of data, this initial process is a good fit.  In my first round of coding I also reflected on 

the ambiguity with the possibility that some passages may have multiple meanings, as I read 

through the data, I am hesitant to label passages with only one code . . .  is the passage about 

teaching for a state agency and having students who are forced to take a course about the adult 

students, or students who are reticent to take the course? 

In the second round of coding, these were then aligned together utilizing domain coding 

(Saldaña, 2016).  Each of the codes were aligned in one of three broad domains (micro-cases) 

that were labeled originally aligned with learning communities, student life, and leadership. 

Through the early stages of coding, it became apparent that these labels did not preclude a 

faculty interview from being coded within the leadership or student micro-case, and was 

relatively common.  Therefore, the initial code ‘leadership’ became ‘leaders’ influence,’ the 

initial code ‘faculty,’ became ‘faculty enactment of AI principles,’ and the initial code ‘students,’ 

became ‘students experience AI indirectly.’ These codes are no longer merely a description of 

the participants in the domains (micro-cases), but a salient reflection of the focus of the coded 

data they contained.  

In addition to these initial phases of data analysis, I continued data analysis, post 

dissertation defense, working further with the data, as the coding moved from a descriptive 
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coding structure into more conceptualized schema of coding.  These additional coding steps 

included revisiting the conceptualization of domains to bring them into a parallel structure to the 

research design I described earlier.  This movement from the concept of domains to themes and 

sub-themes formed the basis for the eventual identification of findings.  Furthermore, 

understanding the data as oppositional was a binary move, and the adoption of a CRT and 

LatCrit frame helped me to move these codes from an oppositional perspective to a perspective 

of polyvocality, describing the divergent data as another narrative, but one that now appeared to 

be more dialogic than oppositional.   

Secondly, within each of the domains (micro-cases), I noted data, largely from one 

interview, that was divergent from the others.  These coded comments could be understood in 

opposition to other comments offered by other participants.  As such, these codes were initially 

aligned into oppositional codes in each of the domains (micro-cases), but these oppositional 

codes did not capture the richness of these data.  As I continued through the subsequent rounds 

of examining and realigning coding, I noted that in some cases data from other interview 

participants aligned with these codes, albeit the majority of the oppositional coding emanated 

from one interview.  However, over time I worked with the data through the process of 

realigning and merging codes, the initial coding round that resulted in 138 codes was reduced to 

92 codes following the second round of coding, and finally concluded with 48 codes in its 

present form.  As a result of these processes, the coding is arranged to generate themes.  The 

process is not linear, and as Saldaña (2014) described them, themes are identified through an 

analytical reflection on the original data.   

I did not fully comprehend this iterative process and the requisite reading and rereading 

of the data when I began the process; however, as I revisited each data type (e.g., transcripts, 
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observations, documents, and reflexive memos) I began to see additional ways the data 

interacted and informed one another.  Now I understand how the practice of fracturing, 

reassembling, and then collapsing coded data highlighted the interrelationships between the 

codes and themes.  Throughout this phase, I found myself focusing on contextualization to 

consider the data, all the while recognizing that my first attempt, tended toward atomizing the 

narratives into smaller and smaller segments.  And even as segmentation occurred, it is important 

to keep in mind the interpretive process guided by SI is inherently contextual with its roots in 

anthropology.  Such a contextualization aligns with my previous seminary training in 

hermeneutics, but here I encountered context through multiple data sources and field work rather 

than historical recreation.  Maintaining awareness of this context avoids the difficulty Charmaz 

(2003) described as forcing data into preconceived categories, along with a second difficulty 

Tedlock (2003) identified as the privileging of participant observation.   

Saldaña (2014) emphasized the analytical process when considering coding, “analytical 

choices are most often based on what methods will harmonize with your genre selection and 

conceptual framework” (p. 584) and continued to suggest that the analytical process is ongoing 

throughout the data gathering process, and that the interrelationship of patterns and categories 

emerge as the researcher becomes more aware of the nuances in the data. Trent and Cho (2014) 

described this interpretive process in qualitative research, and considered the process of memos 

to be the process of the researcher describing their interpretive processes, documenting an 

essential exercise in thought, but through the writing that thinking is expressed and clearly stated.  

Keeping this in mind, I prepared analytic memos associated with the coding process and reflect 

on the analysis and insights into the codes and their organization around the themes I have 
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identified.  These memos offered explanatory descriptions of the analysis that took place and 

reasons for the decisions to associate the codes with the particular themes they are aligned with.  

All participants were provided informed consent forms (Appendix A) for interviews, 

which were conducted using a semi-structured interview guide for faculty and leaders (Appendix 

C), and students (Appendix D).  Finally, a schedule of the overall project field work completed is 

included (Appendix E) indicating different activities and the extent of fieldwork. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I considered the approach to the design of this study and began by 

considering the focus of this case study, describing it as an interpretive case study.  Considering 

the case as a single community college in the northeastern United States, furthermore, I am 

cognizant that this is a small institution with just over 6,000 students.  I also recognized ways 

that in this study I defined a specific approach to sampling and engaging participants that was 

purposive and specific.  For this study, I described the approach as an embedded case study with 

multiple units of analysis, that were institutionally unique for the presence of AI as an 

operational philosophy and my interest in the embedding of these principles in three micro cases: 

learning communities, student life, and leadership.  Thinking of these embedded units of analysis 

as micro-cases within the larger institutional case of NERC, focused of my study into three data 

gathering points where access and participants were available. 

Finally, when I considered the issues of data analysis and interpretation, I focused on 

employing a postmodern symbolic interaction approach understood to be interpretive 

interactionism.  As I gathered and analyzed data, I employed saturation to determine when the 

gathering of data no longer generated new findings (Creswell, 2013).  However, even as many 

data provided points of saturation, other data pointed to a narrative that differed in salient ways 
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from these other data.  Taking the data as a whole, a narrative that was polyvocal and at many 

points divergent was constructed through the data.  This polyvocality aligned with my 

interpretive framework of postmodern symbolic interaction.  However, since the divergent data 

resulted from a participant who identified as Latina/o I utilized CRT and LatCrit to provide the 

lens through which to understand these data.  Furthermore, utilizing this interpretive approach 

aligned well with my chosen epistemology of social interactionism and supported the 

construction of themes and findings that I present in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 — FINDINGS 

An Overview 

I begin this chapter with a brief overview of my findings, a biographical sketch of each 

participant, and an in-depth articulation of the findings, supported by select interview, 

observation, and documentary evidence.  Here I restate my primary research question: how do 

institutional agents (leaders, faculty, and staff) and students describe the embedding and 

embeddedness of AI in institutional culture at NERC?  As I analyzed the data, the following four 

findings were developed: (a) leaders’ influence, (b) faculty enactment of AI, (c) students’ 

indirect experience of AI, and (d) and the limitations of AI. I developed these themes upon 

collecting and analyzing data germane to participants’ lived experiences within NERC: (a) 

leaders, (b) faculty, and (c) students, on whom I focused my data collection throughout this 

study. 

In this first major finding, leaders’ influence, I address notions of campus leaders’ 

influence on the embeddedness of AI within the institution’s culture.  Leaders’, faculty, and 

students’ perceptions of this influence were further nuanced by the degree to which leadership 

practice and AI aligned with each other; the strength of leaders’ professional identification with 

the principles of AI; and the central role that the provision of professional development played in 

AI presence in institutional culture. My second major finding, faculty enactment of AI, relates to 

faculty enacting AI principles in a number of ways, including embodying AI in pedagogical 

practice, enacting AI in faculty focus on student potential, and enhancing faculty roles through 

embedding AI in emotional labor. The third major set of findings, students’ indirect experience 

of AI, are situated in student experience, featuring student interactions with institutional agents 

who act as conduits of AI, albeit students do not specifically name their experience as AI.  

Students also described the importance of their participation in student leadership as a way to 
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identify with the institution and its culture.  In my fourth major finding, limitations of AI, I 

highlight the limitations of AI that were elucidated in the data, through three sub-findings: (a) 

working the why with AI, (b) campus differentiation perceived to emphasize priorities, and (c) 

unseen structural racism. 

Description of Participants 

 I now offer a brief biographical sketch of each interview participant.  The descriptions 

that follow are organized according to the participant’s role as a leader (n=2), faculty member 

(n=6), or student (n=4). 

Lawrence, President.  Prior to my final trip to campus, I reached out to President 

Lawrence Gunderson (a pseudonym) to conduct an interview and gain insights into the process 

of AI at NERC.  President Gunderson is in his sixth year as president, previously serving as the 

Vice-President of Academic Affairs, is 49 years old and identifies as a White male.  He is 

athletic, and a self-described running enthusiast who regularly participates in a campus running 

club that engages students at both the main and satellite campuses of NERC.  He also described a 

lifelong affinity to the principles embedded in AI, becoming formally trained as a facilitator prior 

to his arrival at NERC.  This interview was somewhat more challenging, in part due to President 

Gunderson’s extensive knowledge and experience with AI.  During his interview, he emphasized 

two important points, first that the previous campus president and board decided to bring AI as 

an approach to the campus prior to his arrival, and that the Dean of Professional Development 

played a central role in the embedding of AI in the institutional culture.  These factors were 

identified as salient points that provided a sense of fit for him as he enacted the role of Campus 

President. 
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Brian, Vice-President of Academic and Student Affairs. I first met Brian in the 

collegial conversation observation during my second campus visit where I noted his youthful 

round face, dark hair, and an energy that seemed to fit with someone who was much younger.  

Brian self-identified as a 51-year old White male, serving as the Vice-President of Academic and 

Student Affairs at NERC.  He stepped into the role of Vice-President of Academic Affairs 

following the appointment of President Gunderson, filling the position previously occupied by 

the new president.  In the intervening years, changes in staffing and reorganization resulted in his 

present title.  This interview was conducted over the telephone as Brian became ill before my 

third and final campus visit.  He described a lengthy career at NERC that extended over the last 

20 years beginning as an adjunct faculty member that advanced into administration and 

culminated in his present senior leadership position.  Brian clearly communicated enthusiasm for 

AI, even as he presented a different perspective of the approach.  He suggested he was not a 

“natural optimist” like President Gunderson and clarified that he “worked at” thinking through 

the lens of AI.  In this interview, Brian’s perspective of AI explicated his commitment to the 

process he described as “making strategic planning fun.” 

Kirsten, adjunct faculty member.  Kirsten identified as a 51-year old, White female 

adjunct faculty member who worked in academic preparation, teaching first-year seminar 

courses.  I observed her classroom, which was one-half of a learning community paired with a 

developmental math course with Lois, who I describe next.  In this interview, Kirsten recounted 

her lengthy association with NERC initiated by her accidental contact with the current campus 

president, who at the time was the Vice President of Academic Affairs at the institution.  She 

identified her role as an adjunct faculty member intentionally, although she also described a 

degree of institutional connection that included an accidental encounter with the prior Dean of 
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Professional Development, who provided a brief introduction to AI.  Kirsten narrated her 

account of the accidental meeting that began when she was looking for an unoccupied place to 

grade student’s assignments.  She recalled how the Dean invited her into an office used for a 

conference area and initiated a conversation that developed a professional relationship, and a 

brief introduction to AI. 

Lois, adjunct faculty member.  My first experience with Lois occurred during my initial 

classroom observation of the learning community where she co-teaches with Kirsten.  Lois 

identified as a White 53-year old female who is an adjunct faculty member at NERC, and teaches 

the developmental math portion of this learning community.  Lois was friendly and warm during 

our conversation, and described her area of interest as a result of a long career in mathematics 

that began with a government position followed by a period of time working as a high school 

mathematics teacher, until she chose to become an adjunct instructor at NERC.  Beyond her role 

in the learning community, she depicted a rich and expansive teaching history with a variety of 

college level math courses ranging from the Algebra class she concluded prior to our interview 

to Calculus.  She detailed her pairing with Kirsten in this learning community after her 

participation in professional development activities that included a class about AI.  Lois was the 

first person I encountered at NERC who had a recognizable (and stereotypical) northeastern 

accent in her speech.  As a mathematics faculty member, Lois described her focus on teaching 

the facts, simultaneously emphasizing the supports offered to students by faculty and the 

institution. 

Teresa, full-time faculty member.  I met with Teresa following my observation of the 

collegial conversation focused on diversity and inclusion.  At the conclusion of the meeting, we 

remained in the conference room for this interview. Teresa self-identified as a 52-year old White 
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female full-time faculty member who focuses her teaching activities on developmental reading 

and writing.  She began her career as a community college faculty member in California where 

she lived for a number of years.  She described her experiences in the California system as 

markedly different from NERC, where she serves as a faculty member of the English department 

but expresses a greater affinity to her role in developmental education.  Teresa is tall with dark 

hair and a vocal presence that garners attention.  She laced her conversation with humor, much of 

which was self-deprecating. And she also discussed supporting student success, which many of 

her departmental peers label, “hand-holding.”  Nevertheless, she expressed a clear preference for 

developmental education students where she perceived her efforts generated a greater impact on 

student success.   

Brenda, full-time faculty member.  My introduction to Brenda was also during a 

classroom observation of a learning community that brought together world literature and history 

courses.  Brenda self-identified as a 56-year old White, female, full-time faculty member in the 

English department.  Brenda appears to be taller than Teresa, and her auburn hair is cut in what I 

thought of as a professional, business-like style.  When I met her, the corners of her mouth 

pushed upward into her cheeks forming a broad grin as her chin narrows, her eyes are bright, and 

her complexion fair.  Brenda’s educational history is impressive with a Bachelor’s degree from 

an elite undergraduate institution and advanced degrees from a prestigious graduate school.  She 

described a complete lack of awareness of community colleges before arriving at NERC, but 

recounted her early introduction teaching a basic writing class, and “falling in love with the 

students.”  She has a clear passion for literature, and also identified herself as a faculty fellow for 

global scholars, focused on an interdisciplinary study of different parts of the world. 
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Leandra, full-time faculty member.  The most divergent interview came with Leandra, 

who is the co-faculty member with Brenda in a learning community.  Leandra identified as a 50-

year old Hispanic female who is a full-time faculty member in the history department.  Leandra 

is considerably shorter than Brenda, with wavy brunette hair that fell just below her shoulders. 

Her eyes are round, full, and prominent.  When she spoke she was very animated and energetic 

and detailed her professional training in Anthropology. She was acutely focused on the 

differentiation between her culture of origin, the general culture of the northeastern United 

States, and NERC in particular.  Leandra’s professional experience was broad, beginning in the 

Caribbean where she taught as an adjunct professor, moving to South America, where she 

attempted to secure employment but experienced significant hurdles. Most recently she arrived at 

NERC after some experience teaching online for a university in the United States.  Leandra 

began her work as a faculty member completely unfamiliar with the concept of community 

college.  She also professed a lack of knowledge about AI during our conversation, and when I 

provided a brief overview asserted that her experience was devoid of any such focus.  Leandra 

was preparing to leave NERC at the time of our interview and described her plans to return to 

South America, where she secured a faculty position for the coming year.  

Jennifer, full-time faculty member.  My initial encounter with Jennifer was unique.  

The observation of Jennifer’s classroom represented an outlier among the learning communities I 

observed.  In this case, I attended the learning community that included both a developmental 

writing and a college level composition course, structured as co-requisites, with Jennifer as the 

faculty instructor for each.  Jennifer identified as a 61 year-old White female who is a full-time 

faculty member in the English department.  Jennifer is small statured with a thin face, dark eyes, 

and a smile that was warm and inviting.  Her area of focus developed from a love of writing, 
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more as a writer than as a teacher.  She described coming to NERC as accidental, and then spoke 

about her understanding of the students and her interest in a social justice role.  I personally 

identified with her orientation to teaching, and recognized in her a congruent sense of mission 

and motivation.  Jennifer embodied a quiet thoughtfulness as she spoke about the need to think 

about student-centered pedagogies.  I recognized in her a practitioner scholar—one that clearly 

identified her research interests focused on the scholarship of teaching and learning. 

Michael, student.  I first met Michael during my observation of the Safe Trick or Treat 

event, and noticed his youthful appearance, evidenced in his full face, light complexion, and 

bright eyes. He identified as a 20-year old White male and was nearing the conclusion of his 

degree.  He clearly expressed enthusiasm for NERC, smiling easily when recalling specifics 

about his time at the institution.  I could sense my own enthusiasm about the conversation; 

however, I was cautious because I did not want to lead any of his responses to my questions. 

Michael described his initial interest in a theater degree but highlighted the change to a human 

services major when a key institutional agent explored career options with him. 

Roger, student.  I took note of Roger when I met him prior to my Student Senate 

observation and subsequent interview.  He is a student who met graduation requirements, and is 

in the process of transfer, but continued to take classes focused on the arts that he plans to 

integrate into his future teaching career.  Roger identified as a 38-year old White male and spoke 

with a pronounced northeastern accent, noticeable when pronouncing ‘A’ sounds.  He physically 

appeared to resemble a football player with broad shoulders, evoking an image of strength.  His 

dark complexion, deep set eyes, and well-trimmed thick black beard accented by the presence of 

a stocking cap brought a stereotypical vision of a lumberjack.  He described his arrival at NERC 

through a work accident that forced him to find another career focus.  He also detailed his initial 
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plan to “get in and get out” but through participation in student leadership detailed a strong 

connection to the institution.  

Penelope, student.  I connected with Penelope following my observation of a student 

senate meeting when she expressed interest in participating in my study. She arrived for our 

interview dressed in blue scrubs and wearing a winter coat.  She is small and thin and appeared 

to be quite young to me. When she spoke it was accented in the familiar pronunciation 

characteristics of a British form of English.  Penelope identified as a 20-year old Black female 

and described her educational journey that began in Kenya and changed radically when she 

moved to the United States with her mother in 2014.  She positioned herself near the close of her 

educational experience at NERC, preparing for graduation.  She attends the satellite campus and 

explained that she chose this college in order to develop a career in a short period of time. 

Jerry, student.  I met Jerry when he led the Student Senate Meeting I attended, and at 

first I he appeared to be quite young, but later described being away from high school for some 

time.  Jerry self-identified as a 26-year old White male who successfully completed his degree 

program, but is taking additional courses as he plans for a transfer to a four-year institution that 

hosts classes on the NERC campus.  His face is thin, angular, with closely cropped hair, and 

eyeglasses that are simple, rectangular, and functional.  The black rims of his glasses accentuate 

the features of his face.  He is friendly, but not a person of many words, striking me as one who 

is very orderly.  Following my observation of the student senate meeting he agreed to an 

interview but would not be available until I was no longer in the field at NERC.  Upon my return 

from my final NERC campus visit, I conducted his interview by telephone.  However, as I did 

so, I envisioned Jerry as I remembered him during the student senate meeting. 
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Findings 

 I will now turn my attention to findings of this study: (a) leaders’ influence, (b) faculty 

enactment of AI, (c) students’ indirect experience of AI, and (d) the limitations of AI. Under the 

first major finding of leaders’ influence, I developed sub-findings that included: (a) the degree to 

which leadership practice and AI aligned with each other, (b) leaders’ professional identification 

with the principles of AI, (c) and the central role that the provision of professional development 

played in AI presence in institutional culture.  In the second major finding I describe faculty 

enacting AI principles that include: (a) embodying AI in pedagogical practice, (b) enacting AI in 

faculty focus on student potential and, (c) enhancing faculty roles through embedding AI in 

emotional labor.  In the third major finding, students experience AI indirectly, includes the 

following sub-findings: (a) student interactions with institutional agents who act as conduits of 

undisclosed AI and (b) participation in student leadership as a way to identify with the institution 

and its culture.  And finally, in my fourth major finding I describe the limitations of AI 

including, (a) working the why with AI, (b) campus differentiation perceived to emphasize 

priorities, and (c) unseen structural racism.  See Figure 4. 

 
Figure 4. Findings and Sub-Findings. 
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Leaders’ Influence 

 I begin by describing the finding termed leaders’ influence. Institutional leaders, headed 

by the president, were critical in influencing the ways in which AI was infused into the culture of 

NERC. The influence of leaders was identified through interactions primarily described in 

interviews. These interactions were detailed in Appendix G Participant Interactions Map, 

emphasizing the identification of influential interactions.  Three leaders were consistently 

identified by participants as influential.   

The leaders mentioned specifically included (a) the Dean of Professional Development, 

(b) President Gunderson, and (c) Brian, Vice President of Academic and Student Affairs.  Many 

of these participants cited these specific leaders for a personal affinity with the leader’s 

approach, the leader’s expertise and experience with AI, and identification of the consistency of 

leadership practice with the principles of AI.  The interactions detailed in this major finding 

included participant reported examples that identified salient moments when leadership practice 

embodied the principles of AI that included the positivity principle, and illustrated creativity and 

innovation (included in the wholeness principle).  Participant recognition of these principles in 

the leaders’ practice during these interactions were indicators of the presence of AI in these 

moments. Therefore, this major finding reports the presence of AI in these interactions, which 

was more fully elaborated in the following three sub-findings.   

These sub-findings included: (a) the degree to which leadership practice and AI align 

with each other, (b) leaders’ professional identification with the principles of AI, and (c) and the 

central role that the provision of professional development played in AI presence in institutional 

culture.  

Alignment of AI in practice. This sub-finding, alignment of AI in practice, refers to the 

way the tenets of AI and leaders’ practice align with each other—or not.  I refer to this as an 
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expectation that leaders’ practice align with the principles espoused in AI.  Many of the 

comments focused on this, and even if not specifically describing it, identified the presence of 

such alignment in particular leaders.  This degree of alignment emphasized points in the culture 

where participants identified consistencies and divergences.   

 Kirsten identified consistency in her interactions with Brian, 

[Brian] is another one who has been inspiring in another sense, with the patience of a 

saint.  I have seen him lead discussion[s] that I just want to bang my on . . . in fact I was 

banging my head on the table. 

  

Lois also identified her sense of consistency in Brian’s leadership practice that she found 

harmonious with her own perspective, 

Yeah, so he’s really, he’s interesting, he may even have started out going to a community 

college, I forget what his background is, but he had a very interesting background, but 

now he is in a big position, and I find him … philosophically very similar to what I 

would think.  I mean I am sure, I mean he has way more issues with money and all of 

that, so I can have idealistic dreams 

 

This described consistency connected with Lois’ observation and her understanding.  However, 

Brenda also described her alignment with Brian’s practice, albeit from a slightly different point 

of view,  

Brian has also had an effect on me. I knew Brian when he was a faculty member.  We 

attended meetings together and I used to laugh because he would roll his eyes. He 

recognizes ridiculousness, so as Brian moved up the chain of things, he is sane, and he is 

smart. 

 

Furthermore, documentary evidence from the AI summit included comments from one 

participant, who wrote in the convocation electronic inquiry guides document, “participating in 

last year’s convocation was a great experience.  The event involved faculty, academic leaders 

and staff from across the college, creating a real sense of community and commitment to a 

shared vision.”  Although not specifically mentioning a specific leader or alignment with AI in 
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practice, this comment identified a participant’s perception of this a similar congruence in a 

campus-wide event. 

Kirsten also perceived such an alignment in President Gunderson at NERC, “but I 

remember being struck by his enthusiasm and his willingness to be innovative and meet students 

where they are and run with the community, and he was reaching out in a couple of really 

creative different places.” 

Finally, Teresa identified an incongruent practice in the application of AI at NERC, 

so I think if there's a fault in how we do appreciative inquiry—here it's that we probably 

need to spend more time looking at results, and going back to opportunities and 

aspirations, and keep going because it just doesn't end after you make the plan.  I think 

that's the closing the loop. 

 

In the data excerpts I included under this finding, I identified a range of responses, and take note 

of the emphasis placed on the alignment of leaders’ practices with the tenets of AI.  Whereas 

these data depict a range of ways leaders’ practice aligns with these principles—or not, the 

common thread in this finding was the expectation that such an alignment be observable and 

recognizable in practice. 

 Leaders’ professional identification with the principles of AI.  In this finding, I 

describe participants’ alignment with the principles espoused in AI.  In particular, in the table 

notes documents from the AI summit in the fall of 2015, a number of comments include the 

desire for “true collaboration, less territorialism,” “improving internal collaboration efforts,” 

“collaborative approach across campuses,” and “value collaboration, teamwork.”  These 

comments about were surprising, because a collaborative approach is anticipated, particularly 

when it is a central tenet in AI.   

In addition to these comments about collaboration, Brenda described the beginnings of 

AI and the importance of this alignment in leaders, 
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I watched it happen right from the beginning. Lawrence (President Gunderson) came in 

and one of the advantages to Lawrence doing the whole interview process is he was first 

this [AI]. He was schooled in this. He knows this, and he believes in it.  That made him a 

more attractive candidate. I think it's made a big difference. It was a little bit of resistance 

when it first started, “you're trying to ignore the realities, ignore academics.”  

 

Teresa highlighted a difference she perceived in leadership at NERC she connected to their 

alignment with AI: 

Yeah, because you're part of it. I mean—otherwise, I mean, I've worked at other places, 

so I know what other administrations do. They just make decisions. You don't have any 

voice in it.  I've experienced that. I know what that's like. This [NERC] is not like that.  

 

Despite this described the importance of leaders’ alignment with the principles of AI, Jennifer 

detailed some of the resistance to its presence, “I don't know that it changes everybody. I think 

some people will always be suspicious of appreciative inquiry because it can appear like it's 

just—umm—the sort of positive thinking that denies all the negative,” she followed up by 

expanding on this skeptical point of view,  

and so, if a person takes it that way, it's going to continue to be a suspicious … a suspect 

process. Not everybody's going to buy into it. I think there are degrees of how much 

people have bought into it, and I think that that's understandable. 

 

In the comments included here, the initiation of the AI process was acknowledged before the 

arrival of President Gunderson, but his professional alignment with the principles of AI was 

recognized.  Despite the fact that some degree of resistance to AI exists and may continue to 

exist, the alignment of leaders with AI professionally provides an alternative to traditional 

leadership models. 

Centrality of professional development in AI presence.  In this sub-finding, leaders 

and faculty identified professional development as highly influential and acknowledged its role 

in the implementation of AI through both faculty development and the leadership academy.  A 

very engaged dean of professional development promoted the infusion of AI into professional 
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development throughout the institution.  Within the documents devoted to professional 

development during a SOAR forum one commentator suggested, “NERC has a dedicated 

professional development area.  I’m not sure other community colleges have this positive 

influence,” another participant wrote, “support of professional development area is a strength,” 

and simply, “we do a lot.”  Nearly every faculty member (including adjuncts) offered positive 

comments about the strength of professional development at NERC.  Brenda also observed, “to 

marry the dean of innovation with professional development makes perfect sense. A lot of the 

good stuff at the college for easily 15 or 20 years has come out of professional development.”  

Additionally, Jennifer highlighted the powerful ways professional development enhanced her 

connection with NERC,  

but the professional development is the part that's made me, you know—really love being 

here, aside from that other piece of, over a break time I might kind of distance myself and 

roll my eyes and say, "Thank goodness I'm not grading papers." Then I walk in a 

classroom with a new group of students and I fall in love with a new group of students. 

 

Additionally, during our interview, President Gunderson attributed a great deal of success related 

to AI with the presence of professional development referring directly to the previous leadership 

in the office,  

our retired Dean of Professional Development—um, was just really—uh—a shining light 

in helping the college adopt all of this. Um, she held the trust of faculty and staff broadly 

at the institution, and people followed her because they, they believed in her, and felt safe 

with her. And, and she was really helpful, uh, to me as a new person coming into the 

college. 

 

Faculty Enactment of Appreciative Inquiry Principles 

 In this second major finding I focus on the faculty enactment of AI principles, through 

their focus on pedagogy, students, and emotional labor.  In this second major finding, the 

presence of AI was identified in the words of participants, but also through observations that 

identified behaviors and words that aligned with the principles in AI.  In addition to these 
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interviews and observations, Appendix G, Participants Interactions Map diagrammed influential 

relationships identified by students and faculty.  These interactions were identified through the 

interviews and observations but were described by the participants within the learning 

community case at two levels.  The first was in peer relationships with other faculty members 

labeled as collaborative, and the second was in their engagement with students.  In many of these 

cases, observations confirmed the descriptions offered by faculty participants, identifying the 

presence of AI in faculty/student interactions.  

Faculty were also asked to describe a memorable student.  In each of the cases faculty 

members described a specific student success story.  Through the narrative they engaged the 

principles of AI including, (a) positivity, (b) enactment, and (c) awareness, but also identified the 

stories as motivation to continue to anticipate the potential for their students.  In the retelling of 

the story they interacted with a fifth principle, the appreciative narrative as they recounted these 

successes.  These interviews described influential interactions, as faculty participants identified 

their colleagues as sources of influential peer interactions.  The observations and interviews 

resulted in three sub-findings in which principles of AI were identified in (a) the embodiment of 

AI in pedagogical practice, (b) enacting AI in faculty focus on student potential, and (c) faculty 

role enhanced through AI embedded in emotional labor.  I now focus on these sub-findings.   

Embodiment of AI in pedagogical practice.  In this sub-finding of faculty enactment, 

faculty self-describe their practice and their development of pedagogical approaches that embody 

principles inherent in AI.  Some faculty emphasized learning community interactions they 

recognized for the provision of mutual support and development.  Kirsten described this,  

I ran into Cheryl (a pseudonym) in the hall and she said we have some students in 

common, and I said yeah—we started a little discussion about mindset the other day and 

they said they um—so—Cheryl just opened up her Blackboard section.  We are all on 
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each other’s Blackboard sections now so that we can continue reaching all the students.  I 

think I mentioned Cheryl’s class yesterday 

 

Even as Cheryl and Kirsten illustrated this collaborative approach to pedagogical development, 

Leandra described changes motivated by a desire to engage students, “that's what I said. I just 

have the big switch I have done—is [am] doing more visual stuff trying to make them engage. I 

don’t—I cannot imagine how other professors do it without the visuals.”  While Teresa described 

a similar motivation from a developmental education perspective, she also emphasized an 

internal struggle to bring change that will benefit students, 

that's kind of what I always have to go back to when I'm feeling—like sometimes I feel 

guilty because people say, "You—You've eliminated the lowest level of reading, how 

could you do that to our students?" I'm like—but that's really not helping them.  What 

helps them is being in an integrated reading and writing class that's going to get them to 

Comp I. 

 

The pedagogical focus detailed above was considered to be adaptable as Kirsten described a 

change to the class schedule necessitated by the needs of students at that particular point in the 

semester, 

and then just last week we finished my class early, started hers a little bit late and gave 

several students an appointment card. So there was a 40 minute break in between instead 

of 15.  The students who had appointment cards were expected to come back, and 

umm—its funny cause my method of teaching, my perception a lot of times is to get 

accused of being a hand-holder which couldn’t be further from the truth.  They came in 

and we said—look you’ve got to tell us what you are doing, you know, we can encourage 

you, we can communicate that we believe in you, but you’ve got to decide what you’re 

doing 

 

These faculty members described a flexible approach to their pedagogical practice 

focused on student success.  However, these faculty also described approaches that 

communicated a commitment to the tenets of AI, beginning with collaboration among faculty 

members in the development of their pedagogical practice.  Additionally, this collaboration 



  99 

 

resulted in a number of different approaches and adaptations, all designed to support student 

success. 

Enacting AI in faculty focus on student potential.  In this sub-finding, participants 

highlighted the perceptions of faculty members who emphasized a focus on student success, 

along with some of the qualities they perceived in these faculty members.  Saliently, this 

included a number of narratives detailing the way faculty members perceived their students with 

the positive bias of AI.  For example, Kirsten described a significant difference between her 

understanding of students and that of more traditionally focused faculty members,  

the perception of what the students’ are experiencing, what their worlds are like, what 

their educational experience has been like—umm—there just doesn’t seem to be a 

whole—how do I want to say it?—acknowledgement of that, but an awareness of how it 

is different.  That’s it—there doesn’t seem to be the awareness of student experiences and 

how that’s changed over the years. 

 

Even though Kirsten described an awareness of the different experience that many of her 

students lived, Lois described a moment that represented a turning point in the way she defined 

student success, 

But so I think my department head really you know—asked me some questions. ‘You  

think about it, if she can master the math in another week, can you extend it and feel 

comfortable sending her on, or if you don’t that’s [it]’ she didn’t say you have to pass her 

she kind of gave me [the choice]—and as it is the girl did go on. 

 

Lois continued on to depict the eventual success and graduation for this student that justified 

offering her another opportunity.   

As a student, Michael commented on the way these faculty members identified with 

students and advocated for them, “one thing I’ve noticed is that the faculty I get along with seem 

to remember what it is like to be in our place.  They remember and they fight for us,” and 

Penelope added a similar student viewpoint, “So—I think they set their mind more on the 
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students and how they do in class. They encourage, like you have to do your homework, you 

have to do the projects.” 

 Finally, Teresa described her experience as a developmental education faculty member 

and the impact of a student who contacted her long after completing the developmental writing 

class she taught, after going on to a four-year college and beginning a teaching career, 

years later I'm living here now, so probably eight years later I get an email from him 

saying, "You know, I've been thinking about you umm—and I got your email from," 

because I had a friend that was still teaching there, "from this other professor," he said, 

"who gave me your email. I just wanted to let you know that you helped me find my 

voice and that was a huge gift.”  I was you know sort of tearing up like, oh, my God! 

 

In this sub-finding, faculty and students alike detail qualities that many faculty members bring to 

their perception of students, which can be understood as an overwhelming positive focus.  

Faculty role enhanced through AI embedded in emotional labor.  I included a number 

of different faculty perspectives in this theme that described their self-perceived role as 

community college faculty member in higher education.  These perceptions included enhancing 

their role in the community college through the work of emotional labor requiring employee 

management of feelings that have varying degrees of organizational desirability (Bechtold, 

Rohrmann, De Pater, & Beersma, 2011); Brenda illustrated this in the story of one student,   

I'm still in touch with this student from a good numbers of years ago. He was an older 

student. He was a custodian. Came to the college—It wasn't a program we were in, there 

was a truck driving school that used the parking lots, and he was to transition to a truck 

driver, and then he decided, "Well, wait. Let me see what they do inside the college." 

Then it turns out he's a gifted writer, really wonderful. Took a bunch of classes with me, 

then he got his bachelors, got his masters. He's teaching now at a local high school. 

 

Just as this transformative student experience was emotionally engaging for Brenda, Teresa 

emphasized her commitment to developmental education, “which is that students just don’t have 

the tools or the access to making meaning out of text.”  Brenda talked about a positive 
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perspective in her grading process, “you always start with what a student does well and say ‘you 

want to do more of this.’” 

 Lois also detailed the importance of a positive message to students who have experienced 

some degree of academic shame, 

And I think especially with some of the population, they come in here beaten down pretty 

badly to get to—if they end up picking this route, you know they have a negative feeling 

anyway about school.  So, the more positive you are with them, I think the more positive 

they become with themselves.  Umm—so I think—and just getting them to see what their 

strengths are. 

 

Jennifer echoed the importance of countering these previous experiences using a positively 

focused strengths assessment, 

They'd take the survey, they'd get their strengths, and their first essay was to explain their 

strengths, give examples, and talk about how they were going to use those to succeed at 

the college. That's going to change –The trajectory from that point on. 

   

And later added, 

This makes sense to me. Yeah. Again, teaching comp, students will write about previous 

educational experiences, and I'm astonished at some of the things students either have 

really heard or think they've heard, but they've internalized it, and it's heartbreaking. 

  

Within this sub-theme, faculty members emphasized a number of different ways AI was 

embedded in the emotional labor of providing holistic support to students.  This included the way 

many faculty members addressed students’ past experiences of academic shame, constructing 

opportunities for these same students to overcome previously negative experiences.  

Students Experience AI Indirectly 

 This third major finding is focused on students, who experience AI indirectly.  Student 

participants in my study did not know what AI was, and while many of them understood the 

underlying principles embodied, none identified with it by name.  In this finding, student-

identified interactions were not labeled AI, however, they did align the qualities of these 
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interactions with the principles in AI.  Despite the fact that the student participants in this study 

could not name AI or the principles specifically, they described interactions that reflected the 

positivity and anticipatory principles, and used them to define the influential interactions 

identified in the Interactions Map in Appendix G.  All student participants identified these 

influential interactions during the interview process, and detailed two influential levels of 

interaction.  The first example was detailed in the leadership development program and student 

senate, and the second depicted interactions with faculty and staff.  In the latter, students 

responded to an interview prompt, narrating their most memorable faculty or staff interaction at 

NERC.  In this prompt, students responded similarly to institutional agents, identifying 

memorable interactions consistently with an appreciative narrative, a keystone feature of AI.  For 

these student participants, influential interactions varied between faculty members and student 

life staff.  However, in two cases students identified specific staff members from student life as 

highly influential.  

Institutional agents as conduits of undisclosed AI.  Students identified with influential 

institutional agents and detailed these interactions with the characteristics of AI.  These 

connections were described by students in formative language, as key relationships helped them 

to uncover hidden strengths or to better align career goals.  I labeled student interactions with 

institutional agents as highly influential when they evoked an increase in the quantity and 

intensity of dialog that also seemed to elevate student interest. 

For example, Michael described a general perspective that he perceived at NERC, 

 

There hasn’t been too much been said [about AI].  But I feel like I definitely see that a lot 

with—I feel like the staff and like the higher-ups do see it as that way, don’t see it as a 

problem, but what could be. And I noticed that NERC does have a lot of optimists, a lot 

of optimism thinking. I never—it’s very rare that I see the staff not taking a good—how 

do I describe it? Like—thinking negatively, I should say, it’s very rare.  
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Additionally, Penelope reflected a similar understanding even though she had not heard of AI 

specifically, 

I think it's, "How can we make this better?" Because like the meetings that we have in the 

Senate, like I'll say on a personal place, I go talking to students, like maybe my 

classmates. And I bring a problem that maybe I'm facing, like maybe financial aid, this, 

this, this, and they start bringing in their problems. I'm like, "Just wait on," I start writing 

the problems down. Then I take them to the Senate. Staff will be like, "We have to call 

the Dean of Financial Aid so that we can see what we'll do to make the students problem 

go away. 

 

Throughout my interviews with students and observations of these classrooms and 

events, I observed faculty and staff interacting with students, and even if not mentioning AI in 

particular, many of their actions appeared consistent with the principles embedded in AI.  

Though these interactions were with students and are consistent with this sub-finding, I also 

include a portion of my reflexive memo from an observation of Jennifer’s class, while my first 

impressions of Jennifer were quite different from the other instructors I observed, I began to 

develop a deep appreciation for her work and her quiet, calming, and reassuring approach to 

her students.  The data included here demonstrated that students were generally not aware of AI 

by name because institutional agents acted as conduits of AI through these interactions.   

  Even when moments of strong student connection with institutional agents appeared, 

there were other moments where a connection was nonexistent, however, other institutional 

leaders intervened on behalf of the students to guide them toward positive outcomes. 

 Here, I draw on observation data to describe one aspect of this sub-finding that was 

exemplified during my observation of a student senate meeting, 

Another student who was majoring in Biology asked if it was possible to change an 

academic advisor, and mentioned that their advisor had them enrolled in a large number 

of business courses and only one science course.  Diane (a pseudonym) mentioned a 

specific advisor by name and recommended that the student go to see them.  Diane was 

highly supportive of the student, and this seemed to surface a number of specific issues 

with faculty advisors, and in response mentioned the fact that assignment of advisors are 
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included in the faculty contract.  There were a number of discussions about the advisors, 

and the biology student mentioned the desire to transfer to a nearby state college for 

Zoology.  Diane mentioned the same advisor she mentioned earlier, and mentioned the 

need for the student to visit with her and be very specific about educational goals.  She 

told the student to mention her name and say that “Diane told me to speak with you.” 

 

In this sub-finding I developed the concept of institutional agents as conduits of undisclosed AI 

because in each of these faculty and staff are the primary contact with the student population.  As 

these institutional agents interact with students they have an opportunity to embody the 

underlying principles of AI that includes a positivity bias and a commitment to support students.  

Whether student participants could identify AI as the operational philosophy by name or not, 

most understood its principles.  

Enhanced institutional connections through student leadership.  In general, I 

developed this sub-finding from student narratives of their personal connection to the institution.  

All student participants were members of the student senate, who detailed their experience of 

participating in a leadership academy and building connections with campus leadership as 

important to their identification with NERC as an institution.  Michael narrated his process to 

become a student leader: 

I got into student leadership, I got a letter in the mail and it said—you have been—

basically said I stick out from other students. Like I helped, like I made a difference in 

the school and they think that I showed some exceptional things. I knew which ones it 

was, and it wasn’t for the grades. My grades aren’t great, they’re not bad they are good.  

Yeah. But uh—it was for being enthusiastic, for helping students, for shining in different 

ways.  I got a letter, so I went to the workshop, and I have been so busy, I have completed 

steps, but I haven’t done them. I have been meaning to do them before I graduate. 

 

Roger also described the importance of these connections that he developed through his 

involvement in student leadership,  

Umm—like I said, when I first got here, I just wanted to get here, get in, get out, get 

done. When I got here now, I just don't want to leave.  It's just everything that goes on. 

It's just so friendly, welcoming. My opinion has only gotten better of the school, 

improved. 
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Penelope described her desire to become a student leader because of her desire to learn, 

When I finished my workshops they said, "We'll take you to be Student Ambassador." 

Then they're like, "Just do this workshop and some voluntary work." 

You get to work for the community, at the same time you're learning how to be a leader. 

Then they'll tell you, "If you want to be a Student Senate, you can just fill in a petition 

and then you'll just join." I don't think it's a hard thing. I think it's if you're committed to 

obtaining something, you can do it.  Like me, I was quite motivated because it's a fun 

thing and I want to know the school more and I want to grow as a leader. So I took the 

challenge. 

 

In these comments, all student senators described a change in their connection to NERC as an 

institution and connected this change to their roles.  All commenters identified their connection 

through the leadership academy, and at least two of the participants were graduates from NERC, 

but remained on campus, taking classes as they prepared to transfer to a four-year institution. 

Limitations of Appreciative Inquiry 

 In this fourth and final major finding, I included the divergent data from interviews, 

observations, and documents.  In this analysis, I considered those data clearly communicated 

alongside the forms of data that were tacitly present.  In addition to the consideration of the 

interview, observational, and documentary evidence, I also considered the data representing the 

presence (or absence) of the symbolic in each of the micro-cases through the lens of SI included 

in Appendix I Symbolic Presence in the Micro-Cases.  In each of these micro-cases, the presence 

(or absence) of the symbolic was understood to influence the data collected.  When the presence 

(or absence) of the symbolic was considered alongside the divergent data collected in this study, 

this finding was solidified. 

In this final major finding, I identified limitations of AI  along with the following three 

sub-findings that were specific limitations participants connected with the presence of AI at 
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NERC: (a) ‘working the why’ with Appreciative Inquiry, (b) campus differentiation perceived to 

emphasize priorities, and (c) unseen structural racism.  

‘Working the why’ with Appreciative Inquiry.  Here I explain that AI could not 

always be an assumed explanation for the rationale of leaders’ decisions. One participant argued 

that institutional decisions are often made without communicating an underlying rationale.  This 

need to offer an explanation was described as ‘working the why,’ which the application of AI 

alone does not address.  Even though AI includes underlying philosophical commitments, it acts 

as a framework within which decisions can be made, but because of the design does not facilitate 

sensemaking without additional explanation.  Teresa observed that the process may be 

misconstrued because of some of the perceptions from leaders who,  

don't work the why enough and what I mean by that is he'll [President Gunderson] do 

things based on appreciative inquiry, but he doesn't explain why because I think he thinks 

we know why, but a lot of faculty don't know why and they're like, what is that about? 

Why are they doing that?  They feel out of the loop.   

 

She later added, “there have been a couple instances where faculty have gone through the 

process of appreciative inquiry, and felt like their voices weren’t heard and that in the end 

someone just did what they wanted to do anyway.” 

Brenda described a moment when she challenged a presidential decision, “when I've gone 

to him [President Gunderson] after what I thought was sort of a boneheaded decision, and I 

wouldn't expect him to change, but he listened, he took it seriously,” even if she did not describe 

the outcome completely, she did say that the path was “somewhat diverted” for that one decision.  

Campus differentiation perceived to emphasize priorities.  In this sub-finding, 

participants described the differentiation between the main campus and the satellite campus in a 

nearby, urban setting.  These comments often elucidated differences between the campuses, 

identifying the greater needs at the satellite campus to be indicative of institutional priorities 
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focused on the main campus.  These differences were also punctuated by ethnic differences 

between campuses, wherein the satellite campus is a predominantly Hispanic campus, in contrast 

the main campus remains predominantly White.  This was generally not described by White 

participants, but was perceived as “blind racism” by Leandra who identified as Latina. 

 In the table notes, documents associated with the fall 2015 AI summit, there were several 

bullet point comments which I categorized as ‘Multi-Campus locations’ items, and despite the 

fact that these comments were not negatively focused they did describe points where there seem 

to be some dissonance between the main campus and the satellite campus.  These comments 

included, “making connections across campus[es],” “collaborative approach across campuses,” 

“continued growth and more of a melding of two campus cultures,” bridging both campuses 

(faculty and students),” and “lots of between-location conversation & travel, no more sense that 

the campus is divided (between campuses[locations]).”  In addition to these comments, one 

extended comment in the SOAR forum related to student success expanded on these thoughts, 

“the campuses may have [a] different focus – student success at the satellite campus has to be 

addressed in relation to the city itself & our student population, which differs from the main 

campus.”  These notes do not include full explanations, but there was a sense that the AI process 

seemed to identify issues in a way that differs from what is normally expected.  However, 

returning to my interview with Leandra, she described her perception of the satellite campus 

is for the Hispanics and this is for the Whites. And—when I taught [at the satellite 

campus], those buildings are full of mold [emphasis here] and the—the things not for but 

a few who are very fancy. The ones for science, but the other one where they teach what I 

teach—these things, the rots [referring to the growth of mold, bacteria, and generally 

neglected spaces] are all growing out of the mold and the corners—it's disgusting. 

Disgusting! I said, this time, said really? So this is the crap for us Hispanics and the nice 

building, the new construction of building is for the Whites. That's how I see it. And— 

they, they got—that's why I'm leaving, the dean decided that I had to teach there. 
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Even though I noted the difference between campuses, I did not initially share the sense 

that Leandra communicated.  However, I was only in three different classrooms, and I did not 

adequately inspect the environment—or at least not with a critical lens.  I do acknowledge that 

the pastoral setting of the main campus is more aesthetically appealing.  The demographic 

difference between the campuses was emphasized in my final visit to the satellite campus.  

Unlike my previous visits, when I walked into the lobby of the satellite campus’ main building, 

the absence of students was noticeable.  On my previous visits, this area was a hub of activity 

with what appeared to be a predominantly Latina/o student population gathered around clusters 

of comfortable chairs, or seated at tables in a food court area.  When I entered on my final visit to 

the campus, there was a general absence of Latino/a students in the lobby, and as I looked around 

the room I saw a small group of White students gathered around a large screen television 

watching news coverage of the presidential inauguration.  Given the policies advocated by the 

president-elect (at the time [January, 2017]), I wondered why the program was being broadcast 

in a facility that could be described as a minority-majority campus.  As I thought about this 

scene, I recognized ways in which the scenes on the television could be troubling for students of 

color, and those identifying with a Latin heritage, particularly any undocumented students.  It 

was the absence of students of color from this space that seemed unnatural.  As I thought more 

about this scene, I wondered if White students perceived the problem, or thought about the 

absence of so many students of color from the space on that day. 

Unseen structural racism.  In the language of AI, leadership values are described 

collaboratively, and shared through the creation of a collective vision, that vision is largely 

described from the referent point of the main campus.  The main campus consists of 

predominantly White (60.5%) students, with the next largest ethnic group being Hispanic 
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(29.4%). However, the satellite campus demographics are very nearly reversed with Hispanic 

students (54.7%) representing the largest ethnic group and White students (34.1%) comprising 

the second largest ethnic group.  Even as these statistics are important, it is equally noteworthy 

that the total satellite campus student population represents 48.72% of all students (NERC, 

2016).  The absence of diversity in leadership is partially addressed through the presence of a 

Latina executive director at the satellite campus; however, during my data collection, leaders of 

color were notably absent. 

 In this sub-finding, there are connections with other findings including campus 

differentiation that demonstrated priorities.  However, this sub-finding was also developed after 

my observation of a faculty learning community focused on diversity and inclusion.  In my 

observation of the collegial conversation that was focused on diversity and inclusion, I described 

the event in a reflexive memo, 

While arranging for the first faculty interview of the week (of my second trip) with 

Teresa, she suggested that I attend a professional development meeting that was called a 

collegial conversation, which was to be a lunch meeting.  I walked to the meeting from the 

classroom observation just finished with Brenda and Leandra, a few moments earlier.  We 

arrived at the meeting and many of the attendees were already seated around a large conference 

table.  Teresa was seated at one end of the table, and Brian was at the other.  Around the table 

were a variety of faculty and staff members who were attending the meeting, totaling 13 in all.  I 

wanted to get my computer out and type, but I hesitated, simply because I did not know what kind 

of reaction I might receive, so I manually took notes that I later added as an observation.  As we 

each took turns introducing ourselves, I was a bit uncertain whether I would be included in the 

discussion, however I was.  After my introduction, Brian welcomed me.  Following this round of 
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introductions, Teresa turned the beginning of the meeting over to Brian who discussed the 

climate of diversity following the election.  In particular he discussed the language of exclusivity 

rather than inclusivity.  As the meeting progressed and Teresa led the discussion, the group 

appeared to be in the majority white, with 10 women and three men present.  It appeared that 

only two of the participants identified with a racial group other than White (neither of them 

appeared to be Latina/o), however ethnic/racial identities were not disclosed. 

Perhaps most noteworthy and conspicuous by her absence was Leandra, a part of the 

learning community I observed just prior to this meeting, who identified as Latina, and whose 

co-instructor, Brenda, attended the meeting.  However, as I later analyzed the data and my notes 

from this recorded event, I began to ask if the language of AI was structurally limited in the 

assumption that the participants co-created a common, singular, vision.  Even if this might work 

for a business or in strategic planning, its application to a complex social construct such as race 

seemed to limit participant understanding, particularly if a single, collaborative vision was 

sought.  In the collegial conversation attendees discussed their experience with an affinity 

conference.  However, the greatest irony in this meeting was the overwhelming presence of 

White participants meeting on the campus that was predominantly White to discuss matters of 

race with the largest ethnic group on the campuses of NERC [apparently] unrepresented.  I 

wondered how this could become more collaborative and fully consider other voices. 

Reflecting on this lack of broad ethnic participation in the collegial conversation I noted 

insights from Leandra, who describe a degree of insensitivity that was particularly ironic given 

the designation of NERC as a Hispanic Serving Institution, “it’s a complete lack of interest in the 

culture and that hurts me because so my community is a target for getting my money.”  Leandra 

communicated a sense that her Latina/o culture is taken for granted, but also her Spanish accent 
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was a point for critique while teaching a segment about the history of Judaism.  Leandra 

responded to the critique, 

I doubt they put anything like this to a professor who mumbles a lot. There are professors 

who speak in English and have southern accents. I doubt they would tell them you have 

to check your southern accent before you teach. 

 

In this sub-theme I identified ways that the language of AI is self-limiting.  When the conditions 

for the development of a shared future are considered, an alternative voice in AI does not seem 

possible because it does not ask the right questions, nor does it account for the need to be 

polyvocal. 

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, I provided an overview of my findings and sub-findings, provided a brief 

biographical sketch of interview participants, and concluded with a detailed discussion and 

presentation of the evidence to support the findings and sub-findings that I developed.  I 

analyzed the data from the specific sites of observation included in this study, which included 

eight classes (n=8), three student life events (n=3), and four leadership-focused events (n=4).  I 

also included interview data from two leaders (n=2), six faculty (n=6), and four students (n=4).  

And finally, I incorporated data from archival documents from the AI process in the fall of 2015 

that included convocation table notes, convocation inquiry guides, electronic summary of the 

inquiry guides, electronic inquiry guides, and SOAR forum table notes.  These data were 

analyzed, and I developed the above themes. 

There were elements in the data that were disproportionate.  For example, the 

overrepresentation of White participants in a faculty development focused on diversity and 

inclusion, fell short of including the largest ethnic group on these campuses.  Based on my 

development of the findings asserted above, I argue that although AI has great potential as a tool 
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for professional development, strategic planning, or even as a pedagogical tool, AI does not 

prompt individuals to ask the critical questions necessary to develop alternative understandings 

to challenge the dominant narrative and ironically, appreciate underrepresented groups.  

Additionally, the representation of participants in this study were largely White and male 

(leaders and students), and highlights the role distinctions present on these campuses.  This leads 

me to ask new and more critical questions.  For example, why are women the primary faculty 

representatives in developmental education, and why are women underrepresented in leadership?  

Also, given the predominance of Latina/o students on both campuses, their absence on the 

student senate seems troubling.  And finally, faculty and students of color were underrepresented 

within my data, which is troubling given Leandra’s experiences.  Has the presence of AI 

contributed to the narrowing of a narrative into White hegemonic practice?  Can AI evolve 

beyond its monovocal focus and become polyvocal?  I will aim to address these questions—

among others—in the next and final chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5 — DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Overview 

In this chapter, I begin by reiterating the purpose of this study.  I then discuss the research 

questions addressed throughout this study and give a description of my findings in response to 

them.  Included is a discussion of these findings, framed in the literature and emphasizing the 

way they address my research questions, focused on the descriptions and perceptions of leaders, 

faculty, and students related to the embeddedness of AI in the institutional culture at NERC.  I 

also differentiate the findings based on the institutional role of participants as leaders, faculty, or 

students.  Furthermore, I consider student perceptions of institutional agent interactions who 

implicitly communicate the embedded values of AI.  Finally, I identify the implications of this 

study for future practice and research, focused on leaders, faculty, and students. 

Summary of Purpose and Findings 

The purpose of this study was to understand institutional agents’ and students’ 

perceptions of the presence of AI in institutional culture.  I identified three sub-research sites 

(micro-cases) that were available to me within the main research site, NERC (case): learning 

communities, student life events, and leadership. The resultant findings: (a) leaders’ influence, 

(b) faculty enactment of AI, (c) students’ indirect experience of AI, and (d) limitations of AI, 

provide insight into the way AI as an operational philosophy is infused into organizational 

culture, but also identify perceptions of the way the application of AI aligns with the underlying 

theory and principles on which it is based.   

Despite the fact there have been other studies that considered the use of AI in strategic 

planning (Saretsky, 2013), storytelling (Richards, 2012), teaching and learning (Bloom et al., 

2013; Harrison & Hasan, 2013), and as an alternative approach to address problems in higher 



  114 

 

education (Harrison & Mather, 2016), I could not locate a study that examined the presence of 

AI in a community college where AI was adopted as an operational philosophy.  This study fills 

that gap.  This interpretive case study defined the case as three micro-cases that include (a) eight 

learning community classrooms and interviews with six faculty, (b) three student life events and 

interviews with four students, (c) and four leadership events and interviews with two senior 

leaders.  My study was guided by the following research questions.   

Research Questions 

RQ 1: How do institutional agents (leaders, faculty, and staff) and students describe the 

embedding and embeddedness of AI in institutional culture at NERC? 

RQ2: In what ways do participant roles influence their perceptions and descriptions of AI 

in institutional culture? 

These questions informed my collection of data focused on identifying the presence of AI 

within the mini-cases I examined. They also guided me to an understanding of participants’ 

perceptions of the way AI was embedded in institutional culture.  I now further describe my 

findings and sub-findings related to these questions. 

Findings and Sub-Findings 

As I begin my discussion of the findings and sub-findings I utilize the theoretical 

understanding of the four frames described by Bolman and Deal (2013).  In this theoretical 

approach the focus is on the mental models that are used to make sense of an organization, and 

include, (a) the structural frame—understood through structures like organizational charts 

focused on rationality and efficiency, (b) the human resource frame—that an interdependence 

between organizations and people exists when fit results in the needs of both being met, (c) the 

political frame—coalitions of individuals with competing interests that must be negotiated to 
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identify and achieve goals, and (d) the symbolic frame—where meaning is contained in the 

interweaving of myths, rituals, ceremonies, and stories into symbols.  Using this approach, 

“frames are vital because organizations don’t come with computerized navigation systems to 

guide you turn-by-turn to your destination.  Instead, managers need to develop and carry accurate 

maps in their heads” (Bolman & Deal, p. 10).  Whereas my study is focused on the 

embeddedness of AI in institutional culture, these four frames provide the flexibility needed to 

perceive the nature of leadership in a diverse and complex institution like NERC. 

Leaders’ Influence 

 I detail in this first finding the way institutional leaders play a critical role in the infusion 

of AI into institutional culture.  I connect this finding to the symbolic frame described by 

Bolman and Deal (2013) as follows, “the symbolic frame interprets and illuminates the basic 

issues of meaning and belief that make symbols so powerful.  It depicts a world far different 

from canons of rationality, certainty, and linearity” (p. 247).  This symbolic frame is most 

closely aligned with the cultural understanding Tierney (2008) argued needed to “begin by 

struggling to understand how the organizational participants understand and construct their 

reality and, within that reality, how they perceive the environment” (p. 14).  This is harmonious 

with an interdisciplinary (McCall & Becker, 1990) understanding, focused on the social 

construction of meaning, and Geertz’s (1973) depiction of the interpretive nature of cultural 

studies.  Even though these understandings of the symbolic were largely associated with the 

interpretive and language (Salzman, 2001), there is also the sense that meaning-making is 

associated with interaction.  This approach to understanding the appearance of culture extends 

beyond the language and discourse of storytelling (O’Neill, 2002; Richards, 2012) into the realm 

of the physical and interactive (Bourdieu, 1977).  These conceptions all have bearing on my 
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study in general and this finding in particular.  In the language of Tierney (1988) leaders form 

webs of signification through both their language, and the deeply embedded patterns of behavior 

(Kezar & Eckel, 2002) that generate meaning.   

The interactions illustrated in Appendix G, Participant Interactions Map detail 

participants’ identification of the influence of the Dean of Professional Development, President 

Gunderson, and the Vice President of Academic and Student Affairs.  Participants identified the 

influence of these leaders in different contexts of interaction, but in all cases, connected a story 

that illustrated the association of the leader with the presence of AI and meaning making.  Here 

leaders’ influence is understood in the way they linked the symbolic, meaning making and 

storytelling.  This influence is also understood in each of the three sub-findings. 

 The degree to which leadership practice and AI aligned with each other.  In this sub-

finding there was a noticeable interest in the way AI is applied and how leadership practice 

aligned with its principles.  The literature provides a robust description of the way AI is applied 

as a method, providing an overview of the 4-D cycle as discovering, dream, design, and destiny 

(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005).  This cycle is centered on an affirmative topic choice, and 

involves the sequential steps of identifying the best of what is, aspiring to a dream for what 

might be, designing what should be through a co-constructed outcome before concluding with a 

final step known as delivery or destiny where success is celebrated and ongoing positive change 

and hope are sustained (Cooperrider & Whitney; Keefe & Pesut, 2004).   

However, the application of AI is also understood to be highly flexible and adaptable, 

leading Whitney and Trosten-Bloom (2010) to describe it through the metaphor of jazz 

improvisation, noting the possibility of adjusting the 4-D cycle depending on the context and 

culture.  Even though such flexibility and adjustability is expected with a collaborative and co-
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constructive approach, I also wanted to understand AI as it infiltrated the organization and how 

its adaptation as an operational philosophy became visible. 

One of the ways many of the participants perceived the alignment of leadership practice 

with the principles in AI was through storytelling as they detailed their personal experiences with 

institutional agents in what Richards (2012) described as direct stories undertaken to illustrate a 

particular point, rather than indirect stories “where narrative fragments hint at a greater narrative 

unfolding in real time or rippling below the surface of an organization” (p. 13).  This storytelling 

closely connects theoretically to the symbolic frame (Bolman & Deal, 2013) evidenced in the 

colorful recollections of peers and institutional leaders described in the language of myths, 

heroines and heroes, and rituals.  This alignment between principle and practice is clarified 

through the direct comparison of these narratives with the observable application of AI. 

The strength of the leaders’ professional identification with the principles of AI.  In 

this sub-finding, the documentary evidence emphasized a potential gap in such an identification, 

when a number of comments expressed a need for increased collaboration.  Generally, a strong 

professional identification with the principles of AI requires a requisite focus on collaboration, a 

bedrock principle contained in the generative nature of AI (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; 

Wittrock, 1992). 

 Considered through the four frames of Bolman and Deal (2013) the professional 

identification here can be understood through the human resource frame as leaders address the fit 

between the individual and system, “a good fit benefits both [employer and employee].  

Individuals find meaningful and satisfying work, and organizations get the talent and energy they 

need” (p. 117).  This is illustrated in the data when the close connection with AI provided a 

‘good fit’ with the appointment of Lawrence Gunderson as President at NERC.  Taken a step 
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further, Peterlin, Dimovski, and Penger (2013) understood leadership development using a 

modified model of AI and argued for, “sustainable leadership development connects individual 

leadership development with relational, collective leadership development through action 

learning, 360-degree leadership, job-shadowing, mentoring system, executive education, 

workshops, seminars, training and formal education” (p. 206).  Their model was an adaptation of 

the 4-D process of AI to leadership development, arguing for a holistic focus on multiple 

intelligences.   

Finally, Keefe and Pesut (2004) described the initial step in the application of AI during a 

leadership change, “sensemaking for a new dean is also an opportunity for creating a context for 

communication and engaging the imagination of others” (p. 103).  Understood through this 

literature, leadership development purposively connects the application of AI with the 

development of leaders in an ongoing process of clarification and understanding.  This is 

exemplified in the approach enacted at NERC when Lawrence Gunderson was appointed to the 

presidency of the institution, in part for his extensive work with AI.  I also note here in 

conclusion, that leaders’ points of view are not uniform, and that leaders will identify at differing 

points of agreement or disagreement with AI, referring back to Jennifer’s observation, “I think 

there are degrees of how much people have bought into it [AI], and I think that is 

understandable.”  Apprehended in this way, this finding connects well with the human resources 

frame, sustainable leadership development, and sensemaking as described in the literature. 

Centrality of professional development in AI presence.  Even though the presence of 

AI in the institutional culture was clearly connected with President Gunderson, he attributed a 

great deal of influence to the Dean of Professional Development and the way she supported the 

implementation of AI through the work of this department.  When discussing influence, this 
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formal area of professional development has also been described by faculty as a resource as they 

develop pedagogy and learning communities.  Moreover, faculty described and attributed 

influence to these formal leaders, but it was also common for them to acknowledge the influence 

of peers and informal leaders.  The presence of professional development was a focal point for 

embedding AI into the culture of the institution.  In this emphasis on professional development, I 

identified an additional connection with the human resource frame, wherein Bolman and Deal 

(2013) detailed organizations that “recognizes that learning must occur on the job” (p. 147), 

while they also “give power to employees as well as invest in their development” (p. 147).  The 

function of professional development at NERC provides an avenue for this to occur, extended 

across departments and campuses.   

 Moreover, as professional development crossed departmental and campus boundaries, 

faculty also acknowledged peer leaders who provided additional support through learning 

communities in inspirational (Mellow & Heelan, 2008) and influential terms (Wharton, 1997).  

Even though professional development did utilize AI, and facilitated the training of individuals 

in its use, many faculty members linked their professional development with specific influential 

peers many of whom were faculty participants in my study.  This approach to professional 

development was described by the majority of study participants and was evident in the 

collaborative nature of the learning communities that participants described and I observed.  I 

also highlight a connection Brenda emphasized during her interview when she noted that the 

Dean of Professional Development and the Dean of Innovation resided in the same position, that 

she perceived accentuated the connection between professional development and AI.  
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Faculty Enactment of Appreciative Inquiry Principles 

 Within this second major finding, faculty enactment of AI was illustrated in interviews 

through the narrations that embodied appreciative storytelling, focused particularly on former 

students.  These narrations were further supported by observations of faculty-student interactions 

in learning communities.  This finding portrays the way faculty members integrated the 

principles of AI in their practice.  This amalgamation included the appearance of the principles 

of AI in three sub-findings describing faculty embodiment of AI in pedagogical practice, 

enacting AI to focus on student success, and an enhanced faculty role through the embedding of 

AI in emotional labor. 

 Embodiment of AI in pedagogical practice.  In this sub-finding many faculty identified 

their connection with AI through their involvement in learning communities.  These learning 

communities were described by Tinto (2012),  

learning communities require a central theme or problem that links the courses in which 

the students co-register. The aim is to construct an interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary 

learning environment in which students are able to connect what they are learning in one 

course to what they are learning in another. Co-registration is simply the structure upon 

which learning communities are built. It provides the faculty in the separate courses the 

opportunity to coherently link the content of their courses with that of courses taught by 

colleagues. (p.71) 

 

The above definition represents an accurate depiction of one aspect of the learning communities 

at NERC.  Additionally, faculty described learning communities as focal points where their 

pedagogical practice could engage the tenets of AI.  Bloom, Hutson, He, and Konkle (2013) 

described the underlying positive mindset within AI, 

The appreciative mindset plays heavily into creating positive interactions with others. It 

posits that if people are looking for the worst in others, they will find the worst. Many of 

us have been conditioned to identify quickly the faults in others; the appreciative mindset 

reminds us to instead actively seek out the best in other people. (pp. 7-8) 
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This appreciative mindset was a regular feature of faculty who participated in this study.  In 

addition to this way of thinking, learning communities provided opportunities for faculty to 

engage principles of AI in their pedagogy in harmony with Neville’s (2008) depictions of the 

connections between learning and: (a) the constructionist principle and student self-awareness, 

(b) the principle of simultaneity and inquiring into difference to create intellectual expansion, (c) 

the poetic principle and student dialogue, (d) the anticipatory principle and student exploration of 

implications, and (e) the positive principle and students experiencing positive affect and social 

bonding.  Despite the fact that these different principles were not explicitly mentioned by faculty, 

in the interviews most faculty described these outcomes, albeit not all outcomes were 

experienced for all students. 

Additionally, these learning communities provided a collaborative place where faculty 

also denoted high expectations for students, including challenging them to think about their 

educational experience in new ways, while also providing adequate student support.  Kirsten and 

Lois’ description of jointly meeting with all students in their learning community to discuss 

student progress exemplified the coupling of challenge with support.  Tinto (2012) said that 

“high expectations and support go hand in hand with student success [and this] is not a new 

notion” (p. 24). Rather, it is modeled on Sanford’s (1966) notion of challenge and support and 

continues to be relevant as depicted in Bain’s (2004) description of effective higher education 

faculty.  

  Enacting AI in faculty focus on student potential.  In this sub-finding, faculty 

described a holistic focus on the needs of students in education.  More than one faculty member 

who emphasized this focus, identified engaging with other faculty who depicted them as ‘hand-
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holders’ and saw them as very ‘nurturing,’ which were imbued with negative connotations.  

However, this is in harmony with the approach Rendón (2014) argued was underemphasized,  

precious little time is spent on helping students to work with others, deal with emotions, 

recognize personal strengths, develop social responsibility, be good listeners and 

communicators, resolve conflicts ethically and creatively, and embrace diversity as well 

as what we hold in common. (p. 3)  

  

This holistic approach to faculty focus was also illustrated in the proposed pedagogical approach 

that Bloom et al. (2013) described as Appreciative Education grounded in the foundational 

principles of well-being and positive psychology, which echo the holistic approach above:  

engaging and coaching others about the importance of using positive verbal and 

nonverbal immediacy behaviors, especially early in interactions where people tend to be 

the most suspicious of each other, can establish a respectful culture to maximize teaching 

and learning relationships. (p. 8)  

 

The positive mindset, holistic approach, and focus on creating a respectful culture of learning are 

incorporated in this approach to pedagogy.  

 Faculty role enhanced through AI embedded in emotional labor.  Here, I introduce 

the concept of emotional labor, a topic not addressed in my original literature review in Chapter 

2, because this finding followed my data analysis and work in the development of this finding in 

Chapter 4.  As I more fully developed this finding, I accessed the relevant literature and gained a 

more fully developed sense of the meaning of my finding.  Here, I begin with a definition of 

emotional labor described as deliberate suppression or expression of emotion (Brown, 2011).  

Hargreaves (1998) described emotional labor as, “an important part of teaching, and in many 

ways, a positive one.  For many teachers, it is a labor of love” (p. 840).  However, engaging in 

emotional labor also requires the management of feelings that have varying degrees of 

organizational desirability (Bechtold, Rohrmann, De Pater, & Beersma, 2011).  This can also be 
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understood in the way faculty gender was associated with the nature and intensity of emotional 

labor and the type of emotional labor culturally rewarded (Bellas, 1999). 

 Connecting emotional labor with work in higher education requires an understanding of 

the differing roles faculty assume as a part of their profession.  This academic work is associated 

with teaching, service, and research for faculty and each of these roles carry with them different 

degrees of reward and emotional labor (Bellas, 1999).  Even though the roles differ, Hargreaves 

(1998) described the way emotional labor is discounted when emotions are acknowledged to, 

“set the climate or mood in which the ‘really important’ business of cognitive learning or 

strategic planning can take place” (p.837).  This diminished importance of emotional labor is 

also reflected in the way these roles are typically gendered.  Bellas identified the way this occurs, 

“teaching and service are most closely aligned with social prescriptions of appropriate feminine 

activities, and, on average, women spend more time in these roles than men” (p. 97).  In 

Appendix I, Symbolic Presence in the Micro-Case the interaction of participant self-described 

identity with their role and the micro-case in which they were situated is illustrated.  In this 

analysis it is noteworthy that all faculty members participating in this study identified their 

gender as female (100%), with a majority teaching in developmental education (66.67%) where 

students’ previous experience with academic shame (Turner & Husman, 2008) added complexity 

to the emotional labor of teaching.  Even if the faculty in this study did not specifically define 

their work in harmony with the definition of emotional labor above, they did identify with 

students in a holistic way and sought to enact positive learning experiences for students whom 

they also identified as impacted by episodes of academic shame.  Many of these comments were 

offered by developmental reading and writing faculty who emphasized the many comments 

students offer during writing assignments that are not often visible in other academic disciplines. 
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 Many of these faculty framed their understanding of their students through AI’s positivity 

principle, and identified ways that they emotionally connected with their students, suggesting 

that the notion of being nurturing, maternal or even hand-holding were not internalized 

negatively.  As faculty participants demonstrated and self-identified with these labels, most 

described emotional connection with their students that communicated a sense of what 

Hargreaves (1998) labeled, “the moral purposes of those who teach, and the extent to which the 

conditions of teachers’ work permit them to fulfill these purposes” (p. 840).  Even though the 

principles of AI are not necessarily emotionally based, they do address a holistic approach to 

learning.  Finally, Bellas (1999) argued, “teaching and service clearly involve substantial 

amounts of emotional labor—labor that is generally not viewed as involving valuable skills and 

is consequently poorly rewarded” (p. 97), and consequentially, the disproportionate assignment 

of emotional labor to women diminishes their important contributions.  This combination of the 

identity of faculty participants in this study, their role in developmental education, along with 

reported perceptions of emotional labor in teaching developmental education are consistent with 

the literature above.  Faculty identify with AI, enhancing their role in work that is otherwise 

undervalued. 

Students Experience AI Indirectly 

 This third major finding detailed the perceptions of students related to their interactions 

with institutional agents that could be understood within the principles of AI, but none of the 

students named AI as the process or the philosophical approach.  The importance of these 

interactions were consistently identified by student participants with influential interactions 

identified in Appendix G, Participant Interactions Map.  For these students the majority of these 

influential interactions were connected with faculty members and student life engagement staff. 
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The findings and sub-findings that follow describe these generally positive interactions 

consistently with Deil-Amen’s (2011b) concept of socio-academic integrative moments that 

fused social and academic elements in student relationships with institutional agents 

emphasizing, “the present findings reveal the importance of those within the institution providing 

the personal attention needed to help students to both feel competent and confident in their 

intellectual identity and also learn how to navigate within institution” (p. 86). 

 Even if this finding did not connect these interactions directly to student persistence, 

Nitecki (2011) considered similar interactions in two programs at a community college that were 

unusual for the way their student success rates exceeded that of the institution as a whole.  In the 

case of one program, she noted, “the professors’ perceptions were more strength based, in that 

they tried to frame these challenges as opportunities for growth” (Nitecki, p. 112).  Despite the 

fact that the approach Nitecki narrated was not described as AI, the perceptions of a strength 

based program was clearly consistent with descriptions in this study.  Additionally, when Diel-

Amen (2011) described the way these socio-academic integrative moments occurred, the range 

of descriptions in my study was consistent with her finding,  

In addition to providing feelings of attachment and belonging, relationships forged with 

other students, as well as faculty or counselors, enhanced students’ acquisition of the 

knowledge to make more effective choices and better strategize their college careers, 

both academically and procedurally. (p. 73). 

 

It is also important to note that the socio-academic integrative moments described incorporate 

many of the principles and concepts that are consistent with the embedding of AI. 

 Institutional agents as conduits of undisclosed AI.  In this first sub-finding, I 

emphasize the experiences described by students who identified interactions with institutional 

agents as generally positive.  Even though none of the students identified this positivity as an 

underlying principle in AI, many students identified their influence as positive.  Nitecki (2011) 
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described a program that embodied many of these traits, “even though the early childhood 

education students struggled with issues outside of school, the professors’ perceptions were more 

strength based, in that they tried to frame these challenges as opportunities for growth” (p. 112).  

In this way the faculty in this program seem to share many of the characteristics with student 

descriptions of institutional agents at NERC.  Additionally, Nitecki detailed ways faculty within 

these programs assumed the role of advisor for their students and sought to provide guidance 

specific to the needs of the students in the program.  Even though I did not examine a specific 

program at NERC, students identified interactions with faculty and staff that were consistent 

with Deil-Amen’s (2011b) argument that students,  

also confront the unique psychological challenges of continually negotiating between 

their college demands and their family and work obligations, and they are affected by 

how closely the actions of faculty, staff, and administrators reflect a commitment to the 

welfare of students. (p. 58)  

 

In this study, students generally perceived their interactions with institutional agents to be 

focused on the welfare of students. 

 Even as Nitecki (2011) examined two divergent, highly successful programs, she also 

identified a common feature of both,  

although they worked in very different cultures, students and faculty members in both 

programs reported that the culture of the program was the factor that kept students 

involved. It was this positive program culture in the context of larger institutional 

limitations that encouraged retention, graduation, transfer, and student success. (p. 114) 

 

And yet as Deil-Amen (2011b) focused on the integration of community college students, she 

also identified the importance of these positively perceived interactions, “student perceptions of 

what helped them integrate were closely linked to institutional actors, or agents, that facilitated 

the process for them” (p. 61).  Therefore, despite the fact that these institutional agents may not 
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speak about the presence of AI, the literature points to the importance of student perceptions of 

these interactions. 

Enhanced institutional connections through student leadership.  All of the students 

interviewed during my study were members of the student senate, and all students identified this 

experience in student leadership as highly positive and motivation for their identification with 

NERC.  Tinto (2012) argued, “it is not simply the degree of involvement that affects retention, 

but the way involvement leads to forms of social and academic membership” (p.66).  

Additionally, Tinto also emphasized context,  

in other words, the impact of engagement on student performance in any institution 

reflects in part the institutional setting in which involvement occurs, not the least of 

which is the cultural context that gives meaning to student interactions with people on 

campus (p. 67). 

 

Hence, student leaders who participated in my study each described a different experience, with 

each participant articulating an awareness of the way their engagement created a sense of 

connection to NERC. 

 Deil-Amen (2011) argued that the traditional understanding of social integration might 

not connect well with community college students, “a focus on students’ subjective perceptions 

regarding what facilitated their integration process contributes to a better understanding of how 

their experiences and their perceptions of their experiences may differ substantially from 

traditional students” (p. 61).  Although my study did not include any students who could be 

described as traditional (all students identified family, work, and other responsibilities external to 

their identities as NERC students), student participants here identified their connection through 

participation in a student leadership program that led to their student senate roles.  However, 

each of the participants emphasized the student leadership program as an important step to their 

strong sense of connection to NERC.  Tinto (1993) identified this connection with student 
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integration and institutional commitment, “it is increasingly clear that student involvement in the 

life of the college, especially its academic life, is an important mechanism through which student 

effort is engaged” (p. 131).  He continued to argue that this increased effort led to improved 

learning and student persistence.  This was evidenced with two of the interviewees, who were 

graduates preparing for transfer, but continued taking courses at NERC motivated by their desire 

to stay at the institution. 

The Limitations of AI 

 In general, the critiques of AI have been somewhat limited, however, Bushe (2012) 

provided an overview of these criticisms depicting them in a series of waves that, (a) questioned 

the shift in worldview toward social constructionism away from positivism portraying AI as anti-

research, (b) the exclusive focus on the positive, and (c) a more nuanced understanding that the 

focus in AI on the positive may exclude potentially negative questions, and (d) some ambiguity 

between categorical designations of positive and negative.  In the following findings, I present a 

summary of limitations, not previously identified in this literature.  

Working the why with AI.  Despite the fact that professional development and AI were 

identified as supporting leadership influence, this was also identified as a reason there has been 

some resistance to AI.  In this case faculty described the way some colleagues viewed it as 

“fluff,” and perceived it as an overly optimistic approach.  However, one faculty member 

suggested that at times leadership assumed that others understood the underlying rationale 

behind a specific decision or action.  In other words, a description of the reasons “why” a 

decision was made could not be assumed or taken for granted, just because AI was the 

operational philosophy.  Another faculty member described the institutional approach to AI and 

suggested that arriving at a set of strategic goals should not conclude the iterative cycle of AI, 
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arguing that AI should be a continuous and ongoing cyclical process. This suggestion of a 

continual cycle acknowledged both the presence of AI and a means of addressing what faculty 

members described as a quality of ambiguity when it came to understanding leadership 

decisions.  Additionally, participants described instances where some faculty felt their voices 

were not heard after going through the process of AI.  In these cases, they suggested that when 

the final decision was made, the method [AI] did not result in an alternative action, but rather 

served as a justification for that decision.   

Whereas the practice of AI enacts sensemaking to gain an understanding of the 

environment and culture (Kearney, 2013; Keefe & Pesut, 2004), there is also an understanding 

that the process is directed toward an outcome identified through the collaborative process of 

discover, dream, and design (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005).  The process is understood to be 

iterative and malleable (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2008) while also being cyclical.  And 

yet as strategic planning operates cyclically, it generally extends beyond the AI cycle, and 

therefore, multiple AI cycles will likely be required to generate one strategic plan (Saretsky, 

2013).  Such an extension of the AI cycle does not continue for the purpose of creating a 

strategic plan after the plan is in place, rather the iterative process provides an evaluation of the 

strategic plan as adopted, and any necessary corrections.  This understanding is in harmony with 

participant perceptions. 

Additionally, this question about working the why with AI might find application in any 

number of different scenarios; however, in this study I acknowledge that when dealing with 

confidentiality requirements, senior leaders are not always able to describe the full rationale 

behind specific decisions.  Even in cases when an explanation is possible, there will also be times 

when such an explanation is not feasible. 
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Campus differentiation.  A second area of limitation for AI was identified in the 

differentiation between the satellite and the main campuses.  In this case, the differentiation was 

identified in the documents related to the AI summit, and even if not necessarily negative in 

nature, these documents did detail an area of concern.  This differentiation appeared within my 

research because 75% of faculty, 75% of student participants, and 100% of leaders were located 

at the main campus, the base for their experience and interactions (Appendix I Symbolic 

Presence in the Micro-Cases).  

Considering this differentiation within the larger body of literature related to CRT and 

LatCrit, Yosso (2005) argued that such a divide was more than a binary differentiation between 

Black and White and should be extended to other people of color, including Latina/o, Asian and 

tribal students who identified as non-White.  An underlying function of CRT and LatCrit theories 

is to highlight underlying presuppositions and expose the assumed racial structures of the 

dominant group (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).  Yosso (2005) argued that CRT provides for a 

change in perspective to challenge racialized assumptions about communities of color and the 

attempts from the dominant White culture “to fill up supposedly passive students with forms of 

cultural knowledge deemed valuable by dominant society” (p. 75), imposing deficit thinking. 

Through this framework an array of reported microaggressions communicate clearly through 

verbal and nonverbal racial affronts directed toward people of color, compounding over time, 

sinking deep into a sense of self-doubt (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009).  Understood in 

this fashion, the narratives of the dominant culture carry with them a set of presuppositions that 

reinforce deficit thinking in support of these microaggressions.  Within the CRT/LatCrit 

literature is the underlying commitment that counter-story challenges this perceived wisdom, 
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providing an alternative to the deficit thinking featured in dominant culture toward people of 

color (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).   

Additionally, LatCrit and critical race theory focused on counter-story telling, meaning 

that the dominant culture’s narrative only allowed for an alternate perspective if it provided 

interest convergence that serves the needs of White students (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 

2009).  The differentiation between the satellite and main campuses may serve as an example of 

this interest convergence.  However, these differences may also be understood similarly to 

Tierney’s (2008) description of a senior White administrator who framed the issues experienced 

by Native students in a way that shifted the problem from White dominant culture to a Native 

problem of integration.  In my study, I understood a similar phenomenon to be present in the 

collegial conversation when the dialog focused on the experiences of students of color in a 

similar way, even though failing to address the greater problem of White identity development. 

Differentiating between campuses may be understood as an issue of resource allocation, 

and yet there is also a sense in the data that these distinctions are noticeable and problematic but 

overlooked in part because of minoritized student populations’ lack of social and cultural capital; 

“educators most often assume that schools work and that students, parents and community need 

to change to conform to this already effective and equitable system” (Yosso, 2005, p. 75).  To 

expect these students to integrate and conform to dominant White expectations, assumes that 

minoritized students, “undergo a cultural suicide of sorts to avoid an intellectual suicide” 

(Tierney, 2008, p. 78).  Such a differentiation reinforces these perceptions that are based in the 

dominant culture of the main campus, which is predominantly White. 

Unseen structural racism.  Finally, I describe the sub-finding that AI is limited by its 

lack of polyvocality, needed to adequately address structural racism.  In this case, the faculty 
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member, Leandra, identified as Latina, and described her training and background in 

anthropology.  And so it was not without a sense of irony that I engaged her in an interview that 

focused on the learning community where she was a faculty member, but also through her 

interview I discovered an important counter-narrative that offers insight into her interactions with 

students, peers, and administration.  Her counter-storytelling presents the view of a non-

majoritarian perspective and a story that may be overlooked.  An underlying function of CRT 

and LatCrit theories is to surface the underlying presuppositions and expose the assumed racial 

structures of the dominant group (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).  This interpretive framework 

informs an array of reported microaggressions that fail to rise to the level of a racial slur, but 

communicates clearly the subtlety of these acts to compound over time, sinking deep into a sense 

of self-doubt (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009).  These microaggressions were described 

in a variety of stories and comments that illustrated the accumulative nature of these wounds.  It 

surprised me very little then to reflect back on my interview with Leandra and see the way these 

stories erupted from her, despite the fact that I am an older White male.  Although I attempted to 

understand her stories through the lens of CRT and LatCrit, I recognized ways that these 

descriptions were less about Leandra than they were depictions of White identity development.  

Throughout my interview with Leandra, she described a moment when her cultural 

identity was challenged based on the way she wore her gown (from a university outside the 

United States) during graduation.  I initially understood this to be insensitivity toward her 

Latina/o culture, but as I reflected on this, it appeared to me that this was another way of 

differentiating White and Latina/o cultures.  Even though I did not anticipate the issues and 

microaggressions described, I recognized the ways these descriptions could fit into a model of 

White identity development (Ellis, 2015; Scott & Robinson, 2001) to describe the development, 
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or lack thereof for Whites.  Tokar and Swanson (1991) described Helms’s stages of development 

that led to “becoming racially conscious: contact, disintegration, reintegration, pseudo-

independence, and autonomy” (p. 296).  Framing this sub-finding as an issue with White identity 

development shifts the responsibility onto Whites to develop greater racial sensitivity rather than 

anticipating other ethnic groups assimilate to their expectations.  

During the course of my observation of the Collegial Conversation focused on diversity 

and inclusion, I reflected on what appeared to be an underrepresentation of people of color at the 

meeting. I also later learned that the group attended a conference focused on racial affinity that 

was organized around the principles of AI.  There was something about this collection of facts 

that troubled me, but it took time to clarify and refine my thinking.  First, I began to question 

how a meaningful conversation about diversity and inclusion could take place without some 

form of shared governance and cooperative leadership that engaged all identities.  Furthermore, I 

reflected on the fact that NERC has been designated as a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI), but 

I did not identify representation from the satellite campus where a large population of Latino/a 

students attend.  I appreciated the conversation about preserving students’ ethnic identities, but 

later questioned how the meeting might look different if representation from the satellite campus 

increased.  As long as the underlying illusion of a color blindness prevails, the interests of both 

Whites and people of color are impaired (Jackson, 2011). 

Here I return to acknowledge my presence as a White male, and my identity development 

that began with what Scott and Robinson (2001) called noncontact, which includes being imbued 

with racist perspectives seeking power and privilege over those of other racial groups.  Tokar and 

Swanson (1991) described Helms’s contact period where Whites are aware of other racial and 

ethnic groups but remain unaware of their own whiteness.  This is the place where racist attitudes 
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develop in both models and remain into the next stage where there is contact but there is also 

anxiousness and fear as a rudimentary awareness develops. The progression of these models 

continue as Whites move through a series of stages that include an intellectualized understanding 

advancing advantage to Whiteness, even as further growth results in an arrival at a fourth stage 

where Whites finally acknowledge the reality of racism, and then in the final stages arrive at a 

place where Whites acknowledge how the struggle for power and privilege results in racism 

(Scott & Robinson; Tokar & Swanson). 

When placing Leandra’s counter-stories into this developmental model, an understanding 

emerges of the underlying structures that enable White supremacy to persist.  As these models 

provide an overview, the interactions describe an intellectual acceptance of other racial and 

ethnic groups while still privileging Whiteness.  Even though I did not anticipate this theme, it 

was consistent with my earlier reflections related to my observation of the Collegial 

Conversation. 

In my reflections I noted, the topics of discussion included Tupac and Hip Hop, along 

with the concept that students from non-majority ethnic groups needed support from peers who 

had a similar ethnic background, which included a shared culture (food, music, etc.)  As I 

reviewed this sub-finding, I recognized ways in which White faculty members cannot fully 

support students from non-majority ethnic groups in this way.  What is puzzling here is the 

coexistence of the HSI designation and the dissonance Leandra described.  I imagined in my 

mind that this designation should be an indication that a Latina/o presence is supported in ways 

that it is not at a non-HSI institution, similar to the difference between a Primarily White 

Institution (PWI) and a Historically Black College and University (HBCU).  Even when my 

observations were different, I reflected on ways my ethnic identity privilege shielded me from 
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the experiences described by Leandra.  This lack of focus on Hispanic culture differentiated the 

HSI designation from Tribal Colleges and HBCUs who obtain these designations in response to 

their intentional support of specific students of color.  The HSI designation is based only on the 

student population and does not address the way these students are supported.  

Implications 

Within this study, I examined three mini-cases at NERC, where the underlying principles 

of AI and positive psychology are employed as an operational philosophy.  I focused on the 

interviews, observed interactions, and evidentiary archival documents that produced a view of 

these mini-cases within the institution.  Wherein my interviews and observations were specific to 

one particular institution over the limited time of my field work, a thread of commonality shared 

among community colleges was evident.  Although other institutions vary organizationally, they 

continue to address issues of open access and improved success for an increasingly diverse 

student body, in the midst of the reactionary emergence of a more overt form of White 

supremacy.  These leaders, faculty, and students provide insight into the micro-cultures they 

occupy, within a complex institution. 

Leaders Actively Bridge Organizational Gaps 

 Within the community college leadership literature, traditional leadership paradigms are 

being examined, questioned, and redefined, as the predicted large scale leadership change 

(Amey, 2013; Royer & Latz, 2016; Shults, 2001) begins to take place and leadership 

competencies are considered (Duree & Ebbers, 2012; Eddy, 2012).  This widespread leadership 

transition provides the opportunity to identify the need to from traditional leadership paradigms 

toward more inclusive and holistic leadership approaches (Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2014; 

Mellow & Heelan, 2008) that emphasize the importance of engaging in sensemaking (Kearney, 
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2013; Keefe & Pesut, 2004), valuing holistic pedagogical approaches (Rendón, 2014) that value 

emotional labor (Bellas, 1999) and the faculty engaged in its practice.  Additionally, this means 

that these leaders are aware of the history of these institutions (Brint & Karabel, 2014; Frye, 

2014) along with the vast complexity of the historical mission (Meier, 2013) they represent.  

Leaders should actively promote/engage institutional members.  Leaders should:  

 Actively interact with strategic planning, where the process of AI allows for a 

collaborative approach to planning to ensure multiple voices are heard and that 

alternative perspectives are not excluded, promoting a polyvocal understanding.   

 Actively support AI in professional development for the purpose of valuing and 

incentivizing faculty emotional labor through additional recognition and 

professional designation. 

 Create an atmosphere of continuous sensemaking by engaging students in regular 

open forums where they are able to voice the reality of their experiences to 

leaders. 

 Engage in institutional storytelling where the symbolic and mythic describe 

unique characteristics and provide a narrative context to better detail the stories of 

students, faculty, and staff who find meaning in their work. 

 Re-prioritize the work of emotional labor, and increase the reward for faculty who 

engage in its practice, and support the development of its practice in faculty 

across gender roles to de-stigmatize the work that it entails.  

AI does not address all organizational ills.  There are areas identified where AI has specific 

shortcomings.  In particular these relate to limitations placed on the process, questions asked, and 

singularity of the narrative generated.  Specifically,  
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 AI as an operational philosophy does not preclude the necessity of ‘working the why’ 

or describing the rationale behind specific decisions, when possible by leaders.  I note 

here once again that this ‘working the why’ is not always possible with leaders when 

the decision involves sensitive and confidential information.  In these cases, a 

satisfactory understanding of the rationale might never be provided.  Because of this 

leadership must be proactive to describe the underlying motivations embedded in the 

decision making process.  Such a proactive stance provides openness and 

accountability of the process, even when the details of the decision are considered 

confidential and not available.  

 AI lacks the language of critical inquiry and may in fact promote a ‘blindness’ on the 

behalf of White participants who might not perceive the complexities or depth of 

structural racism.  Lacking the critical language of inquiry, the perpetuation of White 

supremacy continues unchecked.  A focus on White identity development must be 

engaged in order to address insensitivities to faculty, staff, and students of color.  This 

means that the recognition of the racial and ethnic issues must begin in the 

recognition by White institutional agents that the default problem resides in White 

awareness of White privilege and the adoption of language and action to address 

White identity development. 

 AI lacks the polyvocal voice that understands the complexity of organizational life 

through the multiple lenses of institutional members.  This lack of polyvocality 

results from the need to generate a future focus that brings together multiple voices, 

but merges them into a unified vision.  The voices of people of color who are outside 
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the dominant group must be heard.  A polyvocal discourse must be established by 

seeking out, hearing, and honoring alternatives to the dominant discourse.  

Breaking out of this singular vision, AI needs to evolve, to become more polyvocal in order to 

preserve the multiple voices of large and complex organizations. This polyvocality could engage 

organizational complexity through the framing of discourse in the structural, human resources, 

political, and symbolic frames.  The discourse in the structural frame refers to efficiency and 

organization to attain specific goals, whereas the human resource discourse remains focused on 

people and the way they find a ‘fit.’  Discourse in the political frame emphasizes the competing 

nature of the different voices in the organization that must be negotiated, and finally in the 

symbolic frame that understands the organization through the cultural lens of the symbolic 

(Bolman & Deal 2013).  

Implications for Faculty 

The embodiment of AI in the pedagogical practice, particularly in learning communities 

is a good fit for the underlying principles of wellness, positivity, collaboration and a co-

constructed approach to learning. 

 AI provides the supports needed to enact collaborative approaches in the learning 

communities to support student success.  Faculty must engage in collaborative 

efforts to develop pedagogical practice, working in cooperative groups to share 

innovative practices, while challenging each other to sharpen their skills. 

 Faculty must enact student focused approaches that clearly communicate high 

levels of expectation to students concurrently providing requisite levels of support 

(Sanford, 1966) to accomplish assigned tasks. 
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 Faculty engaged in the emotional labor of teaching must develop approaches 

based in the positive psychology of AI that are self-sustaining, supporting and 

balancing in times of emotional drain  even though providing, 

Holistic learning supports for developmental students but also providing clarity and meaning for 

faculty in roles that are challenged. 

Implications for Students 

For students, the existence of AI in the institution is much more subtle.  Of the student 

interviews, none of the students described any familiarity with the approach knowing it by name. 

 Institutional agents must clarify the presence of a philosophical framework for 

students in order for these students to develop self-sustaining approaches to 

problem solving they can carry forward into their professional career. . 

 Student interactions with the institutional leadership opportunities must be 

provided with more intentionality in order to form a stronger institutional 

connection. 

 Student interactions with staff and faculty must be more intentional in order to 

generate the socio-academic integrative moments needed to by students to 

develop academic confidence along with institutional commitment.   

 Students can gain a better understanding of the institution if they are more fully 

aware of operational philosophy, providing support to incoming students. 

Implications and Future Research 

In the implications above, I identified specific ways the data from this study identified 

specific findings and implications for leaders, faculty, and students.  When describing the 

implications for leaders, it is important to recognize the flexible and powerful way that AI effects 
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organizational development and change.  It is a powerful tool that engages the imagination and 

power contained in institutional storytelling to engage in a collaborative, generative, and positive 

approach to organizational change.  However, it is equally important to recognize the ways AI as 

a method is limited.  These limitations identify ways that AI is unable to serve as a panacea for 

all institutional ills.  It also identifies some assumptions built into the method that is not always 

well-suited for the large, complex and polyvocal context of a higher education institution.  

Although the process of AI is collaborative and engaging, a persistent question about the method 

circles toward questions about which voices are heard.  In this case more than one participant 

identified concerns with the engagement of the AI process and shared the impression that some 

participant voices were not heard. 

This leads to a series of research questions related to the embedding of AI into 

institutional culture,  

 How does the presence of emotional labor and the gendered roles they represent 

receive increased priority and reward? 

 How do the gendered roles of faculty serve as barriers to their ascension into 

leadership? 

 How do leaders address questions of campus differentiation to bring increased 

parity of services at the satellite campus? 

 How do leaders and faculty promote student awareness of the principles and 

practice of AI? 

 How does the intellectual awareness of racial and ethnic diversity on campus 

interfere with the practice of engaging the same groups in campus work?  
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 How can AI’s limitations when considering matters of structural racism be 

addressed? 

 How might LatCrit counter-storytelling be included in a new form of AI to 

identify and honor these narratives? 

 How might AI be modified to become more polyvocal and inclusive? 

 How might AI be adapted to become an approach in the development of White 

identity? 

In this study, I was primarily focused on the explanations provided by the participants of the 

embeddedness of AI in the institutional culture.  But equally important for the future is to ask 

questions about the way that AI is moved forward in the process of culture building.  This 

question, coupled with the previous one asking how these voices are heard, hints at the question 

of whether (or not) AI can become polyvocal.  If AI is to move forward into more complex and 

diverse institutions, how can it evolve into a process that not only values the input of all 

participants, but  also enact a postmodern approach that not only engages all institutional 

participants, but one that holds and honors a polyvocal approach? 

Limitations and Trustworthiness 

This study does have limitations.  First, this work took place at a community college 

during the fall of 2016 and the spring of 2017.  My time and presence on this campus were 

limited to three one-week visits, and through my interactions at those times, I gained a very 

limited perspective of the institutional culture I came into contact with.  My interviews with 

leaders, faculty, and students were limited to those who responded to my recruiting efforts, and 

my selection of three micro-cases were guided in part by my research interests, but were also in 

response to the availability of these research sites for my study.   
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Even as every week long campus visit was filled with activities that included interviews 

and observations, the participants in this study also represented another limitation.  All faculty 

interviews that I conducted were with participants who identified as women, and of these, all but 

one identified as White.  Likewise, another limitation can be seen in the Leadership interviews I 

conducted, wherein both participants identified as White men.  In addition to this, the student 

interviews that I conducted were with members of the student senate, with the majority 

identifying as White men, and only one self-described as a Black woman.  It is important to note 

that for the student interviews, these participant demographics are not representative of the 

student population as a whole.  However, all participants were members of one of the three 

micro-cases that I examined.   

These limited observations and interactions provided me with a sense of three particular 

micro-cases at a particular point in time, there were other learning communities, faculty, and 

students eligible to participate who did not.  Thus this focused study provided me the opportunity 

to interview a number of dedicated leaders, faculty, and students, yet it did not provide me with a 

basis for assessing the whole culture at this community college.  It did, however provide me with 

a window into the embeddedness of AI in the micro-cultures of three specific micro-cases, 

namely leadership, learning communities, and student life events. 

I now address questions of the trustworthiness of this study, and as I do, I recognize the 

complexity of this question for a qualitative study like this.  Issues of quality in research design 

have been described through the use of quantitative terms like validity and reliability (Seale, 

2003).  Despite the fact that Creswell (2013) used terms like validity and credibility, he also 

described the way qualitative researchers question the quality of their research, including asking 

whether their research adequately addressed the polyvocal nature of qualitative work.  Lincoln 
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and Guba (1985) presented a highly influential approach utilizing the concepts of credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  I apply these to describe the measures I 

engaged to ensure the trustworthiness of this study, Credibility represents a measure of the way 

study findings present an accurate description of the data.  Throughout the process of this study, I 

met with my chair to discuss my study, the findings as I developed them, and question my 

thinking process as I explicated my rationale for the decisions I made throughout.  These 

sessions provided me with important feedback that challenged my thinking, and provided fresh 

insights to improve the credibility of this work.  In addition to this primary step, I also collected 

data from multiple sources engaging in triangulation. Lather (2003) argued that triangulation 

through “multiple data sources, methods, and theoretical schemes, is critical in establishing data 

trustworthiness” (p. 191).  I utilized the triangulation of data to identify the correspondence 

between interviews, observations, and archival documents for the purpose of “using multiple 

perceptions to clarify meaning by identifying different ways the phenomenon is being seen” 

(Stake, 2003, p. 148).  These methods contributed to the credibility of the findings in this study. 

Transferability describes the ability to apply the research findings from the present 

context into other contexts. This is dependent on the research providing enough thick description 

and detail to determine whether the study findings have the potential for transfer or not.  Within 

my study, I provided ‘thick description’ in the biographical sketches of the participants, along 

with detailed excerpts from my analytical memos, observations, and interview transcriptions that 

provide information about participants and the setting of the study.  The inclusion of these data 

provide the level of depth and detail to determine the transferability of these findings. 

Dependability refers the consistency of findings and their relatedness to the data, while 

confirmability describes the need to fully document and describe assumptions, decisions, and 
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theoretical adjustments.  A thorough documentation of the process increases the degree of 

trustworthiness in the study.  To accomplish this, I employed a researcher journal, reflexive 

memos, analytical memos, and an audit trail.  Throughout the process of my study, I developed 

highly reflexive memos, and research journal entries.  Lincoln and Guba (2000) described 

reflexivity that, “demands that we interrogate each of our selves regarding the ways in which 

research efforts are shaped and staged around the binaries, contradictions, and paradoxes that 

form our own lives” (p. 183). This high degree of reflexivity addresses my role in the research 

process. 

To these components of trustworthiness I add a fifth, the concept of authenticity that 

Lincoln and Guba (2000) described authenticity to include fairness, ontological and educational 

authenticity and catalytic and tactical authenticity, to impact inclusion of stakeholder voices, 

researcher awareness of the complexity of the data, and the prompting of action on the part of the 

inquiry.  

Fairness refers to whether or not all stakeholder voices are fairly represented in the work.  

All stakeholder voices have been fairly presented and are fully considered in the development of 

the findings in Chapter 4.  Ontological authenticity addresses an increased level of awareness of 

the researcher of the complexity of research participants and the data, and educational 

authenticity refers to the inquiry generating an increased awareness of the participants and their 

perspectives.  I refer here to my reflexive and analytical memos to demonstrate my increasing 

awareness of the complexity in the data, even as educational authenticity is addressed by the 

presence of the excerpts from participant interviews.  Catalytic authenticity refers to whether the 

study promotes action, whereas tactical authenticity refers to the capacity of the inquiry to 

empower participants to engage in positive social change.  In this work, I inquired about a 
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specific leadership and institutional approach that will stimulate participant interaction in change 

processes. These findings will also challenge and engage practitioners, researchers, and policy 

makers to act in response to this study. 

A primary strength of this study is found in its trustworthiness.  Here I present robust data 

gathering, triangulated through a number of different methods and approaches.  I present the data 

from this study and have accounted for my role and influence in this research process.  I also 

consider the research to be presented with sufficient evidence, and do not assert that this study is 

generalizable.  However, I do suggest that there are elements of transferability in this data when 

considering questions of leadership, organizational change, structural racism, and implications 

for addressing an increasingly diverse student population.  And yet, the final determinant of this 

transferability will be established by other researchers. 

A secondary strength of this research is found in the way I have accounted for my own 

presence in the research.  I have been a participant observer at the events I described, I engaged 

in personal storytelling beginning with the opening vignette of this work.  I described my part 

and influence in this study through my reflexive practice to identify my part in this study.  I do 

not assume that I am a detached narrator, rather I use first person language throughout this study.  

Finally, during the course of three very active and engaged campus visits I was able to meet, talk 

with, and observe a number of leaders, faculty, staff, and students in a personal way.  Through 

my connection with these individuals, I heard a number of inspiring and personal stories, whose 

excerpts I have shared in these pages. 

Conclusion 

As I reflect on the conclusion of this project I experience mixed emotions.  As a 

community college graduate it was invigorating to experience the campus, leadership, faculty, 
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and students throughout this study.  I identified with many of the students, who regularly amazed 

me for the way they were able to juggle so many different roles.  And though I loved engaging in 

the conversations as well as the chance to observe some very powerful teaching moments, I was 

also jarred back to reality through my conversation with Leandra, who described a series of 

microaggressions that were very difficult, causing me to reflect on my own journey.  I recalled 

my own beginnings, growing up in a blue-collar town where racism was an openly displayed part 

of daily life. I realized that I attributed the nature of racism to a particular locality at a particular 

time, but failed to recognize the stubborn persistence of structural racism as it continues to exist 

today.  In my study, I conducted research in an area where I did not anticipate locating the levels 

of structural racism that I observed.  And in my reflection, I think it may have been in the 

assumption that in this particular place, a framework for understanding was integral to the 

understanding (or at least proclaiming) that this culture did not need to consider the potential for 

a White supremacist narrative that privileged specific assumptions. 

Because of my recognized double privilege as a White male, I did not recognize the 

presence of structural racism for many years.  Here, my conversation with Leandra brought the 

implicit messaging into the open, when she described her understanding that the message meant 

that one cultural world be subsumed inside another.  And despite the fact that I recognize this is 

not the expressed intent of the institution, I wonder whether the application of AI can provide the 

tools and environment needed to subsume specific groups, or whether it is able to support a 

flourishing and diverse group a polyvocal voice, honoring all participants.   

As I think about it, I want to believe it offers the kind of hope and positive support 

needed to encourage this perspective.  Perhaps utilizing an AI framework to facilitate White 

identity development can provide an avenue for refocusing the work of a group like the Diversity 
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and Inclusion group to create a welcoming atmosphere that would appreciate and support the 

counter-stories produced by CRT and LatCrit perspectives.  I am hopeful. 
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APPENDIX A INFORMED CONSENT 

Study Title  THE EVIDENTIARY FOOTPRINTS OF APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY IN 

A COMMUNITY COLLEGE: AN INTERPRETIVE CASE STUDY OF THREE MICRO-

CASES 

 

Study Purpose and Rationale 

The purpose of this study is to consider institutional agents’ and students’ explanations, 

along with my observations, and documentary evidence to describe and interpret institutional 

culture in a community college.  This study is unique because ethnographic case studies have 

generally been applied at other institutions.  This case study is situated in a rural community 

college located in the northeast and will identify the descriptions of micro-culture in order to 

better understand how institutional leaders can engage in sensemaking. 

 

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 

Your participation in this study is based on your being 18 years of age or older and being 

a present member of the institution either as an institutional agent (leader, faculty, staff) or as a 

student.  

 

Participation Procedures and Duration 

For this project, you will be asked to engage with a member of the research team in a 

where you will be briefed on the project.  Following the description of the project, you will be 

asked to participate in an interview session which will last around 60 minutes.  This interview 

session will be conducted face to face and will take place at a location which is convenient for 

you.  With your permission, the interview will be audio recorded for transcription purposes. 

Throughout the interview process, I will request verification of your descriptions and comments, 

in order to accurately understand them.  

 

Audio Files  

For purposes of accuracy, with your permission, the interviews will be audio recorded.  

Any names used on the audiotape will be changed to pseudonyms or participant numbers when 

the files are transcribed.  The files will be stored in a password-protected laptop for three years 

and will then be erased. 

 

Data Confidentiality 

All data will be maintained as confidential, and no identifying information such as names 

will appear in any publication or presentation of the data.   

 

Storage of Data 

Paper data (e.g., consent forms) will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the 

researcher’s office for three years and will then be shredded.  The interview data will also be 

entered into Microsoft Word and stored on the researchers’ password-protected computer for 

three years and then deleted.  Only members of the research team will have access to the data. 

 

Risks or Discomforts 

There are no anticipated risks or discomforts related to participation in this study. 
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Benefits 

There are no anticipated benefits related to participation in this study. 

 

Voluntary Participation 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you are free to withdraw 

your permission at anytime for any reason without penalty or prejudice from the investigator.  

Please feel free to ask any questions of the investigator before signing this form and at any time 

during the study. 

 

IRB Contact Information 

For one’s rights as a research subject, you may contact the following: For questions about 

your rights as a research subject, please contact the Director, Office of Research Integrity, Ball 

State University, Muncie, IN 47306, (765) 285-5070 or at irb@bsu.edu. 

 

Study Title The evidentiary footprints of Appreciative Inquiry in a community college: 

An interpretive case study of three micro cases 

 

********** 

 

Consent 

 

I, ________________________________, agree to participate in this research project 

entitled, “The evidentiary footprints of Appreciative Inquiry in a community college: An 

interpretive case study of three micro-cases.”  I have had the study explained to me and my 

questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I have read the description of this project and 

give my consent to participate.  I understand that I will receive a copy of this informed consent 

form to keep for future reference. 

 

To the best of my knowledge, I meet the inclusion/exclusion criteria for participation 

(described on the previous page) in this study. 

 

 

 

Permission to Audio Tape the Interview: _____YES  _____NO (please check one) 

 

 

 

 

________________________________   _________________ 

 

Participant’s Signature     Date 

 

 

 

________________________________   _________________ 

mailto:irb@bsu.edu
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Research Team Member’s Signature   Date 

 

 

 

Researcher Contact Information 

 

Principal Investigator:     Faculty Supervisor: 

 

Dan W. Royer      Dr. Amanda O. Latz 

Educational Studies     Educational Studies 

Ball State University     Ball State University 

Muncie, IN  47306     Muncie, IN 47306 

Telephone:  (765) 617-6917    Telephone: 765-285-5477   

Email:  dwroyer@bsu.edu    Email: aolatz@bsu.edu  

 

  

mailto:aolatz@bsu.edu
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APPENDIX B INFORMED CONSENT CLASSROOM OBSERVATION 

Study Title  The Evidentiary Footprints Of Appreciative Inquiry In a Community College: An 

Interpretive Case Study of Three Micro-Cases 

 

Study Purpose and Rationale 

The purpose of this study is to consider institutional agents’ and students’ explanations, 

along with my observations, and documentary evidence to describe and interpret institutional 

culture in a community college.  This study is unique because this approach to understanding an 

organization’s culture has generally been applied at other types of institutions, but rarely at a 

community college.  This study focuses on NERC and will seek the descriptions and 

explanations of leaders, faculty, staff, and students to better understand how institutional leaders 

can gain an awareness of the existing culture. 

 

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 

Your participation in this study is based on your being 18 years of age or older and being 

a present member of the institution as a leader, faculty, staff or student.  

 

Participation Procedures and Duration 

For this project, I will provide an overview of the project before I observe the class 

sessions in your learning community.  While observing, I will be focusing on the interactions 

between you as individual students, and your professor.  I will not be identifying anyone, but I 

may want to collect and use some direct quotes from the conversations that take place in the 

classroom. 

 

My observation will also seek to answer the following questions about the structure of the 

learning community: 

What events are occurring? And how long do they last? 

What does the social and academic participation in this community look like? 

 

Data Confidentiality 

All data will be maintained as confidential, and no identifying information such as names will 

appear in any publication or presentation of the data.   

 

Storage of Data 

Paper data (e.g., consent forms) will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s office 

for three years and will then be shredded.  The interview data will also be entered into Microsoft 

Word and stored on the researchers’ password-protected computer for three years and then 

deleted.  Only members of the research team will have access to the data. 

 

Risks or Discomforts 

There are no anticipated risks or discomforts related to participation in this study. 

 

Benefits 

There are no anticipated benefits related to participation in this study. 

 

Voluntary Participation 
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Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you are free to withdraw your 

permission at any time for any reason without penalty or prejudice from the investigator.  Please 

feel free to ask any questions of the investigator before signing this form and at any time during 

the study. 

 

IRB Contact Information 

For one’s rights as a research subject, you may contact the following: For questions about your 

rights as a research subject, please contact the Director, Office of Research Integrity, Ball State 

University, Muncie, IN 47306, (765) 285-5070 or at irb@bsu.edu. 

 

Study Title  The Evidentiary Footprints of Appreciative Inquiry in a Community College: An 

Interpretive Case Study of Three Micro-Cases 

 

 

********** 

 

Consent 

 

I, ________________________________, agree to participate in this research project 

entitled, “The Evidentiary Footprints of Appreciative Inquiry in a Community College: An 

Interpretive Case Study of Three Micro-Cases.”  I have had the study explained to me and my 

questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I have read the description of this project and 

give my consent to participate.  I understand that I will receive a copy of this informed consent 

form to keep for future reference. 

 

To the best of my knowledge, I meet the inclusion/exclusion criteria for participation 

(described on the previous page) in this study. 

 

 

________________________________   _________________ 

Participant’s Signature     Date 

 

 

 

________________________________   _________________ 

Research Team Member’s Signature    Date 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Researcher Contact Information 

 

mailto:irb@bsu.edu
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Principal Investigator:     Faculty Supervisor: 

 

Dan W. Royer      Dr. Amanda O. Latz 

Educational Studies     Educational Studies 

Ball State University     Ball State University 

Muncie, IN  47306     Muncie, IN 47306 

Telephone:  (765) 617-6917    Telephone: 765-285-5477   

Email:  dwroyer@bsu.edu    Email: aolatz@bsu.edu  

 

  

mailto:dwroyer@bsu.edu
mailto:aolatz@bsu.edu
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APPENDIX C SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE INSTITUTIONAL AGENTS 

THE EVIDENTIARY FOOTPRINTS OF APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY IN A COMMUNITY 

COLLEGE: AN INTERPRETIVE CASE STUDY OF THREE MICRO-CASES 

 

Semi-Structured Open-ended Interview Guide for Institutional Agents 

 

Interview 

 

[SCRIPT] Thank you for agreeing to meet with me for this interview. As you know, I am 

interested in learning about your interactions at Nerc, to better understand your perceptions of 

the institutional culture. 

Do you have any questions before we begin the interview? Let’s begin. 

May I record our conversation? 

If ‘yes,’ turn on the recorder 

If ‘no’ ask permission to take notes. 

Before we begin, I also would like to remind you (as indicated in the informed consent 

form that you signed earlier) that if you feel uncomfortable answering some questions, please let 

me know.  Further if you want to say something off the record, please let me know.  I will turn 

off the recorder.  You can always choose not to answer certain questions. 

Interview Questions 

1. I would like to find out more about your journey and what brought you to NERC.   

a. Would you describe how you became a part of the institution? 

b. Would you describe your role here? 

2. Thank you, I would like to find out more about how you describe your interactions with 

others in your particular sphere of influence. 

a. Please describe for me what a typical day looks like in your position here at 

NERC. 

b. Could you tell me more about the kinds of work you do with other institutional 

agents (leaders, faculty, and staff)? 

c. How would you describe these interactions? 

3. When reflecting on the process being introduced to the campus culture at NERC, how did 

you come to understand what the priorities were at NERC? 

a. What has been your perception of this process? 

b. Please describe ways you understood this to be similar to your previous 

experiences? 

c. Please describe ways you understood this to be similar to your previous 

experiences? 

4. When you think about learning and understanding these priorities can you describe how 

you learned about the unspoken understandings (tacit knowledge) in the area where 

where you work? 

5. Please describe how you understand the importance of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) at 

NERC? 

a. Can you describe your understanding of the process of AI?  How did you become 

aware of this? 
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b.  Please describe how you first encountered this at NERC? 

6. Can you describe your understanding of what it is like to work with students in your 

sphere of influence? 

a. Please describe the most memorable student you have worked with at NERC. 

b. Did that experience impact your work with other students? 

7. Can you describe any other institutional agent (leader, faculty, staff member) who has 

influenced your approach to your work? 

a. Please describe how that relationship influences you and your work. 

b. How would you describe the working relationships in your area?  Can you 

provide examples of how these relationships work together? 

8. Please tell me how your understanding of NERC, the area where you work, and the 

students have changed over the time you have worked here.  

9. Is there anything else you would like to add, or is there anything I have not asked that 

you would like to include in your thoughts about the culture at this campus? 

[SCRIPT] Thank you so much for your time. I really appreciate your willingness to 

engage in this interview with me.  

If you should have any questions about this research project, please be in touch at any 

time. My contact information is included on the consent document. Thank you again, and please 

have a great day. 
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APPENDIX D SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE STUDENTS 

THE EVIDENTIARY FOOTPRINTS OF APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY IN A COMMUNITY 

COLLEGE: AN INTERPRETIVE CASE STUDY OF THREE MICRO-CASES 

 

Semi-Structured Open-ended Interview Guide for Students 

 

Interview 

 

[SCRIPT] Thank you for agreeing to meet with me for this interview. As you know, I am 

interested in learning about your interactions at NERC, to better understand your perceptions of 

the institutional culture. 

Do you have any questions before we begin the interview? Let’s begin. 

May I record our conversation? 

If ‘yes,’ turn on the recorder 

If ‘no’ ask permission to take notes. 

Before we begin, I also would like to remind you (as indicated in the informed consent 

form that you signed earlier) that if you feel uncomfortable answering some questions, please let 

me know.  Further if you want to say something off the record, please let me know.  I will turn 

off the recorder.  You can always choose not to answer certain questions. 

Interview Questions 

1. I would like to find out more about your educational journey and what brought you to 

NERC.   

a. Would you describe how you became aware of NERC? 

b. Can you describe how you decided to attend NERC? 

2. Thank you, I would like to find out more about how you describe your interactions with 

others in your experiences as a student. 

a. Please describe what a typical day looks like for you as a whole, including home, 

work and school. 

b. Please describe how you are able to incorporate classes at NERC into your 

schedule. 

c. How would describe your interactions with institutional agents (leaders, faculty, 

and staff) while you are at NERC? 

3. How would you describe the priorities and values at NERC and how do you understand 

them as a student? 

a. Please describe how you became familiar with these priorities and values? 

b. Please tell me how these values compare with your previous experiences in 

education? 

c. Can you describe ways you have experienced these values and priorities?? 

4. When you think about learning and understanding these priorities can you describe how 

you learned about unspoken understandings (tacit knowledge)? 

5. Please describe how you understand the importance of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) at 

NERC? 

a. Can you describe your understanding of the process of AI?  How did you become 

aware of this? 

b.  Please describe how you first encountered this at NERC? 
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6. Can you describe your understanding of what it is like to work with institutional agents in 

your experiences at NERC? 

a. Please describe the most memorable institutional agent you have worked with at 

NERC. 

b. Did that experience impact your work with other leaders, faculty and staff 

members? 

7. Can you describe any other institutional agent (leader, faculty, staff member) who has 

influenced you? 

a. Please describe how that relationship influences you as a student. 

b. How would you describe the relationships among students and institutional agents 

in general?  Can you provide examples of how these relationships work? 

8. Please tell me how your understanding of NERC, and the institutional agents have 

changed over the time you have been here.  

9. Is there anything else you would like to add, or is there anything I have not asked that 

you would like to include in your thoughts about the culture at this campus? 

[SCRIPT] Thank you so much for your time. I really appreciate your willingness to 

engage in this interview with me.  

If you should have any questions about this research project, please be in touch at any 

time. My contact information is included on the consent document. Thank you again, and please 

have a great day. 
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APPENDIX E FIELD WORK SCHEDULE 

Fieldwork Schedule: 

 Week 1 Schedule 

Date Oct 

24, 2016 

Oc

t 25,  2016 

Oct 

26,  2016 

Oct 

27, 2016 

Oct 

28, 2016 

Meet with Director of IR   X   

Informal Tour of Campus X     

Review Campus 

Announcements, Bulletin 

Board items, School 

Papers, etc. 

X   X X 

Interview #1   X   

Interview #2    X  

Observe Passion, Learning, 

& Power Learning 

Community 9 am- 11:30 

am 

   X  

Observe Halloween Safe 

Trick or Treat 3:00 pm to 

5:00 pm 

  X   

Observe Learning  

Community FYS & 

Developmental Math  8:00 

am to 11:10 am 

 X    

Observe Assessment Day 

Activities 

    X 

 

 Week 2 Schedule 

Date  Dec 6,  2016 Dec 7,  2016 Dec 8, 2016 Dec 9, 2016 

Informal Tour of Campus 

(Satellite) 

 X    

Review Campus 

Announcements, Bulletin 

Board items, School 

Papers, etc. 

 X X X X 

Interview #3  X  X  

Interview #4   X   

Interview #5    X  

Interview #6    X  

Interview #7    X  
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Observe  9 am- 11:30 am 

Writing 

Composition/Fusion 

 X    

Observe Comparing 

Civilizations 10:00 am to 

12:00 pm 

  X   

Informal Observations 

Student Commons 

 X X X X 

 

 Week 3 Schedule  

Date Jan 

17,  2017 

Jan 

18,  2017 

Jan 

19,  2017 

Jan 

20, 2017 

Jan 

23, 2017 

Spring Convocation X     

Review Campus 

Announcements, 

Bulletin Board items, 

School Papers, etc. 

 X X X  

Interview #8 X     

Interview #9   X   

Interview #10    X  

Interview #11    X  

Interview #12     X 

Observe Men’s 

Basketball Game, 6:30 

pm 

  X   

Observe Open Pool   X   

Observe Student 

Senate 3:00 pm to 5:00 

pm 

 X    
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APPENDIX F CODING STRUCTURE 

Codes 
Influence (Leadership) 
     dissuading leadership influence 

Appreciative Inquiry dissonance 
cross campus perceptions 

     supporting leadership influence 
Appreciative Inquiry presence 
change strategies 
connecting with community 
influence of professional development 
inspirational leaders 
leadership perspectives 
perception of institutional priorities 
tacit cultural knowledge 

Persistence (Students) 
      discouraging student persistence 

academic shame 
need career direction 
student academic support 
student advising dissonance 
student faculty dissonance 
student Hispanic language challenges 

      encouraging student persistence 
student connection with NERC 
student engagement 
student faculty connections 
student leadership 
student peer connections 
student perspectives 
transferring students 

Practice (Faculty) 
      dissuading faculty practice 

Adjuncting 
cross cultural dissonance 
developmental education dissonance 
faculty dissonance 
faculty questioning for specific answer 
Stereotyping 

     supportive faculty practice 
connecting to AI 
early teaching experience disparities 
faculty learning culture through observation 
faculty pedagogy 
faculty perception 
faculty role in developmental education 
faculty roles 
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faculty student focus 
influential faculty connection 
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APPENDIX G PARTICIPANT INTERACTIONS MAP 
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APPENDIX H TABLE OF SYMBOLS 

Table 5.  

 

Table of Symbols 

Micro-Case Campus a Gender b Participant c Ethnicity d Role e 

Learning 

Community 

H F Kristin W Adjunct Faculty 

Learning 

Community 

H F Lois W Adjunct Faculty 

Learning 

Community 

S F Teresa W Full Time 

Faculty 

Learning 

Community 

H F Brenda W Full Time 

Faculty 

Learning 

Community 

H F Leandra L Full Time 

Faculty 

Learning 

Community 

S F Jennifer W Full Time 

Faculty 

Student Life H M Michael W Student 

Student Life H M Roger W Student 

Student Life S F Penelope B Student 

Student Life H M Jerry W Student 

Leadership H M Lawrence W President 

Leadership H M Brian W V.P. 

Academic/Stude

nt Affairs 

Note. The table above identifies the symbols attached to participant identity in this study. 
a Campus is H = Home campus (rural) or S = Satellite campus (urban). 
b Gender is F = female, M = male. 
c Ethnicity is W = white, L =Latina, B = Black. 
e Role is the institutional position occupied by each participant. 
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APPENDIX I SYMBOLIC PRESENCE IN THE MICRO-CASES 

 

Table 6. 

Symbolic Presence in the Micro-Cases 

 
Gender Ethnicity Campus Role 

Micro-Case M F W L B H S FTF AF S SL 

Learning 
Communities 

        
-    

   
100  

     
83.33  

      
16.67  

          
-    

     
75 

      
25 

     
66.67  

       
33.33  

           
-    

             
-    

            

Student Life 
     
75  

     
25      75 

             
-       25  

     
75 

      
25             -    

              
-    

           
-    

             
-    

            

Leadership 
   
100  

            
-      100  

             
-    

          
-    

   
100  

             
-                -    

              
-    

           
-        100 

Note. M = male; F = female; W = white; L = Latina/o; B = black; FTF = full time faculty; AF = 

adjunct faculty; S = student; SL = senior leader.  The above table identifies the percentage of 

participants who self-identified in each of the symbol categories above.  The percentage for 

each category (gender, ethnicity, and role) was computed based on the total participants in 

each of the micro-cases comprising this study.  For the learning communities there were six (n 

=6) participants, the Student Life micro-case consisted of four (n = 4) participants, and the 

leadership micro-case consisted of two (n = 2) participants.  The percentage for each micro-

case was based on the respective total number of participants for that study, and computed 

separately for each of the four symbolic categories reported.  
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APPENDIX J INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL BALL STATE 

UNIVERSITY 
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APPENDIX K INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL-NORTHEASTERN 

REGIONAL COMMUNITY COLLEGE 
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