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Accountability is as the forefront of discussions about higher education today.  With the soaring cost of 
education coupled with changing demographics, waning resources, and a question about the benefits of 
education, higher education administrators find themselves standing at a precipice trying to prove the 
value of education and its worth to its constituents.  The truth is, education has remained static for 105 
years since the implementation of the Carnegie credit hour and though technology has changed and the 
call for more student services have increased, students still remain solely chained to time spent in the 
classroom with the credit hour, grueling lectures, and standardized testing.  
 
Courtney O’Connell, a leader on disruptive innovation in the field of education has an interesting 
analogy that she presents in her TedTalk, “Going all in on Education.”  O’Connell suggests that 
education has remained static and unchanged and presents a scenario illustrated in the graphic below.  
In her analogy O’Connell encourages her audience to look at a picture of Times Square in New York in 
1930 and then look at Times Square in 2013.  O’Connell explains that the view has changed drastically, 
however if you look at a standard classroom in 1930 to a standard classroom in 2013 the classroom 
looks exactly the same.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With the increasing cost of education, it is hard for administrators in the realm of higher education to 
make the same pitch for education when students are still gaining the same education 80 years ago but 
at a cost that has quadrupled in price.  And the reality, just because a person pays more for an education 
today does not necessarily mean that they are any more qualified for a career in today’s marketplace.  
According to a survey conducted by Northeastern University on higher education issues of c-suite 
executives (CEOs, CFOs, etc), 54% of C-suite executives believe that the US Higher Education system 
lags behind both developed and emerging countries in preparing students for the workforce 
(Northeastern, 2014).  Furthermore, this same survey shows that these executives feel there is a 73% 
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skills gap in today’s U.S. workforce and that 87% percent of these executives feel that most current 
college graduates lack the skills to be successful in today’s work environment (Northeastern, 2014).  
The grim reality is that these executives do not feel that education will improve with 32% of these 
executives feeling that students will be less prepared and 39% saying they do not expect to see a 
significant change in how well college students will be prepared for the workforce over the next 10 to 
15 years (Northeaster, 2014).  
 
There is an age-old adage that “if it is not broken do not fix it,” however many scholars feel that the 
system is broken and that the system needs to be re-worked.  With that, many changes have been 
implemented to refocus the need of assessment and accreditation to a system that values real learning.  
When it comes to assessment, J. Fredericks Volkwein notes that it is important for institutions to be 
mindful of their job to their constituent and the vision and mission of the institution (Volkwein, 2010) 
and that the inspirational approach allows for self-review and continual development while the 
pragmatic approach allows for accountability to stakeholders (legislators, taxpayers, and tuition payers) 
(Volkwein 2010).  
 
Assessment is important and a major requirement for accreditation, which gives institutions access to 
millions of dollars of federal funding and aid to help students pay for higher education.  Scholars 
acknowledge that the accreditation process has changed over the years to focus on measuring student 
learning outcomes instead of just focusing on quantitative inputs such as admissions selectivity, 
resources, curricular requirements, facilities, faculty credentials and seat time and have moved to focus 
more on qualitative approaches that example student educational learning outcomes (Volkwein, 2010 
and Brittingham, 2009).  Outside of the benefits that assessment plays in the accreditation process for 
institutions, R. J. Barak notes in his “Program Review in Higher Education: Within and Without,” 
program review is a standard in higher education with over 82% of colleges and universities reporting 
they have invested in some sort of program review, (Barak, 1982).   
 
Barak and his colleague, B.E. Breier, state that the importance of quality assessment is to improve 
existing programs, aid in fostering accountability, market or sell a program by providing quality data 
that proves the programs value and increasing program awareness and creates an opportunity that helps 
influence decision making for an institution (Barak and Breier, 1990).  And many scholars reiterate the 
need of utilizing assessment to help steer important decisions around budgeting, which programs to 
keep or cut, what are the needs of students and what programs need to be implemented to better meet 
those needs, and strategic planning (Barak and Sweeney, 1995; Cope, 1981, 1987; Keller, 1983; and 
Below, Morrisey and Acomb, 1987). 
 
Furthermore, Don Gardner proposes that decisions used to be made based upon presumed notions of 
what was good for the university and the student but in today’s world administrators need evaluative 
data before they make even small decisions about programs and outcomes (Gardner, 1977). Gardner 
also proposes that there are 5 specific frameworks for evaluation, 1) professional judgment, 2) 
evaluation as measurement, 3) congruence between performance and objectives, 4) decision-oriented 
evaluation and 5) goal free/responsive evaluation and that to get a more clear and deeper understanding 
of evaluation, “hybrid” evaluations have been created that merge elements of these 5 evaluative models 
(Gardner, 1977).  Ego Guba and Daniel Stufflebeam suggest an “evaluative unit” within the institution 
to help create a dynamic baseline of data that will be able to connect departments, units and divisions to 
create a clear picture of assessment (Guba and Stufflebeam, 1983).  These evaluative units are the 
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institutional researchers and departments dedicated solely to institutional assessment research.  And the 
benefit of these employees and units are to develop assessment plans and help assist in meaningful 
assessment that can produce worthwhile outcomes for the institution such as allowing an institution to 
have solid foundations for making decisions based upon assessment data, developing strategic plans 
and making improvements to programs based upon constituent and student feedback of what works, 
what does not work and what could be better.   
 
With that it is important for institutions to create, implement and review an assessment plan that will 
create an environment of “ongoing development and continuing improvement” (Volkwein, 2009).  It is 
important for institutional researchers to plan an effective and efficient assessment plan that 
incorporates the needs of all stakeholders in a transparent process.  As Palomba and Banta point out 
there are three phases to assessment: 1) the planning phase, 2) the implementation phase and 3) the 
improvement and sustainability phase (Palomba and Banta, 1999).  The first phase is all about 
gathering stakeholders and making sure that everyone’s voice is heard and that an established purpose 
is created for assessment (Palomba and Banta, 1999).  For academic programs, faculty and academic 
administrators need to have outcomes that can be easily assessed for general education requirements 
and for individual programs (Palomba and Banta, 1999). Student affairs practitioners need to set up 
specific outcomes based upon their goals of student learning and community participants (trustees, 
alumni and community representatives) can also look over and suggest changes to meet broader needs 
of the institution and community (Palomba and Banta, 1999).  
 
When thinking about assessment it is important to create an assessment plan that includes several 
different strategies (quantitative, qualitative, formative and summative) and that these strategies reach 
out to and engage different participants in different ways. Institutional researchers can provide the 
leadership necessary to help facilitate and create an assessment plan, taking into consideration the need 
for timing, providing resources for departments and units on campus as well as the tools of assessment 
and analyzing data.   
 
During the planning phase each department would be responsible for tasking each unit to come up with 
objectives.  Objectives should be measurable and assessable.  For the sake of this demonstration, the 
plan is to assess the institutional effectiveness of a small institution and one of its academic programs.  
 
Maryville College is a small, private liberal arts college located in Maryville, Tennessee.  It currently 
has about 1200 students enrolled in its programs.  The college wants to create  5-year assessment plan 
to measure institutional effectiveness in its various programs.  For the sake of this discussion, Maryville 
will be conducting academic program reviews of its majors, conducting assessment of how well its 
mastering student learning outcomes and conducting assessment on its overall institutional 
effectiveness by looking at GPAs, graduation rates and alumni satisfaction.   
 
Assessment Plan 
As a small, private liberal arts college, it is important for Maryville College to create a culture on 
campus that seeks to constantly improve its programs to better meet the needs of students in today’s 
changing environment.  Every academic program, student affairs program and aspect of the institution 
will be reviewed over the next five years with the focus of the review to be on improvement and 
development.  
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Below is a timeline of the assessment plan for each department and program.   
 

Assessment Review 
 2016- 

2017 
2017- 
2018 

2018- 
2019 

2019- 
2020 

2020- 
2021 

2021- 
2022 

 X   X   
Division of Education X   X   
Division of Fine Arts X   X   

Division of Humanities  X   X  
Division of Languages and Literature  X   X  

Division of Mathematics and Computer Science  X   X  
Division of Natural Sciences   X   X 

Division of Social Sciences   X   X 
Student Development 

- Food Services, Housing and Residence Life 
- Safety and Security (Campus Security) 

- Athletics 
- Counseling and Health Services 

- Multicultural Affairs 
- Student Activities 

- Student Conduct 
- Veteran Affairs 

- Center for Campus Ministry 

X   X   

Academic Support Services 
- Center for Calling and Career 

- International Education 
- Learning Center and Tutoring Services 

- Disability Services 
- Registrar’s Office 

- Library Services 
- Information Technology 

 X   X  

Business Services 
- Financial Aid 
- Mail Services 

- Bookstore 
- Business Office 

- Penrose Farm 

  X   X 

Advancement, Enrollment and Development 
- Admissions and Enrollment 

- Communications 
- Alumni Services 

- Community Outreach 
- Church Relations 

 X   X  

The assessment plan for each program will have six main steps.  The first step will be the selection of a 
site team visit.  The site team will happen around January/February and will be made up of three to four 
individuals within the general field of each program or department being reviewed.  Two of the 
reviewers must be from a school out of the state of Tennessee.  Each department/program up for review 
may submit the names of up to 8 individuals to serve on the site team visit.  The Director of 
Institutional Research will be responsible for approving the members of each site team visit.  Each 
department must have their list of names to the Director of IR by August 15th of the year their program 
is to be reviewed.  The Director of IR will be responsible for ensuring that each site team is prepared 
and understand their obligations. No member of the site team is allowed to have a conflict of interest 
with Maryville College.  
 



Running	  head:	  Tools	  for	  Success	   	   	   6	  

The second step will be a self-study report that each department will produce taking into consideration 
the various faculty, staff, students and alumni in each program/department.  The report will examine the 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats to the program/department, the key developments in 
the program, alumni satisfaction and feedback, the status of the department/programs learning 
outcomes and status and data collection from the program/department over the 5 years prior to the 
review.  The self study report will be due by November 15th of the year that the program/department is 
being reviewed and so that the site team visit will have the report prior to their visit and can review the 
report.   
 
The third step will be the site team visit report which will be created by the site team and delivered to 
the program/department before the site team leaves from their visit.  In the report the site team will 
discuss strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, make recommendations for improvements to 
the program/department, and give an evaluation of student learning outcomes.  The site team will also 
provide answers to the following questions as developed from the Texas A&M academic program 
review guidelines: 

1) Is the program/department advancing the discipline/profession?  
2) Based upon the evidence provided, is the student learning effective?  
3) Does the program/department meet the goals of Maryville College?  
4) Does the program/department respond to the needs of the profession?  
5) How is the program/department viewed by experts in the field (APR, 2014). 

Step	  four	  will	  give	  the	  department/program	  the	  opportunity	  to	  review	  the	  report	  and	  to	  and	  
create	  a	  presentation	  for	  their	  department/division	  and	  the	  Director	  of	  Institutional	  Research	  
addressing	  the	  findings	  from	  the	  site	  team.	  	  In	  this	  report	  the	  department/program	  will	  provide	  
plans	  and	  ideas	  for	  improvement	  based	  upon	  the	  findings	  from	  the	  report.	  
	  
Step	  five	  will	  be	  a	  6	  month	  follow	  up	  with	  the	  Director	  of	  Institutional	  Research	  to	  address	  where	  
the	  department/program	  is	  in	  making	  revisions,	  changes,	  improvements	  to	  the	  
program/department.	  	  	  
	  
Step	  six	  will	  be	  a	  1	  year	  follow	  up	  after	  the	  6	  month	  follow	  up	  with	  the	  Director	  of	  Institutional	  
Research	  to	  give	  updates	  and	  a	  progress	  report	  of	  the	  status	  of	  the	  program	  or	  the	  department	  
and	  what	  changes	  have	  been	  made.	  	  	  
	  
Other	  departments	  will	  conduct	  continued	  assessment	  throughout	  each	  year	  such	  as	  the	  Quality	  
of	  Life	  survey	  by	  student	  affairs	  to	  ask	  students	  about	  qualitative	  assessment	  on	  various	  student	  
services	  (housing,	  food	  service,	  residence	  life,	  athletics,	  center	  for	  campus	  ministry,	  student	  
activities,	  etc),	  NSSE	  and	  academic	  divisions	  will	  also	  conduct	  Student	  Reviews	  of	  Teaching	  
Effectiveness	  (SRTEs)	  about	  faculty	  teaching	  classes	  on	  campus.	  	  The	  Director	  of	  Institutional	  
Research	  will	  also	  be	  responsible	  for	  working	  with	  enrollment	  to	  keep	  up	  with	  statistics	  on	  
retention,	  advancement	  to	  keep	  information	  and	  statistics	  about	  alumni	  satisfaction	  and	  success	  
and	  business	  statistics	  such	  as	  tuition	  costs,	  financial	  aid	  and	  scholarship	  data	  and	  time	  to	  degree	  
statistics.	  	  	  	  
	  
When	  creating	  an	  assessment	  plan,	  Shannon	  Sexton	  talks	  about	  creating	  a	  chart	  to	  help	  manage	  
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the	  assessment	  plan	  focusing	  on	  7	  areas	  (Target	  groups,	  goals,	  objectives	  and	  outcomes,	  
assessment	  activity,	  time	  line,	  estimated	  hours	  and	  cost	  and	  comments)	  (Sexton,	  2012).	  	  The	  
Director	  of	  IR	  will	  be	  responsible	  for	  maintaining	  and	  managing	  these	  tables	  to	  keep	  the	  process	  
clear	  and	  transparent.	  Below	  is	  an	  example	  of	  this	  table	  for	  the	  student	  affairs	  department:	  
	  
Target	  
Group	  

Goals	   Objectives	  and	  
Outcomes	  

Assessment	  
Activity	  

Time	  Line	   Estimated	  
Hours	  and	  
Cost	  

Comments	  

1st	  year	  
students	  
and	  
seniors	  

-‐	  Look	  at	  
student	  
responses	  
for	  
experiences	  
at	  Maryville	  
College	  

-‐	  Use	  NSSE	  
responses	  to	  
look	  at	  
retention,	  
demographics,	  
affects	  of	  high	  
impact	  
practices	  

NSSE	  
Survey	  

Fall	  2015	   $3500	   -‐	  2	  emails	  
sent	  to	  
remind	  
students	  

Residence	  
Hall	  
Students	  

-‐	  Look	  to	  
see	  how	  
students	  
feel	  about	  
student	  
services	  on	  
campus	  

-‐	  Make	  
improvements	  
based	  upon	  
student	  
responses	  

Quality	  of	  
Life	  Survey	  

Spring	  
2016	  

20	  hours	  to	  
codify	  data	  

Send	  out	  2	  
reminder	  
emails	  

Res	  Hall	  
Students	  

See	  where	  
students	  
feel	  we	  can	  
improve	  
with	  their	  
RA	  

Are	  the	  RAs	  
building	  a	  
community	  
	  
Are	  RAs	  
keeping	  
students	  
informed	  

RA	  
Satisfaction	  
Survey	  

Fall	  2015	  
Spring	  
2016	  

15	  hours	  to	  
codify	  data	  

Send	  out	  1	  
reminder	  
email	  

	  
	  
So	  much	  information	  and	  data	  can	  be	  gained	  from	  having	  a	  strong	  assessment	  plan	  therefore	  it	  is	  
necessary	  for	  Maryville	  College	  to	  create	  a	  department	  with	  knowledgeable	  staff	  on	  how	  to	  
conduct	  assessment	  and	  analyze	  the	  data.	  	  Having	  an	  active	  IR	  team,	  the	  institution	  can	  also	  focus	  
their	  assessment	  to	  align	  with	  strategic	  planning	  decisions,	  help	  aid	  in	  and	  assist	  budgeting	  
decisions	  and	  also	  have	  it	  align	  with	  accreditation	  requirements	  to	  help	  conserve	  costs	  of	  
assessment	  pairing	  it	  up	  with	  information	  already	  needed	  for	  accreditation	  (Volkwein,	  2010;	  
Barak	  and	  Sweeney,	  1995).	  	  With	  a	  strong	  IR	  team	  and	  a	  strong	  assessment	  culture,	  Maryville	  
College	  can	  make	  improvements	  to	  programs	  to	  better	  meet	  the	  needs	  of	  its	  students	  and	  make	  
the	  case	  that	  learning	  is	  occurring	  and	  that	  the	  education	  is	  worth	  the	  cost.	  	  	  
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