
 

 In an effort to involve all faculty and staff in South Texas College’s [STC] strategic 

planning, an environmental scanning exercise was conducted during STC’s College Wide 

Professional Development Day held in fall 2011.  Data was collected in the form of written 

responses submitted by groups averaging ten individuals.  As part of the exercise, groups were 

asked to choose a facilitator and recorder and were expected to answer questions dealing with 

STC’s emerging strengths, new opportunities within the college, aspirations for STC, and the 

shifting identity of the institution.  

Overall, 125 sets of responses were received.  All responses were then transcribed and 

qualitative analysis was conducted on this data to find common themes.  While there were a 

variety of responses received during the course of this exercise, this report contains the most 

prolific answers given by participants. 

Emerging Strengths 

 As part of the environmental scanning exercise for strategic planning, participants were 

asked to discuss STC’s emerging strengths.  Although they were asked to discuss this topic in 

general terms, participants were given a set of questions to act as guidelines to their discussions.  

These questions were: 

 What does STC currently bring to higher education that few others bring? 

 When others are speaking especially well of STC, what do they often say? 

 When speaking with others about STC, what stories do you share most often that give 

you the greatest sense of pride, camaraderie, and excitement about working here? 



 Have your observations about STC’s strengths changed in recent years? 

While the participants did use these questions as guidelines to come up with their responses, the 

data showed that they took all areas of the college into consideration when naming the 

institution’s emerging strengths. 

Educational Programs & Initiatives 

 Data showed that faculty and staff saw many of the education programs and initiatives 

offered by STC to be one of the main strengths emerging within the institution.  The emerging 

strength that was most often mentioned among the responses was eSTC, the institution’s new, 

virtual campus.  Faculty and staff saw this new venture as a way for the college to become more 

accessible to different students.  They pointed out that STC has shown itself to be a leader by 

undertaking this venture and that it is setting an example for other institutions not only at the 

regional level, but nationally as well.  It should be noted that one of the main reasons that this 

may have been a particularly strong response from participants is that eSTC was a major 

component of the address given by STC’s President, Dr. Shirley Reed, right before this exercise 

began and the virtual campus was at the forefront of their thoughts when entering this exercise. 

 In addition to touting the importance of the new virtual campus, responses also indicated 

that STC’s dual enrollment initiative is a vital part of the college.  They felt that dual enrollment 

courses offered throughout the region make college more accessible to students and that they are 

helping to develop a college going culture among the population in the Rio Grande Valley. 

 Though it was not as prominently mentioned, several responses also pointed to STC’s 

Bachelors of Applied Technology degrees and the articulation agreements that have been formed 



between STC and other institutions—which allow for easier transition for our students into 

baccalaureate degrees at other institutions—as an emerging strengths within the college.  

Community Connections & Accessibility 

 Respondents also felt that STC’s connection to the community was especially important.  

They felt that open enrollment as well as our six different campuses made us more accessible to 

residents in the area.  In addition to this, they also felt that STC is an integral part of the 

community that provides vital services to the area by not only educating the populations, but also 

producing individuals that are a productive part of the workforce.  These ideas reflect that the 

respondents felt that STC was living up to its vision of “Providing a better life for our 

communities.” Several participants also mentioned that STC gives back to the community 

through various outreach programs. 

 It should also be noted that a number of participants used the word “family” to describe 

STC.  They felt that an emerging strength of the college was that although enrollment numbers 

show us to be a large institution, we still try and be friendly and work together.  As stated in one 

set of responses, “[We’re] big, but small enough to feel like family.”  Other similar responses 

were seen, “STC is more community minded/family oriented than many other institutions of 

higher education…STC has dealt with tremendous growth well.” 

Affordability  

 A large number of respondents felt that the affordability of tuition for our students is one 

of our greatest strengths.  They felt that the tuition costs at STC made a postsecondary education 

more accessible to the local population.  Participants felt that students were saving money by 

starting off at STC before moving on to baccalaureate programs elsewhere.  



Faculty to Student Ratio 

 Many of the participants felt that the low faculty to student ratio was also important as an 

emerging strength.  They felt that the low faculty to student ratio allows faculty to better interact 

with students and allows them to give the vital one-on-one attention that many of our students 

need at times.  Several of the respondents did express concern that enrollment growth would 

affect this and lead to problems in the future.  They felt that in order to continue to provide the 

kind of environment that students could thrive in, faculty to student ratios need to continue to 

remain low even as enrollment numbers continue to surge. 

Other Emerging Strengths 

 Although not mentioned as often, other emerging strengths that were seen in the sets of 

responses included: nice campuses, employee services—such as tuition breaks and benefits, and 

friendliness of staff. 

New Opportunities 

 This particular exercise also asked groups to discuss and list new opportunities that they 

see forming at the institution.  Once again, although groups were asked to discuss this topic in 

general terms, participants were given a set of questions to act as guidelines to their discussions.  

These questions were: 

 What changes do you see happening internally or externally that may point to new 

opportunities for enhancing STC’s ability to serve the education needs of the region? 

 When speaking with others about STC, what stories do you share most often that give 

you the greatest sense of urgency and hope for the sake of our students and region? 



 What changes in the education landscape post the greatest opportunity for South Texas 

College to continue growing the education and workforce needs of the region and state? 

Here we also see that some respondents followed the suggested questions to articulate what new 

opportunities they saw, but for the most part, participants answered in a wide variety of ways. 

eSTC 

In this category we once again see that results may have been skewed due to the fact that 

this particular exercise followed Dr. Reed’s address to faculty and staff.  The venture that was 

mentioned the most as a new opportunity that STC needs to continue to advance is eSTC, the 

institution’s virtual, sixth campus.  They noted that virtual degree programs are needed to make 

the college competitive in higher education.  They also felt that this was a way of making 

students more competitive in the job market because it advances their technological skill set.  

The majority of respondents stated that this was the best opportunity for the college to continue 

to expand and serve more members of the community without an increase in infrastructure. 

Infrastructure 

 The lack of space was also mentioned as a big concern to many participants.  They felt 

that new opportunities were being missed due to a problem with overcrowding.  While they 

suggested that the virtual campus is a part of the solution, they also felt that the physical 

campuses need to expand and that more campuses should be built in areas that are between our 

current campuses in McAllen, Weslaco, and Starr County.  They felt that these expansions were 

necessary to draw more of the community into higher education.  

 



Outreach 

 Respondents continually mentioned the need to reach out to various parts of the 

community.  Outreach to local school districts and the community was mentioned.  Although 

several participants stated that STC already does a lot in terms of reaching out to the community 

to create a college going culture, they felt that this needs to continue and expand.  Several groups 

stated that the local school districts send too many students to postsecondary educations who are 

academically unprepared.   They felt that reaching out to local school districts in order to ensure 

that they are better preparing students is vital.   

 Respondents also felt that outreach to local businesses was vital to the institution’s 

success and growth.  They felt that the best way to prepare students for postsecondary life was to 

discover what type of employees local businesses want to hire.  They also felt that by preparing 

our students well more businesses would be attracted to the area therefore creating a greater 

demand for educated individuals within the community. 

Increased Educational Opportunities 

 Several responses also indicated that while participants see the articulation agreements 

that are formed between STC and other postsecondary institutions are helpful, more need to be 

put in place.  They felt that these partnerships are key to helping our students succeed 

academically.  In addition, they felt that we need to continue to expand our own degree plans by 

adding different degree options and introducing more BAT—and perhaps even 4 year degree 

plans—to STC. 

 



Other New Opportunities 

Although not mentioned as often, other new opportunities that were seen in the sets of 

responses included: changes to developmental studies to improve students’ success rates and 

increased dual enrollment. 

Aspirations 

 Groups of participants were asked to consider what STC’s aspirations should be.  They 

were given the following questions as guidelines: 

 What new contributions can STC begin to make to higher education that may now be 

both timely and increasingly necessary to the region and state? 

 When students, families, and employers speak of what they wish STC was doing “more 

of,” what do they most often say? 

 What changes and aspirations, given the current realities and education landscape, do you 

wish for STC to pursue for the sake of our students?  List the top three for your table. 

Again, respondents used these questions as guidelines for what aspirations they discussed, but 

responses were diverse. 

Opportunities for Faculty and Staff Growth 

 Respondents to this exercise felt that STC should aspire to be the type of institution that 

offers more opportunities for faculty and staff to grow.  They felt that staff should be provided 

with opportunities to get trained and pursue their educations if they so choose.  They also felt 

that the institution should encourage and push its faculty into attaining doctoral degrees which 

would in turn benefit the college and the student body.  Several of the respondents stated that 



faculty also needs to be encouraged to do more research.  By doing this they saw STC growing 

as an institution that is more widely recognized.   

Better Preparation of Students 

 Again, participants reiterated the idea that a college going culture needs to be instilled in 

the Rio Grande Valley.  They felt that students need to be properly prepared at the K-12 level for 

a postsecondary education.  They felt that this would decrease the need for developmental 

studies courses which tend to bottleneck students, preventing them from continuing on to 

graduation.  They also expanded on this idea by suggesting that STC students need to be better 

prepared to enter the workforce.  Some respondents felt that there are times when our graduates 

enter the workforce without the right skillsets and this affects the college as well as our students’ 

abilities to find employment after graduation. 

Infrastructure 

 The lack of space, as well as issues with parking, was mentioned once again as something 

that STC should aspire to improve.  They felt that these were complaints that circulated not only 

among students, but faculty and staff as well.  The need for improvement in these areas was 

constantly mentioned throughout the responses to the exercise.  The need for opening more 

daycare facilities across STC’s various campuses was also deemed as something that the 

institution should aspire to in order to better meet the needs of our student body. 

 

 

 



Other Aspirations 

 

Although not mentioned as often, other aspirations that were seen in the sets of responses 

included more student activities on campus and other ways to get students involved in college 

life. 

Identity Shift 

 Although this exercise was performed in a structured manner with suggested time limits, 

the responses for this particular section on STC’s shifting identity received fewer responses than 

the other sections.  Responses for this particular section also tended to be more abbreviated than 

those in other sections.  It is possible that at this point in the exercise participants were 

experiencing fatigue and were attempting to finish the exercise as soon as possible. 

 This particular section sought to explore how STC’s identity has shifted over time.  The 

following questions were suggested as guidelines for respondents to follow: 

• How has the idea of STC’s role and purpose shifted or changed in recent years in the 

expectations and assumptions held by your colleagues working here at STC? 

• How has the idea of STC’s role and purpose shifted or changed in recent years in the 

expectations and assumptions held by our students and their families? 

• When asked to describe STC and its missions, have your choice of words and phrases 

changed in recent years?  If so, how?  If not, what has remained constant? 

• What other perception and expectation shifts do you see potentially affecting STC? 



 Again, while some participants used the questions as guidelines, the majority of the respondents 

addressed the idea of the institution’s shifting identity in more general terms with a wide variety 

of responses. 

Growth 

 The majority of responses provided by participants pointed out the enormous growth that 

STC has undergone.  In addition to mentioning the increased student population as well as the 

college’s expansion throughout the Rio Grande Valley since it first opened its doors, they also 

mentioned how the institution has grown academically.  They feel that the number of degrees 

offered along with the implementation of the BAT programs has changed the identity of the 

college in a positive way.  They felt that our continued growth has made us an important 

presence in the community.  Participants suggested that STC has integrated itself into the 

academic reality here in the Rio Grande Valley.  As one of the respondents pointed out, “The 

community now sees STC as a stepping stone in higher ed.”  They point out how STC has 

formed relationships with other postsecondary institutions in the area and how it now plays a 

vital role in the educational attainment of community members. 

Dual Enrollment 

 Many respondents felt that the inclusion of dual enrollment as part of our institution has 

also shifted our identity.  While the majority of the participants felt that this was a positive 

change since it offered more of our students the opportunity to gain a postsecondary education, 

others felt that there was too much of an emphasis in this area and that high school and 

postsecondary degree plans need to be kept separate. 

 



Economic Difficulties 

 Participants made note of the fact that economic hardships have also affected STC’s 

identity.  They felt that they have had to “learn to do more with less” and that budget cuts along 

with the inability to hire new staff may have a detrimental effect on the institution as enrollment 

numbers continue to grow. 

Recommendations 

 While this exercise allowed the vast majority of STC’s faculty and staff to provide input 

into the institutions strategic planning, due to time constraints as well as the variety of ways in 

which respondents approached the exercises, the responses tended to be varied, brief, and at 

times elaboration was needed in order to get a clearer understanding of what participants meant 

with certain responses.  It is also apparent that the timing of the exercise directly following Dr. 

Reed’s address to the groups gathered had an effect on the way participants responded to the 

exercise.  A similar study needs to be conducted with randomly selected segments of the college 

population to further explore some of the ideas mentioned.   
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