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ABSTRACT
This paper focuses on the development and implementation of the Institutional Assessment Plan through 
integrated processes in which the assessment informs the decisions on budgetary matters and resource alloca-
tion. One of the key challenges in developing and implementing an institutional assessment plan is that often 
the decisions at the micro, macro, and institutional level are not fully connected. For example, a request from 
department X for a faculty line (a micro-level decision/request) may have little or no influence on the deci-
sion made by the President/Cabinet that the institution will conduct Y searches in the next year (an institu-
tional level decision). We address the issue of the disconnect between the decisions at the micro, macro, and 
institutional levels by developing an integrated processes model. That results in executing the assessment plan 
through integrated goals and an integrated action plan that minimizes duplication of effort and improves 
efficiency.

Introduction

As we entered the 21st century, the institutions of higher 
education in the United States have witnessed a signifi-
cant shift in the way they are evaluated as the regional 
and national accreditation agencies in higher education 
are now significantly focused on the outcomes (goals) 
(Provezis, 2010). Whether it is student learning or service 
and operations to support the academic activity, institu-
tions must define what they are trying to achieve in terms 
of expected outcomes at all levels. Furthermore, they must 
develop the processes to achieve and periodically, mea-
sure the achievement of those outcomes. This is termed 
as outcome assessment. The results of the outcome assess-
ment are to be used to change/improve the processes and 
inform the budgetary and resource allocation decisions, 
which would result in improving the level of achievement 
of these outcomes. Utilizing the results of the outcome as-
sessment to improve the level of achievement of the out-
comes is known as the closing the loop. Closing the loop 

marks the end of the current assessment cycle (and the 
beginning of the next assessment cycle). 

If all this sounds complicated then probably it is. Out-
come assessment is all about improvement and using our 
resources more efficiently. It should not be a burden or tax 
our already scarce resources. One reason that assessment 
becomes a burden or rather challenging is the multi-level 
hierarchical structure of academic institutions where 
often the processes at different levels are not fully con-
nected. Most academic institutions, if not all, have three 
distinct levels where decisions are made: 

1.	 Micro level: Academic departments and adminis-
trative units responsible for providing services and 
operations to support academic activity fall under 
this category. As far as assessment is concerned, 
this is where all the action is. For example, assess-
ments of student learning outcomes (goals) occurs 
at the academic department level. Similarly, the 
assessment of services and operations goals occurs 
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at the unit level by the specific unit that offers the 
services or is responsible for the operations in ques-
tion. These assessments generate actions, decisions, 
requests, etc., at the lowest level. 

2.	 Macro level: This is where middle-level decisions 
are made at the highest level of the administrative 
arms of the institution such as Academic Affairs, 
Student Affairs, Finance/Administration, etc. 

3.	 Institutional level: This is where the key budgetary 
and resource allocation decisions such as number 
of searches to be conducted institution-wide dur-
ing the upcoming year or renovating a building/
laboratory etc., are often made by an institution 
level body such as the Cabinet or a committee and 
requires final approval by the President of the in-
stitution. 

The entities at each of the three levels often have specific 
goals and processes to achieve them; however, it is the 
lack of inter-level articulation of the goals and processes 
at each level that is the cause for inefficiencies and could 
make the outcomes assessment process at the institutional 
level a daunting task. Our study has shown that it is one of 
the biggest challenges for developing Institutional Assess-
ment/Effectiveness Plan at many institutions.

Our current research focuses on developing an integrat-
ed process model to seemlessly link the budgetry and re-
source allocation decisions at the institution level to the 
outcomes assessment at the micro level. Process or pro-
gram level integration has been 
applied in the business world as 
well as in govenrment agencies 
to improve efficiencies (Adams, 
2004) (Commerce, 2004). Two 
key components of this model 
are integrated goals and an in-
tegrated action plan, This paper 
presents a framework to create 
fully integrated goals at the mi-
cro, macro, and insitutional level. 
The framework is easily adaptable 
to any institution’s specific needs 
if one wishes to use it.

The rest of the paper is organized 
as follows: Section II briefly de-
scribes the key components of an 
Institutional Assessment/Effec-
tiveness Plan. Section III presents 
an approach to the integration of 
goals from micro to institutional 
levels. Section IV concludes the 
paper with an application of our 

approach to developing integrated goals and discussion 
of future research on this topic.

Institutional Assessment/ 
Effectiveness Plan 

An institutional assessment plan is a four-step planning-
assessment cycle, which starts with institutional goals. 
Institutional goals are aligned with the mission of the 
institution. Setting goals will have no meaning if we can-
not achieve them. Therefore, goals must be measureable, 
and we need to have the means (strategies) to achieve 
those goals. We need to assess the goals periodically to see 
how well we are achieving our goals. And finally, we need 
to use the results of assessment to improve the level of 
achievement of the goals (changes in programs, resource 
reallocation, budgetary adjustments etc. informed by the 
assessment results). In summary, the four components of 
an assessment plan an be described as follows (see Fig-
ure 1):

1.	 Defining institutional goals, which are clearly ar-
ticulated

2.	 Implementing strategies to achieve those goals

3.	 Assessing achievement of those goals and

4.	 Using the results of those assessments to improve 
programs and services and inform planning and 
resource allocation decisions.

Figure 1 
Assessment plan as the  

four-step planning assessment cycle
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Integration of Goals 

An assessment plan starts with goals, and that is exactly 
where the integration of all assessment related activities 
within the institution start. The key to integrated assess-
ment is to integrate micro-level goals (at the academic de-
partment or unit level) to an institutional-level goal. We 
will start with institutional goals for an academic institu-
tion. 

The term “Goal” describes a desired outcome or accom-
plishment. In the business world, the concept of SMART 
goals has been used widely (Doran, 1981). Each letter in 
“SMART” represents a specific characteristic of the goal 
as described below: 

S: Specific

M: Measurable

A: Achievable

R: Relevant 

T: Timebound

If a goal is “SMART,” we can define specific activities/
processes to achieve the goal. However, in large organiza-
tions such as academic institutions, the institution level 
goals could be very broad and may not be achievable by a 
specific set of activities/processes. In that case, a pathway 

to achieve the goal in the form of strategy can be defined 
first. Those strategies can then be transformed into more 
specific goals. We can continue to repeat the process of 
defining strategies and transform them into more specif-
ic goals at the next level (keep adding levels of specificity) 
until we reach the level where we can define specific ac-
tivities/processes to achieve the specific goals at the level 
just above.

We use the process outlined above to develop integrated 
goals for an academic institution. Figure 2 illustrates this 
concept for an academic institution. The key to integrat-
ing goals in a multi-level environment is to transform the 
strategies to achieve a broad goal at the highest level to 
more specific goals at the level below. This process con-
tinues to the level where goals become so specific that 
one or more activities/processes can be specified that will 
achieve a specific goal. 

Application 

All academic institutions, whether public or private, 
would have two key components in their mission: one 
related to academic excellence and other related to stu-
dent success. Accordingly, institutions will have one or 
more goals associated with these two key components of 
their mission. In fact, every academic institution should 

Figure 2 
Integrating goals at the three levels.
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have institutional goals in these areas (among any other 
goals they choose to have, which are unique to their in-
stitution) because they are related to the core business 
of academic institutions. Without that they will not be 
an academic institution. The number of goals or specific 
goal statements are not important and each institution 
can have goals suited to their specific situation. The only 
thing that matters at this level is that the institution-
specific goals are designed to achieve the mission of the 
institution in the two key components. So here we for-
mally state the two key components of the mission of an 
academic institution:

1.	 Academic Excellence

2.	 Student Success

Let’s consider these key components of the mission of an 
academic institution one by one, starting with the first 
key component “Academic Excellence.” Once an institu-
tion has defined a goal (or goals; as mentioned earlier, an 
institution can choose as many institutional goals as the 
institution aspires to have), the next step is to develop 
strategies to achieve that goal(s). So, the question is, how 
do we contribute to academic excellence? One can make 
a long list of things, which can be done to contribute to 
academic excellence. Someone else can have another 
list, probably quite different from the first one, to do the 
same. However, it’s hard to argue that we can make a 
meaningful contribution to academic excellence with-
out strengthening our academic programs and have fac-
ulty who excel in teaching and research or creative work. 
Therefore, the two must have strategies to contribute to 
academic excellence are:

1.	 Strengthen academic programs

2.	 Have faculty with excellence in teaching and re-
search/creative work

We integrate the goal(s) at the institutional and macro 
levels by transforming the strategies to achieve the insti-
tutional goal(s) into more specific goals at the macro lev-
el. In other words, at the macro level (Provost Office in 
this case) we will have (among others) two key goals: (1) 
strengthen academic programs and (2) recruit and retain 
faculty with excellence in teaching and research/creative 
work. Note that the focus of this paper is to integrate 
assessments, therefore, only the “strengthen academic 
programs” is of interest to us. However, for a complete 
institutional assessment/effectiveness plan both goals 
will be considered.

Note that the macro level goal “strengthen academic pro-
grams” is still pretty broad and we can use several strategies 
to achieve this goal. For example, seeking/maintaining 
external accreditation is one way to strengthen a program. 

Periodic program review through self-study is another 
was to achieve this objective. Continuous program im-
provement through outcome assessment is yet another 
way, which is also required by the regional accreditation 
agencies. The Provost Office at a particular institution 
may choose to use a combination of these three strate-
gies along with possible others they can think of. How-
ever, all departments will have a program-level assessment 
as one of the goals to strengthen their programs. In this 
way, the macro level strategies “program level assessment 
is transformed into a micro level goal for academic depart-
ments. At the micro level (department level) each depart-
ment and/or program can now choose a set of activities/
process suitable to their situation to achieve this goal. In 
this way, we have integrated micro, macro, and institution 
level goals and thus the assessment of those goals is also 
integrated. Table 1 illustrates the integration of student 
learning goals (program level assessment) at departmen-
tal level into the institutional goal(s) related to “academic 
excellence.”

Note that, a clear assignment of responsibility and flow 
of information among different entities involved in all as-
sessment related activities at the institution may require 
creating a framework within the college’s governance 
structure to make assessment a collaborative effort be-
tween the administration and the faculty while preserv-
ing faculty prerogatives and leadership on the assessment 
of student learning. That can be achieved by creating a 
standing assessment subcommittees of the appropriate 
institution-wide committees such as curriculum, general 
education, etc. These assessment subcommittees can work 
closely with the Office of Institutional Effectiveness to 
provide oversight of the assessment of student learning 
at the institution thus fostering faculty involvement and 
leadership in the assessment of student learning. 

Let’s now consider how student learning goals (program-
level assessment) at the departmental level can also be in-
tegrated into the institutional goal(s) related to “student 
success.” One argument, among many possible depending 
upon each institution’s unique situation, would be that 
student success, after they graduate, is highly related to 
what they have learned during the course of their study. 
Therefore, strategies to achieve this goal must include im-
proving student learning. Students are more likely to be 
successful if they finish their coursework in a timely fash-
ion and do not have gaps in their course of study. There-
fore, improving the graduation and retention rate would 
also contribute to improving the success of our students. 
Other strategies may include improving the quality of 
campus life & services. Probably, one can think of a few 
more, but these are the ones that can impact the student 
success the most. Therefore, we will use the following 
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three strategies for achieving the goal “improve student 
success”:

▶▶ Improving student learning 

▶▶ Improving the graduation and retention rate

▶▶ Improving quality of campus life & services

As we have done earlier, we will integrate the assessment 
at the institution, macro, and micro-level by turning the 
strategies to achieve goals at a particular level into more 
specific goals at the next lower level. Again, we will only 
consider the strategies that can be related to assessment. 
In this case, an intra-level connection can be created 
between two macro level goals, “strengthen academic 
programs” and “Improving student learning” with one 
shared strategy of “program level assessment.”

The administrative arm of the institution overseeing 
building and grounds perhaps will have a goal of improv-
ing the quality of campus life and the strategy to achieve 
this goal will be the assessment of the operational out-
comes. The administrative arm of the institution oversee-
ing student affairs will have a goal of improving student 
support services and the strategy to achieve this goal will 
be the assessment of student support services. The admin-
istrative arm of the institution overseeing enrollment will 
have a goal of improving the quality of academic support 
services and the strategy to achieve this goal will be the as-
sessment of academic support services etc., should be the 
part of the institutional assessment plan.

The focus of our ongoing work is to develop the frame-
work for an integrated action plan for closing the loop in 
institutional assessment cycle, which can easily be adapt-
ed to any institution’s specific needs.

Table 1 
Integration of student learning goals at departmental level into the institutional 

goal(s) related to “academic excellence.”
Level Key Component of the Institutional Mission

Institution
Goal(s) Academic Excellence related goal(s) (Institution specific)

Strategy Strengthen academic programs Have faculty with excellence in teaching and 
research/creative work

Macro

Goal(s)
Strengthen academic programs through 
means suitable and consistent with the 
disciplinary norm of a particular program.

Recruit and retain faculty with excellence in 
teaching and research/creative work through 
increased outreach and incentive.

Strategy
Program level 
Assessment on a 
three-year staggered 
cycle

External 
Accreditation/Self 
Studies on five-year 
staggered cycle (or 
as required by an 
external accreditation 
agency)

Institution specific Institution specific

Micro

Goal(s)

Conduct program-
level assessment (1/3 
of the departments 
at the institution each 
year) etc.

Conduct self-
study (1/5 of the 
departments at the 
institution each year).

Institution specific Institution specific

Activity/
process

As determined by the 
specific department/
program

As determined by the 
specific department/
program

Institution specific Institution specific
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