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Assessment in higher education has a long history in the United States.
According to Victor Borden and Karen Bottrill (1994), college reputa-
tional ranking studies began in 1910, followed by peer comparisons of
faculty workload and salary guidelines. Resource allocation measures
emerged in the 1960s, and activity-based costing methods for gen-
erating financial performance information and benchmarking projects
began in the 1990s. Finally, student outcomes assessment and process
reengineering surfaced in the late 1980s and 1990s.

This book extends higher education’s experience with assessment
into the arena of performance of whole organizations, programs, and
processes within the framework of systems thinking. For the purpose
of this book, assessment of organizational performance is defined as
the measurement of organizational performance that assessment users
evaluate in relation to reference points for the purpose of supporting
their requirements and expectations.

The discussion begins with an explanation of assessment’s pur-
pose as seen through the lens of those who use assessment results. It
explores how groups inside and outside the institution use assessment,
what assessment information they seek, and the potential impact they
have on an organization’s capacity to perform. Since assessment users
are the “end users” of the assessment program, they represent the pro-
gram’s “customers.” Indeed, it is their needs, preferences, and require-
ments that drive the development, deployment, and evaluation of
assessment programs.
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Assessment User Groupsl

Anthropology Department at a Large 
State-Supported Research University

The call came early one morning, just before class. He remembers it well because
it upset him so much that he had difficulty preparing for class. He had been chair
of the Cultural Anthropology Department for nearly three years and was finally
getting to understand, or so he thought, the politics of this large, state-supported
institution. To be honest, he never really thought it was possible that the dean
would seriously consider dropping the department. After all, who ever heard of
a high-quality university without a cultural anthropology department?

It all began about ten years earlier when PBS filmed a program on DNA in
the new DNA lab. Everyone considered DNA the answer to many of life’s baffling
questions. The lab catapulted the discipline of physical anthropology to the top
of the dean’s “list of favorites.” Unlike cultural anthropology, which has been
around since the beginning of time (or so it seemed), physical anthropology was
a growing discipline (thanks to DNA) replete with its own professional associa-
tion and refereed journals.

At this institution, national ranking was everything. Unfortunately, the Cul-
tural Anthropology Department was ranked unacceptably low. The chair defended
his department to the dean by explaining that it was extremely difficult to get pub-
lished in the refereed journals because there were so many distinguished scholars
in the field. He also explained that their salaries were below those in other disci-
plines, which made recruitment nearly impossible. And because so many positions
remained unfilled, he was forced to use adjunct faculty, which, of course, con-
tributed to a lower ranking.

This vignette exemplifies the power that external assessment
users—in this case, organizations that rank academic programs—have
over organizations in higher education. Their decisions have a stag-
gering impact on an organization’s capacity to perform. It is therefore
very important for educational leaders to clarify for assessors (1) who
their important external assessment users are, (2) the types of assess-
ment information they need, (3) the types of decisions they make based
on assessment results, and (4) the potential impact those decisions
have on the organization’s capacity to perform. High-quality assess-
ment programs are robust and capable of providing the right informa-
tion at the right time in the right format to meet ever-changing needs
of all the organization’s important assessment user groups.

There are two types of groups who use assessment results in
higher education: external and internal. External user groups are gov-
erning boards; governmental agencies; potential students, donors,
employees, and contractors; organizations that affirm; and external
academic peers. Based on their evaluation of assessment findings,
these groups make important decisions that greatly affect the follow-
ing organizational aspects:
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• Operating and capital resources

• Research grants and contracts

• Program mix and pricing structures

• Student financial aid

• Sanctions for noncompliance

• Accreditation

• Rank

• Eligibility

• Censure

• Future enrollments

• Future workforce

• Donations and gifts

• Access to contractors

• Workforce strikes and slowdowns

Internal user groups exist inside the institution. There are three
types of internal user groups: senior leaders, administrators and man-
agers, and faculty and staff. Internal user groups use assessment for
the following purposes:

• To account to others

• To manage strategy

• To allocate resources

• To manage and control quality of processes and organizational
culture

• To improve programs and services

• To support personnel decisions

• To advocate causes

This chapter explores external and internal user groups typical in
higher education. It is intended that this discussion will help assessors
widen their own analysis of important assessment user groups to their
organizations.

External Assessment User Groupsl

External user groups, by definition, reside outside the institution. Each
group has a unique interest in assessment based on its function and re-
lationship with the organization. As noted earlier, the major external
assessment user groups in higher education discussed in this chapter
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are governing boards; governmental agencies; potential students,
donors, employees, and contractors; organizations that affirm; and
external academic peers.

Governing Boards

For assessment purposes, governing boards are defined as bodies
that govern, coordinate, and advise institutions and programs at the
local and state levels. Using this definition, local governing boards and
statewide boards of regents are all considered governing boards be-
cause they use assessment for similar purposes. The discussion begins
with local governing boards.

Local Governing Boards
Local governing boards typically use assessment results to hold senior
leaders accountable for the overall performance of the institution or
program. They seek assessment findings that answer the following ac-
countability questions, among others:

Is the organization clear in its purpose and do members of the
organizational community share a vision of excellence?

Is the institution achieving its mission (outcomes performance)?

To what extent do members of the organizational community
practice the organization’s values and beliefs?

Does the organization offer high-quality programs and ser-
vices? How does the organization assess its academic pro-
grams and services, and how does it use assessment findings
for improvement?

What is the role of sponsored and unsponsored research as de-
fined by the institution’s mission and strategic plans? What
types of research are taking place? Who are the major sponsors?

What are the funding patterns, overhead rates, budgetary con-
sequences, and other financial considerations, both now and
in the future?

Does the organization have clear policies regarding intellectual
property rights and publication of results of research spon-
sored by corporations?

Who are the faculty, and what do they do?

To what extent are students, alumni, faculty, staff, and other part-
ners satisfied?

Who graduates, and what do they end up doing?

Is the organization efficiently using its critical resources?
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Does the organization have adequate and reliable revenues and
expenditures that ensure financial durability?

Does the organization’s costs and service quality compare fa-
vorably with comparable institutions?

What is the organization’s overall return on investment?

Statewide Governing Boards
Statewide governing boards seek answers to the same accountabil-
ity questions as local boards, as well as additional questions per-
taining to specific issues important to the state. For example, in 2005,
the State Council of Higher Education for Virginia (SCHEV) estab-
lished performance standards to “certify” state-supported four-year
public research institutions and two- and four-year public nonre-
search institutions (see State Council, 2005). For certification, SCHEV
seeks answers to the following accountability questions:

Access
Does the institution provide access to higher education for all

citizens throughout the state, including underrepresented
populations?

Does the institution meet its enrollment projections?

Does the institution meet its degree estimates?

Affordability
Does the institution ensure that higher education remains af-

fordable, regardless of individual or family income? What are
the costs, and are they reasonable?

Does the institution conduct periodic assessment of the likely
impact of tuition and fee levels net of financial aid on appli-
cations, enrollment, and student indebtedness?

Academic Offerings
Does the institution offer a broad range of undergraduate and

(where appropriate) graduate programs?

Does the institution regularly assess the extent to which the in-
stitution’s curricula and degree programs address the state’s
need for sufficient graduates in particular shortage areas as
determined by the state?

Academic Standards
Does the institution maintain high academic standards by un-

dertaking continual review and improvement of academic
programs?
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Is the institution decreasing the number of lower-division stu-
dents denied enrollment in introductory courses?

Is the institution maintaining or increasing the ratio of degrees
conferred per FTE faculty member?

Student Progress and Success
Is the institution improving its student retention and progres-

sion rates?

Is the ratio of degrees awarded increasing as the number of
degree-seeking undergraduates increases?

Articulation
Does the institution develop articulation agreements that have

uniform application to all state colleges?

Does the institution provide additional opportunities for asso-
ciate degree graduates to be admitted and enrolled?

Does the institution offer dual enrollment programs in cooper-
ation with high schools?

Economic Development
Does the institution actively contribute to efforts that stimulate the

economic development of the state, and if so, in what ways?

Research
Has the institution increased its level of externally funded re-

search conducted at the institution?

How does the institution facilitate the transfer of technology
from university research centers to private sector companies?

K–12 Enhancement
Does the institution enhance K–12 student achievement, up-

grade teachers’ knowledge and skills, and strengthen leader-
ship skills of school administrators? If so, in what ways?

All Governing Boards
Governing boards also often seek answers to a variety of accountabil-
ity questions pertaining to the institution’s past performance problems,
hot political and economic issues, and important local, statewide, and
national strategic initiatives. Governing boards typically prefer assess-
ment findings presented within the context of past performance or
comparable institutions through benchmarking (or both). Governing
boards that operate under so-called sunshine laws are restricted in their
use of assessment findings. Governing boards, like other important
assessment user groups, make many important decisions in a sched-
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uled and somewhat predictable time frame based on annual aca-
demic and fiscal cycles. The assessment program should be able to pre-
dict and therefore provide reports in a timely manner.

Based on their evaluation of assessment findings, governing
boards make many important policy decisions that influence an in-
stitution’s mission, financial resources, physical plant expansion and
renovation, program mix, and pricing structures. They also make per-
sonnel decisions about the institution’s leadership system.

Governmental Agencies

For assessment purposes, governmental agencies are defined as
federal, state, and local governmental and quasi-governmental or-
ganizations, commissions, task forces, and legislative delegations.
For discussion purposes, this definition excludes state governing and
coordinating boards defined earlier as governing boards.

Governmental agencies, like governing boards, use assessment
results to hold organizational leaders accountable for some or all of
an organization’s performance results. In addition, they use assess-
ment to determine the extent to which institutions and programs
help the government achieve its goals and objectives such as work-
force development and creation and transfer of knowledge and tech-
nology. They use assessment to determine institutional eligibility for
grants, contracts, and student financial aid. Finally, state and federal
auditors and inspectors use assessment to ensure compliance with
tax codes, labor and civil rights laws, disability laws, safety (fire) and
security standards, standards for the use of human subjects and an-
imals in research, environmental regulations, accounting standards,
civil rights, affirmative action, Title IX, health and food services stan-
dards, and so forth.

In general, governmental agencies seek answers to the follow-
ing questions:

Does the organization offer high-quality programs and services
in areas important to the government? How do these pro-
grams and services compare with those offered by other
organizations?

Does the organization have adequate and reliable revenues and
expenditures that ensure financial durability?

Does the organization comply with laws, regulations, and re-
search guidelines?

Does the organization use its critical resources efficiently?
Does the organization meet eligibility requirements to receive

grants, contracts, and student financial aid?
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Based on their evaluation of assessment findings, governmen-
tal agencies make important decisions that greatly affect an organi-
zation’s capacity to perform. For example, they use assessment to
support decisions to award grants, contracts, and student financial
aid. They also use assessment to support decisions to impose sanc-
tions and penalties for noncompliance.

An important federal agency that collects institutional data often
used in assessment for comparisons and benchmarks is the National
Center for Educational Statistics (NCEA), part of the U.S. Department
of Education and the Institute of Education Sciences. NCEA is the pri-
mary federal entity for collecting and analyzing data related to edu-
cation. The center collects data related to higher education through
its program called Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System
(IPEDS). IPEDS is a system of survey components designed to collect
data from postsecondary educational institutions that receive federal
dollars through aid, grants, and contracts (see National Center, 2005).

IPEDS collects and reports data on institutional characteristics,
completions, enrollment, graduation rates, student financial aid, em-
ployees by assigned position, fall staff, salaries, and finance. An im-
portant mission of NCEA is to make statistics collected through
IPEDS available to the public. NCEA disseminates IPEDS data in
several formats, including peer analyses, data sets, predetermined
data tables, and a searchable Web site providing current statistics on
a broad range of topics.

Potential Students (Including Parents), Donors 
(Including Alumni), Employees, and Contractors

A third type of external assessment user group represents po-
tential students and their parents, potential donors including alumni,
potential employees, and potential contractors. This group uses as-
sessment to support “choice” decisions.

According to Daniel Seymour (1993), potential students and their
parents consider an organization’s academic quality an important
factor in making choice decisions. He recommends that academic lead-
ers use assessment to “tell the quality story” to these important stake-
holders. However, for leaders to use assessment findings effectively in
marketing materials, they must first understand what quality means to
the market and match market needs with organizational resources,
vision, and competitive position to determine and communicate its
competitive advantage.

To support their choice decisions, these assessment users seek
answers to the following questions pertaining to academic quality:
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What is this institution’s quality of programs and services? What
is the quality of housing and athletic facilities? How does this
compare with the quality at other comparable organizations?

How satisfied are students, faculty, and staff? What percentage of
students complete their educational goals (retention, transfer
admission, graduation, placement, graduate school admission)?

What is the cost of attending this institution in relation to the
quality of its educational offerings? How does it compare
with the cost at other comparable organizations?

Does the organization have adequate resources to maintain qual-
ity in its programs and services?

What reputation, national ranking, and accreditation status does
this institution and its programs have?

Potential employees seek answers to the same quality questions,
however, they are also concerned with the quality of faculty and staff,
quality of teaching and research facilities, and competitiveness of
compensation and benefits. Potential contractors are concerned with
reliability of organizational revenues that ensure financial durability
and the organization’s track record for making promised payments
in a timely manner.

Based on their evaluation of organizational performance, this
group of assessment users makes important choice decisions that
greatly affect an institution’s future enrollment, donations, gifts,
workforce, and the willingness of qualified service providers to bid
for and contract with the institution.

Organizations That Affirm

This category of external assessment users represents a variety
of organizations that rule on accreditation, censure, classification,
rank, and eligibility; it also includes organizations that bargain with
the institution. This group uses assessment to determine how well
organizations meet and comply with their specific requirements so
that they can determine an organization’s accreditation status, clas-
sification, rank, and eligibility. Educational leaders pay a great deal
of attention to this group of assessment users because it can poten-
tially affect many aspects of an institution’s capacity to perform.

Organizations That Accredit
Accreditation is a process of external review conducted by private,
nonprofit accrediting organizations. According to Judith Eaton (1999),
president of the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA),
there are three types of accrediting organizations: regional accreditors
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that accredit public and private nonprofit and for-profit two- and
four-year institutions; national accreditors that accredit public and
private nonprofit and for-profit single-purpose institutions, includ-
ing distance-learning colleges and universities, private career insti-
tutions, and faith-based colleges and universities; and specialized and
professional accreditors that accredit specific programs or schools
such as law schools, medical schools, engineering schools and pro-
grams, and health profession programs.

According to Eaton (1999), organizations in higher education
seek accreditation to ensure quality for their students and the public,
gain access to federal funds such as student aid and other national
programs, and ease transfer of courses and programs among colleges,
universities, and programs. Organizations also seek accreditation to
engender employer confidence in their evaluation of job applicant
credentials and decisions to provide tuition support for current em-
ployees seeking additional education. There are five key features of
accreditation: self-study, peer review, site visit, action (judgment by ac-
crediting organization), and ongoing external review.

Every accrediting agency has a unique set of standards and cri-
teria against which it evaluates performance of an institution or pro-
gram. For example, the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools
Commission on Colleges (SACSCC), a regional accreditor, requires
institutions and programs to provide answers to the following ques-
tions (2004):

Does the organization have a purpose appropriate to higher
education?

Does the organization have resources, programs, and services
sufficient to accomplish and sustain that purpose?

Does the organization maintain clearly specified educational
outcomes that are consistent with its mission and appropri-
ate to the degrees it offers?

Does the organization assess achievement of its intended out-
comes, and does it make improvements based on assessment
results?

ABET Engineering Accreditation Commission (2006) accredits
four engineering programs: applied science, computing, engineering,
and technology. ABET was established in 1932 and is now a federa-
tion of twenty-eight professional and technical societies representing
the four engineering programs. In 2006, ABET accredited 2,700 pro-
grams at over 550 colleges and universities nationwide.

To be accredited by ABET, institutions must demonstrate that
their engineering programs meet eight basic and two engineering-
specific criteria. Basic criteria pertain to students, program educa-
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tional objectives, program outcomes and assessment, professional
component, faculty, facilities, institutional support, and financial re-
sources. Program-specific criteria pertain to curriculum and faculty.

Prior to the 1980s, most institutional and program-specific ac-
creditation standards focused on the quality of resources such as fac-
ulty competence, financial stability, adequacy of technology, and library
resources. Today, accreditation standards focus not only on the quality
of resources, processes, programs, and services but also on the achieve-
ment of educational outcomes. Accreditors have moved from an input-
driven model of accreditation to a goal-based model. In fact, some
standards expect institutions to address “institutional effectiveness,” a
standard that requires them not only to identify expected outcomes for
their educational programs and administrative and educational sup-
port services but also to assess achievement of those outcomes and pro-
vide evidence of improvement based on analysis of those results.

After evaluating assessment findings, accreditors make deci-
sions to affirm or deny accreditation for new institutions and pro-
grams and to reaffirm or deny accreditation for ongoing institutions
and programs.

Organizations That Censure
The primary organization in this category is the American Association
of University Professors (AAUP), a professional association with a cur-
rent membership of forty-five thousand, with more than five hundred
local campus chapters and thirty-nine state organizations. AAUP’s mis-
sion is to “advance academic freedom and shared governance, to
define fundamental professional values and standards for higher edu-
cation, and to ensure higher education’s contribution to the common
good” (2005a, p. 1). AAUP sees its role as protecting individual rights
and advancing “principles and standards of sound academic practice
governing the relationship between faculty and their institutions”
(2005b, p. 1.) AAUP encourages institutions to use its principles and
standards as guidelines for framing faculty regulations and handbooks.

AAUP uses assessment to censure administrations of institutions
that fail to adhere to principles and standards of academic governance
it believes ensures academic freedom and tenure. In 1938, AAUP began
censuring administrations after determining conditions for academic
freedom and tenure at the institution were unsatisfactory (2005b). In its
document titled “1940 Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom
and Tenure” (2004), AAUP clarifies specific standards it believes pro-
tect academic freedom and academic tenure. These principles address
the two issues because AAUP considers both essential to teaching and
research.

AAUP investigates particular cases brought to its attention by
its members on campuses throughout the United States (2005b).
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When the group determines that a situation on a campus represents
a major departure from its principles and the situation remains un-
resolved, it initiates a review process that may result in censure of
the institution’s administration. In January 2006, the administrations
of forty-seven institutions were on AAUP’s published censure list.

AAUP publishes its censure list in every issue of its publication
Academe and highlights censured institutions in job notices published
by the Chronicle of Higher Education and in numerous disciplinary soci-
eties such as the American Historical Association, the American Psy-
chological Association, and the College Art Association. The group asks
its members to refrain from accepting appointment to an institution so
long as the institution remains on the censure list (Knight, 2003).

In addition to censuring administrations, AAUP publishes a na-
tional salary report of faculty salaries and benefits that assessors use
for comparisons and benchmarks (2005a).

Organizations That Classify
This group of assessment users classifies institutions and programs
based on assessment findings. This group is important because much
can be at stake based on an institution’s classification.

One of the leading groups that classifies higher educational in-
stitutions is the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teach-
ing, a private foundation. According to the Carnegie Foundation
(2005), the typology, first published in 1973, was called the “Carnegie
Classification of Institutions of Higher Education.” The foundation
updated the typology in 1976, 1987, 1994, and 2000, with another re-
view launched in 2005.

The Carnegie Foundation classifies only degree-granting Ameri-
can colleges and universities that are accredited by an agency recog-
nized by the U.S. Secretary of Education. The foundation originally
created the typology to ensure a representative selection of partici-
pating individuals and institutions in its higher education projects.
Today, many organizations use the Carnegie classification for differ-
ent purposes. One use is to qualify institutions for federal research
funds; another is to organize institutions into groups for ranking and
benchmarking purposes.

The Carnegie Foundation classification (2005) requires answers
to two assessment questions:

How many and what types of programs does the organization
offer at the undergraduate and graduate level?

How many and what types of degrees does the organization
award?

After evaluating assessment results, the Carnegie Foundation
matches the institution with one of the following classifications:
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Doctorate-granting institutions

Doctoral or research universities—extensive

Doctoral or research universities—intensive

Master’s colleges and universities

Master’s colleges and universities I

Master’s colleges and universities II

Baccalaureate colleges

Baccalaureate colleges—liberal arts

Baccalaureate colleges—general

Baccalaureate or associate’s colleges

Associate’s colleges (community colleges)

Specialized institutions

Theological seminaries and other specialized faith-related
institutions

Medical schools and medical centers

Other separate health profession schools (nursing, pharmacy,
and so forth)

Schools of engineering and technology

Schools of business and management

Schools of art, music, and design

Schools of law

Teachers colleges

Other specialized institutions (military institutes, maritime
academies, and so forth)

Tribal colleges and universities

Organizations That Rank
This group of assessment users uses assessment to rank institutions
and programs based on “academic quality.” Organizations that rank
are important external assessment users because much can be at stake
based on an institution or program’s ranking. As demonstrated in the
vignette about the Cultural Anthropology Department at a large re-
search institution, some academic departments live or die based on
their national ranking.

The reason most organizations rank institutions or programs is
to help potential students and research sponsors make informed
choice decisions. Most organizations that rank institutions and pro-
grams compare organizational performance using weighted indica-
tors. They collect data from national and local databases and surveys
sent to institutions and peers.
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U.S. News and World Report (2006) is one organization that an-
nually ranks over fourteen hundred accredited schools. It divides in-
stitutions and programs into categories based on the 2000 Carnegie
Classifications of Institutions of Higher Education and then ranks
them based on fifteen weighted indicators in seven categories:

1. Peer assessment (25 percent), a rating of academic programs
on a scale from 1 to 5 as determined by surveyed presidents,
provosts, and deans of admissions

2. Retention (20 percent)

Average freshman retention rate

Average graduation rate

3. Faculty resources (20 percent)

Class size, 1–19 students 

Class size, 50+ students 

Faculty compensation

Faculty with Ph.D.s or top terminal degrees

Proportion of full-time faculty

Student-faculty ratio

4. Student selectivity (15 percent)

High school class standing in top 10 percent

SAT and ACT scores 

Acceptance rate 

5. Financial resources (expenditures per student, 10 percent)

6. Graduation rate performance (5 percent), the difference be-
tween the actual six-year graduation rate for students enter-
ing in the fall of one year and the predicted graduation rate

7. Alumni giving (5 percent)

U. S. News and World Report (2005) also ranks institutions based
on “best value.” This score is a composite of three variables: ratio of
quality to price, percentage of undergraduates receiving scholarships
or grants meeting financial need, and average discount, defined as the
percentage of a school’s total costs covered by the average need-based
scholarship or grant to undergraduates.

The National Research Council (NRC) is another organization
that ranks research doctorate programs in higher education. NRC
was chartered in 1916 as one of the four National Academies (2006)
created to further knowledge and advise the federal government.
(The others are the National Academy of Sciences, the National Acad-
emy of Engineering, and the Institute of Medicine.) All four are pri-
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vate, nonprofit institutions that provide science, technology, and
health policy advice under a congressional charter.

In 1983 and again in 1995, NRC studied and ranked research
doctorate programs with the aim of helping institutions improve the
quality of their programs through benchmarking; providing poten-
tial students and the public with accessible, readily available infor-
mation on doctoral programs nationwide; and enhancing the nation’s
overall research capacity (Ostriker and Kuh, 2003). It is currently con-
ducting a new assessment of doctorate programs, to be completed in
late 2007. Unlike previous studies, the current study will gather quan-
titative data on doctoral programs using online questionnaires cov-
ering the following areas:

• Scholarly productivity and impact of program faculty

• Effectiveness of doctoral education

• Research resources

• Demographic characteristics of students and faculty

• Resources available to doctoral students

• Characteristics of each doctoral program

The Princeton Review (2006) is another organization that ranks in-
stitutions. It bases its rankings on data gathered through student sur-
veys and national and local databases. The Princeton Review publishes
its findings annually in a book called The Best 361 Colleges. In 2004–
2005, the Princeton Review interviewed 110,000 students at over 2,000
schools, an average of more than 300 students per school. Using a
seventy-item survey, the Princeton Review asks students to tell about
themselves, their school’s academics and administration, campus life
at their college, and their fellow students’ attitudes and opinions.
Based on student responses and institutional data, the Princeton Review
identifies the 362 top-rated schools and ranks the top 20 of them in
sixty-two areas organized into eight categories: academics, demo-
graphics, parties, schools by type, politics, quality of life, extracur-
ricular activities, and social life. The Princeton Review claims that its
rankings reflect a consensus of the colleges’ surveyed students rather
its own opinions.

Organizations That Determine Eligibility
This group uses assessment to determine eligibility of institutions and
students based on specific requirements. For example, the National
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) uses assessment results to cer-
tify athletic programs and player eligibility (2006b). NCAA began certi-
fying Division I institutions in 1993 after piloting the program for four
years. A second cycle of certification began in 1999 and continues today.
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According to NCAA (2006b), the purpose of athletics certifica-
tion is to ensure integrity in institutional athletics programs and to
help institutions improve their athletics departments. Certification
achieves this by opening affairs of athletics to the university commu-
nity and the public, by setting standards for the operation of athlet-
ics programs, and by putting tough sanctions in place for institutions
that fail to conduct a comprehensive self-study or to correct problems.

According to NCAA (2006a), the core of certification is the insti-
tution’s self-study and annual certification of eligibility, which is
designed to benefit institutions. NCAA claims that self-studies (pro-
gram reviews conducted by an institution’s faculty and staff as op-
posed to a site-visit team made up of colleagues from peer institutions)
and certification increase self-awareness, affirmation, and opportuni-
ties for improvement. NCAA seeks information in four basic areas:
governance and commitment to rule compliance; academic integrity;
financial integrity; and equity, welfare, and sportsmanship.

NCAA decides if an institution is “fully certified,” which signi-
fies that its athletics department is in substantial conformity with
NCAA operating principles; “certified with conditions,” which sig-
nifies that its athletics department is in substantial conformity with
operating principles but problems identified during the self-study
and a peer-review team evaluation must be corrected before full cer-
tification is issued; or “not certified” (2005b). NCAA sanctions for
nonconformance include suspension, probation, and termination of
membership; limitations on postseason play, recruitment, and televi-
sion coverage; imposition of fines; reduction of financial aid awards;
and termination or suspension of coaching staff (2005b).

In 2003, NCAA created a new academic measure, known as the
academic progress rate (APR), as part of a new academic reform pro-
gram (2005a). APR is based on academic eligibility, retention, and
graduation of scholarship student-athletes. APR is a real-time as-
sessment of a team’s academic performance that awards two points
each term to scholarship student-athletes who meet academic eligi-
bility standards and who remain with the institution. A team’s APR
is determined by adding total points earned at a given time divided
by total points possible. NCAA will soon introduce a new academic
measure, called the graduation success rate (GSR).

Organizations That Bargain with Institutions
Not all institutions have formalized unions; however, many have in-
ternal organizations that bargain and negotiate like formalized unions.
Unions are important external assessment users because they influ-
ence an organization’s capacity to perform through threats of strikes
and actual strikes and slowdowns.
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The purpose of most unions is to advance causes and further the
interests of their members. Unions such as the National Education
Association (2006) also impose codes of ethics on their members and
serve as lobbyists. Unions use assessment for several purposes but
primarily to support a bargaining position, advocate for their causes,
and ensure compliance with collective bargaining agreements.

Unions in higher education typically seek answers to the follow-
ing questions:

What is the organization’s current and projected workforce?

What are the organization’s overall current and projected
resources?

What percentage of resources has been and will be devoted to
employee compensation and benefits?

What is the quality of worklife for employees?

What is the quality of the workplace (safety, security)?

How many jobs have been and will be eliminated, maintained,
expanded, or outsourced?

How many grievances have been submitted and processed each
year or bargaining cycle? What are the nature and scope of
those grievances, and what actions typically result from them?

External Academic Peers

This last group is not an assessment user group in the same sense
as the others because academic peers do not use assessment findings
derived from an organization’s assessment program. However, aca-
demic peers serve similar purposes as other assessment user groups
in making decisions about the quality of performance (in this case, re-
search) that have the potential of greatly influencing the reputation and
future research opportunities and resources of academic organizations.

External academic peers are scholars who assess the quality and
effectiveness of research submitted for publication in refereed jour-
nals. Refereed journals are published by professional associations,
institutions, and other independent entities. Academic peers also
assess the quality and effectiveness of published research and ex-
press their opinions through written rebuttals, formal reviews, cita-
tions, and use in follow-up studies.

As evaluators, external academic peers judge the quality of re-
search (methodology, scope, relevance, findings) based on criteria,
standards, and guidelines established by professional associations,
editorial boards, institutions, and other external entities. This pro-
cess of evaluation, known as peer review, has a long history in higher
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education and performs an important and significant role in the as-
sessment of research.

Internal Assessment User Groupsl

Internal assessment user groups operate inside the institution. As noted
earlier, there are three types of internal assessment users, defined by
position and job responsibilities: senior leaders, administrators and
managers, and faculty and staff. These groups use assessment to ac-
count to others, manage strategy, build learning organizations that
strengthen innovation, allocate resources, control quality, improve pro-
grams and services, and support personnel decisions.

Senior Leaders
For purposes of assessment, senior leaders are defined as people re-
sponsible for providing the organization with direction and support.
Senior leaders are presidents, vice presidents, chancellors, vice chan-
cellors, and deans. Senior leaders operate at the institutional level;
however, in some large institutions, senior leaders also operate at the
college or school level.

For assessment purposes, senior leaders are distinguished from
administrators and managers. In truth, many senior leaders perform
management functions and many administrators and managers per-
form leadership functions. The important point is that people en-
gaged in leadership activities use assessment differently than people
engaged in management activities.

Because of their wide range of responsibilities, senior leaders
need a variety of assessment information. Their individual informa-
tion preferences vary according to their leadership and decision-
making styles; however, most senior leaders, at one point or another,
seek answers to some or all of the following questions:

Are we clear in our purpose, and do we share a vision of
excellence?

Are we structured so as to maximize our resources and achieve
our strategic goals?

Are our guiding principles clear, and to what extent are we
practicing them? Does our organizational culture optimize
organizational performance?

Do we value our public responsibilities, and do we set high stan-
dards as an organizational citizen?

Are we offering the right programs and services?
Are we achieving what we intended to achieve in terms of teach-

ing, research, and service?
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Are we making progress on our strategic goals?

Are we as productive as we should be?

Are we more productive than we were in the past? What orga-
nizational operations have recently increased productivity?

Are we using our resources efficiently? What human, financial,
technological, and facilities resources do we waste, and how do
we waste them? Are we using our resources as we expected?

What does it cost to manage quality in our programs and ser-
vices in relation to benefits from those costs?

Are we as innovative as we should be? What creative changes
have we implemented over the past three years? What parts
of our operations have not undergone creative changes in the
past three years and why? In what ways have our creative
changes improved performance results?

Have we established partnerships with the right partners and
suppliers? To what extent do our partnerships achieve their
objectives?

What is the quality of our faculty and staff? What are their
strengths and weaknesses? How prepared is our workforce
to meet future requirements of our organization? Do our
high-performing employees leave our organization, and if so,
why do they leave? Is the departure rate better than last year?

How many worker-hours are lost to illness and injury?

Are our employees satisfied with their compensation and ben-
efits? How do we compare with other institutions that share
our mission?

What is the quality of our leadership system and organizational
structure? How effectively do these systems shape and lead
us toward a shared vision of excellence?

What is the quality of our infrastructure in terms of technology,
buildings, and grounds? Do our level and use of technology
enable us to be competitive? Does our technology encourage
or impede innovation and change?

Does our location provide easy access to the people we serve
and that serve us?

Do we protect our environment as much as we should and could?

How satisfied are the people we serve? How satisfied are our
important stakeholders?

How effectively do we design our products and services to meet
the future needs of the people we serve (students, research
sponsors)?
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How flexible are our key work processes, and how do we use
that flexibility to meet our current and future requirements?

How much troubleshooting do we do, and how much does it
cost to do it?

How many students leave before they complete their academic
goals? Why do they leave? What percentage of students grad-
uate? How long, on the average, does it take for students to
graduate?

How do students pay for their education? Is this satisfactory?
How much debt do they incur? What are the consequences
for our institution’s financial durability?

How much external funding do we receive in relation to need?
What are the implications for our institution’s financial
durability?

How do our costs and service quality compare with those at com-
parable institutions? What would be gained by outsourcing
some of our operations? Do our overall costs outweigh overall
benefits received by the people we serve and our stakeholders?

Senior leaders use assessment for many purposes but mainly to
account to important external stakeholders, manage strategy, sup-
port resource allocation decisions, and manage organizational cul-
ture. Each is discussed in turn.

Accountability
External assessment users, such as governing boards, government
agencies, and major donors, hold senior leaders accountable for the
performance of their organizations. Senior leaders use assessment to
account to these important stakeholders in terms of mission achieve-
ment (performance outcomes), progress toward strategic goals, effi-
cient use of resources, quality of institutional resources, programs
and services, accreditation, ranking, compliance, and so forth.

Internal auditors assess performance on behalf of senior lead-
ers. They evaluate performance against internal policies and proce-
dures and sometimes against external laws, rules, standards, and
criteria. Internal auditors report assessment findings to senior lead-
ers through audit reports.

It is the responsibility of senior leaders to identify and clarify all
the unique needs of the organization’s important external assess-
ment users. It is the responsibility of assessment leaders to build a
robust assessment program that enables senior leaders to fulfill their
accountability responsibilities.
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Managing Strategy
Senior leaders use assessment results to manage strategy in specific
ways, namely, to frame strategy; to clarify, operationalize, and align
strategy; and to monitor strategy achievement.

Framing Strategy. Senior leaders use strategic planning processes
to frame strategies that determine an organization’s competitive ad-
vantage and place in the environment. Barbara Taylor and William
Massey (1996) argue that strategic thinking requires objectivity and
an honest assessment of how an institution is doing and where it is
heading. Educational leaders must not only know what the organi-
zation is setting out to do but also when it has succeeded or failed.

Carter McNamara (1999b) explains that leaders use a variety of
strategic planning models, including goals-based, issues-based, or-
ganic, or scenario-building models, to frame strategies. Leaders select
the model best suited for their “organization’s leadership, culture of the
organization, complexity of the organization’s environment, size of
the organization, expertise of planners,” and other factors (p. 1).

Strategic planning typically starts with an analysis of an organi-
zation’s external and internal environment—a process known as a
SWOT analysis (SWOT is an acronym for “strengths, weaknesses, op-
portunities, and threats.”) External environmental factors, such as
pending legislation, emerging health issues, demographic trends, and
emerging social, economic, technology, and financial issues, present
opportunities and threats to organizations in higher education that
senior leaders consider when framing strategy.

Assessment is also helpful in exposing institutional strengths
and weaknesses. Through assessment, senior leaders can discover a
great many things, including these:

• Nature and scope of student learning
• Quality of research
• Quality of programs and services
• Levels of satisfaction of employees, students, and important

stakeholders
• Quality of partnerships with important suppliers and service

partners
• Quality of critical resources
• Quality of work processes
• Current levels of productivity and efficiency
• Scope of innovation

• Financial health and well-being of the institution
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Institutional strengths and weaknesses, combined with external op-
portunities and threats, help senior leaders frame strategies to bring
their institutions closer to their vision of performance excellence.

Clarifying, Operationalizing, and Aligning Strategy. One of the im-
portant functions of assessment, according to Robert Kaplan and David
Norton (1996), is to help senior leaders add meaning and clarity to
strategies. Organizations that “can translate their strategy into their
measurement system are far better able to execute their strategy be-
cause they can communicate their objectives and their targets” (p. 147).

One way in which assessment helps leaders clarify strategic
goals is by clarifying performance expectations through performance
indicators and reference points. Take, for example, the strategy to in-
crease enrollment. Exhibit 1.1 illustrates how assessment helps lead-
ers clarify performance expectations of this strategic goal through
performance indicators and reference points.

Kaplan and Norton (1996) claim that assessment also helps lead-
ers put strategy into action—in other words, operationalize strategy.
Assessment does this by clarifying how strategy affects specific enti-
ties in the organization. For example, take the strategy “increase en-
rollment” and its performance indicator of “undergraduate student
FTE in chemistry, physics, and engineering” and reference point of
“increase by an average of 3 percent over the next five years.” This
performance indicator and reference point send a loud signal to the
Chemistry, Physics, and Engineering Departments and their support-
ing organizations. The strategy, as clarified, does not explain what ac-
tions need to be taken, nor does it guarantee additional resources, but
it clearly indicates which organizations need to act.

Sometimes lofty strategies need to be operationalized through
subgoals more conducive to action and assessment. For example,
leaders could operationalize the same strategy “increase enrollment”
by creating several subgoals, one of which could be “increase reten-
tion.” Leaders can measure actual performance of this strategic sub-
goal (depending on institutional circumstances) through performance
indicators and reference points such as those listed in Exhibit 1.2.

According to Kaplan and Norton (1996), leaders also use assess-
ment to link important strategic objectives together and to align local
efforts with institutional efforts. Strategic alignment is critical to per-
formance success and requires linkages between strategic goals,
lower-level organizational goals, functional goals, personal goals, and
assessment. Without alignment, “individuals and departments can
optimize their local performance [and still] not contribute to achiev-
ing strategic objectives” (p. 148). Strategic alignment also requires
linkages between goals and recognition, promotion, and compensa-
tion programs.
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Exhibit 1.1
Performance Indicators and Reference Points 
for the Strategic Goal “Increase Enrollment”

Performance Indicators Reference Points

First-year student headcount Increase by an average of 3 percent over
the next three years

New transfer student FTE Increase by an average of 4 percent over
the next three years

Undergraduate student FTE Increase by an average of 3 percent over 
in chemistry, physics, and the next five years
engineering

Exhibit 1.2
Performance Indicators and Reference Points 
for the Strategic Subgoal “Increase Retention”

Performance Indicators Reference Points

Retention rate of minority Increase by an average of 3 percent over 
student headcount the next five years

Retention rate of upper division Increase by an average of 3 percent over 
transfer student headcount the next five years

Retention rate of entering Increase by an average of 3 percent over 
first-year student headcount the next five years

Monitoring Strategy. According to Kaplan and Norton (1996), lead-
ers use assessment to learn when and if strategic goals are achieved.
When formulating strategy, leaders create measures not only to clar-
ify, operationalize, and align strategy but also to measure its achieve-
ment as part of their accountability and improvement responsibilities.

Mark Huselid, Brian Becker, and Richard Beatty (2005) claim that
it is easier to craft a strategy than to deliver one. For this reason, lead-
ers should build a “workforce scorecard” that identifies and monitors
workforce success in relation to strategic execution. To maximize
workforce potential, leaders should view human capital in terms of
contribution to strategy execution rather than just cost and produc-
tivity. The authors claim that it is not the activity that counts but the
impact of the activity on organizational outcomes. Leaders should rec-
ognize and accept that some positions and roles in an organization—
positions that may have nothing to do with hierarchy—have a more
important influence on execution and achievement of strategy than
others. Leaders should differentiate those positions and label them as
“A” positions. Furthermore, they should allocate a disproportionate



amount of resources to them and more closely monitor their success
and contributions to strategy execution.

Using Huselid and colleagues’ arguments, leaders assessing the
“increase enrollment” strategy should differentiate (and classify as
“A”) positions in the organization that have the most impact on in-
creasing enrollment, such as recruiting positions and positions that
affect retention of high-risk students. Leaders should also allocate a
disproportionate amount of resources to these positions and more
closely monitor their success and contributions to strategy execution.

It remains unresolved whether senior leaders, in addition to ad-
ministrators and managers, should use assessment to monitor or
drive strategy. Some experts believe that assessment should be used
only to monitor strategy achievement and not to drive it. Others
argue that assessment should make visible specific performance
weaknesses that can only be addressed through strategic initiatives
that take advantage of emerging opportunities. Assessment, they
argue, should be used to uncover and drive strategy.

No doubt both propositions are true because senior leaders use as-
sessment to learn when and where improvement is needed but also to
compare levels of performance against strategic goals. In both uses,
however, senior leaders must link assessment to performance associ-
ated with strategies derived from strategic planning processes. With-
out links to strategy, assessment becomes the driver of change. And
when assessment becomes the driver of change, people cannot under-
stand where the organization is going and how they fit in. Instead, they
perceive assessment as a personal report card, with consequences for
their job security or compensation (or both). When assessment becomes
the driver of change, people are more likely to believe that they are vic-
tims of assessment and may then feel compelled to fake or sabotage
data or to focus on short-term fixes rather than on long-term improve-
ments, thereby limiting the organization’s improvement potential.
When people see strategies derived from strategic planning processes
as the drivers of change, rather than assessment, they are more likely
to support changes leading to strategic execution if they were involved
in the strategic planning process; focus on long-term, systemic im-
provements rather than short-term fixes; and are supportive of as-
sessment because of its focus on organizational rather than personal
performance results. Finally, assessment taken out of its strategic con-
text prevents leaders from gaining assessment’s added benefit of help-
ing them clarify, operationalize, and align strategic, organizational,
lower-level, and personal goals and assessment.

Supporting Resource Allocation Decisions
Senior leaders also use assessment to support resource allocation de-
cisions. Good decision making is usually supported by reliable and
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valid decision support data, much of which comes from assessment.
Senior leaders face many challenging, sometimes unpopular, deci-
sions to ensure the future success of their organizations. For exam-
ple, senior leaders frequently face decisions to sustain, eliminate,
reorganize, downsize, expand, outsource, or privatize all or some of
the institution’s operations. Senior leaders need timely and accurate
assessment results about a unit’s costs and benefits to support these
difficult decisions.

In institutions using incentive-based, responsibility-based, and
program-based budgeting processes, senior leaders use assessment to
support resource allocation decisions. In institutions using formalized
performance management systems, senior leaders use assessment to
support high-level personnel decisions that frame employee compen-
sation and benefits. Senior leaders also use assessment to improve
organizational structure and infrastructure (buildings, grounds, tech-
nology) in an effort to optimize the institution’s critical resources.

Managing Organizational Culture
Edgar Schein (1992) claims that organizational leaders have a re-
sponsibility for creating and monitoring an organization’s culture. It
is “the unique function of leadership to perceive the functional and
dysfunctional elements of the existing culture and to manage cul-
tural evolution and change in such a way that the group can survive
in a changing environment” (p. 15).

More and more, senior leaders use assessment to ensure that
organizational culture is supportive to organizational learning and
innovation. Fred Kofman and Peter Senge (1993) define learning orga-
nizations as organizations that continuously adapt to changing and in-
terdependent environments. Learning organizations are systemic,
cooperative, and creative compared to traditional organizations, which
are fragmented, competitive, and reactive. Richard Karash (2001) de-
fines learning organizations as organizations in which people at all
levels, individually and collectively, increase their capacity to produce
results they really care about.

In 1998, Peter Drucker described ingredients for what he calls
the discipline of innovation: know the organization’s purpose (mis-
sion), define significant results (vision), abandon programs where
they don’t get results, and “reassess, reassess, and reassess.” That
same year, Peter Senge (1998) expanded on Drucker’s discipline of
innovation by adding the ingredient of working together and learn-
ing from one another’s efforts. Without a culture of organizational
learning, organizations stifle their innovativeness. Assessment is the
core research initiative for all learning organizations. And for pur-
poses of innovation, assessment for learning is much more powerful
than assessment for evaluation, according to Senge.
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Senior leaders recognize that for an organization to “learn,” all
members of the organizational community must understand where
the organization is headed and how much progress is being achieved.
The organizational community needs regular, accurate, and timely
feedback on progress toward strategic goals. In a true learning orga-
nization, members use assessment to answer the performance ques-
tion “How are we doing in relation to our performance goals?” Senior
leaders, as well as administrators and managers, use assessment to
enable the organization to learn from its past performance within the
context of its desired future.

Administrators and Managers

For purposes of assessment, administrators and managers are
defined as all individuals who manage the operations of an organi-
zation or a “unit of analysis” whose performance is under review. In
higher education, administrators and managers generally include as-
sistant vice presidents, assistant deans, directors, coordinators, and
department chairpersons. As mentioned before, many administra-
tors and managers perform leadership functions, and many senior
leaders perform management functions. The important point is that
people engaged in management activities use assessment somewhat
differently than when they are engaged in leadership activities.

The expression “unit of analysis” is used in assessment to define
an organization, program, or process whose performance is under
review. A unit of analysis can be an entire institution, a college such
as the College of Arts and Sciences, a school such as a law school or
medical school, an academic department such as the Chemistry De-
partment, an administrative office such as Admissions or Information
Services, a program such as General Education or Writing Across the
Curriculum, or a cross-functional process such as payroll. When
properly used in assessment, a unit of analysis whose performance is
under review has very clear boundaries. Boundaries can be delin-
eated through traditional administrative and budgeting structures or
other boundary-defining entities. When a unit of analysis is a cross-
functional process such as payroll, the unit requires a clear beginning
and ending and clear lines of responsibility and ownership.

Administrators and managers seek answers to many of the same
assessment questions as senior leaders do:

Are we offering the right programs and services?

How effective are we at achieving our intended outcomes?

What is the quality of our programs and services?

What is the quality of our resources?

How productive, efficient, and innovative are we?
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What is the quality of our organizational culture, and how sat-
isfied is our workforce?

How satisfied are the people we serve?

Like senior leaders, administrators and managers use assess-
ment to account to important stakeholders for their unit’s overall
performance, manage goals and objectives, support resource alloca-
tion decisions, and strengthen organizational culture to encourage
innovation. However, in their managerial role, they also use assess-
ment to monitor and control operations; improve programs, services,
and processes; and support personnel decisions.

Monitoring and Controlling Operations
Many administrators and managers use assessment to monitor and
control people and processes. Administrators and managers use as-
sessment at the operational level to signal when people and processes
are getting “out of control” and short-term adjustments are needed.
They also use assessment to become aware of problems so that they
can put a stop to “business as usual.” This form of “quality control”
does not necessarily improve performance—it just lets administrators
and managers know that performance is not within the normal or in-
tended range.

Administrators in higher education have always used assess-
ment to monitor and control financial aspects of organizational per-
formance. Whether watching for cost overruns on a construction
project or overspending in a specific budget line item, administra-
tors and managers use monthly financial reports to monitor budget-
to-actual spending to learn when spending is getting out of control.

Increasingly, administrators and managers use specialized soft-
ware to monitor and control other aspects of organizational perfor-
mance. For example, they use technology to track technical computer
problems, requests for service, computer and network usage and out-
ages, equipment reliability, breaches of security, donor activities, and
admissions inquiries, admits, and yield rates. Libraries use technol-
ogy to monitor usage and track circulation of holdings. Academic ad-
visers use technology to review student progress toward stated goals.

Administrators and managers also use assessment to make sure
that resource deployment is aligned with approved plans and institu-
tional strategic initiatives and that operations are in compliance with
laws, regulations, accreditation standards, ranking criteria, funding
criteria, eligibility standards, and the like. In academic organizations,
responsibility for compliance is shared with the faculty. In adminis-
trative organizations, responsibility for compliance is shared with em-
ployees, but it depends on the degree of employee empowerment
existing in the organization under review.
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Improving Programs, Services, and Processes
One of the most important uses of assessment is to improve pro-
grams, services, and processes. In most organizations, improvement
is a shared responsibility.

Administrators, managers, faculty, and staff pursue program,
service, and process improvements using a variety of systematic and
nonsystematic approaches. Those who use a nonsystematic and more
intuitive approach base improvement actions on exposure and expe-
rience rather than on performance findings derived from an assess-
ment program. They need and use assessment findings less because
they believe that they have a full understanding of the problem, avail-
able resources, and levels of support in the political environment. An
intuitive approach, which is generally less collaborative than a team-
based, systematic approach, usually garners less support among the
parties affected by changes that they had no part in generating.

For administrators and managers who use a more systematic
approach to program, service, and process improvement, “In God
we trust; all others bring data” is a familiar admonition. Systematic
approaches generally start with the formation of improvement teams
who use assessment every step of the way. For example, teams en-
gaged in process reengineering, benchmarking, Six Sigma, and other
traditional improvement approaches use assessment to answer some
of the following questions:

How does current performance compare to a desired state?
How does it compare to that of other organizations?

What would the costs to our unit and the institution be if perfor-
mance is not improved now or in the future?

What are the nature and scope of performance problems?

What are the nature and scope of causes of poor performance?

In what ways can processes be improved? Will our improve-
ments affect the performance of other institutional opera-
tions? Which improvements will optimize performance the
most? Which improvements will optimize use of critical re-
sources the most?

How will we know when performance has improved?

How much will improvements cost?

To what extent has performance changed as a result of imple-
mented improvements, and how much has it actually cost?
Have changes improved performance? Have changes affected
other organizations?

How does improved performance compare to a desired state?
What else needs improvement? How much will it cost?
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Finally, many administrators and managers who operate within
the context of program-based, incentive-based, or responsibility-based
budgeting processes use assessment to support budget requests for
feasibility studies and other resources required to implement pro-
grams and service improvements.

Supporting Personnel Decisions
Administrators and managers also use assessment to support per-
sonnel decisions. They use assessment to determine the relative im-
portance of a particular position to the organization, comparable
salaries for that position currently offered by competitors in the mar-
ketplace, results from a 360-degree feedback system about the indi-
vidual’s past performance, and some aspect of the individual’s unit
overall performance results. After evaluating a person’s past perfor-
mance in relation to stated goals and clear expectations, supervisors
determine appropriate rewards or sanctions.

Administrators and managers who use organizational perfor-
mance results in the appraisal of lower-level personnel must do so cau-
tiously. Rewarding or punishing lower-level staff on the basis of results
of a process in which they have less than full control is a misguided use
of assessment data. For example, it is wrong for administrators and
managers to hold an employee accountable for customer complaints,
slow response times, or mistakes inherent in a process over which the
employee has little or no control or responsibility. It is fair, however, to
hold all employees accountable for identifying and solving process
problems and for advocating and initiating improvements to pro-
grams, services, and work processes if supervisors have clarified these
expectations early in the performance management process.

Some academic administrators use assessment to support fac-
ulty personnel decisions. However, most faculty personnel decisions,
such as promotion, tenure, and salary decisions, are made or recom-
mended by faculty committees that may or may not use assessment
to support their decisions.

Faculty and Staff

Except when negotiating and bargaining as a union (described
earlier as an external user group), most faculty and staff are generally
interested in assessment findings pertaining to their own units or a
universal topic or issue about which they are studying or making rec-
ommendations through committees and task forces.

It should be noted that faculty and staff are not only internal as-
sessment users but also assessors who collect, analyze, and dissem-
inate assessment results for other assessment users. Furthermore,
they can also represent owners of the assessment program.
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As an internal assessment user group, faculty and staff, like
senior leaders, administrators, and managers, use assessment results
for accountability, decision support, and improvement. However,
they also use assessment results to support the work of committees
and task forces conducting self-studies for accreditation and institu-
tional program reviews, faculty personnel decisions, and other im-
portant universitywide functions.

Traditional higher educational institutions operate within the
context of collegiality, a governance structure that generates many
important ad hoc and standing committees and task forces. Major
committees or task forces are given specific charges that determine
the boundaries of their work. Those charged with the responsibility
of solving particular problems or improving selected programs, ser-
vices, and work processes use either a systematic or nonsystematic
approach to their work. Those who use a systematic approach to im-
provement make copious use of assessment results, as described ear-
lier. Committees and task forces, depending on their purpose, use
assessment to understand the nature of emerging issues or problems,
inform the group’s decisions, support their causes, and justify their
recommendations to others.

Faculty committees and task forces charged with the responsibil-
ity of conducting self-studies for accreditation and program review use
assessment for two purposes: accountability and improvement, ac-
cording to Catherine Palomba and Trudy Banta (1999). These commit-
tees use assessment results during the life of a program as formative
assessment to modify, shape, and improve a program’s performance.
They use assessment after a program has been in operation for a while
for accountability and to make summative judgments about its quality
or worth compared to previously defined standards for performance.

Faculty skepticism and resistance to some forms of assessment
is well documented. However, David Tritelli (2002) claims that even
assessment’s strongest critiques have “come to be overwhelmed by
a sense of inevitability” (p. 3). The threshold question is not whether
to assess but what and how to assess. In his historical review of the
assessment of student outcomes, Peter Ewell (2002) tracks the de-
velopment of faculty support for and use of assessment. He recalls
an early faculty debate called the “ineffability debate.” In this debate,
faculty felt that initial attempts to assess student outcomes directly
were both demeaning and doomed to failure. The faculty’s reserva-
tions were founded on methodological, philosophical, and political
concerns. Faculty eventually adopted assessment as a survival strat-
egy, improved the assessment methods, and ultimately became com-
fortably rooted in a peer-based community of judgment.

Ewell (2002) also describes what he calls the “value-added de-
bate.” This revolves around whether assessment should focus on ab-
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solute levels of student achievement or institutional contributions to
developing student abilities. The classic approach to assessing learn-
ing gains through pretesting and posttesting, according to this debate,
poses perplexing conceptual issues and formidable methodological
problems. For example, pretests may not work because students have
not yet been exposed to subjects on which they will be posttested. This
debate, according to Ewell, helped “forge a growing consensus that
paths of student development should not be seen as linear and addi-
tive but rather as organic and transformational” (p. 18). As a result,
longitudinal studies were developed that were capable of capturing
large numbers of variables about both outcomes and experiences
using multivariate statistics.

Ewell (2002) claims that faculty on most campuses now use as-
sessment results one way or another; however, “fundamental trans-
formations in instruction that might have resulted from examining
systemic evidence of student learning have mostly not happened” (p.
23). Instead, faculty regard assessment of student learning outcomes
as an “add-on, done principally at the behest of the administration
and sustained as a superstructure outside the traditional array of aca-
demic activities and rewards” (p. 23).

Most faculty tenure and promotion requests are decided by fac-
ulty peers serving on promotion and tenure committees, many of
whom use assessment to support their decisions. Most committees
use assessment results focused on productivity and quality of re-
search and service; few use assessment results focused on quality of
an individual’s teaching effectiveness as measured by achievement
of intended student learning outcomes. According to Roger Benjamin
and Richard Hersh (2002), academic cultures do not necessarily value
systemic cumulative assessment of undergraduate learning to sup-
port faculty requests for promotion, tenure, and merit raises. “The
metric most commonly used . . . is a system of qualitative and quan-
titative measures that emphasize research productivity” (p. 10).

Debate continues as to whether the results of assessments related
to student learning conducted at the course and departmental levels
should be used to support faculty personnel decisions. Palomba and
Banta (1999) argue that assessment results should be used for the eval-
uation of programs, not faculty members. They explain that the “es-
sential factor in making assessment work is building trust among
faculty that the information collected through assessment activities
will not be used for inappropriate purposes.” Furthermore, “faculty
should be rewarded for the time and energy they invest in assessment-
related activities. Institutions should encourage the recognition of as-
sessment activities in faculty review processes” (p. 70).

Barbara Walvoord (2004) takes a different view. She argues “a
wise institution keeps the focus [of assessment] on collective action,
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not on individual blame. However, if students are learning well in a
class, a faculty member may find that information highly useful at
renewal, promotion, or tenure time” (p. 9). For example, evidence of
learning can balance low student evaluations. But, she argues, the
opposite is also true. “Evidence of inadequate student learning in
one’s class ought to galvanize the teacher and the department for ap-
propriate action. That action must be collegial and supportive, just
as it optimally is when a faculty member is not producing sufficient
research. The truth is that assessment brings to teaching a level of ac-
countability that was not always present before and that can be used
to benefit the students, faculty, and the institution” (p. 9).

To summarize, faculty who have access to assessment findings
related to the effectiveness of their teaching, research, and service may
or may not use those findings to support tenure, promotion, and
salary requests. It is important to note that during the initial years of
higher education in the United States, faculty assessed student learn-
ing primarily for the purpose of determining teacher effectiveness.
Today, faculty use assessment to measure levels of mastery, provide
feedback to students, account to important stakeholders, and improve
programs and services. They may or may not use assessment of stu-
dent learning as a measure of their individual teacher effectiveness.

The degree to which employees at all levels use assessment mean-
ingfully as members of a learning organization depends on several im-
portant factors, according to Margaret Wheatley (2005). Employees use
assessment in meaningful ways only when they can determine what
and how to measure performance. Furthermore, employees must be-
lieve assessment is a function of internal and not external forces, adap-
tive and evolving rather than static, and a form of feedback that
increases their own capacity to grow and develop and helps the orga-
nization grow in the right direction.

Worksheet 1.1 is designed to help assessors identify their unit’s
important external and internal assessment user groups. Examples
are provided for a fictitious Chemistry Department.

Summaryl

This chapter explored two types of assessment user groups: external
and internal. Each group requires different types of assessment in-
formation and uses assessment for different purposes. Assessment
user groups in higher education were defined as the “end users” of
assessment and therefore represent the “customers” of the assessment
program. External user groups are governing boards; governmental
agencies; potential students (and parents), potential donors (includ-
ing alumni), potential employees, and potential contractors; organi-
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zations that affirm; and external academic peers. External user groups
use assessment to hold organizations accountable; support policy and
resource allocation decisions; impose sanctions for noncompliance;
support choice decisions; affirm accreditation status, rank, classifica-
tion, administration censure, athletic eligibility, and bargaining posi-
tion; and validate research quality. Internal user groups are senior
leaders, administrators and managers, and faculty and staff. Internal
user groups use assessment to account to others, manage strategy,
manage organizational culture, allocate resources, control quality, im-
prove programs and services, support personnel decisions, and ad-
vocate causes.
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Worksheet 1.1
Assessment User Group Analysis

Unit of Analysis: (Example: Chemistry Department)  

Today’s Date: 

Use this worksheet to analyze the unit’s major assessment user groups. In column A, list all of the
unit’s important internal and external assessment user groups. Check column B or C to indicate
whether the user group is external or internal to the institution. In column D, describe important de-
cisions this user group makes, based on assessment results that affect the unit. Finally, in column E,
using a scale of 1 (least important) to 5 (most important), rate the overall importance of each assess-
ment user group to the unit.

Important Decisions This 
Assessment Group Makes Based on Rating of Overall 
User Groups External Internal Assessment Findings Importance to Unit

(A) (B) (C) (D) (E)

Example: Example: Example: Example: Example:
SACSCC 4 5
Regional 
Accrediting 
Site Visiting 
Team

• Reaffirm institutional accreditation
that determines
•• Eligibility for federal, state, and ••
•• local funding
•• Eligibility for NCAA sports
•• Level of competitiveness with

similar institutions for quality
students, faculty, and staff


