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 Online Onboarding of Community College Mid-Level Administrators 

Introduction 

Elizabeth’s first day as a director finally arrived.  She had earned her graduate 

degree to have this opportunity.  Thinking she would receive guidance on leading and 

managing her new staff, she was not worried that she was only a content expert who 

knew how to grow an international student program.  Little did she know that she would 

soon alienate her staff, run afoul of the local union, anger both the HR department and 

her immediate supervisor, and nearly end the career she had spent years pursuing – all 

because she received no training for a newly-hired mid-level administrator. 

Elizabeth’s problem is not unique, as institutions of higher education have been slow to 

train and develop their own administrators during their first year on the job.  Candidates are 

primarily hired for their scholarly qualifications or content expertise rather than for their 

administrative experience (Hicks, Peters, & Smith, 2006).  These individuals are often ill-

prepared to be effective administrators.  Directors and deans typically arrive at their posts by 

moving through the student services and academic ranks, picking up administrative skills as they 

go (Urciuoli, 2003).  This ad hoc method of gaining experience is inefficient, haphazard, and can 

leave gaps in the administrator’s knowledge base.  It is a problem that academia has been 

struggling with since the 1980s (Caffarella, 1985).  A Vice President with over 30 years of 

community college leadership experience shared that failing to learn from others’ successes and 

failures makes one vulnerable to making avoidable mistakes, while repeated trial-and-error 

efforts are detrimental to both the individual and the institution (R. Coats, personal 

communication, March 3, 2015).  Scholars and administrators alike speak about the great 

leadership crises in higher education; even the American Council on Education (Eckel, Hill, & 
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Green, 1998) calls for solutions to the leadership dilemma (Gmelch, Hopkins, Dee, Damico, & 

Bowman, 2011). One of the least studied and most misunderstood management position is that of 

a dean.  Although typically considered to be and performed as an administrative job, it is actually 

a strategically pivotal leadership position. (Gmelch et al., 2011). 

Rather than providing guidance to new deans, institutions seem to expect the guidance to 

come from the candidates they hire based on the required duties in the job descriptions (Gmelch, 

2000).  Despite the recognized leadership problem, colleges and universities appear to be unable 

or unwilling to provide assistance to incoming academic leaders.  The author’s personal 

experiences and preliminary investigations indicated a clear need for a formalized training 

process for new mid-level administrators (MLAs), defined as directors and deans, in Washington 

State Board of Community and Technical Colleges (SBCTC). 

Newly hired MLAs, with whom the author conversed, disclosed that they were only 

addressing daily operations to satisfy their subordinates’ immediate needs.  This is a natural 

result of a task-driven environment, particularly if an MLA has not yet acquired a holistic view 

of an organization’s needs and activities.  This situation is exacerbated in the common case of 

MLAs who are promoted into management positions due to their competence in another field; 

their past successes stem from performing specific tasks.  However, their new positions typically 

involve completely different tasks and demands unrelated to the MLAs’ previous environments. 

For example, being an excellent statistics instructor does not necessarily qualify a person to be a 

dean of a natural science department.  This can lead to various problems in an environment as 

complex as the modern college.  SBCTC colleges require that MLAs maintain an awareness of 

regulations and policies at the federal, state, and college levels.  MLAs also must contend with 
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the college’s relationship with a labor union; however this information is not widely 

communicated to MLAs.   

In conversations with her peers, the author often heard comments about feeling 

overwhelmed by their new roles as managers and leaders.  These individuals often revert to 

focusing on their areas of expertise instead of managing and leading others.  These 

administrators feel they have not been properly prepared for their new roles; they lack tools and 

understanding to be successful in performing their new responsibilities. The general perceived 

experience is that they have been “thrown into the lion’s den”, set up to fail, and upper 

management is indifferent to their needs.  Yet, one of the reasons employees stay with an 

organization is because they are satisfied and their needs are met (Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 

2002).  Helping employees understand job requirements and develop the appropriate skill set to 

meet those expectations effectively leads to employees who stay engaged in their work (Harter et 

al., 2002).   

Statement of Problem 

This study seeks to identify components and attributes of a successful onboarding1 

process at a community college, particularly with mid-level administrators.  MLAs fill a pivotal 

role within an institution – they are the linchpin connecting Vice Presidents and Presidents (High 

Level Administrators or HLAs) with classified staff and students.  As HLAs select new goals and 

directions for the institution, MLAs must develop implementation plans and direct the efforts of 

the staff.  If the classified staff encounters challenges, the MLAs must either develop and 

coordinate a remediation plan or communicate the problem to the appropriate HLA. 

                                                           
1 Onboarding will be further defined below, but the basic definition concerns integrating new hires into the work 

environment. 
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Consequently, whether or not an institution is trying to evolve, it relies heavily on its MLAs’ 

competencies (Whetham, 2015). 

Upon hire, most MLAs are unprepared to meet leadership and management performance 

expectations of the role (Vicker & Royer, 2005).  The time it takes these individuals to acquire 

appropriate skill sets on their own can be as long as two to three years (Northouse, 2015).  

Additionally, because individuals are not trained to reduce variation in practice, inconsistent 

practices can develop, posing a risk to the organization.  New MLAs recognize that they do not 

feel confident in their capacity to lead and manage their staff.  The stress experienced by both 

MLAs and their subordinates can undermine actual work accomplishment (Diddams & Chang, 

2012).  This stress creates a tendency for high turnover for MLAs (Fagan, 2012).  

Most employees make up their mind about staying in the job within the first 90 days of 

employment (Dai & De Meuse, 2007).  If employees do not see where or how they fit within an 

organization, they disengage (Bradt & Bancroft, 2010).  Hiring new employees is a time-

consuming and expensive process for the staff, as well as the institution.  A human resource 

professional, of over 20 years, at a regional community college shared that cost to replace a mid-

level administrator, in terms of just hiring costs alone, is $5,270 (L. Dignan, personal 

communication, April 27, 2015). 

In order to save money and retain employees, community colleges in the state of 

Washington need a cost-effective and accessible onboarding process that targets key 

management and leadership information and practices in the knowledge, skills, and abilities 

(KSAs) that these new employees lack.  This knowledge needs to be readily transferrable into 

daily practice so that adult learners can see the applicability of what they are learning within the 

onboarding process.  Preliminary inquiries revealed that the current practice of hiring non-
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managers for MLA positions at a community college resulted in a significant gap between 

desired and actual skill sets.  The process of improving MLA capabilities for dealing effectively 

with new responsibilities is critical if higher education institutions are to meet student 

expectations (Richardson, 1975). 

Rationale 

The three most compelling reasons to develop an institutional onboarding process are (a) 

employees garner skills they may lack for the position, (b) employees feel more prepared in their 

position and start fostering relationships with other employees, and (c) employees become more 

productive sooner (Son, 2015).  Recognizing that MLAs do not typically come with a skill set 

needed to successfully manage or lead, the Washington State Board of Colleges and Technical 

Colleges established the Association of Washington Community and Technical College 

Administrators and Exempt Staff to improve overall MLA management skills (Whetham, 2015). 

The presidents of the Washington State community college system saw this lack of skills as a 

problem and wanted to address it system-wide (Whetham, 2015). This association is the only 

dedicated resource for MLAs in Washington State’s community and technical college system.    

The SBCTC provides two types of MLA learning opportunities through the Association.   

The first opportunity is the quarterly “Leading from the Middle” meetings for MLAs 

from the state’s thirty-four community and technical colleges (Whetham, 2015).  Each meeting 

provides a platform for networking as well as a day of training in a topic selected by the SBCTC.  

These meetings occur at a central location, so attendees must leave their college to attend.  While 

participants deem these meetings valuable, constraints such as time, budgets, and topic 

applicability can make it difficult for many MLAs to attend.  The second opportunity is the 

annual “Leading from the Middle” retreat (Whetham, 2015).  It is an information-intensive event 
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designed to engage participants in learning leadership and management skills, as well as system-

wide networking. However, with a duration of four days and a price tag of $1,400 (Whetham, 

2015), these retreats can be both cost- and time-prohibitive.  They are also held once a year, so 

depending on when a MLA is hired it; the timing may not be advantageous for the college or 

MLA. 

Both MLAs and HLAs recognize the need for an MLA onboarding process at community 

colleges.  New deans and directors have identified the lack of preparedness and what that lack of 

knowledge has cost them in terms of productivity.  MLAs have verbalized increased difficulties 

and lack of trust in working with subordinates after committing management errors as a result of 

their lack of training or knowledge (Gmelch, 2000).  HLAs shared with the author how many 

people bypass MLAs and come to them because of damaged relationships between the 

subordinates and the MLA (R. Coats, personal communication, May 11, 2015).  To help avoid 

this damage, as well as reduce the rate of turnover for MLAs, the author planned, developed, and 

implemented a pilot onboarding process for the Washington State SBCTC.  Due to this being a 

pilot program the author focused on one community college in the SBCTC system.   

 Friedman (2006) suggested that one can achieve improved administrative performance by 

providing a sharper, clearer definition of how the performance is perceived by those who work 

directly with the individual.  MLAs need to understand who they are and how their personality 

relates to their peers and their subordinates.  Additionally, it is important to understand the 

essential job functions and expectations of the position they occupy and how the necessary skill 

set will allow them to confidently and competently address daily work activities.  Administrators 

have to network effectively with their peers (Darling, Friedlaender, & Snyder, 2014), understand 

how to manage subordinates, and align their efforts with the vision, goals, values, and mission of 
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the college (Kotter, 1999).  They are more likely to accomplish all of this if they receive training 

in a timely manner; a thorough onboarding will provide this hitherto absent training   (Boroughs, 

Palmer, & Hunter, 2012).   

Theoretical Framework 

 This study used Knowles (1970) model of adult learning and Bolman and Deal’s (2008) 

four-framed leadership model as theoretical frameworks.   Knowles’ theories of andragogy, as 

well as the underpinning principles of adult learning, were applied in designing an online 

onboarding program for MLAs in the SBCTC system.  Although first described in 1833 by 

Alexander Kapp in Germany, it was Malcolm Knowles, an American practitioner and theorist of 

adult education, who pioneered andragogy as a theory and model of adult learning in the 1970s.  

Knowles defined andragogy as the art and science of helping adults learn (Zmeyov, 1998; 

Fidishun, 2000).  Furthermore, Knowles supported a life-long learning model with the adult 

learner taking responsibility (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2012).  Knowles’ theory of 

andragogy helped shape the proposed process by which institutions can provide MLAs with the 

knowledge they require to be effective during their first year.  Knowles is still relevant, as he 

created an alternative education model for adults, which is still situated in learning theories today 

(Halpern &Tucker, 2015). 

Knowles et al., (2012) identified six assumptions about the principal attributes of adult 

learners.  As a group, these learners share the following common traits: 

1. The need to know:  The adult learner needs to have context, as well as an understanding 

of why they are learning something.  Having context of why going through an 

onboarding process is important, MLAs place more value on moving through the 

modules, which can lead to self-direction.  MLAs have a clearer understanding of the 
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benefits of learning the lessons and have a better understanding of the “consequences of 

not learning the lesson” (Knowles, 1970, p. 56). 

2. The role of the learner’s experience: Throughout their lives, adult learners gain 

experiences they can relate to what they are learning, which makes the learning 

experience richer.  As adult learners, MLAs come into their roles with many years of 

experiences to include work, life, and academia.  MLAs’ knowledge needs to be accessed 

to affirm the MLAs’ value, as well as to help confirm their concept as self-directed 

learners. 

3. The learner’s self-concept: Adult learners have a strong sense of independence; therefore, 

there may be resistance if they feel forced to learn in a certain way.  A program must 

acknowledge adult learners in a way that realizes their need for self-conception and self-

direction by moving them from being dependent to being independent.  MLAs need to be 

shown what tools are available to them, but not necessarily how to use them and when. 

4. Readiness to learn: This principle relates to the first assumed principle that adults learn 

content when it is situationally appropriate.  MLAs would not be ready for management 

training until they understood the area they are managing.  The fact that MLAs are 

content experts plays a significant role in application of this principle.  Scaffolding 

lessons to meet the MLAs “where they currently are is an important assumption within 

andragogical framework” (Halpern & Tucker, 2015, p. 115). 

5. Orientation to learning: Problem-solving and task-centered exercises work best for adult 

learners, as they are able to better absorb the lessons presented in this manner.  MLAs 

will retain information if they can see its applicability to real-world scenarios. 
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6. Motivation: Adult learners are more motivated to learn by internal factors, unlike 

younger learners, who are motivated to learn by external factors.  This means that adults 

learn from goal-setting, career aspirations, and self-perception.  MLAs fall into this 

category, as many have leadership qualities that encompass these attributes (Mumford, 

Zaccaro, Connelly, & Marks, 2000). 

Not all learners conform to all six tenets; likewise, these six tenets do not comprise an 

exhaustive list of adult learner characteristics.  However, they do serve as a foundation for adult 

learning theory.  Within this framework, the essential factor is self-directed learning; adult 

learners tend to take the initiative to diagnose their learning needs, formulate goals, identify 

resources for learning, select and implement appropriate learning strategies, and evaluate 

outcomes (Knowles et al., 2012). 

While this study used Knowles’ theory as a framework, it also considered additional 

characteristics of adult learners as a lens through which a SBCTC’s onboarding program was 

developed and evaluated.  An online program informed by adult-centered strategies can be a 

powerful tool for engaging with the adult online learner (Halpern & Tucker, 2015). 

Andragogy establishes a constructive learning theory that adults need to be involved in 

their own instruction.  Constructivist learning theory - the premise that learning is both social and 

reflective – complements andragogy.  Constructivists like Knowles understand that people create 

meaning through interactions of prior learning and experiences as a way to understand new 

material they are learning (Anderman & Anderman, 2009). 

Knowles’ framework has enabled modern educators to develop four principles of 

andragogy that best facilitate adult learning.  Adult-centered instruction should have the 

following attributes: 
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 Be highly relevant: best practices in an online learning environment include making each 

lesson or module highly relevant to students’ work (Park & Choi, 2009) 

 Be problem-based to encourage critical thinking and reflective learning: establish 

opportunities for collaboration and reflection (Tsai, 2013) and engage adult learners 

through exercises (Cheaney & Ingebristen, 2005). 

 Acknowledge prior work and experience by leaving room to incorporate previous 

knowledge; and 

 Be self-paced (Ota, DiCarlos, Burts, Laird & Gioe, 2006) 

Knowles’ assumptions about how adults learn assist workplace trainers in developing a 

training curriculum that meets practical needs captured in behavioral objectives (Whatkins & 

Marsick, 2014).  Successfully creating change, providing organizational direction and supporting 

organizational effectiveness are critical to being an effective leader in higher education (Kezar, 

Carducci, & Contreras-McGavin, 2006).   

Bolman and Deal’s (2008) leadership frame theory suggests that life’s daily challenges 

are not clear and precise; instead they are opaque and vague.   Bolman and Deal’s approach to 

understanding and managing this chaos, as well as actually leading organizations allow MLAs 

room to discover their own management and leadership style within the context of four different 

frames (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  These leadership frames take into account existing research on 

leadership, organizations, and management.  The four frames affecting organizations are: human 

resource, political, structural, and symbolic.  These frames are classifications that describe the 

ways leaders think and react to situations.  Each frame focuses on a different aspect of 

organizational behavior (Bolman & Deal, 2008).   
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The human resource leadership frame uses assumptions from psychology and 

organizational behavior to emphasize relations between human needs and the organization.  

Leaders guided by a human resource frame value relationships and feelings and lead through 

empowering subordinates.  The organization will be adjusted to solve the problems and will fit 

the needs of the employee (Daft, 2005).  This frame recognizes people as the organization’s most 

valuable resource.  Effective leaders use the human resource perspective to involve others and 

give them opportunities for personal and professional development. The characteristics 

associated with this frame are the sense of belonging, unity, and the organization as a family 

(Bolman & Deal, 2008).   

The political frame of reference views organizations as arenas of ongoing conflict or 

tension over the allocation of scarce resources. This frame borrows the idea from political 

science that organizations compete for scarce resources, and conflict is a normal consequence of 

this competition (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  Leaders spend much of their time networking and 

building alliances and coalitions to influence decisions. A metaphor for the political frame is the 

television show Survivor.  By the second or third episode, the leaders start emerging and forming 

their alliances, and political plays are a natural part of organizational culture (Bolman & Deal, 

2008). These leaders continuously strive to build a power base, and they frequently employ both 

personal and organizational power to achieve their desired goals.   

During the onboarding process, MLAs will be asked to network with five people in the 

organization that their subordinates suggest, and five people their supervisors recommend; these 

ten individuals will enable the MLA to develop a networking base.  

The structural leadership frame emphasizes clear goals and efficiency (Bolman & Deal, 

2008). A leader intentionally using the structural frame distinguishes clear goals, designates 
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people-specific roles, and coordinates activities using policies, procedures, and a formal chain of 

command (Bolman & Deal, 2008). These policies and procedures ensure both predictability and 

uniformity within an organization. This helps to ensure that comparable situations are handled in 

a consistent way. Structural leaders value hard data and analysis, keep an eye on the bottom line, 

and stress adherence to accepted standards and conformity to the rules as a way to bring order 

and logic to the organization (Daft, 2005).  The onboarding process will prompt the MLA to 

work with their supervisor and subordinates to create concrete personal goals as well as establish 

departmental goals. 

The symbolic frame idealizes the sense of mission and identity within the organization 

(Bolman & Deal, 2008).  Through the symbolic frame a leader views an organization as a system 

of shared vision and values. This culture of shared beliefs and values gives organizations a sense 

of purpose, promotes cohesion, and offers a vision as to what the future may hold (Daft, 2005). 

Leaders use symbols as a means of leading the organization. The symbolic leader is effective 

when the leader places symbolic value on intentions rather than relying on formal power and the 

use of politics (Bennis, 2003). Rituals, protocols and manners can be used by symbolic leaders 

for unethical and self-serving purposes. Daft concurs with Bolman and Deal, noting that one 

danger of relying too heavily on the symbolic frame is that leaders risk developing a “messiah” 

complex, shifting the focus from the organization to the leader (Daft, 2005).   

The MLA will experience the symbolic frame by watching a video where the President 

outlines the vision and mission of the college.  Additionally the MLA will be able to read the 

values of the college and incorporate this into their daily work. 

Identifying and using a combination of the human resource, political, structural, and 

symbolic frames allows leaders to better understand the complexities of an organization (Bolman 
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& Deal, 2008). Bolman and Deal (2008) describe the organization as having multiple realities 

which produce confusion and conflict as the individuals interpret the same events through their 

own lenses (frames). An effective leader can use this knowledge and match a particular frame or 

combination of frames to a situation. When a person’s actions appear to make no sense, a leader 

can use the appropriate lens to peer into an individual’s frame and understand their actions.   This 

study exposed the MLA to these four frames so they were be able to choose which frame would 

be the most advantageous to use. 

The table below summarizes the major theories that influenced the design of the initial 

onboarding program.   

Table 1 

Summary of Theories Used in the Onboarding Program 

Theory How the theory was applied 

Knowles’ theories of 

andragogy 

Influenced the interactive components in each model, as well as the 

ability to provide feedback for what participants wanted to have future.  

Bolman and Deal’s 

(2008) leadership 

frame theory 

This influenced the 3rd module regarding leadership and management.  

Participants were able to see what leadership frame they worked from 

in their current role.  

Skinner’s “teaching 

machine”  

The reason why the onboarding program is developed with modules. 

 

Research Question 

 

The research question for this study is: “What components are needed in an onboarding 

program for new mid-level administrators in order to perceive they are decreasing their time to 
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productivity as managers and leaders?”  The subsequent question is “How can adult learning 

style theory be used to improve the design of the new onboarding experience of mid-level 

administrators in Washington community colleges?”  Since SBCTC colleges do not currently 

have an onboarding process, the researcher designed and implemented an abbreviated 

onboarding program.  To protect the identities of the participants, the study will refer to its 

pseudonym, Onboarding Community College (OCC).   

The author looked at it as a case study designed to be a pilot program, specifically 

developed and implemented to answer the research question.  This program examined three 

initial issues and concerns of MLAs: campus culture, networking, and skills needed to lead and 

manage, and sought to answer the question of what knowledge, skills, and abilities must be 

included in the institutional onboarding model for new community college MLAs. The study 

used an online delivery method to determine if it is an appropriate way for new MLAs to learn 

this material.  The scope of the study was directly linked to institutional topics that included 

institutional culture and training, networking, and leadership and management. Participants 

evaluated the process based on self-perceptions of their role as administrators within this pilot 

program.   This provided insights into attitudes and perceptions of the target population, as well 

as an assessment of professional development needs.  Feedback allowed for revisions, resulting 

in a continuously improving, three-module online onboarding process that was intended to  help 

newly hired MLAs adjust to their new roles. 

 Understanding how these individuals perceive themselves is critical to how they perform 

within the organization.  If they perceive they are better prepared to lead and manage, they will 

be more effective in their roles (Conyers, 2010).  Moreover, if a MLA comes into a position and 

the college has an onboarding program in place to help them do their job, a possible perception is 
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that the organization cares about its new employees by having a mechanism in place for them to 

acclimate into their role in a deliberate manner.  Additionally as MLAs are able to engage in 

their roles due to gaining knowledge around how accomplish certain tasks at the college (e.g. 

purchase items, who to contact for what, and how to hire people) their subordinates are then able 

to maintain or reinstate their own work engagement, as they do not need to keep interrupting 

their own workload to help the MLA. Participants’ module evaluations and self-evaluations of 

their leadership and management abilities addressed the research question. 

Key terms 

The terms orientation and onboarding are often used interchangeably; however, these are 

fundamentally different activities.  Although both are concerned with integrating new hires into 

the work environment, it is possible to differentiate between the two based on duration and 

content.  According to the Human Resources Association of Central Connecticut, orientation is a 

one- or two-day transactional exercise for filling out required paperwork.  Orientation typically 

represents a unidirectional flow of information from HR to the new hire.  Onboarding, on the 

other hand, lasts between three and twelve months, focuses on employee engagement, and 

represents a collaborative effort (Ward, 2014). 

Since there are numerous definitions for onboarding, the researcher proposes the 

following one to be used within this project:  Onboarding is a process of giving newly hired 

MLAs the tools needed to do their jobs, thus decreasing their time to productivity, increasing 

employee engagement and retention rates, and lowering overall costs (Mishra & Strait, 1993).  

The author applied the definition that employee engagement is an “employee feeling 

intellectually and emotionally attached to their work in such a way that the employee brings 

focus, energy, and commitment to their work” (Russell & Russell, 2010, p. 1).  Adult learners, as 



   ONBOARDING                                                                                                                                                        20 
 

defined by the American Council on Education (2014), are students over the age of 25 years.  

Since new MLAs are typically over 25 years of age, it is important to treat them as adult learners 

(Pierce, 2011). 

Literature Review 

 

 A literature review focusing on key points of onboarding revealed that there are numerous 

benefits, strategies, and recommendations for onboarding.  Onboarding strategies are 

consistently linked with benefits for not only the organization, but also for the employees 

themselves (Acevedo & Yancey, 2011; Ballard & Blessing, 2006; Bauer & Erdogan, 2011; 

Black & Leysen, 2002; Oud, 2008; and Whitmell, 2006).  The most commonly cited benefits 

included better retention, increased job satisfaction and job fit, and higher rates of productivity 

and achievement for the organization.  For example, Acevedo and Yancey (2011) observed: 

“New employee programs have been shown to socialize newcomers and increase their 

knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSA) upon completion.  These types of programs are perhaps 

the most influential piece of an employee’s development” (p. 349). 

 Oud (2008) conducted a study at Canadian universities, focusing research on new librarians.  

Since the librarians fulfill an administrative role at their colleges and universities, the study aided 

in understanding how administrative employees in general are brought onboard and is useful in 

guiding establishment of onboarding programs.  Oud’s research determined that the hardest 

things for these new employees to learn were workplace politics and culture, as well as how to 

get things done.  Additionally, Oud discovered that new employees faced challenges related to 

local procedures, resources, structures, time management, work management, conflict 

management, and relationships with faculty. 
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 A pattern of teaching solutions for the aforementioned onboarding problems emerges from 

the literature.  The following strategies for effective employee onboarding were recommended 

repeatedly: 

 Checklists are needed for employees and supervisors to use during the onboarding 

process.  Eight publications recommended using checklists (Ballard & Blessing, 2006; 

Chapman, 2009; Graybill, Taesil Hudson Carpenter, Offord, Piorun & Shaffer, 2013; 

Oud, 2008; Portilla & Young, 2001; Simmons-Welburn & Welburn, 2003; Stein & 

Christiansen, 2010; and Whitmell, 2006).  The use of checklists in onboarding new 

employees is cited as a common way to explicitly make sure what needs to be learned.  

Furthermore, it is a way to enumerate who is responsible for content delivery as well as 

the timelines for learning the material.  Portilla & Young (2001) suggested developing 

relevant checklists by a committee and obtaining feedback from immediate colleagues, as 

well as recently hired employees, since they might have additional insight regarding the 

information that may need to be added.  A checklist can be made available online, so 

supporting information or documentation can be linked for ease of access.  The checklist 

also serves as a way to achieve consistency of the new employee experience across 

campus, as well as to set clear organizational expectations (Ballard & Blessing, 2006). 

 Mentors and peer buddies are important, with thirteen publications detailing this strategy 

(Ballard & Blessing, 2006; Bauer & Erdogan, 2011; Black & Leysen, 2002; Graybill et 

al., 2013; Klein & Weaver, 2000; Knight, 2013; Oud, 2008; Portilla & Young, 2001; 

Simmons-Welburn & Welburn, 2003; Stein & Christiansen, 2010; and Whitmell, 2006).  

Assigning a mentor or a peer buddy provides a new employee with access to someone 

who can help answer questions such as the best approach to collaborate with a certain 
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colleague (Graybill et al., 2013) or why a given policy exists within the organization.  

This is a great way for the new employee to become familiar with the culture of an 

organization.  These individuals are paired with the new hire for anywhere from a few 

weeks to the first year of employment.  The mentors or peer buddies are important 

because they not only answer questions, but also provide social and political support that 

helps the new employee fit into the organization (Bauer & Erdogan, 2011). 

 Support and training for co-workers and supervisors of new hires were highlighted in 

seven publications as yet another important strategy (Ballard & Blessing, 2006; Black & 

Leysen, 2002; Chapman, 2009; Graybill et al., 2013; Kammeyer-Mueller, et al., 2013; 

Oud, 2008; Stein & Christiansen, 2010).  It is easy for co-workers to forget what new 

hires might not yet know; it is also important for everyone in the organization to be aware 

of the goals and challenges of employee onboarding.  For example, Oud (2008) notes: 

Having some open discussion, for both existing and new employees, would help 

to foster an environment where new employees feel more comfortable asking for 

help and would simulate awareness by both new and existing employees of what 

issues and questions may arise (p. 265). 

 A bonus effect of attention to onboarding is that the current employees feel valued because 

they are made part of the process (Chapman, 2006).  In the foreword to Authentic Conversations: 

Moving from Manipulation to Truth and Commitment by Showkeir and Showkeir (2008), 

Margaret Wheatley notes that, in the US, nearly 75% of workers are disengaged.  The reason that 

many workers can be disengaged is that they were never properly onboarded into their work 

(Oud, 2008).  Effective, committed leaders are valuable resources, as they fill a critical role 

within the human capital of that institution; thus, it is essential for them to be engaged so that 
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they can engage others.  Having an institution set this tone in the onboarding process will convey 

the importance of their role as managers (Levin, 2010). 

 Another study, conducted by Hogan and Kaiser (2005), focused on the theoretical process 

model for social construction of leadership.  The study looked at the emergence of leadership as 

a trait in an individual, determining that one could tease leadership from within an individual.  

Hogan and Kaiser (2005) assert that, in order to be an influential leader, one must build 

relationships to acquire status within an organization.  When a formal onboarding process is 

present within an organization, a networking process can be included to foster social influence.  

Applying Knowles’ theory, this would be possible by making the onboarding process relevant 

and applicable to the learner’s work.  The focus of an onboarding process at a specific institution, 

in turn, can be informed by reviewing research findings on required and desired competencies. 

 In its study of competencies for community college leaders, the American Association of 

Community Colleges (2005) found six competencies to be essential for an effective community 

college leader: organizational strategy, resource management, communication, collaboration, 

advocacy skills, and professionalism. Following Knowles’ model, an effective onboarding 

program must address these competencies in order to be relevant to the learner’s needs. 

Building upon Knowles’ theory of andragogy, online tutorials informed by adult-centered 

strategies can be a powerful tool for engaging the adult learner.  In the 1960s, the American 

psychologist B.F. Skinner performed groundbreaking work in education design.  Prior to 

Skinner, education was based on a “stimulus-response” foundation (Skinner, 1954).  One of 

Skinner’s major tenets is that learning is actually promoted through a series of positive and 

negative reinforcements.  He further determined that the more immediately a learner received 

feedback, the stronger the reinforcement would be. To promote this immediacy, Skinner 
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conceived of a “teaching machine” that would provide instant feedback on the learner’s inputs.  

Furthermore, this “teaching machine” would allow learners to experiment with different inputs to 

learn what outcomes one could expect for a given set of actions (Skinner, 2014).  Since Skinner 

believed that observing people’s behavior was the best way to figure them out, this can be 

actualized by using an online program.  An observer can see how much time a participant spends 

within a given module to understand whether the person understands the material already or 

whether the provided content is not interesting.  This hypothesis can be tested using a quiz 

format to see if the knowledge base was there. If it wasn’t, perhaps the provided content needs to 

be adjusted.      

A number of higher education studies have used Bolman & Deal’s Leadership 

Orientation Instrument (LOI).  Community college leadership studies showed human resource 

and structural as the primary frames, in contrast to political and symbolic (Borden, 2000; Harrell, 

2006; Mann, 2006; Russell, 2000).  

Studies also revealed a positive correlation between usage of the symbolic frame and 

worker satisfaction. Several existing studies of community colleges focused on different 

organizational levels. Russell (2000) studied the leadership frames of academic deans in the 

community college, finding deans with multiple leadership orientations reporting lower stress 

and higher satisfaction when compared with division deans using one primary leadership frame. 

Michael Watkins (2006) provides practical advice on how to contribute with the first 90 

days of employment.  Watkins utilizes some of Bolman and Deal’s framework within his advice: 

promote yourself, match the strategy to the situation, secure early wins, negotiate success, and 

achieve alignments.  Watkins then hones in on the importance of building one’s team and 

creating coalitions. 
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Research Design 

 

The purpose of this study is to determine whether a formal onboarding process would 

improve MLAs’ confidence in their capabilities as managers and leaders.  Since this study 

defines onboarding as a method to decrease new MLAs’ perceived time to productivity by giving 

them tools needed to do their jobs, part of this study is to find out what tools they perceive as 

needed.  This section presents the methodology used for the study.  The research methods, 

participants, demographics, procedures, instrumentation, procedures used for data collection, 

ethical considerations, and data analysis procedure are described in further detail. 

Research questions 

The focus of both the main research question and the secondary question was what 

components were needed for MLAs to perceive they are decreasing their time to productivity in 

and how using adult development theory can be used to improve the design of the program.  A 

qualitative approach was selected because it is best suited for research that is experience-based 

(Creswell, 2012).   Creswell also recommended that qualitative research should study 

participants in their natural setting, so the research was conducted on campus during work hours.  

Onboarding participants were also given the option to access the program off-campus.  In this 

study, participants were asked to share their experiences of being a new employee, so that the 

research questions could be answered from the employee’s perspective.  Each MLA and HLA 

focus group member and onboarding participant answered specific questions and surveys 

(Appendices A-C), so that the author could understand what was needed, in terms of onboarding 

content, for OCC.   

Interviewing tools and responses to the onboarding module surveys and questionnaire 

were used in data collection (Appendices E-F) since they are particularly useful in evaluative 
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research (LeCoumpte & Preissle, 1993).  Seidman (2006) states, “The primary way a researcher 

can investigate an educational organization, institution, or process is through the experience of 

individual people, the ‘others’ who make up the organization or carry out the process” (p. 10).  

Onboarding practices vary from industry to industry and even from organization to organization; 

the only way to research how the process affects employees is by asking them to share specific 

details. 

Research methods 

By selecting a qualitative research method, the researcher was able to interweave the 

experiences of the MLAs into this study via inquiring as to what components of the onboarding 

process enabled the specific MLA to feel more competent as a leader and a manager.  This 

process involved three focus groups: MLAs, HLAs, and the onboarding participants.  Each of the 

three groups had their own set of questions; additionally, the onboarding participant group 

completed module surveys to determine how useful they believed each module and program was 

to them.   The program study revealed how engaged the participant felt during the process.  The 

value, as well as the success, of an onboarding process was determined by the answers to module 

survey and focus group questions (Appendices A-F).   

The pilot onboarding program formed the basis for a case study at a OCC.  The case 

study included data from participants, interviews with HLAs and two MLA focus groups. The 

study addressed which components were needed to onboard MLAs, and whether utilizing Adult 

Development Theory enhances the onboarding experience from the MLA’s perspective.  Guba 

and Lincoln claim case studies, as a research design, are the best reporting form for evaluations 

(1981).  They also observe that case studies weigh “information to produce judgment.  Judging is 

the final and ultimate act of evaluation” (1981, p. 375).  After completing each module, 
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participants evaluated their experience and provided feedback, so module content could evolve 

to meet the changing needs of new MLAs (Appendices D-F). 

Rubin and Rubin (2005) defined the purpose of case studies as a way to find out what 

happened, why, and what it means more broadly.  In this program study, a formal onboarding 

process was the relevant phenomenon.  Online surveys were conducted with newly hired MLAs 

at the end of each onboarding module (Appendix B).  This not only allowed data collection, but 

also acknowledged Knowles’ tenets that adult learners need to have their experiences validated 

by incorporating their feedback to enhance the onboarding program.  Additionally, the study 

collected information about the topics MLAs would have liked to have in the program to 

determine additional modules needed for newly hired MLAs.   

The role of the author in this program implementation and evaluation was as a participant 

observer (Bush & Jones, 2013) to design and implement a pilot program and collect data 

(Creswell, 2012).   

Pilot program implementation.  When Skinner conceived his teaching machine, the 

technology to implement it was not available.  Consequently, his tenets led to programmed 

lessons and modular learning models that are still in use today (Gustafson & Branch, 2002). 

However, modern technology, particularly the Internet, provides tools that make building an 

interactive teaching machine possible.  The author leveraged this technology to create a pilot 

onboarding program for MLAs for the SBCTC system.  Since the SBCTC system has no 

onboarding program, the author chose to design and implement the system using the best 

practices found in librarian onboarding programs (Oud, 2008) as a guide. In doing so, the tenets 

of Skinner and Knowles influenced the program’s structure and content.  However, the author 

also required a technological platform for the program. 
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SBCTC colleges utilize the Canvas platform (n.d.) as their online classrooms; it also 

served as the pilot program’s infrastructure.  This is important in several respects.  Since Canvas 

is well-known and well-supported throughout the SBCTC system, new MLAs will have support 

in using the technology (McKinnan, personal communication, January 6, 2015).  Canvas is 

available throughout the campus as well as via remote connectivity and offers round-the-clock 

remote accessibility.  This means MLAs can pursue their onboarding in their office, at home, or 

even if they are travelling.  Finally, an online program aligns well with the institution’s 

budgetary constraints, as it is already being maintained for faculty and students.  As one makes 

content changes to the program, they appear instantaneously, without the time and expense 

incurred when using paper-based materials.  Since Canvas is already in place, the college 

incurred no additional costs for a basic process platform. 

Skinner’s concepts of modularity and immediate feedback guided the structure of the new 

onboarding process.  Modularity served several purposes.  To begin with, the more modular the 

program is, the more readily learners and their supervisors can tailor it to the learner’s needs.  If 

the learner is already familiar with the material contained within a module, requiring the learner 

to take the module would violate Knowles’ first and third tenets, so the supervisor should 

consider omitting that module from the learner’s training plan.  Additionally, increased 

modularity simplifies maintenance; as situations or information change, one may simply adjust 

the specific module rather than changing the entire program.  Fine-grained modularity also 

promotes flexibility across the institution.  For instance, if there is a module that explains a 

department’s unique policies, each department can maintain its own policy module and plug it 

into the appropriate place within the overall program.  Again, this promotes tailoring the program 

to specific learners.  Finally, modularity helps realize the immediacy of feedback emphasized by 
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Skinner.  Even if one withholds feedback until the learner completes a module, shorter modules 

will generally lead to faster feedback turnaround.  Advances in technology now make it feasible 

to place all modules online, thus realizing Skinner’s notion of a modular, scalable, dynamic, and 

easily accessible teaching machine that can be tailored to the individual learner’s needs. 

A fully developed onboarding program will likely be comprised of many modules.  

However, the author created a pilot program to serve as a case study as well as the nucleus for a 

future program.  Consequently, the pilot program was implemented with three modules: campus 

orientation (culture and training), networking, and leadership and management. 

Module content.  Table 2, as well as appendix G, highlights the module content and 

expected outcomes of the onboarding program. 

Table 2 

Module Content and Expected Outcomes 

Module Title Description  Learning Outcome 

1 Culture & 

Training 

An overview the 

college's culture and 

expectations, and how 

to get started as a MLA. 

 Complete required trainings  

 Creation of the onboarding plan 

 Understand the mission, vision and 

value of the college, as well as the 

President’s expectations 

 How to purchase items. 

2 Networking Create a map to 

navigate the 

organizational structures 

at the college. 

 Network creation 

 Become familiar with the college’s 

organizational structure 
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3 Leadership 

& 

Management 

A brief overview on 

how to be a more 

effective leader and 

manager. 

 Understand the four leadership frames. 

 Create department goals. 

 Understand the cursory aspects of 

management 

 Become familiar with the hiring 

practices of the college. 

 

Culture and training model.  The pilot onboarding program is comprised of three 

modules: culture and training, networking, and leadership and management.  The culture and 

training module provided participant acclimation to the campus.  This was done by providing 

information such as: the college’s organizational chart, mapping out the campus, sharing the 

college’s mission, vision, and values, and the various committees and their functions.  

Additionally there is the President’s welcome video with what he expects from them, as well as 

information from Human Resources on required trainings (Appendix G). 

Networking model.  The next module addresses networking.  This module has exercises 

for the participant to complete.  Subordinates and the supervisor outline the top people for the 

participant to meet and the conversation is initiated by the participant.  The intent of these 

exercises is to develop the participants’ on-campus network for resources and understanding how 

the college works (Appendix G).    

Leadership and training model.  The last module addresses leadership and management 

principles.  This module helps participants identify their natural strengths as a leader and 

determine what their management style is.   Participants take Bolman & Deals Leadership 

Orientation Instrument-Self (LOI) (1990) and overlay them with information about leadership 



   ONBOARDING                                                                                                                                                        31 
 

and management.  Additionally there is information about the collective bargaining agreement 

for both classified staff and faculty, with forms on how to evaluate employees and give feedback 

(Appendix G).      

While Skinner’s tenets guided the structure of the program, Knowles’ tenets determined 

the nature of the content appropriate for these adult learners.  Each module provides a learner 

with the rationale for needing to know the material.  Introductory material explains what the 

module covers, why the material is important, and how it fits into the overall environment of the 

college. 

Tapping into every learner’s experience is problematic.  Using classroom analogies when 

appropriate appears to have the most potential for making the material more accessible to the 

learner.  Also, learning modules can include exercises that have the learner think about past 

experiences that illustrate the material covered by the module. 

With a modular program, supervisor and learner can collaborate to arrive at a list of 

modules to be completed, as well as a sequence and time frame for their completion; thus, the 

learner’s self-concept is taken into account.  According to Knowles, this should increase the 

likelihood that the learner will actually complete each module. 

Knowles’ fourth tenet, readiness to learn, is very dependent upon the learner’s attitude.  

By making the process available online, the learner can pursue a module when mentally prepared 

to do so, be it late at night, early in the morning, or even during the lunch break.  If the learner 

feels the sequence of modules should be changed to fit a particular situation, the supervisor and 

learner can work together to arrive at a more effective sequence.   

Interactive learning.  To promote orientation to learning, modules can leverage the 

power of case studies to develop problem-solving skills.  If the module presents its expository 
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material and describes a problem, it can then provide the learner with an exercise that involves 

working out a solution to the problem.  The module can then lead the learner through 

consideration of different approaches provided by the previously covered material.  By 

comparing the module’s solution with their own, learners can avail themselves of immediate 

feedback on their solution.  The learner can also be encouraged to discuss the case study with 

their mentor/peer buddy, as suggested by Bauer and Erdogan (2011).  This would also provide an 

opportunity for the learner and the supervisor to discuss the learner’s solution and lead to a better 

understanding between learner and supervisor. 

Learner motivation.  By making the commitment to a schedule of module completion 

dates, as well as a natural desire to become better at their job and advance their career, the author 

believes learners will be motivated to pursue their onboarding program.  Alternatively, if they are 

not motivated enough to fill gaps in their knowledge and abilities, this raises the possibility that 

they are not truly invested in their position and may need to be replaced.  For a certain 

percentage of any population, this will be the case.  By being position-centric, encouraging 

problem solving, engaging learners by discussing their own experiences, and promoting the 

ability to pursue modules at their own pace and times of convenience, the program satisfies the 

four basic tenets of adult-centered learning. 

Personalization of learning.  Finally, the process of working with the supervisor to select 

and sequence modules and arrive at deadlines, along with actually working through each module, 

provides the learner with a sense of self-direction.  Providing all MLAs with a common core of 

learning and experiences will promote socialization of this training, aligning the program with 

the tenets of constructivist learning theory. 
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The online modality also aligns with the attributes of MLAs, who, as a group, are goal-

oriented and seek content that is relevant, meaningful, and applicable to their role.  Since 

Knowles’ theory of adult learning posits that one needs to be internally motivated and goal-

oriented to use this modality of learning, it appears to be an appropriate methodology.  Further, 

Knowles espoused learning as a life-long process, with the adult learner taking responsibility 

(Billings & Halstead, 2005).     

Participants. 

Sample size for participants and focus groups.  Sampling is a process of selecting 

subjects to take part when researching a phenomenon, as they can provide information 

considered relevant to the research problem.  Mack, Woodsong, Macqueen, Guest & Namey, 

(2005) note that in most cases it is not possible to collect information from all members of target 

population of a research inquiry.  For instance, all the employees at the community college may 

not volunteer to be a part of the study.  Even if it is possible to do so, it is not essential to collect 

information from every employee that works at the community college in order to come up with 

valid and credible findings. Fundamentally the aims of research, as well as the features of the 

study population, influence the decision of which individuals and the number of individuals to 

select for a given research inquiry. 

Researchers adopt one of the three sampling methods for qualitative research: 

convenience sample, purposeful sample, and theoretical sample (Mack, et al., 2005).  This study 

used purposeful sampling technique and included MLAs and HLAs for the focus groups, as well 

as MLAs to participate in the onboarding program.  The participant candidate pool was all new 

MLAs at the study’s college campus; only those MLAs who accepted an invitation to participate 

had access to the pilot program.  New MLAs were defined as employees who had worked at the 
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campus for twelve months or less.  The identities of the participants were protected by the 

Onboarding Community College (OCC) pseudonym.  Within the past year, the college hired 

twelve new MLAs; therefore, this was the potential sample size for participants for the 

onboarding program and four participants agreed to be a part of the study.   

OCC’s HR personnel used the author’s parameters to identify potential MLAs and HLAs 

participants.  The college has six HLAs and twenty three MLAs who have been at OCC for at 

least a year.   

Participation was limited to no more than six members in each focus group and four 

participants for the pilot program.  The overall sample size and diversity were limited by both the 

number of new MLAs, seasoned MLAs, and HLAs at OCC as well as how many of them wanted 

to participate in the study.  While a larger participant pool would have been preferable, the final 

population satisfied Kvale’s (2008) maxim: “interview as many subjects as necessary to find out 

what you need to know” (p. 101).  Additionally, the author had to be mindful of the study 

participants’ supervisors and respect the time needed to allow the MLAs to participate in the 

study.  Three of the six HLAs and nine of the twenty three MLAs participated in the focus 

groups.               

Demographics of the participants and focus group members.  Three males and one 

female participated in the onboarding program.  Two of the four participants had previous 

leadership experience in previous institutions, but their role at OCC was a promotion to a higher 

level of leadership.  Two had no previous leadership experience prior to their MLA role at OCC.   

Two participants were from Student Services, one was from Administrative Services, and the last 

participant was from Instruction.  The age groups represented in this sample were two between 

30-39 years of age, one between 40-49 years of age, and one between 50-59 years of age.      
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The group members that participated in the HLA focus group were one vice president and 

two chiefs and were comprised of two females and one male.  They represented Human 

Resources, Instruction, and Information Technology.  Two represented the age group of 60-69 

and one was between 50-59 years of age. As there were nine MLAs, the MLA focus group was 

split in to two groups.   The first MLA group had one male, and five females; the second group 

had three females.   The MLAs in group one represented Student Services, Instruction, and 

College Relations; group two members were from Student Services and Instruction.  The age 

demographics in MLA group one were as follows: three  in the age category of  30-39, one  

between 40-49, one  between 50-59, and one  between 60-69 years of age.   The age breakdown 

in MLA group two was two between 30-39 years of age and one between 40-49 years old. This 

information is shown in Table 3 (Appendix H).   

Selection criteria for participants and focus groups.  The participant pool was comprised 

solely of MLAs and HLAs..  There were three focus groups of current employees: two were 

comprised of MLAs and one was made up of HLAs. In order to get a mix of experiences, 

employees selected for the focus groups were new and existing employees who had worked for 

OCC for thirteen months or more.  For the MLA focus group, if the MLA had worked at OCC 

for less than three years, they had to have held their MLA role in a previous institution for a 

minimum of two years.  The MLAs participating in the pilot participant group worked at the test 

site for twelve or less months.   

New employees might not have been as inclined to share the things that “do not” work, 

which may have limited and possibly skewed the data retrieved from the participants. Blending 

both MLAs who had made it past their probationary period and new employees offered more 

balance in answers to the participants in the onboarding program, as OCC has a probationary 



   ONBOARDING                                                                                                                                                        36 
 

period of six months.  HR compiled a list of applicants that met the requirements of the study. 

These candidates were invited to be a part of the study with the appropriate letter and reply card. 

Each group had their own reply card depending on which part of the study they were candidates 

for: MLA onboarding participant group, MLA focus group, or HLA focus group. 

Participants’ role in the onboarding program and in the focus groups.  The pilot 

program participants were responsible for completing all of the surveys within the onboarding 

program, which included a survey after each module and a comprehensive survey once all three 

modules were completed. The survey had structured questions about the program and space for 

participants to add additional thoughts and reflections about the module.  Additionally the 

participants could give feedback throughout the experience, which some participants elected to 

provide. The author used these strategies to gauge the effectiveness of the program as well as 

identify changes to make to the module for future participants. 

Additionally the pilot program participants were asked to read each page contained 

within the program, and this was verified electronically in the system by the time they spent 

within the onboarding program and their page views.  The author was able to see how many page 

clicks and time the participant was in each module, as well as how long it took them to answer 

the module survey questions.   The comprehensive survey was anonymous to lend to more 

candor in responses.  The researcher focused on the fact that this in-depth survey encouraged 

people to reconstruct their experience actively within the context of their lives and their reality.  

Once the program was concluded, this survey served as a short debriefing session, where the 

participant was able to reflect on their experience to provide feedback.   

The focus group participants were asked to give an hour to an hour and a half of their 

time to answer questions about when they were new to the college.  Since there were two MLA 
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focus groups, group one lasted an hour and a half and group two lasted an hour.  The HLA focus 

group lasted an hour as well.    

The author considered these participants as partners in pursuing a line of questioning that 

offered new knowledge. Rubin and Rubin (2005) confirm this by writing, “the interviewees are 

partners in the research enterprise rather than subjects to be tested or examined” (p. 12). To 

reflect this active stance the word “participants” is used to refer to the people that were 

interviewed. Kvale (2008) agrees, “The research interview is an interpersonal situation, a 

conversation between two partners about a theme of mutual interest.” (p. 125). A dialogue 

balances advocating for their point of view as well as inquiring for understanding. The quality of 

the dialogue depends on the skill of the participant, as well as the skill of the interviewer.  

The partnership for conducting effective research included providing participants with a 

context for doing a pre-briefing. The pre-briefing was done with each participant in person and 

prior to the individual’s starting the onboarding program.  The purpose of the pre-briefing was to 

introduce the content as the author defined the situation for the subject, briefly discuss the 

purpose of the program and then ask the participants if they had any questions before starting 

(Kvale, 2008).   

Instrumentation 

Four methods of instrumentation were used to gather metrics for this study: surveys, a 

questionnaire, Bolman & Deals LOI (1990), and focus group questions.  The author selected 

these instrumentation techniques based on the research question.  In assessing the relevance of 

each of these instruments, the author considered various attributes of each method; these 

included  how long they would take to administer, how intuitive they were to use, how much 

learning would be required if their use was not intuitive, and how easily they would yield a 
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metric.  The majority of the instruments were encapsulated in the online onboarding program, 

and administration times were negligible, since the program is self-paced.  Furthermore, since 

the instrumentation was embedded in the program it was, for the most part, entirely transparent 

to the users.  Thus, no learning time was required to put these tools to use.    

Table 4 summarizes the instrumentation that was used, the target participant group, as 

well as the number of participants using each instrument. 

Table 4 

Summary of Instrumentation Used for Study 

Instrumentation Used Participant Group Total Number of Participants 

Surveys Onboarding program MLA participants 4 

Questionnaires Onboarding program MLA participants 4 

Bolman & Deals LOI Onboarding program MLA participants 4 

Focus Groups HLA  3 

 MLA 9 

 

Since the participants in the onboarding program did not contact the author and the 

answers received from the module surveys were in-line with the questions, the assumption that 

the module survey directions were clear is validated.  The comprehensive questionnaire garnered 

feedback in-line with the question, and no feedback or questions were given directly to the 

author.  Since the questionnaire was correctly completed by all participants, one may assume that 

the directions were clear.  Scoring the module surveys was straightforward since the author used 

the Likert scale for participants to provide survey feedback. However, reviewing the free text 

feedback from the comprehensive questionnaire required more complicated mapping and 
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assigning meaning to individual words in order to derive a metric for this format.  Thus, the 

author needed to encode the information.      

The HLA focus group did not need clarification or expansion of any of the questions or 

the instructions on how the focus group was to be conducted.  The participants spoke freely and 

started out well focused on each question, but then frequently a response would spawn tangential 

conversations.  Consequently, the author had to let the unintended conversation proceed a short 

while in the hopes of making a new, relevant discovery and then redirect or guide the 

participants back to the original topic of discussion.  While the MLA focus groups did not have 

any questions regarding the instructions, some group members did have questions about the 

feedback questions.  This indicates the feedback questions should be reworked to remove any 

vestiges of ambiguity.    

As previously noted, free text responses gathered from the focus groups needed to be 

encoded in order for the data mining tool to analyze the results.  Coding the information was 

based on a modification of grounded theory which began with categorization.  In addition to 

categories, this theory consists of three elements: properties, a core category, and a hypothesis 

(Merriam, 2009).  The core category is the central defining attribute of the phenomenon through 

which all other categories and hypotheses are related or interconnected.  For the purposes of this 

study the core category was knowledge, skills, and abilities of MLAs.  Normally, data mining 

tools are able to leverage an internal thesaurus to analyze large volumes of data with relatively 

little effort.   

Trustworthiness and Reliability.  Qualitative methods need to be systematic and must 

be reproducible by subsequent researchers, because these elements are central to acceptance by 

scientific communities (Berg, 1989).  Merriam (1998) defined triangulation as “using multiple 
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investigators, multiple sources of data, or multiple methods to confirm the emerging findings” (p. 

204).   Triangulation using thematic content, membership categorization, and analysis of 

experience described in MLA and HLA narratives provided a trustworthy and reliable study.  

This method also involves using multiple techniques to either collect or analyze data (Cresswell, 

2012).   Trustworthiness in qualitative research is focused on themes that emerge, as well as the 

related categories that participants naturally used in discussing and describing themes within 

their group lens.   Qualitative researchers strive for understanding, that deep structure of 

knowledge that comes from personally visiting with participants, while spending time in the field 

to adequately probe and uncover the truth in meanings (Cresswell, 2012).  Reliability, from the 

standpoint of the author, participants, or readers of the study results, affords the study credibility 

(Cresswell, 2003).  Lindolf and Taylor (2002) and Yin (2003) used terms of validity and 

reliability, while others used terms like reality and credibility of standards of structural 

collaboration, consensual validation, and referential adequacy (Creswell, 2012).  For consistency 

and to facilitate understanding by readers of the results, the author selected the terms 

trustworthiness and reliability for use in reporting research results.     

The author used three points of view for this study to facilitate triangulation via multiple 

data sets and measurements: HLA focus groups, MLA focus groups, and an MLA participant 

group (Merriam, 2009) as a means to establish trustworthiness and reliability in this qualitative 

research.  The focus is on whether the results are consistent with the data collected.  This 

increases the probability of detecting inconsistencies, omissions, distortions, and disconnects.  

Thus, if the findings of the study are consistent with the data presented, one may consider the 

study reliable (Merriam, 2009).    
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Data Collection Procedures 

The author collected data through three focus groups, as well as surveys and feedback in 

the onboarding program.  Focus groups were selected as a data collection tool as they have 

several advantages when used to evaluate a program.  It is highly effective as a collection 

technique as the interviewer can gather information from a multitude of individuals at once 

(Patton, 1987).  Focus groups also tend to provide a natural check and balance system as 

participants hear each other’s responses.   This affords participants a way to correct extreme 

views and to focus on the most important issues (Patton, 1987).  Finally, “focus groups work best 

for topics people could talk about to each other in their everyday lives, but don’t” (Macnaghten 

& Myers, 2004, p.65).   

After a year of informal conversations with Directors of International Studies and 

Directors of International Education, as this was a group of people the author interacted with 

regularly, the scope of the study was developed to formally include focus groups.  The 

composition of the two MLA focus groups were comprised of MLAs who had held their position 

at OCC for at least thirteen months, but had been a dean or director for at least three or more 

years, whether at OCC or another institution.  Focus group interviews are typically comprised of 

six to eight people who participant in the interview for one-half to two hours (Patton, 1987).  

Nine participants volunteered for this study so the author divided the group into two focus group 

sessions.   There were six in one group and three in the second group and the rationale for 

splitting the group was to afford participants not to be in the same focus group as their direct 

supervisor.  The time spent with one MLA focus group was an hour and a half and the second 

focus group lasted an hour.   
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Merriam (1998) recommends asking focus groups approximately ten major questions; the 

MLA group was presented with eleven.  In order to refine these questions, the author presented 

preliminary questions to MLAs at a campus other than the college serving as a test site.    These 

MLA responses provided the feedback for the final questions given to the study MLA focus 

group so the questions would be as clear and succinct as possible.  Once the new question sets 

were synthesized, they were resubmitted to the non-study MLA group to ensure the questions 

would elicit responses in line with the questions.    

The HLA focus group interview took an hour and the three participants were asked three 

questions.  These study participants also read and signed a University of Washington Online 

Onboarding of Community College Mid-Level Administrators Consent Form-HLA Focus Group 

(Appendix I)   

The author conducted these in-depth focus group interviews with MLAs and HLAs in 

order to “… learn what happened in a specific instance” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 6), allowing 

the author to obtain additional information and perspective on the data. In this case, the focus 

was to understand what components are needed for an onboarding process at OCC.  The in-depth 

focus group interviews allowed the author to assess the effect of not having an onboarding 

program and to make recommendations for the online onboarding program based on feedback 

from MLAs at OCC who had no prior onboarding experience at the college.  The in-depth focus 

group interviews were audio-recorded to preserve them for later analysis, while the author asked 

questions and took notes on the participants’ behaviors and reactions.   The audio recording was 

then transcribed verbatim to afford the best database for analysis.  This database was then coded 

utilizing QDA Miner Lite (n.d.).     
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Rubin and Rubin (2005) recommend that an interviewer have much experience with 

interpersonal skills in order to hear what the interviewee is saying both verbally and nonverbally. 

The author’s experience and training, with over 20 years of working with cross-cultural 

communication, conducting interviews with potential employees, coaching employees, and 

counseling performance, afforded the author a great deal of expertise in the area of one-on-one 

communication. Some participants had keen memories, some spoke tentatively, and others gave 

speculative conclusions.  Being aware that people communicate differently enabled the author to 

ask participants to elaborate when needed.   

The author asked participants in the MLA focus group questions about their experiences 

as new employees. The focus group questions were stated in very broad terms in order to avoid 

biasing participants’ responses by the way the questions were phrased (Appendices A-C). The 

HLA focus group questions were centered on what HLAs would like to see in knowledge, skills, 

and abilities in the MLAs and what they were not initially seeing within their MLA pool 

(Appendix C).  Identifying what components were lacking in MLAs will help define future 

relevant onboarding practices.         

 The Leadership Orientation Instrument-Self developed by Bolman and Deal (1990), was 

used to collect data for the individuals in the pilot program.  This tool measured and identified 

the perceived organizational frames of leadership: human resource, political, structural, and 

symbolic.  Based on how a participant answered the survey they were able to see the primary 

frame of orientation they operated from compared to others.  The participant could then pursue 

information on their frame of orientation, as well as develop the other frames if they chose to do 

so.   
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Once the data was collected, it was triangulated using the constant comparative method 

which compares sets of data for similarity and consistency (Creswell, 2003; Merriam, 2009). By 

using the constant comparative method, the author categorized their observations and 

participants words or phrases. “A unit of data can be as small as a word a participant uses to 

describe a feeling or a phenomenon, or as large as several pages of field notes describing a 

particular incident” (Merriam, 2009). 

These categories were examined for similarities and consistencies to ensure they were 

supported by the data and can be used to support the purpose of this study (Creswell; 2012; 

Merriam, 2009). Shupp (2007) stated “category refinement is an ongoing process throughout the 

data analysis” and that when using this method it is “important to allow such categories to fit the 

data rather than putting the data into preselected categories” (p. 60). The creation of categories 

for this study was based on the data that emerged and not the projected outcomes.  The emergent 

theme process helps to extract and focus on the data that is collected. Repetitive themes are the 

easily recognized words, actions or behaviors the participant repeats often throughout the focus 

group interview process. Resonant metaphors differ from repetitive themes because they are not 

words or actions that are repeated often, but words or phrases that capture an experience or 

culture by more than one participant. For example, two interviewees might have similar 

experiences, but express them with different words. These shared experiences present a theme. 

The MLAs in both MLA focus groups shared the experience of “faking it, until you make it” 

though they shared the idea in different ways.    

Interview design 

Basic communication skills, listening, probing, mirroring, paraphrasing, using effective 

body language, asking clarifying and probing questions were all important skills for the author to 
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Appendix G: Onboarding Module Content 

Home page screen shot: 

 

Landing page content for each module: 

 

Module 1 - Culture & Training 

In this module, you will begin your onboarding process with an overview of OCC, the 

college's culture and expectations, and how to get started in your role.  Part of this process 

involves mandatory training, which is marked "Required".  Please be sure to follow the 

steps outlined in these lessons. 

To go to a specific page, simply click on its link below.  Also, you will find two buttons 

marked "Previous" and "Next" at the bottom of each page.  These will allow you to 
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traverse the pages in order without having to come back to this page for routine 

navigation. 

Dr. Stokes' Welcome  

In this short video, President Stokes welcomes you on board and introduces you to the 

OCC campus and culture. 

Orientation Plan 

You and your supervisor should develop a thorough orientation plan for you to 

follow.  Here is a sample plan you can use as a starting point. 

OCC Vision, Mission, and Core Themes  

These form the ethos of our culture.  By understanding the college's vision, mission, and 

core themes, you will understand a great deal about your new environment. 

OCC's Values  

Along with the college's vision, mission, and core themes, you should also be familiar with 

our key values. 

New Employee Orientation - Required  

This is the first of our mandatory segments and is the basic new employee orientation 

process. 

Ethics Training - Required 

Our positions require the utmost in ethical behavior.  This mandatory segment discusses 

what that means to us. 

Sexual Harassment Training - Required 

To achieve our utmost, we must provide everyone with a safe workplace.  We do not 

condone sexual harassment of any kind.  This required segment explains why. 

https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/dr-stokes-welcome
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/orientation-plan?module_item_id=16552614
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/files/61386071/download
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/spsccs-values?module_item_id=16263243
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/new-employee-orientation-required?module_item_id=16339422
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/ethics-training-required?module_item_id=16339426
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/sexual-harassment-training-required?module_item_id=16339425
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FERPA Training (Links to an external site.) - Required 

Please be sure you understand the FERPA policy and provide HR with your signed form. 

The Foundation for Success 

Learn the three pillars that form the foundation for your success here at OCC. 

Negotiating Success 

A quick guide to successful negotiations and conversations. 

Culture 

A short field guide for your exploration of our culture. 

How to purchase items at OCC 

At some point, you will need to buy something for your office.  Here is our requisitioning 

process. 

Outcome Survey for Module 1 

Congratulations - you've made it through your first module!  Please provide us with 

feedback about your experience so we can make it better for your successors.   

Module 2 - Networking 

John Donne wrote, "No man is an island."  Yet here you are in a sea of unknown 

organizations and relationships!  This module will provide you with a map with which to 

navigate our college's many organizational structures. 

Creating Your Network 

It's important to have a network of knowledgeable people you know and can go to for 

information and insights when you need them.  Here's how to do it. 

Networking Worksheet 

Filling in this worksheet will help you identify your network and spot holes that you 

https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/the-foundation-for-success?module_item_id=16552709
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/negotiating-success?module_item_id=16338798
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/culture?module_item_id=16339152
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/how-to-purchase-items-at-spscc?module_item_id=16554240
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/quizzes/2180076?module_item_id=16552149
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/creating-your-network?module_item_id=16338871
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/networking-worksheet?module_item_id=16339226
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might need to fill. 

College Organizational Charts 

Here are the organization charts for the various branches and offices on our campus. 

Instructional Division Organizational Charts 

These charts will allow you to drill down into the instructional division's organizations. 

Outcome Survey for Module 2 

Please provide your comments about this module. 

 

Module 3 - Leadership & Management 

In your new role, you will be called upon to be both a manager and a leader - and there is a 

difference between the two.  This module will help you start your new role. 

Leadership Orientation Instrument 

A short survey that will allow you to assess your leadership style. 

Leadership Orientation Instrument - Scoring 

Now that you have taken the survey, what does it mean? Here is how to interpret your 

results. 

Creating Department Goals 

To keep your department from drifting, you need goals to steer towards.  Here is a guide to 

creating them. 

Creating an Exceptional Work Environment 

To attract and keep exceptional workers, you need an exceptional environment. Note that 

this is a 112-slide presentation; you will need to budget some time and coffee for this 

segment! 

Conversation Samples - HML Performers 

https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/college-organizational-charts?module_item_id=16339309
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/instructional-division-organizational-charts?module_item_id=16339311
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/quizzes/2205021?module_item_id=16552176
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/leadership-orientation-instrument-self?module_item_id=16339145
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/leadership-orientation-instrument-scoring?module_item_id=16339147
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/leadership-orientation-instrument-scoring?module_item_id=16339147%3ELeadership%20Orientation%20Instrument%20-%20Scoring%3C/a%3E%3Cbr/%3Etext%20here%3C/p%3E%0D%0A%3Cp%3E%3Ca%20href=
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/files/51878742/download
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/files/51878072/download
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A set of templates to guide conversations for different scenarios.  These are not scripts, but 

will provide guidance on how to shape the conversation in advance. 

Differentiating Leadership Worksheet 

This is a matrix that will allow you to assess your attribute levels of leadership.  It can also 

help you assess others and identify areas where you may be able to help your 

subordinates and superiors advance. 

Differentiating Staff Worksheet 

As a manager and a leader, your role requires you to assess your staff members.  This 

matrix is similar to the Leadership Matrix in the previous segment, but is oriented towards 

assessing a subordinate's attributes. 

Employee Tracking Log - Sample 

This is a form that you can download and use when counselling employees.  You may be 

able to use it to organize what attributes you want to cover as well as specific suggestions 

for improvement. 

Hiring Checklist - Adjunct Faculty 

When you are hiring a new staff member, there are a lot of details to keep track of.  This 

checklist will help you assure your new hire has a smooth arrival when they get here. 

Electronic Survey for Your Direct Reports 

To be a good leader, you need good followers. And those followers probably see you 

differently than you see yourself.  This short survey will allow your followers to rate your 

performance as a manager and a leader; it can give you valuable insights that you 

otherwise would not have. 

Outcome Survey for Module 3 

https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/files/51878154/download
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/files/51878255/download
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/files/51878322/download
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/hiring-checklist-adjunct-faculty?module_item_id=16624308
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/pages/electronic-survey-for-your-direct-reports?module_item_id=16553222
https://spscc.instructure.com/courses/1126964/quizzes/2205390?module_item_id=16552353
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Please provide your feedback for Module 3. 
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Appendix H: Participant Demographics 

Table 3 
 

The Demographic Make-up of the Onboarding Participants  & Focus Groups 

Female  Male Age Group Division 
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Onboarding Participants 

1 3 2 1 1 - 2 1 1 - - - 

HLA Focus Group 

2 1 - - 1 2 - - - 1 1 0 

MLA Focus Group (combined) 

8 1 5 2 1 1 4 - 4 - - 1 

MLA Focus Group 1 

5 1 3 1 1 1 2 - 3 - - 1 

MLA Focus Group 2 

3 - 2 1 - - 2 - 1 - - - 
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Appendix I: HLA Consent Form 

UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON 

ONLINE ONBOARDING OF COMMUNITY COLLEGE MID-LEVEL 

ADMINISTRATORS CONSENT FORM 

HLA Focus Group 

Researchers:  Heather F. Lukashin 360-870-0909 

      Dr. Ginger MacDonald, faculty advisor 253-692-5690 

Researchers’ statement 

We are asking you to be in a research study.  The purpose of this consent form is to give you the 

information you will need to help you decide whether to be in the study or not.  Please read the 

form carefully.  You may ask questions about the purpose of the research, what we would ask 

you to do, the possible risks and benefits, your rights as a volunteer, and anything else about the 

research or this form that is not clear.  When we have answered all your questions, you can 

decide if you want to be in the study or not.  This process is called “informed consent.”  We will 

give you a copy of this form for your records. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to identify components and attributes of a successful onboarding 

process at a community college for mid-level administrators (MLAs).  MLAs fill a pivotal role 

within an institution – they are the linchpin connecting Vice Presidents and Presidents (High 

Level Administrators or HLAs) with classified staff and students.  As HLAs select new goals and 

directions for the institution, MLAs must develop implementation plans and direct the efforts of 

the staff.  If the classified staff encounters challenges, the MLAs must either develop and 

coordinate a remediation plan or communicate the problem to the appropriate HLA.   

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

What will I be expected to do if I participate? 

The purpose of the focus group you would be participating in, if you choose to, would be to ask 

you questions regarding mid-level administrators’ knowledge, skills, and abilities.  The feedback 

from the focus group that you would be a part of would be incorporated into the onboarding 

program for new mid-level administrators.   

How much time will this take and will it be during work hours? 

The focus group will meet once to gather opinions on what high-level administrators perceive is 

needed for new mid-level administrators to be successful in their roles. I anticipate that the time 

commitment would be 1.5–3 hours.                     

Will I be recorded in any way? 
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The focus group will be audio recorded.   All information will be kept confidential, which means 

your name and identities need to be retained. Since the information is confidential, I will assign a 

number to your responses, and there will be a key created to indicate which number belongs to 

which participant.  In any articles I write or any presentations that I make, I will not reveal 

details about where you work, where you live, any personal information about you, and so forth.   

The audio recordings and the key between the data and the identifiers are expected to be 

destroyed by June 2016.  The information is confidential so it will not impact your employability 

or reputation.  Government or university staff sometimes reviews studies such as this one to 

make sure they are being done safely and legally.  If a review of this study takes place, your 

records may be examined.  The reviewers will protect your privacy.  The study records will not 

be used to put you at legal risk of harm. 

What are the benefits of participating? 

The benefit of this research is that you will be helping us to understand how to make a Director 

or Dean more effective sooner.  This information should help us to build a comprehensive 

onboarding program for mid-level administrators in a community college setting.  Please note 

that you might not experience individual benefit(s) from participating.  

What are the risks in participating? 

The risks to you for participating in this study would be consistent with any that arise in work 

place collaborations.  Great care will be used when coding your information, but you may feel a 

risk if you share that you or your mid-level administrators were not fully prepared to lead your 

office or division.  You also may feel a risk to your reputation.  There will be no risk that will 

place you at risk of civil or criminal liability, or will it be damaging to your financial standing.     

Since participating in this study is completely voluntary, you have the right to decline to be in the 

study in the first place. If, at any time you do not wish to continue, you have the right to 

withdraw from the study, without penalty, at any time.  

             

Printed name of researcher Signature of researcher   Date  

Subject’s statement 

This study has been explained to me.  I volunteer to take part in this research.  I have had a 

chance to ask questions.  If I have questions later about the research, or if I have been harmed by 

participating in this study, I can contact one of the researchers listed on the first page of this 

consent form.  If I have questions about my rights as a research subject, I can call the Human 

Subjects Division at (206) 543-0098.  I will receive a copy of this consent form. 

 

Printed name of participant Signature of participant                Date 

 

Copies to: Researcher  / Subject 
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Appendix J: MLA Consent Form 

 

UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON 

ONLINE ONBOARDING OF COMMUNITY COLLEGE MID-LEVEL 

ADMINISTRATORS CONSENT FORM 

MLA Focus Group 

 

Researchers:  Heather F. Lukashin 360-870-0909 

      Dr. Ginger MacDonald, faculty advisor 253-692-5690 

Researchers’ statement 

We are asking you to be in a research study.  The purpose of this consent form is to give you the 

information you will need to help you decide whether to be in the study or not.  Please read the 

form carefully.  You may ask questions about the purpose of the research, what we would ask 

you to do, the possible risks and benefits, your rights as a volunteer, and anything else about the 

research or this form that is not clear.  When we have answered all your questions, you can 

decide if you want to be in the study or not.  This process is called “informed consent.”  We will 

give you a copy of this form for your records. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to identify components and attributes of a successful onboarding 

process at a community college for mid-level administrators (MLAs).  MLAs fill a pivotal role 

within an institution – they are the linchpin connecting Vice Presidents and Presidents (High 

Level Administrators or HLAs) with classified staff and students.  As HLAs select new goals and 

directions for the institution, MLAs must develop implementation plans and direct the efforts of 

the staff.  If the classified staff encounters challenges, the MLAs must either develop and 

coordinate a remediation plan or communicate the problem to the appropriate HLA.   

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

What will I be expected to do if I participate? 

The focus group you would be participating in, if you choose to, would be to ask you 

approximately 23 questions regarding knowledge and training you believe would have been 

valuable to you when starting your career as a mid-level administrator.  The feedback from the 

focus group that you would be a part of would be incorporated into the onboarding program for 

new mid-level administrators.   

How much time will this take and will it be during work hours? 

The focus group will meet once or twice during the work day to gather opinions regarding the 

onboarding program. The anticipated time commitment would be approximately 1.5–3 hours.  

Please note that the anticipated time, if two meetings are required, will be no more than 3 hours.                   

Will I be recorded in any way? 
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The focus group will be audio recorded.   All information will be kept confidential, which means 

your name and identities need to be retained. Since the information is confidential, I will assign a 

number to your responses, and there will be a key created to indicate which number belongs to 

which participant.  In any articles I write or any presentations that I make, I will not reveal 

details about where you work, where you live, any personal information about you, and so forth.   

The audio recordings and the key between the data and the identifiers are expected to be 

destroyed by June 2016.  The information is confidential so it will not impact your employability 

or reputation.  Government or university staff sometimes reviews studies such as this one to 

make sure they are being done safely and legally.  If a review of this study takes place, your 

records may be examined.  The reviewers will protect your privacy.  The study records will not 

be used to put you at legal risk of harm. 

What are the benefits of participating? 

The benefit of this research is that you will be helping us to understand how to make a Director 

or Dean more effective sooner.  This information should help us to build a comprehensive 

onboarding program for mid-level administrators in a community college setting.  Please note 

that you might not experience individual benefit(s) from participating.  

What are the risks in participating? 

The risks to you for participating in this study would be consistent with any that arise in work 

place collaborations.  Great care will be used when coding your information, but you may feel a 

risk if you share that you or your mid-level administrators were not fully prepared to lead your 

office or division.  You also may feel a risk to your reputation.  There will be no risk that will 

place you at risk of civil or criminal liability, or will it be damaging to your financial standing.     

Since participating in this study is completely voluntary, you have the right to decline to be in the 

study in the first place. If, at any time you do not wish to continue, you have the right to 

withdraw from the study, without penalty, at any time.  

             

Printed name of researcher Signature of researcher   Date  

Subject’s statement 

This study has been explained to me.  I volunteer to take part in this research.  I have had a 

chance to ask questions.  If I have questions later about the research, or if I have been harmed by 

participating in this study, I can contact one of the researchers listed on the first page of this 

consent form.  If I have questions about my rights as a research subject, I can call the Human 

Subjects Division at (206) 543-0098.  I will receive a copy of this consent form. 

 

Printed name of participant         Signature of participant                                         Date 

 

Copies to: Researcher  / Subject  
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Appendix K: MLA Participant Consent Form 

UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON 

ONLINE ONBOARDING OF COMMUNITY COLLEGE MID-LEVEL 

ADMINISTRATORS CONSENT FORM 

ONBOARDING MLA PARTICIPANT 

Researchers:  Heather F. Lukashin 360-870-0909 

      Dr. Ginger MacDonald, faculty advisor 253-692-5690 

Researchers’ statement 

We are asking you to be in a research study.  The purpose of this consent form is to give you the 

information you will need to help you decide whether to be in the study or not.  Please read the 

form carefully.  You may ask questions about the purpose of the research, what we would ask 

you to do, the possible risks and benefits, your rights as a volunteer, and anything else about the 

research or this form that is not clear.  When we have answered all your questions, you can 

decide if you want to be in the study or not.  This process is called “informed consent.”  We will 

give you a copy of this form for your records. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to identify components and attributes of a successful onboarding 

process at a community college for mid-level administrators (MLAs).  MLAs fill a pivotal role 

within an institution – they are the linchpin connecting Vice Presidents and Presidents (High 

Level Administrators or HLAs) with classified staff and students.  As HLAs select new goals and 

directions for the institution, MLAs must develop implementation plans and direct the efforts of 

the staff.  If the classified staff encounters challenges, the MLAs must either develop and 

coordinate a remediation plan or communicate the problem to the appropriate HLA.   

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

What will I be expected to do if I participate? 

The onboarding program is designed to be interwoven with the daily tasks you complete in your 

position. This onboarding program is designed to help you familiarize yourself with the college, 

give you strategies for management, assist you in filling out paperwork, and introduce you to key 

individuals at the college that can assist you in your position.  There are a total of 3 modules in 

the onboarding program. At the end of each module, there will be a short face-to-face interview 

with me expected to last about ½ hour.   You will also complete self-assessment surveys, as well 

as program surveys.  The surveys are short and will take approximately 5 to 15 minutes of your 

time. 

How much time will this take and will it be during work hours? 

The duration of the study is 3 months; and I do not anticipate that the overall time commitment 

will exceed a total of 7 hours.  The onboarding program, interviews, and surveys are designed to 
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be done during your regular work hours.   However, I understand that you may wish to do some 

aspects of the program outside of work hours, which is fine.   The face-to-face interviews, as 

well as some exercises of the on-boarding program will be conducted during your work hours.  

The surveys and the majority of exercises of the onboarding program can be done during or 

outside of work hours online; and when you actually complete them will be left to your 

discretion.       

Will I be recorded in any way? 

Your face-to-face interviews will be audio recorded.   All information will be kept confidential, 

which means your name and identities need to be retained. Since the information is confidential, 

I will assign a number to your responses, and there will be a key created to indicate which 

number belongs to which participant.  In any articles I write or any presentations that I make, I 

will not reveal details about where you work, where you live, any personal information about 

you, and so forth.   The audio recordings and the key between the data and the identifiers are 

expected to be destroyed by June 2016.  Since the information is confidential so it will not 

impact your employability or reputation.  Government or university staff sometimes reviews 

studies such as this one to make sure they are being done safely and legally.  If a review of this 

study takes place, your records may be examined.  The reviewers will protect your privacy.  The 

study records will not be used to put you at legal risk of harm. 

What are the benefits of participating? 

The benefit of this research is that you will be helping us to understand how to make a Director 

or Dean more effective sooner.  This information should help us to build a comprehensive 

onboarding program for mid-level administrators in a community college setting.  Please note 

that you might not experience individual benefit(s) from participating.  

What are the risks in participating? 

The risks to you for participating in this study would be consistent with any that arise in work 

place collaborations.  Great care will be used when coding your information, but you may feel a 

risk if you share that you or your mid-level administrators were not fully prepared to lead your 

office or division.  You also may feel a risk to your reputation.  There will be no risk that will 

place you at risk of civil or criminal liability, or will it be damaging to your financial standing.     

Since participating in this study is completely voluntary, you have the right to decline to be in the 

study in the first place. If, at any time you do not wish to continue, you have the right to 

withdraw from the study, without penalty, at any time.  

            

Printed name of researcher Signature of researcher   Date  

Subject’s statement 
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Appendix L: MLA Onboarding Coding Manual 

 

Code Description 

Emotional intelligence, 

management and leadership 

skills 

Emotional intelligence broadly describes "people 

skills", including congeniality, collaboration and 

networking skills, as well as conflict resolution. 

Management skills include specific categories of 

project management, change management (and 

continuous improvement), managing a diverse team. 

Leadership skills included ability to deal with high 

workloads, encouraging and motivating people, 

providing feedback, soliciting feedback, knowing 

how to say no without "crushing", and educating on 

ways to do things better. 

Information Asymmetry A situation where one party to a transaction has more 

or better relevant information than the other party. In 

this study, HLAs noted they lack information about 

objective competencies of MLA candidates in 

management or leadership skills, during the hiring 

proces; while MLAs reflected on the need to "fake it 

until you make it". In addition, MLAs might not be 

able to acurately assess their own 

management/leadership skills, especially if those 

competencies are weak; plus, there may not be a way 


