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ABSTRACT

Directors of 239 four-year undergraduate criminal justice programs in the United States were asked
to nominate the outstanding programs in that country and to state the criteria upon which they made
their assessment. Eleven criteria and twenty-four institutions were mentioned by four or more directors.
Institutional data produced moderate correlations between the frequency of mention and many of the
indicators for the criteria. Similarities and differences with quality criteria found in ratings of more

established fields of study are discussed.

PROBLEM/OBJECTIVES

Reliance on higher education as a means
of legitimizing newly emerging professions
has been discussed extensively in the litera-
ture of higher education. As a relatively new
academic discipline, with beginnings not un-
like business administration, engineering, and
nursing, criminal justice education has al-
ready been the subject of several comprehen-
sive studies (Pearson, Moran, Berger, Lau-
don, McKenzie, and Bonita, 1967; Tenney,
1971; Sherman, 1978; Ward and Webb, 1984).
Although the studies may have approached
the topic from differing philosophical per-
spectives and they may have differed also in
their purposes, data-collection and analysis
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methods, and in many of their conclusions
about the value and efficacy of criminal jus-
tice education programs, they were unani-
mous in their recommendations for further and
continuous research on both the product and
delivery system of criminal justice education.

To understand why a program is consid-
ered “good,” the present authors attempted to
establish criteria for such judgments by sur-
veying chairpeople of undergraduate pro-
grams in criminal justice. Criticisms of com-
parative studies of academic programs were
taken into account. Understandably, subjects
(deans, program directors, faculty members,
etc.) who are not highly rated tend to be crit-
ical of a study regardless of the care and thor-
oughness with which it was undertaken. An



34 TOMAS MIJARES and ROBERT BLACKBURN

attempt was made to mitigate this criticism
by employing a two-part open-ended ques-
tionnaire, which asked: “What are the lead-
ing criminal justice education programs?” and
“What are the criteria that determine their
relative status?” Thus, respondents were al-
lowed to identify the factors by which they
determine excellence. Although some dis-
agreement over rankings is inevitable, the au-
thors hope readers will realize that reputa-
tional studies are necessarily based on the
perceptions held by peers. The purpose of this
study was not to conduct a popularity contest
but to enhance understanding of the qualities
raters use to form their impressions of ex-
cellence. In addition, the reader must rec-
ognize that frequency of mention is not an
absolute indicator of quality. A program
mentioned twenty times is not necessarily
twice as good as a program mentioned ten
times. In addition, even those not mentioned
can be quality programs.

METHODOLOGY

As of 1988, excluding associate-degree
criminal justice programs in two-year colleges
and schools with only graduate programs,
215 programs have remained in operation
in the United States since the termination
of the Law Enforcement Education Program
(L.E.E.P.). The director of each of these pro-
grams (dean, department chairperson, etc.)
was invited to nominate and rank the top ten
undergraduate programs in the country' and
to describe what it was that made each of those
programs distinctive.” After thirty-six respon-
dents who said they did not know enough
about programs across the country to rank
them (persons new in their positions or from
small, isolated programs) were dropped from
the analysis, 112 (56 percent) criminal jus-
tice department directors supplied all or part
of the requested information.’

The second phase of the study involved
identifying the descriptive variables used by
the directors in making their rankings.* In the
third phase a questionnaire was sent request-
ing information on institutional characteris-
tics from the twenty-four programs that re-
ceived the highest number of nominations.

DATA

Seventy-nine programs were listed at least
once. Four were mentioned fifty-six to sixty-
five times and constitute a distinct cluster at
the top. One program was nominated thirty-
eight times. It stands alone, for the next most
frequently mentioned program was named
nineteen times. Twenty-four programs were
mentioned four or more times by the 112 di-
rectors. These twenty-four constitute the data
base for the analysis. Table 1 lists the insti-
tutions by ranking and identifies the criteria
established by the respondents for each
ranking.

Eleven other schools were listed three times,
twenty-one were mentioned twice, and twenty-
three were cited once. These fifty-five schools
were excluded from further study because,
when the nominations are so few, there is in-
sufficient data with which to make compar-
isons. The twenty-four programs mentioned
four or more times provided a wide enough
range to test variable relationships.

RESULTS

Criteria

Content analysis produced eleven factors
(variables) associated with more highly rated
institutions. They were (1) general reputa-
tion; (2) faculty credentials (quality of uni-
versity from which the final degree was
earned); (3) faculty research production; (4)
curriculum (quality and breadth of course of-
ferings); (5) public service; (6) professional-
association activity; (7) coexistence of grad-
uate study; (8) resources and physical facil-
ities; (9) quality and number of students en-
rolled; (10) size of the program; and (11) age
(number of years in existence).

Correlations

Each of the factors correlated highly with
the number of times the institution was men-
tioned as a leader in the field. Four had Pear-
son r values over .90: curriculum, faculty
credentials, faculty research production, and
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general reputation. The lowest correlation was
for age of the program, r = .62 (see Table
2). In a multiple regression, the multiple R
and the R® for the variables predicting fre-
quency of mention (excellence, quality) were
over .99.

Scholarly Training Relationships

Scholarly training of the faculty is fre-
quently used as an indicator of program qual-
ity. Having a doctorate is one indicator of ad-
vanced training. Consequently, the percentage
of the faculty with doctorates was examined.
Second, professional experience allows fac-
ulty members immediate access to agency data
banks that nonprofessionals have difficulty
gaining. Use of such actual data promotes an
application of theoretical information. Thus,
the percentage of faculty members with agency
experience was also used as an indicator of
quality. Third, since full-time faculty mem-
bers are more able to devote their time and
resources to academic matters, such as coun-
seling students and conducting research, than
are part-time faculty members, the percent-
age of full-time faculty members was used as
an indicator of faculty quality.

Moderate relationships were found be-
tween program rating and two of the three
measures of faculty quality (percentage of
faculty members with agency experience: r =
.37, and the percentage of fuli-time faculty
members: r = .37). No significant relation-
ship was found between program ranking and
the percentage of doctorates (r = .05). Sig-
nificant differences were evident between the
top twenty-four programs and the remaining
215 in each of the measures. Over sixty-two
percent of the faculty members of the top
twenty-four had doctoral degrees while only
thirty-three percent of the remaining 215 had
them. Similarly, fifty-three percent of the
facuity members of the top twenty-four had
worked in criminal justice agencies while only
thirty-six percent from the remaining 215 had
done so. Over seventy-five percent of the
faculty members of the top twenty-four had
full-time appointments while only fifty-two
percent of the faculty members of the re-
maining 215 programs were full-time.

Research Productivity

Research production has long been consid-
ered an accurate indicator of program quality
in several disciplines. One of the most readily
employed measures of research production is
published journal articles (Garfield, 1972).
The relationship between an institution’s rank
among the top twenty-four programs and the
number of journal articles published by its
faculty (r << .10) failed to achieve significance.

In view of the absence of a relationship be-
tween rank and this quantitative measure, more
inferential methods were employed. A Ph.D.
from a research university generally indicates
a proclivity toward scholarly activity. No sig-
nificant frequency relationship was found,
however, between being rated among the top
twenty-four programs and the percentage of
faculty with such degrees from scholar-pro-
ducing universities (r < .10). Because full-
time faculty members are more likely to con-
duct research (MaGarrell, 1978), it could also
be hypothesized that the percentage of full-
time faculty members should correlate with
being rated among the top twenty-four pro-
grams. Although this correlation was mod-
erately positive (r = .37), there was no sig-
nificant relationship between the percentage
of full-time faculty and the number of articles
published over a three-year period (r < .10).

The lack of journal articles published by
criminal justice faculty members and the ac-
companying lack of significant comparisons
suggest that the traditional measures of re-
search production are currently not effective
for assessing quality in this field. The crea-
tive criminal justice faculty research efforts
are being channeled into other activities. A
review of the faculty vitae from six of the top
twenty-four programs indicated that these ed-
ucators participated in the following activities:

editing books

writing textbooks for use by students
writing textbooks for use by professionals
assuming leadership roles in professional
associations

5. conducting and participating in conferences
and symposia

writing grants

7. writing agency grants

Rl
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8. evaluating criminal-justice agency projects
and operations

9. supervising the implementation of criminal-
justice agency projects and operations

In addition, some schools have expanded
the field’s body of knowledge through insti-
tution-wide research programs. For example,
the Office of International Criminal Justice at
the University of Illinois—Chicago and sim-
ilar programs at other leading schools con-
tribute to the overall knowledge base. How-
ever, participation in these programs requires
such a commitment of time and resources that
individual research projects must be post-
poned, the immediate application of this
knowledge is not presented through tradi-
tional academic media, and the field does not
enjoy the same degree of scholarly scrutiny,
recognition, and prestige by scholars from
other academic fields.

Curriculum Quality

Researchers have employed a wide variety
of means to measure curriculum quality, such
as textbook examination (Sherman and
McLeod, 1979) and syllabus review (Kuy-
kendall and Hernandez, 1975). Relationships
between program rank and the number of
courses and degrees offered were not signif-
icant. However, when course descriptions in
school catalogs were examined, a recurring
pattern was observed, in which each of the
top twenty-four programs offered at least the
undergraduate course in research methods (3.1
courses per school). In contrast, only 125 (59
percent) of the remaining 215 schools offered
any coursework in research methods (less than
one course per school).

Public Service

A measure of public-service activity by
criminal justice faculty was obtained by ask-
ing the program directors to indicate the
number of hours donated by the entire de-
partment per term. The range of responses was
wide. Five of the directors gave no response,
and the remaining responses were estimates.
No significant relationship (» < .10) was found

between institutional rating and the number
of hours donated in public service by mem-
bers of the criminal justice department. (The
absence of a relationship probably was less a
function of the actual time donated by faculty
and more a consequence of the absence of a
consistent record-keeping system for the
amount of time donated to public service.)

Professional Associations

Association membership provides tangible
benefits to the individual faculty member, to
the institution, and to the field, particularly
when this membership reflects office holding
or scholarly activity sanctioned by these as-
sociations. The activity level of criminal jus-
tice faculty members in professional/aca-
demic associations was assessed by asking the
program directors to indicate by title the of-
fices held by faculty members in profes-
sional/academic organizations within the past
five years. There was a moderate correlation
(r = .43) between institutional rating and the
number of association offices held by mem-
bers of each criminal justice education
program.

Graduate Programs

The coexistence of a graduate program was
associated with institutional ranking. Twenty-
one (88 percent) of the top twenty-four pro-
grams granted a master’s degree and eleven
(46 percent) granted the Ph.D. Within the top
twenty-four, the first five granted the Ph.D.,
whereas only one of the bottom five in that
group did so. In contrast, only seventy-nine
(37 percent) of the remaining 215 programs
granted the master’s degree and four (2 per-
cent) granted the Ph.D.

Organizational Structure

Organizational structure was highly asso-
ciated with rating. The top seven programs
existed as independent schools within their
universities. The last seven of the top twenty-
four programs (as well as all of the remaining
215 programs) were departments and had not
received this level of autonomy.



Evaluating Criminal Justice Programs: Establishing Criteria 39

Student Qualities

Traditional discussions of the quality of
students in higher education tend to focus on
items such as secondary school preparation,
SAT/ACT scores, number of students en-
rolled and graduated, student/faculty ratios,
and commuter/resident status (Chickering,
1974). Data provided by the program direc-
tors indicated very little variation among the
top twenty-four schools for these indicators.
However, when the quality of in-service stu-
dents was examined in terms of the relation-
ship with career background, differences were
found.

In-service students (those already em-
ployed by a criminal justice agency) in the
lowest-ranked schools of the top twenty-four
tended to come from the law-enforcement
portion of the criminal justice system while
in-service students from the most highly
ranked schools tended to come from more di-
verse backgrounds (i.e., they were more
evenly distributed among law enforcement,
courts, corrections, private security, and the
military). However, the data submitted by the
respondents were not sufficient to allow sta-
tistical comparisons.

Size

Program size affects the amount of expo-
sure to academic diversity, the number of
grants, the richness of physical facilities, and
public awareness of the program. The most
easily measured elements of size are the
number of students enrolled, the number of
students graduated, the number of courses of-
fered, and the number of faculty. A multiple
correlation equation produced significant re-
sults between institutional rating and these size
factors (R = .9662 and R> = .9335). A sig-
nificant difference was found between the
means of each of these measures for the
twenty-four most frequently mentioned pro-
grams and the corresponding means of these
measures for the remaining 215 programs.

Age

The age of a program correlated moder-
ately with institutional rating (r = .34). A

more accurate picture was developed by
comparing the top twenty-four to the remain-
ing 215. Eighteen of the top twenty-four (75
percent) received the full twelve years of
benefits of the Omnibus Crime Control and
Safe Streets Act of 1968. The entire twenty-
four received an average of 10.0 years of
benefits. Only twenty-four of the remaining
215 (11 percent) were already in operation
when the Act was passed. The remaining 191
received benefits for an average of eight years.
The present authors feel that any vocational
educational program that survives without
governmental assistance during a period of
declining employment possesses some of the
criteria for excellence.

DISCUSSION

Three themes have emerged from this study.
First, the responses from the participating
program directors indicate that program qual-
ity has a variety of components, many of
which act in concert (see Table 2). Some of
the same factors employed in correlate-qual-
ity rating studies of traditional programs have
appeared in this nascent field and do not show
signs of changing over time. General repu-
tation, faculty credentials, and faculty re-
search production are significant factors in all
studies of academic quality (Webster, 1986).

On the other hand, the quality of curricu-
lum, the amount of public-service time do-
nated, the coexistence of a graduate program,
the amount and type of professional-associ-
ation activity performed by faculty members,
and the commitment of resources to long-term
operations are seldom considered in tradi-
tional rating studies, yet they matter for crim-
inal justice programs.’ By identifying, com-
paring, and evaluating these variables, many
of which are within institutional control,
schools that were not mentioned with any
measurable frequency in this study can make
adjustments in their own programs, not solely
for the sake of institutional prestige but also
for the improvement of the field. Similarly,
information provided by this study can help
governmental regulatory and legislative bod-
ies in the disbursement and control of funds.
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Second, the findings suggested that the
participating program directors identified dif-
ferences between the top twenty-four and the
remaining 215 programs in variables that re-
flect a commitment to research and the ex-
pansion of the body of knowledge. In many
instances, criminal justice faculty members
have been hired because of whom they know
rather than what they know and because of
their professional experience rather than their
academic credentials. Although faculty cre-
dentials have been progressively improved
since the implementation of the Omnibus
Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968,
the lesser-ranked programs still have a dis-
proportionate share of part-time faculty who
do not possess the skills, motivation, or re-
sources to engage in the generation of knowl-
edge. Despite the fact that criminal justice
educators as a group are not participating in
journal publication as frequently as their
counterparts in other disciplines, faculty from
the top twenty-four programs have been di-
recting their creative efforts into alternative
channels.

Other variables have demonstrated fur-
ther the difference between the top twenty-
four and the remaining 215 programs in the
commitment to research. Differences in cur-
ricula have already been discussed. The greater
contributions to public service by faculty in
the top twenty-four indicate a stronger inter-
est in being close to real-world data. Their
more frequent activity in professional asso-
ciations indicates a difference in the approach
to disseminating the growing body of knowl-
edge through annual conventions and other
sanctioned activities. Their selection of stu-
dents with more diverse backgrounds indi-
cates that they are more interested in design-
ing programs that expose students to different
perspectives than are faculty in programs de-
signed for a more homogeneous student body.
The propensity of the leading programs to
operate graduate programs concurrently in-
dicates an interest not only in expanding the
body of knowledge but also in developing
competent scholars. Finally, the trend among
the top twenty-four to be organized as auton-
omous schools instead of departments indi-

cates a commitment to long-term growth and
continuous operations instead of providing a
temporary academic service based on the
availability of governmental funding.

The third theme emerging from the study
is that when current data are put into an op-
erational and historical perspective, their im-
pact on program quality and on the discipline
becomes even more apparent. Schools in the
top twenty-four have initiated faculty devel-
opment plans so more faculty members pos-
sess the experience of the practitioner and the
academic credentials of the scholar. Where
earlier students were primarily in-service law-
enforcement officers attending classes for a
variety of nonscholarly reasons, the majority
now consists of preservice students who in-
tend to pursue careers in all phases of crim-
inal justice. In addition, based on direct ex-
perience and conversations with faculty at
other institutions, it appears that many stu-
dents who are not majors are registering for
one or two criminal justice courses for the
purpose of general education and/or related
electives. Where coursework was originally
designed to improve the job-related skills of
in-service students, it has become more con-
ceptual and is becoming more integrated with
the rest of the academic community. Where
public service in the academic sense was vir-
tually nonexistent in the field, its importance
is now recognized as an excellent source of
data and ideas for research projects. Where
association activity was limited to associate
and honorary membership in organizations
composed primarily of criminal-justice prac-
titioners, faculty members are becoming in-
creasingly more active in organizations, such
as the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences
and the American Society of Criminology, in
which they can disseminate the fruits of their
research. Where resources and facilities were
initially developed for a quick profit in the
true entrepreneurial spirit, the top twenty-four
have concerned themselves more with long-
term growth. Although the field must mature
in each of the factors contributing to program
excellence, the criticism directed at criminal
justice in the mid-1970s was not unlike that
directed to other fledgling disciplines.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER
STUDY

Without the social changes in American
society and the attendant federal funding dur-
ing the 1960s, criminal justice studies would
not have experienced such a rapid growth.
Further studies need to evaluate the effect of
the educational process on the areas ad-
dressed by the authors of the legislation fos-
tering this growth. Particular attention must
be paid to the use of higher education as a
crime-fighting tool by preparing more effec-
tive criminal-justice personnel.

Accompanying such study, the effect of
expanding the base of knowledge within the
discipline and the effectiveness of applying
this knowledge to immediate problems in so-
ciety needs to be examined. The specific ele-
ments of such study must include a longitu-
dinal examination of the career tracks of
criminal justice faculty and students, a cur-
riculum analysis for relevance and appropri-
ate level of intellectual sophistication, and an
organizational examination for commitment
to long-term operation.

Finally, the increasingly important role of
professional associations must be examined.
In the absence of traditional faculty activities
for research publication, these organizations
will continue to serve as alternative channels
for disseminating information. Recognition
of the role to be played by the smaller, more
specialized organizations can only enhance
the development of this growing discipline.

NOTES

1. Previous studies (Thomas and Bronick, 1984,
Travis, 1987) of program quality were specifically con-
cermned with doctorate-granting programs in criminal
justice studies. We examined only undergraduate pro-
grams because the overwhelming majority of beneficia-
ries of the L.E.E.P. were undergraduate students.

2. The criteria for quality are established by the au-

thors in most studies of academic programs. We al-
lowed the respondents to establish the standards of qual-
ity for this emerging field.

3. Although many of the program directors had had
professional experience, they were academics. Each had
earned a Ph.D. (but not necessarily in criminal justice).
The raters were clearly qualified to make judgments in
regard to program quality.

4. This article reports findings and does not elaborate
methodology. The reader needs to remember that this
phase of codifying responses is critical and is by no means
straightforward. We used the comparative method of
Glaser and Strauss (1967).

5. Had we used the preestablished criteria used in most
program-rating studies, we would have failed to un-
cover some of the dimensions of quality.
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