Institutional Effectiveness

Recommendations For Effective Program Reviews

Reviews of program, departments, and offices have occurred in various academic and administrative areas at JMU for years. The purpose of this document is to recommend common components for the program, department, and office reviews for academic and administrative departments and offices. For the purpose of this document, all academic and administrative programs, departments, and offices will be labeled “programs.” Because accountability is exceedingly important, program reviews should be conducted comprehensively and provide useful information for accountability and program improvement. Programs may include instructional areas, centers, and administrative areas. 

There are many benefits to conducting program reviews. An effective program review can result in better service to students and other constituencies, improved efficiency, and improved use of resources.

It is recommended that each division have a program review plan that includes the following elements:

1) A formal review of each program should occur at least once every five years.

2) Two types of formal reviews are acceptable: comprehensive and focused. 

A comprehensive review seeks assessment and/or evaluative information about the entire program. A comprehensive program review should occur at least once every eight years. Every other review must be comprehensive. For example, a program conducted a comprehensive review in 1995 and a focused review in 1999. The program should conduct a comprehensive review prior to 2003.

A focused review is a thorough study of one or more major aspects of the program. Examples include a study of teaching and learning, technology in the classroom, faculty development, etc. The program may be given the option of conducting a focused review after an initial comprehensive review has been successfully completed. If an area chooses to conduct a focused review, it must be prepared to demonstrate adequate performance in all its activities. This is similar to the SACS self-study process where an institution may choose to perform a more focused study, but must ensure that all areas of the institution comply with the Criteria for Accreditation.

3) The internal review team should include individuals (five to ten staff and students, if appropriate) from within the program and from other areas. External reviewers are required for academic programs and are encouraged for other areas. The chair of the internal review team should be appointed by the program’s dean, AVP, or vice president.

4) Reviews by accrediting agencies can be substituted for program reviews in the academic areas if they are periodic (at least once every five years), outcomes-based, require substantial JMU faculty involvement, and include recommendations. The review by an accrediting agency must be approved in advance by senior level academic administrators.

5) A description of the program should be developed by either the program’s staff or the review team’s leader prior to the program review. It has been said that you cannot evaluate or assess that which you cannot describe. There are several ways to adequately describe a program so that an appropriate evaluation/assessment can be conducted. An adequate description may include the following components:

a) Descriptions of the things that are needed to set program activities into motion and keep them running. Descriptions of the following are appropriate:

i) Non-human tangibles—such as dollars, equipment, facilities, materials, and services—which generally come from outside a program’s sphere of control.

ii) Individuals who have recognized responsibility for actively supervising or conducting program activities.

iii) Individuals (students, staff, etc.) who receive services.

iv) Groups outside of the program’s control who support or affect program operations.

v) Products, services, information, etc. from other programs or functions that enable the program to perform its functions.

b) A description of the intended program activities. These may include the interactions of people, materials and media, and the context within which they take place.

c) Expected outcomes. There are two types of outcomes: terminal and enabling.

i) Terminal outcomes are those changes or products that result from the program’s activities. Examples may include the program’s intended impact on teaching and learning, the percentage of students employed in a related field, the knowledge gained in a specific discipline, and the amount of money contributed by donors.

ii) Enabling outcomes are those changes or products used within the program rather than without. For example, a program’s faculty development activities are designed to improve the teaching skills of its faculty. Faculty with improved teaching skills should enable a program to achieve its terminal objectives—students with discipline-specific knowledge.

6) Another important component is an evaluation/assessment plan. An evaluation/assessment plan is an overview of the structure of the evaluation/assessment effort. Like the program description, there are several appropriate models for developing an evaluation/assessment plan. A systematic evaluation/assessment plan could contain the following elements:

a) Evaluation/assessment concerns: These are three to seven major aspects of the program to be evaluated/assessed. Each division may wish to develop common concerns that are addressed in each review (impact on teaching and learning, customer service, communication, strategic and operational planning, program structure and reputation, etc.).

b) Review questions for standards of an effective organization developed in 1999 by the Division of Institutional Effectiveness http://www.jmu.edu/ie/characte.htm.

c) Evaluation/assessment question: Two or more questions for each evaluation/assessment concern that describe the kind of evaluation/assessment information sought. Each division may wish to develop common questions that are asked in each review.

d) Information needed: An explanation of the reason for the question, what type of information is sought, how the information will be used, and by whom.

e) Sources of information: Sources may include “the person, organization, and behavior about whom or about which information is being collected; the person, organization, document or artifact which is providing the desired information; the manner by which the information is collected; and the devise by which the behavior or phenomenon is measured.
”

7) There should be a formal review of the conclusions and recommendations with the division head.

8) A written formal plan to address the recommendations of the review and share the results of the evaluation/assessment with the appropriate audiences.

9) If annual program reports are required within a division, the following components should be considered for inclusion:

a) Follow-up on the recommendations of a previous or current program review.

b) Relevant performance indicators.

c) Achievement of the 21st Century Initiatives that relate to the program or department/office.

d) Other relevant information.

Staff in the Division of Institutional Effectiveness are prepared to assist programs as they implement program reviews. Initial questions should be directed to Dr. Robert Scott, Vice President.

� Yavorsky, D.K., Discrepancy Evaluation: A Practitioner’s Guide, Evaluation Research Center, University of Virginia, 1978.
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