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Preface         �

The Excellence in Higher Education Guide integrates two influential approaches to assessment, plan-
ning, and improvement. The first is the Baldrige model—that is, the assessment criteria and process 
used in the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award Program, developed and administered by the 
U.S. National Institute of Standards and Technology. The second is the set of principles employed 
by the U.S. higher education accrediting associations. The Baldrige model is widely acknowledged 
as one of the most useful and authoritative organizational assessment models ever developed,1  and 
the evaluative frameworks advanced by the accrediting associations are the most visible and broadly 
applied standards for programmatic and institutional review in U.S. colleges and universities.2  

The Excellence in Higher Education (EHE) model extends the Baldrige model to address the 
specific needs of higher education, and it does so in a manner that takes into account the standards 
and terminology used in accrediting. The result is a new model that benefits from the strengths of 
the Baldrige Award and accrediting frameworks. Though they often use differing vocabulary, the 
Baldrige and accrediting models each stress the importance of institutional leadership, assessment, 
data-based decision making, strategic planning, outcomes measurement, and peer comparisons. 
They also share the position that review, planning, and continuous improvement are fundamental 
to institutional effectiveness and should be thoroughly integrated into the fabric of every institution 
aspiring to excellence. The approaches complement one another in many respects, and together they 
offer what is perhaps the best available guide to excellence and effectiveness in higher education.

The EHE model can be used by an entire college or university—and by individual administrative, 
service, and student life organizations, academic departments, and programs within the institution. 
This cross-cutting capability is an extremely important characteristic of the model. Though assess-
ment typically focuses on the educational activities most directly related to an institution’s core 
mission, all divisions within a college or university are interdependent components of a system 
and all interact to create the experiences that are the basis for the perceptions—and the reality—of 
students, visitors, alumni, and the public, as well as faculty and staff. Although distinctions among 
various functional units of a college or university are meaningful to those of us who work within 
the institution, they are much less distinguishable and less significant to external groups. For our 
constituencies, what matters is the quality and effectiveness of their overall learning, living, or 
visiting experience. 

The general EHE framework provides an integrated approach to assessment, planning, and 
improvement throughout the institution. The benefits of such an approach include the develop-
ment of a unifying view of organizational excellence, a collective sense of strengths and priorities 
for improvement, and a common vocabulary for communicating among faculty and staff across 
academic, student life, administrative, and service functions.

PrefaCe

1 Information on the Baldrige National Quality Program is available at www.quality.nist.gov/.

2 See the Council for Higher Education Accreditation (www.chea.org/), the Middle States Association of Schools and Colleges (www.
msche.org/), the New England Association of Schools and Colleges (www.neasc.org), the North Central Association of Schools and 
Colleges (www.ncahigherlearningcommission.org), the Northwest Association of Schools and Colleges (www.nwccu.org), the Southern 
Association of Schools and Colleges (www.sacscoc.org), and the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (www.wascweb.org).
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It should be clear from the foregoing comments that this publication and its author owe a debt 
of gratitude to the Baldrige National Quality Program, the accrediting associations, and all those 
who have contributed to the publications of those organizations (see “Works Cited and Suggested 
Readings”). I especially want to extend my personal thanks to Harry Hertz, executive director of 
the Baldrige National Quality Program; his predecessor, Curt Reimann; Steve Spangehl, director of 
the North Central Association, Academic Quality Program; Judith Eaton, president of the Council 
for Higher Education Accreditation; and Jean Avnet Morse, director, and Linda Suskie, executive 
associate director of the Middle States Commission on Higher Education. All have been generous 
with their knowledge and insights. 

Many thanks to my colleagues at Rutgers who have participated in the Excellence in Higher Edu-
cation process and who have furthered its evolution. There are now approximately 50 academic, 
student affairs, service, and administrative departments that have used the model for assessment, 
planning, and improvement at Rutgers, and much has been learned from each. A number of those 
units have also participated in research on the impact of the EHE assessment (Ruben et al. 2004; 
Ruben et al. 2007) and in so doing have made further contributions to the advancement of the 
program. 

I continue to be indebted to colleagues at the roughly 35 other colleges and universities that 
have used the Excellence in Higher Education framework. Special thanks to Phyllis Hoffman, Ron 
Coley, and John Cummins at the University of California–Berkeley; Maury Cotter and Kathleen 
Paris at the University of Wisconsin–Madison; Richard Norman, Willard Haley, and Adolph Haislar 
at Miami University; Louise Sandmeyer, Ann Dodd, and Carol Everett at Penn State University; 
John Dew at the University of Alabama; Jim Spring, Molly Nearing, and Christina Knickerbocker 
at the State University of New York at Binghamton; Jamie Barlowe and Nagi Naganathan at the 
University of Toledo; and Jill Pollock at Texas A&M University. 

A very special note of appreciation to Johnson & Johnson for so generously sharing its knowledge 
and experience, with particular thanks to Karl Schmidt, Denis Hamilton, Mike Thalacker, Randy 
Beeman, Donnie Young, Bill Quinn, Bob Bury, Mike Burtha, and Jerry Cianfrocca.

For their enthusiasm about this work and assistance with publication, I want to express my ap-
preciation to the administration and staff at the National Association of College and University 
Business Officers and, particularly, to Donna Klinger, Connie Adamson, Kathleen Dunn, Susan 
Jurow, John Walda, and also to Jay Morley. Thanks also to Karen Colburn for her valued assistance 
with the production of the book. 

To my colleagues at the Rutgers Center for Organizational Development and Leadership, I am 
especially appreciative. This includes Sherrie Tromp, Barbara Corso, Joe Lopez, Kate Immordino, 
Yana Grushina, and Stacy Smulowitz. Thanks also to Stacey Connaughton, Travis Russ, Lisa Maha-
jan, Kim Biegel, Jocelyn DeAngelis, Jen Lehr, John Fortunato, and Tricia Nolfi, each of whom has 
contributed to this project in recent years. 

Brent D. Ruben
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the national context

Higher education institutions contribute immeasurably to the personal and professional lives of 
students and enrich the intellectual, economic, and cultural fabric of their communities, states, na-
tions, and beyond. Few social institutions have been as highly valued as colleges and universities. For 
those and other reasons the contributions of the higher education community have been generously 
acknowleged over the years in popular discourse, and in professional and academic presses. 

Despite the traditionally high regard for the work of colleges and universities, we are not insulated 
from the many contemporary economic, demographic, and policy pressures facing other social 
institutions. The list of such pressures confronting higher education is a long one, as is underscored 
in dramatic fashion in the following inventory developed by the Association of American Colleges 
and Universities (2002, 6–7):

• Changing student demographics

- Increasing proportion of college graduates as a percentage of the general U.S.  
population 

- Students lacking recommended college preparatory courses

- Greater percentage of nontraditional students

• New enrollment patterns 

- Increased part-time enrollment

- Multiple-institution attendance

- Distance coursework

• The information explosion

- Increases in available information

- Decreased review and quality control of available information

- Shift from needing to remember facts to finding and evaluating information 

- Increasing need for and importance of lifelong learning

• The technological revolution

- New types of jobs for graduates

- Changing nature of the classroom because of technology and online learning

- Frequent changes in job requirements and the need for continuing education
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• Accountability

- Greater calls for measuring performance

- More state regulation of the curriculum

- Concerns about mandated testing 

- Accreditation emphasis on effectiveness and assessment

• New education sites and formats

- Growth in the for-profit higher education sector

- Distance education

- Rise of corporate universities

- More flexible teaching and learning formats

• The changing nature of the workplace

- Emphasis on creative problem solving, teamwork, and adaptability 

- Need for high-level intellectual skills

- Need for employees with greater technological and quantitative literacy

• The global nature of major challenges and opportunities

- Porosity of national boundaries

- Increasing international competition for students, faculty, and resources

- Worldwide environmental impacts

- Post–September 11, 2001, awareness of global interdependency

• Renewed emphasis on civic responsibility and communal values

- Rise in student volunteerism

- Cyclical student activism

- Increased pressure on colleges and universities to join the community in resolving 
local problems

• Constraints on resources

- Increasing competition for scarce resources

- Decreased state and federal funding 

- Increasing reliance on alternative funding sources

- Necessity of using existing resources more efficiently

Understanding and responding ConstrUCtively to external CritiqUe

It seems quite clear that a number of the aforementioned factors will have a significant impact on 
higher education, and yet as the Association of American Colleges and Universities (2002) notes, 
the vast majority of them are beyond our control. The good news—if it can be considered such—is 
that there are other challenges confronting the academic community over which it is possible to 
exercise considerable influence. 
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Three significant issues that fit this category concern the way we relate to our constituencies, 
operate our institutions, and deal with changing environmental conditions. These three themes 
are each important in their own right, and they also connect with a number of other more specific 
challenges confronting higher education—challenges that highlight the need for systematic review, 
planning, and innovation.

developing new strategies to Meet inCreasing deMands, often with few  
additional resoUrCes

On campuses across the country, academic, student life, service, and administrative units are being 
called upon to increase quality, effectiveness, and efficiency in response to internal and external 
pressures. More often than not, the heightened expectations are accompanied by few, if any, ad-
ditional resources. 

Few good options are available in such situations: ignore the rising expectations, meet the 
increasing demands by sacrificing quality across the board, look for new approaches to the tasks 
at hand, or make the hard choice to narrow the scope of activities. Each option carries risks and 
potential morale problems, and each threatens to compromise the breadth and/or quality of the 
contribution. A common theme of the strategies that do not include turning a blind eye to height-
ened service expectations is the need to prioritize the various activities in which an institution, 
division, or department is engaged. Without a method for prioritizing programs and services, an 
analysis of their centrality and criticality, and a plan to appropriately match resources to priorities, 
meaningful decision making and forward movement is extremely difficult. 

Bridging the gap Between the aCadeMiC and adMinistrative CUltUres 

Faculty members, student affairs professionals, and administrative and support personnel typi-
cally have quite different training, roles, and responsibilities. As a consequence, these groups often 
evolve their own distinctive cultures—cultures that sometimes emphasize the value and achieve-
ments of their own members, while failing to recognize and appropriately value the full range of 
contributions of other groups. Whenever that occurs, a lack of understanding and mutual respect 
across departmental and faculty-staff lines is a consequence, and that, in turn, undermines effec-
tive collaboration, wastes scarce resources, diminishes the effectiveness of programs and services, 
and undermines the institution’s reputation among its constituencies. Heightening the shared 
understanding of the common challenges that confront higher education in general, and each 
institution in particular, is an important step to transcending such cultural barriers and promoting 
more effective collaboration in service to one another and our many constituencies.

thinking More Broadly aBoUt higher edUCation institUtions and 
departMents as organizations

How different are colleges of education, law, communication, liberal arts, and business? How unique 
are departments of human resources, institutional research, computing services, or admissions? 
The first list, of course, is composed of academic departments, and the second, of administrative 
and service units. There are major differences in the content of the programs and services that 
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each type of unit offers. Yet, at a higher level of analysis, all of these units are organizations and all 
operate within a higher education context and, as such, have much in common. To recognize and 
benefit from those commonalities, we need integrating frameworks and terminology for thinking 
about, talking about, and analyzing the work of departments and institutions (Massy 2003; Ruben 
1995a). Without general frameworks, concepts, and terminology, the sharing of insights, strategies, 
operational practices, and expertise across departmental boundaries is a formidable challenge. 

learning froM the effeCtive praCtiCes of other edUCational institUtions 
and froM organizations in other seCtors—health Care, BUsiness, and 
governMent 

Barriers to organizational learning occur between higher education and other sectors, as they do 
between departments and divisions within colleges and universities. In terms of their academic 
mission, colleges and universities are quite unique as institutions. However, many of our admin-
istrative, service, and support functions have a number of parallels in health care, government, 
and business, to which we can compare ourselves, and from which we can learn (Ruben 1995a, 
1995b, 2004). It is also the case that some departments in those other sectors engage in research, 
instruction, and public service or outreach activities that have parallel activities in colleges and 
universities. To the extent that we are preoccupied by our distinctiveness, we miss the opportunity 
to learn from the experiences and expertise in other sectors. Equally important is the fact that when 
we fail to listen effectively and learn from others, our credibility as experts in teaching and learn-
ing is compromised, as we are perceived to be failing to adopt the very values and practices we so 
vigorously advocate for others. 

adopting the philosophy of—and day-to-day CoMMitMent to—ContinUoUs 
iMproveMent

Higher education has long been committed to excellence. However, critics often point out that the 
pace of change and improvement in colleges and universities is slow—and more episodic than 
continuous (Spellings 2006a, 2006b). Within higher education, proposed innovations and improve-
ments become the topic of protracted discussion about potential shortcomings, as one alternative 
model or approach after another is introduced, debated, and discarded. Committees often are 
formed to investigate the problem in depth and make recommendations, and their recommenda-
tions may become input for other committees, which also investigate and make recommendations 
to still other committees. Sometimes, in the quest for completeness, rigor, and ideal solutions, we 
overlook the less-than-perfect solutions. As a consequence, we may talk ourselves out of making any 
improvements. Or the “window of opportunity” for change may pass before any decisions have been 
made. Or those involved simply lose the will to invest any more time or energy in the effort. No 
one would argue that extensive analysis is unimportant to innovation and advancement. Likewise, 
the alternative of unilateral, top-down decision making is fraught with perils. However, too much 
unfocused analysis and discussion—with no clear plan to move to action—leads to organizational 
paralysis, and ultimately that is as likely to lead to poor outcomes as is too little analysis. Thus, the 
challenge is to adopt approaches that encourage interaction and consultation but that also ensure 
that the commitment to timely decision making and change is not simply rhetorical. For our own 
sake, and to effectively address what is a frequent concern among our critics, greater attention to 
analysis that results in plans and improvements is important.
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expanding the Base of CapaBle and CoMMitted leaders

To address the many obstacles confronting higher education, strong leadership is needed at all 
levels in academic, student life, service, and administrative areas. For reasons that are difficult to 
understand, leadership development has historically not been the priority in higher education 
that it has been in other sectors (Hecht 2006; Ruben 2004, 2006a; Wolverton and Gmelch 2002). 
The assumption seems to be that leadership and managerial capabilities will emerge and develop 
naturally among those who have excelled in academic or technical areas. While that approach does 
produce some excellent leaders, most would agree that its limitations are readily apparent. The 
learning curve for new leaders is steep, and the consequences for colleagues and the organization 
while the necessary learning takes place can be painful. The challenge is to clarify the knowledge 
and skill bases necessary for effective higher education leadership, and then to create opportunities 
to attract, develop, and reward people with such capabilities. A vision of what constitutes an effec-
tive organization, a commitment to institutional self-reflection, and the competencies necessary 
to ensure collaborative and continuous improvement are among the key elements needed for the 
excellence in educational leadership that is so much in demand.

responding proaCtively to pressUre for aCCoUntaBility and oUtCoMe 
MeasUreMent 

Pressure to increase accountability and carefully measure outcomes is increasing at the national, 
state, and institutional levels (Eaton 2005a; Miller 2006; Schray 2006; Spellings 2006a). There is a 
growing sentiment that we must develop meaningful criteria for assessing the quality and effective-
ness of our institutions and our academic, student life, administrative, and service programs and 
services, as well as criteria to measure and track organizational achievements and outcomes. The 
resulting information can be used to compare our work to that of peer institutions with whom we 
share a similar mission, as well as to inform decision making and resource allocation. If we are 
proactive, pressure for assessment can also be an opportunity: who would disagree with the asser-
tion that it is essential to determine, document, and ensure the quality of our work? In the spirit 
of review and evaluation that are central to so much of the work of the academy, it can certainly 
be beneficial to direct some of our analytic energies inward to look more systematically at our own 
activities and their consequences. Moreover, too much recalcitrance or delay in addressing these 
issues is likely to result in assessment criteria and processes being defined and imposed by others. 
The result is likely to be much less satisfying and helpful than if the higher education community 
takes the leadership role with regard to meaningful outcome assessment. 

adopting a Broader vision of exCellenCe

Colleges and universities have a long-standing tradition of quality in academics and scholarship. 
In this respect, higher education is the gold standard—the model to which other sectors look for 
excellence. But increasingly today there are competing views as to what constitutes excellence in 
higher education. At least three quite different points of view are evident (Volkwein 2006). First, 
there is what might be termed the resource/reputational perspective, which emphasizes the importance 
of institutional and disciplinary ratings and rankings, faculty accomplishments and credentials, 
available financial and material resources, student ranks and test scores, levels of research, and 
donor funding. The client-centered model, which provides a second point of view, focuses on the 
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student experience, the quality of educational practice, program and faculty availability, tuition 
levels, access, alumni and employer views, and most especially student satisfaction with programs, 
services, and facilities. The third model, the strategic investment model, focuses on return on invest-
ment, cost-benefit analysis, control of expenditures, regulation and compliance, and productivity 
measures including admission yield, retention, time to degree, and expenditure per student (Volk-
wein 2006). The first of these models tends to be the preferred model of many faculty and has 
been traditionally important for external reviews, including accreditations, although this pattern 
is changing. Students, parents, alumni, and employers often emphasize the second, client-centered 
model. Government officials, boards, and trustees are generally drawn to the perspective of the 
strategic investment model. 

University administrators struggle to reconcile these approaches, recognizing the implications 
of all three (Volkwein 2006). Each perspective has value, and they are not mutually exclusive. In 
fact, it seems likely that the most successful institutions, departments, and programs will find 
ways to embrace all three. Certainly it makes sense to  aspire to high standards in student, faculty, 
programmatic, departmental/disciplinary, and institutional ranking; in our relations with our con-
stituencies; and also in the strategic use of resources and return on investment. To be successful in 
pursuing these goals, we need to formulate and adopt a broader, more inclusive understanding of 
excellence—one that leads us to aspire to excellence in all that we do (Ruben 2004).

integrating approaChes to assessMent, planning, and ContinUoUs 
iMproveMent 

Most colleges and universities have procedures for conducting academic review, planning, and 
improvement. Within many institutions, however, such activities may be administered in different 
offices and the functions may not be well integrated. For example, the evaluation and planning 
activities that occur at the institutional level may not be clearly linked to those undertaken at the 
program or department level. Or the standards and approaches used in administrative and service 
areas may differ from those used in academic or student life areas. Most colleges and universities 
would benefit from having a unifying framework and common language to guide review, plan-
ning, and improvement at all levels and across various departments and programs. Among other 
benefits, a unified model of this kind would promote the exchange of good ideas and increase the 
adoption of effective practices throughout an institution.
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Excellence in Higher Education: An Integrated Approach to Assessment, Planning, and Improvement in 
Colleges and Universities is designed to help address many of the challenges confronting higher 
education—particularly those over which we can exercise some direct influence. 

The goal of this publication is to offer a comprehensive guide to the processes of review, plan-
ning, and continuous improvement for academic, student affairs, administrative, and service units 
within a college or university—and to do so by adapting the Baldrige framework to higher educa-
tion in a way that takes account of accrediting standards and terminology. 

aCCreditation

Historically, accreditation has been the most visible influence for reflective review within higher 
education. Through a process that includes self-study and peer review, the professional, special 
focus, and regional accrediting agencies provide a regularized, structured mechanism for quality 
assurance and improvement for the U.S. higher education community (Eaton 2006). The Council 
for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) has more than 80 accrediting member organizations 
that oversee the review and accreditation for some 7,000 institutions and 17,000 programs (CHEA 
2007; Eaton 2006). 

Although some have suggested that accrediting could benefit from increased transparency and 
national standardization (Schray 2006; Spellings 2006a, 2006b), there is no question that the re-
gional accrediting associations—as well as the professional and other associations—have long been 
a driving force in promoting increased attention to assessment, planning, and continuous improve-
ment through their standards and guidelines (CHEA 2007; Eaton 2006; Middle States Commission 
2002, 2006; New England Association 2004; North Central Association 2007; Northwest Commis-
sion 2004; Southern Association 2003; Spangehl 2000, 2004; Western Association 2002).

The description provided by the Western Association of Schools and Colleges is quite typical in 
this regard: one of the primary goals of accreditation is “promoting within institutions a culture 
of evidence where indicators of performance are regularly developed and data collected to inform 
institutional decision making, planning, and improvement” (2002, 6).

an integrated approach to  
assessment, planning, continuous 
improvement, and leadership
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Traditionally, the academic mission and programs of colleges and universities provided the pri-
mary focus for institutional accreditation. In the current environment, given the broad challenges 
confronting higher education, national, state, and institutional pressures for fiscal constraint, ac-
countability, attention to learning outcomes assessment, productivity measurement, mission clarity 
and distinctiveness, and institutional structure all converge in the accrediting process. 

Current accreditation standards and practices give increasing attention to measurement and 
outcomes and focus less on intentions and inputs. Underpinning this shift is an expanded focus on 
the received experience of students as distinct from institutional intentions, structures, expertise, 
and plans of faculty and staff (Ruben 2007). Greater emphasis is also being given to assessing the 
effectiveness of the institution or program, holistically, as an organization. Moreover, accrediting 
processes are focusing more on student learning and the “value added” by the teaching/learning 
experience (and for residential colleges and universities, the living experience) provided by the 
institution. It is worth mentioning that the growing interest in assessment is not unique to higher 
education; the trend toward giving greater emphasis to measuring performance in terms of outputs 
and value added has become pervasive in business, health care, and government, as well (Brancato 
1995; Kaplan and Norton 1992, 1993, 1996, 2001; Ruben 2004). 

Accreditation emphasizes programmatic and institutional self-examination and peer review, and 
the higher education community has always been a primary audience for the process and its results. 
With growing concerns about accountability, value, access, and transparency, accreditation has come 
to serve an increasingly significant “gatekeeper” function for external constituencies, including federal 
and state governments and the general public. As CHEA president Judith Eaton notes, “Accreditation 
[now] has many masters and mistresses” (Eaton 2005a). As articulated by one of the regional associa-
tions, the accreditation process “stimulates evaluation and improvement, while providing a means 
of continuing accountability to constituents and the public” (Southern Association 2006, 4). 

As accreditation has evolved to serve a broader array of stakeholders and functions, there has 
been an understandable concomitant shift toward increasingly systemic reviews of institutions and 
programs. This broadened perspective acknowledges the contribution of all component units and 
functions—academic, but also student affairs, services, and administration—to the overall success 
of a program or institution. There may have been a time, for example, when the excellence of in-
stitutions or programs was understood to be a natural and inevitable consequence of assembling 
distinguished faculty members. Today, however, the importance of a more multifaceted and nuanced 
perspective is increasingly required, as it has become apparent that institutional or programmatic 
excellence is contingent on many factors beyond the excellence of individual faculty members. 

the Baldrige fraMework

Of the various rigorous and systemic approaches to the assessment, planning, and improvement 
of organizations, none has been more successful or more influential than the Malcolm Baldrige 
model (Baldrige 2006). The U.S. Congress established the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality 
Award Program in 1987. Named after Malcolm Baldrige, who served as secretary of commerce from 
1981 until his death in 1987, the intent of the program is to promote U.S. business effectiveness 
for the advancement of the national economy by providing a systems approach to organizational 
assessment and improvement. More specifically, the goals of the program are as follows:

• Identify the essential components of organizational excellence.

• Recognize organizations that demonstrate those characteristics.

• Promote information sharing by exemplary organizations.

• Encourage the adoption of effective organizational principles and practices.
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The program, which is administered by the National Institute of Standards and Technology, has 
been extremely important in national and international efforts to identify and encourage the ap-
plication of core principles of organizational excellence. Some 50 state, local, and regional award 
programs have been created based on Baldrige (Calhoun 2002; Vokurka 2001), and more than 
25 different countries have used the Baldrige criteria as the basis for their own national awards 
(Przasnyski and Tai 2002). In total, there are approximately 60 national awards in other countries 
(Vokurka 2001). 

aCCreditation and Baldrige: CoMpleMentary approaChes

The Baldrige principles and the standards of the accrediting associations have been extremely 
influential in their respective spheres, and there is a natural and growing compatibility between 
them (Baldrige 2007a, 2007b; Baenninger and Morse 2004; Driscoll and Cordero de Noriega 2006; 
Middle States Commission 2006; Nelser 2004; New England Association 2004; North Central As-
sociation 2003, 2007; Northwest Commission 2004; Ruben 2004, 2005a, 2005b, 2007; Southern 
Association 2006, 2003; Spangehl 2000, 2004; Western Association 2002). 

Generally speaking, to be valid and useful, any higher education assessment model must have 
four characteristics. It should provide: 1) a framework that articulates relevant standards for the 
purposes at hand; 2) detailed descriptions and operationalizations of these standards; 3) methods 
that allow the standards to be consistently applied by different individuals and in varying institu-
tional settings; and 4) results that are useful for evaluation and improvement within and across 
institutions.

The approaches of regional, professional, and other accrediting agencies exemplify these charac-
teristics. Though differing somewhat from agency to agency, the models provide a comprehensive 
set of standards for evaluating quality that are intended to be sufficiently flexible to be useful in 
reviewing a variety of institutional types with varying missions, and yet are also sufficiently generic 
to permit broad comparisons among these institutions. These accrediting frameworks provide clear 
and reasonably precise descriptions of these standards and have various guidelines and training 
methods in place that are designed to assure that these descriptions will be reliable and applied 
in a consistent manner. Additionally, the end product of the assessments are designed to be useful 
for evaluative and improvement purposes.

Baldrige provides yet another such framework, rubric, or model.  While “Baldrige” is perhaps 
best known as an awards or recognition program, it is more fundamentally a way of thinking, a 
philosophy, and a methodology for conceptualizing, operationalizing, and assessing organizational 
excellence. The framework provided by the Baldrige, and Baldrige-based programs like Excellence in 
Higher Education, identifies standards considered to be critical to organizational effectiveness and 
quality. Typically, these models include seven broad categories with subcategories, each of which 
includes precise descriptions of issues and themes to guide the operationalization of the criteria. 
As with the standards of the accrediting agencies, those of the Baldrige are sufficiently generic to 
allow useful analyses across varying types of institutions and missions. They are also sufficiently 
precise so as to provide a useful operational guide to excellence and improvement within specific 
institutions. Because of their flexibility and generic character, Baldrige-based models can be used 
not only in the review of entire institutions, but also in the assessment and analysis of individual 
departments within any such institution. 
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In each Baldrige-based assessment, the first step is a careful consideration of the institution or 
department’s mission, followed by an examination of issues related to quality and alignment of 
the organization’s plans, goals, leadership practices, programs and services; stakeholder expecta-
tions and needs; workplace and workforce profile; assessment systems; and evidence of results. 
Baldrige-based models typically incorporate a rigorous methodology and extensive annual multi-
day training sessions for examiners to facilitate the consistent application of these standards across 
individuals, institutions, and settings. Typically, Baldrige assessment also includes quantitative as 
well as qualitative ratings by examiners for each of the standards. The goal is to provide precise 
documentation as to the level of accomplishment, maturity, or compliance, and also to provide 
a baseline for comparisons over time and with other organizations. An additional attribute of 
Baldrige-based models is that they embody a set of standards and a rubric that has been found to 
be useful in healthcare, government, and business institutions of varying sizes and complexity, as 
well as in higher education, and as a consequence, are useful for encouraging cross-sector com-
munication and the sharing of relevant effective practices.  

The accreditation process “stimulates evaluation and improvement, while providing a means 
of continuing accountability to constituents and the public” (Southern Association 2004, 3). The 
same can be said of the Baldrige approach. Each emphasizes the importance of broadly defining 
excellence; valuing leadership and planning; establishing clear, shared, and measurable goals; cre-
ating effective programs and departments; conducting systematic assessments of outcomes; and 
engaging in comparisons with peers and leaders.1At their core, the two frameworks have a great 
deal in common. Both reflect a commitment to an iterative process of mission-based goal setting, 
assessment, and improvement, as illustrated in Figure 1.

In addition to integrating concepts from the Baldrige and accreditation approaches, the Excel-
lence in Higher Education framework integrates elements from management audits, disciplinary 
reviews, and strategic planning to provide a generic model broadly applicable across all functions 
and levels of an institution. (See Figure 2.)

Establishment of Goals

Design of Programs 
& Services

Improvement

Assessment of 
Outcomes

Delivery of Programs 
& Services

FIGURE 1. CORE PRINCIPLES OF BALDRIGE-BASED AND ACCREDITATION FRAMEWORKS

Develop/Review
Institutional and/or Unit

figUre 1: Core prinCiples of Baldrige-Based and aCCreditation fraMeworks
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The framework is appropriate for use by administrative, service, student affairs, or academic units 
and by programs, centers, or institutes. Moreover, the guidelines can be used by an entire college 
or university or by a group such as a faculty, an administrative assembly, an advisory board, or a 
senate. Having a common model adaptable for use in so many diverse ways throughout the institu-
tion can be extremely helpful in promoting a shared vision and unifying standards of excellence 
throughout the institution. Moreover, EHE facilitates communication and the sharing of effec-
tive-practice approaches, outcomes that, in turn, increase the possibility of ongoing collaboration 
between and among departments and programs. 

Uses of the exCellenCe in higher edUCation fraMework

Guide for Self-ASSeSSment, PlAnninG, And imProvement
The EHE program’s most common application is as a guide for institutional or departmental self-
assessment or as a resource to institute an integrated program of assessment, planning, and continu-
ous improvement. When used for either purpose, a seminar, workshop, or retreat is generally the 
format used to introduce the program. This book and its companion publications, the Workbook 
and Scoring Instructions and the Facilitator’s Guide, provide information, explanatory materials, and 
a supporting PowerPoint presentation for those who wish to use the EHE framework as the basis 
for workshops or seminars. They also include instructions on Baldrige-based scoring for those who 
wish to employ a quantitative approach in their review.

Accreditation Review

Management Audit

Program Assessment

Baldrige Assessment

External Review

Strategic Planning Basics

FIGURE 2. HIGHER EDUCATION REVIEW AND IMPROVEMENT APPROACHES

Excellence

in

Higher

Education

Framework

figUre 2: higher edUCation review and iMproveMent approaChes
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foundAtion for externAl review, AccreditAtion, or BAldriGe SuBmiSSion
One can also use this guide as a source for the standards to apply in an external or peer review of 
an academic, student life, administrative, or service unit—or a college or university as a whole. 
Or the EHE framework can be utilized as a foundation for an accreditation self-study process. Yet 
another alternative is to use the EHE guide and supplementary publications in preparing for a 
Baldrige award application—either for a national award or for consideration by one of the many 
state quality programs that mirror the Baldrige model. 

A leAder’S Guide
The Excellence in Higher Education model offers both theoretical and practical guidance for leaders 
and planners at all levels in a college or university (Ruben 2006a). Although EHE is not intended 
to be a how-to guide for strategic planning or leadership (for other sources that do offer such guid-
ance, see the “Works Cited and Suggested Readings” at the end of this book), it does offer a systemic 
and integrated vision of organizational excellence and a “checklist” of key areas to be considered 
in determining where an institution, department, or program stands in relation to that vision. In 
so doing, it establishes the kind of foundation that is essential for effective leadership. The guide 
is helpful in this regard, as is the workbook, which includes summary outlines of each category 
presented in a checklist format.

Regardless of the specific application made of the EHE framework, it has a number of benefits 
(Ruben et al. 2004; Ruben et al. 2007):

• Provides a standard of comparison and baseline measures using an accepted organiza-
tional assessment framework

• Sharpens the focus on the needs, expectations, perspectives, experiences, and satisfac-
tion/dissatisfaction levels of the groups served by an institution’s or department’s activi-
ties, programs, or services

• Provides a vocabulary and shared framework for organizational analysis and improve-
ment that uses the language of higher education

• Highlights and clarifies organizational strengths 

• Identifies and prioritizes potential areas for improvement

• Facilitates communication and constructive comparisons within and across units and 
institutions

• Broadens faculty and staff participation in organizational review and strategic planning

• Provides a proactive and constructive response to demands for increased assessment, 
accountability, and outcome measurement

• Offers a framework to guide leaders 

• Provides a useful foundation for accreditation linked to continuous improvement

note

1.  For a comparative analysis of educational goals and outcomes identified by the regional 
and professional accrediting associations, see Association of American Colleges and 
Universities (2004, 20–21).
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the framework and review process

Core ConCepts and valUes

The Excellence in Higher Education framework and process focus on elements essential to estab-
lishing and maintaining an outstanding institution, department, or program. The framework is 
built around the following core concepts and values: 

• A clear sense of purpose (mission) and future aspirations (vision) broadly shared, understood, 
and valued

• Effective leadership and governance processes at all levels, including mechanisms for feed-
back and review

• Strategic planning, plans, priorities, and goals to translate purposes and aspirations into 
specific programs, services, and activities and to ensure that operations and resources 
are effectively and efficiently used in support of such directions

• High-quality programs and services, consistent with the established mission and aspira-
tions, carefully designed, regularly evaluated, and continuously improved

• Strong and mutually valued relationships with constituencies, particularly with those indi-
viduals and groups who benefit most directly from the programs and services offered 
by the institution or department 

• Information about the needs, expectations, and experiences of key constituencies, gathered and 
used as inputs to program and service development, review, and improvement and to 
guide day-to-day decision making and resource allocation

• Qualified and dedicated faculty and staff and a satisfying work environment, with ongoing 
review and improvement as priorities

• Systematic review processes and the assessment of outcomes to determine how successfully 
the institution, department, or program is fulfilling its mission, aspirations, and goals; 
to document current strengths; and to identify improvement priorities

• Comparisons with peers and leaders to encourage innovation and improvement and to 
provide a context for clarifying strengths and areas in need of improvement

The EHE framework is built on the assumption that whatever the nature of the system, institu-
tion, division, department, or program, the foregoing concepts are equally appropriate as criteria 
for assessment, planning, and improvement, and equally useful as guides for leaders.
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Structurally, the EHE framework, illustrated in Figure 3, is composed of questions grouped into 
seven major categories:1

1. Leadership
2. Purposes and plans
3. Beneficiaries and constituencies 
4. Programs and services
5. Faculty/staff and workplace
6. Assessment and information use
7. Outcomes and achievements

 EHE provides a structured guide for reviewing each of these areas as they operate within a par-
ticular institution, department, or program. Categories 1–5 are fundamental building blocks in any 
effective organization, Category 6 focuses on methods and procedures in place to assess quality 
and effectiveness in each of these five areas. Category 7 considers the outcomes and achievements 
that are documented through the assessment process. Knowledge derived from assessment and 
outcomes (categories 6 and 7) is important in its own right, but also, as Figure 3 shows, provides 
vital input for leadership, planning, programs and services, and faculty/staff and workplace enhance-
ment. It is this feedback loop that is so critical to continuous improvement. Together, working in 
interaction, these components constitute a system that is the essence of an academic, student life, 
service, or administrative unit—and of a college or institution as a whole. 

figUre 3. exCellenCe in higher edUCation fraMework
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the review proCess

The EHE process consists of a category-by-category review of each of the seven major areas. Essen-
tially, the review “freezes” the ongoing dynamics of an organization, focusing on each component 
individually to provide a clear picture of the strengths and potential areas for improvement of the 
unit or institution in that area. 

The review process for categories 1 through 6 considers approach and implementation. Approach 
refers to the methods and strategies used. Implementation refers to the manner and extent to which 
approaches are applied and enacted within an organization. Key questions for these categories, 
therefore, relate to how the institution or department approaches and implements activities in 
the areas of leadership, planning, relations with beneficiaries and constituencies, programs and 
services, faculty/staff and the workplace, and assessment. The focus of Category 7 is on results. 
The term results refers to documented evidence of outcomes, accomplishments, and achievements, 
and therefore, questions in this category relate to documented outcomes for each of the previous 
categories.

note

1.  The EHE and Baldrige models differ somewhat in the terminology used and concepts 
emphasized, as well as in the sequence of categories. Organizationally, the major dif-
ferences are that EHE addresses assessment and information-sharing issues in Category 
6, whereas the Baldrige framework considers those concepts in Category 4. See http://
baldrige.nist.gov/Criteria.htm.
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the Categories and assoCiated ConCepts

the overview: eStABliShinG the context
In the EHE framework, an overview section precedes the seven specific assessment categories. The 
overview consists of questions designed to garner a general description of the institution, depart-
ment, or program—its structure, key constituencies, and other characteristics—as noted in the 
outline in Figure 4.

cAteGory 1: leAderShiP
Category 1 is concerned with leadership approaches and governance systems used to guide the 
institution, department, or program. It looks at how leaders and leadership practices encourage 
excellence, effectiveness, engagement, innovation, and attention to the needs of individuals, groups, 
and/or organizations that benefit from programs and services and how leadership practices are 
reviewed and improved upon.

cAteGory 2: PurPoSeS And PlAnS
The purposes and plans category focuses on organizational directions, aspirations, and plans. It 
begins by looking at how the institution, department, or program reviews, refines, and/or reaffirms 
its mission, vision, and broad organizational goals; it then considers how such organizational 
directions are translated into priorities and action steps and then implemented. The category also 
looks at how faculty and staff are engaged in these activities. 

cAteGory 3: BeneficiArieS And conStituencieS 
The beneficiaries and constituencies category focuses on the groups that benefit from—or otherwise 
influence or are influenced by—the programs and services offered by the institution, department, 
or program being reviewed. The category asks how the organization learns about the needs, per-
ceptions, and priorities of those groups, and how that information is used to enhance the unit’s 
working relationships and reputation with those constituencies. 

components of the excellence  
in higher education model
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cAteGory 4: ProGrAmS And ServiceS 
Category 4 focuses on the mission-critical programs and services the institution, department, or 
program offers, and on how quality and effectiveness are ensured. Consideration is also given to 
important operational and support services.

cAteGory 5: fAculty/StAff And workPlAce 
Category 5 considers how the institution, department, or program being reviewed recruits and retains 
faculty and staff, encourages excellence and engagement, creates and maintains a positive workplace 
culture and climate, and promotes and facilitates personal and professional development. 

cAteGory 6: ASSeSSment And informAtion uSe 
Category 6 focuses on the approach used by the institution, department, or program to review and 
monitor progress relative to its purposes and plans, leadership effectiveness, relations with ben-
eficiaries and constituencies, programs and services quality, faculty/staff relations and workplace 
climate, and assessment processes. This category also considers how the organization maintains its 
internal assessment and peer review system and how it uses both for continuous improvement.

cAteGory 7: outcomeS And AchievementS
Reporting outcomes and achievements is the theme of Category 7. The category asks for informa-
tion and evidence to document or demonstrate the quality and effectiveness of the institution, 
department, or program, trends over time, and the unit’s standing in comparison with peers and 
leaders in the field.
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Institution, Department, or Program Overview

0.1  mission, structure, and personnel
0.2  Programs, services, and constituencies
0.3  Peers and comparisons
0.4  challenges and opportunities

1.0  Leadership

1.1  organizational leadership
1.2  Public and professional leadership
1.3  ethics and social responsibility

2.0 Purposes and Plans

2.1  Plan development
2.2  Plan implementation

3.0 Beneficiaries and Constituencies 

3.1  needs and expectations
3.2  relationship enhancement

4.0 Programs and Services

4.1  mission-critical programs, services, and processes
4.2  operational and support services and processes

5.0 Faculty, Staff, and Workplace 

5.1  faculty and staff
5.2  workplace

6.0 Assessment and Information Use

6.1  Assessment approach and methods
6.2  comparative analysis
6.3  information sharing and use

7.0 Outcomes and Achievements

7.1  leadership
7.2  Purposes and plans
7.3  Beneficiaries and constituency groups
7.4  mission-critical programs, services, and processes
7.5  operational and support services and processes
7.6  faculty, staff, and workplace 
7.7  Assessment and information sharing

figUre 4. Categories and iteMs
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Meaningful assessment begins with a high-level description, or overview, of the institution, de-
partment, or program and the context in which it operates. The overview includes descriptions of 
mission, structure, personnel, major programs and services, and key constituencies. The following 
are integral as well: a listing of peers and competitors, leaders in the field, major recommendations 
from previous internal or external assessments, and key challenges and opportunities facing the 
organization. 

Assembling and formatting this information into a brief summary document is a very useful 
exercise as a part of the preparation for a review. The resulting overview is a helpful background 
document for the organization itself, for individuals outside the organization who may be par-
ticipating in the review, and for those who will be interested in the final outcomes of the review 
process.

0.1. Mission, strUCtUre, and personnel

Briefly describe the institution, department, or program that will be the focus of the assessment, 
including the following:

1. What is the name of the organization,1 and what is its primary purpose or mission? 

2. How is the organization structured?

3. What are the key elements of the leadership and governance structure?

4. Who are the senior leaders, and what are their primary areas of responsibility?

5. To whom does the senior leader of the organization report?

6. Does the institution, department, or program have advisory or governing boards, and 
if so, what are their roles and responsibilities?

7. How many full- and part-time faculty and/or staff work in the institution, department, 
or program? Briefly describe the responsibilities of each employee group. Which groups 
are unionized? 

8. What are the major facilities, equipment, and technologies for which the organization 
has responsibility?

overview of the institution,  
department, or program
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9. What is the legal, regulatory, licensing, and/or accrediting environment in which the 
institution, department, or program operates? Briefly describe any mandated standards, 
review processes, and financial or environmental regulations that may apply.

10. Has the institution, department, or program participated in self-assessments, external 
assessments, or other reviews within the past five years? What were the major conclusions 
and recommendations, and what, if any, actions have been undertaken in response to 
those assessments?

0.2. prograMs, serviCes, and ConstitUenCies2

1. What are the major programs and/or services provided by the institution, department, 
or program?

2. For what beneficiary groups does the institution, department, or program provide its 
programs and services? What is the approximate size of each of those groups, and in 
general terms, what are their expectations and/or requirements?

3. With what other organizations does the unit have formalized collaborative relationships, 
alliances, or partnerships? Briefly describe the nature and purposes of each. Also, list 
and describe any key informal relationships with external groups or organizations. List 
other institutions or units with which the institution, department, or program interacts 
on a regular basis.

0.3. peers, CoMpetitors, and leaders

1. What institutions, departments, or programs are considered to be peers, competitors, 
and leaders in the field or discipline?

2. In terms of overall quality, stature, or standing, how does the institution, department, 
or program being reviewed compare with peers, competitors, or leaders?

3. What are the principal factors that influence the institution’s, department’s, or program’s 
success and standing relative to others in the field?

0.4. Challenges and opportUnities

1. What are the most critical organizational challenges at this time?

2. What special opportunities exist for advancing the quality, stature, or standing of the 
organization?
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notes

1.  The term organization or the term unit is used in a general sense to refer to an institution; 
an administrative, service, student service, or academic department, program, center, or 
institute; or an administrative group, assembly, or senate.

2.  The term constituency refers to any stakeholder group or organization that is important 
to the work of an institution, department, or program—because it benefits from, influ-
ences, or is influenced by the organization. Thus, it applies to advisory or regulatory 
boards, other departments that provide resources, and units with which your organiza-
tion collaborates. Similarly, while members of the senior administration might not be 
considered beneficiaries of the work of your organization in the most precise sense of 
the term, they would certainly constitute an important constituency group.
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Few concepts are as widely discussed in the literature of organizations as leadership. Although 
perspectives on the topic differ considerably from one author to another, there is widespread agree-
ment that leadership is the cornerstone of excellence in any organization. In the context of higher 
education, the primary function of leadership and governance is, in the words of the Middle States 
Commission, to help an organization “realize fully its stated mission and goals and to achieve 
these in the most effective and efficient manner.... Institutional governance provides the means 
through which authority and responsibility are assigned, delegated, and shared in a climate of 
mutual support” (Middle States Commission 2006, 12).

Senior leaders and others involved in institutional governance have the responsibility of guid-
ing the institution, department, or program in the pursuit of a clear and shared sense of purpose 
and direction, facilitating the development and implementation of goals and plans, establishing 
a culture of collaboration and collegiality, inspiring high standards of quality and productivity, 
encouraging high standards of civic and ethical responsibility, and promoting and modeling these 
desired organizational outcomes and values through their own behavior. 

Additionally, exemplary leadership involves a commitment to the sharing of expertise and 
experience beyond the boundaries of the organization through contributions to campus, public, 
and professional communities. Also important is a dedication to high standards of integrity, ethi-
cal conduct, and social responsibility to ensure that “the institution adheres to the highest ethical 
standards in its representation to its constituencies and the public; in its teaching, scholarship, and 
service; in its treatment of its students, faculty, and staff; and its relationships with regulatory and 
accrediting agencies” (Northwest Commission 2004, 1, standard 9).

Although such responsibilities are central to the duties of senior leaders, almost all leaders in 
all areas and at all levels share them. 

Challenges of higher edUCation leadership

The difficulties facing higher education leaders are arguably among the most daunting anywhere. 
Individuals in leadership roles in colleges and universities must take account of national challenges, 
local and institutional goals and priorities, a diverse and often seemingly irreconcilable array of 
stakeholder expectations, and the demands of bright and independent colleagues. They typically 
have limited resources, and they often have few incentives to encourage new initiatives or foster 
significant change or renewal.

1.0
leadership
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Another significant challenge—particularly as it relates to academic leadership—lies in the fact 
that those who come to leadership and governance positions from faculty or professional positions 
have often had little formalized preparation for those roles as part of their education (Gmelch 2000; 
Hecht 2006; Ruben 2004, 2006a; Wolverton and Gmelch 2002). Graduate education encourages 
independent thinking and problem solving and places great value on having the answers and being 
able to articulate and defend one’s viewpoint effectively—indispensable skills for guiding one’s 
own professional career. However, an organizational leader needs other talents: skill in creating 
consensus on priorities; facility for consultation in thought and action; and the ability to defer or 
sublimate one’s own point of view. In such roles, facilitating and coordinating the contributions of 
others is critical, as is becoming a student of organizational politics and the economics of higher 
education. A successful leader must learn to focus his or her primary efforts on promoting the per-
sonal and professional recognition of others’ accomplishments and careers—and the achievements 
of the department or institution—more than on his or her own achievements. 

How these challenging tasks can be accomplished effectively—and how people with these capa-
bilities can best be identified, developed, and appropriately rewarded—is a matter of continuing 
discussion and the topic of many books and articles on the subject of leadership in higher educa-
tion (e.g., Gempesaw 2004; Morley 2004; Ruben 2006b; Warzynski and Chabot 2004; Willits and 
Pollack 2004).

diMensions of leadership exCellenCe

Judging from the evidence, there is no simple formula for achieving excellence in higher education 
leadership, but a number of critical dimensions can be listed: 

• Having a well-defined and inclusive view of organizational excellence, and the compe-
tencies required for its realization

• Creating a shared commitment to the organization’s purposes, needs, and aspirations 
and maintaining a focus on strategic goals and directions to achieve those ends

• Learning about and educating colleagues about opportunities and political and eco-
nomic challenges facing higher education in general, and the institution, department, 
or program more specifically

• Being a strong advocate for listening carefully to the voices of individuals, groups, and 
organizations who are the potential beneficiaries of the work of the institution, depart-
ment, or program, and encouraging colleagues to do likewise

• Fostering a culture wherein ongoing assessment and improvement as well as fact-based 
decision making, resource allocation, and planning are accepted practices

• Developing an integrated system of leadership and governance to encourage effective 
and coordinated leadership throughout the organization

• Fostering accountability through the establishment of clear goals and the systematic 
assessment of outcomes

• Encouraging and using feedback on leadership and institutional effectiveness

• Engaging and motivating colleagues at all levels to contribute to the best of their  
capabilities

• Promoting teamwork, collaborative problem solving, and a sense of community

• Encouraging leadership and professional development and recognizing the values of 
personal and organizational learning 
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• Viewing change as a positive and necessary component of organizational excellence

• Effectively representing the program, department, and/or institution with external groups 
and organizations 

• Maintaining and promoting high standards of integrity and ethical and social respon-
sibility

One of the most fundamental tenets of leadership practice is that leaders are most effective 
when they are personally and visibly engaged in their work in a manner that demonstrates their 
commitment to the organizational values and principles, through their actions as well as through 
their words. Through their behavior, leaders have the opportunity to reaffirm and reinforce the 
importance of listening to and understanding the perspectives of those served by the organization, 
engaging and valuing colleagues at all levels, promoting an open and constructive exchange of view-
points, and encouraging collaborative leadership and accountability throughout the organization. 
Personal involvement, communication, and consensus building are important in all organizations; 
in higher education they are particularly crucial because of the range of challenges that must be 
addressed, the traditions of shared governance, and the limited number of incentives and rewards 
that most leaders have available to encourage change.

1.0. leadership: key review issUes

Category 1 of the review focuses on how leaders and leadership practices guide the organization 
in clarifying and sustaining consensus on its purposes and future directions; how they promote 
a focus on the needs and expectations of key constituencies;1 and how they establish a culture of 
collaboration and collegiality in planning and decision making. Also examined are how the leader-
ship approaches foster effective, engaged, and consultative leadership and governance throughout 
the organization2 and how leadership effectiveness is assessed. Finally, the category focuses on the 
ways in which leaders share their own and the organization’s experience and expertise with cam-
pus, public, and professional groups and how high standards of ethical and social responsibility 
are established and maintained.

1.1. orGAnizAtionAl leAderShiP

AREAS tO ADDRESS

A. Leadership and Governance Structure and Practice
1. What is the leadership and governance structure of the organization?

• What are the formal reporting relationships within the institution, department, or 
program?

• What are the areas of responsibility of those in leadership positions?

• How are those in leadership positions chosen, and what criteria guide the selection 
process?

• At whose pleasure, and for how long, do leaders serve?

• Are leadership and governance roles, responsibilities, and reporting relationships well 
documented?

• How is information regarding leadership and governance roles, responsibilities, and 
reporting relationships disseminated?3
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2. How do leadership practices clarify and advance the organization’s mission, aspira-
tions, and goals?

• How are leaders personally and visibly involved in promoting the directions, aspira-
tions, and values of the program, department, and/or institution?

• What leadership approaches are employed to develop shared understanding of estab-
lished organizational purposes, directions, aspirations, and goals among colleagues and 
external constituencies? 

• How do senior leaders engage others throughout the organization in the periodic  
assessment and review of the institution’s stated mission, aspirations, and goals?

3. What personal roles and responsibilities do leaders at various levels have relative to:

• Clarifying purposes and aspirations?

• Strategic planning?

• Resource allocation?

• Internal communication?

• External relations and public communication?

• Encouraging assessment and the use of outcomes information for improvement?

4.  What role do senior leaders play in fostering an organizational culture and climate 
that:

• Promotes high standards of individual and collective achievement?

• Values assessment, planning, and improvement?

• Uses data and information to guide decision making and problem solving?

• Encourages initiative and innovation?

• Advances personal and organizational learning?

• Fosters organizational flexibility and agility?

• Encourages collaboration and teamwork?

• Values outreach, service, and responsiveness to the needs and expectations of groups 
and organizations for which programs or services are provided?

B. Effectiveness Review 
1. How is senior leadership effectiveness reviewed?

• How are leadership goals established?

• What formal procedures are in place to regularly and systematically review leadership 
practices and effectiveness?

• What mechanisms ensure that effectiveness reviews are used by leaders for professional 
and organizational improvement?
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2. How is leadership and governance effectiveness reviewed throughout the institution, 
department, or program?

• How is informal feedback from colleagues throughout the organization solicited and 
used?

• What formal, objective, and systematic procedures are in place for reviewing leader-
ship and governance effectiveness at all levels, and how frequently are reviews under-
taken?

• How is information gained from the review of leadership and governance disseminated 
and used for improving leadership systems and practices?

 1.2. PuBlic And ProfeSSionAl leAderShiP 

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. In what ways do senior leaders—and leaders at all levels—share their expertise and 
experience with the campus through service on college or university committees, 
projects, task forces, or other initiatives? 

• What are the types and extent of participation?

• How are decisions made regarding appropriate areas for involvement?

• How is engagement with campus groups and organizations encouraged within the 
organization, and how is engagement supported and recognized by leaders?

2. How do senior leaders—and leaders at all levels—share their leadership and disciplin-
ary and/or technical expertise and experience with public, professional, academic, 
or community groups or organizations? 

• What are the types and extent of participation?

• How are decisions made regarding appropriate areas for involvement?

• How is engagement with public, professional, academic, and/or community groups 
and organizations encouraged within the organization, and how is it supported and 
recognized by leaders?

1.3. ethicS And SociAl reSPonSiBility 

AREAS tO ADDRESS

A. Ethics and Integrity
1. Are principles of leadership integrity and ethical behavior clearly defined?

• How do senior leaders communicate their personal commitment to high standards of 
ethics and integrity? 

• How do senior leaders create awareness of and commitment to those principles and 
standards among others?
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2. How are areas of potential ethical concern identified?4 What are those areas, and 
how are high standards of integrity and ethical behavior ensured in each?

• How are ethical standards clearly defined, as appropriate, for relations with specific 
constituencies—including colleagues, students, and members of campus, professional, 
and academic organizations—and for the general public?

• What methods are used to ensure that appropriate standards of ethical conduct and 
integrity are widely disseminated and understood?

• What mechanisms are in place for review and compliance monitoring, as appropriate? 

• What procedures are in place to ensure that policies and procedures relative to integrity 
and ethical standards are periodically reviewed, clarified, and updated?

B. Social Responsibility 
1. What are the legal, regulatory, or environmental standards, requirements, and/or 

risks associated with the organization’s work?

2. How do leaders ensure that the organization identifies the current and potential 
legal, regulatory, or environmental impact of its operations on the community and 
society?5 

• What are the areas of potential impact?

• How are they addressed in a proactive manner?

3.  How do leaders ensure that the institution, department, or program maintains con-
sistently high standards in its conformance with pertinent legal, regulatory, and/or 
environmental standards?

 

notes

1.  Constituency refers to any of the beneficiary groups or organizations, stakeholders, con-
sumers, clients, publics, users, or “customers” for which the organization undertakes 
activities or provides programs or services, or which influence, or are influenced by, the 
institution, department, or program. Depending on the organization’s mission, such 
services may involve instruction, research or scholarship, public service or outreach, 
administrative support, or other functions. The list of constituency groups and organiza-
tions could include students, faculty, staff, disciplinary and professional communities, 
potential employers, alumni, academic associations, parents, business and industry, state 
and federal funding agencies, private foundations and donors, prospective students and 
parents, graduate and professional schools, advisory boards, disciplinary and adminis-
trative opinion leaders at other institutions, local and state government, the citizens of 
the community, or state and other groups. For administrative departments that serve 
other departments within the institution—such as departments of human resources, 
facilities, computing services, or sponsored research; faculty/administrative councils or 
assemblies; and other administrative and service units—the relevant internal constitu-
encies are the administrative and academic units for which the organization provides 
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services, and/or which influence or are influenced by the organization. Constituency 
also refers to any department inside or outside the institution with which the institu-
tion, department, or program collaborates. For additional discussion of beneficiaries 
and constituencies, see Category 3.

2.  The terms organization and unit are used as general terms to refer to an institution or 
an administrative, student life, service, or academic department, program, center, or 
institute.

3.  This may include various documents and channels—print or electronic. The documents 
may include organizational charts, bylaws, charters, descriptions of policies or proce-
dures, operating manuals, or comparable materials.

4.  Examples might include issues related to proprietary rights for information and work 
products, confidentiality, appropriate treatment of employees, employment practices 
relative to family members, potential conflicts of interest, academic integrity, financial 
practices, vendor relations, faculty-student interaction, or other issues of the type raised 
by the Sarbanes-Oxley Act.

5.  Examples might include pollution risks, waste management issues, campus and com-
munity safety, parking issues, personal or property security, substance abuse, driver 
safety, health risks, or laboratory practices.
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Establishing a clear sense of purpose and developing plans to advance the institution, department, 
or program in the desired directions are integral to institutional quality and effectiveness. The most 
fundamental purpose of the planning process is to develop, review, refine, and/or reaffirm the mis-
sion, vision, and broad organizational goals, to translate these directions into priorities and action 
steps, and see the plans through to completion. A clear statement of purpose and direction is a 
prerequisite to effective planning. An institution needs “a clear and conscious sense of its essential 
values and character, its distinctive elements, its place in the higher education community, and its 
relationship to society at large” (Western Association 2001, 17).

Typically this foundation is provided by a mission statement: 
The mission of the institution defines its distinctive character, addresses the needs of 
society and identifies the students the institution seeks to serve, and reflects both the 
institution’s traditions and its vision for the future. The institution’s mission provides 
the basis upon which the institution identifies its priorities, plans its future and evalu-
ates its endeavors; it provides a basis for the evaluation of the institution. (New England 
Association 2004, 3)

The mission statement of an institution, department, or program may identify its future-oriented 
aspirations, as suggested above, or as is often the case, its vision may be articulated in a separate 
statement. Whichever approach is taken, the statement, or statements, should indicate what is 
unique and distinctive about the institution, department, or program and for whom its programs 
and services are provided. Some organizations also develop a statement of values or operating 
principles that is viewed as an important foundational document. 

As illustrated in Figure 5, the planning process often includes an environmental scan through 
which current strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats are identified. With these formu-
lations as a backdrop, the planning processes progress to the articulation of measurable goals 
and the strategies and action plans necessary to their attainment (Tromp and Ruben 2004).1 The 
documented plan integrates all these components, ensures that resources are aligned with strategic 
priorities, and includes a framework for monitoring progress and evaluating outcomes. 

2.0
purposes and plans
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a plan and a planning proCess

The goal of strategic planning is the development of a plan that typically includes the steps described 
above and a process through which the particulars of the plan are developed and implemented. 
The key steps in “making a plan” and those necessary for “making a plan work” are quite different. 
Minimally, a successful effort requires that “planning and improvement processes . . . are clearly 
communicated, provide for constituent participation, and incorporate the use of assessment re-
sults” (Middle States Commission 2006, 6). As indicated in Figure 5, leadership, communication, 
assessment, and cultural considerations are vital to realize this outcome.

 

 

figUre 5. steps in strategiC planning
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2.0. pUrposes and plans: key review issUes

This category focuses on how an institution, department, or program establishes, reviews, refines, 
and/or reaffirms its sense of purpose and direction, aspirations, short- and long-term goals, and 
priorities, and its strategies and action plans for achieving them. Also considered is how faculty 
and staff are engaged in the planning process; how student and/or other constituency groups’ 
needs and expectations are considered; how goals and plans are communicated and coordinated 
throughout the organization; how progress on goals and plans is assessed; and how follow-through 
is monitored.

2.1. PlAn develoPment 

AREAS tO ADDRESS 

A. Defined Purpose and Direction
1. Does the institution, department, or program have a clearly defined and shared sense 

of its purpose (mission), aspirations (vision), and broad organizational goals? Are 
there published statements or documents that describe the mission and vision? Are 
there other statements of values, recommended standards of conduct, or operating 
principles that are important to the institution, department, or program?

2. Do published documents provide accurate, current descriptions of the organization’s 
primary programs and services?

• Do they clearly explain their relationship to the mission and vision?

• Do these statements differentiate this institution, department, or program from others?

• Are these documents current?

B. Documented Plans
1. Does the institution, department, or program have a published strategic plan? 

• How, and to whom, is the plan disseminated? 

• When was the plan developed?

• Does the plan define broad organizational goals? 

• Are those goals clearly linked to the mission and vision? 

2. How does the plan translate goals into specific strategies and action plans? 

 

3. Are resource considerations—human, fiscal, facilities, and technical—considered 
in the plan? 

4. Does the plan specify performance indicators and methods for evaluating progress 
and outcomes?
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C. The Planning Process
1. Is there a formalized planning process? 

• What are the major steps in the process?

• Are the steps and procedures in the process documented? 

• How is information about the planning process communicated, and to whom?

• How frequently is the planning cycle undertaken?

2. How does the planning process take account of:

• The mission, vision, values, or other foundational documents?

• The needs and expectations of constituency groups served by the institution, depart-
ment, and/or program?

• Noteworthy challenges and opportunities?

• Relevant trends and issues in higher education, the state, and the region, and pertinent 
considerations related to economics, technology, regulation, and the marketplace?

• Available resources and the alignment of resources with strategic priorities—fiscal, hu-
man, physical facilities, and infrastructure?

• Organizational capabilities, culture, and climate?

3. How is broad input and participation in the planning process encouraged? 

• How are faculty, staff, students, board members, and/or representatives of other relevant 
constituency groups engaged in the planning process? 

• What communication approaches and channels are used to keep such groups informed 
and involved during all stages of the planning process?

4. How is planning coordinated throughout the organization so that the process: 

• Aligns with larger organizational and institutional planning process? 

• Establishes clear goals, strategies, and action steps? 

• Allocates resources in accordance with strategic priorities?

• Identifies short- and longer-term needs?

• Clarifies responsibilities and responsible individuals or groups for follow-up?

• Ensures flexibility to address unplanned and unanticipated events?

• Identifies appropriate performance indicators and methods for monitoring and assess-
ing outcomes?

• Considers the capabilities and needs of current or potential organizations with which 
collaboration is important?4

• Considers practices and approaches used by peers, competitors, and leaders in the  
institution and field?5

• Provides a useful guide to leaders at all levels for decision making, resource allocation, 
and the development of new programs or services?
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• Provides a mechanism for the prioritization, modification, or termination of programs, 
services, or other activities that are no longer necessary or effective?

5. How often is the planning process itself reviewed and improved, and how is that 
review conducted?

2.2. PlAn imPlementAtion 

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. How are faculty, staff, and other constituencies, as appropriate, engaged in the 
implementation of plans?

• Are roles and responsibilities clearly defined?

• How are expectations communicated?

2. How is broad dissemination of and access to information about progress on imple-
mentation of plans ensured, and how is shared understanding encouraged?

3. How does the organization ensure follow-through on the implementation of its 
plan to ensure that:

• Specified goals, strategies, and action steps have been appropriately addressed?

• Appropriate resources are provided?

• Alignment between larger organizational and institutional goals is achieved?

• Short- and longer-term needs have been addressed?

• Implementation responsibilities have been fulfilled?

• Capabilities and needs of current or potential collaborative organizations have been 
considered?

• Performance indicators and methods for monitoring and assessing outcomes are being 
used?

• Practices and approaches used by peers, competitors, and leaders have been considered?

• Leaders at all levels are using organizational plans to guide decision making, resource 
allocation, the development of new programs or services, and the modification or ter-
mination of programs and services that are no longer necessary or effective?

4. How is the implementation of plans synchronized, coordinated, and overseen 
throughout the organization to ensure that: 

• Key internal and external constituencies are informed and appropriately engaged?

• Resources are allocated in a manner that supports strategic priorities?

• Unanticipated changes in organizational priorities are taken into consideration?
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notes

1.  For a more detailed discussion of the strategic planning model and framework presented 
here, see Tromp and Ruben (2004).

2.  Mission refers to the primary work of the unit, the purposes for which the unit exists, in-
cluding specification of the groups for which the unit provides programs or services.

3.  Vision refers to a characterization of how the unit sees itself in the future—its broadly 
expressed, future aspirations, the answer to the question “What would you like your 
institution, department, or program to be like in 10 years?”

 

4.  Groups and organizations with which your organization collaborates include all external 
groups, departments, programs, institutes, organizations, or agencies that supply hu-
man, physical, or financial resources necessary to the work of your organization. For 
example, high schools, community and junior colleges, and other colleges or universities 
are providers of students, and potentially of faculty and staff. Vendors of various types 
supply goods and services. Also included are other units outside your own organization 
with which alliances, partnerships, joint programs, or shared service arrangements have 
been formed.

5.  Establishing comparisons—also termed benchmarking—refers to the process of identify-
ing, selecting, and systematically comparing the organization’s performance, programs, 
services, processes, activities, achievements, and/or impact with those of other programs, 
departments, and/or institutions. Comparisons may be with higher education orga-
nizations and/or with other enterprises that have comparable processes or activities. 
For example, your approaches to planning may be compared with processes at peer or 
competitor colleges or universities, or with organizations in other sectors. Comparisons 
with recognized leaders in higher education and/or with leaders in business, health 
care, or governmental organizations can provide a basis for innovation for your own 
organization.
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Few institutions touch the lives of as many diverse constituencies, directly and indirectly, as colleges 
and universities. Students are the primary beneficiaries of the work of higher education institu-
tions, and our many academic, student life, and student services have been developed to create a 
supportive learning and living environment to serve their interests. 

A number of other constituencies benefit significantly from the institution’s instructional, schol-
arly, and outreach activities. A list of groups that directly benefit from, influence, or are influenced 
in one way or another by the work of colleges and universities is a very long one. It includes, in 
addition to present students, prospective students, alumni, family members, employers, the pro-
fessional and scholarly community, high schools, other colleges and universities, the local and 
regional communities, state and federal governments, funding agencies, donors, the mass media, 
and other groups. 

Like the institution as a whole, most departments and programs within it serve students and 
other external constituency groups. Some programs and departments, however, serve primarily 
internal groups, and many serve both. 

In the first category are academic programs and departments that provide direct benefits to 
students, alumni, employers, the scholarly and professional communities, the general public, or 
other external constituencies through teaching, scholarship, and public service.1 In addition, any 
number of service and administrative programs and departments—dining, admissions, the regis-
trar, residence life, financial aid, or student affairs, for example—provide important programs and 
services to students and other external constituencies. 

In the second category—programs or services that most directly benefit faculty and staff groups 
and various internal departments of a college or university—are those provided by departments 
such as purchasing, budgeting, human resources, payroll, and accounting. Departments that serve 
both internal and external constituencies include libraries, athletics, the bookstore, computing 
services, institutional advancement, and university relations.

identifying BenefiCiary and ConstitUenCy groUps

Units may differ substantially in the kind of work they do, and for whom. However, all college or 
university programs and departments—and the institution, considered as a whole—have a number 
of critical beneficiary and constituency groups. Depending on the particular unit and the particular 
mission, the list of such groups would include one or more of the following:

• Those who benefit from the organization’s activities, services, or programs

3.0
Beneficiaries and constituencies
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• Those upon whom the organization’s existence depends

• Those who can choose to use or not use the programs or services

• Those who provide resources or expertise essential to the work of the organization

• Those who pay for programs or services

• Those whose assessment of the performance of the programs, services, or activities 
translates into financial or moral support, or a lack thereof

relationships with BenefiCiaries and ConstitUenCies

Generally speaking, the most respected organizations across sectors place a great deal of emphasis 
on developing a clarity as to who their primary beneficiaries and constitutencies are, and in under-
standing the needs, expectations, and experiences of those individuals, groups, and organizations. 
They use such insights to prioritize their efforts to form and maintain high-quality, mutually ben-
eficial, and mutually satisfying relationships. Information from beneficiaries and constituencies 
as to their needs, perspectives, expectations, and experiences is regarded as essential in efforts to 
evaluate current services and programs, communicate about existing programs and services, identify 
needed improvements, and create new initiatives. 

In leading organizations, systems are put in place to ensure that those within the unit have a 
clear understanding of the experiences of those whom the programs and services are designed to 
benefit. The goals are to understand external expectations and priorities, monitor the effectiveness 
of relationships, identify and address sources of dissatisfaction that may exist, and more generally 
keep in touch with how the institution, department, or program looks from “outside” the organi-
zation (Baldrige 2007a).

Such reasoning and such an approach are also applicable in higher education (AQIP 2005, 
2; Baldrige 2007b; Ruben 1995b, 2004). An understanding of the beneficiary and constituency 
perspective is essential to determine whether the standards of excellence the institution hopes to 
achieve in its programs and services are being translated into reality in the experiences of those for 
whom those programs and services were developed. Moreover, in a very practical sense, it is clear 
that the external judgments of many groups of the quality of a college, university, or department 
translate into the financial and reputational support that is critical to the work of faculty and staff 
and the viability of programs, departments, and the institution (Ruben 2004). 

Information from beneficiary and constituent groups also helps to identify organizational stan-
dards or practices that need improvement but are easily overlooked by “insiders.” For instance, 
when interviewed, students and others often point to the essential role the “frontline” staff of a 
program or department play in making their experience a negative or positive one. Such people are, 
in effect, the “face of the organization,” the first and often the last—and sometimes the only—point 
of contact for students, parents, and visitors through personal, telephone, or e-mail contact. En-
counters with frontline staff form the basis of impressions that are remembered and repeated many 
times. Having a clear sense of the perspectives of beneficiaries helps to clarify factors—such as the 
knowledge and interpersonal sensitivity of frontline staff—that are critical if the good intentions, 
goals, and aspirations of an institution, department, or program are to be realized. 

How does an institution, department, or program ensure that it has an appropriate focus on 
beneficiaries and constituencies? Generally speaking, the following steps need to be taken:

1. Identify groups for which the organization provides programs, services, materials, or 
resources. Consider identifying primary and secondary groups, so that prioritization of 
effort is possible when resources are limited. 
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2. Use interviews, focus groups, surveys, and other methods to regularly and systematically 
gather information to gain or validate an understanding of beneficiaries/constituencies’ 
needs, perspectives, expectations, priorities, experiences, and sources of satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction.2 

3. Analyze information on unmet needs and expectations, sources of dissatisfaction, and 
other gap areas.

4. Address significant gaps by improving programs and services, by using communication and 
education to negotiate new expectations, or by a combination of the two approaches. 

In the words of the Academic Quality Improvement Program of the Higher Learning Commission:
An institution earns the trust, confidence and loyalty of its current and potential students 
and its other stakeholders... by actively developing and regularly employing listening 
tools essential for gathering and understanding their diverse and distinctive perspectives. 
The institution interprets and weighs these expressed needs, preferences, hopes, and 
requirements to frame ongoing communication, discussion, and refinement of a com-
mon mission and vision. Faculty, staff, and administrators integrate this shared focus 
into their individual work goals and decision-making strategies. (AQIP 2005, 2)

In adopting this approach, it is not assumed that an institution, department, or program should 
address each and every beneficiary or constituent need, expectation, or concern. Rather, the as-
sumption is simply that this knowledge is one essential input for the planning and priority-setting 
process. In a practical sense, failing to gather and make use of such information is a great disad-
vantage to any organization in its effort to fulfill its mission and realize its aspirations, and more 
fundamentally, it seems at odds with the principles of reflection, analysis, and the advancement 
of understanding that have long been fundamental values in higher education. 

3.0. BenefiCiaries and ConstitUenCies: key review issUes

This category considers how the institution, department, or program learns about the needs, ex-
pectations, perspectives, experiences, and satisfaction and dissatisfaction levels of the individuals, 
groups, and organizations for which programs and services are provided. Also considered is how 
this information is analyzed and used to create or refine programs or services, and more generally 
to enhance relationships with beneficiary and constituency groups.3

3.1. needS And exPectAtionS 

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. What groups or organizations benefit most directly from the work of the institution, 
department, or program, and what programs and services are provided for each?

2. What other constituency groups are important to the success of the institution, de-
partment, or program—in the sense that they influence, or are influenced by, your 
organization’s work?
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3. What is the relative priority of these beneficiary and constituency groups to the ful-
fillment of the mission, aspirations, goals, and plans?  Can they be classified into 
primary and secondary categories?

4. How does the institution, department, or program learn about the needs, expecta-
tions, perspectives, experiences, and sources of satisfaction (or dissatisfaction) of 
student and/or other beneficiary and constituency groups? 

5. What are the most critical needs and expectations of the high-priority beneficiary 
and constituency groups?

6. How does the organization listen to and learn about the perspectives and decision-
making criteria of individuals, groups, or organizations that could have chosen your 
program or services but did not?4

7. What information is gathered, analyzed, and used to anticipate future needs of the 
groups and organizations for which programs or services are provided? How are 
the following taken into account:

• Demographic, technological, competitive, societal, environmental, economic, and 
regulatory factors and trends?

• Insights from current, former, and potential beneficiary or constituency groups for 
which your organization provides programs or services, or with which your organization  
collaborates?

• Comparisons with peer, competitor, and leading institutions, departments, or institutions?

3.2. relAtionShiP enhAncement 

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. How is information about beneficiary and constituent group needs, expectations, 
experiences, perspectives, and satisfaction levels used to identify and implement 
improved organizational procedures and practices5 and stakeholder communica-
tion—and ultimately to enhance relationships?

• How is information on beneficiary and constituent needs and expectations shared?

• How is such information gathered, analyzed, and used to guide improvements in  
organizational practices and stakeholder communication?

• How is the impact of those improvements monitored and evaluated?

2. How is basic program or services information communicated to potential and  
current beneficiaries?6

• How are Web-based and other technologies used to simplify access to and use of infor-
mation and services?
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• How does the organization ensure that people have access to information about par-
ticular programs and services at times and places that are convenient and appropriate 
to their needs?

• How are students, other beneficiaries, the campus community, other important con-
stituent groups, and the general public appropriately informed about improvements? 

3. What are the various face-to-face communication situations7 through which regular 
contact occurs between your institution, department, or program and members of 
your beneficiary or constituency groups?

• What individuals and groups from your organization have regular and significant contact 
with members of your beneficiary and constituency groups?

• How does the organization monitor the quality of initial contact and ongoing interac-
tions with those groups to ensure that attentiveness, courtesy, responsiveness, profes-
sionalism, and other values and standards are upheld?

4. What channels are available for people who are seeking special assistance or who 
want to make suggestions or register complaints? How does the organization en-
sure prompt and effective follow-up on complaints, suggestions, or other types of 
feedback? 

notes

1.  The term external is used to refer to constituency groups composed of people not em-
ployed by the institution.

2.  This assessment might also focus on members of constituencies who could be more 
fully or effectively utilizing your programs and services but are not, so that you may 
understand the reasons for their decisions. Examples might be undergraduate students 
who say they know nothing about your advising system, alumni who have regularly 
given to your program but now have chosen not to contribute, or graduate students you 
aggressively recruited who selected a program other than yours.

3.  Beneficiary and constituency groups refers broadly to individuals, groups, or organiza-
tions—variously termed stakeholders, users, audiences, consumers, clients, publics, or 
“customers”—for whom your organization provides programs or services, who benefit 
directly or indirectly from your work, or who have an important influence on your 
organization’s success. The list of such groups will, of course, depend on the mission 
of the organization and will be different for academic, student life, administrative, and 
service organizations. For academic units, the list of such groups and organizations 
may include students, disciplinary and professional communities, potential employ-
ers, alumni, academic associations, business and industry, state and federal funding 
agencies, private foundations and donors, prospective students and parents, graduate 
and professional schools, advisory boards, disciplinary and administrative opinion 
leaders at other institutions, local and state government, the citizens of the commu-
nity or state, the mass media, and other groups. For administrative departments that 
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provide programs and services within the institution (such as departments of human 
resources, facilities, computing services, and sponsored research; faculty/administrative 
councils or assemblies; and other administrative and service units), the relevant campus 
groups and organizations are the administrative and academic departments for which 
the organization provides services (perhaps staff, faculty, or student groups) as well as 
external groups or organizations, such as advisory boards, visitors, families of students, 
the mass media, and the public. 

 Note: Faculty and staff are particularly critical constituency groups for all programs, 
departments, and institutions. They are the sole focus of Category 5 and therefore are 
not considered in this category.

4.  For academic organizations, this might include qualified students who decided not to 
apply or qualified students who were admitted but elected not to attend an institution or 
not to enroll in a particular program of study. It might also include faculty or staff who 
chose not to apply for open positions or rejected positions that were offered, potential 
sponsors who chose to fund other programs or departments, alumni or contributors who 
decided not to participate or contribute, or potential collaborators or partnering groups 
who chose other organizations or options. For business and administrative units, this 
would include groups and organizations that were eligible or appropriate candidates 
to use your organization’s programs and services but chose other providers.

5.  Organizational procedures and practices refers to protocols, standards, or guidelines that 
are established to address the needs and expectations of constituent groups or organiza-
tions. Examples include established standards regarding operating hours, waiting times, 
or response times in replying to e-mails, telephone calls, or letters of complaint.

6.  In the case of academic or student life units, for example, how do you inform students 
about where to find information about policies and requirements, fees, critical dead-
lines, advisement, student life services and opportunities, learning support resources, 
available support services, standards of ethics and academic honesty, and where and 
how inquiries on various topics can be made?

7.  Examples might include interaction with faculty or staff during “walk-in” visits in a 
department office or face-to-face advising sessions.
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Programs and services are the means through which a college or university—and each of its con-
stituent departments, centers, institutes, and other units—gives life to its purposes, aspirations, 
values, and goals. Through program and service offerings, the expertise of faculty and staff and the 
other resources of the institution are made available to students, other beneficiary and constituency 
groups within and outside the university, and society at large.

For the institution as a whole and for many departments within the college or university, a pri-
mary focus of any review process is on the effectiveness and efficiency of educational programs and 
services and how they contribute to college life and learning. The goal, of course, is designing and 
“enhancing the quality of programs and services within the context of the institution’s missions, 
resources, and capacities, and to create an environment in which teaching, public service, research 
and learning occur” (Southern Association 2004, 5).

As discussed previously, there are also departments within the college or university that contribute 
to the institution’s purposes and aspirations but whose work is not primarily academic. Examples 
include human resources, facilities, alumni affairs, accounting, public safety, and computing ser-
vices. As with the educational departments and programs, however, each of these administrative 
and service units also has program and service offerings that are an important focus for review and 
continuing improvement. 

Achieving and maintaining high standards in programs and services is an essential and shared 
goal across academic, student life, administrative, and service departments, and for the institution as 
a whole. Toward that end, Category 4 focuses on the way in which programs and services of all types 
are designed, supported, standardized, implemented, evaluated, and continuously improved. 

The place to begin is by reviewing the mission, vision, and goals of an institution, department, or 
program and then asking about how well the current programs and services reflect those purposes, 
aspirations, and directions. Are they the best expression of the talents and expertise of faculty and/or 
staff and the potentialities of facilities and resources? Are the programs and services responsive to 
beneficiary and constituent needs and expectations and to the unique opportunities and challenges 
that present themselves given the institution’s history, location, and other distinctive characteristics 
and considerations? Are appropriate resources being devoted to them? Are they continuously being 
improved? Should they be considered as candidates for downsizing or elimination? See Figure 6.

4.0
programs and services
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figUre 6. relationships Between the institUtion, departMents, and prograMs and serviCes
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Mission-CritiCal prograMs and serviCes

Mission-critical programs and services are those that are essential to the work of the institution, de-
partment, or program and to the purposes for which the organization was created. For educational 
units, the mission-critical programs and services at most institutions are those related directly to 
teaching/learning, scholarship, and public service/outreach. 

Regular review of educational programs and services is essential from a variety of perspectives.
While common aspirations for college and university students exist, it is important that 
institutions and programs periodically undergo a process of reviewing their desired 
learning [and other] outcomes, taking ownership of them, and assuring that they guide 
practice. (Association of American Colleges and Universities 2004, 5)

In student life, administrative, and service organizations, the programs, services, and desired 
outcomes will vary substantially from department to department, reflecting the unit’s specific 
mission. Regardless of the type of organization, meaningful review and ongoing improvement 
presuppose that the programs and services offered have defined goals. Clear goals help promote 
effective communication with beneficiaries and constituencies, foster better alignment of expecta-
tions among all parties, and provide the necessary foundation for assessment. As is discussed in 
greater detail under Category 6, organizational goals provide the reference point against which 
the quality and effectiveness of current activities, accomplishments, and outcomes of a program, 
department, and/or institution can be assessed.
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operational and sUpport serviCes

For the institution as a whole, as well as for the numerous academic, student life, administrative, 
and service departments that compose it, a number of behind-the-scenes operational and support 
activities provide the infrastructure necessary to support the mission-critical work. Often these 
kinds of programs and services are invisible to external groups. For example, support services might 
include recruiting and hiring, conducting personnel reviews, training, procurement of equipment 
and supplies, coordinating repairs and maintenance, budgeting, grant writing and management, 
time and room scheduling, preparing work materials, and planning meetings. 

proCesses

Whether one thinks of mission-critical or operational and support activities, it is often the case, 
as the popular adage points out, that “the devil is in the details.” That is to say, the overall quality 
of any program or service is largely a by-product of the effectiveness and efficiency of a number 
of specific sequences of activities—or processes—and how those come together. Figure 7 illustrates 
these relationships. 

 
 

figUre 7. prograMs, serviCes, and proCesses
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To be most useful, a review should both broadly focus on programs and services and closely 
examine the key processes that go into making a program or service what it is. In the case of aca-
demic programs and services, for example, one can identify and examine a number of processes 
that are important to teaching/learning, scholarship, and service/outreach, a sampling of which 
are listed in Figure 8.

The careful review of processes to be sure that they “add value” is increasingly becoming an 
important criterion for accreditation review, as it long has been for Baldrige-based assessment (As-
sociation of American Colleges and Universities 2004; Baldrige 2006; Middle States Commission 
2006; Southern Association 2006; North Central Association 2007). A review should, therefore, not 
only focus on the effectiveness of a program or service overall but also consider the extent to which 
associated processes are thoughtfully designed, appropriately supported, sufficiently standardized 
and documented, efficiently implemented, periodically evaluated, and regularly improved, as well 
as whether they meet constituent needs and expectations. 

figUre 8. edUCational prograMs and serviCes and exaMples of assoCiated proCesses

Program/Service: teaching/Learning

Associated Processes
• defining program and course goals
• developing new courses
• delivering courses 
• Appointing, supervising, and reviewing teaching effectiveness (part-time, adjunct, other instructors)
• Advising students
• reviewing teaching and providing input to review faculty members for promotion and tenure
• establishing and reviewing discipline/department procedures and requirements protocols
• Assessing learning outcomes 

Program/Service: Scholarship

Associated Processes
• Seeking support for research 
• Supporting research and scholarly activity (financial resources, travel, facilities)
• developing opportunities for faculty/student research collaboration
• managing research facilities and personnel
• facilitating interdepartmental and/or interinstitutional collaboration
• disseminating scholarly publications

Program/Service: Outreach and Public Service

Associated Processes
• developing community outreach initiatives (alumni, prospective students, legislators, corporate partners)
• Advancing the use of faculty expertise
• Promoting volunteerism
• developing collaborative relationships with other institutions
• Partnering with other sectors
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This review framework and all of the same considerations apply to a review of operational and 
support programs, services, and associated processes, examples of which are shown in Figure 9. For 
these activities, to at least as great an extent as for mission-critical programs and services, details 
of specific processes are critical to overall effectiveness and efficiency.

proCess analysis

A review of programs and services involves identifying and analyzing mission-critical work and 
associated processes. It also includes an analysis of important operational and support services, 
and the processes associated with those areas. But how does one analyze a process? For illustrative 
purposes, consider an academic department that has teaching/learning as a central element of its 
mission. Various programs and services are developed within the department to fulfill the instruc-
tional mission, and those have a number of associated processes that can be examined. One such 
process is that involved in developing new courses. 

To analyze the effectiveness and efficiency of a process, it is helpful to develop a flow chart that 
identifies and describes the various steps involved. Figure 10 provides an example of a flow chart 
of the steps required for the approval of a new course in a hypothetical department. Dissecting a 
process in this way helps to clarify its details, determine how well it works, and potentially improve 
its functioning, as well. In this case, the process analysis reveals reasons why it takes so long to 
introduce a new course at the institution. As it presently operates, one can imagine that the process 
satisfies institutional needs for careful review. However, if achieving this result takes a year because 
of the process’s complexity, the needs and expectations of faculty, students, and perhaps employers 
may not be well served. Systematic study can help determine whether steps could be shortened or 
eliminated, procedures streamlined, technology introduced to expedite reviews and approvals, and 
so on. An analysis of this kind generally results in improved processes—processes that are more 
efficient, more effective, and more responsive to the needs of all parties involved. Ideally, this ap-
proach also results in key processes that are sufficiently documented and standardized so that they 
can be easily described, understood, utilized, and consistently replicated. 

figUre 9. operational and sUpport serviCes and exaMples of assoCiated proCesses

Operational/Support Activities

Associated Processes
• Budgeting and managing financial processes
• developing and overseeing contractual arrangements (government, industry,  

            other organizations)
• coordinating resources (financial, building, fiscal)
• Allocating and evaluating space and resources 
• ordering equipment
• developing and overseeing procedures for maintaining records (reliability,  

            confidentiality, accessibility, security)
• managing computer technology and applications
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interdepartMental and Cross-fUnCtional proCesses

In some cases, processes require collaboration with external groups and organizations. Figure 11 
provides a process view of how various academic, student life, administrative, and service depart-
ments come into play during the institutional life-cycle of a student. In the illustration in Figure 
11, cross-functional and collaborative relationships between academic, student life, administrative, 
and service departments are important to effectively and efficiently integrate the student experience. 
In some instances, integrated interdepartmental processes are created through careful coordination 
of services; in other instances, that goal may be achieved through cross-training and/or collocating 
staff; and in still other circumstances, technology can be utilized to facilitate seamless coordination 
of programs and services. 

Identifies need for 
new course

Reviews proposal and
forwards to committee

PROGRAM AND INSTRUCTION 
ASSOCIATED PROCESS DEVELOPING A NEW COURSE

Deliberates and raises
questions needing 

clarification

Faculty reviews, makes
recommendations for

refinement, and refers back to 
faculty member for revision

Faculty Member Department Chair Department Curriculum
Committee

Department Faculty

Develops course proposal 
and forwards to chair

Develops memo to respond 
to questions

Reviews similar courses at
other institutions

Reconsiders, approves, and 
forwards to chair

Receives approved proposal, 
places on agenda for 

faculty meeting

Approves courseTo university review and 
scheduling office

figUre 10. saMple flow Chart: the proCess for developing a new CoUrse
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Alliances, service agreements, partnerships, and other forms of collaborative relationships also 
take place at the institutional level. Examples include recruiting and transfer processes involving 
high schools and community and junior colleges; cooperative instruction or research arrangements 
with other institutions or departments; shared service agreements; and arrangements creating pre-
ferred or exclusive provider-supplier relationships for programs, materials, resources, or services. 
As in other instances, careful examination of cross-functional and interdepartmental programs 
and services—and their associated processes—is a useful aspect of program, department, or insti-
tutional review efforts.

CoMparisons

Comparisons between one’s own programs and services and those in other departments or insti-
tutions are an essential component of review and improvement—in academic as well as student 
life, service, and administrative areas. Most broadly, comparisons provide a context for reviewing 
the nature, content, and effectiveness of programs, services, and their associated processes. At the 
same time, comparisons generate new ideas, approaches, and methods that can be adopted or 
adapted. 

figUre 11. a fUnCtional—interdepartMental—view of the stUdent experienCe
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Leading organizations in other sectors are quite aggressive in their efforts to analyze and learn 
from peers, competitors, and leaders in their own field and sector, and also in others. This posture 
can be just as helpful in higher education. 

4.0. prograMs and serviCes: key review issUes

Category 4 focuses on the programs, services, and associated processes that are essential to accom-
plishing and advancing the institution's, department's, and/or program’s mission. Also considered 
are important support and operational activities and processes. In each case, the focus is on how 
the programs and services—and associated processes—are designed, supported, standardized, 
implemented, evaluated, and improved to ensure that high standards are achieved.

4.1. miSSion-criticAl ProGrAmS, ServiceS, And ProceSSeS 

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. What are the mission-critical programs and services—and the most important  
associated processes—of the institution, department, or program? 

• How is each program or service related to the mission, vision, and broad organizational 
goals?

• What beneficiary and constituency groups1 are served by specific programs and  
services?

• What are the specific goals and intended outcomes of each program or service?2

• For each program or service area, what are the most critical associated processes?3

2. How does your organization ensure that each mission-critical program, service, 
and associated process is of high quality? What approaches are used to determine 
whether appropriate standards are met in:

• Designing new program or service offerings? 

• Supporting programs and services with appropriate fiscal, technical, human, and physical 
resources?

• Standardizing and documenting processes and procedures to ensure an appropriate level 
of reliability and consistency?

• Delivering programs and services, and their associated processes?

• Evaluating program, service, and process outcomes?

• Improving current offerings, discovering possibilities for new or refined programs and 
services, and identifying programs or services no longer needed in their present form 
that can be restructured or eliminated?
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3. How does your organization review the quality and effectiveness of program and 
service offerings, and of their associated processes, and how is the information that 
results used for improvement?

• How do you determine whether programs and services are achieving their goals and 
intended outcomes?

• How are the results of assessment used to provide feedback, as appropriate, to students 
and other relevant beneficiaries and constituencies?

• How are assessments used to guide review and improvement, or if appropriate, for 
the restructuring or the elimination of program and service offerings, or of particular 
processes?

4. How does the organization ensure that new and existing programs and services, and 
their associated processes, benefit from the latest and most appropriate technologi-
cal innovations? 

5. What groups or organizations play a critical role as partners or collaborators with 
mission-critical processes, and how are high standards of quality established and 
maintained in collaborative work with those organizations?

6. How are peer, competitor, and leading organizations in the institution or field 
selected for purposes of comparative review, what organizations are used for that 
purpose, and how is the information derived from such comparisons used in moni-
toring, assessment, improvement, or restructuring?

7. How often are mission-critical programs and services formally reviewed? How is 
that done, and by whom?

4.2. oPerAtionAl And SuPPort ServiceS—And their ProceSSeS

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. What are your key operational and support services, and their associated processes? 

• How is each necessary to support mission-critical programs and services?

• For each operational and support service, what are the most critical associated  
processes?4

2. How do you determine whether your operational and support services, and associ-
ated processes, are effective and efficient, and how is that information used for im-
proving these services—or, if appropriate, restructuring, combining, or eliminating 
services? 
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3. What approaches are used to achieve and maintain quality in each operational and 
support service—and in the associated processes? How does your organization en-
sure that high standards are met in:

• Designing new services? 

• Supporting services with appropriate fiscal, technical, human, and physical resources?

• Standardizing and documenting processes and procedures to ensure an appropriate level 
of reliability and consistency?

• Delivering operational or support services and their associated processes?

• Evaluating service and process outcomes?

• Improving current offerings, discovering possibilities for new or refined programs and 
services, and identifying programs or services that can be restructured or eliminated?

4. How does the organization ensure that new and existing operational and support 
services and their associated processes benefit from the latest and most appropriate 
technological innovations? 

5. What groups or organizations play a critical role as partners or collaborators for 
operational and support services and processes, and how do you ensure that high 
standards of quality are established and maintained in collaborative work with those 
organizations?

6. How are peer, competitor, and leading organizations in the institution or field 
selected for purposes of comparative review, what organizations are used for that 
purpose, and how is the information gained from comparisons used in monitoring, 
assessment, improvement, or restructuring?

7. How often are your operational and support areas and processes formally reviewed? 
How is that done and by whom?

notes

1.  Beneficiary and constituency groups refers broadly to individuals, groups, or organiza-
tions—variously termed stakeholders, users, audiences, consumers, clients, publics, 
or “customers”—for whom you provide programs or services, who benefit directly or 
indirectly from your work, or who have an important influence on your organization’s 
success. The list of such groups will, of course, depend on the mission of the institution, 
department, or program and will be different for academic, student life, administrative, 
or service organizations. For academic units, the list of such groups and organizations 
may include students, disciplinary and professional communities, potential employers, 
alumni, academic associations, parents, business and industry, state and federal funding 
agencies, private foundations and donors, prospective students and parents, graduate 
and professional schools, advisory boards, disciplinary and administrative opinion 
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leaders at other institutions, local and state government, the citizens of the commu-
nity or state, the mass media, and other groups. For administrative departments that 
provide programs and services within the institution (such as departments of human 
resources, facilities, computing services, and sponsored research; faculty/administrative 
councils or assemblies; and other administrative and service units), the relevant campus 
groups and organizations are the administrative and academic departments for which 
the organization provides services (perhaps staff, faculty, or student groups) as well as 
external groups or organizations, such as advisory boards, visitors, families of students, 
the mass media, and the public. 

 Note: Faculty and staff are critical constituency groups for all programs, departments, 
and institutions, and as such they are the theme of Category 5, which focuses on in-
dividuals employed within an institution, department, or program. Therefore, faculty 
and staff are not considered in this category.

2.  For academic and student life departments, goals would address outcomes related to 
teaching/learning, scholarship/research, and public service/outreach. In administrative 
areas, the focus would be on outcomes directly related to the mission-critical work of 
the unit. 

 3.  Process refers to the sequences of work activities that are associated with fulfillment of 
an institution, department, or program mission and related activities, programs, and 
services developed. Processes associated with mission-critical programs and services are 
those for which the organization has particular expertise. For academic units, mission-
critical work processes typically include activities directly associated with teaching/learn-
ing, scholarship, and service/outreach. In administrative organizations, mission-critical 
processes will vary greatly depending on the unit’s mission but in each case will also 
relate to the core expertise of the department.

4.  Operational and support services and processes are necessary to assist in the fulfillment 
of the mission and in the development and implementation of programs and services. 
Often such processes are invisible to external groups—for example, fiscal management, 
budgeting, managing grants, recruiting and hiring, conducting performance reviews, 
training, purchasing equipment and supplies, coordinating repairs and maintenance, 
time and room scheduling, preparing work materials, scheduling and conducting meet-
ings, and so on. 
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The work of recruiting, developing, and retaining outstanding faculty and staff is critical in any 
college or university. Perhaps more so than in many other organizations, the people who work in 
higher education determine the quality of the programs and services that can be offered. Faculty 
expertise forms the basis for teaching/learning, scholarship, and service/outreach. And together, 
faculty and staff create and maintain a learning and living environment in which knowledge is 
created, shared, and applied in various forms and contexts for many groups. 

The kind of institution that faculty and staff together create is, in itself, a powerful teaching tool. 
The role of the faculty is obvious. However, important lessons are taught not only in the classroom 
by faculty but also by the way the institution, departments, and programs are organized and oper-
ate, and by staff, through each encounter with students and colleagues (Light 2001; Ruben 2004). 
Even in non-academic departments, the staff members at all levels throughout a department or 
institution are often an important source to the teaching, image, and reputation of an institution, 
department, or program. Together with the faculty, staff play an essential role in maintaining high-
quality programs and services (Ruben 1995c).

Because the mission of colleges and higher education is so dependent on faculty and staff, no 
objective is more crucial than that of creating the kind of workplace culture, climate, and practices 
that encourage, recognize, and reward excellence, innovation, and professional development. In 
any college or university environment, the challenge is to encourage faculty and staff to develop 
their disciplinary and technical capabilities while also contributing meaningfully to the institution’s 
mission, vision, goals, and plans. For faculty who are members of disciplinary and professional 
communities—as well as the campus community—it is particularly important to create a climate 
that is engaging, and personally and professionally satisfying, in order to fully engage them in the 
life of the institution.

This category considers factors that contribute to creating a superior workplace and outstanding, 
well-trained, engaged, collaborative, and committed faculty and staff members. Issues related to 
faculty and staff focus on standards and orientation, review and recognition, learning and profes-
sional development, and satisfaction assessment. Consideration of workplace practices includes 
organizational structure, position and responsibilities, and workplace environment and climate.

5.0
faculty/staff and workplace
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5.0. faCUlty/staff and workplaCe: key review issUes

5.1. fAculty And StAff

AREAS tO ADDRESS

A.  Standards and Orientation
1. What approaches are used to recruit, select, and retain faculty and/or staff? 1

• How does the institution, department, or program identify its faculty and/or staff 
needs?

• How are the necessary faculty and/or staff credentials and competencies determined?

• What methods are used for recruiting and selecting faculty and/or staff?

• How are standards and expectations for candidates for open positions established and 
communicated?

• What methods are used to ensure the retention of outstanding faculty and/or staff?

2. What kinds of orientation programs and/or mentoring experiences are provided for 
new faculty and/or staff? For what groups are these provided, and by whom?

3. How is basic job-related information provided relative to:

• Salary and benefits?

• Core competencies for jobs?

• Performance reviews and promotion processes?

• Standards of ethics and integrity?

• Diversity and discrimination?

• Institutional regulations, practices, and policies?

• Grievances and internal disputes?

• Required training and certifications?

B.  Review and Recognition2

1. How do performance review procedures operate to ensure useful and timely feedback 
for faculty and staff groups?

2. How are review and recognition systems and practices used to encourage, recognize, 
and reward superior performance? 

3. How do compensation, benefits, and related reward and incentive practices support 
and reinforce organizational directions and priorities?
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4. How are nonfinancial rewards, practices, and/or events used to recognize individual 
and collective excellence, and to reinforce organizational directions and priorities? 

5. How, and how often, does the organization formally review its performance review 
and recognition systems?

C.  Learning and Professional Development
1. How does the institution, department and/or program identify the competencies and 

capabilities needed by faculty and/or staff? How is each of the following taken into  
account:

• Directions, aspirations, priorities, goals, and plans of the organization?

• The needs, capabilities, and perspectives of faculty/staff?

• Job performance review outcomes?

• Requirements for certification, licensure, or accreditation?

• Changing technology?

• Evolving institutional or marketplace needs and expectations?

2. What personal and professional learning and development3 opportunities are  
provided for faculty and/or staff groups?

• How is participation in program, department, campus, and other development activities 
and events encouraged for each faculty and staff group?

• What leadership and skill development opportunities are provided?

• How is career development guidance provided?

3. What approaches are used to deliver professional education and development?4 

4. How are professional education and development opportunities evaluated, and how 
are results used for improvement?

5. How are special education and training needs, such as leadership development, 
technology training, diversity awareness, crisis management, trades training, ESL, 
and GED, addressed as appropriate? Who is responsible for providing the resources 
for such training, and how are these programs evaluated?

D.  Faculty and Staff Well-Being and Satisfaction
1. How does the institution, department, and/or program learn about the faculty and 

staff experience and faculty and staff needs, expectations, and sources of satisfaction 
and dissatisfaction?5
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2. How is information related to faculty and staff and workplace satisfaction/dissat-
isfaction used to enhance organizational practices and the quality of the working 
environment more generally?

• How is this information gathered, analyzed, and shared?

• How is information used to guide planning and improvement?

• How are the improvement process and its outcomes monitored and evaluated?

3. How, and how often, does your organization formally review its approaches to  
faculty and staff satisfaction assessment?

5.2. workPlAce 

AREAS tO ADDRESS

A.   Structure
1. What is the organizational and leadership structure of the institution, department, 

and/or program?

• What are the reporting relationships among the units?

• What is the size of each of the major areas or work groups within the organization?

• What is the primary function of each?

2. How does the organization determine the appropriateness of particular organiza-
tional and leadership structures for:

• Advancing the mission and aspirations?

• Effectively utilizing faculty/staff capabilities?

• Ensuring appropriate engagement opportunities for faculty and/or staff?

• Managing resources and workload equitably?

• Considering the needs and expectations of beneficiaries, constituencies, faculty, and 
staff?

• Aligning with national standards for functional operations (e.g., Council for the  
Advancement of Standards in Higher Education)?6

• Ensuring proper controls to maintain operational integrity (e.g., financial, personnel, 
and information technology)?

3. How does your institution, department, or program review and improve its organi-
zational structure?

• How and when was the current structure established?

• Is there a procedure for periodically reviewing organizational structures? What are the 
steps in that process, and how often does a review take place?

• What changes or refinements have been made within the past five years?

• What other structures have been considered or implemented?
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B.   Positions and Responsibilities
1. How does the institution, department, or program develop and communicate posi-

tion descriptions, associated responsibilities, and performance standards?

2. How does your organization design, organize, and oversee work practices to encourage:

• Individual excellence?

• Departmental and institutional excellence?

• Collegiality and teamwork?

• Collaboration?

• Innovation?

• Valuing diversity (including age, race, ethnicity, and gender)?

• Appreciation of institutional and departmental ethical standards?

3. How is organizational flexibility encouraged? For instance, how are the following 
used:

• Cross-training?

• Redesign of work processes?

• Job rotation?

• Technology?

• Simplification and reduction of job classifications?

 
C.  Workplace Environment and Climate

1. What approaches does the program, department, and/or institution use to maintain 
a healthy, safe, and secure work environment?

2. How does the organization identify improvement needs and monitor progress in 
the areas of health, safety, and security?

3. What approaches are used to ensure that the institution, department, or program 
maintains appropriate health and safety standards and/or regulatory requirements 
relative to:

• Human resources?

• Physical resources?

• Equipment?

• Electronic services and products?

• Laboratories?

• Computers?
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4. How does the organization ensure workplace preparedness for emergencies or  
disasters?7 

• Are plans in place for reacting in the case of an emergency or disaster?

• How are those plans shared, tested, and periodically reviewed and updated?

5. What approaches are used to create a positive and congenial workplace climate?

6. How does the program, department, and/or institution promote and reward  
collegiality, collaboration, and teamwork among faculty and staff groups?

7. How does the organization learn about faculty/staff perceptions of workplace  
climate, and how is that information used for improvement?

8. How, and how often, are approaches to workplace climate assessment formally 
reviewed and refined?

notes

1.  The phrase faculty and/or staff is used to refer to all salaried employee groups. This 
includes full- and part-time faculty, teaching assistants, coadjutant faculty, visiting lec-
turers, full- and part-time administration and staff, and student workers.

2.  Recognition includes, but is not limited to, public acknowledgment of individuals and 
groups/teams, personal feedback, and merit awards. Also included are letters of com-
mendation, certifications of merit, articles in bulletins or newsletters, or announcements 
at meetings.

3.  This might include sabbaticals, internships, professional development programs, or flex-
time before or after work to permit enrollment in professional development activities.

4.  This might include orientations, traditional academic courses, computer-based instruc-
tion, distance education, on-campus programs, off-campus programs, consultants, or 
self-paced instruction.

5.  Faculty/staff satisfaction and workplace climate might be assessed through surveys or 
interviews, retention rates, absenteeism, grievance rates, analysis of exit interviews, or 
other indicators established by the organization. Further discussion of assessment, 
comparisons, and outcomes is provided in categories 6 and 7. 

6.  See the Council for the Advancement of Standards in Higher Education at http://www.
cas.edu/.

7.  For example, natural disasters, campus unrest, terrorist activity, or loss of core institu-
tional functions such as information technology support.
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As the preceding sections of this guide have made clear, leadership, purposes and plans, benefi-
ciaries and constituencies, programs and services, and faculty/staff and workplace climate are all 
essential elements of institutional, departmental, and/or programmatic quality and effectiveness. 
Category 6 focuses on how progress, achievements, and outcomes are assessed in each of those 
areas. Category 7 considers what the results of assessment show.

In addition, this category looks at how you determine which peer, competitive, or leading or-
ganizations to use for comparative assessment of your outcomes and achievements. Finally, the 
category addresses how you make use of the information gained through assessment, and more 
generally how the expertise and experience of faculty and staff, is shared and used to improve the 
quality and effectiveness of your institution, department, and/or program.

inCreasing attention to assessMent

Assessing and using outcome information has always been a fundamental theme of the Baldrige 
framework, and in recent years it has become an increasingly central topic within accreditation. 
Indeed, one of the primary goals of accreditation is described as “promoting within institutions 
a culture of evidence where indicators of performance are regularly developed and data collected to 
inform institutional decision making, planning, and improvement” (Western Association 2001, 8). 

Reflecting this perspective, the primary emphasis of Category 6 is on how the institution, de-
partment, or program approaches assessment, or in other words, how “the institution engages in 
ongoing, integrated, and institution-wide research-based planning and evaluation processes that 
incorporate a systematic review of programs and services that (a) results in continuing improve-
ment, and (b) demonstrates that the institution is effectively accomplishing its mission” (Southern 
Association 2004, 15).

Beyond assessment’s importance for the purposes of evaluation and planning, a unit often reaps 
a number of far-reaching benefits from a thoughtfully planned and executed program of assessment 
(Kaplan and Norton 1996, 2001; Ruben 2004). They include the following: 

• Stimulating dialogue and clarifying the organization’s mission, aspirations, and priorities

• Heightening the shared sense of the purposes of programs and services 

• Developing a shared perspective on the appropriate standards and indicators of excellence

assessment and information use

6.0
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• Identifying current strengths

• Clarifying improvement needs

• Providing meaningful comparisons

• Heightening personal and collective responsibility 

• Encouraging, monitoring, and documenting progress

• Providing a foundation for fact-based planning, decision making, and problem solving

• Energizing and motivating faculty and staff

• Providing the basis for more effective communication about institutional, departmental, 
or programmatic strengths 

 
To achieve such benefits, the assessment planning and implementation process must be under-

taken in a way that appropriately engages members of the organization in determining what to 
measure and why, and how to use the results. Such a process heightens the ownership and perceived 
value of the assessment process and its results.

steps in the assessMent proCess

Typically, the assessment process begins with the decision about the appropriate focus for review.  
Will it be leadership, purposes and plans, beneficiaries and constituencies, programs and services, 
faculty/staff and workplace, or assessment and information sharing? In each case, the basic essential 
question is: “How do we know whether we are succeeding in achieving our aims in this area?” The 
challenge, then, is to decide what information and evidence the organization needs to make its 
determinations, how to gather that information, what useful data may already be available, and 
ultimately how to gather, integrate, and use the various sources of information and evidence to 
document outcomes, determine progress, and guide improvement. 

The specifics and language of course vary somewhat depending on the nature of the unit involved. 
But broadly stated, here are the steps:

1. Define or clarify goals. 

2. Assess outcomes and achievements relative to these goals, including comparisons of 
outcomes over time, with peers, and with other institutions and organizations.

3. Monitor and use results for determining outcomes and achievements, informing day-
to-day decision making and resource allocation, and improving the quality and effec-
tiveness of the institution, department, and/or program. 

Regardless of whether the assessment process is undertaken for an entire institution or a specific 
academic, student life, administrative, or service department or program, the objective is to integrate 
the process into the life of the organization. 

Figure 12 provides a more detailed description of the steps involved in establishing an integrated 
assessment framework.1
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figUre 12. steps to develop an integrated assessMent proCess

1.    Define or Clarify Goals

• identify and consider the needs and expectations of beneficiaries and constituencies and other key 
factors.

• establish clear and shared goals for program and service areas and offerings.

• Be certain that goals cover the full range of relevant activities.

• clearly communicate goals to beneficiaries and constituencies. 

2.    Evaluate Outcomes 

• use established goals to guide assessment activities at all levels in your instiution, department, 
and/or program.

• develop and use appropriate outcome indicators, criteria, measures, and evaluative procedures.

• Assess the extent to which established goals are being met within program and service areas and 
more generally, and identify gaps.

• Assess progress by examining patterns and trends.

• make comparisons with peers at other institutions.

• confirm that assessment covers all defined goals, and other factors associated with institutional 
effectiveness. 

3.    Use the Assessment Outcome Information

• communicate the results of assessment to colleagues within the institution, and to beneficiary and 
constituency groups, as appropriate.

• compare outcome information, as appropriate, with results from previous years and with those 
from peer, competitor, and/or leading institutions to identify patterns and trends.

• use outcome information to improve programs and services, and the effectiveness of the institution, 
department, and/or program more generally.

• integrate outcome information into formal and informal planning and decision-making activities. 

• Periodically review and, as appropriate, refine and update your goals, assessment procedures, 
and approaches to using this information.
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institUtional assessMent

Institution-level assessment provides the broadest view of the effectiveness of a college or university. 
Figure 13 illustrates how the EHE framework applies to assessment at this level. The scheme includes 
the same themes that are embodied in the standards and principles for institutional assessment 
in accrediting models. The Middle States approach, for example, includes a focus on mission and 
goals, leadership and governance, planning and resources, and assessment, among others (Middle 
States Commission 2006). Issues related to programs and services and faculty are also addressed, 
within the category of educational effectiveness (Middle States Commission 2006).

figUre 13. institUtional effeCtiveness assessMent

Institutional Leadership 
(and Governance)

Institutional Faculty/Staff and 
Organizational Climate

Institutional Programs 
and Services 

(and Associated Processes)

Institutional Purposes and Plans
(Including Resources)

Institutional Beneficiaries 
and Constituencies 

(Students and Others)

Institutional Assessment and 
Information Use

For each:

√  Review Mission

√  Clarify Goals

√  Establish Assessment

   Criteria and Methods
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assessMent in adMinistrative and serviCe departMents

One can also use this same framework as a guide for assessment in any academic, student life, 
administrative, or service unit within a college or university. This unit-level approach to assess-
ment is extremely useful for helping to determine and document how effective specific programs 
or departments are in fulfilling their mission and achieving critical goals. 

Within administrative or service departments, assessment focuses on how the work of the de-
partments fulfills their administrative or service mission and goals and also, where applicable, 
how their activities contribute to student learning outcomes. For such departments, an array of 
indicators and measures is available. The choice of which to select depends on the department’s 
purposes, aspirations, and broad organizational goals, as well as the nature of its programs and 
services. Figure 14 shows a sampling of potential indicators.

figUre 14. potential assessMent indiCators for adMinistrative and serviCe departMents

Leadership

• effectiveness ratings by colleagues and peers
• Performance review results
• Progress on leadership priorities and projects
• contributions to campus, community, and  

professional organizations

Purposes and Plans

• Progress on review of mission and vision
• Progress in establishing a formalized strategic 

planning process
• Progress on plans and goals

Mission-Critical Programs and Services

• effectiveness
• efficiency
• reliability
• cycle time
• resource utilization

Beneficiary and Constituency Relations

• Service user satisfaction ratings
• focus group results
• Satisfaction with programs and services
• Positive and improving reputation for quality  

and service

Operational and Support Services

• financial management effectiveness
• Staff recruiting and training effectiveness
• Policy and regulation adherence
• Adequacy of technology
• effectiveness and efficiency of equipment  

and facilities management 

Faculty/Staff and Workplace Satisfaction

• recruitment
• Attractiveness
• turnover/retention
• compensation
• organizational culture and climate 
• morale
• Professional courses/programs offered/taken
• recognition provided

Assessment and Information Sharing

• rating of progress in developing  
assessment system

• implementation of new assessment  
tools or methods

• dissemination of assessment results
• use of outcomes information of  

improvement
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assessMent in edUCational departMents and prograMs

As with the assessment of an institution as a whole or of administrative or service units, assess-
ment within educational departments focuses on departmental leadership, purposes and plans, 
beneficiaries and constituencies, programs and services, faculty/staff and workplace, and assessment 
and information sharing. 

For departments that have a curricular or co-curricular teaching/learning mission, assessing 
learning outcomes is a priority. The basic questions in assessing learning outcomes are these:

• What are we trying to accomplish through our program’s courses and the learning  
opportunities and living experiences we provide?

• What do we want students who graduate from our institution/department/program to 
know and be able to do?

• How do we assess our effectiveness in achieving these outcomes, and what do the results 
tell us?

• How can we use information gained through assessment to improve our programs, 
services, and their associated processes?

figUre 15. assessMent of edUCational prograMs, serviCes, and proCesses

Recruitment and Admissions

Facilities and Equipment

Student Life and 
Support Services

Educational Requirements 
and Programs

Academic Services

Alumni and Continuing 
Education

For each:

√  Review Mission

√  Clarify Goals

√  Establish Assessment

   Criteria and Methods
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This assessment process might focus on a general education curriculum and/or student life 
programs and services, on offerings within a single academic department (e.g., major or minor 
programs, individual courses), or on all of these. 

Alternatively, assessment might be interdepartmental and cross-functional and organized to 
reflect the phases of a student’s experience. As illustrated in Figure 15, a number of educational, 
student life, and student services functions play a role in the student living and learning experience, 
and assessment can be undertaken in a way that seeks to document how the work of each of these 
units contributes to the creation of learning opportunities for students and to student learning as 
they progress through an institution. 

Regardless of the approach one selects, assessing educational programs and services includes a 
consideration of the learning opportunities provided by the various educational, student life, and 
service units or functions illustrated in Figure 15. Each function is composed of a number of pro-
cesses that are important to the satisfactory progress of students through the institution, and each 
can be assessed in terms of its contributions to the quality of the student experience and learning 
outcomes and other established goals, as described in Figure 16.

figUre 16. assessing teaChing and learning oUtCoMes in edUCational prograMs

1.    Define Student Learning Goals
• consider student needs and expectations, as well as other key issues. 
• establish clear and shared goals for specific educational programs, services, courses, and stages (e.g., the 

“first-year experience,” “major,” or “capstone experience”).
• confirm that learning goals cover the full range of relevant learning opportunities and activities—academic 

as well as co-curricular.
• communicate goals to students, colleagues in the institution, and other appropriate constituency groups.

2.    Evaluate Learning Outcomes 
• develop appropriate learning outcome indicators, measures, and measurement procedures.
• confirm that specific teaching and other instructional activities within the institution cover all of the defined 

goals, including general education goals, at increasing levels of difficulty and with effective coordination 
across the institution (e.g., assurance of appropriate coherence and avoidance of unnecessary duplication).

• Assess the extent to which established goals are being met with specific programs, services, and courses.

3.    Use the Outcome Information 
• communicate results to colleagues in the institution and, as appropriate, to students and external constituents.
• use outcomes information to improve teaching and learning in all programs and at all levels.
• compare outcomes, as appropriate, with results from previous years and with those from peer, competitor, 

and/or leading institutions.
• integrate results from student learning assessment with overall institutional assessment.
• use the results to guide academic planning, resource allocation, and day-to-day decision making.
• Periodically review and, as appropriate, refine and update goals and the effectiveness of the processes involved 

in defining learning goals, evaluating outcomes, and using evaluative information for improvement.
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evidenCe of learning

Studying outcomes requires the establishment of indicators and measures that operationalize pro-
gram, department, and/or institutional teaching/learning goals into specific and concrete activities, 
actions, events, or occurrences for which appropriate evidence can be gathered—either by means 
of qualitative or quantitative analysis (Banta and Associates 2002; Banta 2004; Palomba and Banta 
1999; Suskie 2004; Walvoord 2004). Ideally, an organization should base its assessment of learning 
outcomes on what are termed direct indicators of learning (National Communication Association 
2006), but indirect and other indicators may also be helpful. See Figure 17 for examples of indica-
tors that fall into each category.

figUre 17. indiCators of learning

Direct Indicators of Learning

entrance (pre) and exit (post) tests  
(course-specific & program-specific)

Placement tests

Portfolio assessment

capstone experiences (e.g., course,  
thesis, field project) 

respected standardized tests and  
internally/externally-designed  
comprehensive (written and oral) exit tests 
and examinations;

Senior thesis (multiple reviewers)

oral defense of senior thesis or project  
(multiple reviewers)

required oral presentations (multiple  
raters)

national tests and examinations

Performance on licensure, certification, or 
professional exams

essay questions (blind scored by multiple 
faculty)

required papers and research projects  
(multiple reviewers)

internal and external juried review of  
comprehensive senior projects 

externally reviewed exhibits and  
performances  

external evaluation of internship  
performance 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Indirect Indicators of Learning

exit interviews of graduates and focus groups

Surveys of alumni, employers, and students

retention, persistence, graduation,  
and transfer rates and studies

length of time to degree (years/hours  
to completion)

Grade distributions

SAt scores 

course enrollments and profiles

Job placement data

Other Indicators of Learning 

Questionnaires asking students if their personal 
goals for course, major, or program have been 
met

instruments that collect data on indirect facts that 
can affect student success such as curriculum 
review reports or evaluation reports of program 
submitted by visiting committees of external peer 
experts (accreditation reports)

faculty publications and recognition

courses selected by majors, grades,  
and GPAs

faculty-student ratio

Percentage of students who study abroad

enrollment trends

Student diversity

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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In assessing learning outcomes in particular courses or competency areas, an organization 
should find it  helpful to identify specific criteria or standards—sometimes called rubrics (e.g., 
Suskie 2004)—to use as foundations for both evaluation of individual course assignments and 
the broader evaluation of a course or academic program or service. To illustrate with a simple 
but familiar example, suppose that one goal of a particular course or program is to develop skills 
in written expression. In such an instance, the unit could develop standardized criteria to use in 
evaluating written assignments—which might include the following:

• Clarity of purpose or thesis

• Expression of a point of view

• Relevance of supportive information

• Use of examples and evidence

• Organization and clarity

• Grammar and punctuation

• Accuracy of references and reference style

The unit then could assign a particular number of points to, or create a rating scale for, each 
criterion. Individual assignments would be evaluated using the selected criteria and scoring system. 
Moreover, these scores could also be used in the aggregate, as one indicator of students’ progress 
over the duration of the course or program. Ideally, longitudinal assessments of this kind would 
be done by a panel of evaluators, rather than by a single course instructor.

Each of the learning outcome indicators mentioned, and others that might be selected, has 
strengths and limitations, so a combination of methods is recommended. Through the selection 
and use of a number of measures, a unit can translate broad educational goals into specific, tan-
gible, communicable, and measurable assessment standards to provide all involved with a clearer 
sense of how successful the institution, department, or program is in achieving its purposes. Pro-
ponents of learning outcomes assessment note also that clear goals and indicators help students 
understand expectations, motivate performance, make scoring easier and faster, increase scoring 
accuracy and consistency, minimize bias, improve communication, and diminish arguments over 
grades (Suskie 2004, 124–25).
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dashBoards

Some programs, departments, and institutions take the step of identifying a small set of key indica-
tors and measures—sometimes termed dashboard indicators—that they use to track outcomes and 
monitor progress in these critical areas, as illustrated in Figure 18. Dashboard indicators can be 
helpful in the same way that the gauges of an automobile’s dashboard provide a quick reference 
to information on a vehicle’s most important systems. 

Regardless of the type of display method, the evidence used should be reliable, current, verifi-
able, coherent, objective, relevant, cumulative, representative, and actionable (Southern Associa-
tion 2003, 17; Western Association 2002, 10). The key is that whatever form assessment takes, the 
efforts must be “designed to provide relevant and trustworthy information to support institutional 
improvement” (New England Association 2004, 4).

CoMparisons

As noted earlier, comparing outcomes and achievements over time to identify trends and patterns 
and to monitor progress is an important component of assessment. Another important type of 
comparison is with peers, leaders, and, where appropriate, competitor institutions or organizations. 

figUre 18. saMple dashBoard for an aCadeMiC departMent or prograM



Assessment and Information Use        ��

Comparative assessment—also termed benchmarking—involves identifying, selecting, and system-
atically gathering information from other organizations in order to compare your organization’s 
approaches and outcomes with theirs (Bender and Shuh 2002). The most obvious sources of com-
parisons are other institutions, departments, or programs within higher education. For example, 
national databases on alumni outcomes, student engagement, library holdings, funded research 
dollars generated, physical facilities, and IT resources can provide helpful information. In some 
instances, it is useful—or necessary—to create specialized benchmarking relationships with other 
institutions to get meaningful information for pertinent comparisons. 

Depending on the unit, program, or service, opportunities sometimes also exist to draw com-
parisons with other industries that have comparable processes or activities. For example, instruc-
tional facilities or purchasing processes may be compared with similar processes in organizations 
in other sectors. In all cases, comparisons are an important tool for placing one’s own, outcomes 
information in a broader context. 

the Broad pUrposes of assessMent

Most fundamentally, assessment is a means of monitoring the outcomes and achievements of an 
institution, department, or program to determine how well it is succeeding in fulfilling its purposes 
and plans, providing effective leadership, addressing the needs and expectations of internal and 
external beneficiaries and constituencies, developing and delivering high-quality programs and 
services, maintaining a high-quality and satisfying workplace for faculty and staff, and meaning-
fully assessing the results of efforts in those areas as a guide to continuous improvement. Assess-
ment is viewed as “an essential part of the ongoing institutional self-study . . . to underline the 
necessity for each institution to formulate a plan which provides a series of outcomes measures 
that are internally consistent and in accord with its mission and structure” (Northwest Commis-
sion 2004, 9). Assessment is vital to an institution, for academic departments, and for student life, 
administrative, and service units. For each, the issue of determining and demonstrating its level 
of success in fulfilling its broad organizational goals, achieving its aspirations, and progressing in 
its plans is of vital importance.

6.0. assessMent and inforMation Use: key review issUes

This category investigates how the institution, department, or program conducts assessment and 
how the assessment process is integrated into organizational life so that information on progress, 
outcomes, and achievements is used effectively to guide organizational decision making, resource 
allocation, planning, and improvement efforts. Specifically, Category 6 asks about how the insti-
tution, department, or program evaluates its accomplishments, progress, and standing relative to 
peers in the areas of leadership, purposes and plans, beneficiaries and constituencies, programs 
and services, faculty/staff and workplace, and assessment and information sharing. The category 
considers how evidence and measurement information is gathered and analyzed; how comparative 
information from peer, competitor, and leaders in the field is collected; and how that and other 
information is shared and used to assess and improve the institution, department, or program 
being reviewed. 
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6.1. ASSeSSment APProAch And methodS

AREAS tO ADDRESS

A.   Leadership Assessment
1.  How does the institution, department, or program assess the quality and effective-

ness of its leadership and governance practices? (See discussion in Category 1.)

• What are the leadership and governance goals?

• What sort of evidence—indicators or measures2—is used as the basis for assessing out-
comes and progress toward those goals?

• How were those indicators or measures established?

• What information-gathering methods or procedures are employed?

• How are assessment results communicated to colleagues within the institution and, as 
appropriate, to beneficiary and constituency groups?

• How is outcomes information used to improve leadership practices, and the organiza-
tion more generally?

• How, and how often, are leadership assessment procedures—and approaches to using 
such information—reviewed and updated?

B.   Purposes and Plans Assessment
1.  How does the institution, department, or program assess its purposes and plans? 

(See discussion in Category 2.)

• What are the current goals in relation to your institution’s, department’s, or program’s 
purposes and plans?

• What sort of evidence—indicators or measures3—is used as the basis for assessing out-
comes and progress toward those goals?

• How were those indicators or measures established?

• What information-gathering methods and procedures are employed?

• How are assessment results communicated to colleagues within the institution and, as 
appropriate, to beneficiary and constituency groups?

• How is outcomes information used to advance the organization’s purposes and plans, 
and those of the institution more generally?

• How, and how often, are these assessment procedures—and approaches to using this 
information—reviewed and updated?

C.   Beneficiaries and Constituencies Assessment
1.  How does the organization assess its effectiveness in learning about student and/or 

other beneficiary and constituency group needs, expectations, and experiences, and 
in using this information to establish mutually beneficial and satisfying relation-
ships? (See discussion in Category 3.)

• What are your primary goals related to each of your beneficiary and constituency groups?

• What sort of evidence—indicators or measures4—is used as the basis for assessing out-
comes and progress toward those goals?
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• How were those indicators or measures established?

• What information-gathering methods and procedures are employed?

• How are assessment results communicated to colleagues within the institution and, as 
appropriate, to other groups?

• How is outcomes information used to improve beneficiary and constituency group 
relationships, and the organization more generally?

• How, and how often, are these assessment procedures—and approaches to using this 
information—reviewed and updated?

D.  Programs and Services Assessment
1.  Mission-Critical Programs and Services and Associated Processes

 How does the institution, department, or program assess mission-critical programs, 
services, and associated processes? (See discussion in Category 4.)

• What are the primary goals of each of your mission-critical programs and services?

• For each program or service, what are your goals for the most important associated 
processes?

• What sort of evidence—indicators or measures—is used to assess outcomes and progress 
related to your mission-critical program, service, and process goals?

• How were those indicators and measures5 established?

• What information-gathering methods and procedures are employed?

• How are assessment results communicated to colleagues within the institution and, as 
appropriate, to other groups?

• How is outcomes information used to improve mission-critical programs, services, and 
processes, and the organization more generally?

• How, and how often, are assessment procedures—and approaches to using this infor-
mation—reviewed and updated?

2.   Operational and Support Services and Associated Processes

 How does the institution, department, or program assess the effectiveness and ef-
ficiency of important operational and support services and associated processes? 
(See discussion in Category 4.2.)

• What are your primary goals in relation to operational and support services?

• What sort of evidence—indicators or measures—is used as the basis for assessment?

• How were those indicators or measures6 established?

• What information-gathering methods and procedures are employed?

• How is outcomes information used to improve operational and support programs, 
services, and processes, and the organization more generally?

• How are assessment results communicated to colleagues and, as appropriate, others 
within the institution?

• How is outcomes information used to improve operational and support services,  
associated processes, and the organization more generally?
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• How, and how often, are assessment procedures—and approaches to using this infor-
mation—reviewed and updated?

E.   Faculty/Staff and Workplace Assessment
1.  How does the institution, department, or program assess its effectiveness in estab-

lishing a positive workplace—understanding and addressing faculty and staff needs 
and evaluating faculty/staff satisfaction and workplace climate? (See discussion in 
Category 5.)

• What are your faculty/staff and workplace goals?

• What sort of evidence—indicators or measures—is used as the basis for assessment?

• How were those indicators or measures7 established?

• What information-gathering methods and procedures are employed?

• How are assessment results communicated to colleagues within the institution and to 
other groups as appropriate?

• How is outcomes information used to improve faculty and staff satisfaction, workplace 
climate, and the organization more generally?

• How, and how often, are assessment procedures—and approaches to using this infor-
mation—reviewed and updated?

F.   Assessment and Information Use Assessment
1.  How does the institution, department, or program evaluate the effectiveness of its  

approaches to assessment and the sharing and using of information and expertise? 

• What are your goals relative to assessment and information sharing?

• What sort of evidence—indicators or measures—is used as the basis for assessment?

• How were those indicators or measures8 established?

• What information-gathering methods and procedures are employed?

• How are assessment results communicated to colleagues within the institution and 
others as appropriate?

• How is outcomes information used to improve assessment and information sharing 
and use, and the organization more generally?

• How, and how often, are assessment procedures—and approaches to sharing and using 
this information—reviewed and updated?

6.2. comPArAtive AnAlySiS9

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. For EHE categories 1 through 6, how does your institution, department, or program 
compare current outcomes with results from previous years? 

2. For each EHE category, what institutions, departments, and/or programs have been 
selected for comparative analysis, and why were they selected?
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3. How does your institution, department, or program use comparative information 
from peers, competitors, and/or leaders in the field to interpret its own outcomes 
and achievements?

4. How does the organization keep its methods for gathering comparison information 
up to date with current and future institution, department, or program needs?

6.3. informAtion ShArinG And uSe

AREAS tO ADDRESS

A.   Availability and Dissemination
1. How are data and information collected, stored, retrieved, and disseminated to 

ensure availability to and access by appropriate people and departments?

2. What organizational information, including assessment results, is regularly com-
municated to internal and external groups? When and how does that take place?

• How does the organization determine which data and information to collect, store, and 
disseminate?

• How are the accessibility and usability of your information and information systems 
ensured? 

• How are the integrity, reliability, accuracy, timeliness, and security of data and informa-
tion ensured?

• How does the organization keep software and hardware systems current with educational 
and/or administrative needs and directions?

3. How does your organization address information and information technology policy 
issues, including:

• Access?

• Privacy and confidentiality?

• Authoritativeness?

• Internet use?

• Proprietary rights? 

• Security?

B.  Information and Knowledge Utilization
1. How does the institution, department, and/or program encourage and reward the 

sharing and use of knowledge resources and expertise among people within your 
organization?

2. How does the organization ensure that information reaches appropriate individuals, 
groups, and organizations? 
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3. How does the organization determine whether the available types, forms, and for-
mats of data and information are appropriate for addressing user needs?

 

notes

1.  The author gratefully acknowledges the influence of the Middle States Commission on 
Higher Education (2002, 2003a, 2003b) publications and discussions with Jean Avnet 
Morse in the development of this general model of assessment planning presented in 
Figure 12, and the learning outcomes assessment model described in Figure 16.

2.  Various indicators, measures, and other sources of evidence can be used for assessing 
outcomes, including trend data, survey data, comparisons, satisfaction indices, national 
norms on student learning or other outcomes, accreditation or review results, or focus 
group findings (Southern Association 2003, 16). 

 In assessing the effectiveness of leadership and governance, evidence might include the 
implementation of new leadership feedback systems, improvements in leadership or 
leadership practices based on performance reviews or feedback, changes in organiza-
tional climate attributed to leadership initiatives, measures of leadership engagement, 
and service in leadership roles in external campus, public, or professional groups and 
organizations. See discussion in Category 1.

3.  Various indicators, measures, and other sources of evidence can be used for assessing 
the effectiveness of strategic planning, including progress on annual goals, benefits of 
a new planning process, improvements in the way goals and plans are established and 
measured, measures of faculty/staff engagement in the planning process, coordination 
of plans across departments or work groups, and indicators of the effectiveness of dis-
semination of information regarding plans. See Figure 14 and discussion in Category 2.

4.  Indicators of the quality and effectiveness of relationships with beneficiary and constitu-
ency groups might include satisfaction/dissatisfaction results from mail or phone surveys, 
focus groups, interviews, information from advisory groups, suggestion box responses, 
reports from “mystery shoppers,” and analysis of complaints and commendations. Also 
potentially useful, depending on the organization and the external groups involved, 
are indirect measures such as attrition rates, recommendations and referrals, invitations 
and requests to serve in leadership roles in external groups, enrollment demand and 
trends, results of course/instructor evaluations, complaint or suggestion content and 
rate, financial support, or publication acceptance rates. The appropriateness of methods 
will vary from organization to organization and group to group. Note: While it may be 
impossible to implement systematic assessment methods for all constituency groups, the 
presumption is that indicators and appropriate methods should be in place for all priority 
beneficiary and constituency groups. See Figure 14, and discussion in Category 3.

5.  For academic programs and services, indicators include direct evidence of learning such 
as pre- and post-course/curriculum results, certification and licensure rates, and analysis 
of student portfolios, or the extent to which needs and expectations have been met, 
overall satisfaction, and the quality and effectiveness of instruction, scholarship, and 
outreach.  If the goal is to evaluate an academic unit more broadly, indicators might also 
include departmental distinctions or recognition, program ratings or rankings, retention 
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rates, faculty/staff accomplishments, number of applicants or majors, applicant scores 
on standardized tests, time-to-degree, enrollment or resource generation, faculty pub-
lications, leadership in external groups and organizations, research and grants activity, 
publications, outreach activity levels, productivity or cost-effectiveness outcomes, and other 
measures selected as appropriate. See Figure 7. See also discussion in Category 4.1.

 For administrative, student life, and service departments, outcome and achievement 
indicators might include measures of student learning and satisfaction, and also of 
effectiveness, efficiency, value, or innovativeness of programs and services, and other 
indicators of success in fulfilling the unit’s purposes, aspirations, and broad organiza-
tional goals. See Figure 14, and discussion in Category 4.1.

6.  For operational and support services, indicators might include outcomes and achieve-
ments in areas that are largely invisible to external groups but essential to the effective-
ness and efficiency of mission-critical programs and services and the functioning of the 
organization, more generally. Accomplishments that relate to the operational support 
of instruction, for instance, would include scheduling, staffing, evaluation, purchasing, 
budgeting, employee recruitment and hiring, training and professional development, 
information management, e-mail and telephone systems, and logistical support of all 
types. Note that in some administrative organizations, the preceding processes listed 
as examples of organizational support processes may be mission-critical processes. For 
instance, in a human resources department, the work of a professional development 
office is likely to be regarded as mission critical. See Figure 14, and discussion in Cat-
egory 4.2.

7.  Indicators of faculty/staff satisfaction and workplace climate might include the results 
of satisfaction or climate surveys or interviews, retention or turnover rates, absenteeism, 
analysis of exit interviews, or other indicators selected by the unit. See Figure 14, and 
discussion in Category 5. 

8.  Evidence of outcomes and achievements in the area of assessment and information shar-
ing might include documented improvements in performance measurement methods, 
advances in approaches to gathering and using comparison information from other 
organizations, measures of the effectiveness and/or efficiency of information dissemi-
nation and use, dissemination and adoption of “best practices,” or improvements in 
information and information systems access, reliability, effectiveness, or security. See 
Figure 14, and discussion in Category 6.

9.  Comparative assessment—also termed benchmarking—refers to the process of identifying, 
selecting, and systematically gathering information from other organizations in order 
to compare your organization’s performance, programs, services, processes, activities, 
achievements, and/or impact with those of other organizations. Comparisons may be 
with peer and/or competitor higher education institutions or organizations in other 
industries that have processes or activities comparable to those of your unit. For ex-
ample, instructional, facilities, or purchasing processes may be compared with similar 
processes at peer or competitor colleges or universities or organizations in other sectors. 
Comparisons with recognized leaders in higher education and/or leaders in business, 
health care, or governmental organizations can provide a basis for setting more ambi-
tious goals for your own organization.
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For any college or university, as well as for the academic, student life, administrative, or service 
programs or departments it comprises, effectiveness and quality are the ultimate aims. Realizing 
those aims involves achieving and sustaining high standards relative to  leadership, purposes and 
plans, beneficiary and constituency relationships, programs and services, faculty/staff satisfaction 
and a positive workplace climate, and assessment and information use practices. It entails having 
the information and evidence available to determine, document, and/or demonstrate outcomes 
and achievements in an objective manner for the benefit of the organization itself and for other 
constituencies.

Whereas Category 6 is concerned with establishing an assessment system that permits the 
gathering and use of the information and evidence necessary to accomplish that goal, Category 7 
focuses on the results obtained from the assessment process. Questions in this category relate to 
documented achievements and outcomes relative to the each of the six EHE categories.

7.0. oUtCoMes and aChieveMents: key review issUes

Category 7 investigates outcomes and trends. To place such excellence outcomes and achievements 
in the most meaningful context, the results of comparisons are also a topic of consideration. 
Comparisons allow an institution, department, or program to relate its accomplishments in the 
areas of leadership, purposes and plans, beneficiary and constituency relationships, programs and 
services, faculty/staff and workplace climate, and assessment and information sharing to those of 
other organizations. Figures 19 through 25 provide illustrative charts one can use to organize and 
present this kind of information. 

In summary, then, this category asks for the kind of information and evidence that allows an 
institution, department, or program to determine and/or demonstrate where it stands now, over 
time, and in comparison to peers, competitors, and/or leaders for each of the EHE categories 1 
through 6. See Figure 26.

7.0
outcomes and achievements
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7.1. leAderShiP 

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. What are the current and over-time outcomes and achievements related to leader-
ship and governance effectiveness? 1

2. How do such outcomes and achievements compare with those of peers, competitors, 
and/or leaders in the institution or field?2

7.2. PurPoSeS And PlAnS 

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. What are the current and over-time outcomes and achievements related to your 
purposes and plans? 

2. How do such outcomes and achievements compare with those of peers, competitors, 
and/or leaders?

7.3. BeneficiArieS And conStituencieS 

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. What are the documented outcomes and achievements related to your relationships 
with beneficiary and constituency groups? 

2. How do those outcomes and achievements compare with those of peers, competi-
tors, and/or leaders?

7.4. ProGrAmS And ServiceS

AREAS tO ADDRESS

A.   Mission-Critical Programs, Services, and Associated Processes
1. What are the current and over-time outcomes and achievements related to mission-

critical programs and services—and their associated processes? 

2. How do those outcomes and achievements compare with those of peers, competi-
tors, and/or leaders?

B.   Operational and Support Services and Associated Processes
1. What are the current and over-time outcomes and achievements related to the ef-

fectiveness and efficiency of important operational and support services—and their 
associated processes?
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2. How do those outcomes and achievements compare with those of peers, competi-
tors, and/or leaders?

7.5. fAculty/StAff SAtiSfAction And workPlAce climAte

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. What are the current and over-time outcomes and achievements related to faculty 
and staff satisfaction and workplace climate?

2. How do those outcomes and achievements compare with those of peers, competi-
tors, and/or leaders?

7.6. ASSeSSment And informAtion uSe

AREAS tO ADDRESS

1. What are the current and over-time outcomes and achievements related to the effective-
ness of assessment and information-sharing approaches, methods, and practices?

2. How do those outcomes and achievements compare with those of peers, competi-
tors, and/or leaders?

notes

1.  This category assesses results and evidence that document outcomes and achievements. 
The category does not consider information on the organization’s approaches, intentions, 
strategies, or methods. Those topics are the focus of categories 1 through 6. Wherever 
possible, outcomes, achievements, progress (trends), and comparisons should be pre-
sented in graphs and tables that display results in a clear and unambiguous manner.

 Outcomes and achievements related to each category should be based on established 
measures and indicators, as discussed in Category 6.

2.  Comparisons relate your outcomes and achievements in each category to those of peers, 
competitors, and/or leaders, as discussed in Category 6. Wherever possible, comparison 
information should be presented in graphs and tables that display results in a clear and 
unambiguous manner.
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achievements. Tangible evidence of results, accomplishments, or outcomes.

action plans. Specific activities and steps taken as a part of short- and long-term strategic planning. 
Through action plan development, general strategies and goals are made specific so that effective 
implementation is possible and probable.

alignment. Consistency and synchronization of plans, processes, actions, information, and deci-
sions among units to support key unit- and institution-wide goals. Effective alignment requires a 
shared understanding of purposes and goals and the use of complementary measures and informa-
tion to enable planning, tracking, analysis, and improvement at the institutional, departmental, 
work group, and individual level. 

approach. The methods and strategies used by an organization. Categories 1 through 6 focus on 
approach along with implementation.

assessment. A process of reviewing the approaches, implementation strategies, and outcomes of 
an institution, department, or program. In this sense, the entire Excellence in Higher Education 
model is an assessment framework. More specifically, assessment refers to the process of comparing 
achievements and outcomes against a set of goals in order to evaluate progress and guide further 
improvement efforts. This narrower sense of the term is the focus in Category 6. 

benchmarking. Establishing benchmarks—also termed comparisons—refers to the process of 
identifying, selecting, and systematically comparing the organization’s performance, activities, 
programs, services, processes, achievements, and/or impact with those of other organizations. 
Comparisons may be with peer, competitor, and/or leading institutions or with organizations in 
other sectors with similar processes or activities. 

beneficiaries. Stakeholders, consumers, clients, publics, users, constituencies, or “customers” for 
whom the organization undertakes activities or provides programs or services. Depending on the 
mission of the organization, such services may include instruction, scholarship, public service/out-
reach, and administrative, support, or other functions. The list of beneficiaries may include students, 
faculty, staff, disciplinary and professional communities, potential employers, alumni, academic 

glossary
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associations, parents, business and industry, state and federal funding agencies, private foundations 
and donors, prospective students and parents, graduate and professional schools, advisory boards, 
disciplinary and administrative opinion leaders at other institutions, local and state government, the 
citizens of the community or state, and other groups. For administrative departments that provide 
programs and services within the institution—such as departments of human resources, facilities, 
computing services, and sponsored research; faculty/administrative councils or assemblies; and other 
administrative and service units—the relevant internal administrative and academic departments 
are served by, influence, or are influenced by the unit. Also included are units inside or outside the 
institution with which the institution, department, or program collaborates.

collaborators. External groups or organizations with which the unit must coordinate to carry out 
its mission-critical work. Includes partnerships, alliances, and vendor-supplier relationships.

comparisons. Establishing comparisons—also termed benchmarking—refers to the process of 
identifying, selecting, and systematically comparing the organization’s performance, programs, 
services, processes, activities, achievements, and/or impact with those of other organizations. 
Comparisons may be with peer, competitor, and/or leading institutions or with organizations in 
other sectors with comparable processes or activities. 

coordination. Alignment and synchronization of plans, processes, actions, information, and deci-
sions throughout an institution, department, or program. Effective coordination requires common 
understanding of purposes and goals and the use of complementary measures and information to 
enable planning, tracking, analysis, and improvement at the institutional, unit, work group, and 
individual level.

cycle time. The time required to fulfill commitments or to complete tasks.

dashboard performance indicators. A set of performance measures or indicators—sometimes 
referred to as a scorecard—that summarizes and displays results for areas of organizational func-
tioning identified as essential to assessing organizational excellence. 

effectiveness. Success in achieving an intended purpose. 

efficiency. Economies relative to time, dollars, and resources.

faculty/staff. Refers to all faculty and staff groups. This includes full- and part-time faculty, teach-
ing assistants, full- and part-time staff, and student workers.

goals. High-level targets or end points that are sufficiently specific to allow for progress to be as-
sessed and a determination to be made when they have been achieved.

groups and organizations served. Beneficiaries, stakeholders, consumers, clients, publics, users, 
constituencies, or “customers” for which the organization undertakes activities or provides pro-
grams or services, or with which it collaborates. Depending on the mission of the organization, 
the services may include instruction, scholarship, public service/outreach, and administrative, sup-
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port, or other functions. The list of groups and organizations may include students, faculty, staff, 
disciplinary and professional communities, potential employers, alumni, academic associations, 
parents, business and industry, state and federal funding agencies, private foundations and donors, 
prospective students and parents, graduate and professional schools, advisory boards, disciplinary 
and administrative opinion leaders at other institutions, local and state government, the citizens of 
the community or state, and other groups. For administrative departments that provide programs 
and services within the institution—such as departments of human resources, facilities, comput-
ing services, and sponsored research; faculty/administrative councils or assemblies; and other ad-
ministrative and service units—the relevant groups and organizations are the administrative and 
academic departments that are served by, influence, or are influenced by the unit. The phrase also 
refers to departments inside or outside the institution with which the institution, department, or 
program collaborates.

implementation. The manner in which approaches are deployed and applied within the  
organization.

knowledge utilization. Effective dissemination, sharing, and use of information, expertise, and 
knowledge by members of an organization.

leadership system. The exercise of leadership and governance, formally and informally, throughout 
the organization; the way decisions are made, communicated, and carried out. The concept includes 
structures and mechanisms for decision making, selection, and the development of leaders, and 
reinforcement of organizational values and practices. 

measures. Measures or indicators identified by a unit as appropriate for assessing, documenting, 
or monitoring organizational outcomes and achievement levels. Measures include indicators of 
achievement relative to the mission, vision, values, goals, and plans and the quality, effectiveness, 
and efficiency of leadership practices, planning processes, relationships with the beneficiary and 
constituency groups and organizations, programs and services, faculty/staff and workplace climate, 
and assessment and information use approaches.

mission. The primary work of the unit; the purposes for which the unit exists, including specifica-
tion of the groups for which programs or services are provided. Often published and made available 
to members of the organization and beyond.

mission-critical programs, services, and processes. The most fundamental activities and as-
sociated sequences of work activities performed by an institution, department, or program. Also 
termed core programs, services, and processes, these are the activities about which the organiza-
tion has particular expertise. For academic units, mission-critical work processes typically include 
activities directly associated with instruction, scholarship, and service/outreach. In administrative 
organizations, core processes vary substantially from department to department, reflecting in each 
case the unique mission, activities, programs, and services.

organization. Used in a general sense to refer to an entire institution, an administrative or aca-
demic program or department, a service or administrative department, a faculty assembly, or a 
senate—any structured work unit within a higher education context.
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outcomes. The organization’s current accomplishments and achievements and performance over 
time relative to its purposes and plans, leadership practices, relationships with the beneficiary and 
constituency groups and organizations, programs and services, faculty/staff and workplace climate, 
and assessment and information use approaches.

overview. Summary of an organization’s major programs and services, structure, key relationships, 
major recommendations from previous external or internal assessments, key challenges and oppor-
tunities, peers and/or competitors, and other information important to understanding the context 
in which the organization operates. The information is assembled as a part of the preparation for 
an assessment. 

performance. Refers to output and results. Performance information permits evaluation relative 
to goals, standards, past results, and the accomplishments of peer and other organizations. 

process. A sequence of activities. Processes include combinations of people, machines, tools, 
techniques, and materials in a systematic series of steps, actions, or activities with a specified be-
ginning and end.

recognition. Methods for acknowledging the contributions of individuals, groups, or work units. It 
includes but is not limited to public acknowledgment of individuals and groups or teams, personal 
feedback, and merit awards. Also included are letters of commendation, certifications of merit, 
articles in bulletins or newsletters, announcements at unit meetings.

results. The outcomes and achievements of an institution, department, or program.

service standards. Organizational practices implemented to address identified needs and expec-
tations of groups being served. They apply to those processes and people with direct contact with 
those external groups. Examples might include standards regarding callback response time, response 
time to inquiries, wait times, or telephone-answering protocol.

stakeholders. Sometimes termed beneficiaries, external groups, consumers, clients, publics, us-
ers, constituencies, or “customers,” stakeholders are those persons or groups who are served by, 
influence, or are influenced by the organization. They include those whose assessments are critical 
to the support and reputation of the organization. The list may include students, parents/family, 
faculty, staff, disciplinary and professional communities, potential employers, alumni, academic 
associations, business and industry, state and federal funding agencies, private foundations and 
donors, prospective students and parents, graduate and professional schools, disciplinary and 
administrative opinion leaders at other institutions, local and state government, citizens of the 
community or state, and others.

suppliers and collaborators. Groups or organizations with which an organization collaborates 
that provide capital, material, or human resources necessary for an institution, department, or 
program to fulfill its mission. Alliance, partner, and supplier relationships may exist with other 
departments in the institution such as admissions, scheduling, human resources, or accounting. 
They may also exist with organizations outside the institution, such as high schools, community 
and junior colleges, and other colleges or universities. Other examples are vendors of various types 
that supply goods and services. 
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support services. Sequences of activities necessary to the completion of mission-critical work 
and to the effective and efficient operation of the organization. Often such processes are invisible 
to external groups. For example, organizational processes would include recruiting and hiring, 
conducting performance reviews, preparing budgets, training, purchasing equipment and supplies, 
coordinating repairs and maintenance, time and room scheduling, preparing work materials, and 
scheduling and conducting meetings.

synchronization. Alignment and coordination of plans, processes, actions, information, and 
decisions throughout an institution, department, or program. Effective synchronization requires 
a shared understanding of purposes and goals and use of complementary measures and informa-
tion to enable planning, tracking, analysis, and improvement at the institutional, unit, work group, 
and individual level.

vision. A characterization of how the institution, department, or program sees itself in the future; 
its broadly expressed aspirations. 
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