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Teachers identified positive and negative aspects of a forced self-study.  They 

saw the benefits of reflection and articulation of what they do in their school.  They were 

able to create school-wide action plans that enhanced the performance of their school.  

This is backed up by a California study that showed that self-study had a positive impact 

on school improvement efforts (Rosa, 2013).  However, they were overwhelmed with the 

process and the paperwork that was involved.  Teachers were required to organize 

materials a specific way, resulting in what they felt was “busy work” that took time away 

that could have been used to better prepare for the visit (Mullen, 2001, p. 108).  

An example of a research instrument for the second theme was that the school 

was required to use, at an extra cost, surveys created by SACS.  This school had a 

partnership with a university for professional development that could have allowed it to 

produce an effective survey at no cost to the school (Mullen, 2001).  

A similar sentiment was found in the third theme. While the teachers expressed 

pleasure in the process of building their school improvement plan, they were dismayed by 

the requirements to write action plans using a specific format with specific vocabulary.  

Finally, the fourth theme, control of the outcomes for school accreditation, showed that 

while many stakeholder groups were interviewed about strengths and weaknesses and 

what they would like to see changed, it was obvious that the SACS team was in the 

“driver’s seat” (Mullen, 2001, p. 114).   

The factors that influence why schools would seek accreditation with SACS is of 

interest to this study.  The research in the Alabama Case Study corresponds to some of 

factors that influence accreditation in this study.  The compulsory reality of accreditation 
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is similar to the 1992 requirement that all public schools in Nebraska be accredited 

(Nebraska Department of Education, 2012b). The fact that the school didn’t have much 

choice in the tools it had to use is similar to the fact that certain tools and rubrics are 

required by AdvancED today. 

A study in Mississippi and a study in Pennsylvania both centered on 

Superintendent perceptions. Both studied the criteria that go into accrediting schools and 

found that superintendents agreed that state testing should only be one factor among 

multiple criteria.  The studies also found that superintendents thought that accreditation 

standards in their respective states influenced curriculum and instruction in their schools 

but also contributed to increase stress among teachers (Merhundrew, 2010; Mulligan 

2002).   

These findings correspond with a study from east Alabama that studied teacher 

and principal perceptions of the accreditation process.  This study found that the 

accreditation process had a positive effect on school change and student success.  They 

also found that even though the participants felt it was a worthwhile process, they 

indicated that they often did not have adequate resources for working on accreditation 

(Wood, 1999).  

In his History of Nebraska Public School Accreditation (2001), Dr. Barry 

Limoges wrote a detailed study of the history of public schools and how accreditation 

developed in Nebraska.  It provided a useful historical perspective of accreditation that 

helped generate the context of this study.  It did not, however, go into the factors of 
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accreditation that influence activities in school and districts. His study also does not 

analyze reasons for schools choosing one accreditation process over the other. 

Dr. Michael Sieh (2009) also conducted a study on accreditation in Nebraska 

schools titled Examining the Relationship Between Nebraska Superintendents Perception 

of Their Involvement with School Improvement and Factors that May Affect Their 

Involvement, his study focused on how involved superintendents were in the phases of the 

Nebraska Model for school improvement.  In his study, he provided an explanation of the 

two accreditation processes, but only to present the context of what accreditation looked 

like in Nebraska.  This study did not go into the factors that influence accreditation 

activities, nor does it examine factors that go into the choice of models. 

An historical perspective of accreditation came from Nels Sullivan (1963) titled 

The Effectiveness of the AA Accreditation to Provide Better Education in the 

Communities of Nebraska.  As mentioned in the history of accreditation, Nebraska had 

three levels of approval and accreditation.  At the lowest level, a school could be 

approved.  Then came the A Accreditation for many schools.  Finally, a few schools got 

to the AA Accredited level.  This study was able to demonstrate the effectiveness of the 

AA Accreditation level, but it did not focus upon North Central Association (AdvancED) 

Accreditation. 

One study in Iowa did have some similarities to this one.  In her study, An 

Examination of the Perception of the Importance and Effectiveness of Delivery of the 

North Central Association Program Functions to Iowa Schools, Joyce Judas (1994) 

found the mean levels of importance of certain North Central Association functions.  One 
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of the functions, Recognition for High Standards scored between somewhat and very 

important (3.58) on a five-point Likert scale (p. 112). This function is similar to two of 

the important factors in choosing an accreditation method in this study: high status of the 

process and rigor of the process. 

In summary, these studies provided background information and historical 

context for this current study.  Even though they looked at accreditation through a 

different lense, they helped focus the purpose of this study on an examination of the 

important factors that influence accreditation activities in Nebraska public schools. 

Summary 

The desire to provide quality education in Nebraska began when Nebraska was 

still a territory.  By the late 1800’s, the Department of Public Instruction began 

publishing standards for approving schools and the University of Nebraska began 

accrediting schools.  At the same time, the North Central Association began accrediting 

schools across a ten-state region with the goal of standardizing the preparation of students 

to enter universities in that region.  The standards, rules, regulations and procedures have 

changed throughout the years, but the desire to ensure a quality education for all students 

has remained constant.  The move to requiring accreditation for all public schools in the 

early 1990’s set up today’s system of choices between the Nebraska Frameworks Model 

and the AdvancED Accreditation system. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

Introduction 

This study seeks to examine the critical factors of accreditation that influence 

Nebraska AdvancED and Nebraska Frameworks Accredited public schools and districts 

and to identify what factors play the strongest roles in determining which accreditation 

method school districts choose.  A descriptive quantitative study will be completed 

through distributing a survey to public school administrators and teachers throughout the 

state of Nebraska.  

Research Questions 

The overall question that this study posed was: “What are the most important 

factors that influence accreditation in Nebraska accredited public schools and districts?” 

The following sub questions supported the central question: 

1. How important are the AdvancED Standards of Quality to school 

improvement activities in AdvancED schools?  

2. How important is the Nebraska Frameworks Rubric to school improvement 

activities in Nebraska Frameworks schools? 

3. What actions were most likely taken in response to external visits for both 

accreditation models? 

4. What are the most important factors when choosing an accreditation model? 

5. What are the major similarities and differences between administrator and 

teacher perception of accreditation activities? 
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The purpose of these sub questions was to clarify what role the formats of the two 

accreditation models play in how school and district officials determine which 

accreditation model they choose and how important the model is when it comes to the 

actual implementation of the accreditation process. The final sub question examined the 

similarities and differences between the perceptions of administrators and teachers in 

regard to the actions that schools and districts take in order to maintain the status of 

accreditation.   

Research Design 

This study is using a descriptive research design.  The purpose of this descriptive 

research is to add to the body of knowledge concerning accreditation in Nebraska by 

identifying the most important factors that influence accreditation activities.  This study 

is using a cross-sectional survey design in that data was collected at one point in time 

(Creswell, 2015, p. 380).  

Data was collected using a web-based questionnaire through Qualtrics titled 

“Factors that Influence Accreditation” that was developed by the researcher 

(Appendix B).  A web-based questionnaire is useful in this case because it will allow 

respondents to answer at their convenience and as Dillman, Smyth, and Christian (2009) 

explain, web-based questionnaires work well when surveying a specific group that has 

high rates of internet access such as staff members at public schools. 

Population 

The population for this study included administrators and teachers at all public 

schools and districts in the state of Nebraska.  This population excludes the researcher 
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and certified staff in one district in Nebraska that was asked to review the questionnaire 

in order to ensure its readability and viability before sending it out to the participants. The 

population is determined by a list of accredited schools that is maintained by the 

accreditation office at the Nebraska Department of Education (Appendix C). 

Sampling Procedure 

An examination of the list of AdvancED and Nebraska Frameworks districts 

demonstrated a disproportionate number of larger schools that are AdvancED accredited 

while a majority of smaller schools are Nebraska Frameworks accredited.   Therefore, in 

order to ensure that the same number of similar sized AdvancED accredited districts and 

Nebraska Frameworks accredited districts were asked to participate, a stratified random 

sampling procedure was used. Stratified sampling is used when there is an imbalance in 

the important characteristics of the population as is seen in this case (Creswell 2015).  

School districts were grouped by number of students according to the Nebraska 

Department of Education School Finance and Organization Services 2015-16 TEEOSA 

Formula Students List.  The Formula students were the numbers of students in a district 

that count toward state aid.  According to this list, there were 245 public school districts 

in the state of Nebraska.  At first, districts were split into four equal-sized groups with 

about 61 districts in each group.  However, there were very few AdvancED districts in 

the very small group. Therefore, 3 groups of school districts were created, small districts, 

medium districts, and large districts.   

Small districts were districts that had 351 or fewer formula students.  There were 

128 total small districts.  Medium districts were districts that had between 365 and 659 
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students, which created a group of 62 districts.  Finally, 56 districts with more than 685 

students were identified as large districts. 

The districts were then matched according to their accreditation affiliation and 

number of students so that an equal number of Frameworks Accredited districts and 

AdvancED Accredited districts with an equal number of students could be randomly 

chosen for the survey.  Fifteen (15) Frameworks and 15 AdvancED Accredited districts 

from the small schools category were invited to participate, while 10 medium-sized 

districts and 7 large districts from each accreditation affiliation were invited to 

participate. 

Validity 

The goal of this research was to clearly understand the factors that influence the 

choice of accreditation methods in public schools and districts within the state of 

Nebraska.  It was therefore important to ensure that the survey method was clear for 

participants. 

In order to ensure that the survey was clear, the researcher employed a Pilot Test 

of the questionnaire and cover letter.  In a pilot test, the questionnaire is given to a small 

number of individuals to complete and evaluate. The researcher can then make changes 

based on feedback from this pilot group (Creswell, 2015).  Conducting a pilot test was 

useful because it helped to reduce or eliminate potential misunderstandings or bias within 

the items and helped ensure that the cover letter was clear and helped persuade 

participants to complete the questionnaire (Thomas, 2004).  
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To complete the pilot test, the researcher sent the cover letter and questionnaire to 

administrators and teachers to one Nebraska public school district.  In addition to the 

items in the questionnaire, these respondents were also asked to identify any items that 

were difficult to answer due to confusion or lack of understanding.  No major changes 

were made based on these responses. Another evaluation question asked respondents the 

amount of time it took them to complete the questionnaire in order to provide as accurate 

an estimation of time as possible within the cover letter. Respondents were also asked to 

evaluate the cover letter in order to provide feedback to the researcher.  Again, no 

adjustments were made based on this feedback. 

Method 

Various methods were employed to reduce nonresponse error.  This type of error 

occurs when the population that chooses not to respond are different from the population 

that does respond. Nonresponse error can be minimized by ensuring more respondents 

are motivated to respond (Dillman et al., 2009). Prior to sending out the questionnaire via 

email, the researcher sent a letter to the superintendent of each district asking their 

permission to survey the staff in the district.  Out of the 64 districts, 27 responded 

affirmatively. 

Once permission to survey the staff was received, an email was sent to the 

certified staff in the district.  Staff email was found by downloading lists of staff 

members from the Nebraska Department of Education’s Education Directory Search 

webpage.  An email was sent to staff inviting them to participate.  The email included a 

link to the Qualtrics survey.  The first page of the survey included a message of informed 
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consent so that participants needed to agree to continue into the survey.  Follow-up 

emails were sent one and two weeks after the initial message. In a web-based survey, a 

majority of responses come within the first week. A reminder email after the first week 

will lead to a jump in the total number of responses (Thomas, 2004).  The web-based 

survey was open for a total of four weeks in order to have the highest possible response 

rates in a timely fashion. 

Data Analysis 

The data was collected using a web-based survey (Appendix B) The respondents 

indicated whether their school was Nebraska Frameworks accredited or AdvancED 

accredited. Scores from the survey were used to describe the accreditation process across 

each type of school and they will be used to compare the two populations. Comparing the 

mean scores of each population is known as an independent-measures design (Gravetter 

& Wallnau, 2009).  

The first set of questions were used to determine which factors have the greatest 

effect on each school’s improvement process.  Each item was scored from one (1) to five 

(5) with one equaling not at all an influence and five equaling greatly influencing the 

school improvement process.  Mean and mode were calculated in order to determine 

which of the items had the greatest influence on school improvement activities.  The 

scores could then be compared between Nebraska Frameworks schools and AdvancED 

schools. 

In the second set of questions, participants were asked to answer questions 

regarding how often they work on specific school improvement activities.  These 
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questions speak to the level of importance the activities play in the school improvement 

process.  The idea is that if the schools are not using the items, then the items are not 

important to the school improvement process. The answers were calculated by assigning 

scores of one point for throughout the school year, two points for once during a school 

year, three points for every couple years, four points for once every five-year cycle and 

five points for answering don’t know. The mean scores were compared between the 

Nebraska Frameworks and AdvancED schools in order to determine if there was a 

difference between the level of importance each item plays between the different 

accreditation methods.  

Participants were asked to rate the level of importance of certain factors in 

choosing their particular accreditation method in the third section of the questionnaire.  

Participants chose a number on a scale from one (1) to five (5).  Choosing one indicated 

that the item was not at all important while choosing five indicated that the item was 

extremely important.  There were also two open-ended questions (Appendix B).  The use 

of open-ended questions allowed a wider range of answers because participants were not 

limited to the preset items (Thomas, 2004).  This section allowed the researcher to 

determine which items have the greatest effect on the choice of accreditation methods. 

In the final section, participants marked any actions they took in response to their 

last external visit.  This section allowed the researcher to identify which actions occurred 

more often after an external visit and then compare actions between the two accreditation 

methods.  This information helped indicate if either accreditation method produces 

greater response than the other. 
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Ethical Consideration 

It is important that data collection be ethical and respect the individual 

participants and the schools that they represent (Creswell, 2015).  In order to be ethical 

and respectful, the researcher obtained informed consent from the participants.  Within 

the cover letter, participants were notified of certain rights and guarantees and that by 

completing the survey, their consent was implied (Creswell, 2015). For example, 

participants were made aware that their individual data would be treated confidentially 

and would not be shared with any individuals outside of the project. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to determine the most important factors that 

influence accreditation in Nebraska public schools and districts.  The data gathered 

through the “Factors That Influence Accreditation” instrument allowed the researcher to 

describe the items that have the greatest influence on accreditation procedures, the level 

of importance that schools place on each accreditation method’s standards, and what 

actions were most likely taken in response to external visits for both accreditation 

models. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

Introduction 

Chapter 4 contains the results of the survey instrument that was administered to 

staff at various public school districts in Nebraska. Descriptive statistics such as mean 

scores and standard deviation were used to describe the current factors in the choice of 

accreditation and school improvement activities.  The results corresponding to each 

research question are presented in tables with a brief narrative of each set of results. 

Research Questions 

The goal of this study was to determine the critical factors of accreditation that 

influence Nebraska AdvancED and Nebraska Frameworks Accredited public schools and 

districts. The overall research question used to meet that goal was: “What are the most 

important factors that influence accreditation in Nebraska accredited public schools and 

districts?” The following sub questions supported the central question: 

1. How important are the AdvancED Standards of Quality to school 

improvement activities in AdvancED schools?  

2. How important is the Nebraska Frameworks Rubric to school improvement 

activities in Nebraska Frameworks schools? 

3. What actions were most likely taken in response to external visits for both 

accreditation models? 

4. What are the most important factors when choosing an accreditation model? 
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5. What are the major similarities and differences between administrator and 

teacher perception of accreditation activities? 

Participants 

The population of this study included certified staff in Nebraska public schools.  

Because larger school districts would have more staff, stratified sampling was used to 

ensure that different sized school districts were chosen to receive the survey and ensure 

that a disproportionate number of responses would not come from larger school districts. 

Districts were placed in three groups based on the number of students according to the 

2015 – 2016 TEEOSA Formula Students list.  For the purpose of this study, districts with 

fewer than 351 students were considered small districts while districts with a population 

between 365 and 659 students were considered medium districts.  Any district that had 

more than 685 students was considered a large district.  Using these numbers, 128 

districts were identified as small districts, 62 were identified as medium districts, and 56 

were identified as large districts.  Nebraska Frameworks accredited districts were then 

matched to similar sized AdvancEd accredited districts and then randomly chosen so that 

similar sized school districts would be chosen.  Fifteen (15) Frameworks and 

15 AdvancED Accredited districts from the small schools category were invited to 

participate, while 10 medium-sized districts and 7 large districts from each accreditation 

affiliation were invited to participate. 

A letter was then sent to the superintendent of each randomly selected district to 

ask permission to survey the staff.  Out of the 32 AdvancED accredited districts, 16 gave 

permission to survey the staff while 11 superintendents in Nebraska Frameworks 
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accredited districts gave permission for their staff to be surveyed.  Email addresses of all 

certified staff members in each district that responded were downloaded from the 

education directory available on the Nebraska Department of Education website. A total 

of 1,714 email invitations were sent to the certified staff members of participating 

districts.  Follow-up reminders were sent one and two weeks after the initial email in 

order to increase participation rates.  There were 395 completed responses, however, 

12 of those respondents did not agree to the consent form leaving a total of 383 usable 

responses.  This response rate of 22% is low, however, in their meta-analysis of mail and 

email response rates, Shih and Fan (2009), noted that response rates for email surveys are 

generally lower than response rates of mailed surveys with an average response rate of 

33% and a standard deviation of 22%.  The response rate of this study is within that 

standard deviation.  The percentage of responses varied according to accreditation 

method with 26% of staff members in AdvancED accredited districts responding and 

14% of staff members in Nebraska Frameworks accredited districts responding. 

Results of the Data Analysis 

In order to determine what factors were most influential, participants were asked 

to rate how important a list of items were to their accreditation and school improvement 

activities.  They were to rate these items on a scale from one (1) to five (5) with one 

meaning not at all important, two indicating slightly important, three was moderately 

important, a score of four was very important, and a five meant extremely important.  

Each item’s mean score was computed.  The higher the mean score, the greater the level 

of importance that participants placed on that item.  The purpose of this list of items was 



42 

to determine and describe the relative importance of the AdvancED standards to the 

schools that are AdvancED accredited and the Nebraska Frameworks to schools that are 

Nebraska Frameworks accredited.  Table 1 shows the items in order of importance for 

participants that indicated they were in AdvancED schools. 

 

Table 1 

Factors that Influence School Improvement Process—AdvancED Schools 

Item 

Number of 

Responses Mean Score 

Standard 

Deviation 

District Strategic Plans or Initiatives 264 3.95 .773 

NeSA Assessment Scores 265 3.90 .964 

AdvancED Standards of Quality 263 3.83 .847 

Administrator Perceptions 265 3.79 .862 

Teacher Perceptions 265 3.71 .867 

Norm-Referenced Tests 264 3.57 .904 

Stakeholder Feedback 265 3.50 .871 

Current Trends in Education 265 3.43 .818 

Nebraska Frameworks Rubric 247 3.00 1.128 

Other Factors Not Listed 236 2.94 .934 

 

These scores indicated that the item with the most influence on the accreditation 

and school improvement process in AdvancED schools is district strategic plans followed 

by scores on the Nebraska State Accountability (NeSA) Assessment.  The AdvancED 

Standards of Quality had the third highest score at 3.83. A standard deviation of .847 

means that 68% of the responses were between 2.983 and 4.677, which indicated that the 

majority consider the AdvancED Standards to be at least moderately important. 
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Scores for staff members that indicated that they were in Nebraska Frameworks 

accredited schools are listed in Table 2.  The top three responses were District Strategic 

Plans or Initiatives, NeSA Assessment Scores and Teacher Perception.  The Nebraska 

Frameworks Rubric was rated as the fourth most influential item on this list.  A majority 

of participants labeled this item as moderately important, very important or extremely 

important, however, most of those responses were in the moderately important range 

whereas the majority of responses in the District Strategic Plan, NeSA Assessment and 

teacher perception items were in the very important to extremely important range. 

 

Table 2 

Factors that Influence School Improvement Process—Nebraska Frameworks Schools 

Item 

Number of 

Responses Mean Score 

Standard 

Deviation 

District Strategic Plans or Initiatives 82 3.95 .718 

NeSA Assessment Scores 82 3.95 .980 

Teacher Perceptions 82 3.89 .956 

Nebraska Frameworks Rubric 82 3.78 .875 

Administrator Perceptions 82 3.66 .820 

Norm-Referenced Tests 82 3.57 .917 

Stakeholder Feedback 82 3.43 1.007 

Current Trends in Education 82 3.37 .854 

Other Factors Not Listed 82 3.00 1.025 

AdvancED Standards of Quality 76 2.53 1.216 
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These scores indicated that the accreditation process was not the most important 

factor affecting the school improvement process in schools, regardless of accreditation 

method.  District strategic plans or initiatives played a greater role in influencing the 

school improvement process in both AdvancED and Nebraska Frameworks Schools.   

Since there was a difference in the importance that the AdvancED Standards and 

the Nebraska Frameworks Rubric played to their respective schools, an independent 

measures t-test was run to determine whether or not the difference was significant.  The 

null hypothesis was that there is not a significant difference between AdvancED and 

Nebraska Frameworks schools.  A 95% confidence interval was chosen to ensure a high 

level of confidence without creating too high a difficulty to reject the null hypothesis 

(Creswell, 2015).  The statistical analysis yielded the result, t(343) = 0.4631, p > .05, 

which showed that there was not a significant difference between the two groups and 

therefore the null hypothesis was not rejected. 

In order to determine how important the AdvancED Standards of Quality and 

Nebraska Frameworks are to their school improvement and strategic planning initiatives, 

participants were also asked how their schools reflected on the standards or rubrics and 

how important they were to the strategic planning process.  Amongst all responses, 57% 

of the participants indicated that they reflect on the standards or rubric throughout the 

school year.  For AdvancED schools, the percentage was slightly higher at 61%.  

Meanwhile, 55% of participants at Nebraska Frameworks schools indicated that the 

rubric is reflected upon throughout the school year.  In regard to the strategic planning 

process, participants rated the AdvancED Standards or Nebraska Frameworks Rubric as 
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being (1) not at all important, (2) slightly important, (3) moderately important, (4) very 

important, or (5) extremely important.  Together, 64% of participants indicated that the 

standards or rubrics were either very or extremely important to their strategic planning 

process.  For AdvancED schools, the mean score was 3.79 with a standard deviation of 

.818.  The mean score from participants at Nebraska Frameworks schools was 3.43 with a 

standard deviation of 1.08.  Participants at AdvancED accredited schools indicated that 

the standards play a greater level of importance to their process than the rubric plays at 

Frameworks schools. 

Nebraska Frameworks and AdvancED schools were quite similar in response to 

the question regarding what actions were taken in response to their accreditation visit.  

Table 3 indicates the percentage of participants that selected the possible responses based 

on their accreditation method.  Participants were able to select all the possible choices 

that applied to them.  Table 3 illustrates the point that there were very few differences in 

response to the external visit.  The biggest difference was that 51% of participants from 

AdvancED schools indicated that they used data differently as a result of the 

accreditation visit while 39% of participants from Nebraska Frameworks schools so 

indicated.  The second biggest difference was that 41% of participants from Nebraska 

Frameworks schools shared that they purchased new programs as a result of the 

accreditation visit and 33% of participants from AdvancED schools indicated that they 

purchased new programs.  The majority of participants from both accreditation methods 

shared that they met to discuss the visit, engaged in professional development and created 

a formal action plan in response to their visit.    
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Table 3 

Response to External Visits 

Which Accreditation Method does your school or district use? 

Responses AdvancED Nebraska Frameworks 

Had a meeting to discuss the visit 85% 85% 

Engaged in professional development 82% 80% 

Created a formal action plan 70% 72% 

Increased technology usage 56% 54% 

Made changes to the curriculum 52% 52% 

Used data differently 51% 39% 

Developed a new strategic plan 45% 46% 

Developed new policy 39% 33% 

Purchased new programs 33% 41% 

Brought in an outside consultant 33% 27% 

Wrote an accreditation progress report 32% 23% 

Made staffing changes 14% 16% 

others 5% 5% 

 

It should be noted that only approximately one-third of AdvancED participants 

indicated that their school or district wrote an accreditation progress report as a response 

to their visit.  This report is a required action within two years of the visit.   

Participants were also asked to rate the level of importance certain factors play in 

why schools have chosen their accreditation model.  A Likert scale of one (1) to five (5) 

was use with one meaning not at all important and five meaning extremely important.  

The mean score, standard deviation and number of responses for participants from 

AdvancED schools is shown in Table 4 while the same responses for participants from 
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Nebraska Frameworks schools are displayed in Table 5. Within both accreditation 

methods, compliance of state regulations stands out from the other factors with a high 

mean of 4.21 from participants from Nebraska Frameworks schools and a high mean of 

4.27 from participants from AdvancED Schools.  In fact, out of the 252 responses from 

AdvancED Schools not one single participant rated compliance to state regulations as 1 

not at all important.  They both also had relatively low standard deviations which would 

indicate that the majority of respondents would have put this at being at least moderately 

important.   

 

Table 4 

Important Factors in Choosing Accreditation Method—AdvancED Schools 

Item 

Number of 

Responses Mean Score 

Standard 

Deviation 

Compliance of state regulations 252 4.27 .772 

Available tools and resources 251 3.82 .824 

Research Basis of the process 250 3.81 .884 

Strength of the process 248 3.66 .831 

High Status of the process 250 3.66 .922 

Rigor of the process 250 3.50 .861 

Cost 248 3.38 .923 

Tradition 250 2.63 1.076 

 

  



48 

Table 5 

Important Factors in Choosing Accreditation Method—Nebraska Frameworks Schools 

Item 

Number of 

Responses Mean Score 

Standard 

Deviation 

Compliance of state regulations 80 4.21 .837 

Available tools and resources 80 3.70 .818 

Strength of the process  80 3.56 .824 

Research Basis of the process 80 3.53 .886 

Rigor of the process 80 3.33 .883 

Cost 80 3.33 1.100 

High Status of the process  80 3.15 1.020 

Tradition 80 2.71 .957 

 

On the opposite end, the lowest score for both accreditation methods was 

tradition.  The mean score for tradition being a main factor in choosing accreditation 

methods for participants from AdvancED schools was 2.71.  The mean score for 

participants from Nebraska Frameworks schools was 2.63. This indicated that tradition is 

seen as a little more than moderately important. 

The final research question determined if there were major similarities and 

differences between administrator and teacher perception of accreditation activities.  

Table 6 displays the mean scores of the factors that influence accreditation for teachers, 

mean scores for principals and the differences of those scores.  As mentioned before, 

these scores are based on a scale from one (1) to five (5) with one meaning not at all 

important, two indicating slightly important, three was moderately important, a score of 

four was very important, and a five meant extremely important. 
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Table 6 

Differences between Teacher and Principal Perceptions on Factors that Influence School 

Improvement 

Item 

Teachers 

(n = 341) 

Principals 

(n = 36) Difference 

NeSA Assessment Scores 3.90 4.03 .13 

Norm-Referenced Tests 3.50 4.00 .50 

Administrator Perceptions 3.78 3.85 .07 

Teacher Perceptions 3.71 4.10 .39 

Stakeholder Feedback 3.43 3.80 .37 

AdvancED Standards of Quality 3.56 3.27 .29 

Nebraska Frameworks rubric 3.19 3.49 .30 

Current Trends in Education 3.41 3.55 .14 

District Strategic Plans or Initiatives 3.90 4.42 .32 

Other factors not listed 2.93 3.06 .13 

 

The largest difference in mean scores was in the use of district strategic plans or 

initiatives as a factor that influences school improvement.  Principals rated it as very high 

yielding a mean score of 4.42.  The standard deviation was 0.54 meaning that the vast 

majority of participants rated district strategic plans or initiatives high.  In fact, all but 

one principal rated it very important or extremely important.  While the mean for teachers 

was a high 3.90 with a standard deviation of 0.78, about 24% of teachers rated it 

moderately to not at all important.  The next biggest difference was in norm-referenced 

tests.  Teachers and principals virtually agreed with the level of importance that the 

Nebraska State Accountability Assessment (NeSA) play in school improvement 



50 

activities, but principals rated norm-referenced tests higher than teachers with a mean 

score that placed it as very important (4.00).   

In order to determine if these were significant differences, an independent 

measures t-test was run.  The null hypothesis in this case was that there was no difference 

in the perceptions of teachers and principals.  An alpha level of .05 was chosen to give a 

high level of confidence without creating too high a difficulty to reject the null hypothesis 

(Creswell, 2015).  Statistical analysis of the difference between principals and teacher 

perceptions of the importance of district strategic plans or initiatives in the school 

improvement process did indicate that there was a significant difference, t(375) = 3.9002, 

p < .05.  The analysis of the difference in scores for the importance of norm-referenced 

tests was also statistically significant, t(375) = 3.2106, p < .05.  Interestingly, with a mean 

score difference of only .07, there was no statistically significant difference between 

principal and teacher ratings regarding the importance of administrator perceptions of the 

school improvement process.  However, principals’ mean rating of the importance of 

teacher perceptions at 4.10 was statistically significantly higher than the mean teacher 

rating of 3.71, t(375) = 2.4272, p < .05. 

Since there was a significant difference between principals and teachers regarding 

the importance that district strategic plans or initiatives play in the school improvement 

process, it was important to determine if there was a significant difference between the 

two groups in the level of importance of the AdvancED Accreditation Standards or the 

Nebraska Frameworks Rubric to the strategic planning process in the district.  The 

principals’ mean score for the importance of the Standards or the Rubric was 3.82 with a 
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standard deviation of 0.93 while the teachers’ mean score was 3.66 with a standard 

deviation of 0.90.  However, statistical analysis found that there was not a significant 

difference between the two groups, t(366) = 1.0461, p > .05. 

Examining the factors that influenced the choice of accreditation processes 

showed that principals and teachers had quite similar perceptions in most of the listed 

factors.  Only two, tradition and cost showed a significant difference.  Even though there 

was a significant difference for tradition as a reason for choosing an accreditation 

process, t(365) = 2.6258, p < .05, this factor was only seen as moderately important to 

both groups with a mean score of 2.56 and a standard deviation of 1.03 for teachers and a 

mean score of 3.02 with a standard deviation of 1.17 for principals.  The cost of the 

process also had a significant difference between teachers and principals, 

t(365) = 2.6680, p < .05, with teachers mean score at 0.43 points higher than the 

principals.  However, as was the case with tradition, the mean scores indicated that costs 

were only moderately important when it came to choosing an accreditation process.  

Table 7 illustrates the difference between all the factors used in this study. 

Two open-ended questions were also asked.  As previously stated, the use of 

open-ended questions allowed a wider range of answers because participants were not 

limited to the preset items (Thomas, 2004).  The first question asked the participants to 

share what they saw as the strengths of their accreditation method while the second 

question asked about the perceived weaknesses of their accreditation method.  The 

responses were categorized in order to be able to describe similar responses within each 

method.    
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Table 7 

Differences between Teacher and Principal Perceptions on Factors that Influence Choice 

of Accreditation Process 

Item 

Teachers 

(n = 327) 

Principals 

(n = 40) Difference 

Rigor of the Process 3.47 3.42 0.05 

High Status of the Process 3.56 3.27 0.29 

Tradition 2.56 3.02 0.46 

Strength of the Process 3.63 3.73 0.10 

Research Basis of the Process 3.74 3.75 0.01 

Available Tools 3.79 3.85 0.06 

Compliance of State Regulations 4.21 4.40 0.19 

Cost 3.43 3.00 0.43 

 

The responses regarding strengths were divided into six categories: 

accountability, improvement process, communications, standards, goals and data.  

Table 8 shows the number and percentage of responses in each category. 

A total of 66 responses were given by AdvancED participants, however, three 

responses were either “Not Applicable” or a participant’s statement indicated that they 

were uncomfortable answering the question.  Nebraska Frameworks participants gave 24 

responses to this question with three of the responses being either “Not Applicable” or 

stating that they could not answer. 

A very similar percentage of participants stated that the improvement process was 

a strength of their accreditation method.  Some of the AdvancED participants explained: 
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Table 8 

What are the Strengths of Your Accreditation Model? 

 AdvancED (n = 66)  Frameworks (n = 24) 

Categories Number Percentage  Number  Percentage 

Improvement Process 38 57.5  14 58.3 

Accountability 4 6.0  3 12.5 

Communication and staff 

participation 

10 15.0  3 12.5 

Standards 3 4.5  0 0.0 

Goals 5 8.0  0 0.0 

Data 3 4.5  1 4.2 

Not Applicable 3 4.5  3 12.5 

 

“I think it gives a good glimpse of the inner workings of a school district and it does a 

good job of finding gaps or where the school district is lacking.”  “District attempts to be 

prepared and stay on top of everything now, and in the future.”  “Everyone is an active 

participant in the process.  It identifies the strengths of our school system.”  Frameworks 

participants reported similar comments about the improvement process:  “Causes us to 

continually evaluate what we do.”  “All of our people are involved in some way to make 

sure we fulfill the requirements of accreditation.” 

As part of the overall improvement process, a couple of participants from both the 

AdvancED and Frameworks Accreditation schools mentioned the external review as 

being a strength of their accreditation method.  Some AdvancED participants responded:  

“Conducting the survey and obtaining outside feedback was helpful to our improvement 
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process.”  “Had outside individuals giving us ideas.”  “It generally goes pretty well, we 

usually get good feedback.” 

Some Framework participants responded about the review part of the 

improvement process as well, stating:  “Involving others to take an outside look.” 

We have a strategic plan in place before the external team comes to review what 

we are doing, so we share where we are in the process with the team and they 

provide us with an outsider’s view of what we are doing correctly and what we 

could improve upon.  It is really nothing more than that – a chance to bring in 

outside experts to help with our improvement process. 

 

Communication and staff participation was a category that also had a similar 

percentage of responses with 15% of responses from AdvancED schools and 12.5% of 

responses from Frameworks schools.  A few examples of responses from AdvancED 

schools included: “Brought the entire staff together to work on this, so there was 

ownership and many different experts in various fields.”  “Communication and regular 

meetings to discuss updates.”  “During our accreditation process, there was a lot of open 

dialog.  Everybody was involved in the process to encourage ownership.”   

Responses from Frameworks participants included similar sentiments:  

“All teachers and staff buy into the programs needed.”  “Teacher buy in.” 

Another set of similar responses came in the category of accountability.  An 

AdvancED participant responded that the process, “Holds us accountable to student 

achievement, student results and on a track of continuous improvement.”  A Frameworks 

participant mentioned that a strength of their accreditation method was “Increased rigor 

in the classroom.” 
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Where the strengths of the programs differed was in the categories of standards, 

goals and data.  For example, an AdvancED participant explained, “I feel that the quality 

of the AdvancED standards best meet where we strive for our school district to be.”  

Another mentioned that the process provides a “Focus on goals for improvement.”  No 

Frameworks participant specifically mentioned the Frameworks rubric itself or school 

improvement goals as being a strength of the accreditation method. 

The second open-ended question asked participants what they perceived to be the 

weaknesses of their accreditation method.  There were 71 responses from AdvancED 

participants and 25 responses from Frameworks participants.  Five (5) different 

categories of responses were found between the two accreditation methods.  However, 

three of the five categories were not shared between the two methods. Table 9, which 

lists the number and percentage of responses for each category, shows that three 

categories have responses in only one method. 

As seen in Table 9, approximately one-third of the responses from AdvancED 

participants indicated that their accreditation method can be overwhelming.  As one 

person put it, “the accreditation process can be overwhelming and some teachers get 

frustrated by the process.”  Other AdvancED participants responded that: “It is a lot of 

work and it takes time away from teacher in-services.”  “Requires ridiculous amounts of 

paper examples.  Half the Amazon could’ve been saved if we could keep it digital.” 
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Table 9 

What are the Weaknesses of Your Accreditation Model? 

 AdvancED (n = 71)  Frameworks (n = 25) 

Categories Number Percentage  Number  Percentage 

Improvement Process 28 39  8 32 

Lack of Involvement 14 20  5 20 

Cost 3 4  0 0 

Overwhelming 24 34  0 0 

Lack of Time 0 0  5 20 

N/A 2 3  7 28 

 

Responses from Nebraska Frameworks participants indicated that the lack of time 

was an issue. The researcher made that a separate category due to the specific statements 

about time that the Frameworks participants used.  For example, one person wrote. 

“Often there is a lack of time to meet.  We lose site (sic) of what we need to be doing.” 

Other quotes were simply about time:  “Time.”  “Time is always a problem.”  “Time to 

accomplish.”  “Too little time.” 

These statements indicated that time to do the work was a problem, but not the 

work itself.  It is the overwhelming work that AdvancED participants cite.  As one person 

stated: “The rigor is too much for our reduced amount of school improvement staff.  We 

will be switching to Frameworks.” 

Cost was also considered a weakness by some AdvancED participants.  One 

simply wrote, “cost” as the weakness while another stated, “It costs money and the other 

does not.”  One person emphasized the cost as being a weakness by stating:  “For me, it is 
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paying a lot of money each year for a fancy banner/certificate to say we are AdvancED.  

Still jumping through the same hoops.” 

The other difference was seen in the number of “not applicable” responses given 

to each accreditation method.  As seen in Table 9, 28% of the responses from 

Frameworks participants indicated that they did not perceive a weakness in their 

accreditation method while only 3% of AdvancED participants that responded did not 

state a weakness.   

Not all of the categories were different.  The overall improvement process and 

lack of involvement were two categories of perceived weaknesses that had similar 

responses.  In fact, over half the responses from each accreditation method fit into one of 

these two categories.  Some of the AdvancED participants wrote: 

“I feel as often as we talk about it, we still give a light sprinkle of the AdvancED 

requirements throughout the year compared to the saturation of the accreditation 

process when our cycle comes up for evaluation.  I feel we can always do better 

with more exposure to the everyday actions that in the end result in our school 

district being accredited.” 

 

“It feels artificial and doesn’t always lead to lasting change.” 

“It follows trends, not necessarily what’s good for kids.” 

“Not always aligned with what we believe to be important and often pulls 

resources away from other initiatives.” 

 

Other AdvancEd participants commented specifically on the classroom 

observations that were part of the review process: 

“Some staff felt that the reviewers weren’t in rooms long enough to see what they 

were looking for, staff were not able to explain to reviewers what they saw or 

would be missing when they left before a lesson was complete.  Possibly the 

review needed to take place over more days or for a longer duration.” 
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“They only stayed in classrooms for a short period of time.  They docked us for 

not having specific things in place, but they weren’t in the classroom long enough 

to see that it was used, just not while they were there.” 

 

“They were only in our rooms for 10 minutes and could not observe all the APL 

strategies in action and thus said not observed and “dinged” us on lack of use.” 

 

Nebraska Frameworks participants also noted some weakness in the overall 

improvement process:  “At times, it seems like we are jumping hoops or doing things 

because we have to do things.”  “Not enough checkpoints throughout the cycle.”  “We 

have a process with phases and a steering committee in place. But with new 

administration, we haven’t followed the plan for many years.”  “We only go over the 

process the fifth year when it’s our turn to have accreditation.” 

The lack of involvement by staff was also seen as a weakness by participants in 

both accreditation methods.  Some AdvancED participants wrote:  “A small number of 

staff members are involved in the process.”  “Getting everyone involved.”  “It needs to be 

shared with the staff and community so that they have a clear understanding of the 

importance of the process and results.”  “Need to have more teachers involved in 

breaking down data.  Additionally, need to have teachers leading the charge in 

AdvancED process and the long-term strategic planning for the district.” 

Meanwhile, some Nebraska Frameworks participants responded: 

“Many veteran staff, need to know how to continue the process in their absence.” 

 

“Perhaps because I am only a teacher – and not involved as a committee member 

– I am probably not as aware of the accreditation method as I should be.  We are 

updated at least yearly and more involved during the actual process, but then it is 

largely forgotten by me.” 

 

“We have had a high turnover in administration and older teachers who were a 

part of the CIP/SIP program who are no longer with us.  We have our team 
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recommend that we need to be systematic in our approach so we can plug a new 

person in to our school system and/or our CIP team and not skip a beat.” 

 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to determine the most important factors that 

influence accreditation in Nebraska Accredited public schools.  In order to determine the 

important factors, a survey was sent to teachers and administrators in accredited public 

schools across the state.  There were 383 usable responses with 257 of those responses 

from AdvancED schools and 126 coming from schools that identify as either Nebraska 

Frameworks or both AdvancED and Frameworks. 

 

Table 10 

Summary of Major Findings  

 AdvancED  Nebraska Frameworks 

Item 

Mean 

Score 

Standard 

Deviation 

 

Mean Score 

Standard 

Deviation 

Factors that influence school improvement process    

District Strategic Plans or Initiatives 3.95 .773  3.95 .718 

NeSA Assessment Scores 3.90 .964  3.95 .980 

AdvancED Standards or Frameworks 

Rubric 

3.83 .847  3.78 .875 

Factors that influence choice of Accreditation Method    

Compliance of state regulations 4.27 .772  4.21 .837 

Available tools and resources 3.82 .824  3.70 .818 

Cost 3.38 .923  3.33 1.100 

Tradition 2.63 1.076  2.71 .957 
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To examine what factors were important, including the AdvancED Standards of 

Quality and the Nebraska Frameworks rubric, participants were asked to rate how 

important they perceived various factors were to their accreditation method. Table 10 

shows a summary of those ratings with a side by side comparison of mean scores and 

standard deviations from AdvancED schools and Frameworks schools. According to the 

responses in the survey, the AdvancED Standards were a moderately important factor 

that influences the school improvement process with a mean score of 3.83.  However, 

District Strategic Plans or Initiatives and Nebraska State Accountability (NeSA) 

Assessment scores both rated higher with mean scores of 3.95 and 3.90 respectively.  The 

Nebraska Frameworks rubric was also moderately important to the school improvement 

process in schools that identify as Frameworks accredited.  However, with a mean score 

of 3.78, the Frameworks rubric was fourth behind District Strategic Plans or Initiatives 

(3.95), NeSA Assessment Scores (3.95), and Teacher Perception (3.89). 

To further determine the importance of the AdvancED Standards of Quality and 

the Nebraska Frameworks rubric, participants were asked how often they reflect on the 

standards or on the rubric and how important they are to their district’s strategic planning 

efforts.  A majority of participants from both sets of schools stated that they reflect on the 

standards or rubric throughout the school year.  Also, participants were asked to rate how 

important the AdvancED Standards or the Nebraska Frameworks rubric were to their 

strategic planning process.  On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being not at all important and 

5 being extremely important, the mean score for AdvancED participants was 3.79. The 

mean score for Nebraska Frameworks participants was 3.43. 
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Both accreditation methods were quite similar regarding how schools responded 

to external visits.  Nearly identical percentages of participants responded that they met to 

discuss the visit, engaged in professional development and created a formal action plan.  

Most other possible responses were within two percentage points, with the exception that 

more AdvancED participants indicated that they started using data differently while more 

Frameworks participants indicated that they purchased new programs. 

Participants were also asked to rate the level of importance certain factors play in 

why schools choose their accreditation model.  Compliance with state regulations was the 

number one factor for both accreditation models.  The mean score for AdvancED 

participants was 4.27 and the mean score for Frameworks participants was 4.21. As seen 

in Table 10, cost and tradition were two of the lowest scoring factors for both 

accreditation methods.    

When looking at the differences in the perceptions of principals and teachers, it 

was found that principals rated the importance of district strategic plans or initiatives 

significantly higher than teachers.  There was no real difference between principals and 

teachers regarding the importance of Nebraska State Accountability (NeSA) 

Assessments, but principals rated the importance of norm-referenced tests significantly 

higher.  Principals also rated the importance of teacher perceptions significantly higher 

than teachers did but there was no difference in the importance of administrator 

perceptions.  Both principals and teachers rated the use of the AdvancED Standards or 

the Nebraska Frameworks rubric from moderate to very important and there was no 

statistical difference between their ratings.  Tradition and costs were also shown to have 
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significant differences between principals and teachers as well, but both were rated as 

only moderately important. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

Introduction 

Chapter 5, the final chapter of this study, presents a commentary based on the 

results noted in this dissertation.  It includes the summary of the study itself and a 

discussion of the major findings and implications of the results. It will also include both 

recommendations for further study as well as recommendations for schools and the 

Nebraska Department of Education.   

Summary of the Research 

For as long as there have been European settlements in America, education has 

been seen as a necessity to protect freedom and democracy, thus justifying the state’s 

involvement in regulating and standardizing education.  In Nebraska, the establishment of 

a free public school system was one of the first acts of the territorial legislature (Olson & 

Naugle, 1997).  Throughout the history of Nebraska, the state has enforced minimum 

standards and competencies for approval and accreditation of Nebraska schools.  In the 

late 1800’s, the North Central Association (NCA) was formed by colleges and secondary 

schools in order to “approach national unity with respect to the educational policies and 

procedures adopted” (Davis, 1945, p. 13).  Over time, both the Nebraska Department of 

Education and the North Central Association began accrediting schools in the state. In its 

recent history, the NCA joined forces with other regional accrediting associations to 

create AdvancED, an international accrediting agency.  Today, schools in Nebraska can 

choose to seek Nebraska Accreditation or AdvancED Accreditation. 
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The purpose of this study was to determine the critical factors of accreditation that 

influence Nebraska AdvancED and Nebraska Frameworks Accredited public schools and 

districts.  It examined literature and data related to the research question, “What are the 

most important factors that influence accreditation in Nebraska accredited public schools 

and districts?” Data that was collected in this study sought to answer the following sub 

questions: 

1. How important are the AdvancED Standards of Quality to school 

improvement activities in AdvancED schools?  

2. How important is the Nebraska Frameworks Rubric to school improvement 

activities in Nebraska Frameworks schools? 

3. What actions were most likely taken in response to external visits for both 

accreditation models? 

4. What are the most important factors when choosing an accreditation model? 

5. What are the major similarities and differences between administrator and 

teacher perception of accreditation activities? 

After receiving permission from superintendents, a survey was sent to teachers 

and administrators in schools that were chosen to provide a stratified sample of 

responses.  A total of 383 usable responses were recorded. 

The first finding regarding what drives school improvement in schools determined 

that the AdvancED Standards and the Nebraska Frameworks Rubric were both high on 

the list but did not have as high a mean score as other factors. In both AdvancED and 

Nebraska Frameworks schools, district-wide strategic plans or initiatives were rated as 
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having the most influence upon School improvement planning.  This was followed 

closely by the Nebraska State Accountability (NeSA) Assessments.  Therefore, it can be 

concluded that the standards and the rubric are important, but district plans and the public 

accountability that comes with state testing are more important than the process selected 

to achieve accreditation. 

Since strategic plans or initiatives were seen as being an important factor to 

improvement in schools, it became highly interesting to examine the level of influence 

the AdvancED Standards and the Nebraska Frameworks Rubric had on the strategic 

planning process.  When asked on a five-point Likert scale with 1meaning not at all 

important and 5 meaning extremely important, the mean score from AdvancED schools 

was 3.79 while the mean score for Nebraska Frameworks Schools was 3.43.  Also, the 

data showed that many participants believe that they reflected on the standards or the 

rubric throughout the school year.  For AdvancED schools, 61% of the participants 

marked that they reflected on the standards throughout the year, while 55% of the 

Nebraska Frameworks participants indicated the same thing about the rubric. This data 

shows that the standards and the rubric are fairly important to schools and that the 

standards are slightly more important to schools than the rubric.  

Part of the accreditation process for both AdvancED schools and Nebraska 

Frameworks schools was to have an external review every 5 years.  The idea of having an 

internal review followed by an external review from a trained committee started in 

Nebraska in 1957 with AdvancED following in 1962.  With the 60 years of external visit 

experience in Nebraska, it should come as no surprise that the responses to these external 
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visits were very similar between the two accreditation methods.  The top three responses 

were the same with nearly identical percentages of participants indicating that their 

school engaged in these activities after their visit.  The top three responses with their 

AdvancED percentage and Frameworks percentage in parenthesis were:  had a meeting to 

discuss the visit (85%, 85%), engaged in professional development (82%, 80%), and 

created a formal action plan (70%, 72%).   

Another area in which responses were very similar for both processes selected to 

achieve accreditation was in the rating of the level of importance different factors play in 

why schools have chosen their accreditation method.  A five-point Likert scale with 

1 meaning not at all important and 5 meaning extremely important, was also used in this 

section.  Compliance of state regulations turned out to be a very important factor for both 

methods with AdvancED schools having a mean score of 4.27 and Nebraska Frameworks 

schools having a mean score of 4.21. This statistic makes sense as current state law 

mandates that all schools be accredited (Nebraska Legislature, 2010). 

Also examined were the perceptions of principals and teachers.  In the 

examination of the factors that influence school improvement activities, most perceptions 

were found to be quite similar but there were some significant differences.  For example, 

there was not a significant difference regarding the importance of administrator’s 

perceptions, but principals rated teacher perceptions significantly higher.  Otherwise, the 

areas with significant differences between teacher and principals’ perceptions were not 

significant.  For instance, principals rated tradition significantly higher than teachers did, 

but neither group saw tradition as being very important as a reason for choosing an 
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accreditation method.  So while there were differences between teacher and principal 

perceptions, the data did not indicate that the differences played a major factor in 

accreditation and school improvement activities. 

The importance of open-ended questions was evident by the variety of responses 

that were provided.  One question asked about the strengths of their accreditation method 

and the other question asked about the weaknesses of their accreditation method.  There 

weren’t any major differences between responses from AdvancED and Frameworks 

participants in regard to the strengths of their method.  Responses indicated that the 

overall improvement process was a strength.  The differences in weaknesses, however, 

could point to an important factor in choice of accreditation methods.  Approximately 

one-third of the open-ended responses from AdvancED participants were related to how 

overwhelming they thought the process was.  While 20% of the responses from 

Frameworks participants stated that lack of time was a weakness, the researcher separated 

the two categories because the AdvancED responses were more about the difficulty of the 

process where the Frameworks responses were more about not having the time to do the 

work. The AdvancED process was described by participants as being a lot of work, 

taking a great deal of paperwork and being cumbersome.  In order to attain AdvancED 

accreditation, schools must complete a self-assessment and other documentation, host an 

external visit and then submit a report on the progress it has made within two years of the 

visit (AdvancED, 2015).  This overwhelming nature of the process could be a reason that 

schools choose Frameworks instead of AdvancED.  In fact, one person responded, “The 
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rigor is too much for our reduced amount of school improvement staff.  We will be 

switching to Frameworks.” 

Significance of the Findings 

As previously stated, all public schools in Nebraska must be accredited.  The 

purpose of accreditation is to ensure every child is enrolled in a school that meets criteria 

for a quality education.  Public schools in Nebraska have two accreditation methods to 

choose from, AdvancED and Nebraska Frameworks.  This descriptive study produced 

some interesting findings that uncovered possible improvements that could be made to 

each accreditation process.  

The data from this study seems to indicate that there is not a difference in the 

perception of factors that influence accreditation in Nebraska public schools.  The 

AdvancED standards and the Nebraska Frameworks rubric are moderately important to 

schools, but not as important as the district strategic planning process.  Schools may 

consider the standards or the rubric when developing strategic plans, but the average 

rating was just above moderately important.  This study would suggest that the 

development of a process to use the AdvancED Standards or the Nebraska Frameworks 

in the creation of strategic plans would increase the importance of the Standards or 

Frameworks to the schools that use them.  It would also reduce the stress felt by faculty 

and staff by combining two processes into one.  The Nebraska Department of Education 

could also reduce the overwhelming feeling teachers get, especially with the AdvancED 

process, by combining some requirements of AQuESTT with the accreditation process. 
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Every school participates in an external review every five years.  Again, 

regardless of accreditation method, responses revealed that a majority of schools engaged 

in three actions due to the external visit: had a meeting to discuss the visit, had 

professional development, and created a formal action plan.  One of the surprises of the 

study came out here in that only 32% of participants from AdvancED schools indicated 

that they wrote an accreditation progress report while 23% of Frameworks participants 

indicated that they wrote an accreditation progress report.  This report was required of 

AdvancED schools within two years of the visit but was not required for Frameworks 

schools.  Both accreditation methods had a standard that expected schools to engage in 

continuous improvement.  This study would indicate that schools or districts, regardless 

of the selected accreditation process, needed to emphasize a follow-up to the visit so that 

they demonstrate how they used the report from the external visit team to make 

improvements.  Since reporting on requirements was required of AdvancED schools, two 

possible reasons for the low percentage were considered. First, that many people who 

responded were in a school that was still in its two-year window and therefore, had not 

yet completed a progress report.  Second, the need to report on their progress was not 

effectively communicated to all staff in a school or district.  If it is the second reason, 

then AdvancED accredited schools need to communicate the requirements to all 

stakeholder groups to ensure that everyone understands what progress has been made. 

It was also previously demonstrated that strategic planning has played an 

important role in school improvement.  The results of the external visit could be tied into 

the strategic planning process giving schools and districts a way to increase the 
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importance of the AdvancED Standards or the Nebraska Frameworks Rubric.  What 

could have made the AdvancED process overwhelming and the Nebraska Frameworks 

time consuming was the fact that the strategic planning process and the accreditation 

process in some schools were separate.  Using the results of the external visit will focus 

the process for schools and districts on a researched based set of criteria and it will reduce 

the workload for schools. If schools were to use the Standards or Frameworks to build 

their strategic plan, schools would then reduce the effort and time spent on their 

accreditation and school improvement activities because they would be engaged in one 

process and not two. This is especially true in AdvancED schools where the process is 

often thought of as being overwhelming. 

Another surprise in the research came in looking at the important factors in 

choosing an accreditation model.  Since there is a cost to be AdvancED accredited but 

there is no cost to being Nebraska Frameworks accredited, one would think that cost 

could have been a significant factor in the choice of accreditation methods, but it really 

wasn’t.  Also, since accreditation of schools has been around for more than 100 years, it 

would make sense that tradition would have been a more important factor than it was.  If 

a school has been AdvancED accredited since the early 1900’s, it may not want to change 

now.  However, tradition was the lowest scoring factor in both sets of accreditation 

models.  The fact that compliance of state standards had, by far, the highest mean score 

of all the important factors given, may demonstrate that AdvancED may need to work 

harder to maintain its presence in Nebraska.  Completing AdvancED Accreditation is a 

voluntary step for schools in this state.  Many open-ended responses indicated that it is an 
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overwhelming process.  The Nebraska Frameworks model requires less paperwork, a 

shorter external visit and is offered at no cost.  If the AdvancED process is not perceived 

as more rigorous, more beneficial and not seen as producing a higher status for schools, 

then why would they maintain AdvancED Accreditation?  AdvancED may need to find a 

way to streamline its process while maintaining and communicating rigorous standards.   

Suggestions for Further Research 

This quantitative descriptive research focused on the factors that influence 

accreditation.  Other research related to the topic came to mind through this study.  One 

of the sub-questions of this research regarded what factors influenced the choice of 

accreditation models.  A next step could be to conduct an in-depth qualitative study to 

determine why specific schools have chosen the accreditation method that they are using.  

It came to light during this study that at least one school switched the 

accreditation method that they were using.  Are there other schools that have switched 

and if so, why?  A further research study could be to examine those schools who have 

switched to determine what factors led them to switching accreditation methods.  

Since many AdvancED participants explained that the AdvancED process can be 

overwhelming, an interesting research question could center on whether or not there is a 

correlation between AdvancED and higher levels of student achievement.  While the 

researcher would need to control for similar demographics, data could be run to 

determine whether or not AdvancED schools outperform Nebraska Frameworks schools. 

This could help schools decide if the extra work is worth it. 



72 

Summary 

Throughout the history of public schools in Nebraska, requirements for approval 

and accreditation have existed.  The current requirement that all public schools be 

accredited was written into law in the early 1990’s based on the “intent of the legislature 

that all public school students shall have access to all educational services required of 

accredited schools” (Nebraska Legislature, 2010).  This study has demonstrated that 

teachers and administrators perceive their process as meeting the intent of the legislature, 

regardless of which process is used to achieve accreditation and that both processes are 

perceived to meet the goal of school improvement. 

This dissertation has demonstrated several similarities in the perceptions of both 

accreditation processes.  The top factors that influence the school improvement process 

were the same, the top responses to the external visit were the same and the most 

important factors when choosing an accreditation process were the same.  The biggest 

difference seemed to be that many participants from AdvancED schools viewed their 

process as being overwhelming.  In the end, it is the school’s or district’s choice in how 

they use the accreditation process that determine the factors that influence their 

accreditation.  

Caution is urged in these findings because some discrepancies between the Likert 

score responses and the open-ended responses were found.  For example, cost of the 

accreditation model was not seen as very important, but it was listed multiple times as a 

weakness of the AdvancED model. While there is no evidence that participants did not 

respond truthfully, it is important that this limitation be noted. 
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Questionnaire from Qualtrics 

 

Factors That Influence Accreditation 

 

Q1 This is a research project that focuses on the factors that influence accreditation in 

Nebraska public schools and districts. In order to participate you must be 19 years of age 

or older and a teacher or administrator in a Nebraska public school or district. 

Participation in this study will require approximately 15 minutes. You will be asked to 

answer questions on a web-based survey on your own personal or school computer. There 

are no known risks or discomforts associated with this research. The results of this study 

will be used to help develop an understanding of why public schools and districts in 

Nebraska choose one accreditation model over the other and will help the accrediting 

agencies better serve the schools in Nebraska. Your responses to this survey will be kept 

anonymous. Personal data is not being collected in this survey so there is no way to 

connect responses to individuals. You may ask any questions concerning this research at 

any time by contacting Dave Gibbons at 402-352-3516 or s-dgibbon2@unl.edu. You may 

also research Dr. Jody Isernhagen at jisernhagen3@unl.edu. If you would like to speak to 

someone else, please call the Research Compliance Services Office at 402-472-6965 or 

irb@unl.edu. Participation in this study is voluntary. You can refuse to participate or 

withdraw at any time without harming your relationship with the researchers or the 

University of Nebraska-Lincoln, or in any other way receive a penalty or loss of benefits 

to which you are otherwise entitled. You are voluntarily making a decision whether or 

not to participate in this research study. By clicking on the I agree button below, your 

consent to participate is implied. You should print a copy of this page for your records. 

IRB Approval: IRB#20160416041EX               

 

Q38 Do you agree to the consent form? 
 agree (1) 

 disagree (2) 

If agree Is Selected, Then Skip To DemographicsIf disagree Is Selected, Then Skip To End of 

Survey 
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Q4 Demographics 

 

Q5 Which Accreditation Process does your school or district use? (Choose One) 
 AdvancED (1) 

 Nebraska Frameworks (2) 

 Both (3) 

 

Q6 Which best describes your position within your school or district? (Choose One) 
 Administrator (1) 

 Teacher (2) 

 Other (please specify) (3) ____________________ 

 

Q7 Are you now or have you ever been on your school or district's steering committee? 
 Currently involved (1) 

 Recently but no longer involved (2) 

 Not involved for more than five years (3) 

 Never involved (4) 

 

  



85 

Q8 Factors That Influence Your School Improvement Process 

 

Q9 Answer these questions by choosing the number on the scale that best corresponds to 

the level of importance you place on the factors that influence your school improvement 

process.  On the scale, one (1) equals not at all important while five (5) equals Extremely 

important. 

 

Q10 NeSA Assessment Scores 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q11 Norm-referenced test scores 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q13 Administrator perceptions 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q14 Teacher perceptions 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q15 Stakeholder feedback 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 
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Q16 AdvancED Standards of Quality 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q17 Nebraska Frameworks rubric 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q18 Current trends in education 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q19 District strategic plans or initiatives 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q20 Other factors not listed 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 
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Q21 Choose the best response according to your accreditation process. 

 

Q22 How often does your school reflect on the accreditation standards or rubric? 
 Don’t know (1) 

 Throughout the school year (2) 

 Once during a school year (3) 

 Every two years (4) 

 Once every five-year cycle (5) 

 

Q23 How often does your school complete an executive summary or update the school's 

profile? 
 Don’t know (1) 

 Throughout the school year (2) 

 Once during a school year (3) 

 Every two years (4) 

 Once every five-year cycle (5) 

 

Q24 How important are the AdvancED Accreditation Standards or the Nebraska 

Frameworks Rubric to the strategic planning process in your school or district? 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 
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Q25 On a scale from one to five with one being not at all important and five being 

extremely important, rate how important the following factors are in choosing your 

accreditation process. 

 

Q26 Rigor of the process 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q27 High status of the process 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q28 Tradition (we've always done it that way) 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q27 Strength of the process 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q28 Research basis of the process 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 
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Q29 Available tools and resources 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q30 Compliance of state regulations 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 

 

Q31 Cost 
 Not at all important (1) 

 Slightly important (2) 

 Moderately important (3) 

 Very important (4) 

 Extremely important (5) 
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Q32 Actions Taken Following an External Visit (AdvancED and Nebraska Frameworks) 

 

Q33 Place a check next to each of the actions that you took in response to your last 

external visit.  Mark all that apply. 
 Had a meeting to discuss the visit (1) 

 Created a formal action plan (2) 

 Developed new policy (3) 

 Made staffing changes (4) 

 Engaged in professional development (5) 

 Wrote an accreditation progress report (6) 

 Brought in an outside consultant (7) 

 Made changes to the curriculum (8) 

 Purchased new programs (9) 

 Increased technology usage (10) 

 Used data differently (11) 

 Developed a new strategic plan (12) 

 Others: (please specify) (13) ____________________ 

 

Q34 Open Ended Questions Please add any comments you'd like to make regarding the 

strengths and weaknesses of your accreditation method. 

 

Q35 What are the strengths of your accreditation method? 

 

Q37 What are the weaknesses of your accreditation method? 
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Appendix C 

 

5-Year External Visit Schedule 
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Permission Letter to Superintendents 
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Dave Gibbons 
116 W. 8th   Schuyler, NE 68661 
Phone: 402-352-3516  Cell: 402-615-4008  E-Mail: gibbonsdave@msn.com 
 

 
April 20, 2016 
 
 
 
Dear Superintendent, 
 
 I am a doctoral student at the University of Nebraska Lincoln.  I am currently 
doing research for a doctoral dissertation regarding the factors that influence choice of 
accreditation models in Nebraska public schools and districts. The IRB approval number 
is: 20160416041 EX 
 
 I am asking your permission to send an electronic survey to the principals and 
certified staff in your schools.  The survey should take approximately fifteen minutes to 
complete and there are no known risks to completing this survey.  Personal information 
will not be collected so the privacy of the participants and their schools will be 
respected. 
 
 I have enclosed a self-addressed stamped envelope for your reply or you can 
email me at gibbonsdave@msn.com with your reply.  Please feel free to call me on my 
cell phone or email me if you have any questions.  My cell number is 402-615-4008. 
 
 Thank you in advance for your consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Dave Gibbons 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
School District:  Date ___________________________ 
 
Superintendent:      Signed __________________________ 
 
  

Yes, Dave Gibbons is welcomed to survey our staff. 

No, please do not survey our staff at this time. 
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Appendix E 

 

Survey Cover Letter 
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Dave Gibbons 

116 W. 8th Street 

Schuyler, NE 68661 

s-dgibbon2@unl.edu 

 

 

Dear  

 

I am writing to invite you to participate in a research study titled: Factors That Influence 

Accreditation in Nebraska Public Districts and Schools.  The purpose of this study is to 

determine the critical factors of accreditation that influence Nebraska AdvancED and 

Nebraska Frameworks Accredited public schools and districts. The IRB approval number 
is: 20160416041 EX. 

 

I am asking that you take about 15 minutes of your time to respond to the online survey 

linked below regarding your experience with your school’s accreditation process.  

  

Please know that your responses will remain anonymous and that only aggregated 

information will be shared.  There are no known risks for this survey and you may opt out 

of any part of it if you are uncomfortable with responding. Your completing the survey 

implies an informed consent. 

  

Your assistance in returning the survey will help develop an understanding of why public 

schools and districts in Nebraska choose one accreditation model over the other.  Please 

contact me if you have any questions or if you would like to see the completed results. 

 

Link to the survey: https://unlcba.az1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_9YtiEhBODllKmRT 

 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

David Gibbons 

Doctoral Candidate 

University of Nebraska – Lincoln 

 

 

  

https://unlcba.az1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_9YtiEhBODllKmRT
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Appendix F 

 

Follow-up Letter 1 

 

 

  



99 

Dear < < Participant >  > , 

 

Last week, you were sent a survey regarding Factors That Influence Accreditation in your 

school.  If you have already completed it, I thank you so much for your participation.   

 

If you have not yet returned the survey, I would greatly appreciate your help in 

completing and returning the survey. It should take less than fifteen minutes to complete 

it. I have provided a link to the survey here. 

 

https://unlcba.az1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_9YtiEhBODllKmRT 

 

Please be reminded that your response to this survey will help improve the accreditation 

process for public schools in Nebraska. Know that your responses will be strictly 

anonymous.   

 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions. 

 

Thank you, 

 

Dave Gibbons 

dave.gibbons@huskers.unl.edu 

402-352-3516 

Doctoral Student 

University of Nebraska - Lincoln 

 

 

 

  

 
 
 

  

https://unlcba.az1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_9YtiEhBODllKmRT
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Appendix G 

 

Follow-up Letter 2 
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Dear < < Participant, >  >  

 

This is a second gentle reminder about a survey regarding Factors That Influence 

Accreditation in your school that you received about three weeks ago.  Since this is an 

anonymous survey, I do not have records regarding who has and who hasn’t returned the 

survey.  If you have already responded to the survey, I thank you. 

 

If you have not yet returned the survey, I would greatly appreciate your help in 

completing and returning the survey.  On average, it is taking less than 15 minutes to 

respond to the survey.  I have provided another link to the survey here. 

 

https://unlcba.az1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_9YtiEhBODllKmRT 

 

Please be reminded that your response to this survey will help improve the accreditation 

process for public schools in Nebraska. Know that your responses will be strictly 

anonymous.   

 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions. 

 

Thank you, 

 

Dave Gibbons 

dave.gibbons@huskers.unl.edu 

402-352-3516 

Doctoral Student 

University of Nebraska - Lincoln 

 

 

https://unlcba.az1.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_9YtiEhBODllKmRT
mailto:dave.gibbons@huskers.unl.edu

