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This paper describes the efforts of a College of Business Administration at a regional 
university in the southwestern United States to apply organizational development processes to 
increasing faculty involvement towards maintaining its AACSB accreditation.  To energize and 
galvanize the faculty around potential issues for the AACSB visit, the dean and the faculty chair 
of the AASCB effort initiated a series of day-long annual faculty retreats with a program based 
on ideas from organization development to involve and energize those most affected by change 
(Beckhard & Harris, 1987); to use accreditation and maintenance to promote organizational 
learning (Elliott & Goh, 1996); to cultivate “single loop learning” (Argyris & Schon, 1996); and 
to use assessment/evaluation as an inquiry process for learning (Preskill & Torres, 1999).  The 
meeting created new knowledge useful to each discipline in assessing and revising their courses 
and degree programs.   Meeting processes bridged disciplinary silos and advanced understanding 
across the college regarding assessment methods and tools, especially in the use of rubrics for 
assessing writing and critical thinking skills.  In addition, meeting planners conducted a fast-
paced exercise to drive a brainstorming process designed to gather contributions and ideas from 
all attendees to align the content of their courses and majors across the college. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

For business schools, AACSB (Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business) 
accreditation is more important than ever (Thompson & Koys, 2010; Romero, 2008).  Passing 
this accreditation process, with its exacting quality standards, can rank colleges of business 
among the best in the world.  For all stakeholders, the AACSB seal means quality programs, 
faculty, and students with greater educational and career opportunities and often, greater access 
to the business community.  In addition, the demands of certification processes put schools on an 
even playing field, enabling them to improve their ability to compete with assurances of quality 
instruction, programs, and scholarship (Thompson & Koys, 2010).    As of 2015, 746 member 
institutions in 51 countries and territories had earned this highly valued certification (AACSB, 
2016).   Maintenance visits by assessors every five years following initial certification act to 
keep schools on the improvement track.  
 

CERTIFICATION CHALLENGES FOR FACULTIES AND DEANS 
 

Meeting the requirements of certification poses challenges for faculty and deans 
(Romero, 2008), since institutions must assume new ways of seeing themselves and their results.   
Certification means adopting processes focused on continuous improvement that ask faculty to 
cross disciplinary silos to focus on unified outcomes for the college through integrated curricula.   
Colleges also often must meet new requirements for publications and insure that faculty 
members are academically and/or professionally qualified with regular research and publication 
(Stanton, Taylor & Stanaland, 2009) or professional credentials.  While AACSB certification can 
mean higher salaries for faculty (Bell & Joyce, 2011), demands for assessment of current 
curricula, teaching, and outcomes can create additional challenges for faculty members--and 
deans in gaining faculty buy-in—to make the changes required to earn initial certification and to 
continue improvement processes over time between maintenance visits.    

The AACSB Curriculum Standards particularly require that the school engage staff, 
faculty, and students in assessing current offerings and in making changes to integrate courses 
and degree plans.   Participant engagement standards address stakeholders and specify that there 
be sufficient numbers of qualified staff and faculty to fulfill the mission of the school.  These 
constituents must work together to enact educational processes, including assessment and 
evaluation.   

A starting point for assessing these educational processes is the articulation of learning 
goals.  Learning goals must include knowledge (cognitive content) and skills (behavioral and 
process-oriented skills).   Because many faculty identify more with their disciplines than with the 
school’s degree programs, degree program learning goals may not be as important to faculty as 
to administrators, thereby producing a lukewarm response on the part of faculty in efforts to 
involve them in this aspect of the accreditation process  (Zocco, 2011; Thompson & Koys, 
2010).   

Zocco (2011) describes the AACSB’s five steps (published in 2007) to achieve 
Assurance of Learning:. 
    
 1.  Definition of student learning goals and objectives.  
 2.  Alignment of curricula with the adopted goals.  
 3.  Identification of instruments and measures to assess learning.  



SA16020 

  ACCELERATING AACSB IMPROVEMENT 

 4.  Collection, analyzing, and dissemination of assessment information.  
 5.  Using assessment information for continuous improvement of the program  
      curricula (p. 72). 
As Zocco notes, implementing any of these approaches to Assurance of Learning requires 
leadership commitment and faculty support.   Crossing departmental boundaries to accomplish 
steps 1 and 2 above can be challenging.   However, accredited departments involve faculty 
extensively using a variety of processes to achieve a collaborative effort (Sinning & Dykxhorn, 
2001). 

Accomplishing these steps requires comprehensive horizontal assessments that cross link 
vertical programs in meaningful ways to create a continuum of learning.   In most schools, 
curriculum development, like assessment, has been fractured into multiple components that 
match the vertical disciplinary organization.  Historically, these disciplinary silos have 
overwhelmed the vertical elements, making AACSB requirements exceptionally demanding 
(Keeling, Wall, Underhile & Dungy, 2008).    

From the dean’s perspective, resistance from faculty to participation in the assessment of 
current curricula is a major obstacle to successful implementation (Kelley, Tong & Choi, 2010; 
Suskie, 2004).  Requests for elaborate, lengthy assessment plans and reports can alienate faculty 
and stifle creativity and flexibility.    

Ideally, faculty should guide assessment and should act as the directors for curriculum 
development, but a lack of processes, skills and knowledge in assessment and new demands for 
scholarship may interfere with such engagement (Garrison, 2014).    The AACSB assumes that 
deans will take leadership in engaging the faculty and stakeholders to review the mission and to 
make curricular change.   However, Henninger (1998) notes that, “simply assuming that by 
establishing new standards and designating the dean as change facilitator the AACSB can and 
will reform business schools fails to take into account the distinctive characteristics of decision 
making in colleges and universities” (Henninger, 1998, p. 12 ).   

Henninger (1998) identifies “the dualism of control” as a source of these problems.   He 
describes this dualism as “a conventional hierarchy of administrators, and … a collegial structure 
through which faculty make decisions regarding issues within their presumed jurisdiction…The  
dual collegial and conventional hierarchical structures make traditional theories of  
managing change by flexing management power and control inapplicable” (p. 3).  Faculty 
alignment with their disciplinary communities thus creates a challenge for the dean as change 
leader.    

Despite this challenge, Henninger (1998) notes, “the authority to promote change is 
invested in the deanship” (p. 3).  The dean can call chairs and faculty together to announce a 
priority in the college and further, can expect all constituents to accept it.   Making deep changes, 
however, across the curricula requires the collaboration and engagement of faculty as having 
primary responsibility for curriculum (Garrison, 2014).   To meet the challenges that these 
changes pose to faculties and deans, strategies and processes from the organizational change and 
organization development disciplines may prove helpful in encouraging faculty to interact with 
each other beyond their disciplinary silos. 
 

THE ACADEMY AS A LEARNING ORGANIZATION 
 

Complex change involving culture and basic assumptions is difficult for any 
organization, but may be particularly so for academia, given the historical division of power 
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between the administration and faculty.   Involving and energizing those affected by change is a 
core principle in organizational development (Beckhard & Harris, 1987).   Likewise, in the 
academy, engaging faculty buy-in around new pedagogical approaches and new ways of thinking 
is critical to achieving certification and to maintaining it over time with continuous 
improvement. 

Theories and viewpoints from the literature on learning organizations can shed some light 
on approaches and challenges, especially as they relate to assessment of mission, curricula, and 
integration of elements in degree programs to achieve learning outcomes.   To that end, Elliott 
and Goh (2013) ask whether accreditation promotes organizational learning.   The concepts of 
organizational learning originate in the theory and practice of organization development.  
Accreditation and maintenance can serve as a catalyst for change which motivates ongoing 
program improvement and continuous improvement.    

The concept of organizational learning originated with Argyris and Schon (1996), and 
refers to both single loop learning and double loop learning.   Single loop learning is also known 
as continuous improvement and is, consequently, at the center of AACSB accreditation efforts.   
Continuous improvement is incremental in nature, and refers to the ongoing detection and 
correction of errors.   In contrast, double loop learning is deeper and more radical, involving 
questioning the underlying assumptions or values which are the basis for decision making.    

Elliott and Goh (2013) cite a social constructivist perspective on learning which views 
learning as primarily a social process whereby individuals are active producers of meaning, 
situated in a social, historical, and cultural context.  Extending this view, Preskill and Torres 
(1999) explain and define evaluative inquiry as a process of the learning organization that 
facilitates learning through “(a) the collective creation of meaning, (b) action, (c) the 
development of new knowledge, (d) an improvement in systemic processes, and (e) the 
overcoming of tacit assumptions” (p. 49).   They assert that, “when individuals and teams 
disseminate their learning from inquiry throughout an organization, and action results from this 
learning, it can be said that the organization learns” (p. 49). Evaluative inquiry is a collaborative 
process of the learning organization of asking questions, the collection and analysis of data, and 
using what is learned from an inquiry to act on important organizational issues.    

In their study of Canadian business schools engaged in the accreditation process, Elliott 
and Goh (2013) note that respondents were more likely to feel that accreditation promoted single 
loop learning (continuous improvement), that it acted as a catalyst for change through the review 
of a school’s mission/vision and alignment of strategic priorities, and that the dean was the main 
motivator and champion of accreditation.   Effective deans orchestrated the change process 
successfully by ensuring that stakeholders were informed and engaged in the process, and took a 
deliberate, planned approach.   While the dean leads the process, leadership should be broadly 
distributed among other members of faculty and staff, since increased participation and 
involvement assists in fostering ownership for the change.   The dean should model and promote 
behaviors that support and culture of learning, including facilitating dialogue and reflection, 
openness to risk-taking, and surfacing underlying assumptions.    

Preskill and Torres (1999) note the need for a variety of ways to stimulate individual, 
team, and organizational learning, including question-driven, collaborative and participatory 
processes that surface new knowledge and contribute to examination and clarification of 
underlying assumptions.  Torres and Preskill (2001) assert that user participation in an 
evaluation’s design and activities is necessary, and describe organization learning as “…a 
continuous process of growth and improvement that (a) uses information or feedback about both 



SA16020 

  ACCELERATING AACSB IMPROVEMENT 

processes and outcomes to make changes; (b) is integrated with work activities, and within the 
organization’s infrastructure (e.g., its culture, systems and structures, leadership, and 
communication mechanisms); and (c) invokes the alignment of values, attitudes, and perceptions 
among organizational members” (p. 388).                

Harnar and Preskill (2007) conducted an exploratory study about the process used in 
evaluative inquiry, and assert that stakeholders are affected by their participation in an 
evaluation.   They define “process use” as “changes in thinking and behavior, whether at the 
individual, program, or organizational level, as a result of one’s participation in an evaluation, 
irrespective of the evaluation results” (p. 27). They also build on previous findings that 
participants changed how they did their work after an evaluation was completed and credited the 
changes to their experience with the evaluation, versus the evaluation results.  They note an 
increasing commitment to involving stakeholders in evaluation. 

To meet the challenges of earning and maintaining AACSB certification, then, deans may 
consider the use of these engagement processes to involve faculty in their ongoing process 
improvement.  This paper describes the efforts of a College of Business Administration at a 
regional university in the southwestern United States to apply these processes in increasing 
faculty involvement towards maintaining its AACSB accreditation.   
 

INSTITUTING A FACULTY RETREAT 
 

With its periodic maintenance visit two years away, the College of Business Administration 
had made progress in assessing the quality of its curricula and courses, but wished to make more 
progress in closing the loop between assessment findings and making meaningful changes to its 
courses and degree programs.   To energize and galvanize the faculty around potential issues for 
the AACSB visit, the dean and the faculty chair of the AASCB effort decided to initiate a series 
of day-long annual faculty retreats with a program based on ideas from organization 
development.  The objectives of the retreats were to: 
  

 Involve and energize those most affected by change (Beckhard & Harris, 1987). 
 Use accreditation and maintenance to promote organizational learning (Elliott & Goh, 

1996). 
 Cultivate “single loop learning” (Argyris & Schon, 1996). 
 Use assessment/evaluation as an inquiry process for learning (Preskill & Torres, 1999).  

 
Two faculty members from business communication, who had previous experience as 

corporate trainers, were asked to plan and design such a program for the annual retreat that 
actively involved 80+ faculty members from the College of Business Administration.  In 
addition to the objectives mentioned previously, the purpose of the meeting was to create new 
knowledge useful to each discipline in assessing and revising their courses and degree programs.   
Meeting processes were designed to bridge disciplinary silos and advance understanding across 
the college regarding assessment methods and tools, especially the use of rubrics.   
 
Retreat Space 
 

Because meeting planners expected some level of discomfort among attendees about the 
demands to be actively involved in the program versus being passive listeners, attendees chose 
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their own seating at round tables by disciplinary groups.   The ballroom space thus included 12 
tables to accommodate eight disciplinary groups set up in two groups of six tables each color-
coded by tablecloth colors (See Appendix: Figure 1).   Meeting planners intended the room setup 
to facilitate process demands and to reinforce the sense among the faculty members of their 
autonomy in making choices for their curricula and students, round tables were chosen to 
facilitate discussion among the participants at each table.   As a result of meeting processes, all 
groups would be generating and receiving information about their programs, and the planners 
hoped to create openness among to the groups for accepting data generated from the other 
disciplines.   

In addition to several speakers who provided information on university online tools for 
assessment, meeting planners designed two processes designed to involve all participants in 
creating new knowledge and to create energy in the group around assessment challenges 
surrounding the upcoming AACSB maintenance visit.  
 
Using Rubrics in Writing and Critical Thinking Assessment  
 

The meeting planners and the faculty member chairing the AACSB assessment effort 
believed that the use of rubrics across the disciplines would aid assessment efforts but, despite 
previous efforts to introduce the subject, they had made little headway.   Planners created poster-
sized copies of two rubrics mounted onto foamcore boards, and provided them to each table:  one 
for a Written Communication Assessment, and one for a Critical Thinking Assessment (See 
Appendix: Figures 2 and 3).   Faculty members at each table used a sample assignment from a 
finance class to assess the quality of writing and critical thinking; collectively, participants at 
each table used the rubrics to record their responses to the writing sample and were allowed to 
determine the percentage values of the performance categories, if they wished.  Following this 
exercise, participants at each table from the various business disciplines posted their rubrics 
around the room for a Gallery Walk by all participants.    

As faculty viewed the work of their colleagues, they discovered a variety of approaches 
and standards used by other disciplines.   Some graded with higher standards than others, and the 
activity led to a discussion of standards across the disciplinary boundaries as well as a discussion 
on how to modify the rubrics to accommodate a variety of assignments in other disciplines.   The 
conversation also exposed gaps in understanding and opportunities for clarification regarding the 
use of rubrics.  The activity, and the faculty luncheon that followed, also allowed all participants 
to move beyond their disciplinary silos and engage with other colleagues, yielding new 
understanding and knowledge across the college about the assessment process. 
 
Opinions Across the Disciplines:  What Do Majors Need to Know?  
 

After lunch, the meeting planners conducted an exercise designed to gather contributions 
and ideas from all attendees regarding learning content required for all business majors.   
Planners hoped that faculty in each discipline could use the results of the exercise to align the 
content of their courses and majors across the college.   Because all faculty members were in the 
room, the retreat offered a unique opportunity to gather this information.  

Planners conducted a fast-paced exercise called “Pushing the Envelope” to drive a 
brainstorming process incorporating all tables in the room.   A manila envelope with a question 
written on the outside was placed at each table (See Appendix: Figure 4).  Disciplines named in 
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the questions were matched to tables so that attendees began the exercise by generating ideas for 
their own discipline before passing the question on to disciplinary groups at other tables.   A 
stack of blank sheets of paper and pens were provided at each table so that participants could 
record ideas generated during brainstorming.   The exercise made use of the two groups of six 
tables each.   

To begin the exercise, the meeting leader blew a whistle and allowed five minutes for 
attendees at each table to generate as many answers to the question on the envelope as they 
could.   They recorded their ideas on a blank sheet.   At the end of the five minutes, the whistle 
sounded and idea sheets were inserted into the envelope.   Then one person at each table moved 
the envelope:  Table 1 moved its envelope to Table 6, Table 2 moved its envelope to Table 1, 
Table 3 moved its envelope to Table 2, etc.   Using the new question, attendees at each table had 
another five minutes to generate ideas onto a blank sheet.  At the end of that five minutes, the 
whistle sounded, idea sheets went into the envelope, and the envelopes moved again.   The 
process was repeated until each table had its original envelope back.  

Faculty groups at each table removed the idea sheets from the envelope, read the ideas 
inside, and evaluated the ideas for value.   The exercise allowed each disciplinary group a unique 
opportunity to collect ideas and information from colleagues in other disciplines to aid their 
thinking about curriculum and courses.   Groups collected rich and detailed information in a very 
short amount of time using participation by every attendee in the room. 
 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

Among the strategies for sustaining Assurance of Learning systems and enhancing 
faculty engagement, Garrison and Rexeisen (2014) list annual assessment retreats as a way to 
instill and develop a culture of continuous improvement.   As subject matter for these meetings, 
they recommend structuring an AOL process that is “(a) clear and easy to understand, (b) well 
organized with effective processes, (c) (able to) provide evidence that resources are properly 
aligned to direct the time and attention of faculty to appropriate AOL activities, and (d) 
continually demonstrating the value of the process to improving student education” (p. 88).   In 
addition, Garrison and Rexeisen (2014) also identify the common use of instruments 
administered in courses to assess student is one of the main factors that contributes to faculty 
resistance and the time required to assess.   

The exercises used in the retreat addressed these concerns and appeared to be successful 
in improving the overall assessment process.  One participant observed that in convening the 
retreat, “the Dean brought the whole system into the room” (J. Kavanaugh, personal 
communication, March 25, 2014).   This principle from organizational development practice 
(Beckhard & Harris, 1987; Weisbord, 1992) advocates involving everyone to improve the whole.   
With all constituents present, understanding the issues and designing processes that everyone can 
use becomes easier.   In addition, the structure of the meeting both involved and energized 
faculty and further, made it easy for the multitude of opinions and viewpoints to find a place in 
the discussion.   Indeed, in the words of one management professor, “I found the process  to be 
very well  managed, energizing, and a welcome change from the traditional ‘talking head’ 
approach we use for all of our other college meetings” (J. Kavanaugh, personal communication , 
March 25, 2014).   As he also notes, however, not everyone was happy to be involved.   For 
resistant faculty, passive processes make it easier to maintain a status quo and to continue past 
practices.   
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Meeting processes also enabled learning and discussion to achieve better organization of 
AOL (Assurance of Learning) strategies and tools.   Direct engagement by discipline with the 
use of a rubric to assess student work, along with the “gallery walk” to learn from others’ 
approaches, surfaced differences in approaches and emphasis among the disciplines, educated 
AOL leaders about gaps in understanding of the use of rubrics, and opened an important 
discussion to advance the progress toward unified tools that will help both students and save 
faculty time.   The faculty chair of the AOL committee who, together with the Dean, chartered 
the retreat, cited as an output of the meeting the accelerated development and approval for MBA 
assessment rubrics (D. Berg, personal communication, March 25, 2014).   He attributed this 
progress to new shared definitions that enable action across the school by all departments and 
further noted that MBA classes will be assessed in the fall semester for communication, critical 
thinking, and strategic decision making by using a simplified rubric.  A faculty attendee also 
noted the value of the comments from other disciplines to the construction of a content checklist 
for program review in his department.  He noted, “it was very helpful to learn what others need 
from us in course content and to have had a vehicle to communicate our needs to others” (J. 
Kavanaugh, personal communication, March 25, 2014).  

 
CONCLUSION 

 
As Preskill and Torres (1999) predict, using a variety of ways to stimulate individual, 

team, and organizational learning yields progress in AOL, and these processes represented, as 
they recommended, question-driven, collaborative and participatory exercises.   Because all 
disciplines could be involved at once in the exploration of approaches, traditional boundaries that 
divide the disciplines can be more easily bridged (Thompson & Koys, 2010; Zocco, 2011).   The 
faculty leader of the AOL effort cited, a one of the benefits of this organization process, a new 
and shared vocabulary across the college.  By sharing the same vocabulary regarding AOL, all 
members were able to talk intelligently about the effort and their part in it versus wondering 
about its meaning (D. Berg, personal communication, March 25, 2014).      

The College of Business Administration has repeated the retreat annually with several 
new initiatives that have used information generated in the original retreat.  For example, the 
college is now using a rubric for writing correctly across all disciplines in an effort to improve 
the quality of student writing.   Faculty evaluates the content of writing assignments in their 
courses; graders assist with assessment of performance in grammar, mechanics and style using a 
common rubric.   Faculty groups have continued work to align courses across the college with a 
common core of basic business knowledge required of all business majors.   The dean and 
faculty groups anticipate a successful maintenance visit from the AACSB, as enrollments 
continue to increase.   
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APPENDIX 

 
Figure 1:  Retreat space layout plan 

 

 
 
 

Figure 2:  Written Communication Rubric  
 

 
 
 

Performance Criterion  Characteristics  Exceeds 
Expectations 

 

Meets 
Expectations 

 

Below 
Expectations 

 

Document Format 
10% 

● Follows assigned format 
 

     

 
 

Content  
65% 

● Overview/thesis statement/ main idea 
  Strategy 
● Accuracy and completeness of 

information 
● Relevant details, definitions, and 

examples 
 

     

 
Organization 

15% 

 Unified paragraphs 
● Transitions and connectives 

 

     

 
Written Expression 

10% 

● Grammar and mechanics  
● Word usage  and spelling 
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Figure 3:   Critical Thinking Rubric  

 

 
Figure 4:  Pushing the Envelope Questions 
 

 
 
 
 

Performance Criterion  Exceeds Expectations 
 

Meets Expectations 
 

Below Expectations 
 

Problem Recognition 
10% 

     

Differentiation between relevant    
and irrelevant data 

20% 

     

Development of appropriate 
argument or premise 

30% 

     

Application of concepts, rules, 
formulae, and/or strategies to the 

appropriate data resulting in 
appropriate analysis 

40% 

     

 


