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Abstract 

This study documented the influence of the completion agenda on decision-making by 

community college career and technical education (CTE) deans. Ten career and technical 

programs deans were identified as the sample for the study. Washington State was selected 

because of the Student Achievement Initiative that was developed as a completion agenda 

initiative and a performance based funding model. A narrative analysis was used to code data 

from transcripts of a single in-person interview conducted with each one of ten CTE deans at 

seven technical colleges in Washington State. The interview questions were designed to discover 

the participants’ perceptions of the internal and external forces that influence CTE deans’ 

decision-making and the influence of the completion agenda. The major findings of this study 

were developed within the theoretical framework of Resource Dependency Theory. Results 

indicated that there are number of internal and external factors influencing CTE dean decision-

making with budgeting and faculty interactions being the most prevalent. These factors showed a 

strong connection to Resource Dependency Theory and it is clear that the CTE deans perceive 



 

limited control on factors which impact their decision-making. Further, the influence of the 

completion agenda was not viewed as significant and the deans were neither threatened nor 

inspired by it.  The respondents expressed a perceived conflict between providing immediate 

career opportunities for the students they serve and meeting the requirements of the completion 

agenda. The CTE deans struggled between supporting their students’ interest in receiving 

training to move into the workforce and the need to graduate more students to meet the needs of 

the Student Achievement Initiative. These findings support the need for further research on the 

influence of business and industry on CTE students’ ability to earn more degrees and certificates 

to meet the needs of the completion agenda.  The research suggests the benefit of community 

college CTE deans partnering with employers to allow students to move up or into the workforce 

while having release time or support to complete associates degrees to meet the completion 

agenda goals. 
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Running Head:  INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION- 
MAKING  
  

Chapter One:  Focus and Significance 
 

 “Setting a goal is not the main thing. It is deciding how you will go about achieving it 

and staying with that plan.” (Landry, n.d.) This quote by the long-time coach of the Dallas 

Cowboys, Tom Landry, provides a perfect description of the challenge faced by United States 

institutions of higher education that are expected to heed the call of the “completion agenda” 

without one plan which has proven to be successful. The term completion agenda is generic and 

simply refers to a directive to inspire, fund, and incentivize more post-secondary degrees and 

certificates at the four-year and two-year institutional level. O’Banion (2010) observed that for 

more than a century the Student Access Agenda led the community college movement, and 

between 1990 and 2010 it was the Student Success Agenda that became the overarching goal for 

community colleges. The pressure for higher education institutions, community colleges in 

particular, to graduate more students is not new, but the incentives from a variety of entities 

including the President of the United States, private foundations, state governments, employers, 

and the public has taken on a new level of intensity since the Great Recession of 2009. As a 

result the recently minted Student Success Agenda evolved into the Completion Agenda, with a 

fine-tuned goal supported by a national and urgent imperative to move students through the 

system quickly and with efficiency. O’Banion (2010) labeled the completion agenda as a 

“tectonic shift” (p. 45) since there has never been a community college movement so widely 

supported by deep pockets and focused on by entities worldwide. He noted that the focus in 

almost all cases is the students who most widely attend community colleges: low-income, 

underprepared, and underrepresented.   

 The nature of the problem is particularly acute with community college students not 

earning a sufficient number of degrees and certificates. Although the goals of the completion  
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agenda may be widely identified, it is not clear who knows the successful plan that can be 

executed to achieve these goals and to determine what role community college administrators, 

specifically career and technical education (CTE) deans (higher education mid-level 

managers/leaders), play in meeting the goals of the completion agenda. With the pressure on 

CTE deans to meet the demands associated with supervising faculty and staff, meeting student 

needs, and responding to the future employee training expectations from local business and 

industry employers, it is unknown if meeting the goals of the completion agenda is a factor in 

their every day decision-making. 

 Manyika, Lund, Auguste, Mendonca, Welsh, and Ramaswamy (2011) stated that more 

than 21 million new jobs need to be created in this decade to put Americans back to work and 

that the six sectors having the greatest job growth are health care, business services, leisure and 

hospitality, construction, manufacturing, and retail. These areas, which are traditionally taught in 

community college career and technical education programs, account for 66% of today’s 

employment and 85% of the new jobs created. While the completion agenda places pressure on 

community colleges to increase the number of associate degrees, career and technical education 

deans face local economic and workforce development pressure to produce trained workers, 

some requiring associate degrees in health professions such as dental hygiene and nursing, and 

for other students simply gaining new skills in areas such as welding or auto body repair 

programs. The question for the career and technical education deans to answer in the context of 

potential administrative and funding pressures from the completion agenda is do all of these 

students need an associate degree or certificate to earn family wage jobs and to find meaningful 

employment?    
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 O’Banion (2010) noted “Complete can mean finished, ended, concluded; the completion 

agenda carries the connation of an endpoint” (p. 45). He wondered if there is a danger of 

returning to the terminal-degree idea from the 1940’s where much emphasis was placed on the 

degree and certificate as the endpoint of a student’s college experience. Community colleges 

took decades to escape this paradigm and to be seen as an educational experience to attract and 

enroll lifelong learners. Today’s learners must be prepared for the challenges of not just their 

first job after earning an education, but of the next five or six jobs. The responsibility is on the 

community college leaders, who understand and support the community college mission 

dedicated to lifelong learning, to make sure that the federal and state agencies behind the 

completion agenda do not make an assumption that our work is done when the sought-after 

degree or certificate is earned (O’Banion, 2010). 

 Moore (2015) provided insight into one faction of these community college leaders, the 

faculty, and explored their social construction for a shared meaning of change, in this case as it 

related to the completion agenda. Moore’s research found that the faculty interviewed were 

aware of the external changes to their work associated with the completion agenda and its impact. 

Lang (2016) evaluated community college student affairs officers’ perceptions of their 

institutions assessment of student learning outcomes, an aspect of a student’s educational 

experience that relates to the completion agenda. Lang’s study, like Moore’s, found that the 

senior student affairs leaders were aware of the higher education reforms movement messaging 

and that they felt the pressure to improve student outcomes as a result.  

 However, the literature review for this study did not yield research on the role of another 

sector of community college leaders, the CTE deans, and their related decision-making as it 

pertains to the completion agenda. There is potential with the current national and state focus on 
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the completion agenda, as detailed in the “Background of the Problem” section of this chapter, 

that community college CTE deans may feel compelled to focus their limited resources and 

decision-making on issues related to their academic programs which yield more degrees over the 

programs and courses for which students are more likely to simply take classes to acquire 

training or learning. Kenton, Huba, Schuh, and Shelley (2005) stated that Resource Dependency 

Theory (RDT) explains the behavior of an organization dependent on another, higher 

organization and the actions needed to survive and function in that dynamic. Using the 

theoretical framework of RDT, outlined further in this chapter, this study will explore whether 

CTE community college deans’ decision-making might be impacted by the completion agenda 

goals that may focus on two-year institutions’ outcomes such as degree and certificate 

production in exchange for state funding. 

 Shulock and Offenstein (2012) noted that often, community college career and technical 

education students make far more progress in completing course work than they do in acquiring 

credentials in their fields. Students coming to community colleges today struggle to find an 

effective path at the community college to develop job skills to be able to gain family-wage jobs 

and launch viable and sustainable careers. Students in community colleges are represented by 

military veterans joining the civilian workforce at midcareer, displaced and dislocated workers 

needing to retool for new employment opportunities, underrepresented and underprepared 

students who may arrive with credit for prior learning or apprenticeship training, and former 

college students needing to combine credits to earn a degree (Connecting Credentials, 2016).  

These students may choose to enroll in CTE programs and could be impacted by the decision-

making of deans overseeing these areas in terms of new curriculum program development and 

faculty hiring. Furthermore, if the completion agenda goals established within the deans’ states 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

5 

or institutions are tied to funding in exchange for degree and certificate completion, as is the case 

in performance and outcome based funding as described in Chapter Two of this study, it is 

possible that the resources and decision-making by the CTE deans could focus on high degree 

producing programs over those for which students are more likely to enroll in classes but not 

necessarily complete a degree or certificate. 

 In a study on California community colleges’ career and technical educational programs, 

Shulock, Moore, and Offenstein (2011) reported that many transfer-bound students do not bother 

to earn an associate degree in some technical transferable fields due to a perceived lack of market 

value. They observed that many career and technical program students are older, working adults 

who value the coursework over earning degrees as a way to increase their job security or to seek 

advancement, and as many as 10% already had earned certificates or bachelor’s degrees. Many 

students in the study were seeking certifications for industry or licensure and did not need or 

have intentions of earning a degree or certificate that could be tracked and reported toward a 

completion agenda outcome. 

  Career and technical education deans partnering with local advisory councils may feel 

pressure to produce a skilled workforce rather than meeting the demands of the completion 

agenda. Bailey, Leinbach, Scott, Alfonso, Kienzl, and Kennedy (2003) observed that community 

college students are more sensitive to the varying demands from the local labor market than are 

four-year college students. They are more likely to seek an occupational credential, see 

themselves as employees rather than students, and work while enrolled. Kienzel, Alfonso, and 

Melguizo (2007) reinforced the unique relationship between students studying in career and 

technical education programs at community colleges and the local economy by stating that 

businesses look for students with sub-baccalaureate credentials locally, while students with a 
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sub-baccalaureate education tend to look locally for employment. The authors noted that since 

institutions are closely tied to local business and industry, the local economic climate is 

especially important for community college students. 

 The question remains: what will it take for institutions to meet the goals of the 

completion agenda and to assist community college students with meeting their graduation and 

career goals? The literature on the completion agenda goals and initiatives is replete with 

suggestions for improvement to be implemented by community college executive teams in 

response to changing funding models, by faculty to realign their curriculum and offerings, and by 

student affairs professionals to provide different academic support. There does not appear to be a 

role or direction for career and technical education deans. Career and technical education deans 

face conditions that are not ripe for producing more degrees and certificates. As an example, 

Shulock et al. (2011) characterized California community college career and technical education 

programs as not being a system priority; offering weak transfer pathways and credential 

structures; and having poor accountability systems, underdeveloped data, costs that are higher 

than transfer programs, and a lack of integration within the institutions operationally. 

Purpose of Study 
 
 The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain insight and to assess what influence the 

completion agenda and its stated goals have on decision-making by community college deans; 

specifically deans overseeing faculty and staff in career and technical education programs. A 

quickly aging baby-boomer workforce has created a demand from business and industry on 

community college CTE programs to produce new workers (Dougherty & Townsend, 2006). 

Career and technical programs have been identified as a unique area of focus for the completion 

agenda since it is not necessarily the goal of the students and the employers waiting to hire those 
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who have been trained in these programs to earn an associate degree or certificate. Romano and 

Palmer (2016) noted that community college students often enter with intentions of earning a 

degree, but research shows that most do not earn a credential or complete a degree. Students 

studying in health programs at the community college level, many of which require an associate 

degree for employment, earn degrees at higher levels than students who may find employment in 

high-demand labor markets and leave the college prior to completing a degree or certificate, as in 

computer technology, for example. The labor market conditions of the region for the community 

college can impact college completion outcome rates, depending on whether a degree or 

certificate is required for employment. 

Research Questions  
 
   The research questions for this qualitative study are defined as: 

 1) What internal and external forces do career and technical education dean   

  decision-makers in Washington State technical colleges perceive are impacting  

  decisions they are required to make for the programs they administer?  

 2) What evidence exists to demonstrate the influence of the completion agenda on  

  career and technical education dean decision-making? 

3)  Do career and technical education dean decision-makers perceive that there is  

  a conflict between providing immediate career opportunities for the students they  

  serve, versus degree completion (meeting the needs of the completion agenda)?    

 These questions were asked to determine whether and/or how the completion agenda 

factors into CTE dean decision-making. These interview questions were designed to solicit from 

the dean being interviewed his or her awareness of the completion agenda and how it may have a 

positive, negative, or no effect on the decisions she or he makes. Questions were asked to assess 
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how deans interpret the completion agenda and what influence it has on their routine decision-

making. The answers were analyzed from the deans’ interview responses seeking evidence on 

whether they did or did not make decisions as a result of the constraints placed on them with 

funding models resulting from the completion agenda. By utilizing the tenets of RDT, an 

analysis was made on whether concerns with funding being removed or reduced has an impact 

on the decisions made by CTE deans. 

Theoretical Framework 
 

This study analyzed the influence of the completion agenda goals, as manifested by 

initiatives and funding from federal, state, or private foundation sources has on the actions of the 

dependent organization (community colleges and specifically upon career and technical 

education deans). RDT provided the logical framework for the literature review and supported 

the specific research questions and the design of the study’s methodological approach. RDT 

states that “the unequal distribution of valued resources make the emergence of asymmetric 

exchange and power relations between organizations inevitable” (Johnson, 1995, pp. 3-4). While 

community colleges have always had to rely upon local taxes, tuition revenues, and state 

appropriations for their funding sources, the particular focus of this study was on the new and 

additional funding sources, such as performance based and outcomes based funding which are 

being supported and touted by the completion agenda, and how deans may be influenced by RDT 

in their decision-making. 

As a social organizational theory, RDT examines the role of external constraints on 

organizations. This theory states that when leaders and decision-makers, initially college 

presidents and executive team members, face external constraints, such as with a completion 

agenda funding models like Performance Based Funding (PBF) or Outcomes Based Funding 
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(OBF) which dictate that certain measures have been met, the dependent organization will make 

an attempt to free itself from these constraints. The leaders in an institution may also choose to 

accommodate the change in order to avoid facing the prospect of their particular academic 

programs or even their institutions no longer being in existence (Kenton et al., 2005). 

Christensen (1997) provided insight into the impact of resource dependency on industry 

and organizational leader decision-making that applies to this study. He observed that most 

executives (in this case community college leaders) believe that they are in charge of their 

organizations, making critical decisions, and when they make decisions their followers follow.  

But in practice it is those who provide the revenues or funding who actually call the shots. He 

stated that this observation supports what he considers the controversial theory of resource 

dependence, which maintains that an organization’s “freedom of action is limited to satisfying 

the needs of those entities outside the firm (customers and investors, primarily) that give it the 

resources it needs to survive” (p. 118). The contention some have with resource dependency is 

that leaders and decision-makers are powerless to have an impact on the organization because of 

their dependency on the demands placed on those who provide the funding. He stated that 

resource dependency theorists therefore conclude that the role of the leader who must adapt to 

the needs of those who support the organization financially is solely symbolic.  Ultimately he 

agreed that the successful organizations are those that realize the important of the entity 

providing the funding over the executive decisions. 

Walters (2012), referring to the Complete College America (CCA) non-profit 

organization dedicated to increasing the number of degree and certificates attained in the United 

States, stated that the primary strategy suggested by CCA is to shift to state-level performance 

funding.  By moving from state appropriated funding based on FTE enrollment alone to one that 
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rewards institutions for outcomes achieved such as credentials earned or classes completed, it 

acknowledges that funding is a power incentive and will allow states to also align their fiscal 

policies with their goals to support economic prosperity and the needs of workforce development.  

He concluded with a bold statement that could support Resource Dependency Theory’s impact 

on community college dean decision-making: “CCA’s premise is that colleges and universities 

will not do the right thing unless they are paid to do so; it’s all about the money” (p. 34). 

As the interviews for collecting data from career and technical education deans unfolded, 

with the questions framed within Resource Dependency Theory, it was interesting to listen and 

look for support or lack of support for the notion that these deans must adhere to the completion 

agenda and related funding sources in the process of making decisions for their academic 

programs. 

Background of the Problem 
 
 The need for a completion agenda to encourage students to fulfill their educational goals 

by earning a degree after attending a community college or university may seem unnecessary, 

yet the statistics tell another story. Previously a nation that once led the world in college 

completion rates, the United States now ranks 16th in the world for 25-34 year olds (American 

Association of Community Colleges, 2012). The problem with the number of degrees and 

certificates earned at community colleges in the United States may be related to there not being 

enough students pursuing a post-secondary education. In 2012-2013, 43% of all undergraduates 

students or roughly 10.5 million students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2015b), or 

nearly half of the United States undergraduates, attended 1,100 community colleges to take 

credit classes (Hosansky, 2015). Of the 2.9 million students aged 16 to 24 who graduated from 

high school between January and October in 2014, only 68.4% went on to study at two-year and 
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four-year institutions in the fall of 2014 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015). Eighty percent 

of students entering a community college indicated that they intended to earn a bachelor’s degree 

or higher, yet after six years after they first enrolled, only 15% had done so (Shapiro, Dundar, 

Chen, Ziskin, Park, Torres, and Chiang, 2012). The likelihood is low that students will earn an 

associate degree within the 150% normal time (three years). This is evidenced by only 29.4% of 

students beginning at two-year institutions in 2010 completing degrees within three years 

 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015b). When compared to the 2013 six-year 

graduation rate for first-time, full-time undergraduates who began their pursuit of a bachelor’s 

degree at a four-year institution in the fall of 2007 at 59%, one can see that the rate of completion 

for first-time in college, community college students is far lower than for those beginning at a 

four-year institution (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015a).   

 Bailey et al. (2015) postulated that in addition to the publication of graduation rates 

exposing community college rates less than 20%, and even in single digits, four additional 

circumstances contributed to the national and statewide focus on the completion agenda. As 

business and industry technologies evolved, family-wage positions began to require an education 

beyond a high school degree.  By 2018 it is estimated that approximately two-thirds of all jobs in 

America will require employees to have earned a postsecondary degree or certificate (American 

Association of Community Colleges, 2012). Policymakers and the labor market required higher-

level credentials, such as community college associate degrees and certificates. The completion 

agenda moved beyond the attention of policymakers and educators into the mainstream media.  

 Once President Obama’s 2009 American Graduation Initiative called attention to the 

completion agenda, it was not long before additional and similar initiatives appeared on the 

scene. Private foundations, anxious to support the desired increase in college graduation rates, 
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launched fund-raising efforts and initiatives. These included the Lumina Foundation’s “Big 

Goal,” designed to achieve a 60% degree attainment rate for 25-64 year olds by 2025, and the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation drive to double the number of degrees and certificates 

awarded among low-income students. By 2013, these private foundations had invested $343 

million. The National Governors Association followed with its goal of creating eight million 

more college student graduates by 2020 (Huber, 2013). 

American Association of Community Colleges (2012) asserted that the American dream 

is at risk and that there is a significant opportunity for community colleges to improve on 

counseling and advising students, aligning programmatic and degree offerings to more closely 

meet the demands of the labor market, and teaching students the skills required in the 21st 

century for the United States to remain globally competitive. The report states that the redesign 

which will result in an increase of degree credentials will not come simply because of more 

funding or from goals established through a myriad of initiatives, but from the commitment of 

community college leaders and their ability to reallocate existing resources to finance effective 

educational practices.   

Definitions of Terms 
 
 Higher education, like any industry sector, is riddled with terminology not necessarily 

found in everyday vernacular. Roberts (2010) encouraged researchers when writing their 

dissertation to define terms with common meanings or that could be easily misunderstood. 

Roberts’s direction to define terms operationally was especially important for this study’s main 

topics of the “completion agenda,” “CTE dean decision-maker,” “performance based funding,” 

and “outcomes based funding,” which could easily be left to the interpretation of the reader if not 

defined carefully. In order to provide for ease of reading of this document the following key 
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terms have been provided.  

• Career and Technical Education (CTE) 

Career and Technical Education is a term that applies to both the secondary 

and post-secondary educational systems. It is also referred to as vocational 

or work-related education. CTE is used to describe programs within 

community colleges designed to prepare students for entry-level technical 

positions in business and industry. The term Professional-Technical 

Education is also used and can be interchanged with this term. This can 

occur after earning an associate of applied science or simply by taking 

courses offered in CTE programs at the community college level (Cohen, 

Brawer, & Kisker, 2014). 

• Community College Dean (CTE Dean) 

Russell (2000) defined an "academic dean" as an administrator who 

supervises faculty, provides leadership for department chairs in academic 

units with multiple departments or divisions, and oversees the fiscal 

operations of the academic discipline area. He or she typically reports to an 

executive team member such as an associate vice president, executive dean 

or vice president. 

• Decision-Making 

For purposes of this study, decision-making is left open to the interpretation 

of those interviewed. Generally speaking, it refers to fiscal decisions related 

to supervising faculty and staff, curriculum development, advisory council 

interactions and appointments, and equipment purchasing. 
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• Completion Agenda  

The term completion agenda is generic and simply refers to a directive to 

inspire, fund, and incentivize more post-secondary degrees and certificates 

at the four-year and two-year institutional level. Shapiro et al. (2012) 

provided context for a definition of the completion agenda that President 

Obama’s first budget proposal included a five-year, $2.5 billion Access and 

Completion Incentive Fund designed to support states to assist low-income 

students with completing their college education. This budget proposal was 

further supported by the President’s announcement in 2009 of his American 

Graduation Initiative (AGI) to pave the way for America to have the highest 

proportion of college graduates in the world. The AGI was a call to action 

that would require five million more students to earn college degrees and 

certificates in just 11 years. 

• Full-Time Equivalency (FTE) 

FTE is a method to convert the number of part time students or faculty into  

an equivalent full time status for the purpose of standardization.  For 

example, if you were counting 30 students who are each enrolled in six 

credit hours, it would equal 12 FTE students if the full-time status standard 

were 15 credit hours.  This differs from headcount that represents all 

students and faculty, regardless of enrolled credits or teaching assignment 

(Goldstein, 2012). 
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• Performance Based Funding (PBF) 

Performance based funding ties state funding for institutions directly to 

meeting established performance indicators (Cohen et al., 2014). Public 

higher education institutions funded with performance based funding are 

done so by measuring outcomes such as retention rates, course and degree 

completion, and job placement rather than by utilizing measures such as 

enrollment and hours of instruction. PBF typically focuses on six 

components: goals, performance indicators, success criteria, indicator 

weights, allocation methods, and funding levels (Harbour, 2002). 

• Outcomes Based Funding (OBF) 

Miao (2012) defined Outcomes Based Funding (OBF) as a variation of 

performance funding. OBF is based on agreements between state funding 

entities and institutions of higher education to provide a certain level of 

funding should the institution meet expected established outcomes. OBF is 

built into the base funding for the institution with an expectation that pre-

identified outcomes will be met and funded accordingly, while performance 

based funding is provided as a supplement to more traditional forms of 

funding such as full-time equivalency (FTE) enrollment. 

• PBF 1.0 and PBF 2.0 (Also referred to as OBF) 

Another term for PBF is PBF 1.0, as the traditional form of performance 

based funding that provides state funding to institutions of higher education 

in the form of a bonus over and above the regularly allocated funding. PBF 

2.0 or Outcomes Based Funding, which is just beginning to be utilized in 
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states such as Ohio and Tennessee is not a bonus, but instead is the basic 

formula upon which state appropriated funding to public institutions in each 

state is based (Dougherty & Reddy, 2011). 

Practical Significance of the Study 
 
 With the research demonstrating that there is a wealth of information on the completion 

agenda and what a wide number of organizations vested in student success have identified as the 

means by which to meet the agenda’s goals, what is needed from a practical standpoint is 

information on what role the deans as decision-makers at the community college can have in 

guaranteeing its success  

 After reading this study, community college executives and CTE deans may utilize the 

findings in this study to take into consideration the unique impact the completion agenda has on 

fiscal decisions related to community college CTE programs. The findings could support a CTE 

dean’s argument that there are additional factors to take into consideration when making 

decisions beyond responding to the pressure and demands of the completion agenda. As 

highlighted by Bailey et al. (2015) in reference to support for the transition of the cafeteria style 

model of course offerings and advisement to the guided pathways, in order to create and sustain 

the guided pathway model, which supports the completion agenda, the community college needs 

a critical mass of faculty and staff ready to collaborate, engage, and support such an 

improvement. It is the deans who oversee the faculty and staff who could have an impact on their 

engagement in the process and potentially move the completion agenda goals to implementation. 

 As an example of the contributions this study could provide to the puzzle for meeting the 

goals and action plans for the completion agenda, McClenny (2013) alludes to the reaction of 

community college leaders, faculty and staff as they are more willing to look at the honest data 
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related to community college students’ experiences through their institutions’ participation in 

Achieving the Dream (ATD).  ATD, along with the Center for Community College Engagement 

includes nearly 200 institutions committed to using data and research to implement change on 

their campuses designed to fulfill the goals of the completion agenda. McClenny contended that 

true change would require faculty members to engage with campus deans, executive team 

members, and staff in discussions on their institution’s student experiences and outcomes and to 

involve themselves in the redesign of the curriculum to support an increase in degree and 

certificate completion. As the managers of the faculty, the deans may impact the role the faculty 

could play and therefore have an impact on the completion agenda. 

 Financial support for the completion agenda is manifesting by changing to state funding 

models in the form of performance or outcome based funding and increased availability of 

foundation grant support (Dougherty & Reddy, 2013). As community college budgets are 

typically managed at the executive level (Goldstein, 2012) the question arises as to what is the 

level of awareness on the part of the career and technical education deans of the completion 

agenda-inspired financial mandates or incentives. Do deans take into consideration the influence 

of the completion agenda as they make decisions related to faculty hires, curriculum 

development or changes, and do they make use of the advice coming from their business 

advisory councils? The research is relatively silent on the career and technical education deans’ 

awareness of the completion agenda and their role in fulfilling its goals as the managers of the 

faculty.   

  Following the path of those entities that are critical for the success of the completion 

agenda, there is a potential gap that this study may address. Both research and common media 

have articulated the interest of the federal and state governments in the completion agenda, and 
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foundations such as Gates and Lumina have sponsored a multitude of initiatives to determine 

what needs to be done to fulfill the agenda. These initiatives focus on the role of the faculty, 

administration, and student support services, but the role for the dean, especially of career and 

technical educational programs, has not been specifically identified or researched. As the 

managers for the faculty, who ultimately have influence over the students for whom we are 

trying to increase degree attainment and goal completion, what influence does the completion 

agenda have on the deans? This study has the potential to provide insight to answer this question. 

It may also provide guidance to proponents of the completion agenda at the federal and state 

government levels, as well as within the foundations, into the level of sensitivity demonstrated 

by the behavior of the deans, as managers of the faculty, to the related financial constraints or 

opportunities presented.   

Scholarly Significance of the Study 
 
 Since President Obama’s announcement of his commitment to the American Graduation 

Initiative in 2009, articles can be found both on his renewed focus on the completion agenda and 

community colleges, in particular. With the subsequent investment and support of the completion 

agenda by funding entities such as Lumina and the Bill and Melinda Gates foundations, research 

can be identified documenting their efforts. Yet, during the literature review phase of this study it 

has become evident that there is a lack of research and literature available on the specific 

influence of the completion agenda on the decisions made by community college career and 

technical education deans. As a manifestation of a response to the completion agenda, 

performance funding’s specific impact on the number of community college students earning 

CTE degrees and certificates and the effect on the CTE mid-level deans’ decision-making was 
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not addressed in the literature (e.g., Dougherty and Reddy, 2013; Hillman, Tandberg, and Fryar, 

2015). This issue warrants further study.  

 This dearth of literature on the completion agenda’s influence on community college 

career and technical education deans may be related to the amount of time it takes for research to 

be conducted, peer reviewed, juried, and printed in a research journal. Given that the resurgence 

of the completion agenda and its perceived importance to the federal and state governments, 

foundations, colleges and universities began around the time of the Great Recession of 2009 and 

with Obama’s launch of the American Graduation Initiative, it may be that be literature will 

become available when more time has passed. It could also be that those who would take into 

consideration the role that the career and technical education deans play at community colleges 

are not the same researchers who are focusing their research on how to guide community 

colleges’ administration, faculty, and student affairs professionals to meet the goals of the 

agenda. 

 Resource Dependency Theory is a theory that might naturally apply to the decisions 

made by community college administrators and deans. Research was not discovered in the course 

of this study evidencing the relationship between Resource Dependency Theory and the dean 

decision-making literature described in Chapter Two of this dissertation. This study has the 

potential to add to the body of research on Resource Dependency Theory by providing empirical 

evidence from the interviews and subsequent study findings, that this theory does have an impact 

on the decisions made by career and technical education deans at the community college level. 

 Based on the researcher’s experience with the gap in the literature around the completion 

agenda’s specific influence on the decision-making by community college career and technical 
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education deans, the results of the findings from this study have the potential to address the lack 

of research in the literature. 

Summary 
 
 The completion agenda is a generic term describing directives to inspire two- and four-

year institutions of higher education to fund and incentivize initiatives to increase the number of 

degrees and certificates earned. While the completion agenda can trace its roots to the 1947 

Truman Commission, the resurgence in both the research journals and common media came with 

President Obama’s AGI during the Great Recession of 2009.  Calling for the United States to 

become the highest producer of college graduates by 2020, which would mean production of an 

additional five million degree and certificates, the AGI spurred on actions by foundations such as 

the Bill and Melinda Gates and Lumina to heed the call of the completion agenda as well. 

Initiatives such as Lumina’s Achieving the Dream, Gates’ Completion by Design, Complete 

College America, and the National Governors Association’s Compete to Complete all identified 

problems associated with students not earning enough degrees and certificates and possible 

solutions to address the deficits. Community colleges became the central focus of the completion 

agenda with nearly half of all United States undergraduates attending two-year institutions.  

 The completion agenda along with a stronger demand for accountability by policymakers 

at the state government levels has resulted in a resurgence of performance and outcome based 

funding models. The dependency of the community colleges on state funding to supplement 

tuition, fees, and other funding sources to remain fiscally solvent supports Resource Dependency 

Theory as the logical theoretical framework for the study. 

 Initiatives underway that are designed to meet the goals of the completion agenda clearly 

identify steps to be taken by senior administration, faculty, and student support services. What is 
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not clear in the research is the role of the career and technical education deans, as the managers 

of the faculty and as mid-level community college leaders, in meeting the completion agenda 

goals. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 

 “The greatest gift you can give yourself as a researcher is to read and analyze the 

literature surrounding your study as early as possible” (Roberts, 2010, p. 85). Roberts imparted 

these words of wisdom, and Boote and Beile (2005) supported this idea by stating that 

performing a sophisticated, substantive, and thorough literature review is a precursor to 

conducting sufficient and significant research. By reviewing the literature on the proposed study 

topic, one can confirm whether this problem needs researching or has already been researched to 

death (Merriam, 2009). 

 The purpose of this literature review was to study current research related to the 

completion agenda’s influence on decision-making at the community college career and 

technical education (CTE) dean level. At many points while conducting the literature review this 

topic was nearly abandoned due to the failure to find references and research on this very 

specific topic. Reassurance from doctoral faculty and advisors, sitting community college 

presidents, and CTE deans convinced the researcher to push on with the understanding that this 

presents the ideal condition in which to conduct research and to produce a dissertation. 

Themes Explored 
 
 Finding articles and research on this specific topic was significantly challenging. For 

example, Dougherty and Reddy’s (2013) preparation for writing their most recent book 

Performance Funding for Higher Education: What are the Mechanisms? What are the Impacts? 

included a thorough review of the impact of Performance Based Funding (PBF) in all of the 

major electronic databases, in websites of state higher education coordinating boards who had 

implemented PBF at some point, and in a significant review of abstracts and summaries. Their 
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search resulted in just 60 studies that analyzed national data or documented specific state 

implementations. 

 While an attempt was made to identify ancillary topics for the literature review that 

intersected with the specific focus of the dissertation, such studies were not found. Figure 2.1 

presents a graphical representation of the approach used in this literature review researching 

satellite topics, labeled as themes, inherent in the title of the dissertation. 

 The research presented in Chapter Two serves to contextualize the topic of this study, as 

opposed to presenting a review of interrelated studies in the literature review. The study’s themes 

served as a foundation for the methodology used for the data collection described in Chapter 

Three. 

Criteria for Inclusion and Exclusion 
 
 Conducting research in the literature on a topic that is paper-thin created a natural 

circumstance for identifying what would be included and excluded in this study. The focus of 

this literature review was limited to source documents related to each of the themes explored. It 

included the unique characteristics and scope of community colleges and excluded a focus on the 

influence of the completion agenda on university level decision-makers. The studies reviewed 

referenced community college settings in order to provide context for the study and to assist with 

addressing the research questions. Although PBF and OBF models are mandated by state 

legislatures to fund both two-year and four-year public colleges and universities, this study 

excluded any reference to university student graduation, persistence, or educational goal setting, 

except to contrast the community college experience. 

 The research for this study was conducted by interviewing CTE deans in Washington 

State, as opposed to executive team members at higher levels within these community colleges. 
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Technical colleges within Washington State were included in the Seattle, Washington, area. This 

design was purposeful to research the possible influence of the completion agenda on decision-

making career and technical deans who may not be directly privy to statewide policy making 

activities, community college executive-level decisions related to funding, or public and private 

foundation-funded initiatives. Therefore an attempt was made to identify literature that related to 

community college administrators at the dean level and not senior-level administrators. 

Key Database and Search Terms Used in the Literature Search Process  
 
 Prior to writing this literature review, Creswell’s (2012) and Roberts’ (2010) chapters on 

reviewing the literature and writing the review were read. Literature reviews from sample 

dissertations were reviewed to provide the researcher with a diverse exposure to constructing this 

chapter of the dissertation. Roberts’ (2010) guidance to begin by identifying keywords and 

descriptions proved to be extremely helpful, along with tips on how to read, analyze, synthesize, 

organize, and write the literature review. Creswell’s (2012) suggestion to create a literature map 

provided a structure to assist with organizing the literature collected related to the topic. 

 When performing the initial literature review for the dissertation topic, the Oregon State 

University library website was accessed for lists of databases and searched for journal articles 

and books using the ERIC (EBSCO Host) database. Google Scholar was utilized to find articles 

using relevant search terms and the original source documents were located and read. Titles 

found in Google Scholar were entered into the OSU ERIC (EBSCO Host) database to ascertain 

whether the article was peer reviewed and to access journals without cost to the researcher. 

 References found at the end of various resources were studied, searched for, and located 

in the ERIC (EBSCO Host) database and Google Scholar. A multitude of doctoral dissertations, 

both quantitative and qualitative, were read about similar topics. The dissertations provided an 
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example of how to organize the literature review in a manner which supported this study’s 

research questions and planned methodology.  

 Zotero was the database used to track the references, and the use of the tag feature 

allowed key search terms to be associated with the various literary sources. This also provided a 

natural method by which to track authors citing similar concepts and allowed for the 

identification of the themes used in the literature review. 

A sampling of some of the primary search terms used for this study included: 

Completion agenda                     American Graduation Initiative   Truman Commission 

Career and Technical Education   Community College Deans         Performance Based Funding 

Outcomes Based Funding              Economic and Workforce Development                       

Decision-making       Achieving the Dream                    Resource Dependency Theory   

Student Achievement Initiative   Complete College America 

After reading sources associated with these satellite topics, it became evident that there 

are experts on the topic of the completion agenda and performance funding, so researcher names 

were utilized as search terms such as “Kevin Dougherty,” “Jung Cheol Shin,” “T. Sanford and 

J.L. Hunter,” “Joseph C. Burke,” “Sandy Schugart,” “Thomas R. Bailey,” “Shanna Smith 

Jaggars,” “Davis Jenkins,” “Terry O’Banion,” “Nancy Shulock,” and “Deborah Bragg.” 

The nature of this topic focused on community college dean decision-making and those 

conducting research on this would not likely be two-year faculty and administrators, but rather 

researchers in doctoral programs focused on higher education research. Understanding this, the 

author of this study joined The Council for the Study of Community Colleges; an organization 

composed primarily of university-level researchers, in an attempt to find more research on and 

related to the study’s topic. Additional resources for this literature review were identified in 
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organizations focused on community colleges such as the Education Policy Center, American 

Council on Education, American Association of Community Colleges, and the American 

Association of State Colleges and Universities. Publications from these organizations typically 

do not qualify as peer-reviewed scholarly literature review references, but they provided insight 

into discussions related to the study’s topic. 

Theme #1 – The Completion Agenda and Initiative Examples 
 

A logical theme with which to begin was to research literature on the completion agenda. 

The author’s intention with this was to look for any research on the completion agenda that 

mentioned its impact on community colleges and perhaps even on the CTE dean decision-

making. The hope was that references would be found to provide support that this is topic under 

discussion both by scholars and practitioners. 

While using Google Scholar to find articles on the completion agenda and entering this 

search term approximately 127,000 results were returned. Finding articles in scholarly journals 

and in the common media on the completion agenda was not difficult; the challenge was finding 

articles specifically addressing its impact on community college CTE dean decision-making.  

The completion agenda’s roots stem from the 1947 Truman Commission Report on 

Higher Education. When veterans returned from World War II, it became evident that the four-

year universities could not accommodate the vast number of students looking to earn a college 

degree. As a result, the Truman Commission Report on Higher Education focused on expanding 

college access and lowering financial barriers, allowing an opportunity for post-secondary higher 

education for all citizens, not just those with means. Looking to junior colleges as a logical place 

to accommodate veterans, the Commission created a new purpose for the two-year institutions 

and re-named them “community colleges” to reflect their integration into the life of the 
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community and their focus on offering terminal vocational educational degrees and not transfer 

programs alone (Gilbert and Heller, 2013). The Commission believed that at least 49% of the 

population had the ability to complete at least two years of post-secondary education with 33% 

having the potential to continue and earn an advanced liberal arts degree or professional 

education in a specialized field. The key recommendation of the Commission was to double the 

college attendance rate by 1960 with enrollments growing from 2.4 million in 1947 to 4.6 

million students (Gilbert and Heller, 2010). As a result of the recommendations of the Truman 

Commission Report on Higher Education, access to higher education expanded significantly over 

the next decades. The total fall enrollment in all post-secondary institutions of higher education 

between 1947 and 2011 grew from 2.3 million to 21 million, and in the 40 years between 1970 

and 2010, fall enrollment in community colleges expanded from 2.2 million to 7.2 million. The 

Truman Commission’s Report on Higher Education recommendations and support for the 

community college sector provided a post-World War II growing economy with a mechanism to 

train more workers and to increase access to students of color and students of lower economic 

backgrounds (Bailey, Jaggars, and Jenkins, 2015). 

Despite the rapid growth in enrollments at the nation’s two-year community colleges 

spurred by the Truman Commission Report on Higher Education’s recommendations and the 

return of the World War II veterans taking advantage of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 

1944, also known as the G.I. Bill, the 1980 to 1982 recessions and the Great Recession of 2009 

that tightened state budgets and reduced support for higher education put a new spotlight on the 

need to produce better measures for outcomes and to assess institutional effectiveness (Romano 

and Palmer, 2016). As a result, President Obama was prompted to announce the American 

Graduation Initiative 63 years after the debut of the Truman Commission Report on Higher 
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Education. President Obama challenged the United States to produce the highest number of 

college graduates, an additional five million degrees and certificates, in the world by 2020 

(Obama, 2009). Pressure from lawmakers and the public in light of declining resources to fund 

higher education demanded evidence that colleges and universities were putting Americans back 

to work and to address the ailing economy. The Great Recession of 2009 shifted the focus from 

measuring the quality of the students entering colleges to measuring the returns of attending, 

such as completion, evidenced by more degrees and certificates awarded (Romano and Palmer, 

2016) 

The shift from a focus on simply creating access for students to attend community 

colleges to focusing on measuring outcomes and the addition of a specific measure to compare 

institutional completion rates first began with the passage of the Student Right-to-Know and 

Campus Security Act of 1990. Title IV financial aid regulations from the Department of 

Education required institutions to publish graduation rates, and for the first time, there was a 

specific outcome that would allow students to compare institutional completion rates. Thirteen 

years later, President Obama proposed a college ranking system, and two-thirds of the states’ 

policymakers began in earnest to tie funding to outcomes over the previous FTE (full-time 

equivalent) enrollments (Bailey et al., 2015). With this shift in focus on the need to measure 

degree completion, outcomes took on a new level of importance nationally, and with financial 

support burgeoning from private foundations such as Lumina and Gates, the completion agenda 

moved front and center into the educational limelight. 

The American Association of Community Colleges, with support from the Gates and 

Kresge Foundations, lent its voice to the completion agenda by producing the 2012 report from 

the 21st-Century Commission on Community Colleges, Reclaiming the American Dream: 
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Community Colleges and the Nation’s Future.  The Commission was asked to safeguard the 

community college mission to provide millions of diverse and often underserved, first generation 

students with a high-quality education, while simultaneously challenging community college 

leaders to redesign and reimagine their institutions. To meet the goals of the wide variety of 

completion agenda initiatives, the report recommended three R’s for reimagining the community 

colleges: Redesign students’ educational experiences, Reinvent institutional roles, and Reset the 

system (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012). 

As early as 2010, on the heels of the announcement by President Obama of his American 

Graduation Initiative, the American Association of Community Colleges, along with the 

Association for Community College Trustees, the Center for Community College Student 

Engagement, the League for Innovation in the Community College, the National Institute for 

Staff and Organizational Development, and the Phi Theta Kappa Honor Society identified their 

solutions to support the completion agenda with their jointly signed document entitled 

“Democracy’s Colleges: Call to Action.”  Their goal was to produce 50% more students with 

high-quality degrees and certificates by 2020.  Among their many suggestions for institutional 

reform were suggestions to enhance instructional programs, contextualize general education, 

increase program flexibility, and institute mandatory requirements to accelerate students’ 

progress through developmental education. These suggestions all called for enhanced faculty 

engagement and increasing professional development opportunities for faculty and staff 

(McPhail, 2011).  

Bailey et al. (2015) suggested that faculty and student services professionals need to 

engage in meeting the goals of the completion agenda by moving away from the delivery model 

of “cafeteria style course offerings” to a “guided pathways” model. The cafeteria style model 
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refers to poorly explained programs of study, transfer, and career choices during rushed initial 

advising sessions, freeing students to choose from a wide variety of seemingly disconnected 

courses, and leaving students to navigate the enrollment processes and planning on their own.  

The authors argued that to raise the number of completions, the nation’s community colleges 

need to implement clearly identified guided pathways to degree and certificate completion and 

redesigned instruction to facilitate student learning and success. A significant number of reforms 

that have been suggested to support the completion agenda have not produced the outcomes 

desired because community colleges have not instituted systemic changes to move the 

organization’s focus from access to a focus on access with success. 

Walters (2012) named the Complete College America, a national nonprofit organization 

created in 2009 to raise the number of credentials earned in the United States, as the “standard 

bearer of the completion agenda” (p. 34). Walters related being told by reformers that college 

and university administrators and faculty do not care deeply about students succeeding to 

graduation, that they are not good managers who know how to focus on productivity analysis and 

they do not effectively utilize instructional technologies. He concluded that college and 

universities need to organize together and to welcome what he considers the positive aspects of 

the completion agenda, promote efforts for institutional improvement, and to develop more 

systems and projects to improve learning and success in order to support increased graduation 

rates. 

As president emeritus of the League for Innovation, Terry O’Banion partnered with the 

League for Innovation in the Community College to create “A Primer for Community College 

Faculty, Administrators, Staff, and Trustees” (O’Banion, 2013, p.1) which is filled with 

suggestions for community college administrators, faculty, and student services staff on how to 
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meet the goals of the completion agenda. He proposed the creation of the “Student Success 

Pathway: A Model for Institutional and Student Planning (SSP)” (O’Banion, 2013, p. 10) to 

assist community college students with navigating enrollment processes and learning in order to 

raise the number of credentials attained. O’Banion suggested that the SSP is a flexible model that 

can be tailored for diverse groups of students and take students from high school into 

admission/intake steps, through first-term courses, and to continuing progress on to graduation.  

Hallmarks of the SSP are “milestones” and “momentum” (O’Banion, 2013, p.12), benchmarks 

used to gauge both institutional and student progress. The marks are set by each institution and 

focus on a variety of accomplishments such as earning 15 or 30 college-level credits, completing 

developmental coursework, filing a plan to graduate, and transferring to a four-year institution; 

as students accumulate these milestones, they gain momentum toward completion. 

Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl (2010) addressed the issue of why the completion agenda is 

the hot topic in higher education circles today. The Great Recession the United States 

experienced in the late 2000s was one of the prime reasons community colleges caught the 

attention of the federal administration and the common media with factory closures and 

sweeping layoffs sending displaced workers to the nation’s community colleges to re-tool and 

hone their skills for reemployment. At the same time, jobs requiring at least an associate degree 

were growing twice as fast those that did not require a college degree. 

Students come to community colleges for a variety of reasons including to earn an 

associate degree, first-year (short-term certificates) or second year certificate (long-term 

certificate), to take classes to prepare to transfer to the four-year universities, and for personal 

enrichment. With the push for more students to complete degrees and certificates to meet the 
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demands of the completion agenda and in many more instances than before, to meet job posting 

criteria, the number of students earning degrees is on the rise (Carnevale et al., 2010). 

Dadgar and Trimble (2014) stated that between 2000 and 2010 there was a 151% increase 

in the number of short-term certificates awarded, increasing the share of students holding this 

credential from 16% to 24% in just one decade. While these statistics bode well for community 

colleges funded by performance and outcome based funding models, this study noted that 

earning an associate degree or long-term certificate has been associated with an increased 

likelihood for the certificate holder to find employment, earn higher wages, and obtain additional 

work hours. However, there are minimal or no positive effects in the research for those earning 

short-term certificates. 

An additional factor to support the increased attention on the completion agenda is the 

cost of earning an associate degree or certificate and the rising cost of higher education for 

community college students. Complete College America (2014) stated that the standard rate by 

which to measure graduation rates for two-year community college is now three years. The 

national student loan debt has surpassed three trillion dollars, the figure for the combined credit 

card and car loan debts in America. With the average cost for every extra year of community 

college being $15,933 plus calculated lost wages of $35,000 annually, one solution for lowering 

the cost of a two-year degree or certificate is to provide incentives for students to graduate 

sooner. 

Goldstein (2012) observed that the stressed U.S. economy began to have a marked effect 

on higher education in the U.S. in the 1990’s. Until then, higher education in the U.S. was 

considered a public good, an experience that was good for all and a benefit for the entire society. 

Public perception began to shift to the new idea that earning a post-secondary degree was a 
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private good, available to those who chose to purchase it, and questions began to arise as to 

whether higher education was being managed effectively. Reductions in state funded allocations 

for the community college sectors led to institutions raising tuition at rates that exceed the 

inflation rates. As a result of failure of revenue increase to keep pace with increased operating 

costs, the College Board reported for fiscal year 2012 that tuition rates rose 8.7% at in-state 

public two–year institutions even though inflation only averaged 1.6% during 2010, when the 

2012 tuition prices were being set (Goldstein, 2012). Romano and Palmer (2016) provided data 

from a study conducted between 1998 and 2011, by Desrochers, Lenihan, and Wellman, 

indicating a decline of 23% in tax appropriations per community college student FTE between 

2001 and 2011. At the same time that there was a 42% increase in net tuition, indicating a greater 

burden placed on community college students to carry the burden of paying for college.  

While there are a multitude of initiatives related to the completion agenda highlighted 

both in research journals and common media, four stand out among the rest and serve as strong 

examples:  Achieving the Dream, Complete College America, the American Graduation 

Initiative, and the Washington State Student Achievement Initiative. 

 Achieving the Dream. The Lumina Foundation, along with many national and local 

agencies, invested over $150 million for an initiative beginning in 2004 entitled Achieving the 

Dream: Community College Count (ATD). This initiative was purposefully intended to improve 

institutional outcomes, to increase semester-to-semester persistence, to help underprepared 

students to succeed in college-level work, and to improve the graduation rates for community 

college students (Bailey et al., 2015).  Zachry Rutschow, Richburg-Hayes, Brock, Orr, Cerna, 

and Cullinan (2011) described the ATD initiative’s design to build a culture of evidence utilizing 

individual student records and additional data to evaluate student performance over a designated 
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time period and to use this data to identify barriers for student academic success. Community 

colleges participating would then use this data to develop and implement strategies for 

interventions to improve student outcomes, and to assist with bringing successful programs to 

scale. The idea behind the initiative is to see measurable and positive results from these 

interventions resulting in students progressing more quickly through development coursework 

and increasing student completions.  Zachry Rutschow et al., (2011)’s report on the 26 Round 

One colleges revealed that four out of five were able to adopt new practices based on a moderate 

to strong culture of evidence; and one fifth of the colleges, which had weak institutional research 

capacities, struggled to implement the recommend practices. The report also indicated that while 

the colleges instituted a wide variety of strategies to improve student success, most of these were 

small in scale and reached less than 10% of their target populations. 

 A unique distinction for this grant-funded initiative is the role played by faculty at 

community colleges participating as researchers to improve how they teach in order to have an 

impact on student academic success and move the dial positively for degree and certificate 

completions.  Hagedorn (2015) observed that the aspirational goals of ATD require the 

collaboration and cooperation of the entire community college, including faculty. Each 

participating college is required to create teams consisting of faculty, staff, administrators, and 

institutional researchers.  These teams create their success initiatives; establish timelines for 

implementation; plan for assessment; and scale the programs for full campus integration.  ATD 

provides each campus with two veteran community college leaders as coaches to facilitate the 

planning for the initiatives, implementation, and assessment. One coach serves as a leader and 

the other as the data coach. The colleges are expected to provide evidence for student success by 

collecting, analyzing, and monitoring longitudinal benchmarked data (Hagedorn, 2015). 
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 Hagedorn noted that the initiative was initially funded by Lumina with a $75 million 

investment over 10 years and that several foundations, including the Gates Foundation, have 

joined since the initiative launched in 2004. Achieving the Dream (n.d.) highlights the success of 

the initiative, including the provision of information on Dream, which is the annual meeting for 

the colleges in the Achieving the Dream network. The event convenes over 1,900 policy-makers, 

practitioners, and investors to focus on the completion agenda and increasing student degree 

attainment and success. Attendees learn from each other to gain insight into data driven decisions 

and supported best undertaken to increase the number of degrees earned and to meet the goals of 

Achieving the Dream. 

 Complete College America. Historically, higher education in the United States, 

especially at the community college level, has intentionally encouraged higher enrollment 

numbers by offering extensive course options for students, day and night, weekends, and in 

every possible major. The idea was to give students options; however, the result of this cafeteria 

model of course offerings and degree attainment has resulted in major exploration without 

guidance, the accumulation of excess credits, higher expenditures for students, and fewer 

students graduating on time or graduating at all (Bailey et al., 2015; Complete College, 2014). 

Complete College America (2014) represents an independent collective that came into 

existence to encourage states to evaluate the degree completion data, to view low completion 

rates as an important issue, and to make a commitment to change the current paradigm. 

Complete College America identified leaders to carry out its goals, and the results show that an 

impact has been made. Through Game Changers, an alliance of 35 governors called the 

Complete College America Alliance of States, efforts are being made to address the President’s 

call for completion. As of December 2014, 26 states have implemented or are working to 
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implement performance based funding, and 22 states are transforming remediation courses to 

improve completion (Complete College America, 2014). 

Complete College America’s Guided Pathways to Success (GPS) is another example of a 

strategy to support the completion agenda that addresses the barriers to completing associate 

degrees and certificates on time: unavailable necessary courses, uninformed major choices, 

perceived loss of credits when transferring, and excessive credit accumulation (Complete 

College, 2014). GPS was established in 2009 with a single mission: to partner with states to close 

the gaps for attaining degrees and certificates by the traditionally underrepresented students and 

thereby increase the number of students in the United States earning quality college degree and 

career certificates (O’Banion, 2013). 

Complete College America (2014) described the GPS solution as best practices to support 

completion such as math aligned to the majors, the use of meta-majors or clusters of majors, 

academic mapping, enrolling in critical path courses early, and intrusive academic advising. The 

intention of GPS is to assist colleges with implementing new initiatives and strategies to take on 

practices at the colleges with negatively impact student progression and completion: the loss of 

credits when transferring, lack of information about available majors, critical courses for a 

degree or program not being available, poorly designed remediation sequences, low credit 

enrollment per student, and credit requirements that are excessive. GPS prescribes that every 

major be organized into a pathway of planned courses which are sequential and facilitate a path 

for students to graduate on time. With the help of advisors guiding their effective and efficient 

paths to completion, students are expected to progress in a timely manner by sticking to a set of 

structured courses. With GPS, undeclared students are admitted into meta-majors that represent 

broad clusters such as STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math), health professions, 
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business, education, and liberal arts. As the students proceed through the meta-majors, they are 

then able to narrow their studies to more specific majors such as chemistry, nursing, and 

accounting (Complete College, 2014). 

GPS has served to eliminate the uncertainty of what classes to take and as a result has 

lowered the cost of attendance. With GPS participating institutions are expected to provide clear 

maps toward degree and program completion, to closely monitor the students’ progress, and to 

provide the courses necessary to complete degrees and certificates in a timely manner (Complete 

College, 2014). Scott-Clayton (2015) stated that an important determination of student success is 

the structure of the pathways or, more often than not, the lack of structure, from the point of 

admission through to completion. GPS supports Scott-Clayton’s solution for community college 

student success to be able to navigate a plethora of program of study options by providing a 

default of fixed planned options, instead of choosing from an overwhelming set of courses. 

American Graduation Initiative. O’Banion (2013) cited President Obama as one of the 

champions of the completion agenda by referencing his comments on February 24, 2009 to a 

joint session of Congress where he pointed out that 50% of the students who start college never 

finish and said that was leading to the country’s economic decline because countries that out-

teach the United States will out-compete the nation in the future. President Obama stated his goal 

to guarantee that every child have access to a competitive education since every American will 

need more than a high school diploma. He boldly stated to Congress that the country needed the 

talents of every American and presented his goal of having the United States produce the highest 

number of college graduates by the year 2020. 

President Obama (2009) formalized this goal into the American Graduation Initiative 

(AGI) that was announced at Macomb Community College in Detroit, Michigan on July 14, 
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2009. While addressing the 6.5 million Americans who at the time of this speech had lost jobs 

since the Great Recession of 2009 began, he addressed the need to reform the health care system 

and lower the deficit. He then affirmed that the people of the United States needed to be prepared 

for the jobs of the 21st century and to provide the skills necessary to compete in a global 

economy. Referencing President Lincoln’s signing the law to usher in the land grant colleges and 

President Roosevelt signing the GI Bill, President Obama launched the AGI. He presented the 

steps toward accomplishing this goal: increasing Pell Grants by $500, creating a $2500 tax credit 

for four years of tuition, and simplifying the FAFSA financial aid application process. The goal 

of helping 5 million more Americans earn degrees and certificates in the next 10 years was 

outlined the AGI, and Obama proposed to pay for it by ending wasteful subsidies to private 

lenders and banks for student loans. 

Recognizing that community colleges receive less funding than their four-year 

counterparts, and that with declining state investments, community colleges are needing to cap 

enrollment and cut programs due to budget shortfalls, President Obama (2009) placed his focus 

on the two-year institutions. With the AGI he promised to offer competitive grants in order to 

inspire and challenge community colleges to pursue and implement innovative and productive 

strategies for completion in exchange for more federal funding. He challenged community 

colleges to improve on developmental education and to put colleges and workforce development 

together to match what is being taught at the community colleges with what is needed by 

business and industry. 

 Kotamraju and Blackman (2011) commented on the likelihood of the AGI being 

successful by calculating that in order to produce the five million additional degrees suggested 

by President Obama, at a rate of one half million in each of the next 10 years, the number of 
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baccalaureate and sub baccalaureate awards by postsecondary U.S. institutions would need to 

increase annually by 16%. They stated that since 25% of all degrees earned annually in the 

United States are associate degrees and 13% are certificates of less than a year of study, for 

community colleges to reach the goals of the AGI would mean increasing graduation levels 

annually from the current 1.5 million to 1.75 million per year until 2020. This would represent 

about 250,000 community college degrees and certificates each year.  The question they posed is 

are community colleges prepared for this if the AGI should become law? 

Despite President Obama’s enthusiasm for the AGI and what it might have meant for 

community colleges and the students served, Congress was not able to fund the initiative. The 

president’s administration continues to challenge community colleges to meet the completion 

agenda, but the burden of financing this has now fallen to the two-year institution sector (Boggs, 

2010).   

Washington State Student Achievement Initiative. Washington State’s implementation 

of a performance based funding model adopted in 2007, titled the Student Achievement Initiative 

(SAI), was included in this literature review for two reasons. One, it represents a seasoned and 

well-documented implementation of a completion agenda, manifested as a performance based 

model funding initiative, that went into effect even before the launch of President Obama’s 

American Graduation Initiative in 2009; and two, it provides information the context for the 

researcher’s proposed site for the data collection described in the Chapter Three, Methodology 

section of this study. By including information on the SAI, the researcher hopes to find the 

influence the SAI implementation had on decision-making by deans at the Washington State 

technical colleges. 
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Belfield (2012) described the SAI in Washington State as a completion agenda initiative 

that uses intermediate measures of performance and funding incentives to encourage the 

adoption of practices in order to increase completion rates and student progression at the state’s 

community and technical colleges. With this initiative, community colleges earn points, called 

achievement points, as students meet established educational milestones. These range from 

remedial/developmental education through to the completion of training programs and earned 

credentials. Shulock and Jenkins (2011) observed that the SAI’s established framework of 

achievement points to be attained by students attending Washington State community colleges 

created a robust process for incentive funding by the state. The strength of the SAI is that it 

rewarded colleges for guiding students to reach milestones along the path to completion instead 

of only funding the completion of degrees and certificates. 

While researching the history of the SAI, information on the original version prior to the 

current iteration illustrated a point directly relevant to the purpose of this study and the focus of 

the influence of the completion agenda on community college career and technical deans. 

Nisson’s (2003) dissertation detailed the impact of the precursor of the SAI on one community 

college in Washington State and was a reference rich with information to support this study. The 

original version of Washington State’s performance based funding model did not succeed due to 

the lack of involvement in decisions related to its structure and components by two-year 

administrators, including college deans. Participants in Nisson’s study revealed that due to the 

short-term involvement of the Washington State community college leaders and the short 

timelines for implementation, faculty and staff quickly became disengaged from the plan. 

Hillman et al.’s (2015) study on the SAI revealed that while the initiative was 

implemented as a performance based funding model designed to increase the number of 
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Washington students earning associate degrees and certificates and improving retention rates, 

research has shown that SAI has had little impact on retention and the increase of associate 

degrees earned. The initiative did result in more short-term certificates, awards that supported the 

completion agenda’s goals, but these credentials proved to be less valuable than long-term 

certificates and associate degrees in the workplace. The authors observed that performance based 

funds reforms extend beyond just linking funding to performance, and that state officials and 

community college leaders need to agree upon performance goals and measures prior to state 

funding awards. Collecting and reporting completion numbers and adherence to performance 

measures, regardless of the amount of funding at stake, the authors contended could impact 

institutional decision-making and performance. 

Shulock and Jenkins (2011) studied Washington State’s implementation of the Student 

Achievement Initiative (SAI) as an example of a response to the completion agenda with a 

performance incentive policy for the state’s 34 community colleges. The Washington State 

Board for Community and Technology Colleges led a taskforce comprised of State Board 

members, community college presidents, college trustees, and faculty to design a set of 

principles upon which the SAI would function as a mechanism to provide accountability to 

policymakers and the public.  

Jenkins and Shulock (2013) observed that the SAI included intermediate measures for 

assessment when awarding state funding and did not focus on completion rates alone. Previous 

iterations of performance based funding in Washington State failed because the focus was on 

long-term goal attainment, and rewards were not given for intermediate measures such as 

increased transfer and retention rates. The SAI also provides data to the state legislature on 

students’ pathways and progress toward completion, and this is rewarded accordingly. This 
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approach allows institutional leaders to identify which students are not meeting milestone 

measurements and implement interventions in response. The SAI’s unique strategy and approach 

to performance based funding has led researchers and advocates to dub it a role model for 

performance based funding 2.0. 

Research on the SAI reveals the benefits of including community college leadership, 

including CTE deans, when developing a performance or outcomes based funding model in 

response to the completion agenda. If campus personnel can see the benefit of monitoring and 

reporting on completion and retention rates of their students to obtain state funding in a way that 

supports institutional goals, they are more likely to participate in changes related to the goals of 

the funding program. 

Theme #2 - Performance and Outcomes Based Funding 
 

Including a section on performance (PBF) and outcomes based funding (OBF) as sample 

manifestations of the completion agenda is a logical theme for inclusion in this literature review 

and was the original sole focus for this study. A review of the limited research on this topic was 

included in the literature review in anticipation of finding studies tying performance and 

outcome based funding to CTE dean decision-making. 

Moore and Russ-Eft (2016) stated that starting in the second half of the 2000s, a national 

revitalization of interest in institutional accountability in the value of a higher education degree 

led legislators to become more deliberate in defining key performance indicators and related 

funding appropriations. With this renewed focus the funding models moved from a focus on 

performance to outcomes. The distinction between PBF and OBF can be challenging for the 

casual reader to discern in state funded models tied to the completion agenda. Even after delving 

deeply into the research for this chapter, it is easy to confuse the two.  PBF ties state funding for 
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institutions directly to meeting performance indicators as a form of bonus funding to traditional 

state funding (Cohen, Brawer, & Kisker, 2014). OBF is built into the base funding for the 

institution with the expectation that pre-identified outcomes will be met and funded accordingly 

(Miao, 2012). 

PBF allocates some amount of funding based on performance indicators such as course 

completion, time to degree, transfer rates, the number of degrees awarded, or the number of low-

income and minority graduates. The use of performance funding models and measurable 

outcomes is having an unintended effect on institutional decisions for determining curriculum, 

setting admissions’ standards, managing the cost of compliance, and raising concerns about 

grade inflation and the lowering of academic standards (Dougherty & Reddy, 2011). 

From a practice-based perspective, legislators are supporting new performance funding 

initiatives in response to business and industry and to solve the unemployment problems in their 

districts; these initiatives sound like a logical solution (Walters, 2012). The initiatives give 

politicians the ability to generate more funds from the public as well as to redirect funds that 

traditionally go to state supported health and human services and/or corrections programs 

(Zarkesh & Beas, 2004).  

The legislative reasons to employ performance funding models and require community 

colleges to meet identifiable and measurable outcomes include: (a) changing institutional 

behavior by how funds are apportioned, (b) creating stronger awareness of state priorities by 

institutional management and faculty, (c) increasing the use of data for institutional planning, 

and (d) incentivizing new student services and academic policies designed to support student 

success (Dougherty & Reddy, 2011). However, there is no solid evidence that performance 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

44 

funding has made a positive impact on the number of sub-bachelor degree community college 

completions (Albee, 2010, Hermes, 2012). 

Performance funding is an example of state officials reacting to pressure from their 

constituents looking for greater efficiencies and lower costs for higher education. As tuition costs 

rapidly rise, state revenues decline, and the operation costs for institutions increase, parents and 

students are distressed and place pressure on legislators to act. Simultaneously, business leaders 

seek an improvement in the quality of college graduates and want government spending on 

higher education to decrease and to thereby lower taxes (Dougherty, et al., 2013). 

Dougherty and Reddy (2013) stated that few studies on the significant impacts of PBF 

analyzed how impacts were produced. While these quantitative studies did reveal that PBF 

resulted in changes to institutional policies, practices, and programs, these studies are far too few 

in number to allow definitive conclusions to be reached. Given the dearth of studies on the 

impact of PBF on the community college mission and for the new PBF 2.0 funding model, it is 

apparent this is not a topic that has been overly researched. As important as the measured 

outcomes such as graduation, retention, and job placement rates are, the literature on PBF has 

provided limited information to support that these outcomes are being realized as a result of the 

funding model or what factors are actually supporting these outcomes. This is primarily due to 

the limited number of studies on the impact of PBF and because these studies focus on the 

outputs and not the organizational processes necessary to facilitate these desired outcomes 

(Dougherty & Reddy, 2013). 

Performance funding may seem like a logical method by which to create more workers 

from community colleges, especially from CTE programs capable of producing workers to 

replace the growing number of retiring Baby Boomer generation workers; however, the research-
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based justifications in the literature on performance funding do not provide solid evidence that 

performance funding significantly increases completion, retention, and graduation rates 

(Dougherty & Reddy, 2011). PBF models have faced a number of obstacles, including a lack of 

enough state funding to support student success and improved outcome initiatives at the college 

level, inappropriate established performance measures, insufficient capacity by colleges to 

manage and report institutional data, faculty grade inflation and lowering of academic standards, 

restrictions on admissions of less prepared students and even the discontinuation of programs not 

producing graduates (Community College Research Center, 2014). As an example of the 

negative impact of the completion agenda: one Florida community college faced with standards 

set by the Florida State Legislature in a PBF model terminated two CTE programs. A metric in 

the Florida funding model required placements for graduates in jobs earning an excess of $9.00 

an hour. As a result of the new metric in the funding model, the institution eliminated both 

nursing assistant and childcare provider education programs, even though the local community 

depended on graduates from these disciplines (Dougherty & Reddy, 2011).  

This initial foray into a literature review on the performance based funding models, used 

in nearly half of the United States over the past 30 years, presents one consistent finding:  there 

is limited research supporting the use of performance measures for funding institutions of higher 

education, particularly community colleges, as directly improving student success outcomes such 

as graduation and retention. Research on performance and outcomes based funding is limited in 

scholarly journals and more prevalent in publications such as The Chronicle of Higher 

Education. The studies found by the author primarily focused on the specifics of a state’s 

implementation of performance and outcomes based funding or the failure of research to 
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demonstrate its impact on student success; no sources were found to tie the impact of these 

funding models to CTE mid-level dean decision-making. 

Theme #3 – Business and Industry and the Completion Agenda 
 

My original curiosity around the issue of the influence of the completion agenda on CTE 

dean decision-making centers on the intersection between the deans’ dual allegiance to strategic 

directions related to the completion agenda from college leadership as it relates to budgetary and 

managerial issues and to the demands and needs from their workforce development advisory 

council and business partners in the community college district. Research on the relationship 

between the goals of the completion agenda and its connection to economic and workforce 

development provided the foundation for this subsection of the literature review for this study. 

Sixty-three percent of all new and replacement jobs in the year 2018 will require a 

credential beyond high school, and more than half will require a bachelor’s degree. Of the 68% 

of high school graduates studying at two and four-year institutions of higher education, only 28% 

will receive an associate degree in three years. With more than 13 million unemployed workers 

in the United States, and with more than three million open positions, jobs cannot be filled due to 

the gaps in training and skills (Business Roundtable, 2012). Manyika et al. (2011) cite the reason 

for this gap as the mismatch between the fields of study students are choosing and the demands 

from business and industry. Future job seekers need better information on which to base their 

educational plans and training decisions in order to earn the degrees and certificates for which 

work after completion can be found. 

Shulock and Offenstein (2012) observed that while the completion agenda focuses on 

both institutions producing more bachelor’s and associate degrees, the largest number of 

projected job openings require less than a bachelor’s degree to provide family-wage earnings.  
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This is where community colleges can step in to offer an array of career-oriented certification 

and CTE degrees and certificates. Community colleges must partner with local business and 

industry to tailor their curriculum offerings to meet the demands of the labor market and to create 

programs that are valuable and accessible to students with a wide variety of preparation and at 

different points of their careers. The authors concluded in their study of California community 

colleges, CTE, and the completion agenda that program offerings from two-year institutions 

must be evaluated and redesigned to meet regional business and industry needs by establishing a 

vision for these partnerships and to fund them accordingly. CTE deans need current economic 

labor market data for developing curriculum and pathways to degree and certificate completion 

and are able to develop strong accountability systems to report out the student outcomes. 

Shulock and Offenstein (2012) noted that CTE programs often have higher average costs than 

college transfer programs and resource allocations are not always predictable and reliable. These 

programs often receive no more per FTE funding than college transfer programs and CTE deans 

seek grant funding and financial support from business and industry. 

In response to the completion agenda and demand for the training of future workers 

students are enrolling in community college job training programs to earn more short-term 

certificates (Katsinas, D’Amico, Friedel, Adair, Warner, and Malley, 2016). The authors called 

for policy changes needed at federal and state levels to put America on top for degree and 

certificate completions. However, while community colleges awarded 75% more degrees and 

122% more first-year certificates between 2000-2001 and 2012-2013, productivity increases are 

declining due to cuts in state higher education appropriations, and budget plans do not reflect the 

appropriate funds to increase the number of degrees and certificate needed for industry demands. 
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Shulock and Offenstein (2012) noted that less than one year short-term certificates may 

have limited value on their own; however, when stacked as credentials with work experience 

with a longer-term certificate, they have increased value with business and industry. This places 

a demand on the completion agenda to include the value of degree and certificates in the labor 

market and to encourage CTE students to complete acquire credentials in their programs, rather 

than simply completing coursework to obtain skills. 

The pressure on community college leaders, such as CTE deans, from declining state 

funding and budget shortfalls for their academic programs is increasing the demand for 

partnerships with local industry to remain fiscally solvent. When business and industry provide 

financial support through these partnerships, there is an expectation for the production of high 

skilled workers as a return on investment. These partnerships have resulted in a shift by the 

community college partners to focus on business and industry as their primary constituents 

(Desai, 2012).  

As businesses struggle to fill open positions and look to the community college sector to 

provide training a question arises, is there a need for degree and certificate completion, or can 

students and future workers acquire the learning and skills gleaned by just completing the 

courses? Spark and Waits’ (2011) research showed that as governors and state policymakers look 

toward meeting the goals of the completion agenda, they are coming to realize the community 

college sector cannot spur economic growth in their state unless student success and degree 

completion are connected to the needs of the marketplace. They noted steps taken by the more 

proactive states in support of the completion agenda and business and industry needs as 1) 

acknowledging the role of higher education as an economic development engine, 2) asking 

higher education to utilize labor market data to develop courses and degree programs preparing 
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graduates for high-demand, high-paying positions, 3) incentivizing higher education to seek 

input from state and regional employers on the skills they need, 4) tracking the impact of higher 

education’s degree and completion success on business and industry, and 5) using performance 

based funding to reward institutions that match the needs of the local labor market to the their 

programs and student outcomes (Spark and Waits, 2011). 

Theme #4 - Community College Dean Decision-making 
 

This theme was chosen expecting the literature to be scarce and with the assumption that 

researchers would not be likely to focus on so specific a topic. This theme provides a pivotal 

foundation for the study by providing a review of research available on community college dean 

decision-making. The articles provided research and insights into the unique aspects of the 

community college dean experience, yet they did not focus on the CTE dean experience 

exclusively or on decision-making related to the completion agenda. Despite the wider focus of 

this theme, the content was useful for this literature review as it provided insights on the research 

of dean decision-making. This may prove to have been particularly helpful prior to conducting 

the dean interviews during the data collection process. 

Robillard (2000) stated, “the first obstacle to performing research on deans is the lack of 

definition associated with the term dean” (p. 3). The author observed that based on research he 

conducted that the community college dean has a difficult job. These deans serve as a mediator 

among students, administration, faculty, and staff. They must carefully manage the fiscal 

resources of their units or divisions and provide guidance on how these funds will be allocated 

and utilized. Deans are subject to both internal program evaluation and review and are 

accountable to external mandates as well. Compared to their university counterparts, the 

community college dean typically has a greater variety and volume of activities to manage, due 
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to a consistent shortage of funding and deficient level of staffing. Robillard identified the 

responsibilities unique to the community college dean, including a need to perform program 

assessment on a routine basis to stay current with industry needs and demands and the need to 

develop partnerships with community business and industry leaders and organizations. 

Wild’s (2002) dissertation studied the stress of working as a community college dean and 

began by stating that little research exists on the specific experience of the community college 

dean in the literature. Wild explored the responsibilities of community college deans and their 

role in guiding and supporting the education efforts of the community college. Labeled by Wild 

as a “middle manager,” the dean is charged with managing interactions among students, faculty, 

administration, and staff and is often faced with complex decision-making. Reference was made 

to the challenge faced by these deans to manage with reduced fiscal resources, accommodate 

growing demands from students and faculty, accountability to state governing agencies, and 

respond to the hiring expectations of local business and community constituencies. Deans face 

significant stress as they attempt to meet the mission and goals of their institution under 

challenging work conditions. 

Research by Seagren, Wheeler, Cresweil, Miller, and VanHom-Grassmeyer (1994), while 

now dated, provided a descriptive term of “jugglers” that current community college mid-level 

deans would likely relate to. Positioned between administration and the academic divisions, these 

midlevel academic leaders are required to make decisions successfully among competing 

priorities, agendas, and interests of concern to faculty, students, and senior level administrators. 

Shults (2001) wrote about the challenges resulting from the vast number of retirements in 

community college leadership as discussed in current literature. Shults pointed out that 

community college deans are the heart of these institutions, carrying out the day-to-day 
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operations of the college. They represent the future leadership upon whom boards and long-

tenured presidents need to rely in order to succeed and continue the goals and missions of the 

institution. 

The research articles on this topic provide similar definitions of the role of the 

community college deans and describe the stress of their jobs and decision-making. A picture is 

painted of a “sandwich generation” position having to answer both to the senior administration 

and to provide support, resources, and directions to those they supervise. There was no specific 

mention of the unique role of the CTE deans to manage divisions that require extensive and 

expensive capital equipment, to adjust constantly changing curricular demands to stay current 

with industry standards, and to maintain effective relationships with advisory councils as well as 

local business and industry. 

The studies mentioned provide a framework for the role of community college deans and 

their participation in decisions related to initiatives designed to heed the call of the completion 

agenda. The references reviewed reinforced the importance of including the dean’s decision-

making for the programs they know and understand and upon which local industry depends. 

Critique 
 

The research reviewed and addressed in the four themes in this literature review provided 

a foundation for the study, even though specific focus on the experience of the community 

college CTE decision-maker was not found. Research on the decision-making activities of CTE 

deans in light of the completion agenda does not appear to be a topic presented in scholarly 

journals or in non-peer reviewed publications. It is likely that this is a topic of interest and 

discussion among CTE deans; however, documentation of this as a pressing issue was not found 

in the literature review. The completion agenda is a topic often present in social and print media, 
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and despite its recent focus from President Obama’s American Graduation Initiative, research in 

professional and peer reviewed journals is slim. Information is available on performance 

funding; however, as mentioned in this review, identifying research by multiple authors was 

challenging and may not provide the necessary confirmation and corroboration. Theme #1, The 

Completion Agenda and Initiative Examples, provides a rich source of literature evidencing 

noted and successful implementations of an initiative to increase the number of community 

college degrees and certificates earned in response to the completion agenda. In Theme #4, 

Community College Dean Decision-making, the literature review suggested that the community 

college dean must respond to higher-level decisions as well as lower-level demands. None of this 

literature, however, addressed decision-making in light of the completion agenda. 

The topics in the themes presented in the collection of research articles and books 

identified tend to result in more qualitative than quantitative studies acknowledging some 

established completion agenda initiatives, descriptions of performance and outcomes based 

funding models, the connection between business and industry and the completion agenda, and 

the plight of the dean’s role in the institutional decision-making hierarchy and behavior. The 

majority of studies reviewed typically reflected a qualitative data collection methodology using 

case studies and interviews as opposed to experimental studies more often presented in 

quantitative studies. Given the lack of relevant literature to suggest variables and relationships, it 

appears prudent for this present research study to use a qualitative approach.  

Summary 
 

The purpose of study for this qualitative dissertation was to determine the influence of the 

completion agenda on decision-making by community college CTE program mid-level deans. By 

interviewing Washington State technical community college deans as the decision-makers 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

53 

representing a variety of CTE programs within a state that has responded to the completion 

agenda with performance based funding since 2007, this study hoped to identify empirical 

representative data to support that influence from the completion agenda exists. The research 

questions will ask: (1) What internal and external forces do career and technical education dean 

decision-makers in Washington State technical colleges perceive are impacting decisions they 

are required to make for the programs they administer, (2) What evidence exists to demonstrate 

the influence of the completion agenda on career and technical education dean decision-making, 

and (3) Do career and technical education dean decision-makers perceive that there is a conflict 

between providing immediate career opportunities for the students they serve, versus degree 

completion (meeting the needs of the completion agenda)? The approach to researching the 

literature was identified in this chapter and a sampling of search terms were provided. Items that 

were included and excluded in the literature review were explained. 

Four topical themes that are related to the topic of this study were explored in this 

literature review. These include a sampling of completion agenda initiatives; information on 

performance based and outcomes based funding, research on the relationship between business 

and industry and the completion agenda, and community college decision-making at the level of 

the dean. The overarching themes provided information influencing the creation of the interview 

questions and a framework for the analysis of the data to be collected. 

By researching the completion agenda, the author discovered the plethora of 

documentation on the pressures from this agenda to push for more community college degrees 

and certificates to be awarded. As a result there are incentives for two-year institutions to 

respond, whether as a reaction to state funding models based on performance and outcomes or 

from students needing higher credentials than a high school diploma. The question remains as to 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

54 

the influence the completion agenda is having on CTE deans and the decisions made on a daily 

basis. 

Performing the literature review for the study’s topic was a needle-in-the-haystack 

situation with the researcher combing through articles hoping to find mention of the experience 

of the CTE community college dean decision-makers. The articles reviewed provided peripheral 

information related to the narrow focus of this study and reinforced the need for additional 

research on this topic. The topic of this study lends itself to a qualitative study, much like the 

majority of references reviewed, with a methodology for data collection focused on interviewing 

a minimum of 10 CTE deans at five technical community colleges in Washington State. With no 

specific references identified on this specific topic, it is likely the results of this study will 

provide both practitioners and scholars with new research to document the influence of the 

completion agenda on decision-making by CTE deans. 
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Figure 2.1 Literature Review Themes Explored 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
 
 This section provides a map of the process used by the researcher to collect data in order 

to answer three research questions. As researcher for this study, my positionality/bias, 

philosophical approach, and guiding theoretical perspective are detailed and outline how 

Resource Dependency Theory informed the research design. A description of the data sources 

and the data is provided; the methodology utilized for analysis of this data, along with 

procedures to ensure trustworthiness, and procedures to protect human participants are included.  

Limitations are anticipated, with the proposed methodology and summary of the methods follow. 

Research Questions 
 

The research questions for this qualitative study were defined as:  

 1) What internal and external forces do career and technical education dean   

  decision-makers in Washington State technical colleges perceive are impacting  

  decisions they are required to make for the programs they administer?  

 2) What evidence exists to demonstrate the influence of the completion agenda on  

  career and technical education dean decision-making? 

 3)  Do career and technical education dean decision-makers perceive that there is  

  a conflict between providing immediate career opportunities for the students they  

  serve, versus degree completion (meeting the needs of the completion agenda)?    

 Knowing differences may have existed among the study’s technical colleges in 

Washington State in terms of fiscal resources, organizational structure, and decision-making 

processes in use by the deans, the researcher chose not to define what kinds of decision-making 

would be addressed in the body of the research question. 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

57 

 Using the framework of Resource Dependency Theory to guide the interview, the 

research questions were designed to assess how deans, in general, act when facing funding 

constraints and to determine if the sample interviewed in this study behaved in the same manner.  

Philosophical Approach 
 
 Merriam (2009) stated that in interpretive research the assumption is that reality is 

socially constructed, and that there is not just one reality, rather a multitude of realities or 

interpretations for each event. The interpretive/constructivist philosophical approach for 

conducting research describes the process of individuals seeking to understand the world in 

which they live and that one’s experience includes how the experience has been interpreted.  

Researchers do not locate and discover knowledge; instead, they build or construct it. 

 Haverkamp and Young (2007) framed the interpretative/constructivist paradigm as 

providing many equally valid social realities. The knowledge gained in the process of conducting 

research documenting an interaction between individuals is co-constructed. It comes not from a 

direct observation but rather from the interpretation of the researcher. It is assumed that the 

researcher will influence the research process and that the researcher will examine and disclose 

how his or her personal beliefs and values have influenced how the meaning of the data collected 

has been constructed. Knowledge is created during the researcher-participants interactions over 

time and may achieve significant depth. 

 Creswell (2012) explained the constructivist approach as one where the researcher 

explains the feelings and reactions of those being interviewed to a particular experience or 

process. This approach focuses more on the meanings the research participants place on an 

experience than simply gathering facts and data. The researcher therefore becomes a part of the 

study by interpreting the reactions of the participants to the phenomenon being presented. 
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 A benefit to this study was the inclusion of several different technical community 

colleges representing a variance in institutional resources, size, geographic locations, and 

programs of study. Given this spectrum it can be expected that there is not one consistent reality 

among individuals performing similar positions and that the experiences of those being 

interviewed included their interpretation of their decisions under the influence of the completion 

agenda. The researcher approached the development of the open-ended questions and subsequent 

data analysis with an interpretive/constructivist philosophical approach. During the analysis of 

the data, the interpretive/constructivist philosophical approach provided the researcher with an 

opportunity to participate in the research by actively interpreting the responses of those being 

interviewed.  

Positionality/Researcher Bias 
 
 The researcher is a mid-level administrator at a Pacific-Northwest Research I university 

and is familiar with the impact of the completion agenda from 16 years of experience at her 

previous institution, a mid-size Pacific-Northwest community college. The researcher was aware 

going into the study that there was a bias and an expectation that the data collection process 

would reveal that the completion agenda has a negative impact on decision-making by career and 

technical education community college deans. The negative impact, as defined by the researcher, 

would be that decisions are made to accommodate the demands of meeting the goals of the 

completion agenda that do not meet the needs of the students and/or local business interests. 

 By actively listening to the stated feelings and reactions of the participants in relation to 

how the completion agenda did or did not impact their decision-making and by using the 

interpretive/constructivist philosophical approach, the researcher attempted to keep this bias in 

check. This bias was acknowledged during the data interpretation process and when presenting 
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the study’s findings. Specific procedures were utilized to ensure trustworthiness of the study; 

these measures are detailed later in Chapter Three. 

Guiding Theoretical Perspective 
 
 Resource Dependency Theory (RDT) provided the foundation for development and 

presentation of the interview questions; as well as analysis of the themes revealed after data 

coding. RDT is the framework underlying the notion that decision-makers working in career and 

technical education divisions within a particular state need federal and state funding to survive. If 

continued funding is partially or fully dependent on conditions resulting from the completion 

agenda, the decision-making behaviors of the CTE deans could be impacted. 

 Johnson (1995) provided a formal definition of RDT: 

Resource Dependence Theory is a theory of organization(s) that seeks to explain 

organizational and inter-organizational behavior in terms of those critical resources that 

an organization must have in order to survive and function. An open-systems theory, the 

resource dependence suggests that a given organization will respond to and become 

dependent on those organizations or entities in its environment that control resources 

which are both critical to its operations and over which it has no control. (p. 3) 

RDT focuses on resources, the exchange and flow of resources between organizations, power 

differentials created due to the unequal resource exchange, the constraining effects this 

dependence has on an organizational action, and the efforts by leaders within the organization to 

manage the institution’s dependence (Johnson, 1995). 

 RDT derives from systems theory and uses the theory’s principles as it pertains to 

organizations. Systems theory is defined as a “thing with mutually inter-related parts called 

subsystems. Each subsystem affects the others and each in return depends on the whole” (Bakhit, 
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2014, p. 891). Tompkins (2005) stated that organizations as a system must watch for changes 

from their original goals, monitor their environments, and adjust their goals, environment, and 

internal structures in order to maintain organizational equilibrium.  

 Community colleges are open systems and receive feedback from their local communities, 

businesses that hire their graduates, the state governments that provide funding, politicians who 

impact funding, and the families of the students (Bahkit, 2014). This element of RDT was taken 

into consideration during the data collection process in the interviews with the open-ended 

questions. 

 If the researcher were to explain RDT to CTE dean decision-makers, they might 

recognize its applicability to their financial decision-making under the completion agenda. 

However, this was unlikely to arise naturally in the responses to the open-ended questions 

designed. Taking this into consideration, the open-ended questions had RDT as a framework, as 

outlined in the Data Sources and Description of Data section of this chapter. 

 RDT, which is a form of isomorphism, dictates that organizations, such as community 

colleges, will model themselves to fit the expectations of those upon whom they depend for 

funding and other resources (Askin, 2007). When analyzing the data collected in the interviews, 

this framework was used to assess whether CTE dean decision-makers made decisions related to 

faculty hiring, curriculum, and responded to advisory committees to meet the expectations and 

demands of those providing departmental funding as well as business and industry employers. 

The emphasis by state funding entities on meeting performance indicators, such as degree and 

certificate completion, job placement, and transfer rates, reflected RDT in the stories shared by 

CTE decision-makers. RDT embraces the idea of organizational dependence, and the researcher 

looked for the indicators of dependence in the responses from the interviewees such as references 
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to the importance of state funding related to the completion agenda and its importance to the 

community college, the relative scarcity of the funding, and the degree to which the funding is 

available (Johnson, 1995). 

 While analyzing the data collected from the interviews, using a narrative analysis to 

identify themes, the researcher looked for elements of RDT to be evident. Did the responses 

from the CTE dean decision-makers reveal that they perceive the state funding agencies as 

Bakhit’s (2014) identified “environmental actors, which hold resources that organizations need 

to survive, give those actors power to impose constraints and put demands on the organization”? 

(p. 899). Did they perceive that the financial decisions they are making for their CTE 

departments are related to their dependency on the state funding sources and that the legislators 

have power over their resources, decisions, and ultimately their college mission (Bakhit, 2014)? 

Sampling Plan 

 Washington was chosen for its proximity to the researcher and because this state 

responded to the national completion agenda in 2007, prior to President Obama’s American 

Graduation Initiative, with the implementation of an innovative performance incentive policy for 

community colleges called the Student Achievement Initiative (SAI) (Shulock & Jenkins, 2011). 

Washington’s 34 community colleges support and serve a wide variety of communities spanning 

the state, with 19 of the 34 in the Seattle-Tacoma urban area (see Figure 3.1). The intention was 

to interview dean decision-makers at technical community colleges in the Seattle area with 

varying levels of budgets, economic resources, variance in local business and industry economic 

situations, and representing institutions with and without faculty unions.  

 The study’s original goal was to have a sample size of five Washington State technical 

community colleges with interviews from a minimum of two dean decision-makers from each 
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technical community college. Due to challenges around identifying CTE deans that met the 

study’s protocol requirements of a minimum of six months in the current position at their current 

institutions, the study expanded to seven community colleges offering CTE programs, and 10 

deans were interviewed. Technical community colleges were chosen due to the programs 

focusing primarily on CTE. A homogenous purposeful sampling was utilized by approaching 10 

potential CTE deans to identify the initial interview candidates. Once data collection began, an 

opportunistic and snowball sampling technique was utilized to find additional interviewees. This 

was done at the end of each interview by asking the CTE dean if there was anyone else, after 

their having answered the questions that should be included in the study. This snowball sampling 

proved to be very successful, especially given the difficulty of finding CTE deans that fit the unit 

of analysis requirements as defined in the IRB Protocol. The CTE deans in the Seattle/Tacoma 

area Washington State technical community colleges are generally known to each other and are a 

relatively small population from which to identify a sample; this justified the original and follow-

up sampling methodologies identified. 

 CTE at community colleges can be organized differently at each institution and labeled 

uniquely as well. The Association for Career and Technical Education website 

(https://www.acteonline.org) provides extensive information on career and technical education in 

Washington State. Washington State has adopted the Career Clusters model for organizing its 

secondary and post-secondary career and technical education. The data collection for this study 

attempted to interview decision-makers who represented a cross-section of academic areas 

within the 16 Career Clusters as shown at the end of this chapter in Table 3.1 State of 

Washington Career Clusters.  Table 3.2 Academic Areas for CTE Deans Interviewed at the end 
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of this chapter provides information on how many of the 16 Career Clusters were represented by 

the 10 CTE deans interviewed for the study. 

Data Sources and Description of Data 
 
 An exploratory sequential design mixed methods study was originally proposed for this 

study. Qualitative data was to be collected in phase one on the historical impact of the 

completion agenda on CTE dean decision-making by utilizing document analysis and interviews. 

Phase one was to be complemented by quantitative data collected and analyzed in phase two, 

with a survey of 500 CTE community college deans and presidents who are members of the 

Association for Career and Technical Education. This approach was replaced with a qualitative 

research approach utilizing interviews to collect data, both to lessen the time required to 

complete the study and to allow for a deeper analysis of the themes presented. 

 Unit of Analysis. The unit of analysis was mid-management dean decision-makers, 

below the executive level, responsible for CTE academic units. Each individual technical 

community college had different titles for those responsible for oversight of the various CTE 

programs. The decision-makers included in the study were those to whom faculty report directly 

and therefore were academic divisional deans. Decision-making deans were those who are 

responsible for departmental budgets, supervising, hiring, firing, and evaluating college faculty, 

and have control of or influence curricular offerings. Depending on the size of the school, the 

decision-maker directly responsible for faculty supervision, budgets, curriculum offerings and 

hiring may or may not have been at the executive level.  

 Recruitment Process. Employing strict adherence to the initially approved IRB Protocol 

recruitment plan, the deans to be approached had to demonstrate that in their capacity as Career 

and Technical Deans, they were supervisors of faculty, and they needed to have been in their 
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position as a CTE dean for a minimum of 12 months at the institution where they are currently 

employed. As the recruitment process unfolded, it became quickly evident that, given the nature 

of community colleges’ shifting organizational structures and changes in the technical colleges’ 

leadership, the IRB Protocol needed to be redrafted and reapproved, changing the minimum 

number of months from 12 to six months. Furthermore, the original study proposal sought to 

interview a minimum of 10 CTE deans at five technical colleges in Washington State. Again, 

with changes in staffing and a dynamic organizational structure at many of the institutions, the 

final study resulted in 10 CTE deans being interviewed at five technical colleges and two 

community colleges with technical programs, with three of the institutions having just one dean 

interviewed at each. 

 The recruitment plan began with potential participants identified by analyzing college 

organizational charts and directories available on public institutional websites to determine 

whom to interview at each individual institution. A spreadsheet was made to track the names and 

contact information and the CTE disciplines supervised in an attempt to have a diverse selection 

of divisions over which the CTE deans were responsible. When CTE deans were not identified or 

contact information was not available on the institutional websites, the institution’s Human 

Resources department was contacted or a Google search was performed looking for information 

on the CTE deans. Often times CTE deans, once identified, would recommend other CTE deans 

to approach with whom they were familiar from their state wide professional organizations. 

 Those identified for interviews were initially sent a recruitment email, along with the 

proposed interview questions and a consent form. If a CTE dean did not respond to the 

recruitment emails after two weeks, follow up phone calls were made with an invitation to 

participate. This qualitative study’s data was collected through one-on-one in-person interviews 
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conducted at seven individual Washington State technical community college sites. The 

interviews were audio-recorded by tape recorder and through the researcher’s MacBook Pro 

recording tool. 

 Broad categories for the protocol focused on the familiarity of the interviewees with the 

national completion agenda and its impact on fiscal decision-making. The open-ended interview 

questions designed by the researcher utilized Resource Dependency as the theoretical framework. 

The interview questions were divided into four categories: (a) establishing the participant’s basic 

requirements for participation in the interview such as their supervisory and budget oversight 

responsibilities; (b) the interviewee’s awareness of the completion agenda; (c) the participant’s 

perception of the impact of the completion agenda on their decision-making; and (d) the 

participants’ perceptions of the pressure from employers to produce trained workers vs. the 

pressures of meeting the completion agenda goals. The questions posed to each interviewed CTE 

dean were: 

Category I 
 
Basic requirements for interviewee participation: supervisory and budget oversight 

responsibilities 

Questions 
What is the extent of your supervisory responsibility 
at your institution? 
 
Which career and technical education program faculty 
and staff are you responsible for managing and hiring? 
 
What is your budgetary responsibility and level of financial 
decision-making related to the faculty and staff in your division? 
 
What internal and external forces impact the decisions you  
are required to make for the programs you administer?  
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******************************************************************************
Category II 
The participant’s awareness of the completion agenda 

Questions       Resource Dependency Theory 
How would you define the     Evidence for external constraints 
completion agenda?      from a higher authority and 
        that are known to the decision-maker 
 
What would you consider to be a manifestation of    
the completion agenda at your institution?              
         
What is your familiarity with Washington  
State’s Student Achievement Initiative (SAI), which is 
an example of completion agenda implementation? 
 
***************************************************************************** 
Category III 
The participant perception of the impact of the completion agenda on their decision-making.  
  
Questions       Resource Dependency Theory 
If you are familiar with the SAI, what impact has       When circumstances change the 
it had on the decisions you have made in regards to          the institution can accommodate 
your division?       change or face non-existence 
 
What factors inform your decision-making as 
it relates to curriculum offerings? 
 
What factors inform your decision-making as 
it relates to faculty hiring? 
         
Beyond pedagogy, what do you perceive to be 
any pressures faced by your CTE faculty? 
  
What decisions have you made that may not   Does the decision-maker attempt to 
comply or support the completion agenda?   free themselves from the constraints 
        placed by the higher authority who  
        may control resources? 
 
***************************************************************************** 
Category IV 
The participants’ perceptions of the pressure from employers to produce trained workers vs. the 
pressures of meeting the completion agenda goals. 
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Questions 
What conflicts exist between providing immediate 
career training opportunities for the students in your  
CTE programs and meeting the needs of the  
completion agenda with degree and certificates earned? 
 
How is your decision-making influenced by the demands 
and expectations of business and industry employers in  
your service area? 
 
 Interview Protocol. The 10 interviews were conducted in person between June 3, 2016 

and July 21, 2016 with CTE deans from seven different technical colleges in Washington State. 

Each CTE dean was presented with another copy of the consent form and informed that the 

interview needed to be recorded. All agreed to be recorded and signed the consent forms. As 

incentive to participate, interviewees were offered a copy of the results of the study with a copy 

to their presidents. Per IRB (7468) protocol, each CTE dean was asked the identical pre-

approved 14 questions with the only questions posed by the researcher being those necessary to 

clarify a response or to affirm what had been said. The CTE deans were sent a follow-up thank 

you by the researcher with a signed copy of their consent form for future reference. 

  Per the Oregon State University Research Protocol for this study, only the researcher 

utilized the tape recordings made during the course of the interview. The principal investigator 

and the student researcher will have access to the tape recording and all transcribed notes. All 

tape recordings were destroyed after the transcription process was completed and all data 

collected will be retained by the principal investigator in a secure password protected computer 

for three years post-study completion. 

Analyses and Interpretation 
 
 The qualitative research type used was narrative analysis. It is recognized that in a 

qualitative study the researcher is the primary instrument of the data collection. Merriam (2009) 
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referred to Creswell’s statement that a narrative study “tells a persuasive story told in a literary 

way” (p. 211). The concept of rich, thick descriptions was utilized to contextualize the study so 

research findings have transferability to other states impacted by the national completion agenda 

(Merriam, 2009). 

 Coding Techniques. After the conclusion of the interviews, transcriptions of the audio-

recorded interviews were created and imported into NVivo, a qualitative data analysis computer 

software program used to store, organize, and facilitate the coding of the interview data. Memos 

were created in NVivo documenting the researcher’s reactions to the interviews and again after 

the transcribing and coding process was completed. The researcher watched hours of 

instructional videos on how to utilize NVivo for coding the transcribed interviews and a rough 

and uninformed first coding cycle ensued. Realizing that coding qualitative data from interview 

transcripts was not an intuitive and innately learned skill, the researcher read texts on coding and 

analyzing data and utilized them to perform a second coding of the data.  

 With the newly acquired understanding that a code identified while analyzing qualitative 

data is usually a short phrase or word that is symbolic and is designed to capture the essence or 

attributes of language or visual data (Saldana, 2013), the first and second coding cycles were 

approached in dramatically different ways. The initial first coding cycle and approach used was 

to create a list of codes gleaned from the problem statement for the study, from the three research 

questions, from the theoretical framework of Resource Dependency Theory, and from an 

assumption of what codes would make sense after conducting the interviews and spending 30 

hours transcribing. Saldana’s (2013) first cycling methods of Descriptive Coding, In Vivo 

Coding, and Initial Coding described the methods utilized for the first pass at coding. Descriptive 

Coding is topical and provided insight into what was heard in the course of the interviews.  In 
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Vivo Coding was utilized to capture favorite quotes from the CTE deans and coding to an actual 

word or phrase used in the interview. Strauss (1987) called Initial Coding “Open Coding” and 

described it as a coding process that is unrestricted and often involving line by line analysis that 

result in concepts that fit the data. Table 3.3 First Cycle Coding at the end of this chapter lists the 

codes identified in the first coding cycle performed for this study. 

 After studying the difference between codes, themes, and categories it was evident that a 

second coding cycle needed to take place. The coding needed to provide a mechanism for truly 

“listening” for the undertones of what was being said both literally and subtly. Saldana (2013) 

stated that the goal of Focused Coding as a second coding analytic process is to allow for the 

development of categories with focus on their individual properties and taxonomy. With Focused 

Coding, the development of themes and categories should not be forced to fit a pre-conceived set 

of codes. As a result of this, the second coding of the transcripts from the CTE deans was organic, 

free form, and without boundaries. This led to a deeper and more descriptive coding process that 

eased the way for the development of categories and themes. Table 3.4 Second Coding Cycle at 

the end of this chapter lists the codes identified in the Second Coding cycle performed for this 

study. 

 Analysis Techniques. The researcher performed a preliminary exploratory analysis of 

the data to identify categories from the coding which was then used to develop themes, which 

assisted in answering the study’s research question, and to form an understanding of the central 

phenomenon being explored. Resource Dependency Theory provided a framework for the 

analysis along with the incorporation of the research discovered in the literature review. Saldana 

(2013) defined themes not as something that is coded, but instead is an outcome of the reflective 

analysis, categorization, and coding of the data set. Saldana noted that the exact definition and 
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function within a study’s analysis varies among researcher technique sources, but that it serves to 

identify what a unit of data means and describes an extended sentence or phrase. Corbin and 

Strauss (2015) provided guidance on the analysis of data for a qualitative study using a term of 

“constant comparisons” (p. 7) that involves breaking down the data into pieces to look for 

similarities and differences. By grouping the similar data sets, categories naturally appeared that 

assisted with the creation of themes. The results of this analysis are presented in Chapter Four of 

this study. 

Procedures Used to Ensure Trustworthiness 
 
 Merriam (2009) stated, “the validity and reliability of a study depend upon the ethics of 

the investigator” (p. 228). Given the previously stated potential for bias in the researcher in 

believing that the completion agenda has an impact on the decision-making of community 

college CTE deans, it is vital that rigorous procedures were utilized to ensure trustworthiness of 

the study. Three methods were utilized: (a) member checking; (b) researcher’s position or 

reflexivity; and (c) peer review/examination (Merriam, 2009).   

 Member checking. Member checking refers to a procedure of returning to subject(s) in 

the study to confirm the data collected and transcribed by the researcher is accurate. Member 

checking was used with one of the CTE deans interviewed verifying the accuracy of the 

information presented in the study. The researcher sought insight from this dean on the accuracy 

of terminology that is unique to the Washington State Technical Colleges used in the study, such 

as the Student Achievement Initiative, and I-BEST. The particular CTE dean chosen for the 

member checking was familiar with the majority of Washington Technical College deans and the 

researcher sought feedback to insure that the identity of any specific dean was protected in the 
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study. The feedback from the CTE dean was analyzed and where appropriate was used to made 

edits on the study as presented. 

 Researcher Position or Reflexivity. After analyzing the data the researcher engaged in a 

critical self-reflection process to check assumptions, biases, and investment in the outcome of the 

study to ensure trustworthiness of the findings and the study. Knowing that a bias existed prior to 

the data collection phase, the researcher constantly had to keep this bias in check during the 

interviews, while transcribing the recordings, and most importantly in the theme identification 

process. This was accomplished by writing memos in NVivo after each interview documenting 

the researcher’s reactions to what was said by the CTE deans. It was helpful to keep the known 

bias at bay by adhering to the strict IRB Protocol of asking the same questions to each of the 

CTE deans. By keeping silent and only nodding encouragingly while the CTE deans spoke, any 

bias for approval, surprise, or disapproval of the interview responses was not revealed. When 

writing Chapters Four and Five of this study the researcher took a neutral stance, as it relates to 

the results of the study and the identification of the themes, to insure that bias did not affect the 

study findings. 

 Peer Review/Examination. Throughout the dissertation data collection and writing 

process, the researcher consulted with a CTE dean at her former institution. This consultation 

included seeking feedback of the researcher’s interpretation of the data and themes identified as 

well as gaining assistance in identifying bias on reporting the study results. 

Strategies for Protection of Human Subjects 
 
 Qualitative data collection requires the researcher to gather significant data over a period 

of time directly from individuals presenting their personal views in response to the interview 

questions (Creswell, 2012). As a result, it was necessary to disclose fully any potential risks to 
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those being interviewed and to detail the mechanisms employed to protect the identity of the 

study participants. The researcher completed all steps required of the Oregon State University 

IRB in an expedited review process.  

 The researcher, of course, knew the identity of the study participants, who were therefore, 

not anonymous, and assurance was provided in the IRB consent process that each dean’s 

confidentiality would be maintained. Aliases of D1 to D10 were given for the study participants, 

and specific program names and institution names were masked as a protection for the human 

subjects involved. The sensitive position of a CTE dean, situated between the executive 

administration and the faculty and staff, created a need for confidentiality in this study. CTE 

deans aspiring to promotion within their community college organizational structure who 

presented responses to interview questions that may not support Washington State’s SAI 

performance based funding or additional completion agenda initiatives may not have disclosed 

their opinions and feedback to the questions openly without the protection of hiding their 

identities.  

 There was a possibility that those interviewed, even with the commitment from the 

researcher to mask their identity and institution, may have hesitated to share experiences in 

making decisions influenced by the completion agenda in a state that has implemented a 

completion agenda initiative. If the study participants revealed during the interviews that 

decisions are or were being made and may appear not to support the completion agenda in 

Washington State and/or the SAI, there could have been concern that this information could be 

shared with their executive level teams. 
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Limitations  
 
 There were limitations to using a sample larger than seven institutions based on the time 

necessary to conduct interviews at different times and locations. Though the researcher intended 

to conduct at least one interview at each of five selected institutions, there was a risk that not all 

invitees would be willing or interested in participating. 

 Washington State’s long-time successful implementation of PBF may have limited this 

study, since more states have disbanded PBF after implementation than those that have adopted 

and maintained this form of funding (Dougherty & Reddy, 2013). By undertaking a study of 

institutions located within one state the study may result in a lack of generalizability. Dougherty 

and Reddy (2013) reaffirmed this by stating that the qualitative research literature on PBF 

includes a number of limitations and that the primary limitation is that very few studies examine 

this phenomenon in more than one state at a time. As with this study, by limiting the research to 

one state, variables such as the funding models impact on institutional and student outcome that 

differ by state implementation were not factored into the data analysis and findings.   

Summary of Methods 
 

The research questions for this qualitative study were defined as: 

 1) What internal and external forces do career and technical education dean   

  decision-makers in Washington State technical colleges perceive are impacting  

  decisions they are required to make for the programs they administer?  

 2) What evidence exists to demonstrate the influence of the completion agenda on  

  career and technical education dean decision-making? 

 3)  Do career and technical education dean decision-makers perceive that there is  

  a conflict between providing immediate career opportunities for the students they  
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  serve, versus degree completion (meeting the needs of the completion agenda)?    

The researcher’s positionality/bias, philosophical approach and guiding theoretical 

perspective using Resource Dependency Theory were described. An explanation of the data 

sample to include career and technical education decision-making managers at a minimum of 

seven technical community colleges in Washington was outlined and the recruitment strategies 

explained. The protocol for the interview questions was revealed, including a structure by which 

Resource Dependency Theory was used as the framework for the development and presentation 

of the initial open-ended questions. 

A narrative analysis was used to sort and identify the themes stemming from the recorded 

interview notes. The findings were reported in a narrative discussion after preliminary 

exploratory analysis uncovered themes related to the study’s topic. Resource Dependency 

Theory served as a framework for this data analysis incorporating research discovered in the 

literature review. 

Three procedures used to ensure trustworthiness: (a) member checking; (b) researcher’s 

position or reflexivity, and (c) peer review/examination were presented. The strategies for the 

protection of human subjects were identified and the limitations of this methodology were listed. 

The next chapter presents the findings from analysis of the data and how the findings 

respond to the research questions. The theoretical framework of Resource Dependency Theory 

was incorporated into the presentation of the findings, along with a compilation of a current 

literature review as it related to the study topic. 
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Figure 3.1. Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges. 

 
 

 
1 - Bates Technical College 13 - Green River College 25 - Skagit Valley College 
2 - Bellevue College 14 - Highline College 26 - South Puget Sound CC 
3 - Bellingham Technical 
College 

15 - Lake Washington Institute of 
Technology 

27 - South Seattle College 

4 - Big Bend CC 16 - Lower Columbia College 28 - Spokane CC 
5 - Cascadia College 17 - North Seattle College 29 - Spokane Falls CC 
6 - Centralia College 18 - Olympic College 30 - Tacoma CC 
7 - Clark College 19 - Peninsula College 31 - Walla Walla CC 
8 - Clover Park Technical 
College 

20 - Pierce College-Fort Steilacoom 32 - Wenatchee Valley College 

9 - Columbia Basin College 21 - Pierce College-Puyallup 33 - Whatcom CC 
10 - Edmonds CC 22 - Renton Technical College 34 - Yakima Valley CC 
11 - Everett CC 23 - Seattle Central College  
12 - Grays Harbor College 24 - Shoreline CC  
  
Adapted from Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges. (2015). 
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Retrieved from http://sbctc.edu/general/c_index.aspx  

Table 3.1 State of Washington Career Clusters  

Agriculture, Food & 
Natural Resources 

Architecture & 
Construction 
 

Arts, A/V Technology & 
Communications 

Business, Management & 
Administration 

Education & Training 
 

Finance 
 

Government & Public 
Administration 

Health Science 
 

Hospitality & Tourism 
 

Human Services 
 

Information Technology Law, Public Safety, 
Corrections & Security 

Manufacturing 
 

Marketing 
 

Science, Technology, 
Engineering, & Math 
 

Transportation, 
Distribution & Logistics 

Note: Adapted from State of Washington: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. (2015) 
Retrieved from http://www.k12.wa.us/careerTechEd/Clusters/default.aspx  
 
 
 
Table 3.2 Academic Areas for CTE Deans Interviewed  

Washington State Career Clusters Programs 

Agriculture, Food & Natural Resources 3 

Architecture & Construction 10 

Arts, A/V Technology & Communication 3 

Business, Management & Administration 8 

Education & Training 7 

Government & Public Administration 0 
Health Sciences 26 

Hospitality & Tourism 2 

Human Services 5 
Information Technology 7 

Law, Public Safety, Corrections, & Security 2 

Manufacturing 5 

Science, Technology, Engineering, & Math 5 

Transportation, Distribution, & Logistics 6 

Marketing 0 

Total Programs Administered by Interviewees 89 
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Table 3.3 First Coding Cycle 

First Coding Cycle 
 Research Question #1 
  
Advisory committee Influence 
Drivers 
External Forces 
Financial Decision Making 
Industry demands 
Influence on curriculum development 
Influence on faculty hiring 
Internal forces 
Resource Dependency Theory 
  
Research Question #2 
  
Completion agenda defined 
I-BEST 
Influence of completion agenda 
Influence of SAI 
  
Research Question #3 
  
Conflict between jobs and agenda 
Industry vs. completion 
Non-completion agenda 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.4 Second Coding Cycle 
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Second	Cycle	Coding		
		
Research	Question	#1	
Accreditation	as	an	external	influence	
Advisory	committee	influencing	curriculum	
Advisory	committee	influencing	faculty	hiring	
Advisory	committees	are	critical	for	survival	
Deans	feeling	like	they	should	do	more	
Decisions	deans	make	about	faculty	hiring	
Employer	demands	
Enrollment	impact	on	decision	making	
Executive	leadership	influence	on	decision	making	
Faculty	need	additional	training	
Faculty	self-image	
Feeling	uniformed	or	unempowered	
Grants	as	external	funding	influence	
Helping	faculty	find	money	to	meet	new	needs	
How	curriculum	decisions	are	made	
Influence	from	WA	state	on	decision	making	
Managing	budget	responsibilities	
Need	money	for	equipment	
Responding	to	faculty	pressures	
Specific	pressures	on	faculty	
Student	impact	on	decision	making	
Student	impact	on	decision	making	
Supervision	workload	not	sustainable	
Time	as	a	challenge	for	decision	making	
		
Research	Question	#2	
Barriers	to	supporting	completion	
College	wide	completion	agenda	involvement	
Dean	making	decisions	because	of	completion	agenda	
Faculty	becoming	aware	of	completion	agenda	
How	they	define	the	completion	agenda	
SAI	as	performance	based	funding	
Skepticism	about	the	value	of	the	completion	agenda	
		
Research	Question	#3	
Yes	a	conflict	career	vs.	completion	agenda	

Chapter Four: Findings 
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The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain insight and to assess what influence the 

completion agenda and its stated goals have on decision-making by community college deans; 

specifically deans overseeing faculty and staff in career and technical education programs. This 

chapter provides information on the study’s theoretic framework of Resource Dependency and 

the data collection sites, a description of the interviews, an overview of the analysis process 

followed, and the results of the narrative analysis of the data collected during interviews with 10 

career and technical education community college deans in Washington State.  Resource 

Dependency Theory was used to develop the open-ended interview questions posed by the 

researcher and in the analysis of the data to address three research questions:  

 1) What internal and external forces do career and technical education dean   

  decision-makers in Washington State technical colleges perceive are impacting  

  decisions they are required to make for the programs they administer?  

 2) What evidence exists to demonstrate the influence of the completion agenda on  

  career and technical education dean decision-making? 

 3)  Do career and technical education dean decision-makers perceive that there is  

  a conflict between providing immediate career opportunities for the students they  

  serve, versus degree completion (meeting the needs of the completion agenda)?    

Four overarching themes were identified from analysis of the study’s data: 

1) Limited control 

2) Dependency 

3) Indifference 

4) Cognitive Dissonance 

 

Theoretical Framework 
 
 Resource Dependency Theory served as a guide for the creation of the open-ended 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

80 

interview questions and facilitated the narrative analysis of the data. Pfeffer and Salancik (2003) 

observed that organizations would survive based on their effectiveness stemming from the 

management of demands from other organizations upon which they depend for support and 

resources. When the environmental pressures on organizations change, organizations risk the 

prospect of not surviving if they do not change their activities to respond to these environmental 

factors and organizational survival depends on the effective acquisition of and maintenance of 

resources. Resource dependency occurs when organizations change their environment in 

response to these external forces, and it predicts that organizations will attempt to manage the 

constraints and uncertainty that result from the need to acquire resources from the environment. 

The Data Collection Sites  
 
 Washington State technical two-year colleges in the Seattle/Tacoma area were chosen as 

the sites for data collection from career and technical education division deans due to their 

proximity to the researcher. While Washington State has 34 community and technical colleges 

under the Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges, five of the 

community colleges in the Seattle metropolitan area have added Applied Baccalaureate degrees 

to their curriculum and have dropped the word “community” from their institutional titles. 

Therefore, the initial intent for data collection efforts was conducting interviews at strictly 

technical colleges. As the recruitment process unfolded, it became clear that the number of CTE 

deans qualifying under the IRB designated protocol for holding their positions a minimum of six 

months at their institutions was limited. Additional two-year colleges not known as technical 

colleges were added where CTE deans met the selection criteria. All of the institutions in the 

data collection sites offer academic programs in professional-technical/career and technical 

education disciplines. 
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 The interviews took place in June and July of 2016 and were conducted primarily in the 

offices of the CTE deans; two interviews were held in local coffee shops for the convenience of 

the study subjects.  

The Interviews   
 
 The 10 CTE deans who agreed to participate in the study all had responsibilities for a 

variety of academic areas within career and technical education and, in some cases, college 

transfer programs as well. All of the deans had held their positions for a minimum of six months 

at their current institution and had faculty directly reporting to them. 

 The CTE deans invited to participate in the study were sent the 14 interview questions 

and the consent form with their recruitment email. At the start of the interview, the CTE deans 

who accepted were asked to read the consent form with the researcher present and to agree to be 

audio-recorded. All agreed to be recorded and were supportive of the study. The CTE deans were 

informed that they would be asked the questions and there would not be a dialogue with the 

researcher. They were informed that the researcher would clarify for understanding if necessary, 

and otherwise would not verbally engage during the interview. 

 The CTE deans were all asked the same 14 questions in the same order and manner. The 

only additional questions posed by the researcher were to clarify a response for understanding 

and to repeat interview questions when asked. The questions posed to each interviewed CTE 

dean were sorted into four categories:  

Category I 
 
Basic requirements for interview participation: supervisory and budget oversight responsibilities 

Questions        

1.  What is the extent of your supervisory responsibility at your institution? 
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2. Which career and technical education program faculty and staff are you responsible for 
 managing and hiring? 
 
3. What is your budgetary responsibility and level of financial decision-making related to 
 the faculty and staff in your division? 
 
4.  What internal and external forces impact the decisions you are required to make for the 
 programs you administer?  
 
******************************************************************************  
 
Category II	 
 
The participant’s awareness of the completion agenda 

Questions        

5. How would you define the completion agenda?       
         
6. What would you consider to be a manifestation of the completion agenda at your 
 institution?              
         
7. What is your familiarity with Washington State’s Student Achievement Initiative (SAI), 
 which is an example of completion agenda implementation? 
 
***************************************************************************** 
Category III 
 
The participant’s perception of the impact of the completion agenda on their decision-making.  
  
Questions        

8. If you are familiar with the SAI, what impact has it had on the decisions you have made 
 in regards to your division?    
 
9. What factors inform your decision-making as it relates to curriculum offerings? 
 
10. What factors inform your decision-making as it relates to faculty hiring? 
         
11. Beyond pedagogy, what do you perceive to be any pressures faced by your CTE faculty? 
  
12.  What decisions have you made that may not comply or support the completion agenda? 
   
***************************************************************************** 
Category IV 
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The participant perceptions of the pressure from employers to produce trained workers vs. the 
pressures of meeting the completion agenda goals. 
 
Questions 
 
13.  What conflicts exist between providing immediate career training opportunities for the 
 students in your CTE programs versus meeting the needs of the completion agenda with 
 degree and certificates earned? 
 
14. How is your decision-making influenced by the demands and expectations of business 
 and industry employers in your service area? 
 
 The interviews were recorded on a digital recorder and through the researcher’s 

MacBook Pro recording tool. No notes were taken during the interview by the researcher, and 

each dean’s business card and signed consent form were collected at the end of the interview. At 

the conclusion of the interview, the recordings were archived on a laptop and external hard drive 

for security purposes. After each interview, a memo was created in the NVivo software to 

archive the researcher’s impressions and reactions to the interviews. The interview subjects 

received a thank you email and a copy of the consent form that had been signed by both parties 

the week following the interview. 

Analysis Process  
 
 To analyze the data and identify themes and categories, the researcher used the 

qualitative research type of narrative analysis. Merriam (2009) characterizes narrative analysis as 

the “study of experience through stories” (p. 202), listening to the stories that people tell and 

analyzing how they share their experiences. The researcher was able to simply listen to the CTE 

deans’ responses, knowing that their words were recorded by multiple electronic devices and 

could therefore capture their emotions, behaviors, and reactions as questions were posed. Their 

experience in sharing their thoughts on the completion agenda was as important to the researcher 

as their literal answers. 
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 After the interviews concluded, the audio recordings were transcribed into Microsoft 

Word and the text imported into NVivo software. The interview data transcribed did not include 

incidental words such as “So,” “Um,” “Uh” etc., and if a sentence stated by the CTE dean 

included a reference to their or another’s institution, this was simply transcribed as “my” or 

“another” institution to protect the confidentiality of the interview subjects. Care was taken to 

transcribe their exact phrasing in order to capture the essence of the interview in the transcripts. 

First Coding Cycle 
 
 Utilizing the tracking features in the NVivo software, a first coding cycle was completed 

with a list of codes created prior to reviewing the transcript data. These initial codes came from 

the study’s problem statement, from the three research questions, from the Resource Dependency 

theoretical framework, and from the researcher’s general impressions after listening to the ten 

interviews. See Table 3.3 First Cycle Coding at the end of Chapter Three for a list of the first 

cycle coding. As part of the first coding cycle the researcher made memos on what was “heard” 

along with specific favorite quotes. After studying the results of the first coding cycle and 

researching more fully how to code data for a qualitative study, the researcher knew a second 

cycle coding was needed. 

Second Coding Cycle  
 
 During the second coding cycle coding the researcher “listened” to what the CTE dean 

was saying for both the literal statements, and what might be the meta-message in the transcribed 

dataset. Upon review of the transcribed data from all 10 interviews, the researcher again used the 

NVivo software to track the coding and favorite quotes from the CTE deans. Post-transcription 

memos were created to record the researcher’s reactions to the interviews. See Table 3.4 Second 

Coding Cycle at the end of Chapter Three for a list of the codes. 
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Interview Memos Highlights 
 
 The use of memo writing as part of analysis for a qualitative study provides the 

researcher with tools to clarify and magnify the data, generate ideas, and inform the coding 

process (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). After each interview concluded the researcher captured 

impressions from listening to the interview before the transcription process. This “raw” response 

to the data provided insight to potential biases. The researcher observed the subtleties of how the 

CTE deans responded to the questions and the impact of the interview on them. Writing memos 

after reviewing each interview helped capture the unique character of each dean as well as their 

familiarity with the completion agenda. 

 Below are highlights from the memos written after each interview. The coding for the 

deans is D1 through D10 and pronouns were changed to “they” and “their” to protect the 

confidentiality of the CTE deans. 

 D1 Interview   
 
 I found it interesting how quiet the dean would become when it was a topic that they did 

 not have a lot to say or perhaps they felt bad that they weren’t doing. When they were 

 confident about an answer their voice became stronger and louder. There were also many 

 laughs, which I interpreted as nervous laughs. I can already hear in this first interview 

 undertones of why Resource Dependency is such a logical theoretical framework for this 

 dissertation. The dependency that the professional-technical programs have on industry 

 and their advisory boards is strong, and they have to run a careful balance of listening to 

 what jobs will be out there for the students, but to also make sure the industry leaders 

 understand the pressure of the completion agenda. After interviewing D1, which was my 

 first, I was very emotional. I realized that all of my classes, all of the research I had done 
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 to date, the writing of my literary review, and even the hard work on very carefully 

 choosing these questions had paid off. Here was a real life CTE dean thoughtfully 

 responding to my questions. They gave answers that aligned with what I expected in 

 some cases, but not necessarily in others. 

 D2 Interview. 

 This was my second interview and I became concerned that I was going to not have the 

 conversation about the completion agenda after talking to this subject. They went down a 

 long and exhaustive track about purchasing equipment and were defining it completely 

 differently. This actually could be a good argument that deans are not tracking on this in 

 the way we might think they are. But once they understood what I meant they took it in 

 the direction of Student Achievement Initiative and they gave really solid examples. The 

 way they spoke about their decision-making gave me a sense that they felt somewhat 

 disempowered and at the mercy of the administration. It was as if their division was far 

 away from the rest of the college. 

 D3 Interview 

 This dean had a complete understanding of what the completion agenda is, and they gave 

 the best definition of all of the deans. They referred to the creation of short-term 

 certificates as an attempt to adhere to the completion agenda and I was so happy that they 

 mentioned what I had learned in my research that industry does not really value them as a 

 tool for employees to be better trained. They seemed to enjoy talking about this and they

 understand where their bread is buttered, so to speak. 

 D4 Interview   

 D4 was clearly a newer dean. They acknowledged this, and it was evident in how deeply 
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 they did not go as compared to other deans. They were familiar with the completion 

 agenda and spent the majority of their time giving solid examples of how they were 

 addressing it.  

 D5 Interview   

 This was the most confident dean of all that I interviewed. They had a wide-eyed 

 approach and hope for the future. I could tell that they were approaching their decision-

 making with confidence and drive. Their language was colorful and full of quotes. They 

 had a singsong approach to the interview and clearly they understand the completion 

 agenda.  

 D6 Interview   

 They had a strong sense of the completion agenda and clearly their institution has 

 embraced it. They spoke in a way that was not what I would expect of a dean, like 

 referring to "butts in seats.” As far as the interview they provided excellent insight and 

 backed up what I have been studying. 

 D7 Interview   

 This dean was very knowledgeable about the completion agenda and the Student 

 Achievement Initiative. They really underscored repeatedly their understanding of the 

 importance of accreditation. They seemed to not be rattled by it (the completion agenda), 

 kind of just gently appreciating it, but focusing primarily on the needs of business and 

 industry. 

 

 D8 Interview   

 They became very quiet when I was asking about the Student Achievement Initiative. 
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 Again, when I asked about that and they did not have a lot to say they get really quiet. 

 D9 Interview   

 This interview was the hardest to schedule. It was clear from the start of the 

 interview that this was not a dean who had worked in CTE for a long time. Their 

 definition of the completion agenda was not centered on students earning degrees or 

 students earning degrees or certificates. 

 D10 Interview    

 This dean was by far the most fun and the most engaging of all of the interviewees. They

 have a spirit that is open, optimistic, informed, and addictive. They were so careful to 

 clarify when I asked a question, used my name often, and really wanted to get it right. 

Post-Transcription Memo Highlights 

 The process of transcribing was arduous and exhausting, and created an opportunity for 

the researcher to become familiar with the responses to questions and to note the volume changes 

in their voices, their non-verbal reactions such as laughter and pauses, and to listen deeper than 

the spoken words. After completing the transcription of each interview post-transcription memos 

were written. Below are highlights from some memos that were written after each interview was 

transcribed. 

 D1 Interview   

 I remember being so nervous for this first interview and being so thrilled that they were 

 responding with answers that I was hoping to hear. It was so helpful that I could not 

 respond to keep my bias in check. After conducting the rest of the nine interviews and 

 coding  this interview, I can see their newness as a CTE showing. There is somewhat of a 

 helpless overtone to their responses and I can see frustration in between the lines. They 
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 have not yet had a lot of time to be a CTE dean and to deal with the CTE faculty and the 

 completion agenda. It is interesting that they did not mention much about SAI, but they 

 alluded to it throughout the interview. 

 D2 Interview   

 This dean was far more representative of what I am getting at with the impact of the 

 completion agenda on the trades. They were an example of a dean who was not super 

 intense as an administrator, but very much in touch with what industry needs with 

 curriculum, equipment, faculty, and trained workers. 

 D3 Interview   

 I just love this dean’s truthful look at the completion agenda and what is going on. Their 

 grit and wise quotes give such a voice to how these deans are looking at the completion 

 agenda. 

 D4 Interview   

 They did understand that students do not always behave in a manner that supports the 

 completion agenda, and they were willing to share that they have a little problem with 

 it, as a result. 

 D5 Interview   

 I was surprised that they did not address the relationship between their programs and the 

 advisory committees and industry since they oversee program X. Again, I think being 

 relatively new might have caused that omission. 

 

 D6 Interview   

 I was really struck after listening to the audio recording with how articulate and 
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 connected this dean was with their institution’s activities related to the completion agenda, 

 and I was impressed that they had already earned their doctorate.   

 D7 Interview   

 It is interesting to me how many of these deans have earned or are seeking their 

 doctorates. We all seem to be on the same path where we know how important it is for 

 advancement, but are all working so hard and having so much responsibility now as 

 deans. The pressure that many of the deans feel or felt while being a doctoral student 

 along with the wide variety of responsibilities as a college administrator was evident. 

 D8 Interview   

 This dean was really serious and I noticed that they very rarely said "me" or "I" and 

 spoke of “us” instead. 

 D9 Interview   

 After transcribing this interview I wondered if they have not been exposed to CTE 

 technical college education very long and especially in Washington State under the SAI. 

 D10 Interview    

 After transcribing the prior nine interviews, it was clear that this CTE dean was deeply 

 immersed in the completion agenda and demonstrated the strong understanding of the 

 nature of the completion agenda. 

Category and Theme Development 
 
 Once each of the first and second coding cycles was completed categories were identified 

from a review of the collected data. In a low-tech process each individual code title was recorded 

onto sticky notes, one set on pink represented the first coding cycle and one set on purple 

represented the second coding cycle. After placement on the wall the sticky notes were arranged 
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into categories. As a result the codes were consolidated into logical categories within each of the 

study’s three research questions. Figure 4.1 Themes and Categories at the end of this chapter 

illustrates the categories that developed from the analysis of the data after completing the first 

and second coding cycles. 

 In preparation for the development of themes, the researcher re-read what had been 

written in the literature review on Resource Dependency Theory as the foundation for this study, 

and a further literature review was conducted on the topic. The Resource Dependency Theory 

framework created around the interview questions was reviewed: 1) Evidence for external 

constraints from a higher authority and that are known to the decision-maker, 2) When 

circumstances change the institution can accommodate changes or face non-existence, and 3) 

Does the decision-maker attempt to free themselves from the constraints placed by the higher 

authority who may control resources? The interview and transcribed data set memos and all of 

the transcript data set materials after forming the categories from the first and second cycle 

coding exercise were reviewed once again. The experiences of listening to the CTE deans as they 

shared their thoughts and ideas was synthesized with the research on Resource Dependency 

Theory, and as a result of this analysis four themes naturally appeared: limited control, 

dependency, indifference, and cognitive dissonance. 

Definition of Terms from Transcribed Dataset 
 
 Prior to presenting quotes from the interviewed CTE deans the following definitions are 

provided for frequently used terms. 

 

• Advisory Committee/Councils  

Per the Washington State Legislature’s RCW 28B.50.252 all districts offering 

vocational education programs must have local advisory committees as defined: 
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  RCW 28B.50.252 
  Districts offering vocational educational programs—Local advisory   
  committees—Advice on current job needs. 
  (1) Each local education agency or college district offering vocational educational 
  programs shall establish local advisory committees to provide that agency or  
  district with advice on current job needs and on the courses necessary to meet  
  these needs. 
  (2) The local program committees shall: 
  (a) Participate in the determination of program goals; 
  (b) Review and evaluate program curricula, equipment, and effectiveness; 
  (c) Include representatives of business and labor who reflect the local industry,  
  and the community; and 
  (d) Actively consult with other representatives of business, industry, labor, and  
  agriculture. 

 [ 1991 c 238 § 77.]  (Washington State Legislature, n.d.) 

Over the course of the interviews the term “advisory council” and “advisory 

committees” were used, and these terms are interchangeable. 

• Career and Technical Education (CTE) 

Career and Technical Education is a term that applies to both the secondary 

and post-secondary educational systems. It is also referred to as vocational 

or work-related education. CTE is used to describe programs within 

community colleges designed to prepare students for entry-level technical 

positions in business and industry. This can occur after earning an associate 

of applied science or simply by taking courses offered in CTE programs at 

the community college level (Cohen et al., 2014). 

• I-BEST 

 I-BEST stands for Washington’s Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training  

 Program. The program was pioneered by Washington’s community and technical 

 colleges and is designed to teach students work, college-readiness, and literacy 

 skills quickly so they can move through their coursework more quickly and move 

 faster into finding living wage jobs. By taking courses from two instructors at 
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 once, one teaching basic skills in English, writing, and math, while the other 

 provides job training, students receive preparation for their college level course 

 work while studying in the career field of their choice (Washington State Board of 

 Community and Technical Colleges, n.d.) 

• Professional-Technical Programs 

  This term is often used interchangeably with Career and Technical Education.  

  Cohen et al. (2014) noted that terminology around occupational education has  

  never been exactly the same with words such as vocational, semiprofessional,  

  occupational, terminal, career, vocational, and technical all used to describe this  

  form of community college education. The word technical traditionally was used  

  as a definition for education and training designed to prepare students for work in  

  industrial and scientific fields. The term Professional-Technical Programs is  

  utilized by the Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges,  

  as opposed to the general term of Career and Technical Education (Washington  

  State Board for Community and Technical Colleges, n.d.). 

Analysis Results 
 
 The three research questions for this study provided a framework to present the results of 

the narrative analysis of the transcribed data set, the interview and post-transcription memos. The 

four themes that were derived from the analysis, the categories, coding, and sample responses 

from the CTE deans are presented below. References to the CTE dean interviews are coded once 

again with an alpha-numeric code to protect the confidentiality of the individuals. All samples 

and quotes appear without providing information that would identify the individuals or 

institutions involved in the study. The quotes presented represent the actual responses by the 
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CTE deans to the interview questions and have not been edited for correct grammar. The 

combination of the categories and related quotes from the CTE deans led to the natural 

development of the themes of limited control, dependency, indifference, and cognitive 

dissonance. 

Research Question One 
 
 The first research question for the study was: What internal and external forces do career 

and technical dean decision-makers in Washington State technical colleges perceive are 

impacting decisions they are required to make for the programs they administer? Out of the 

coding for internal forces, two categories naturally rose to the top: budgets/funding and faculty 

influence. The rest of the categories were diverse enough to create a third “potpourri” category 

representing a mixture of factors which impact their decision-making: not enough time, 

curriculum development, institutional culture, enrollment/FTE, student needs, and executive 

leadership. For external forces, four categories became apparent: accreditation, advisory 

committees, employer demand, and state influence. Table 4.2 Internal and External Factors 

Influencing CTE Dean Decision-making at the end of this chapter provides an overview on the 

internal and external factors the ten CTE deans identified and mentioned in the interview as 

having an influence on their decision-making. The theme of limited control arose out of the 

analysis of the internal factors and dependency from the external factors addressing research 

question one. 

 Internal and External Influences on CTE Dean Decision-making. In order to assess 

the influence of the completion agenda on the CTE deans’ decision-making, it was vital to begin 

by identifying the specific internal and external factors, which influenced the decisions made for 

the programs they manage. Below is an overview of the categories that were derived from the 
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first and second cycle coding of the transcribed data. Examples are provided from the transcribed 

data set for the ten interviews and highlight each category. 

Internal Factors 

 Budgeting. Goldstein (2012) defines a budget as a planning document, as a reflection of 

the priorities and values of the organization, and a “manifestation of decision-making in an 

enterprise” (p. i). He observed that the concept and nature of budgeting in higher education could 

be especially confusing and complicated due to the fact that higher education is a political entity, 

rather than just an economic one. A direct question on budgeting was asked and it was clear that 

how budgets are explained, managed, and executed was the top internal factor influencing CTE 

dean decisions. References made reflected the mystery behind how budgets operated at their 

institutions, their limited control over their budgets, and the pressure they felt from the faculty to 

be able to expend more on their programs and equipment needs. The following comments were 

made related to budgeting as an internal factor in their decision-making. 

 D1: Planning, budget planning, development, purchase requisitions that may be 

 over…faculty chairs can sign for anything less than $2000 so anything $2000 and above. 

 We do monthly monitoring of those budgets in our office and office support to make sure 

 we are in line with the plan. So planning, ongoing monitoring and then occasionally if 

 we need to move money around, different program areas, if that is appropriate. 

 D2: I would say that internally then what we are most motivated by is the sense of 

 urgency or the relative importance of it (budgeting) directly for the programs. (It) is 

 competitive so there is only so much money to go around and depending on the mood of 

 the finance office and the upper administration that sometimes they ask to have budgetary 

 plans in place. 
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 D4: Tracking how many classes you offer and then the part time faculty salary benefits 

 for those classes and compared to what we did last year and if we cancel a class and you 

 have a little bit of extra money and want to run an extra classes figuring out where that 

 money comes from. As a dean I will be responsible for making sure at the end of the 

 fiscal year that it balances out to zero. 

 D5: External, often times it gets to be about grants in my area; for lack of money, 

 opportunities to apply for grants sometimes can be troublesome. Looking for 

 opportunities to fund what you are trying to do is sometimes quite challenging. 

 D7: And then funding from external, as well. Any new funding sources that are out there 

 are obviously going to impact what we do. 

 D8: My job in that is to monitor the budget and to keep us within where we need to be. 

 There is always something that goes on that is not planned for you, you know you have a 

 microtone go down in and then it’s kind of working around to find extra monies for some 

 emergency things to allow instruction to continue, because ultimately that’s our job to 

 make sure that instruction will continue and then everything that goes along with that. I 

 think the huge requirement in that is creating relationships, broad, holistic relationships 

 with every one on campus so you can have those conversations.   

 D10: I have total responsibility for every one of those instructional areas. I develop the 

 budgets, or if they are grants or they are operational funding, state funds, so once it 

 comes I manage every aspect from top to bottom. 

 Faculty. Bolman and Gallos (2011) observed that “the first law of higher education 

leadership: If you lose the faculty, you lose” (p. 84). The hiring and supervision of faculty as CTE 

deans was the second strongest internal factor influencing their decision-making across a wide 
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spectrum as related to their control of the faculty in their divisions. Comments were made about 

the limited control the CTE deans had over setting the salaries of their faculty and of their 

control over the budgets for software, hardware, and equipment needs. 

 D1:  The connection I would make is looking for faculty with interpersonal skills because 

 taking somebody from course one, day one through to completion, and enter our 

 programs sometimes students will be with their faculty through the entire time unlike a 

 comprehensive community college they have a handful of faculty and they change all of 

 the time so it is really important that in hiring faculty that they have an understanding of 

 who our population is and do they have interpersonal skills to work within that 

 environment. 

 D2: Obviously, I do have control largely most of the control over their (the faculty) 

 program budgets. When you are thinking about the money that faculty are going to spend 

 for the  development of their own program then the deans and the faculty work together 

 on that  primarily. We help the faculty understand how much money is in the budget and 

 then the faculty have the authority that is granted to them by myself and the other 

 workforce deans here to really figure out how to best make use of that money to plan for t

 their own needs. 

 D5: In a technical college many times faculty come from industry – I want to know what 

 do you know about technical colleges in the 21st century, and then why do want to work 

 here specifically, why did you pick this college and tell me a little bit about what do you 

 know about adult learning. I’m not looking for the best academic response. This is the 

 first time they are coming into this environment, they are nervous and excited, and most 

 of them say it’s time to give back. 
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 D6: I mean there is always a monetary thing. The reality is that we just don’t pay our 

 professional technical well. They are on the same pay scale as everybody else. We have 

 a hard time differentiating pay scales. So, you look at our folks we are asking to teach 

 programming. If they are a really good programmer they are making six figures in 

 industry and we are wanting to bring them in at $52,000 a year. 

 D7: You know one of the things that I really have to think about is making sure that our 

 faculty represents the community that we serve and a lot of times that is difficult for me 

 at our trades campus because our city is a very diverse community in terms of 

 underrepresented minorities, gender, you know. I’ll have programs that are 

 predominantly represented by superordinate group and it can be difficult to find faculty. 

 So, diversifying the faculty is a huge concern of mine, and something that we work on 

 addressing. 

 D8: Our faculty are very involved in the decisions about their programs, and the decision 

 making, they are our subject matter experts. Keeping them relevant about in their subject 

 matter is important. 

 D9: There is a lot of factors behind hiring faculty. But you look at specifically do they 

 have that passion to teach, that is one of the things. Number two, you look at their 

 experience as a subject matter expert. Sometimes it’s hard to make that transition from 

 subject matter expert to into actual teaching, so we have developed onboarding for that 

 because we understand that it’s really hard. So that and passion and I also would say, a 

 person that really wants to teach. The actual requirements for teaching, which we have 

 requirements set for that. 

 Not enough time. Bailey, et al. (2015) noted that faculty and staff at community colleges 
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feel stretched too thin and overworked and that expecting to add more hours to their days seems 

impossible. Morgan and Barden (2015) observed that we have more access to knowledge and 

professional development opportunities than we will ever use and that technology has provided 

leaders with the ability to share at levels higher than ever before. Yet, we continue to feel short 

of energy, attention, and time. This was evident in the comments made by some of the CTE 

deans and the frustration was evident both in their words and their non-verbal actions during the 

interviews. 

 D2: I would say individual pressures are the fact that the faculty always feel as though 

 that the college is not attuned enough to their own needs and that their have to move 

 pretty quickly through the four quarter system for a four quarter college. They don’t 

 get much time to reflect on their own practices before the next quarter starts again. So 

 they just barely have time to get their shop cleaned up I feel that they work very hard and 

 it is difficult for them to step and to do any planning. Especially if there is planning for 

 change. If it is planning to reinforce a routine they have set up they have been able to

 figure that out. But when it comes to planning for a something a little different they don’t 

 have enough time for that. 

 D3: And probably the last one that ought to be made is time. You know I have 

 conversations with my program coordinator that there are things we know we need to do, 

 but we just not going to do that. So in some ways, my workload and her workload and 

 my time influences some of program level decisions just because we are not going to 

 address some things. 

 D5: Time, lack of time to do all that we need to do. Finding the time, finding the money 

 to do what needs to be done. 
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 Curriculum development. CTE deans are responsible for all aspects of curriculum 

development for the programs they oversee, including professional-technical education, and in 

some cases depending on the institutional organizational chart structure, academic transfer 

programs, developmental education, and continuing education programs. Curriculum may be 

defined as:  

 A set of courses or the totality of experiences that the college designs for its students; it is  

 always rationalized as being practical. The curriculum responds to society and in turn 

 shapes society, sometimes lagging, sometimes leading (Cohen & Kisker, 2010, p. 32). 

When asked about curriculum development as a factor in their decision-making, the CTE deans 

presented a variety of responses reflecting the connections between their decisions as leaders and 

the influence from the faculty, advisory committees representing the different employers and 

industry, and student needs. 

 D3: The biggest factor in my decision-making about curriculum is my faculty. They are 

 the subject matter experts. If you go back and look at the area that I have emphasis over 

 and realize that I don’t have the expertise in any of those areas to second guess them on 

 curricular decisions. Now, what I can contribute to them is the policy level 

 understanding of what is going on. I have to be really cognizant of not just saying yes to 

 everything that comes up and also not saying no when something really does need 

 to change so I need, I need to have an awareness of what my faculty are telling me 

 and the ability to take it apart and understand it.  

 D5: So curriculum is driven in my division, first and foremost we have to address what 

 the standards are for compliance for accreditation. Outside that scope of that is the 

 responsibility to make sure we are in alignment with what is permittable (sic) by the 
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 curriculum committee. That is a good representative body, because that is faculty and 

 staff from across the college community. And then it is my having conversations with my 

 faculty to see in your area of focus what is it you’re attempting to do, why are you doing 

 that, and what are the outcomes and those are the kinds of things.  

 D6: When we are looking at new program development another external driver is the 

 overall labor market so within the community and technical college system we have to be 

 able to show labor market demand for new programs. I can’t just decide that I ‘d really 

 like a program in X, I have to actually show that there is a labor market demand for that 

 program. 

 D7: The employers will often come to us even if they are not on the advisory board and 

 tell us that the students that you are producing are missing something and we're either 

 having to retrain them or hire somebody else so we’d like you address that and we’ll do 

 that through curriculum.  

 D8:  Community need, certainly. If our students can’t get work than we have no reason 

 to offer the program. Now there are some programs that you are going to run even though 

 there is a lower expected wage because we need to support the community and it might 

 not make sense, perfect sense when you think about budgetary return on investment, but 

 it is the right thing to do. But we do really look at need and can we make a living wage, 

 can our students make a living wage when they are done?   

 D9: We have to specifically look at through our advisory boards. We have to look at is 

 whether our curriculum is viable to today’s standards of the industry at this time. So we 

 have them come in as advisory board members and look at our curriculum and say ok, for 

 this we aren’t even teaching this anymore, this particular method is old, therefore we 
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 need to make a curriculum revision, which we do, which we can do. So we do that once 

 a year. We look at any revisions that we have to make, we make the corrections on that 

 that we have to make and present it to our curriculum and teach it to the students.  

 D10:  So from the prof-tech perspective or career tech ed., I would say the biggest factor 

 are the industry and making sure that we are changing our programs to be robust and 

 preparing students for what they are going to hit when they get into the job. 

 Institutional culture. Strange and Banning (2001) defined colleges and universities as 

organizations that disseminate knowledge, seek to educate students, and to serve the community. 

Higher educational organizations have divisions of power, labor, and communication structures 

that are designed to accomplish a particular set of goals. The institutional culture is defined by 

how the academic units are organized, their reporting structures, and the policies and procedures 

created to meet institutional goals. A number of CTE deans alluded to institutional culture as a 

factor influencing their decision-making, and references were made to the unique aspects of 

leading professional-technical programs among college transfer programs. 

 D3: But, on top of that, or aligned underneath probably better, is culture.  I came into this 

 institution and realized that there is a lot of past practice not in the collective bargaining 

 sense perhaps, but certainly in the cultural sense, where this is how we’ve always done it. 

 And that affects a lot of what we do. There are some instances where those two things 

 conflict the past practice and the guidelines of the policies and procedures, but if you just 

 starting enforcing the letter of the law it would be too much of a cultural change.  

 D5: The whole idea of shared governance is becoming a big thing. And what does it look 

 like, and making decisions and my faculty are staying hello, no, you don’t get to make 
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 that decision alone, what about us and it is about academic freedom which is in our 

 realm and not your realm. 

 D8: Then we also to have a lot of good understanding around what is available in 

 Counseling and Advising and Student Services because they are under a different VP. 

 And then the internal policies and procedures of the college. Making sure we are 

 following those. So kind of a broad overview of what is going on with that. 

 Enrollment/FTE. Community colleges face unique fiscal challenges related to the 

changes in the economy. During economic downturns when unemployment rises, enrollment 

may surge at the community colleges while state and local appropriations lower, resulting in 

lower revenues. Likewise when unemployment rates lower, community college enrollment 

declines and the revenue from tuition and fees decreases (Romano & Palmer, 2016). Cohen et al. 

(2014) noted that community colleges face several funding challenges. Two-year institutions 

dependent on the local tax base are subject to the strength of the local economy, employment 

rates, and taxes paid by the local taxpayers. Some programs, such as college transfer programs, 

have lower costs and serve a wider portion of the public. Career and technical education 

programs at the community colleges are often the highest-cost programs and demand more 

expenditures per student, with greater benefit for the student than for the public. Institutions face 

rising costs associated with health care for employees, and with staff and faculty salaries under 

negotiated contracts. The pressure to maintain or increase enrollment rates is ever-present and 

was mentioned as a factor in decision-making by several CTE deans in the study. 

 D2: Mostly I would say that decision-making is influenced… it has to do more often than 

 not when we have a program that is doing poorly with enrollment. If we are doing well  

 in enrollment that we have this whole built in system in getting that kind of input. If we 
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 have a program that is doing poorly than we have we have a process to analyze that 

 program and then part of that process is to go out to industry and to analyze the data for 

 the demand and the wage and all that stuff that aids with the employment prospects of 

 people coming out of that program.  

 D4: Enrollment is a key driver these days. Our Washington Technical Community 

 College System is down 3% enrollment for our state enrollment, and our institution is at a 

 20 year low in enrollment and it is really clouding a  lot of our decision-making because 

 we have classes that we have to run to fulfill a student’s degree requirements and we do 

 not have enough students. And, we are frantically starting new programs and then trying 

 to figure out to get the word out to the community that we have these new programs is a 

 challenge. So that’s the one of the biggest factors. 

 D7: Internal it is almost always driven by enrollment and budget. So, we are a public 

 institution and we receive funding from the State of Washington and we are allocated a 

 certain number of full number equivalents so internally there is a great deal of pressure to 

 maintain full enrollment, which is probably not unusual for a public institution and to 

 balance our budget and not overspend. One thing that we face that a lot of other technical 

 schools face is there is an inverse relationship between employment and college 

 attendance. When there is a lot of unemployment out there we typically see a lot of 

 students coming back for retraining, when employment is good, and we are in a pretty 

 good job market right now, we tend to lose our students because they leave early because 

 they are offered jobs before they complete. 

 D8: Right now enrollment and retention is such a big thing for us. It is informing all of 

 our decisions. 
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 D10: Internally, I think it’s a little bit more the enrollment numbers. How many do we 

 have? Kind of the FTE chase. More students, less money, is pressure. Grow their 

 programs. 

 Student needs. Bailey et al. (2015) noted that over 10 million students, more than half of 

the nation’s undergraduates, access community colleges for their education each year and the 

failure of these students to complete their college degrees impacts the overall economy. The 

impact of student performance on the economy is of equal importance to the disappointment and 

frustration felt by the millions of college students who do not reach their educational goals. 

O’Banion (2013) observed that the focus on student success has moved beyond simply 

increasing enrollments. Defining student success for the community college student depends on 

the values and interests of the various stakeholders including students, faculty, administrators, 

and state agencies. The definition becomes debated between those who may have a stronger 

interest in a liberal arts/general education and those who favor workforce training. The impact of 

meeting the needs of the professional-technical education students was another factor influencing 

the decision-making by CTE deans interviewed for this study. 

 D4: Student complaints (laughs) they come to me so that definitely drives a lot of my 

 decision-making on faculty and from a supervisory perspective. I use it for coaching 

 faculty on how to be better in the classroom. I also use it for deciding on whether to keep 

 or lose a part timer. 

 D8: I try to think about fit. I try to think about how is this individual going to fit with 

 our student population? How are they going to fit in the college culture that we have and 

 the college culture that we have is one of inclusion. But you really have to care about the 

 students and you have to be able to meet the students where they are and get them to 
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 where they need to be. I ask a lot about classroom management, your experiences with 

 lower social-economic students, people of diversity, and try to get that. 

 D9: Another thing is the diversity piece, having a better understanding of our ESL 

 students, and our students of color. We’ve created a forum for our men of color here on 

 our campus to look at why they are not graduating from our programs to look at 

 specifically of what we might need to change, in other words meeting them where they’re 

 at, I teach them from that perspective I think is very important. I don’t think a lot of 

 college professors actually do that, they say I’ve done it for 20 years and I’m gonna 

 continue to do it this way. 

 D10: Other factors are looking at our faculty dynamics and our student body and trying to 

 mimic our student population the best we can and being very intentional to recruit a 

 broad pool. I will often hire someone with no teaching experience, they would never do 

 that on the academic side, because we can teach them how to teach. We can’t teach them 

 how to be great at their profession, but we can teach them eduspeak and so I will often go 

 to bat for the person that I think will be the best person for the students despite their lack 

 of 20 years of teaching. 

 Executive leadership. Community college leadership is dynamic and complex, and 

leaders must meet student needs with fluctuating resources, financial uncertainty, delicate faculty 

relations, external stakeholder demands, and shifting local, state, and federal financial support 

(Nevarez & Wood, 2010). CTE deans in a mid-level role need to find a balance between 

adhering to the expectations and demands of the college executive leadership and boards of 

education, while addressing the constraints and needs of the students, faculty, public, and local 

workforce who need their services and support (Rosser, 2000). Over the course of the 10 
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interviews executive leadership was mentioned as a factor in decision-making for the CTE deans. 

 D2: For example, it could be that a trustee ends up meeting someone important at a City 

 Club meeting that works for a community based organization and they want to have a 

 partnership of some sort so all of a sudden it becomes quite urgent for deans to affect that 

 particular partnership regardless of the value of the overall agenda to the college. 

 D3: Among the internal factors are also kind of the president’s vision. Which direction 

 the president wants to take the institution and the vice president’s vision. The vice 

 president of instruction what he has in mind for how we are going to go about things. 

 D5: My role, my responsibility is to align with the thoughts of my president. 

External Factors  

 Accreditation. Cohen and Kisker (2010) referred to accreditation agencies as “a powerful 

shadow government” (p. 521), since only students attending accredited institutions qualify for 

state and federal grants and loans. American higher education has been historically self-regulated 

through accreditation agencies that are private associations subject to review by the U.S. 

Department of Education to insure they employ specific criteria in their assessment of 

institutions. While an institution receives accreditation for the entire organization, community 

college career and technical educational programs are particularly dependent on the accreditation 

bodies specific to their various academic programs. The U.S Department of Education (2016) 

produces procedures and criteria for the Secretary of Education to oversee the quality of public 

postsecondary education, including nursing education, in particular, and to designate state 

agencies as reliable authorities for providing education. The accreditation agencies insure that 

institutions employ qualified personnel, manage their operations effectively, and receive 

adequate financial support to carry out their operations. 
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 The topic of accreditation and the pressure to adhere to the standards set forth by the state 

agencies and regional accreditation bodies was mentioned frequently as a factor influencing 

decision-making by the CTE deans. 

 D5: The other things is accreditation they really do limit what we are able to do in some 

 areas, for instance, if I want to start another cohort, oh great but you have to go through 

 this accrediting body. We wanted to start an evening cohort, that would be innovative, 

 different in the state, but we had to go through our accreditation and they were “no, I

 don’t think so, we have to check that out.” That was in the way of getting to incumbent 

 workers, or to provide opportunities for people who absolutely work during the daytime,  

 willing to be in the evening, be in an extended program. 

 D7: The other one is national or regional accreditation so a lot of our programs and in 

 addition to the college having accreditation through the Northwest  Commission as an 

 organization a lot of the programs have professional accreditations. So those national, 

 regional accreditations they influence and impact our curriculum, because they have 

 demands that we have to meet and they are all typically related to competencies that the 

 field and profession had determined are essential for our graduates. So making sure we 

 aren’t doing anything that would get us out of compliance.  

 D8: Program specific is accreditation and other outside agencies that give approval for 

 programs to continue. Many times their requirements are different than the college’s or 

 even the State of Washington’s. We have to adhere to the highest level of requirement. 

 D10: Well, we do have our accreditating bodies, that is another big influence and factor. 

 Most of the programs in my area have some kind of accreditation above and beyond the 

 college accreditation, so for lack of a better word dictates a lot of what we do. 
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 Advisory committees. Brint and Karabel (1989) analyzed the history of community 

college vocational or CTE programs and noted that their success depended not only on stable 

student demand, but also the availability of jobs once the programs were completed. 

Assessments of local labor force demands and regional economic needs provide support for the 

development of new vocational programs and the partnerships formed between the CTE 

programs and local advisory committees become vital to their success. Advisory committees, 

comprised of local and statewide business people, provide guidance on current industry practices, 

advise CTE deans on purchasing state-of-the art equipment, and support students enrolled in co-

operative education and internships prior to completion of their programs. 

All Washington State community college districts offering vocational education 

programs must have local advisory committees, per the Washington State Legislature’s RCW 

28B.50.250 (Washington State Legislature, n.d.). These advisory committees provide the 

community colleges with advice on the courses necessary to meet current employment training 

and working conditions, and the state mandates that they participate in the determination of 

program goals, review and evaluation of program curriculum, equipment, and program 

effectiveness. The law states that the advisory committees must consist of business and labor 

representatives who reflect the community college district community and local industry. 

 Nearly all of the CTE deans mentioned, more than once, the importance of advisory 

committees to their work as well as the impact on the decisions the deans make. The influence of 

the mandatory advisory committees was mentioned as influencing the curriculum, equipment 

purchases, faculty hiring, and employment opportunities for the students served at the various 

institutions. 
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 D1: Advisory boards could use some assistance, because they are an external group, but 

 they should intimately know the details of our program and I think that is really critical to 

 the survival of a professional-technical program. 

 D2: I have an industry advisory committee for each one of my prof-tech programs of 8 to 

 10 individuals that seems to be about a good operational size of people who represent a 

 diverse cross section of that industry or trade group. We try to get people who are 

 employees who are managers who are owners and maybe some people who are even 

 retired and have an interest in the trade or the business. And then they give input into 

 these program instructors. We have two or three different meetings a year for each 

 program and then at that those meeting one of the parts of one probably their most 

 important task as an advisory committee is to approve curriculum. The advisory 

 committee will then review the curriculum that we currently have on file and then give 

 their stamp of approval for it for another year. However at that time they will, we will 

 also ask for their input and recommendations for changes. Maybe we’ll go out to a shop 

 and they’ll be several  committee members will say  hey, you know we haven’t use that 

 tool in 10 years but instead we are instead doing this process or you know this is what we 

 are seeking coming down the line and the faculty member will be very interested in that. 

 What I do strategically is to keep my ears very close to the ground when it comes to these 

 conversations because what I’ll do is I will get the advisory committee to recommend that 

 this such and such thing be purchased since it is the industry standard piece of equipment 

 and I can use that for leverage for the budget request that we have to provide as evidence 

 for the ones I mentioned where you have more major equipment. 
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 D4: The feedback from our advisory committee is also critical driver. We have real 

 good advisory committees who are really committed to help us make sure that our 

 programs are relevant, our graduates are well trained, and prepared. We check in with 

 them quarterly and in two of my programs this year faculty requested a deeper drive with 

 their advisory committee to really do a holistic review of their curriculum. They host 

 them as interns, they hire them when they graduate, so they are our best proof that what 

 we are  doing is right. They are seeing it from the inside and then the end-product. 

  D6:  So when you think about prof-tech I would say that the biggest external driver is 

 certainly industry so it is really critical that we have well functioning advisory 

 committees and that we stay well connected to our local industry and understand what 

 they want out of our graduates and understand where our students are going to work. It is 

 hugely influenced. We are so in touch with them. I think there is always this delicate line 

 because we can’t just, we aren’t as nimble as we would like us to be so you have to figure 

 out what the trends are not what the fads are with business and industry. Those folks 

 have to be a significant driver of our curriculum, because if at the end of the day if we are 

 not turning out students that meet the demand of industry then our students aren’t going 

 to get jobs and it’s really circular. It has really, really influenced, at my current college. 

 D7: You know one of the things that some folks may not realize is that all of the 

 professional technical education programs in the State of Washington at the public 

 institutions we are required are to have an advisory board for each program and at our 

 institution we have to have at least two advisory meetings a year and one of those 

 meetings each year has to be that advisory board essentially reviewing our curriculum 

 and approving it. Or, making recommendations for changes.  So, the influence is 
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 determined by the make up of those boards which is going to include organized labor, 

 major employers, sometimes previous alumni, some times community partners so that’s 

 going to be a strong influence. 

 D10: So we have very aggressive efforts to make sure our advisory committees are robust 

 and that they are value-added for our community members and that we are listening. 

 Listening day to day, I think as a dean making sure we are actively listening and being 

 influenced by the advisory committee and not vice versa. So that is probably the biggest 

 aspect making sure that know what we are listening and we know what is changing. 

 Employer demands. Historically, the connection between community colleges and 

business and industry expanded significantly in the 1970’s when the market for college graduates 

declined and federally funded programs poured into the two-year sector to promote vocational 

training. By 1977 85% of the community colleges had developed new occupational programs in 

response to industry demand (Brint & Karabel, 1989). Today, employers in the community 

college districts provide critical information to community college leaders and students by 

identifying key skills needed to enter and advance in their business sector, by advising on 

program and curriculum design, by offering on-the-job training, and by hiring graduates (Grobe, 

Martin, & Steinberg, 2015). Six sectors represent the areas for the greatest job growth, 

accounting for 66% of today’s employment and a projected 85% jump in new jobs through 2020: 

health care, business services, leisure and hospitality, construction, manufacturing and retail 

(Manyika et al., 2011). With training for these sectors being provided predominantly by CTE 

technical academic programs, the close relationship between local business and industry and the 

CTE programs is vital to their survival and for the future employment of the students. 
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 Most of the CTE deans interviewed emphasized the strong connection between their 

programs and student success, and their relationships with local business and industry employers. 

Their heavy reliance on employers serving on advisory committees and/or to those in key 

partnerships with the CTE deans’ institutions was evident in their interview responses. 

 D1: Oh wow, professional and technical education relies on upon external influence from 

 employers. And so when employers will ask or say or demand in some way that training 

 that happens in a certain context, certain way, a different tool, a different piece of 

 equipment, a different piece of software there are so many different ways that we are 

 moving and shifting to meet their demands that really puts pressure on our programs to 

 change. 

 D2. When you think of the whole global system of CTE instruction is that industry 

 changes fast where colleges are a little slower. We do our best to change to the input of 

 the advisory committee and of course the faculty member’s industry contacts, but the 

 truth is that the faculty member will quickly go stale in their own occupation because 

 they are not there any more.  

 D3: There are other formal mechanisms for that, we get the in demand or decline list 

 from the Employment Security Department that tells us which fields are going to be paid 

 for by certain programs and which aren’t so that affects how much weight we put behind 

 something because it affects how much enrollment is going to come to those 

 programs. 

 D4: Keeping current in their industry and that is a mainstay for technical colleges and a 

 challenge we have always had.  
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 D6: One of the first thing students want to know when they are applying is what does you 

 graduation rate look like and what does your job rate look like, where are they going to 

 work and how much money are they going to make. That’s the biggest external driver to 

 being well connected to industry.  

 D7:  Oh yeah, that as a technical institution it is, that is really the first influence and the  

 most important influence that we have is from business and industry. They are 

 essentially driving our coursework, our training, the equipment that we buy, the 

 investments that we make. That is the probably predominantly where the driving 

 influence is even beyond state funding and SAI. We are really listening to industry. The 

 employers will often come to us even if they are not on the advisory board and tell us that 

 the students that you are producing are missing something and we're either having to 

 retrain them or hire somebody else so we’d like you address that and we’ll do that 

 through curriculum. 

 D8: Sometimes the challenges that we have is business’ expectations of how quickly 

 changes should be able to be made. Certainly, when I was in private industry if I made a 

 decision I could implement tomorrow, pretty close. However, when you are trying to 

 create a training opportunity that meets employer demand, you have to create a 

 curriculum, you have to do your analyses and do these kinds of things. So, it is not going 

 to be the “we can put together a training program tomorrow, we can put one together in 

 six months.” We need to make sure we have enough students for a long enough time so 

 we can recoup the initial investment and hopefully have a sustainable program when we 

 are done. 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

115 

 D10: External I’ll say we are very much driven by the local economy. If they are hiring 

 more employees, they are cutting others so those kind of external pressures dictate the 

 size and scope of our programs where we are, what kinds of programs we are offering,

 so paying attention to your local economy is essential. I think depending what is 

 happening on in our local economy there is lot of pressures to grow, to accept more, 

 which I think sometimes compromises the integrity of the program, but it is the politics.  

 Federal /State influence.  As the cost of higher education skyrockets and the value of a 

college degree has come into question, the pressure on community colleges to be accountable for 

their outcomes has moved well beyond the confines of the college campus borders. Accreditation 

agencies, federal and state funding entities, and member associations have all created a need for 

community college leadership to demonstrate adherence to processes demonstrating 

accountability and compliance (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). Beyond regulatory connections between 

state and federal influences on decision-making, the reliance on state and local tax revenue is 

high, accounting for 46 percent, almost half of the total operating revenues in 2011 (Romano & 

Palmer, 2016). 

 The CTE deans were sensitive to the influences of federal funding, especially the impact 

of financial aid on their students and the need to be in compliance with Washington State 

legislation as factors in their decision-making. 

 D3: There are the guidelines from the State Board for Community and Technical 

 Colleges, which cover all kinds of things like budget and program development and 

 program changes and things like that. Underlying those guidelines are the RCWs and the 

 WACs that apply to community colleges in the State of Washington, which we refer to 
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 more often than people would think probably for clarification on exactly what our 

 responsibilities are in those different areas.   

 D7: I run probably about three million dollars of federal grants, so the grant 

 agencies have their own rules and regulations which certainly influence what we do and 

 how we do it. Externally, always as a campus dean I am responsible not just for certain 

 instruction, student services, security, so you have Title IX compliance, you have Title IV 

 financial aid regulations, security and safety.   

 D8: Externally for me, of course financial aid is a big deal and how financial aid changes 

 their requirements and their timelines so that is something that is difficult for us because 

 we would like to be a lot more, we’d like to be able to react quicker. We can’t react as 

 quickly as we’d like to.   

 Research question one focused on the internal and external forces impacting the decisions 

of the CTE deans’ decision-making. The question yielded a significant variety of responses, as 

evidenced by the sample responses presented here. The deans’ responses emphasized the limits 

of their control over the programs they manage and oversee and demonstrated a dependency on 

others to allow for their decision-making, specifically with faculty and employers.  

Research Question Two 
 
 The second research question for the study was:  What evidence exists to demonstrate the 

influence of the completion agenda on CTE dean decision-making? The researcher’s definition 

of “completion agenda” was not provided to the CTE deans prior to or during the interviews, and 

as a result, the responses to its meaning and influence varied. An analysis of the transcribed data 

identified four categories: the completion agenda defined, influence of the completion agenda, 

institutional influence, and specifically the Student Achievement Initiative. Sample statements 
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from the CTE deans appear below to illustrate formation of each of the four categories. The 

theme of indifference was derived from studying the data collected and assisted with answering 

research question two. 

The Completion Agenda Defined 
 
 Research conducted for this study found there is no one single source for the definition of 

the completion agenda. It finds its roots in a wide variety of federal and state legislation, 

proposed initiatives, private foundation grant activities for the community college sector, and 

within the institutions’ goals, missions, and values. Kelly and Schneider (2012) tied the inception 

of the completion agenda to a shift in priorities in higher education policy. The authors noted that 

after four decades of focus on providing college access, President Obama’s 2010 American 

Graduation Initiative calling for America to have the highest number of college graduates in the 

world by 2020, the Gates Foundation’s goals to double the number of low income students 

earning a college degree, and the Lumina Foundations’ Big Goal to increasing the number of 

American earning a college degree by 60% by 2025, contributed to a shift towards degree 

completion, and the completion agenda was born. 

 The CTE deans were asked a simple question: “How would you define the completion 

agenda?” The results varied significantly in their definitions and length of response. Given that 

this topic is the central focus for this study, all of their initial definitions are presented below. 

 D1: To check the box, (laughs!) So, the completion agenda for us is I think a little 

 different, than, it is different, but it is not from the whole movement for more students to 

 get degrees and certificates, especially because we are training folks to get right into the 

 workforce, but sometimes they complete their training and skills they need before they 

 actually complete (school’s name) credentials. 
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 D2: Well, I can only guess and so when I look, my guess would be if I am looking at it 

 with an optimistic set of perspectives than I would say that the completion agenda would 

 mean we are looking at a set of objectives or tasks that the college wants to finish that are 

 really important. 

 D3: Hah…(big sigh and then a big guffaw/laugh). I guess I would define it as the 

 collection of policies and initiatives that take forward this country’s commitment to 

 moving people through their educational process into completion more quickly and 

 efficiently.  Everything from the White House on down, it’s, I mean I guess there is a 

 completion agenda document somewhere that encapsulates it, I don’t know what body 

 actually holds that. 

 D4: I would define it as helping students earn certificates and degrees. As  opposed to 

 meeting their lofty goals, the completion agenda is more specific on credentials. That is 

 how I would define it. 

 D5: Oh my goodness. (sighs) That’s a good one. It depends on who you’re talking to 

 (laughter). I would say that completion is the understanding that as students come to our 

 college campuses and decide they want to enroll, that we help to move them, that we help 

 them to persist and that we move them to completion meaning... In the true sense it 

 means graduation, walking across that stage, diploma in hand, say hey, look mom and 

 dad I did it.  

 D6: Hmmm…so the completion agenda, I would define the completion agenda as just as 

 this shift in focus from “butt in seats” to what those butts are actually doing in those 

 seats. 
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 D7: That is a good question. I am not sure if I have a definition for it. Just in general 

 terms you know you think of it as the goal of having our students earn a credential. From 

 our standpoint when we think of the completion agenda we think of a lifetime career or 

 pathway. So we think of our role in those steps and those pathways. And making  sure 

 that students leave with some kind of sort of credential that they can build upon and that 

 is going to improve their ability to earn and to continue to learn. 

 D8: We want more people to complete.  

 D9: Completion agenda, you have to look at again every standard as far as the accrediting 

 body has some kind of threshold, some kind of standard for testing. 

 D10: From my perspective? In a nutshell I would say making sure that we are intentional 

 about students being aware of their choices and once they decide, they have a pathway to 

 completion. 

Influence of the Completion Agenda 
 
 Over the course of the interviews the CTE deans provided insight into how the 

completion agenda influences their decision-making by sharing how they saw it manifest relative 

to their academic programs. 

 D1: Other things that have folded out of it have been decisions to realign programs 

 pathways and structures so most recently we have taken a program and got rid of some 

 elective courses that just never had enough students in it to one, run it, fiscally it did not 

 make sense, but two there was so many options and at a certain point on the pathway 

 students got confused and it wasn’t sustainable we took some time to clean up that 

 program pathway. 
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 D2:  Some of the decisions that I have made that are really based off of the SAI is that, 

 for example, we have a document that is a public document for students and for advisors 

 and for deans and for anyone who is interested in the totality of a program and the name 

 of the document is basically the “Program of Study” or its delivery model and it shows 

 you all of the different courses the student would need to take in which quarters in order 

 to complete a program and so the old version just mentions the academic components of 

 the students pathway with the words “general ed, see advisor” so it doesn’t actually 

 articulate what the academic courses are that need to be one to in order to get a certificate 

 of competency or their AAS degree. Knowing that I chose to make sure that all of our 

 Program of Study documents have the 90 and 100 level courses and that they are clearly 

 identified so that it doesn’t become just tribal knowledge for an advisor. It becomes 

 knowledge that the student and also quite frankly the faculty have in their hands so they 

 can then encourage the students to enroll in the right course.  

 D3: When you are operating under something like the completion agenda, we for 

 example, look every June at who has had a enough credits to qualify for a certificate, 

 whether they want the certificate or not, if they tick that little lever on their way to their 

 degree we are going to put a tick mark in the box because they completed something, 

 whether they intended to or not they ran past that goal post so we are going to take the 

 score for it. Which “yay!” and in some ways it is a metric worth knowing, but in other 

 ways it is not really meaningful to the student or to us as the provider of the education 

 because their goal is still down the road, but because we are asked to create and count our 

 completers that is obviously what we are going to do. So that is sort of the graceless side 

 of it. 
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 D4: When I first got here the first thing I did was to look at the enrollment in my 

 programs. And the one that was most precarious, oh my goodness, we have to fix this 

 now and the answer that we came up with was the implementation of cohorts, which 

 really is a direct growth out of the completion initiative. Because I looked where we 

 losing students we had a random situation come up where a faculty member was 

 complaining that a lot of students were asking for entry codes to get into particular 

 classes and we had student services run the data and these were classes that the students 

 in no way are ready to take. They needed the entry code because they were trying to leap 

 over prerequisites. But clearly it was an indicator that the students had no idea of what 

 classes to take next. The faculty were shocked because they knew the program sequence 

 and they just assumed that students knew it. And, we know from all of the data that a 

 cohort model increases retention for all of the right reasons so I didn’t have to do a big 

 sell with the faculty on moving to cohorts. 

 D6: For the longest time we have been paid by just the number of students we have in our 

 classes and the completion agenda to me is really about more accountability about what 

 we do with those students when they are there and it does make a difference if our classes 

 are full because we retaining students versus if there full because we are just cycling 

 through students who never finish. I think with professional technical I think it has made 

 a big difference in students getting their related instruction. It has shifted to say that it is 

 not enough for them just to complete their professional technical courses they have to 

 complete their related  instruction, as well. 

 D7: And for me that credential could be as short as a twelve-credit certificate of training, 

 which helps them to become more employable, or it could be to added to your degree. It 
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 could be dozen hours toward their apprenticeship, toward their journeyman status. You 

 know, from our standpoint when we think of the completion agenda we think of a 

 lifetime career or pathway. So we think of how our role in those steps and those 

 pathways. And making sure that students leave with some kind of sort of credential that 

 they can build upon and that is going to improve their ability to earn and to continue to 

 learn. I‘ll have a company come to me and say we want to hire some of your welders and 

 my response is well they are not completed yet and we’d like for them to get that 

 credentials. So we’ll work out an arrangement where I’ll allow the students to go work 

 for them and while they are working we’ll grant them college credit. So they can both 

 earn a living and meet their financial demands and but also complete their credentials. 

 D8: I guess it would depend on your interpretation of the completion agenda. The 

 completion agenda in my opinion is not just to complete the maximum number of 

 students, but rather to complete the maximum number of qualified students or students 

 that have met the course objectives and rigor. If you wanted to look at it that way, I have 

 upheld rigor over completion in some areas. Because I do not think we are doing anybody 

 any kind of favor if we just passed you and you are unable to get a  job or keep a job 

 when you get out and not that we can guarantee employment.  

Institutional Influence 
 
 Often when responding to prompts related specifically to the influence of the completion 

agenda the CTE deans referenced actions taken by the institution as a whole, beyond what they 

are doing with their academic programs and spheres of influence. 

 D1: People are talking about completion on campus now and the conversations are no 

 longer around how many students do we have on day one of the quarter, it is now is 
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 talking about how healthy is your program, looking at how many enrollment day one, 

 how many students are completing, and what does that look like for your program area. A 

 committee was established two years ago to address completion and we have done 

 various exercises with the broader community and it has really been good to establish 

 that. We established it and then within the Board, the trustees took completion initiative, 

 I think one in part, because it was important to our president and they saw people are 

 starting to pay attention to it and they saw the national movement  and it is now one of 

 their three strategic priorities. The manifestation is in existence. 

 D3:  At our school?  A manifestation of distress. (Laughter). An increase in the scrutiny 

 of student records. 

 D5: If you talk to our president, completion it would mean the whole monty, you’re 

 working, making sure that students persist through taking core academic classes your 

 classes, addressing everything that needs to be done for accreditation. If you were to talk 

 to people over in budget and finance, they would say the same thing, students need to pay 

 back the money, in some way, we need to get them to end point so it’s a value added to 

 them. If you were to talk to folks over in student services, those working in the re-

 training area might say short certificates are good so if we can get these folks in and get 

 them short certificates, that’s an aspect of completion. 

 D6: I think the other pressure does come a bit from the completion agenda in that they are 

 being asked maybe for the first time to think about what their students are doing outside 

 of their program. Especially the more technical programs. The more kind of quote un-

 quote academic of the professional-technical programs has always been, you think about 

 the business degree, their students are already taking Econ and things like that just as part 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

124 

 of the core, but you think about an automotive program for the first time they are being 

 asked to really care about whether or not their students took math or English and things 

 like that. Because of there is a level of accountability placed on them about their program 

 numbers on whether their students completed. The completed my program is not enough, 

 it has to be that they actually earn a degree. 

 D8: Part of our completion campaign is educating the students about how important it is 

 to actually complete. You might be able to get a job now, but if that job goes away and 

 you don’t have your certificate or degree how is that going to help you get your next job? 

 It is also helping our faculty, many of who come from industry and many who do not 

 have degrees themselves to the importance of completing that. I get it and if I am trying 

 to feed  my family and somebody is going to offer me a job, my knee jerk reaction is to go 

 feed my family and not stay in school. Certainly our work with ATD helped support the 

 completion agenda and that is really listening to the students and finding out where their 

 barriers are, we’ve initiated mandatory early success courses, we have also changed our 

 advising model to where we have advisors that are assigned to specific program areas, 

 and we are also trying to look at some short term certs, if people need to leave a program 

 early they have a something they can take with them that is industry recognized. 

 D9: What do you mean? Uhhhh, I mean we have things we’re doing as far additional 

 staff, but there is no policy per se that I’m aware of that we’re doing here at the college. 

 The State of Washington, I’ve noticed they have these student navigator people who 

 actually come in to look at your completion and they will present a form or a platform for 

 helping the students complete programs. So they look at things specifics of study skills 

 and things of that nature. 
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 D10: Having focused conversations with faculty who at the end of the day are the best 

 advocates, in my opinion, for the completion agenda. They have them (the students) the 

 most, they see  them the most, they touch them the most, so if you can keep them 

 motivated and engaged I think it gets straight to the students. 

 Washington’s Integrated Basic Education and Skills Training Program (I-BEST).  

Several CTE deans referred to the I-BEST when noting how their institution had responded to 

the completion agenda. 

 D6: In my division specifically one of the major impacts has been the addition of an 

 IBEST. We added an academic IBEST this year so, Integrated Basic Education and Skills 

 Training. That is a mechanism by which you are intentional about paring students in 

 basic skills with college level instruction to help bridge that gap for them and make it 

 more of a seamless pathway for them. Which has a significant impact for students, but 

 has significant SAI gains, along with it. 

 D7: We have added I believe four what’s known as IBEST programs. So, we offer a 

 second instructor with our trades instructor and to make sure that the students who test in 

 low on their classes or Compass are making rapid progression and gains in those core so 

 that they are showing some completion. That is also really tied in with financial influence 

 because IBEST is a program in the State of Washington that not only helps us with SAI, 

 but it helps us with funding because the FTE reimbursement is enhanced and it is 

 essentially an additional .75 FTE on top of the 1.0 FTE that we get for every 15 credits 

 that a student takes. So, that’s one way where that really influences how we develop and 

 design our class work. 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

126 

 D10: Once of the areas here at the college are students that go from the basic skills arena 

 into the college level. Where I come in is with IBEST I have been working really hard 

 with the full support and endorsement of the vice president, taking our divisions and 

 saying we need to be more intentional in this area. Students are coming in basic skills and 

 then they are not getting into anything else, so they aren’t moving along the continuum. 

Student Achievement Initiative  
 
 Dougherty and Reddy (2013) hailed the two Washington State’s Student Achievement 

Initiatives (SAI) as an exemplary performance based funding initiative designed to increase 

student outcomes such as graduation rates and job placement. Washington State’s first iteration 

of the SAI impacted both public universities and community colleges between 1997 and when it 

sunset in 1999. The second iteration, enacted in 2007, applies only to community colleges, and 

its success comes from its focus not only on graduation rates, but intermediate achievements, 

such as completion of development education and college mathematics. Dougherty and Reddy 

credit Washington State’s SAI success with having a significant influence on the development of 

performance based funding in states across the country such as Ohio and Tennessee. 

 The CTE deans were specifically asked about their familiarity with the SAI, as an 

example of the completion agenda, and its influence on the decisions made by the CTE deans for 

their divisions. Their responses varied from significant familiarity with the SAI to no knowledge. 

 D1: Pretty familiar with it, not the details, I know that the colleges are, it is an allocation 

 program that is based on performance, so performance based funding situation, it has 

 evolved from its initiation to today in terms of how colleges get points and I know that 

 professional technical programs are not in those formulas and they don’t fare very well 

 because it is geared toward a community college mindset and students come in that 
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 traditional community college transfer. In response to the question seven: If you are 

 familiar with the SAI, what impact has it had on the decisions you have made in regards 

 to your division? D1: None  

 D2: I am pretty familiar with the SAI and so what that means to me is that there are 

 students achieving index points that students can earn through various benchmarks 

 that they pass through that are indicators of possible completion. Among them might be 

 completing a math class and then completing another math class or earning a certain 

 amount of college credits and so the State of Washington has taken an initiative in 

 starting to push the colleges toward focusing their efforts to complete more students by 

 dangling a financial carrot in front of them by saying hey, we are increasingly putting 

 more of your budget money into SAI points so that you have to show us some 

 performance points that you are providing some opportunities for students to complete. 

 Sure, we’re are focused on that too, so a lot of the things that we’ve been doing 

 intentionally lately have been focused on making sure that students have the 

 opportunity to do those right things early that will help their completion. Among them is 

 early success in math. 

 D3: I am fairly familiar with it. I have never had the responsibility in any of my positions 

 for actually tracking it or applying for our points or assigning our points or anything, but 

 I understand how it works … I know the importance of them to the institution in terms of 

 generating funding and how it sort of creates that feedback loop with the completion 

 agenda because the data you are tracking you find students along the way that has this 

 other purpose of feeding into your SAI benchmarks so you can get those points. I see 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

128 

 them coming in, but as I said I haven’t ever had any responsibility for tracking them or 

 implementing them. 

 D4: We are also starting a guided pathway effort here. I think a guided pathway is going 

 to more deliberately help us to earn student achievement points because we will get them 

 through those steps in a more  predictable way.   

 D5: You know what? I should know more about SAI. I know that the points count and 

 that there are certain categories and things go where. It’s actually an area that I need to 

 study more. So I’ll be honest about that. 

 D6: Obviously I am very familiar. My college is heavily, heavily focused on what 

 Student Achievement means and how I guess to understand the rules of that system and 

 move our students through. With the completion agenda where you get kind of student 

 achievement points at those different critical points of student’s progress you can’t 

 just look at did they make it in you have to look at what they did. 

 D8:  Probably not at much as I should be although we are going to become more 

 familiar with it especially with the allocation model that is coming down from the State 

 Board. Not much more than that.  (Big sigh) 

 D9: I’m not familiar with it. 

 D10: I am very familiar with it. I wasn’t a big fan when it started, I can’t remember, it 

 was probably a decade ago. The way I see it is that we used to just get the resources to do 

 what we needed to do and then there was a hold back. So there was a monetary incentive 

 to make sure students were moving along that continuum. I think that it helps us an 

 institution looking at where we are gaining points and where we are not and to maybe 

 redistribute resources or be more intentional. 
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 The CTE deans in the study had a wide variety of responses when asked to define the 

completion agenda, to demonstrate its impact on their decision-making, and to reflect on the SAI 

and its impact on their decision-making. Four categories came through from the coding for 

research question two: the completion agenda defined, influence of the completion agenda, 

institutional influence, and specifically the Student Achievement Initiative. 

Research Question Three 
 
 The third research question for the study was: Do career and technical education dean 

decision-makers perceive that there is a conflict between providing immediate career 

opportunities for the students they serve, versus degree completion (meeting the needs of the 

completion agenda)? Analysis of the transcribed data set resulted in two coding categories for 

this research question: conflict between jobs and the completion agenda and non-completion 

agenda actions taken by the CTE deans in their programs or at their institutions. The theme of 

cognitive dissonance was derived from studying the data collected and assisted with developing 

a response to research question three. 

 Conflict Between Jobs and The Completion Agenda. Washington is one of four states, 

along with North Carolina, Ohio, and Minnesota, where higher education institutions are 

expected to influence the economic prosperity of their states by educating students to possess the 

skills necessary to increase and improve the state’s economic growth (Sparks & Waits, 2011). 

While this may be the case in Washington State, the CTE deans noted that local business and 

industry employers depend heavily on the partnerships with career and technical education 

programs to provide workforce training, but not necessarily on earned degrees or certificates. 

Shulock and Offenstein (2012) stated that the mission of career and technical education is to 

provide students with the knowledge and skills needed to succeed in employment or in further 
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higher education in a subset of fields deemed technical and career focused, and yet students 

pursuing career technical programs make far more progress in completing course work than they 

do in acquiring credentials in their fields.  

 In their responses to a number of interview questions, the CTE deans provided their 

insights on the possible conflict arising between immediate career training opportunities for the 

students in their programs and meeting the needs of the completion agenda with degrees and 

certificates earned. 

 D1: There are kind of two goals I think we serve, we serve one we want to train people 

 our mission is to get them the skills so they are employable, but two, same time the 

 college receives a benefit when they actually complete all of their courses in that 

 pathway, but sometimes those goals don’t match up and so what we’ve been spending 

 a lot of time doing is trying to figure out where’s the gaps, how can we get closer aligned 

 to or at least start counting not only degrees or certificates, that is the check the box, 

 hey how many students got degrees or certificates this year and completed degrees 

 and certificates there are other successes in there that should count and someone got 

 through their training and took industry certification and was certified, but didn’t do 

 maybe the last three or four courses of their pathway, shouldn’t that count? We are trying 

 to figure out what completion is and what, how it matters.  

 D1:  I think the first one is that what the industry wants to see may not be exactly what 

 counts as completion. You know it is our mission, I would say our system mission to, in 

 workforce development programs to train folks with the skillset so they are employable 

 and hopefully in the industry they were trained in, right? Sometimes that is before they 
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 meet those credentials, the 45 credits, you know getting the degree. So, really capturing 

 that as a success point I think that is a point of conflict. 

 D2:  I would say that now knowing a little bit more about what you mean by the 

 completion agenda that we have set up certain programs with short term certificates and 

 even though there may be some bonus points for a student to earn certification than we 

 are doing this in programs sometimes where we know that they are just going to exit out 

 of that so they are not completing by the terms of the completion agenda. But we also feel 

 that it might be in the best interest of the students to get out and get work so that there are 

 certain programs where we have done this intentionally with faculty which may help their 

 short term enrollment too because there are people who are interested in just learning that 

 one process. But if you look at their overall level of completion it might be low because 

 the people are there to get that shorter term certification. That may be one example 

 where our decision has been at odds with the SAI point’s collection piece. 

 D3: Probably the biggest conflict that I have seen between the completion agenda and 

 actually preparing people for gainful employment is the unintended consequences toward 

 the rush toward boot camp and short term certificates to get that completion tick mark, 

 but what we hearing from industry are that these are not necessarily good enough to 

 really prepare anybody for certainly long-term career success. But, I think but part of 

 what the completion agenda does is say, “oh yeah, there you go you are job trained now.”  

 We’ve ticked your tick mark, we‘ve trained you for a career and we have sent you out.  

 And I think in the long term when we start looking at the economic stats we will not have 

 increased employment or wages earned that much, if that’s all we do is pump people out 

 with these short certificates. 
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 D4: Maybe for someone coming in from industry who just needs a couple classes so to 

 the extent that we can bundle some classes into short certs would help with this. Often 

 times we won’t even know kind of what they are here for and why they are just taking 

 classes, they are here to take classes and then they leave, but they got what they needed. 

 So that would technically be a ding against the completion initiative. I have a little bit of 

 a hard time with the completion initiative sometimes when we don’t value the fact that a 

 student has gotten exactly what they needed and that is a good thing. 

 D5: Completion for them means I can feed myself and my family, and I can go out and I 

 was making $10 an hour over here, but now I am going out and make $18/hour and I’m 

 not going to stay and take that math or English class, who cares? I’m gainfully employed, 

 right? 

 D6: We see this in our trades more than any other academic programs that I can imagine. 

 They are unemployed when they come in and after three quarters they can leave and can 

 go to work and earn $40 or $50 an hour and you have somebody who is trying to support 

 a family and kids and things like that and they are currently unemployed it is really hard 

 to tell them that no, you need to stay and finish school because the long term effects of 

 not finishing will catch up with you. So I think that this is where that opposition happens. 

 D7: So, for example, I‘ll have a company come to me and say we want to hire some of 

 your welders and my response is well they are not completed yet and we’d like for them 

 to get that credentials. So we’ll work out an arrangement where I’ll allow the students to 

 go work for them and while they are working we’ll grant them college credit. So they can 

 both earn a living and meet their financial demands and but also complete their 

 credentials. 
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 D9: For career and technical colleges, the goal is not necessarily a degree. Even though 

 all our programs have associate degrees, that’s not necessarily the goal for every 

 program. Some programs just have the certificates. 

 D10: I would say health care is the best illustration so there is the need; we are certainly 

 not meeting the needs in our county or in our state in our Allied Health Professions. We 

 can serve 10 times as many, why we can’t is clinical opportunities. So here is the unmet 

 need and the second part is why aren’t we doing it? 

 Non-Completion Agenda Actions. The CTE deans were specifically asked what decisions 

have they made that may not comply with or support the completion agenda. Based on the 

responses and long pauses before an answer, this appeared to be the most challenging question 

asked in the interview. 

 D1: Say that one more time. (Long pause) Nothing specific comes to mind. I can’t think 

 of something where I have said “well, no let’s not do that because that wouldn’t really 

 achieve completion.” I bet I’ll think of something tomorrow. I’m sorry. 

 D2: There are things that you should put in the student’s interest first even though they 

 may not meet the needs of the completion agenda. One good example is welding basics 

 and they learn welding basics as part of their program, and we know that a lot of 

 students as soon as a student learns how to drive something or learn how to weld will 

 choose to go to work because they have some basic skills there and there is demand in the 

 industry so even though they just had basic welding they have some confidence and they 

 go out and get a job as a welder in a small fab shop and then they can kind of go to work 

 for their uncle. You do get that sort of stuff happening and if we were to you know put 

 that stuff at the end of the degree program that might help the completion agenda 
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 somewhat because students would stick around for it, but I don’t think it is in the 

 student’s interest because they need those skills earlier in the program, plus it is more 

 fun.  

 D4: I do think sometimes all faculty know their students need gen eds, but sometimes 

 they have a hard time adjusting their curriculum to allow students time to take gen eds. 

 So I have run into that, too, where the whole 7 a.m. to noon is your technical classes. 

 Really? Then they have to take their gen eds after that? They need to go to work. So, that 

 is a challenge and even restructuring when the classes are offered to allow slots. So that is 

 hindering students from completing because then they just get their technical credits, they 

 might get enough to be able to get a job, but then they leave without earning their 

 degrees. Convincing them to come back to take math or English or to get their degree is a 

 hard sell. 

 D10: I was pressured into approving a higher-level math than was previously used 

 because it does support the transition to bachelor’s. So there was a little bit of a gap 

 without doing it. But, unintentionally what it does is that more students have to have 

 more math classes to get there, so it might leave people off that continuum, but that 

 directly conflicts with the completion agenda, in some way, because we will see fewer 

 students get on that pathway, but the ones who do get on the pathway we will see 

 progression. That is one way that conflicts with the completion agenda. 

 The identification of any struggle the CTE deans face between supporting the completion 

agenda and the demands from student and employers to move the students as quickly as possible 

into the workforce was the intention behind research question three. The two categories that 
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arose from coding the transcribed dataset were Conflict Between Jobs and The Completion 

Agenda and Non-Completion Agenda Actions. 

Themes Identified  
 
 Research Question One. Category I of the interview questions focused on the extent of 

the CTE dean’s supervisory responsibility, identification of which faculty and staff they are 

responsible for managing and hiring, the extent of their budgetary responsibility and level of 

financial decision-making, and the sharing of internal and external forces which impact the 

decisions they are required to make for the programs they administer. These questions served to 

provide a foundation for answering Research Question One: What internal and external forces do 

career and technical education decision-makers in five Washington State technical colleges 

perceive are impacting decisions they are required to make for the programs they administer? 

 Categories were created from the literal answers to the question of what internal and 

external forces impact their decision-making. Further analysis of the categories naturally inspired 

two themes for this study: limited control and dependency. The data collected demonstrated 

limited control of their internal decisions and a clear dependency on external influences in their 

decision-making. 

Limited Control 
 
 After conducting 10 interviews the researcher observed that body language and changes 

in the volume of the CTE deans’ voices reflected the influence of internal factors such as budgets, 

faculty hiring, and financial decision-making, and expressed a sense of limited control. Through 

reading and re-reading the transcript data set, word choice, and recorded pauses and laughter 

(non-verbal behavior) reaffirmed this theme. The choice of limited control as a theme did not 

reflect any specific response or emotion from the CTE deans to not having significant control 
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over the supervised areas; rather it was simply life as a mid-level manager in a community 

college setting. 

Dependency 
 
 Use of Resource Dependency Theory as the theoretical framework for this qualitative 

study assumes dependency as a natural theme. However, after listening to the tone of the 

responses to the interview questions and the CTE deans’ emphasis on their need to “follow the 

money,” dependency was clearly evidenced. Christiansen (1997) contended that as a result of 

resource dependency, leaders and decision-makers are powerless to have an impact on the 

organization because of their dependency on the demands of those who provide the funding. He 

stated that resource dependency theorists therefore conclude that the role of the leader who must 

adapt to the needs of those who support the organization financially is solely symbolic.  

Ultimately he agreed that successful organizations are those that realize the importance of the 

entity providing the funding over the executive decisions.  

 The responses to the interview questions in Category I illustrated a strong dependency on 

accreditation agencies, the advisory committees who provide guidance on curriculum 

development, on employer demands to produce trained workers, and on federal and state 

influences.  

 Research Question Two. Categories II and III of the interview questions focused on 

defining the completion agenda and the manifestation of the completion agenda at the CTE deans’ 

institution, and assessing the deans’ familiarity with the Student Achievement Initiative and any 

impact on their decision-making. The responses collected for the definition of the completion 

agenda, how it is manifested at their institution, the familiarity with and impact of the SAI, and 

decisions and actions which may not support the completion agenda were analyzed and resulted 
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in the theme of indifference. 

Indifference 
 
 Review of the interview memos, assessment of the researcher’s reaction to the deans’ 

statements and their non-verbal behaviors reflected an indifference to both the completion 

agenda, and the SAI as a statewide example of a completion agenda. Most of the 10 deans knew 

what the completion agenda and the SAI were; they recognized its importance at the federal, 

state, and executive leadership level; however, there was no passion to share what was happening 

on their campuses nor energy for it as an influence on their behavior. 

 Research Question Three. The Category IV interview questions focused on business 

and industry influences on decision-making, the conflict between providing career training for 

students vs. meeting the needs of the completion agenda, and the impact on decision-making by 

the expectations of business and industry employers. The responses provided insight into the 

dual position the CTE deans hold; they understood the needs of community college students to 

move through their education quickly, move into the workforce, or have opportunity for 

promotion, and yet felt the pressure to uphold the completion agenda, especially earning SAI 

points and receiving funding for their institutions, which meant retaining the students through to 

degree completion.  

Cognitive Dissonance 
 
 The responses to the last set of questions evidenced the strongest emotions from the CTE 

deans, and it demonstrated the cognitive dissonance existing between the known need and value 

of the completion agenda and the knowledge that for students and faculty the completion agenda 

is not always in their best interest. The deans repeatedly gave examples of students who faced 

challenges when required to take general education classes toward degrees and certificates, when 
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students wanted to spend their limited time and resources on professional-technical training and 

to gear up for the workforce. Many deans commented on the timing of class offerings, noting 

that students wanted to spend as little time at the college as possible and to move quickly to 

meeting their career goals. It was clear the CTE deans understood the value of earning a degree 

or certificate; however, their close relationships with the faculty and students in their programs 

created mixed emotions. 

 The four themes of limited control, dependency, indifference, and cognitive dissonance 

were determined from the coding and categories created after analysis of the interviews, post-

transcribing memos, Resource Dependency Theory, and the transcribed data set. These four 

themes will be explored as a narrative response to the three research questions as they relate to 

Resource Dependency in Chapter Five of this study. 

Saturation 
 
 Corbin and Strauss (2015) define saturation in qualitative research as the point when 

there are no additional concepts emerging. The idea of reaching saturation is part of theoretical 

sampling and is often associated with utilizing grounded theory as an analytical research process. 

The authors suggest that saturation is reached when all of the major categories show variation, 

are integrated, and are fully developed. Creswell (2012) suggested that saturation is reached 

when a researcher determines that new data will not provide any additional insights or 

information to support the development of categories. 

 As this qualitative study involved 10 subjects, there may be a question whether this 

provided the researcher with the ability to reach saturation on the data collected. When the 

Research Protocol was written to meet the requirements of the Oregon State University 

Institutional Review Board (IRB), the researcher hoped to conduct a minimum of 10 interviews 
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at five technical colleges in Washington State, with a least two interviews per institution. The 

maximum number of deans to be interviewed was set at 50. 

 There are 34 community colleges in Washington State, with five specifically identified as 

technical colleges. Once permission was granted approval through the IRB, the researcher set out 

to find CTE deans meeting the criteria for the study: 

 In their capacity as Career and Technical Education deans they need to be supervisors of 

 faculty and need to have been in their position as a CTE dean for a minimum of   

 12 months at the institution where they are currently employed. 

 After approaching potential CTE deans for the study, it was clear that the number of 

available individuals was limited, and that identifying ten presented a significant challenge. Due 

to organizational restructuring and movement of CTE deans between institutions, this proved 

challenging; however, ten were identified and interviewed successfully. 

 A secondary consideration for whether saturation was reached for this study was whether 

enough data was collected to represent a diversity of thought and ideas in order to answer the 

three research questions. After finishing the interviews, transcribing the data, conducting two 

distinct coding cycles, and analyzing the data sets for categories and themes, it was believed that 

saturation was reached with the ten study subjects. After two coding cycles for the ten interviews 

were reviewed the coding process slowed as the responses, concepts, and ideas presented by the 

subjects became similar and repetitive. While individual interviews reflected variations and 

experience and administration of different programs, the overarching concepts and ideas were 

similar across the ten subjects interviewed. Through the process of recording which deans 

mentioned each of the internal and external factors when creating Table 4.2 Internal and 

External Factors Influencing CTE Dean Decision-making at the end of this chapter, this visibly 
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demonstrated that saturation had been reached. 

Summary of Results 
 

The purpose of this chapter was to present the results of an analysis of the data collected 

through interviews with ten career and technical deans at Washington State technical colleges.  

The analysis was conducted in order to gain insight for and to assess what influence the 

completion agenda and its stated goals have on decision-making by community college deans, 

specifically deans overseeing faculty and staff in career and technical education programs.  

This chapter reviewed the study’s theoretical framework of Resource Dependency 

Theory, the data collection sites, described the interviews, gave an overview of the analysis 

process, and presented examples from the interviews. Analysis of the transcribed data sets 

developed four themes: limited control, dependency, indifference, and cognitive dissonance.  

The four themes aligned with the three research questions: Limited control and dependency 

addressed question one, indifference addressed question two, and cognitive dissonance addressed 

question three.  

The final chapter of the study, Chapter Five: Discussion, follows and presents the 

researcher’s interpretation of the results and its application for scholarly and practical 

significance. 
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Figure 4.1 Themes and Categories 
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Table 4.2 Internal and External Factors Influencing CTE Dean Decision-making 

Mentioned	in	Interview?	->	 D1	 D2	 D3	 D4	 D5	 D6	 D7	 D8	 D9	 D10	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	Internal	Factors	 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		
		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		
Budgeting	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	
Faculty	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	
		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		
Potpourri	 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		
		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		
Not	enough	time	 		 X	 X	 		 X	 		 		 		 		 		
Curriculum	Development	 X	 X	 		 		 X	 X	 		 X	 X	 		
Institutional	Culture	 		 		 X	 X	 X	 		 		 X	 		 		
Enrollment/FTE	 		 		 		 X	 		 X	 X	 X	 		 X	
Student	Needs	 		 		 		 X	 		 		 		 X	 X	 X	
Executive	Leadership	 		 X	 X	 		 X	 		 		 		 		 		
		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		
External	Factors	 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		
		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		 		
Accreditation	 		 		 		 		 X	 		 X	 	X	 X	 X	
Advisory	Committee	 X	 X	 X	 X	 		 X	 X	 		 X	 X	
Employer	Demands	 X	 	X	 X	 		 		 X	 X	 		 X	 X	
Federal/State	Influence	 		 		 X	 		 		 		 X	 X	 X	 		
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Chapter Five: Discussion 
 
 The previous chapters outlined the focus, purpose, and significance of the study, and a 

literature review, which explored four satellite themes: the completion agenda and initiative 

examples, performance and outcome based funding, business and industry and the completion 

agenda, and college dean decision-making. The methodology used for the study and the analysis 

of 10 interviews with CTE deans at technical colleges in Washington State followed. Resource 

Dependency Theory served as the theoretical framework and guided the development of the 

interview questions as well as provided insight for data analyzed. 

 Chapter Five ties the findings to both the literature review and Resource Dependency 

Theory. Three key findings, surprises found in the analysis, conclusions around the implications 

for action, recommendations for future research, and concluding remarks are presented. 

Summary of the Study 
 
 Overview of the Problem. The concept of the completion agenda took its most recent 

form in the 2009 launch, by President Obama, of the American Graduation Initiative; 

challenging the United States to become the largest producer of college graduates in the world by 

2020 with five million degrees and certificates (Obama, 2009). Though there is no single 

definition for the term “completion agenda,” O’Banion (2013) noted that the previous Student 

Success Agenda, which focused on access to higher education, and a particular focus on the 

community college sector, morphed into the completion agenda, now emphasizing student 

completion of degrees and certificates. Alongside champions from federal and state governments, 

private grant foundations such as the Lumina and the Gates Foundations, policy analysts, and 

higher education and business leaders focused on the completion agenda after the Great 

Recession of 2009. 
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 Resource Dependency Theory, the theoretical framework for this study, examines 

external constraints on organizations and the resulting reactions from leaders and decision-

makers to constraints. Leaders make a deliberate decision to accommodate the imposed 

constraints to survive or face extinction by failing to do so (Kenton et al., 2005). The theory’s 

relevance to the completion agenda is most apparent where states adopted performance based 

and outcomes based funding to higher education institutions. These methods of higher education 

funding apportioned some state monies to the institutions based on meeting performance 

indicators such as course completion, time to degree, transfer rates, the number of degrees award, 

or the number of low-income and minority graduates (Dougherty & Reddy, 2011). 

Purpose statement  
 
 The purpose of this qualitative study was to assess and gain insight into the influence of 

the completion agenda and its goals on decision-making by community college deans, 

specifically those deans who oversee overseeing faculty and staff in career and technical 

education programs.  

Research Questions  
 

  The research questions for this qualitative study were:  

 1) What internal and external forces do career and technical education dean   

  decision-makers in Washington State technical colleges perceive are impacting  

  decisions they are required to make for the programs they administer?  

 2) What evidence exists to demonstrate the influence of the completion agenda on  

  career and technical education dean decision-making? 

 3)  Do career and technical education dean decision-makers perceive that there is  

  a conflict between providing immediate career opportunities for the students they  
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  serve, versus degree completion (meeting the needs of the completion agenda)?     

Review of the Methodology 
 
 Narrative analysis was used to analyze the data collected from interviewing 10 career and 

technical education deans at seven Washington State Technical colleges. The philosophical 

approach was an interpretative/constructivist paradigm where the knowledge gained in the 

process of conducting the research documented the interaction of individuals as it was co-

constructed (Haverkamp & Young, 2007). The researcher used a constructivist approach when 

analyzing the data assessed not only by evaluating the literal responses by the interviewees, but 

also by focusing on the experience of the interviewees when being interviewed and the reaction 

of the researcher as a participant in the experience (Creswell, 2012). The researcher 

acknowledged her role as a former student services dean, familiar with the experience of 

community college CTE deans in the State of Oregon, prior to 2016. Precautions were taken 

during the interviews to limit speaking beyond the 14 questions asked and assessing potential 

bias toward the outcomes prior to and during data analysis. 

 Member checking, researcher position or reflexivity, and peer review/examination were 

employed to ensure trustworthiness in the study. The study was limited by the number of 

technical colleges CTE deans available for conducting interviews in the Seattle/Tacoma area of 

Washington State. Washington State was chosen both for proximity to the researcher and 

because of the Student Achievement Initiative, Washington’s successful implementation of a 

completion agenda funding model. 

Major Findings 
 
 This section outlines the findings for each of the three research questions using the 

framework of Resource Dependency Theory. An intentional, interpretive/constructivist 
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philosophical approach was used where the researcher created knowledge through the 

interactions with the CTE deans and assessed how personal beliefs and values influenced the 

meaning found in the data. Repeated reviews of the memos created immediately following each 

interview, the transcribed data sets, the post-transcription memos and the results from the first 

and second coding cycles developed categories into four themes. The four themes described 

within the framework of the three research questions are: limited control, dependency, 

indifference, and cognitive dissonance. 

 Research question one. The intent of research question one was the identification of 

internal and external forces that might impact decisions made by career and technical education 

deans for the programs they administer. Exploration and analysis of these factors tied the internal 

factors to the theme of limited control and the external factors to the theme of dependency. 

 Limited control.  

 Analysis of the transcribed data resulted in three major categories of internal factors cited 

by the CTE deans as influences on their decision-making: budgeting, faculty, and a combination 

of six additional internal influences referred to as potpourri. The data reviewed held phrases that 

defined this theme: 

• It is not sustainable.  

• Monitoring budgets to make sure we are in line with the plan. 

• I’m not doing justice 

• There are some unrealistic expectations on the faculty 

• That isn’t something that I can change or have any influence about 

• I have a small slush fund for emergency purchases 

• Depending on the mood of the finance office and upper administration 
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• I can never figure out or understand exactly what type of rules someone is choosing 

to follow 

• I just found out we will be getting two applied bachelor’s programs 

• Nothing terribly significant or long lasting in my area 

• Institutional culture says this is how we have always done it and that affects a lot of 

what we do 

• We did not know until this week how much money we had to spend on part time 

faculty 

• How was I supposed to know that? 

• Hiring tenured faculty is above my pay grade (laughs) 

• I can’t just say I’d like an academic program in “X” 

• There are no easy answers 

• I have to look around to find extra money for broken equipment 

• We can’t react as quickly as we’d like to 

• More students, less money is pressure 

 The researcher began the interviews with assumptions that CTE deans had authority to 

hire their faculty, control their budgets and spending, and to hold a position of strength in the 

activity of their academic units. Collectively, all ten CTE deans stated they had some control 

over internal factors; however, they felt it was not extensive. There were many non-verbal 

expressions, sighs, and looks downward when responding to the set of questions designed to 

answer research question one. The term “limited control” best expressed the CTE deans’ 

common response.  
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 Dependency.   

 By the use of Resource Dependency Theory as the theoretical framework for the study it 

was logical that dependency would emerge as a theme. Four common categories were expressed 

as external factors influencing CTE dean decision-making: accreditation, advisory committees, 

employer demand, and federal/state influence. The researcher heard how strongly the CTE deans 

depend on these external factors for their program’s success and the significant influence these 

have on their decision-making.  

 Christensen (1997), when addressing the impact of resource dependency theory on leader 

decision-making, stated that it is those who provide the revenue or funding who call the shots.   

He stated that an organization’s “freedom of action is limited to satisfying the needs of those 

entities outside the firm that give it the resources it needs to survive” (p. 118).  Woven 

throughout the responses that named external factors influencing decision-making were 

statements and expressions of Resource Dependency Theory: 

• When employers demand that training happens in a certain way or that we need to 

teach a different tool or piece of equipment we need to be responsive to that 

otherwise our training programs are not going to be viable (laughs) 

• The advisory boards intimately know the details of our programs and that is really 

critical to the survival of a professional-technical program 

• The hallmark of a technical college is meeting the demands and expectations of 

business and industry, that is what we are all about, meeting their needs 

• Accreditation and other outside agencies give approval for programs to continue. 

We have to adhere to the highest level of requirement 

• We are very much tied into the local economy and the labor market 
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• I think a guided pathway is going to more deliberately help us to earn student 

achievement points, because we will get them through those steps in a more 

predictable way. More and more we can virtually guarantee that our system is 

going to increase the dollar percentage that the SAI represents as far as our total 

allocation. 

 Listening to the CTE deans talk about their dependency on these external factors, 

especially on advisory committees, which are state-mandated to determine curriculum and 

influence decision-making as it relates to providing workforce training in Washington, the deans 

expressed nervousness or behaved with a sense of urgency to follow the will of employers in 

their service districts. Their statements reflected a clear understanding that they needed to 

“follow the money” to survive as a technical college in particular with today’s economic 

environment. 

Key Finding #1 
 
 There were a number of internal and external factors which influenced career and 

technical education dean decision-making; the two most prevalent were budgeting and the 

management of and interactions with their program faculty. The variance in the additional factors, 

which impact the decision-making resulted from the position of the particular dean at the college, 

their tenure in their position, their personal views and values, and what was uppermost on their 

mind at the time of the interview. The factors identified showed a strong connection to Resource 

Dependency Theory. Analysis made clear that CTE deans have limited control over that which 

impacts their decision-making and they are dependent on others, outside the institution, to 

perform their roles, especially the influences of funding and support from advisory committees 

and the requirements of employers. 
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 Research Question Two.  The intent of the second research question was what evidence 

demonstrated the influence of the completion agenda on the CTE deans’ decision-making.  

Analysis of the deans’ responses emerged as a theme labeled indifference. 

 Indifference.   

 “How would you define the completion agenda?”  D1: “To check the box, (laughs!)” 

This quote above all others signified the core message from the interviews: The CTE deans felt 

neither passion nor disdain for the completion agenda. The level of understanding of its value to 

their decision-making and to their institutions varied; any emotion or concern around the 

ultimate impact of the completion agenda upon their decision-making was not evidenced. To be 

clear, individual responses addressed the significance of the completion agenda, and the deans 

provided examples of its manifestation at their institutions and for their programs. However, the 

reactions to the completion agenda itself were neutral and not seen as threat nor an inspiration.  

 Many of the CTE deans acknowledged the impact of the Student Achievement Initiative 

(SAI) and spoke to the need to support the point gathering required by the mandated funding 

model, yet were not fazed by any connection to their budgeting, faculty, or management of their 

academic programs. Verbal and non-verbal clues from transcribed interview responses, which 

reflected the theme of indifference to the completion agenda and it manifestation on their 

campuses, were: 

• We are trying to figure out what completion is and what, how it matters 

• I think that in my role…there is a level influence that I could do to help to 

continue to show the importance of taking gen eds or at least getting students to a 

point at which it counts 

• How would you define the completion agenda?  Hah…(big sigh and then a big 
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guffaw/laugh). 

• What would you consider to be a manifestation of the completion agenda at your 

institution? D3: “At our school? A manifestation of distress. (Laughter)”  

• It’s (SAI) the wave that’s pushing us right now 

• The completion agenda just gives another incentive for responding to retention 

issues by placing the emphasis on getting people to the end 

• It (SAI) is another facet of the whole picture that we are looking at when we make 

those programmatic decisions 

• How would you define the completion agenda? Oh my goodness. (Sighs). That’s 

a good one. 

• Let’s say that it is the right thing to do (laughs) 

• My work in that (SAI) has been to help gather the numbers forth that help support 

what we have.  Not much more than that. (Big sigh). 

• I really can’t say that any decision I’ve made it not about students completing. 

• It (SAI) is a good thing because it refocused some of our efforts. When it (SAI 

funds) comes it kind of like goes into a black hole. (Laughs) It does, I am being 

brutally honest! 

 Discussion of the completion agenda and of the SAI as Washington State’s primary 

manifestation of the completion agenda and a form of performance based funding resulted in a 

wide spectrum of responses for its meaning, its purpose, and value. Overall, interview responses 

illustrated a mutual recognition and respect for what the completion agenda brought to the 

institution, the academic programs, and most importantly for the students. The CTE deans 

seemed indifferent toward about its influence on their decision-making. The deans knew the 
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completion agenda was real and present at different levels within their institutions, yet they 

exhibited no emotions as to its influence on their work as CTE deans. 

Key Finding #2 
 
 The study revealed that CTE deans, for the most part, understood the meaning of the 

completion agenda and recognized its importance at both the federal and state level, and 

ultimately the deans did not have a negative or positive reaction and were indifferent in terms 

about its influence on their decision-making. Resource Dependency Theory was again referenced 

by the CTE deans with their mentioning of the value of earning points for funding through the 

Student Achievement Initiative. The completion agenda’s influence was not significant and the 

deans were neither threatened nor inspired by it. 

 Research Question Three.  Research question three attempted to determine if a conflict 

existed for the CTE deans between providing immediate career opportunities for students and 

degree completion (meeting the needs of the completion agenda). Analysis of the responses to 

the questions from the CTE deans resulted in the theme of cognitive dissonance 

 Cognitive Dissonance.  

 Leon Festinger is often credited in the research literature with being the first to present a 

theory for cognitive dissonance; while dated, his definitions apply to the analysis of the CTE 

dean interviews. Festinger (1962) suggested that cognitive dissonance is recognizing that people 

have an internal need to be consistent with their behaviors and values in order to avoid 

disharmony, which is a condition people want to avoid. He stated that individuals strive to be 

consistent within themselves and that they will take actions to reduce the dissonance they feel. 

The author noted that cognitive dissonance refers to the different elements and their relationships 

to each other. 
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 Analysis of the data to answer research question three revealed the competing elements 

for the CTE deans. Those elements were expressed as their thoughts for and between their 

interest in how their academic programs’ providing training allowed students to enter the 

workforce and to move toward financial gains and opposing thoughts and interests as college 

administrators to support their institutions’ progress towards completion agenda goals leading to 

increased funding. 

 Comments from the transcribed data set demonstrated the cognitive dissonance between 

competing elements of students entering the workforce with the professional-technical skill 

training gained and the value of meeting the completion agenda goals at an institution and 

statewide level. 

• The completion agenda is different for us…because we are training folks to get 

right into the workforce, but sometimes they complete their training and skills 

they need before they complete their credentials for a degree. There are two goals 

we serve, one we want to train people, our mission is to get them the skills so they 

are employable, but two, at the same time the college receives a benefit when they 

actually complete all of their courses in their pathway 

• What industry wants to see may not be exactly what counts as completion.  It is 

our mission in workforce development programs to train folks with the skillset so 

they are employable and hopefully in the industry they were trained in, right? 

Sometimes that is before they meet those credentials, the 45 credits, you know 

getting the degree. So, really capturing that as a success point (SAI) I think that is 

a point of conflict 

• We have set up certain programs with short term certificates and even though 
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there may be some bonus point for a student to earn certification where we know 

that they are just going to exit out of that, so they are not completing by the terms 

of the completion agenda. But we also feel that it might be in the best interest of 

the students to get out and get work. 

• When you are operating under the something like the completion agenda we look 

every June at who has had enough credits to qualify for a certificate, whether they 

want the certificate or not…it is a metric worth knowing, but in other ways it is 

not because their goal is still down the road, but because we are asked to create 

and count our completers that is obviously what we are going to do. 

• I think part of what the completion agenda does is say “oh yeah, there you go; you 

are job trained now.” We’ve ticked your tick mark, we’ve trained you for a career, 

and we have sent you out. And I think in the long term when we start looking at 

economic stats, we will not have increased employment or wages earned that 

much, if that all we do is pump people out with short term certificates 

• I have a little bit of a hard time with the completion initiative sometimes when we 

don’t value the fact that a student has gotten exactly what they needed, and that is 

a good thing. 

• Students can get gainfully employed without getting to completion. Completion 

for them means I was making $10 an hour over here, but now I am going out and 

make $18 and hour and I’m not going to stay and take that math or English class. 

Who cares? I’m gainfully employed, right? It is a double-edged sword depending 

on who you are talking with from whose lens. 
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 Use of the term “double-edged sword” in this last quote provides a strong visual for the 

theme of cognitive dissonance. The CTE deans clearly understood the importance of the 

completion agenda and, more fervently, the economic benefits to their institution in earning as 

many SAI achievement points as possible. And they are cognizant and realistic in recognizing 

that many CTE students want to get in, learn skills in order to increase their income, and get out. 

Key Finding #3 
 
 The CTE deans repeatedly alluded to their struggle between understanding and 

supporting their students’ interests in training and then moving to the workforce before 

completing their credentials toward earning an associate degree or certificate and the need to 

graduate more students in order to meet funding criteria associated with the Student 

Achievement Initiative. The data collected in this study evidences their conflict between 

providing immediate career opportunities and encouraging degree completion (meeting the needs 

of the completion agenda).  

Findings Related to the Literature  
 
 Merriam (2009) stated that the completion of a literature review in a qualitative study 

provides a foundation by which the researcher can add to the knowledge of the topic in the 

research. A literature review can also illustrate how the findings from the study can refine, revise, 

or advance that which is already known.   

 The literature review presented in Chapter Two of this study presented four satellite 

themes: Theme #1: The Completion Agenda and Initiative Examples, Theme #2: Performance 

and Outcomes Based Funding, Theme #3: Business and Industry and the Completion Agenda, 

and Theme #4: Community College Dean Decision-making. Re-reading this study’s literature 
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review after analysis of the data set from the transcribed interviews identified support for what 

has been written previously in the literature. 

 Literature review theme 1: The completion agenda and initiative examples. Several 

references in the dataset alluded to the recent focus on the completion agenda at the national and 

state level. One quote in particular from a dean’s definition of the completion agenda highlighted 

this connection: 

 D3:  I guess I would define it as the collection of polices and initiatives that take forward 

 this country’s commitment to moving people through their educational processes into 

 completion more quickly and efficiently. Everything from the White House on down…I 

 guess there is a completion agenda document somewhere that encapsulates it, I don’t 

 know what body actually holds that.  But it manifests in everything you know 

 Presidential speeches to the Washington State Workforce act that came out. 

 Several CTE deans mentioned their institution’s adoption of pathways in response to the 

completion agenda, which was referenced in the literature review. Terry O’Banion, president 

emeritus of the League for Innovation, proposed the creation of the “Student Success Pathway: A 

Model for Institutional and Student Planning (SSP)” (O’Banion, 2013, p. 10) to assign 

community college students with navigating enrollment processes and learning in order to raise 

the number of credentials evaluated. Quotes from the data set included: 

 D6: I think the major manifestation for us in pathways. There is statewide work around  

 pathways and we started pathways out of basic skills about three years ago. Because 

 basic skill students, one let’s say because it is the right thing to do (laughs) because two, 

 those students get double student achievement points when they move from basic skills I

 into college-level work. 
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 D10:  …making sure that we are intentional about students being aware of their choices 

 and once they decide they have a pathway to completion. So that if they want to be a 

 doctor we want to make sure that we are very intentional about knowing how to engage 

 them and how we can get them there, whether we have it or not. 

One CTE dean specifically alluded to their institution’s work with Achieving the Dream (ATD), 

a completion agenda initiative referenced in the literature review: 

 D8: Certainly our work with the ATD helped support the completion agenda and that 

 is really listening to students and finding out where their barriers are, as opposed to us 

 from our middle class set trying to guess where someone’s barrier is to education. I think 

 that has been really helpful.  

This same dean provided evidence of their institution’s reaction to meeting the goals of the 

completion agenda by referring to initiatives suggested by Complete College America solution 

described in the literature review.  

 D8:  The early alert, more intrusive advising model. We have changed our advising 

 model to where we have advisors that are assigned to a specific program area so they 

 actually go into the classrooms to meet with the student so the student have a face to talk 

 to. So far we are starting to see some good results and very excited to see how that is 

 going to continue. We’ve initiated mandatory early success courses either in the first or 

 second quarter. 

 Finally, the Washington State Student Achievement Initiative was referenced in the data 

collected because it is an established example of a completion agenda initiative tied to a 

performance based funding model in the state where the study was connected and because it was 

mentioned in two of the interview questions. 
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 Literature review theme 2: performance and outcomes based funding. Using 

Resource Dependency Theory as the theoretical framework coupled with the researcher assertion 

that the CTE deans would connect Washington State’s SAI, as a form of performance based 

funding, as an influence on their decision-making, it was surprising only one CTE dean’s 

mentioned performance based funding directly.   

 D7:  SAI, I’ve been in the system for a while now in several different colleges and this is 

 a version of performance based funding and that you can see all over the country. When 

 I was in … some other states were really big into this in varying degrees. SAI is a kind 

 of our performance based funding approach. 

Though the terms performance or outcomes based funding were mentioned only in one 

interview; its influence was apparent in several responses: 

 D2:  The State of Washington has taken an initiative in starting to push the colleges 

 toward focusing their efforts to complete more students by dangling a financial carrot in 

 front of them…we are increasingly putting more of your budget money into SAI points 

 so that you have to show us some performance points that you are providing some   

 opportunities for students to complete. 

 D3:  I know the importance of them to the institution in terms of generating funding… 

 D8:  My division is technical programs, right? So, we are more interested in quarter-to-

 quarter persistence and retention and completion than necessarily SAI points. 

 Literature review theme 3: business and industry and the completion agenda. 

 Shulock and Offenstein (2012) were included in this study’s literature review, stating that 

community colleges must partner with local business and industry to tailor their curriculum 

offerings to meet the demands of the labor market and to create programs that are valuable and 
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accessible to students with a wide variety of preparation and at different points in their careers.  

Quotes from all of the CTE deans in the study supported this assertion. The strongest message 

emerging from the analysis of the interview data set and one of the key findings for the study 

was the heavy dependence on the working relationship with business and industry within the 

deans’ service districts, mainly through Washington’s state-mandated advisory committees. 

 The CTE deans asserted that decision-making was influenced by the demands and 

expectations of business and industry employers above all other influences. The need to listen to 

the advice from advisory committees for developing new curriculum to keep training current, 

meet employer needs for a trained workforce, and to sunset those programs that were no longer 

relevant was abundantly clear in the responses to the interview questions. The CTE deans who 

administered workforce development and professional-technical programs understood that 

without employers to hire their students, partner to support the purchase of state-of-art equipment, 

and guide and inform curriculum development, programs would not and could not survive. 

 Literature review theme 4: community college dean decision-making. Robillard 

(2000) is referenced in the literature review by describing deans as mediators among students, 

administration, faculty, and staff, who at the community college level, are subject to internal 

program evaluation and review, and are accountable to external mandates. Robillard specifically 

identified the unique role of the community college dean over that of one at a university as 

having a greater variety and volume of activities to manage due to a consistent shortage of 

funding and deficient level of staffing. 

 The CTE deans’ response to the initial interview question supported this assertion as they 

described the extent of their supervisory responsibility at their institution and identified which 

CTE program’s faculty and staff they managed and hired: 
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 D1:  I supervise faculty and staff and classified staff and professional staff and various 

 professional and technical areas. We have somewhere around the 65 range of faculty and 

 staff and classified staff make it 85 folks in the division. It is not sustainable.  

 D2:  I am responsible for hiring and managing faculty and staff for all of the seven 

 programs. That may mean that the college wants to expand a program because of high 

 enrollment and market conditions for the program itself, so that it means that it will go 

 through that budget request piece and expand by hiring faculty. 

 D4:  We have a very flat structure at my institution so I am the direct supervisor for all 

 faculty, full time and part time. Yeah! 

 D7:  I have a span of control that is probably about 130 people that is going to include a 

 lot of individuals who are adjunct and part time. 

 D8:  I would say about 39 full time faculty. Luckily for me they are all really good. 

 D10:  I have total responsibility for every one of those instructional areas, including 

 workforce education. I manage every aspect from top to bottom. 

 After analysis of the data set and review of the existing literature, the researcher believes 

the satellite topics were appropriate, relevant to the study’s findings, and supportive of the 

study’s theoretical framework of Resource Dependency Theory. 

Surprises  
 
 Roberts (2010) suggested the insertion of a section on surprises in the final dissertation 

chapter, discussion of the study findings or results, and stated that unanticipated outcomes of the 

study are the surprises. These could occur within the study sample, such as with identifying the 

study subjects and when analyzing the study results. A university colleague recently pointed out 

to me that the true beauty of conducting doctoral research is in the surprises, and especially when 
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the research moves in a direction you did not expect. That was clearly the case with this study. 

 As the researcher, before making a decision to pursue a doctoral degree, I needed to be 

committed to my selected topic to sustain me through the coursework and dissertation process.  

In my role as a mid-level dean at a community college for 16 years and after observing and 

working closely with CTE deans as they made their decisions for their academic programs, I was 

convinced that the completion agenda would have a negative impact on their dean decision-

making. My belief in this assertion was intense, strong, and pervasive throughout my course 

work phase of my education and all the way through to the identification of the four themes for 

this study. 

 Even after conducting the interviews and the more than 60 hours of continuous review of 

the transcribed dataset, I was not cognizant of the surprise realization that the influence of the 

completion agenda on these ten CTE deans was not negative, but in reality more neutral. The 

four themes identified after the coding and category developmental process of limited control, 

dependency, indifference, and cognitive dissonance reaffirmed this. These themes helped me to 

see that my stalwart belief that the very mission of career and technical education as a mainstay 

for community colleges was at risk because of the completion agenda was misinformed. I believe 

after assessing the data that Resource Dependency Theory’s suggestion that decision-makers will 

“follow the money” to risk extinction is accurate, but that it is not because of the completion 

agenda; it is because of the need to listen to employers when developing curriculum, providing 

the right tools and technology for training, and knowing when to support moving students into 

the workforce versus the students waiting to complete their college credentials. 

 I had initially listed budget decisions, faculty hiring, and curriculum development as the 

key influencing factors for deans when making decisions for their programs and am pleased that 
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I was advised to not limit my study with these three factors. As I have identified in Chapter Four, 

these three factors do have an influence on CTE dean decision-making, but it is ultimately the 

needs of the employers, coming from the guidance and instruction of the advisory committees 

that have the greatest and most significant influence on the decision-making by the CTE deans. 

 Another significant surprise based on the results of this particular study was the lack of 

attention and mention of performance or outcomes based funding by the CTE deans. I had 

initially intended on focusing this dissertation, the problem statement, and the research questions 

exclusively on the influence of performance and outcomes based funding on CTE dean decision-

making and I can see now that it would have been a failed research experience. While it is true 

that I did not address this in the interview questions, the fact that we were discussing the Student 

Achievement Initiative, an example of a performance based funding in Washington State, and 

that this form of funding has been in the media and discussed in higher education circles, I would 

have thought the subject would have been mentioned and referenced. 

 The step of assessing the surprises from this research study allowed me to see the value 

of this exercise as a university leader. It is vital that when we identify a problem based on our 

evaluation of circumstances, that we assess the facts related to the situation, collaborate with and 

check our assertions with those impacted, and arrive at a conclusion that has been researched and 

vetted.  

Conclusions 

Implications for Action 
 
 Chapter One of this study proposed the practical and scholarly significance this study 

would represent. It was noted that research on the completion agenda and related initiatives both 

historical and current was abundant; however attention to the influence of the completion agenda 
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on career and community college decision-making was scarce. The news media and private grant 

foundations such as the Gates Foundation and the Lumina Foundation continue to focus on the 

benefits and goals of the completion agenda, but the focus specifically on community college 

deans’ role in the completion agenda is not addressed. After completing the research for this 

qualitative study, further elaboration on the practical and scholarly significance of the findings 

can be presented. 

 Practical implications. The American Association of Community Colleges (2012) 

asserted, in relation to the United States’ fall from being the top producer of college degrees that: 

 If community colleges are to contribute powerfully to meeting the needs of the 21st-

 century students and the 21st-century economy, educational leaders must reimagine what 

 these institutions are-and are capable of becoming (p. vii). 

The article affirmed that campus leaders know too many students are underprepared and need 

development coursework before moving into college-level courses. Leaders know that 

completion rates are low, the achievement gap is widening for first-generation and students of 

color, and that student and academic support services are inadequate. Campus leaders also know 

that reinventing the academy depends on investing in collaboration and partnership among 

institutions and with partners such as local employers, industry, the private sector, government, 

and philanthropic organizations. 

 O’Banion (2013) noted that the majority of community colleges agree that student 

success as evidenced by meeting the goals of the completion agenda is a commitment worth 

making. He believes that these same community college leaders must agree on the conditions 

that are reflective of their institution’s culture, values, and resources. O’Banion calls for leaders 

to be smarter with using institutional resources and to expand partnerships with business and 
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industry beyond the current and established academic programs and means of training delivery 

systems.  

 This study reinforced that Resource Dependency Theory is applicable to career and 

technical educational dean decision-making. The deans identified employer needs and demands 

as having the greatest influence on the actions they take and noted that their survival depends on 

these collaborative relationships and partnerships. Understanding how limited control, 

dependency, indifference, and cognitive dissonance describe the completion agenda’s influence 

on CTE dean decision-making may have practical significance if taken into consideration by 

legislative policy makers, private foundations focusing on completion initiatives, and even 

community college executive leadership. 

 Those in a position to move the completion agenda ahead could expand their focus 

beyond the changes to increase completion to be accomplished by advisors, faculty, student 

support administrators, and college executive leadership by considering the impact of the 

employer demands and the need for trained students workers out of CTE program resulting in an 

increase in students completing short-term certificates and associate degrees. Dean Five (D5) in 

this study suggested that the ideal completion initiative would allow students to gain the 

necessary training for employment or promotion from CTE programs, to launch into the 

workforce, and to partner with employers on programs that allow employees to finish their 

general education courses and earn associate degrees. 

 Shulock and Offenstein’s (2012) observation that while the completion agenda focuses 

both on institutions producing more bachelor’s degrees and associate degrees, the largest number 

of projected job openings require less than a bachelor’s degree to provide family-wage earnings. 

This is where community colleges can step in to offer an array of career-oriented certification 
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and CTE degrees and certificates. Community colleges must partner with local business and 

industry, through collaboration with advisory committees, to tailor their curriculum offerings to 

meet the demands of the labor market and create programs that are valuable and accessible to 

students, which have a variety of preparation levels and different entry points in their career 

progression. 

 While attending the 2016 American Associate of Collegiate Registrar and Admissions 

Officers Transfer and Technology Conference, I had the privilege of listening to the closing 

speaker, Dr. Stephen Handel, Associate Vice President – Undergraduate Admissions University 

of California, Office of the President. Dr. Handel presented on “Transition and Transformation – 

Reigniting the Promise of the Transfer Pathway.”  He chose to focus his remarks on the transfer 

student experience and its importance to the University of California to an audience with far 

more four year public and private institutions, and higher education software designers, than 

community college leaders and attendees. In a conversation following the speech, and after 

sharing the title, topic, and reasons for this study, Dr. Handel commented that the specific focus 

on the role of the community college CTE deans was missing in discussions on moving the dial 

for completion and he imagined that my study could have practical significance on decisions 

related to supporting the transfer student experience. 

In his speech Handel asserted: 

 Part of the problem is the way we fund community colleges in this country. Hobbled by 

 insufficient support from state governments and humbled by its placement on the lowest 

 rung of the higher education hierarchy, these colleges enroll nearly half of all 

 undergraduates in America. Yet only a fraction of the students these institutions prepare 

 for transfer end up on a four‐year campus. Alas, today, I fear that the transformative 
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 momentum of transfer has stalled. States invest far less in higher education than ever 

 before. The College Completion agenda seems to have hit some kind of ceiling. And the 

 innovative essence, especially the triumphant spirit associated with America’s 

 community colleges, seems to have faded as these institutions are called upon 

 to educate students whose challenges often revolve around finding money for gas rather 

 than making the dean’s list (Handel, 2016, p. 4). 

 The possibility exists that the findings from this study may provide new insight into the 

influential factors on CTE dean decision-making and how the factors relate to the completion 

agenda’s influence on these deans. This information could guide leaders like Dr. Handel and 

others from the community college sector, the federal government, state legislative policy 

makers, and private foundations to focus on the significant relationships between career and 

technical education programs and employers’ demands for a trained workforce. 

 Scholarly implications. The research literature documenting the goals and hopes for the 

completion agenda has been prolific since President Obama launched the American Graduation 

Initiative in 2009 and foundations such as the Lumina and Gates Foundations focused their 

activities toward increasing the number of students earning associate and bachelor’s degrees in 

the United States. During the literature review phase of this study, it became evident that there is 

a lack of research and literature on the specific influence of the completion agenda on the 

decisions made by community college career and technical education deans. 

 After conducting the interviews with 10 CTE deans, it was clear that they have 

responsibilities for a significant number of faculty, both full-time and part-time, and other staff.  

Deans are responsible for managing the budgeting, hiring and managerial duties as well as 

responding to student needs, marketing and recruiting for their programs, and collaborating with 
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state-mandated advisory committees to ascertain the demands and needs of local employers. The 

likelihood that actively employed CTE deans would be the ones to research this topic and 

publish in professional journals and add to the literature available on this topic is low. 

 The completion agenda and how to meet its goals is a national conversation, far from 

completion, and it is possible that future researchers would value the findings of this study. By 

adding to the paper-thin literature on dean decision-making, fresh insight could be noted on the 

factors which influence deans’ decision-making in general. The findings might inform 

community college leaders to influence behavior, governing boards to understand the importance 

of building and strengthening relationships with college district employers, and advisory 

committees, representing business and industry leaders, to support CTE deans and improve the 

training provided to their current and future employees. 

 Limitations of the study. While saturation was reached while researching this topic by 

interviewing the ten CTE deans from seven technical colleges, ten is a small sample to represent 

CTE deans throughout Washington and the nation. The number of technical colleges in 

Washington State is limited, but future research could extend well beyond the scope of this study. 

 The study was conducted in a state with a well-established performance based funding 

program, with the Student Achievement Initiative. The mandated SAI meant the CTE deans 

interviewed were more likely to be familiar with the completion agenda and its impact on their 

decision-making than interviews conducted in a state without an established performance based 

funding program. 

 Recommendations for further research. After discovery that the completion agenda 

seems to have a neutral impact on the decision-making of CTE deans, further research could 

begin with exploration more into the factors that do influence CTE dean decision-making: 
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advisory committee and employer demands, budgeting, and faculty management. A similar study 

could involve interviews with members of advisory committees to the same institutions as in this 

study to assess their understanding and insight into the factors influencing CTE deans. By better 

understanding the role of the CTE dean and gaining a more complete picture of the pressures 

they experience in their positions, advisory committees and local employers may be able to 

partner more effectively. 

 Another interesting research opportunity could look at CTE technical college programs 

that exemplify relationships among CTE deans and their advisory committees and employers and 

effectively address the struggle between students desiring short term training and joining the 

workforce quickly and the pressure on the institutions to award more degrees and certificates.  

Discovery and exploration of technical colleges with programs where students can move into the 

workforce after completing their technical training while having release time and financial 

support to return to complete general education and other requirements necessary to earn an 

associate degree or certificate could lead to improved completion rates.    

Concluding Remarks 
 
 D6:  Hmmm…so the completion agenda, I would define the completion agenda as just as 

 this shift in focus from “butt in seats” to what those butts are actually doing in those 

 seats. 

 This quote summarizes the findings from this study and supports the four themes 

identified: limited control, dependency, indifference, and cognitive dissonance. It recognizes an 

awareness of the goals of the completion agenda and with its simplicity and somewhat irreverent 

use of language, appropriately reflects the attitudes of those who participated in the study.  In 

Washington State where the study was conducted, the Student Achievement Initiative is a 
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mandated performance based funding model designed to move the dial on increasing the number 

of degrees and certificates earned. It seems to be acknowledged by CTE deans, but not 

particularly revered. 

 Resource Dependency Theory was the theoretical framework for this study; was it 

appropriate? After pouring through the transcribed data set, it was apparent that the CTE deans 

knew the survival of their programs depended heavily on support from employers in the local 

district via the advice and influence of the state-mandated advisory committees. The CTE deans 

knew that the completion agenda and even the requirements of the SAI were important; however, 

their ultimate success depended on students finding work after training in their programs. 

 Aware that I held a definite opinion on this topic and I absolutely believed I would 

discover a negative impact from the completion agenda on decision-making by CTE deans, I was 

very surprised after developing four themes from the data that its impact was neutral. I learned to 

keep my bias hidden through the interview process, greatly assisted by the Institutional Research 

Board restrictions on adding to the interview questions as the interview unfolded or interacting 

with the deans as the interview progressed. I learned the value of and methodology for 

conducting research to write this dissertation, and what was learned in my doctoral courses and 

through my extensive internship hours had a positive impact on my leadership and success as a 

university administrator. 

Summary 
 
 The findings from this study highlight the factors that influence CTE dean decision-

making, including the significant focus on employer demands and meeting employer needs for 

the survival of the academic programs. The findings present a rich opportunity for practical 

application for both students and for proponents of the completion agenda.   
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 Chapter One provided an overview of the focus and significance of the study by 

providing an overview of the nature of completion agenda and its call for more students in the 

United States to earn degrees and certificates. The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain 

insight into and to assess what influence the completion agenda and its stated goals have on 

decision-making by community college deans, specifically deans overseeing faculty and staff in 

career and technical education programs.  The research questions for the study were: 1) What 

internal and external forces do career and technical education decision-makers in seven 

Washington State technical colleges perceive are impacting decisions they are required to make 

for the programs they administer? 2) What evidence exists to demonstrate the influence of the 

completion agenda on CTE dean decision-making? and 3) Do career and technical education 

dean decision-makers perceive that there is a conflict between providing immediate career 

opportunities for the students they serve, versus degree completion (meeting the needs of the 

completion agenda)? A theoretical framework using Resource Dependency Theory was outlined, 

the background of the problem further explored, definition for terms was provided, and the 

practical and scholarly significance of the study was explored. 

 Chapter Two provided a literature review for the study.  Four themes for the literature 

review representing satellite topics related to the problem statement were presented and relevant 

research provided:  Theme #1: The Completion Agenda and Initiative Examples, Theme #2: 

Performance and Outcome Based Funding,  Theme #3: Business and Industry and the 

Completion Agenda, and Theme #4: Community College Dean and Decision-Making. 

 Chapter Three provided a map of the process used by the researcher to collect data in 

order to answer the three research questions. The researcher’s positionality/bias, philosophical 

approach, and guiding theoretical perspective were detailed and outlined. How Resource 
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Dependency Theory informed the research design was discussed. A sampling plan, data sources 

and description of data for the study, procedures used to ensure trustworthiness, and the 

strategies for the protection of human subjects were provided. 

 Chapter Four presented the findings from the transcribed data set of ten CTE deans 

interviews at seven technical colleges in Washington State. Information was provided on the 

interviews and the analysis process used to code the data, identify categories and develop four 

overarching themes: limited control, dependency, indifference, and cognitive dissonance. 

 Chapter Five tied the study’s findings to the literature review and Resource Dependency 

Theory as the study’s theoretical framework. Three key findings were presented. The first key 

finding noted a number of internal and external factors influencing CTE dean decision-making, 

with budgeting and faculty interactions being the most prominent. These factors showed a strong 

connection to Resource Dependency Theory and it became clear that the CTE deans have limited 

control over factors which impact their decision-making and they are dependent on external 

factors, others to perform their roles; especially the funding and support from advisory 

committees to meet employer demands. The second key finding noted that the completion 

agenda is not a strong influence on the decision-making by the CTE deans. The completion 

agenda was not a significant factor for decision-making, and the deans were neither threatened 

nor inspired by it. The third key finding presented evidence from the data of a conflict between 

providing immediate career opportunities for the students in their CTE programs they serve and 

degree completion (meeting the needs of the completion agenda). Surprises from the data 

analysis and the study’s conclusions with the implications for action, recommendations for future 

research, and concluding remarks were presented. 

 The findings from this research revealed that the influence of the completion agenda does 
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not have a negative impact on decision-making by CTE deans. The study illustrated that deans 

have limited control and are dependent on a number of factors, especially their advisory 

committees and local and regional employers, when making decisions. These CTE deans were 

indifferent to the pressures of the completion agenda and experienced cognitive dissonance 

between a focus on the needs of their students wanting skill training and entry to the workforce 

and retaining students for taking additional classes in order to complete their associate degrees. 

The tenets of Resource Dependency Theory were evident by the deans’ acknowledgement that 

the survival of their academic CTE programs is dependent on their accommodating the needs and 

demands of business and industry as external entities overseeing the development of curriculum 

and the employment of students. 

 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

173 

References 
 
Achieving the Dream (n.d.) Retrieved from http://achievingthedream.org 

Albee, A. M. (2010). Performance policy in higher education:  Implementation among 

 institutions in The Florida College System (Doctoral dissertation, Florida State 

 University). Retrieved from http://diginole.lib.fsu.edu/etd/155 

American Association of Community Colleges. (2012). Reclaiming the American dream:  A 

report from the 21st-Century Commission on the future of community colleges. Retrieved 

from http://aacc.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/21stCenturyReport.pdf 

Askin, J. A. (2007). Community college mission: Re(s)ources make a difference. Community 

College Journal Of Research And Practice, 31(12), 977-997. 

doi:10.1080/10668920600932868 

Bailey, T., Jaggars, S., & Jenkins, D. (2015). Redesigning America's community colleges: A 

clearer path to student success. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Bailey, T. R., Leinbach, T., Scott, M., Alfonso, M., Kienzl, G., & Kennedy, B. (2003). The 

characteristics of occupational sub-baccalaureate students entering the new millennium. 

Columbia University Academic Commons. Retrieved from 

http://academiccommons.columbia.edu/catalog/ac:172609. doi:10.7916/D8WH2N2S 

Bakhit, K. (2014). Presidents’ mindsets toward resource development at California community 

colleges. Community College Journal of Research & Practice, 38(10), 889-902. 

doi:10.1080/10668926.2012.722414 

 

 

 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

174 

Belfield, C. (2012). Washington State Student Achievement Initiative: Achievement points 

analysis for academic years 2007-2011. CCRC-IHELP Student Achievement Initiative 

Policy Study. Community College Research Center, Columbia University. Retrieved from 

http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED531858.pdf 

Boggs, G. R. (2010). Democracy’s colleges: The evolution of the community college in America. 

Prepared for the White House Summit on Community Colleges, Washington, DC: 

American Association of Community Colleges. Retrieved from 

http://www.aacc.nche.edu/AboutCC/whsummit/Documents/boggs_whsummitbrief.pdf 

Bolman, L. G., & Gallos, J. V. (2011). Reframing academic leadership. (1st ed.). San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass. 

Boote, D., & Beile, P. (2005). Scholars before researchers: On the centrality of the dissertation 

 literature review in research preparation.  Educational Researcher, 34(6), 3-15. Retrieved 

 from http://hdl.handle.net/10760/16929 

Brint, S. and Karabel, J., (1989). The diverted dream: Community colleges and the promise of 

educational opportunity in America, 1900-1985. New York, NY: Oxford University 

Press 

Business Roundtable (2012). Taking action for America: A CEO plan for jobs and economic 

 growth. Retrieved from http://businessroundtable.org/resources/taking-action-for-america 

Carnevale, A., Smith, N., & Strohl, J. (2010). Help wanted: Projections of jobs and education 

requirements through 2018. Washington, DC: Georgetown University, Center on 

Education and the Workforce. Retrieved from 

knowledgecenter.completionbydesign.org/resource/245 

 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

175 

Christensen, C. (1997). The innovator's dilemma: When new technologies cause great firms to 

fail. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press. 

Cohen, A.M., Brawer, F. B., & Kisker, C. B. (2014). The American community college. (6th ed.). 

San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Cohen, A.M., & Kisker, C.B. (2010). The shaping of American higher education. (2nd ed.). San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  

Community College Research Center (2014). Performance funding: Impacts, obstacles, and 

unintended outcomes. Retrieved from 

http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/media/k2/attachments/performance-funding-impacts-

obstacles-unintended-outcomes-2.pdf 

Complete College America (2014). Four-year myth: Make college more affordable. Restoring 

 the promise of graduating on time. Retrieved from http://completecollege.org/wp-

 content/uploads/2014/11/4-Year-Myth.pdf 

Connecting Credentials National Summit Report (2016), Connecting credentials: Lessons from 

the National Summit on Credentialing and next steps in the national dialogue.  Retrieved 

from http://connectingcredentials.org/lumina-releases-summit-synthesis-report/ 

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2015). Basic qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for 

developing grounded theory (4th ed.). Sage Publications, Inc. 

Creswell, J.W. (2012). Educational research:  Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative 

and qualitative research (4th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson Education. 

Dadgar, M., & Trimble, M. J. (2014). Labor market returns to sub-baccalaureate credentials: 

How much does a community college degree or certificate pay? Educational Evaluation 

and Policy Analysis. Forthcoming doi: 10.3102/0162373714553814   



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

176 

Desai, S. (2012). Is comprehensiveness taking its toll on community colleges?:  An in-depth 

analysis of community colleges' missions and their effectiveness. Community College 

Journal of Research and Practice, 36(2), 111-121. doi: 10.1080/10668920802611211 

Dougherty, K.J. & Reddy, V. (2011). The impacts of state performance funding systems on 

higher education institutions:  Research literature review and policy recommendations. 

Community College Research Center Paper No. 37. Retrieved from 

http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/media/k2/attachments/impact-state-funding-higher-

education.pdf 

Dougherty, K.J., & Reddy, V. (2013). Performance funding for higher education: What are the 

mechanism? What are the impacts?. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Periodicals. 

Dougherty K.J., & Townsend, B.K. (2006). Community college missions:  A theoretical and 

historical perspective. New Directions for Community Colleges, 136, 5-13.  

 doi: 10.1002/cc.254  

Festinger, L. (1962). A theory of cognitive dissonance (Vol. 2). Stanford University Press.  

Gilbert, C., & Heller, D. (2010). The Truman commission and its impact on higher education 

policy, 1947–2010. University Park, PA: Center for the Study of Higher Education. 

Retrieved from http://www.ed.psu.edu/educ/cshe/working-papers/CSHE% 20Working% 

20Paper, 20, 239. 

Gilbert, C. K., & Heller, D. E. (2013). Access, equity, and community Colleges: The Truman 

Commission and federal higher education policy from 1947 to 2011. Journal of Higher 

Education, 84(3), 417-443. doi.org/10.1353/jhe.2013.0019 

Goldstein, L. (2012). A guide to college and university budget: Foundations for institutional 

effectiveness (4th ed.). 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

177 

Grobe, T., Martin, N., & Steinberg, A. (2015). Creating pathways to employment: The role of 

industry partnerships in preparing low-income youth and young adults for careers in 

high-demand Industries. Jobs For the Future. Retrieved from 

http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED560800.pdf 

Hagedorn, L. S. (2015). A national initiative of teaching, researching, and dreaming: Community 

college faculty research in 'Achieving the Dream' colleges. New Directions For 

Community Colleges, 171, 49-62. doi:10.1002/cc.20154 

Handel, S.J. (2016, July). Transition and transformation-reigniting the promise of the transfer 

pathway.  Closing plenary speech at the meeting of the AACRAO Transfer and 

Technology Conference, Anaheim, CA. 

Harbour, C. P. (2002). The legislative evolution of performance funding in the North Carolina 

Community College System. Community College Review, 29(4), 28-49.  

 doi: 10.1177/009155210202900402 

Haverkamp, B. E., & Young, R. A. (2007). Paradigms, purpose, and the role of the literature: 

Formulating a rationale for qualitative investigations. Counseling Psychologist, 35(2), 

265-294. doi: 10.1177/0011000006292597 

Hermes, J. (2012). States trend toward performance funding. Community College Journal, 82(4), 

26-29. Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com/openview/1376e176d5df61d36c5f37c83b990337/1?pq-

origsite=gscholar 

Hillman, N. W., Tandberg, D. A., & Fryar, A. H. (2015). Evaluating the impacts of “new” 

performance funding in higher education. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 

20 (10), 1-19. doi: 10.3102/0162373714560224 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

178 

Hosansky, D. (2015, May 1). Community colleges: Should the federal government offer free 

tuition? CQ Researcher, 25, 385-408. Retrieved from 

http://library.cqpress.com.ezproxy.proxy.library.oregonstate.edu/cqresearcher/cqresrre20

15050100 

Huber, M. T. (2013). Books worth reading: The completion agenda. Change, 45(5), 60-64. 

doi:10.1080/00091383.2013.824355 

Jenkins, P. D., & Shulock, N. (2013). Metrics, dollars, and systems change: Learning from 

Washington state’s student achievement initiative to design effective postsecondary 

performance funding policies (A State Policy Brief). New York, NY: Community 

College Research Center, Columbia University. Retrieved from 

http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/metrics-dollars-and-systems-change.html 

Johnson Jr, B. L. (1995). Resource Dependence Theory:  A political economy model of 

organizations. Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED387871 

Katsinas, S. G., D’Amico, M. M., Friedel, J. N., Adair, J. L., Warner, J. L., & Malley, M. S. 

(2016). After the great recession: Higher education’s new normal. Retrieved from 

http://uaedpolicy.ua.edu/uploads/2/1/3/2/21326282/2016_1-

14_2015_access_and_finance_report.pdf 

Kelly, A. P., & Schneider, M. (2012). Getting to graduation: The completion agenda in higher 

education. JHU Press. 

Kenton, C. P., Huba, M. E., Schuh, J. H., & Shelley II, M. C. (2005). Financing community 

colleges:  A longitudinal study of 11 states. Community College Journal of Research and 

Practice, 29(2), 109–122. doi: 10.1080/10668920590524256 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

179 

Kienzel, G.S., Alfonso, M., and Melguizo, T. (2007).  The effects of local labor market 

conditions in the 1990s on the likelihood of community college students' persistence and 

attainment, Research in Higher Education, 48 (7), doi: 10.1007/s11162-007-9050-y 

Kotamraju, P., & Blackman, O. (2011). Meeting the 2020 American Graduation Initiative (AGI) 

goal of increasing postsecondary graduation rates and completions:  A macro perspective 

of community college student educational attainment. Community College Journal of 

Research and Practice, 35(3), 202-219. doi: 10.1080/10668926.2010.526045 

Landry, T. (n.d.). BrainyQuote.com. Retrieved December 28, 2015, from BrainyQuote.com Web 

sitehttp://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/t/tomlandry125246.html#Uee120f6RKEX

k25K.99 

Lang, H. J. (2016). Perceptions of senior student affairs officers on the state of student learning 

outcomes assessment (Doctoral Dissertation). Retrieved from 

http://hdl.handle.net/1957/58552 

Manyika, J., Lund, S., Auguste, B. G., Mendonca, L., Welsh, T., & Ramaswamy, S. (2011). An 

economy that works: Job creation and America's future. The McKinsey Global Institute.  

Retrieved from 

http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/employment_and_growth/an_economy_that_works_f

or_us_job_creation 

McClenney, K. (2013). Community colleges: Choosing change. Change: The Magazine of 

Higher Learning, 45(4), 26-35. doi: 10.1080/00091383.2013.806193 

 

 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

180 

McPhail, C. J. (2011). The completion agenda: A call to action. Summary report from the 

November 10-11, 2010, Meeting of the American Association of Community Colleges 

Commissions and Board of Directors. American Association of Community Colleges 

(NJ1). Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED532208 

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research:  A guide to design and implementation. San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Miao, K., (2012). Performance-based funding of higher education: A detailed look at best 

practices in 6 states. Washington, DC: Center for American Progress, pp. 1-11. 

Retrieved from http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED535548.pdf 

Moore, A. and Russ-Eft, D. (2016), Outcomes-Based funding: Origins and implications for the 

SEM practitioner. Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly, 3: 261–281.  

 doi: 10.1002/sem3.20074 

Moore, S.W. (2015). Organizational transformation and social construction : How community 

college faculty make meaning of the completion agenda (Doctoral Dissertation). 

Retrieved from http://hdl.handle.net/1957/56294 

Morgan, A. and Barden, M. (2015). A beautiful constraint: How to transform your limitations 

into advantages and why it’s everyone’s business. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

National Center for Education Statistics. (2015a). Fast facts. Washington, DC: US. Department 

of Education. Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=40 

National Center for Education Statistics. (2015b). Digest of education statistics. Table 326.20 

Washington, DC: US. Department of Education. Retrieved from 

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d14/tables/dt14_326.20.asp 

 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

181 

Nevarez, C. & Wood, J.L., (2010).  Community college leadership and administration. New 

York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing 

Nisson, B.D. (2003). Performance measures funding: The journey of one Washington community 

college (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from 

http://ir.library.oregonstate.edu/xmlui/handle/1957/7366 

Obama, B. (2009). Remarks by the President on the American Graduation Initiative. Macomb 

Community College, Warren, MI, July, 14.Retrieved on December 19, 2015 from 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-american-graduation-

initiative-warren-mi 

O’Banion, T., (2010). To what end. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved 

from http://cms.cerritos.edu/uploads/AcademicAffairsBlog/The_Completion_Agenda_To

_What_End.pdf 

 O’Banion, T. (2013).  Access, success, and completion: A primer for community college faculty, 

administrators, staff, and trustees, Chandler, AZ: League for Innovation in the 

Community College.  Retrieved from www.league.org/istream. 

Pfeffer, J., & Salancik, G. R. (2003). The external control of organizations: A resource 

dependence perspective. Stanford University Press. 

Roberts, C. M. (2010). The dissertation journey: A practical and comprehensive guide to 

planning, writing, and defending your dissertation (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA:  

Corwin Press. 

Robillard Jr., D. (2000). Toward a definition of deaning. New Directions for Community 

Colleges, (109), 3-8. doi: 10.1002/cc.10901 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

182 

Romano, R.M., & Palmer, J.C. (2016). Financing Community Colleges. Lanham, MD: Rowman 

& Littlefield. 

Rosser, V. J. (2000). Midlevel administrators: What we know. New Directions For Higher 

Education, (111), 5. 

Russell, C. A. (2000). Community college academic deans: Leadership frames and 

stress. (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Iowa State University, Ames, IA). 

Dissertation Abstracts International, 61, 10A. Retrieved from 

http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/rtd/12358/ 

Saldaña, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Sage Publications, Inc. 

Scott-Clayton, J. (2015). The shapeless river. Decision-making for Student Success: Behavioral 

Insights to Improve College Access and Persistence, p. 102-122. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=2dEqBwAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA102

&dq=%22Complete+college+america%22+%2Bguided+pathways+to+success&ots=fMl

dgXsPhQ&sig=Gi5R02PmNqwZy64wpWgVv6y2oMs#v=onepage&q&f=false 

Seagren, A. T., Wheeler, D. W., Creswell, J. W., Miller, M. T., & VanHom-Grassmeyer, K. 

(1994). Academic Leadership in Community Colleges. Lincoln, NE: University of 

Nebraska Press. 

Shapiro, D., Dundar, A., Chen, J., Ziskin, M., Park, E., Torres, V., & Chiang, Y.-C. (2012). 

Completing college: A national view of student attainment rates. Signature Report No. 4. 

Herndon, VA: National Student Clearinghouse Research Center.  

 

 

 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

183 

Shulock, N., & Jenkins, D. (2011). Performance incentives to improve community college 

completion: Learning from Washington State’s Student Achievement Initiative (State 

Policy Brief). New York, NY: Columbia University, Teacher’s College, Community 

College Research Center. Retrieved from 

http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/performance-incentives-college-

completion.html?UID=880 

Shulock, N., Moore, C., & Offenstein, J. (2011). The road less traveled: Realizing the potential 

of career technical education in the California Community Colleges. Institute for Higher 

Education Leadership & Policy. 

Shulock, N., & Offenstein, J. (2012). Career opportunities: Career technical education and the 

college completion agenda. Part I: Structure and funding of career technical education 

in the California community colleges. Institute for Higher Education Leadership & 

Policy.  Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED534073 

Shults, C. (2001). The critical impact of impending retirements on community college 

leadership. Research Brief (Leadership Series No. 1). Washington, DC: American 

Association of Community Colleges. 

Sparks, E., & Waits, M. J. (2011). Degrees for what bobs? Raising expectations for universities 

and colleges in a global economy. NGA Center for Best Practices. Retrieved from 

http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED517709 

 State of Washington: Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction. (2015) Retrieved from 

http://www.k12.wa.us/careerTechEd/Clusters/default.aspx  

Strange, C.C., & Banning, J.H. (2001). Educating by design. San Francisco, CA: John Wiley & 

Sons, Inc 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

184 

Strauss, A. L. (1987). Qualitative analysis for social scientists. San Francisco, CA: Cambridge 

University Press 

Tomkins, J. (2005). Organization theory and public management. New York, NY: Cengage 

Learning. 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2015). College enrollment and activity of 2014 high school 

graduates. Washington, DC.  Retrieved from 

 http://www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.nr0.htm 

U.S. Department of Education. (2016, August 30). Accreditation in the United States. Retrieved 

from 

http://www2.ed.gov/admins/finaid/accred/accreditation_pg16.html#StateApprovalAgenci

es 
Walters, G. (2012). It's not so easy: The completion agenda. Liberal Education, 98(1), 34-39. 

Retrieved from 

http://web.a.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.proxy.library.oregonstate.edu/ehost/detail/detail?vid

=3&sid=79eba3ee-0dc1-4ead-9031-

a8d0ecdb2bc9%40sessionmgr4001&hid=4107&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3

d%3d#AN=78073102&db=aph 

Washington State Board for Community and Technical Colleges. (N.D.) Retrieved from 

http://www.sbctc.edu/colleges-staff/programs-services/i-best/ 

Wild, L.L. (2002). Work-related stress factors affecting the community college dean (Doctoral 

Dissertation). Retrospective Theses and Dissertations. Paper 

410. Retrieved from http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/rtd/410 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

185 

Zachry Rutschow, E., Richburg-Hayes, L., Brock, T., Orr, G. E., Cerna, O., & Cullinan, D. 

(2011). Turning the tide: Five years of Achieving the Dream in community colleges. 

Available at SSRN 2031257. Retrieved from 

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2031257 

Zarkesh, M., & Beas, A. (2004). UCLA community college review:  Performance indicators and 

performance-based funding in community colleges. Community College Review, 31(4), 

62-76. doi.org/10.1177/009155210403100404 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



INFLUENCE OF COMPLETION AGENDA ON CTE DECISION-MAKING  
 
 

 

186 

APPENDIX A 
 

Recruitment Letter for CTE Dean Study Participants 
 

Dear Dean _____, 
  
I am a doctoral candidate in the Oregon State University College of Education’s Community 
College Leadership Program and would like to interview you to conduct research for my 
qualitative dissertation. The principle investigator for the study is Dr. Shelley Dubkin-Lee, 
Oregon State University, College of Education. 
  
The name of my dissertation/study is: 
  
The Influence of the Completion Agenda on Decision-making by Community College Career and 
Technical Education Program Deans 
  
I have identified you as a Career and Technical Education dean at a Washington State technical 
college. I am looking to interview deans who supervise faculty and have served as a CTE dean 
for a minimum of six (6) months at the institution where they are currently employed. 
  
I will be interviewing a minimum of 10 Career and Technical Education Deans at five technical 
community colleges in the Seattle/Tacoma region. The study may include a maximum of 50 
participants. Interviews will take between sixty (60) and ninety (90) minutes. The interviews 
would take place in a location of your choice at your institution. 
  
I will ask the attached questions related to decision-making in the role of a CTE dean and be 
listening for responses as it relates to the possible influence of the completion agenda.  Please do 
not respond to these at this time, as a consent form will need to be completed by you prior to the 
onset of my data collection. 
  
Per IRB protocols in terms of confidentiality your participation will not be anonymous, since I 
will know you.  
  
Your sensitive position as a CTE dean situated between the executive administration and the 
faculty and staff of your institution creates a need for confidentiality in this study. To help ensure 
confidentiality, the researcher will mask your identity and that of your institution when 
presenting the data and the findings in the dissertation study. 
  
This will be done through a coding system known only to the researcher and the principal 
investigator.  This coding system will be destroyed after successful defense of the dissertation. 
  
The information you provide during this research study will be kept confidential to the extent 
permitted by law.  Research records will be stored securely and only researchers will have access 
to the records. Federal regulatory agencies and the Oregon State University Institutional Review 
Board (a committee that reviews and approves research studies) may inspect and copy records 
pertaining to this research.  Some of these records could contain information that personally 
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identifies you. There is a chance that we could accidentally disclose information that identifies 
you.   
  
Only the researcher, to facilitate the completion of the dissertation study, will utilize tape 
recordings made during the course of the interview. Only the Principal Investigator and the 
student researcher will have access to the recordings. 
  
If the results of this project are published or presented your identity will not be made public. The 
researcher intends to use direct quotes from the participants when presenting the study 
findings. The identity of the participants providing the quotes will be masked. 
  
You will not be compensated for your participation in the study. If you participate and wish to 
have a copy of my dissertation, I will provide that to you after I have successful defended. 
  
Please let me know if you would be willing to set up a brief phone introduction to learn more 
about my intended interview and research.  Thank you for considering your willingness to 
participate in this study.   
  
Sincerely, 
  
Helen B. Garrett 
2001 E. Yesler Way, #32 
Seattle, WA 98122 
(541) 968-3417 
garretth@oregonstate.edu 
  
encl.  Interview questions, consent form  
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APPENDIX B 

 
Consent Form 

 

 
 
 OSU IRB Study # 7468 Expiration Date: 05/31/2021  
 
 104 Furman Hall, Corvallis, Oregon 97331-3502 T 541-737-4661 | F 541-737-8971| http://oregonstate.edu/education  

 
 CONSENT	FORM		
Project	Title:	The	Influence	of	the	Completion	Agenda	on	Decision-making	by	Community	College	
Career	and	Technical	Education	Program	Deans		
Principal	Investigator:	Dr.	Shelley	Dubkin-Lee		
Student	Researcher:	Helen	B.	Garrett		
Version	Date:	June	14,	2016		
1.	WHAT	IS	THE	PURPOSE	OF	THIS	FORM?		
This	form	contains	information	you	will	need	to	help	you	decide	whether	to	be	in	this	research	
study	or	not.	Please	read	the	form	carefully	and	ask	the	student	researcher,	Helen	B.	Garrett,	
questions	about	anything	that	is	not	clear.		
2.	WHY	IS	THIS	RESEARCH	STUDY	BEING	DONE?		
The	purpose	of	this	research	study	is	to	provide	data	for	a	dissertation	for	Helen	B.	Garrett,	for	
completion	of	an	EdD	in	the	Oregon	State	University	College	of	Education	Community	College	
Leadership	Program.		
The	purpose	of	this	qualitative	study	is	to	gain	insight	and	to	assess	what	influence	the	completion	
agenda	and	its	stated	goals	have	on	decision-making	by	community	college	deans;	specifically	deans	
overseeing	faculty	and	staff	in	career	and	technical	education	programs.		
Up	to	50	Washington	State	technical	community	college	career	and	technical	education	deans	may	
be	invited	to	take	part	in	this	study.	The	CTE	deans	must	have	served	as	a	CTE	dean	at	their	current	
institution	for	a	minimum	of	six	(6)	months	and	supervise	faculty	at	the	time	that	the	consent	form	
is	signed.		
3.	WHY	AM	I	BEING	INVITED	TO	TAKE	PART	IN	THIS	STUDY?		
You	have	been	identified	by	the	researcher	as	a	career	and	technical	education	dean	for	a	
Washington	State	technical	college	and	are	therefore	being	invited	to	take	part	in	this	study	
because	your	role	as	a	CTE	dean	is	the	focus	for	the	study.	OSU	IRB	Study	#	7468	Expiration	Date:	
05/31/2021		
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4.	WHAT	WILL	HAPPEN	IF	I	TAKE	PART	IN	THIS	RESEARCH	STUDY?		
By	participating	in	this	study	you	facilitate	the	researcher’s	ability	to	address	the	purpose	of	this	
study.	The	data	collected	from	your	interview	will	support	the	writing	of	the	dissertation.		
The	study	activities	include	an	in-person	interview	at	the	location	of	your	choosing	with	the	
researcher	for	sixty	(60)	to	ninety	(90)	minutes.	Your	identity	will	be	known	to	the	researcher,	but	
your	identity	and	your	institution’s	identity	will	be	masked	in	the	dissertation	study.		
Study	duration:	The	interviews	will	take	between	sixty	(60)	and	ninety	(90)	minutes.	You	may	be	
contacted	after	the	interview	to	assist	with	member	checking	review	of	your	interview.		
Recordings:	The	interview	will	be	recorded	and	the	recording	will	be	accessible	and	available	only	
to	the	researcher.	The	recording	will	serve	as	a	mechanism	for	the	researcher	to	record	the	
responses	of	the	interview	and	to	support	the	writing	of	the	dissertation.	You	should	not	enroll	if	
you	do	not	wish	to	be	recorded.	The	tapes	from	the	study	will	be	protected	by	the	principal	
investigator.		
______I	agree	to	be	{audio	recorded}.		
Initials  
______I	do	not	agree	to	be	{audio	recorded}.	 
Initials  
Study	Results:	If	you	would	like,	the	study	results	will	be	made	available	by	the	researcher	to	you	as	
a	copy	of	the	dissertation	after	successful	defense.		
____	I	would	like	a	copy	of	the	successfully	defended	dissertation	sent	to	me		
____I	would	not	like	a	copy	of	the	successfully	defended	dissertation	sent	to	me		
5.	WHAT	ARE	THE	RISKS	AND	POSSIBLE	DISCOMFORTS	OF	THIS	STUDY?		
The	researcher	anticipates	that	the	risks	or	possible	discomfort	by	participating	in	this	study	will	be	
minimal,	yet	there	is	a	possibility	that	the	identities	of	the	subjects	could	be	revealed.	All	precautions	
will	be	taken	to	minimize	risk	by	masking	the	name	of	the	subjects	and	their	institutions	and	will	not	
available	to	anyone,	but	the	researcher.		
6.	WHAT	ARE	THE	BENEFITS	OF	THIS	STUDY?		
By	participating	in	this	project	there	will	be	no	direct	benefits	to	you,	however,	you	might	benefit	by	
reviewing	the	findings	of	the	study.	OSU	IRB	Study	#	7468	Expiration	Date:	05/31/2021		
7.	WILL	I	BE	PAID	FOR	BEING	IN	THIS	STUDY?		
You	will	not	be	paid	for	being	in	this	research	study.		
8.	WHO	WILL	SEE	THE	INFORMATION	I	GIVE?		
Your	sensitive	position	as	a	CTE	dean	situated	between	the	executive	administration	and	the	faculty	
and	staff	of	your	institution	creates	a	need	for	confidentiality	in	this	study.		
To	help	ensure	confidentiality,	the	researcher	will	mask	your	identity	and	that	of	your	institution	
when	presenting	the	data	and	the	findings	in	the	dissertation	study.		
This	will	be	done	through	a	coding	system	known	only	to	the	researcher	and	the	principal	
investigator.	This	coding	system	will	be	destroyed	after	successful	defense	of	the	dissertation.		
The	information	you	provide	during	this	research	study	will	be	kept	confidential	to	the	extent	
permitted	by	law.	Research	records	will	be	stored	securely	and	only	researchers	will	have	access	to	
the	records.	Federal	regulatory	agencies	and	the	Oregon	State	University	Institutional	Review	Board	
(a	committee	that	reviews	and	approves	research	studies)	may	inspect	and	copy	records	pertaining	
to	this	research.	Some	of	these	records	could	contain	information	that	personally	identifies	you.	
There	is	a	chance	that	we	could	accidentally	disclose	information	that	identifies	you.		
Only	the	researcher,	to	facilitate	the	completion	of	the	dissertation	study,	will	utilize	tape		
recordings	made	during	the	course	of	the	interview.	Only	the	Principal	Investigator	and	the		
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student	researcher	will	have	access	to	the	recordings.		
If	the	results	of	this	project	are	published	or	presented	your	identity	will	not	be	made	public.	The	
researcher	intends	to	use	direct	quotes	from	the	participants	when	presenting	the	study	findings.	
The	identity	of	the	participants	providing	the	quotes	will	be	masked.		
9.	WHAT	OTHER	CHOICES	DO	I	HAVE	IF	I	DO	NOT	TAKE	PART	IN	THIS	STUDY?		
Participation	in	this	study	is	voluntary.	If	you	decide	to	participate,	you	are	free	to	withdraw	at	any	
time	without	penalty.	You	will	not	be	treated	differently	if	you	decide	to	stop	taking	part	in	the	
study.	If	you	choose	to	withdraw	from	this	project	before	it	ends,	the	researchers	may	keep	
information	collected	about	you	and	this	information	may	be	included	in	study	reports.		
10.	WHO	DO	I	CONTACT	IF	I	HAVE	QUESTIONS?		
If	you	have	any	questions	about	this	research	project,	please	contact	the	Principal	Investigator:	Dr.	
Shelley	Dubkin-Lee,	Shelley.Dubkin-Lee@oregonstate.edu,	541-737-4733.	OSU IRB Study # 7468 
Expiration Date: 05/31/2021 If	you	have	questions	about	your	rights	or	welfare	as	a	participant,	please	
contact	the	Oregon	State	University	Institutional	Review	Board	(IRB)	Office,	at	(541)	737-8008	or	by	
email	at	IRB@oregonstate.edu		
11.	WHAT	DOES	MY	SIGNATURE	ON	THIS	CONSENT	FORM	MEAN?		
Your	signature	indicates	that	this	study	has	been	explained	to	you,	that	your	questions	have	been	
answered,	and	that	you	agree	to	take	part	in	this	study.	You	will	receive	a	copy	of	this	form.		
Participant's	Name	(printed):	_______________________________________________		
_______________________________________________________________________		
(Signature	of	Participant)	(Date)		
_________________________________________	_______________________________		

(Signature	of	Person	Obtaining	Consent)	(Date) 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Interview Questions Sent to CTE Deans 
 

Dubkin-Lee, P.I. 
Interview Questions 
5/24/16 

These	questions	will	be	asked	and	only	follow	up	questions	to	clarify	a	response	will	be	asked.	

Interview	Questions	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

What	is	the	extent	of	your	supervisory	responsibility	at	your	institution?	
	
Which	career	and	technical	education	program	faculty	and	staff	are	you	responsible	for	

	 managing	and	hiring?	
	
What	is	your	budgetary	responsibility	and	level	of	financial	decision	making	related	to	the	

	 faculty	and	staff	in	your	division?	
	
What	internal	and	external	forces	influence	the	decisions	you	are	required	to	make	for	the		

	 programs	you	administer?	 	
	
How	would	you	define	the	completion	agenda?	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
What	would	you	consider	to	be	a	manifestation	of	the	completion	agenda	at	your	institution?	 													
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
What	is	your	familiarity	with	Washington	State’s	Student	Achievement	Initiative	(SAI),	which	is	

	 an	example	of	completion	agenda	implementation?	
	 	 	 	 	 	
If	you	are	familiar	with	the	SAI,	what	impact	has	it	had	on	the	decisions	you	have	made	in	

	 regards	to	your	division?	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	
What	factors	inform	your	decision	making	as	it	relates	to	curriculum	offerings?	
	
What	factors	inform	your	decision	making	as	it	relates	to	faculty	hiring?	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Beyond	pedagogy,	what	do	you	perceive	to	be	any	pressures	faced	by	your	CTE	faculty?	
		
What	decisions	have	you	made	that	may	not	comply	or	support	the	completion	agenda?		

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 		
What	conflicts	exist	between	providing	immediate	career	training	opportunities	for	the	students	

	 in	your	CTE	programs	versus	meeting	the	needs	of	the	completion	agenda	with	degree	and	
	 certificates	earned?	

	
How	is	your	decision	making	influenced	by	the	demands	and	expectations	of	business	and	

	 industry	employers	in	your	service	area?	


