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his Essay isintended to provide aframework for thought that i nstitutions can usein designing and implementing

programreviews. Theterm*“program review” hasbeen used in higher education to defineawiderange of effortsto
defineand evaluate educationd programs. Many collegesin the Western Region have asked the A ccrediting Commission
to clarify how it usestheideaof program review in theAccreditation Standards.

What isrequired?

Therecently adopted A ccreditation Standardsthat were provide much information that clarifieswhat the Commis-
sionmeanshby program review, but the requirement that ingtitutionsengagein programreview isalong standing one. The
1996 standards stated that ingtitutionsmust have* clearly defined processesfor establishing and evaluating al educationa
programs’ and toinsure program eval uations areintegrated into overall ingtitutional evaluationsand planning and are
conducted onaregular basis.” (Std. 4.D.1) Institutionsare specifically required by Accreditation Standardsto
“assurethequality and improvement of all instructional coursesand programsofferedinthenameof theinstitution” (Std.
11.A.2) and evaluate al coursesand programsthrough an “ ongoing systematic review of their relevance, appropriateness,
achievement of student learning outcomes, currency, and future needsand plans.” (Std. 11.A.2.€) Whilethereare many
other referencesto program review activitiesinthe standards, thesethree statements give usastarting point for discussing
the purpose and components of agood program review process.

What isprogram review?

Program review ought to bea* 360-degree” review, or areview from all anglesand over time, of the effectivenessof an
“educationa program”. Fundamentaly, program review requiresan ingtitution to ask important questionsabout itself and to
do some good thinking about itsown performance. The quality of questionsasked, and the carewith which answersto
those questionsare sought and then analyzed, determinewhether aprogram review will lead to meaningful information that
can beusedtoimproveingtitutiona effectivenessand student learning. (Whilethisessay discussesthe program review of
educational programs, the principlesused in program review can be used aswell to assessthe effectiveness of other
ingtitutiona effortsthat arenot directly related to student learning.)

By “program” accreditorsmean acertificate or degree program, acoherent educati onal experience such asatutoring or
orientation program, aco-curricular learning program, or even an academic discipline(e.g., thesocia science* program.”).
Institutionsmay differ inwhat they chooseto defineasa* program”, but the program ought to be coherent enough that its
goasand purposes can be defined, and its effectiveness eval uated.

A complete programreview cycleinvolvessevera distinct conceptual steps: apreciseand accurate description of things
asthey exist, evaluation of whether thosethingsare sufficient or appropriate or “ good enough” to satisfy theinstitution’s
pursuit of excellence, planning for needed improvement; implementation of of those plans, and eval uation of the



effectivenessof theactionstakenin achieving thedesired results. Plansfor improvement that result from program review
should beintegrated with or connected to overall institutional plans so that the regular institutional processesfor setting
directionsand timelines, and providing resourcesfor action, support theimplementation of those plansthat result from
those plans. Ultimately, the actionstaken toimprove programs must themsel vesbe eval uated for effectiveness, perhapsas
part of the subsequent program review cycle. Through recurring cyclesof program review, an institution can assessits
progressinimproving effectivenessover time. It can alsoidentify theway inwhich student enrollment, student progress
and student learning are changing over time, providing information important for planning future programmeatic changes.

How should program review beconducted?

Aninstitution can start by examining the stated mission, purpose, or goalsof aprogram, and what aprogramisdoing to
achievethat mission. Some questionsone might ask about the stated mission or purpose of aprogram are:

e Isthemissionor purposeof thisprogram clear aswe have defined it?

e Isthemission or purpose appropriateto our students' needsand our communities’ needs?

« Isthemissionor purpose”current” and relevant to present-day society, the current labor market, or other
contemporary conditionsof the society?

e |Isthemissionor purpose cons stent with the overall mission and godsof our ingtitution?

*  What havewedefined as” student success’ inthisprogram? Isit relevant to the students’ future needswhen
they leavethisingtitution? Isit adefinition that our community sharesor could agreewith?

«  What arethe specific goalsand learning outcomes of thisprogram? Have we designed them carefully? Arewe
certainthearray of learning experienceswe have designed for thisprogram allows participantsto achieve the
goa sand outcomeswe have said we want to achieve?

* Whatisthearray of educationa servicesused to meet the stated mission of the program? How arethose
servicesoffered? What arethe class schedul e, the kind of learning environment and pedagogy, the array of
support services, and the marketing or promotion used to offer thisprogram? Arethese appropriateto the
program’smission and purpose?

After defining and examining program purpose or mission and the array of educational services used to achievethat
mission, the next step isto examineresults, or program effectiveness. AsPeter Ewell*has pointed out, effectivenesshas
two components. An effective programisonethat achievesitsgoals, but thenotion of efficiency isalsoinherentintheidea
of effectiveness. Hence, an effective program al so usesitsresources as efficiently as possible—it doesn’t waste them.
Some questionsone might ask about program effectivenessinclude:

«  Whoarethestudentsenrolling inthisprogram? What aretheir goals—what do they want to dowith the
knowledge gained from thisprogram? What aretheir needs, including any specia needs (scheduling, support
services, etc.) that thisprogram or the college should addressin order to assure student success? Arewe
adequately addressing those needs?

* How wadll arestudents progressing through the program? What information do we have on their retention,
course completion, persistence, and movement and success beyond college (e.g., graduation, transfer, job
placement, etc.)? Isthat student progress*” good enough” intheinstitution’sjudgment? I n the students’ judg-
ment? Inthepublic’sjudgment? What can wedo to improve student progress?

* Arestudentslearningal thelearning outcomeswe' ve set for thisprogram? Inwhich areasarethey learning
moreor |ess? |sthisamount of learning “good enough” intheingtitution’sjudgment? Inthe students’ judgment?
Inthe public’sjudgment? What can wedo to improvelearning?

» Doesthisprogram have sufficient resources (human, physica, technological, time) to promote student progress
and student learning? Doesthis program need additional or different resourcesto better accomplishitsmission?

» Isthisprogramusingitsresourcesefficiently? Areclassessufficiently full? Doesthe program have sufficient
enrollmentsor student interest to keep running?



Here' swhereaningtitution should consider advice given by external groups. Ask such questionsas:

» Didweconsder changesmade by thelast accreditation team? By external program reviews conducted on our
behaf?By program or ingtitutiona advisory committees?
» Didweconsider recommendationswe madeto oursalvesinour last salf study?(planning agenda)

After evauating program effectiveness, the next step isto devel op and implement good plansto make needed improve-
mentsinaprogram. Theinstitution should consider thefollowing questions:

* What changes do we need to make theimprovementswe’ veidentified for thisprogram? What resourcesare
needed to makeimprovements? I sthere any required sequence of change? Do we need to do certain
things before others? What are thetimelineswe need to set for making these programmatic changes?

*  What short and long term plans doestheinstitution need to maketo implement changes? Do theseplans
requiretheinvolvement or assistance of other college programsor operations? How do werecord these plans
and keep themin our view so that we act on them? What individual or group should beresponsiblefor

follow-up?

* How cantheplansnecessary to improve program beincorporated into theingtitution’sregular planning and
resource all ocation process so that the plans can be funded and implemented?

A last conceptual stage of any program review involves evaluating theimpact of the changesthat have been madetothe
program. At some point, whether itisafter implementation of any stage of program change, or a thetimeof anext regularly
scheduled review, theingtitution needsto specifically and carefully eval uate whether the changes made haveresultedin
improvementsdesired. Thequestionsaninstitution might ask includethefollowing:

* Didwemakeadll of thechangeswe planned?If wedid not, what weretheimpedi mentsto making those
changes? Do wedtill believethose changeswould lead to improvements?

» How effectivewerethe changesinimproving program effectiveness? Have weimproved student progress
through the program, student learning, or other aspectsof program quality such asefficiency?

*  What havewelearned by looking at theresults of these change effortsthat would inform future attemptsto
changeand improvethisprogram?

Conclusion

Thisarticlehastried to provideaframework for conceptualizing programreview. Thequality of questionsasked, and the
carewith which answersto those questionsare sought and then analyzed, determinewhether aprogram review will lead to
meaningful information that can be used to improveingtitutional effectivenessand student learning. Institutionsseeking
excellence benefit from program reviewsthat are shaped around well- framed questionsthat are of importanceto the
collegeanditsstaff. Ultimately, the shared interest of college staff and accreditorsisin student success.

Thoughtful questions can only be answered with relevant and good information or data. The next edition of

Accreditation Notes will include an article on good data.

1 Accreditation and Sudent Learning Outcomes: A Proposed Point of Departure by Peter T. Ewell; A CHEA
Occasional Paper, September, 2001.
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