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Could It Be That It Does
Make Sense? A Program
Review Process for
Integrating Activities

Terrel Rhodes
Portland State University

This chapter presents a model for a comprehensive program review process
that can be used on any campus. Faculty developers maintain a critical role in a
campus-wide program review initiative. This model is based upon the develop-
ment of institutional priorities that guide the development of goals and objectives
Sor academic units across the campus. The program review process is based on a
core of regularly produced institutional data that can be used by all units to inform
decision-making. The review process is conducted on an annual or biannual basts
with pertodic major review coinciding with accreditation visits. The ultimate suc-
cess of the model is tied to making budgetary and resource allocation decisions
based on the assessment that grows out of the program review process.

INTRODUCTION

here are times when many faculty and administrators in higher edu-

cation find themselves in one of those periodic places where they are
ask, “Is this why I went into higher education?” Thinking back to when I
entered graduate school, I was attracted to an academic career by a com-
bination of opportunities to pursue research interests and the excitement
of teaching students about my field of study. Of course, the flexible time
frame for engaging in professional activities and the degree of autonomy
afforded by the professorate were also appealing.
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Many years later, the attractions haven’t really changed, but the de-
mands on faculty and administrators have. The costs of providing higher
education have risen, but the resources have not kept pace. The opening
of higher education to a much broader range of students has succeeded,
but the corresponding preparation of faculty to teach these new students
has not. The demand from tuition payers for accountability has increased,
but the support and enthusiasm for generating evidence of performance
has lagged behind. It would appear that the days of reading books, writ-
ing articles, and teaching students are gone, lost in an increasingly com-
plex academic world which does not resemble the vision set forth in our
doctoral programs.

However, all is not lost. It is true that faculty are being asked to do
many more “administrative” activities than ever before: writing more re-
ports, engaging in more committee work, spending more time on institu-
tional planning, etc. On the whole, faculty members have been fairly
good about assuming these new responsibilities. The serious complaints
arise primarily when faculty perceive that all of their time, energy, and
good thinking results in nothing being done, no changes or improve-
ments, and recommendations that are ignored. When an institution so-
licits the involvement of its faculty and asks them to engage their most
important resource, their minds, 1t is incumbent upon the institution to
demonstrate how it has paid attention to the investment of its faculty.

The program review process can provide a way to organize many of
the activities that faculty love to hate but need to do, and help provide
meaning to a whole set of activities in which we ask faculty to be engaged.
Program review is a process for knitting together an institution’s mission
with the various data-gathering and reporting activities required by ex-
ternal and internal decision-making and accreditation of programs.

ProGRAM REVIEW

Program review is designed to enhance planning within and among aca-
demic units to effectively use campus resources and advance university
priorities. Program review brings together the assessment process, enroll-
ment management, and external and professional accreditation reviews
with strategic budget planning and decision-making. The overall goal of
program review is to allow academic units within normal activities to ar-
ticulate their goals and objectives in relation to the university’s priorities
through a regular process of internal and external review of qualitative
and quantitative information about program activities, demonstration of
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progress toward achievement of goals, and the use of outcomes for pro-
gram improvement.

Figure 4.1 presents a conceptual model for review of university pro-
grams. The university operates within a larger context of external entities
that are connected to the university in various ways (e.g., governmental
agencies that regulate processes and behaviors, employ graduates, etc.).
Community groups and agencies, alumni, graduate schools, employers,
and professional and regional accrediting bodies all affect the operation
of the university in one form or another. Each in some way influences the
program mix offered by the university, the student body that attends the
institution, and the mission and priorities of the campus.

Within the institutional environment, the university engages in
many activities. The inputs are composed of the people, the physical and
social capital, the available resources, and the publicly enunciated mis-
sion and priorities. A whole set of processes result from the activities con-
ducted by the input actors, resulting in an array of outputs. In the normal
process of conducting activities, individuals and programs determine pri-
orities for their attention. These priorities become the foci of any review
process.

The review process itself begins with the enunciation of unit goals
and objectives related to the activities of the unit. Data are collected that
illuminate the purposes of the review. Funds and institutional support
are required to conduct the program review. A whole set of processes is
involved once the goals, objectives, and data are collected. Perhaps the
most 1mportant processes involve analysis of data and reflection by
members of the unit on the progress toward achieving goals and objec-
tives, and on the appropriateness of continuing to maintain the goals and
objectives or to develop new goals.

The program review process is accomplished through a recurring
schedule of goal setting, data-gathering, and reporting. Each unit

* establishes its goals and objectives related to teaching, scholarship,
and service for its respective programs

* provides analysis of data received and/or collected to demonstrate
progress toward the stated goals and objectives

* reports on its progress toward meeting its goals and objectives within
the unit’s and the university’s mission and priorities

The key to the entire program review process is the outcome of the
review process in terms of its influence on institutional decision-making.
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FiGure 4.1

Conceptual Model for Reviews of University Programs
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If the outcome part of the process is ignored (e.g., if decisions are not
based on review outcomes and resources are not reallocated) the process
will soon become an empty exercise. Feedback occurs at all stages, influ-
encing every other aspect of the process. This recursive process very
quickly will reveal whether the program review activities result in tangi-
ble benefits, decisions, or outcomes grounded in the review findings
(Holdaway, 1991).

Program Review Criteria

Decisions to allocate or reallocate resources must be based on criteria
that are accepted by the actors within the institution. Typically, the crite-
ria used to assess achievement of goals and objectives are the same crite-
ria that are used for making many other decisions in the institution, or
that are required to be gathered and reported to reflect various types of
performance by individuals, units, or the campus as a whole. Figure 4.2
presents common criteria for program review derived from an examina-
tion of types of information that higher education institutions across the
country regularly gather and report to a variety of agencies and for a va-
riety of purposes.

FIGURE 4.2
Common Ciriteria for Program Review

Centrality to the University’s Mission
How well does the program meet the university’s expectations and priorities?
Indicators:

* Qualitative assessment based on interpretation of university mission

¢ Quantitative measures related to performance in the areas of enroll-
ment, outreach, scholarship, research, and student learning outcomes

Quality of Faculty
How well do the faculty support the university’s expectations?
Indicators:

» National rankings of schools, colleges, departments

Publications and citations, presentations

Offices held in national organizations

Journal editorships, editorial boards

Number of sponsored research and grants
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* Prizes, awards, and recognition

* Visibility in campus, local, regional, national, and international com-
munities (number of members elected, accolades)

Effectiveness of Curriculum
How well does the curriculum serve students, university, community?
Indicators:

¢ Student satisfaction

» Graduate’s satisfaction

¢ Employer satisfaction

* Student attrition, retention, graduation

¢ Level of integration and articulation to other parts of university curricu-
lum (coordination of course offerings with other majors, degree pro-
grams, scheduling times, etc.)

* Proportion of graduates in community-based learning courses or num-
ber of courses

¢ Assessment of student learning outcomes

* Student performance on professional tests

* Admissions to graduate schools

* Percentage with jobs after graduation (in field, salary)
* Student awards and recognition

Effectiveness of Program
How well does the program serve the university?
Indicators:

* Number of faculty FTE, (GAs), full-time (part-time), gender, race/ethnic
* SCH production: lower, upper, graduate

* Average class size: lower, upper, graduate

e SCH/faculty FTE

e Number of degrees awarded

 Contribution to general education, science and engineering: number of
courses, scheduling, etc.

* Number/proportion of diverse students

* Number/proportion of diverse faculty

e Number of international courses and students
¢ Number of community partnerships
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Cost Effectiveness
Relative to other university programs and compared to national norms.
Indicators:

* Proportion of budget from grants and contracts
* Proportion of budget from tuition

* Cost per SCH

¢ Cost per degree granted

* Cost per faculty FTE

* SCH per faculty

Level of Institutional Support
Indicators:

* Support per SCH
Support per faculty FTE
 Faculty development (total or per FTE?)

o Facilities

The criteria and possible measures are grouped into primary cate-
gories and are linked to documents that exist in one form or another at
every higher education institution.

Many of the criteria will look very familiar to any faculty member or
administrator (e.g., publications, citations, and professional presentations
at conferences, and student retention and graduation rates). In addition,
each higher education institution will have its own criteria that reflect the
mission of its institution (e.g., at Portland State University, the propor-
tion of graduates who took community-based learning courses and num-
ber of community-based learning courses).

Six primary categories of criteria emerge from the examination of
performance documents common to higher education. All other cate-
gories of critenia flow from the first category: university mission. Every
accrediting agency, whether it be a professional association or a regional
accrediting body, starts with the mission of the institution. The activities
of the institution must flow from and be consistent with the mission. By
basing program review on the mission—by asking the question, “How
well does the program/unit meet the university’s expectations and prior-
ities related to the mission?”—a critical component of accreditation re-
view is embedded across the institution’s day-to-day activities.
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The next three categories of criteria reflect central portions of any
university’s mission: the quality of faculty, the effectiveness of the cur-
riculum in serving students, and the effectiveness of the program as a
whole in serving the university. Many of the criteria listed under these
categories are found in routine data-gathering and reporting by academic
units for purposes of tenure, promotion, new program development,
rankings, etc.

The final two categories of criteria reflect financial factors related to
cost effectiveness of programs and the level of institutional support for
the programs in achieving their goals and objectives in relation to other
units. Since higher education increasingly has to compete for resources
with many other priorities, the ability to demonstrate cost effectiveness
becomes important in reviewing an institution’s programs. This is not to
suggest that programs that are less cost effective than others will result in
decisions to eliminate or scale back programs, but it must be at least part
of the review process in the overall decision-making for the university.
Centrality to mission, or to the core curriculum, might easily outweigh
lower performance on cost effectiveness measures. In addition, the level
of institutional support for the program is an important ingredient in as-
sessing program performance. Programs that achieve wonderful out-
comes with little institutional support may be able to make a case for
more institutional support to allow the program to achieve even higher
performance levels, or to try development of new or innovative exten-
sions of the program.

No single criterion or category is designed to overwhelm the others.
It is the overall performance of the program on all measures that pro-
vides the broad basis for examining outcomes and decisions. It is im-
portant to remember that the program review process provides as much
value to the unit itself through its analysis and reflection on program im-
provement as it does to the institution generally for decisions related to
resource allocation.

The Annual Review

Units report in a relatively brief format on progress toward goals on an
annual basis to their respective faculties and deans, then to the office of
academic affairs (OAA) and the budget process (Figure 4.3). The aca-
demic unit annual report would incorporate the criteria as presented in
Figure 4.2. The unit would use the report to plan for the next year(s) and
to make adjustments based on the year’s data collection. Anomalies and
unanticipated outcomes can also be addressed and discussed by the unit.
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The reflective component each year enables the unit to continuously
check on effectiveness, provides an opportunity for mid-course adjust-
ments in goals and objectives or allocation of activities and resources
within the unit, and informs administrative units beyond them about
progress toward agreed upon goals.

Colleges and schools, through the dean’s office, then prepare a simi-
lar annual document reporting on the college/school progress toward
achieving its goals and objectives. The college/school goals and objectives
are not simply a compilation of the unit goals and objectives; rather, they
are the priorities of the college/school that position it within the institu-
tion’s overall mission. The department and program units within the col-
lege/school have built their goals and objectives from the college/school

FiGURE 4.3
Annual Review Process

Department report

Planning
midterm
adjustments

Anomalies

College/School review of
department/unit reports and
develop own

Report and analysis
to office of
academic affairs

Budget planning
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goals and objectives, so it is a fairly easy process to demonstrate college/
school progress through compiling achievements of its units. Since all lev-
els of reporting use the same set of cnteria, a common language is main-
tained throughout the process which facilitates ease of communication
both within and across units, colleges, and schools. Colleges and schools
forward their annual report to the provost along with the individual re-
ports from the units within the college/school.

The office of academic affairs reviews the college/school reports and
provides feedback through the deans on the directions and accomplish-
ments of units across the campus. The college/school reports allow OAA
to then prepare an overall set of priorities for the budget process. The an-
nual cycle of the program review process readily reveals progress on ac-
complishing institutional goals and objectives, allowing the resources of
the institution to be directed on an ongoing basis to where they can best
be utilized to support the efforts of faculty within the units in all parts of
the campus.

A large proportion of academic units already engage in regular pro-
gram review in conjunction with their professional accrediting bodies, or
in the case of some departments that don’t have professional or external
accrediting agencies, the periodic review developed by their dean. The
latter is typically the case in many arts and sciences colleges and some
fine arts departments. To streamline the program review process, maxi-
mize its value, and reduce its redundancy, the program review process
needs to build on the existing accreditation requirements as much as pos-
sible. The accreditation schedule would serve as the major point for a pe-
riodic, summative self-study and review by the dean and the provost’s of-
fice (Figure 4.4).

In the program review process presented in Figure 4.4, annual re-
views that incorporate the criteria discussed earlier would allow academic
units to track progress on achieving goals and objectives as well as reduce
the amount of work required at the time of an accreditation visit.
Through annual reviews, most of the necessary information would al-
ready be collected in a form required by the accrediting agency. In addi-
tion, the annual documentation of progress on student learning out-
comes and other goals would add a necessary dimension expected by
most of the professional accreditation agencies for assessing outcomes
and using the assessment information to improve decision-making about
the program.

In the annual review, the unit’s stated goals and objectives would
each be addressed through use of the information gathered in conjunc-
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FIGURE 4.4

Program Review Cycle

7-10-year Periodic Review
(Accreditation) Annual Report
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tion with the criteria identified in Figure 4.2. The combination of quan-
titative data (typically supplied by a campus’s office of institutional re-
search and planning), data on student learning outcomes, and any other
data collected by the unit in responses to specific goals and objectives of
the unit, is the foundation for documenting progress toward accom-
plishment of the unit’s goals and objectives. The assumption is that
progress will not be uniform on all goals and objectives, or that every goal
and objective is designed to be achieved every year. Rather, every goal
and objective is included in the annual report because it was considered
important enough to be a stated goal or objective, and therefore, should
remain a continuous part of the unit’s collective consciousness. Indeed,
many student learning outcomes may only have data collected on a peri-
odic schedule rather than every year.

The unit analysis of the data, the use of the data to inform decision
making, and the unit’s reflection on the meaning of the data for action
by the unit form the basis of the annual report. The annual reports over
a series of years provide a continuing indication of performance for the
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unit in relation to goals and objectives that are linked to the priorities of
the institution.

Accreditation

The schedule of visits by accreditation agencies prompts a summative
self-study review for the units. Accreditation visits are usually spaced in
such a way that units have time to enunciate goals and objectives, gather
data on achievement of the goals and objectives, and implement actions
based on the outcomes of the data analysis and reflection embedded in
the annual review process. Accreditors will be able to easily see the con-
tinuous process utilized by the unit to maintain quality programs.

For those units that do not have external professional accrediting
agencies, the dean of the college or school can conduct a quasi-accredi-
tation unit review. The dean prepares a schedule for these units to prepare
summative self-studies as might be requested for a professional accredi-
tation vistt. The dean then invites a small external team of faculty and ad-
ministrators from peer institutions to review the self-study and to con-
duct a site visit just as a professional review team would conduct.

Although this process may seem cumbersome, the reality is that it is
not nearly as time-consuming or complex as it first appears once it is op-
erational. The program review process has a front-loaded time compo-
nent. In other words, it takes time to develop and articulate institutional
priorities. It takes time to develop and articulate college/school goals and
objectives and unit goals and objectives that build from the institution’s
priorities. It takes time to develop appropriate measures for the achieve-
ment of the goals and objectives. This development and articulation
process is most useful when it builds on data that are already collected
and reported for other institutional purposes. The process can also often
reveal where data are being collected that have no useful purpose. Fre-
quently, data are still being collected and reports prepared when the pur-
pose for doing so has passed or is no longer clear.

CONCLUSION

The organization of unit decision-making and action-taking around
agreed-upon goals and objectives results in greater institutional coher-
ence. Program review allows for the focusing of institutional resources on
priorities. It also allows for every unit on a campus to determine how
they want to link with institutional priorities, and to demonstrate how
they contribute to the goals of the institution. The key to the process is
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the collection of relevant data and the use of the data to inform decisions
about each unit’s goals and objectives. The success of program review
rests on the allocation and reallocation of resources based on progress to-
ward achieving priority institutional goals. The engagement of the insti-
tution’s many constituencies in the development of institutional priori-
ties at the outset of the process ensures the necessary broad-based
support for the over arching goals from which unit goals and objectives
will flow.

Program review can be the vehicle for creating broadly understood
meaning within an institution and among the many groups who com-
prise the extended university community. Program review can create co-
herence in activities and greater effectiveness in the allocation of re-
sources. Ultimately, the program review process can help focus an
institution and provide a mechanism for conducting necessary conversa-
tions about institutional mission, direction, and priorities.
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