Standard Two

PLANNING AND EVALUATION

 

 

DESCRIPTION

 


Planning at Westfield State College takes place on multiple levels and involves all operational areas in both formal and informal processes.  The direction for most planning is established through two important documents: a Dynamic Vision of Westfield State College: A Template for the Future, developed during the 1999-2000 academic year; and the “Mission Implementation Plan,” submitted annually to the Board of Higher Education.

 


The Dynamic Vision was developed over several years, incorporating themes articulated in both the college’s mission statement and planning reports that were prepared by the academic departments and major administrative divisions that projected the goals and needs of each unit five years into the future.  From these data and input sources, the President developed the document that went through several revisions following feedback from the college community.  The statement cogently articulates the college’s aspirations for quality, access, and the success of its students, and identifies specific goals, especially in the areas of curriculum, support services, and resources and facilities, to achieve these ends.  These goals have further served as the basis for establishing annual objectives within the principal divisions of the college (Academic Affairs, Student Affairs, Fiscal Affairs, and Facilities and Operations) and for major planning and action initiatives.  Among these are the development of a campus facilities master plan and renovation schedule, a five-year budget planning document for key projects, a college-wide marketing plan, new academic program development, and enhancement of student services such as the “one stop” Student Administrative Services Center.

 


As noted in the first chapter of this self-study, the college’s mission statement, most recently revised in 1998, sets an overall direction and character for the college five to ten years into the future.  The “Mission Implementation Plan” serves as a planning document that uses the mission statement as a frame of reference to establish specific, measurable activities, objectives, and time lines that operationalize the goals of the mission.  This plan is prepared annually, following evaluation and assessment of the prior year’s plan.  New activities and objectives are established which are consistent with the overall college mission, the direction and accomplishment of prior activities, and the action plans of each division.  In addition, the college’s mission implementation plans are evaluated annually by the Board of Higher Education to evaluate consistency with the college’s mission and achievement of outcomes.

 


While the above efforts represent strategic planning at the college, there are a large number of other planning efforts that deal with short-term, operational issues.  Such planning activities involve virtually all units in identifying operational goals and budget issues on an annual basis.  In the Academic Affairs division, the academic departments prepare annual reports for the Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs, reporting on departmental and faculty accomplishments of the past year as well as identifying short-term plans and related budgetary needs, especially focusing on equipment and programmatic funds.  In these reports, departments are also asked to identify internal and external opportunities and threats that may affect the operation of their programs.  In addition to the annual departmental reports, two years ago the academic departments were also asked to respond to a five-year planning survey from the President’s office.  This survey asked departments to identify key issues for them and for the college over the next five years, including anticipated changes in enrollments and curriculum, the need for new faculty, technology, other equipment, training and professional development, and space and facilities.  Data from these responses were summarized and provided some of the input into the Dynamic Vision plan, as well as the budget, technology and space

 

planning that has occurred at the senior administrative level.  Administrative departments across all divisions were also asked to respond to a comparable survey, and those data were similarly analyzed.

 


An important consequence of the five-year planning survey was that it became readily apparent that technology, space/facilities, and budget issues were impacting all areas in such significant ways that they required focused study and planning.  Therefore, studies were undertaken, sometimes with the assistance of outside consultants, and planning groups were established where necessary.  In technology, for example, the college commissioned studies by the Collegis Group and Rand Corporation of the college’s technology infrastructure and academic and administrative technology support.  These studies produced many recommendations, some of which led to the hiring of a Chief Information Officer to coordinate technology policy and services, the formation of an Information Technology Steering Committee to establish overall direction, the placement of all hardware (instructional, faculty and administrative) on a fixed replacement cycle, and the preliminary review and discussion of administrative software needs and the college’s requirements regarding instructional technology support and distance learning.  Space and facilities planning has resulted in the prioritization and scheduling of deferred maintenance needs, facility renovation, and major capital projects such as the Academic/Athletic Field House facility and renovation of Parenzo Hall.  A major study is underway with the assistance of the Massachusetts State College Dormitory Building Authority to assess the need for a new residence hall and to develop a campus-wide facility master plan.

 


Budgetary planning takes place on both short-term and long-term horizons, although the vagaries of the state budget process can make some budget work more reactive than proactive.  For example, the state’s FY 2002 budget was not completed until December 2002, six months into the fiscal year, and the college is currently identifying how to cut more than $800,000 from its expected state appropriation (of approximately $21,000,000) with only six months left in the fiscal year.  An early retirement bill that limits backfill of vacated positions to 20% of saved salaries, just signed into law at the end of 2001, is also likely to have a major negative impact on college operations into the next two fiscal years.  This context makes long-term financial forecasting extremely difficult, if not impossible.  Nevertheless, the Chief Financial Officer is continuously monitoring and revising revenue and expenditure aspects of the college’s budget, beginning a year ahead with the budget development process and continuing through the actual budget period.  The CFO works particularly closely with the President and the Budget Committee in this review and in adjusting allocations to the college’s units as necessary.  While the annual operating budget is essentially short-term in its focus, the CFO and the Budget Committee have focused long-term on planned expenditures for major items such as technology and facilities.  These expenditures have been mapped out over a five-year period.  This has enabled the college to be both proactive and prudent in planning for these areas.

 


Enrollment management planning has evolved and become more critical to college operations, particularly in the areas of budget, residential and instructional facilities, instructional resources, and support services.  In order to facilitate planning in this area, the President created a cross-divisional group to develop a college-wide, integrated approach to recruitment, retention and the impact of these on other areas of the college.  A significant part of the college’s revenue stream (approximately $4 million, exclusive of auxiliary services) is tied to enrollment through student fees.  In fact, budgetary flexibility has been achieved through slightly higher enrollments and the stewarding of these funds into a reserve.  The Enrollment Management Committee sets overall and new student enrollment targets, taking into account projected demographics, historical trends in application, acceptance, and yield rates, and available college resources.  The committee develops strategies for managing enrollment and recruitment and is currently undertaking a review of college retention efforts.  A related planning group that is affiliated with the Enrollment Management Committee is the Committee on Minority Recruitment and Retention, that has been developing initiatives to enhance the representation of minority students on campus.

 


Divisional planning is principally accomplished through the goals and objectives that are annually established by the chief administrative officer of each division.  These goals and objectives reflect input from the units within each division and are reviewed and discussed by the President and each chief administrative officer prior to each year.  The President also meets periodically during the year with each chief administrative officer to review progress toward meeting these goals and objectives.  Planning at this level is both informed by, and informs, strategic planning at the mission implementation level.

 


Evaluation activities are closely linked to planning at the institutional and divisional levels.  An important component of the mission implementation plans that the college develops and shares with the Board of Higher Education is an evaluation plan which includes specific, measurable targets and time lines.  The college uses these evaluation data formatively in setting operational divisional goals as well as in adjusting goals and objectives in future mission implementation plans.  The Board of Higher Education employs these evaluation data summatively as part of its performance measurement system by which it evaluates each college in the system and shares data with the legislature.  Thus, the college is “graded” on its progress in achieving mission priorities and desired results.  The college is also evaluated against very specific quantitative performance measures including 1) keeping tuition and fees within 33% of the net cost of education, 2) high school GPA and SAT scores for incoming first-year students, 3) the percentage of students who do not meet BHE-established admissions standards (exemptions or special admits), 4) pass rate on the Massachusetts Educators Certification Test, 5) capital adaptation and renewal expenditures of at least 5% of the operating budget, and 6) institutional support expenditures no greater than 110% of our peer average (consisting of seven 4-year public colleges outside of Massachusetts).

 

In addition to these performance measures, the college also benchmarks and compares itself to its Massachusetts sister institutions and to its peer group on a variety of performance data. [image: image1.wmf] The Massachusetts “sister institutions” of Westfield State are Bridgewater State, Fitchburg State, Framingham State, Massachusetts College of Art, Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts, Massachusetts Maritime Academy, Salem State, and Worcester State, while the peer institution group consists of Western Connecticut State University (CT), Frostburg State University (MD), Salisbury State University (MD), the College of New Jersey (NJ), SUNY College at Geneseo (NY), East Stroudsburg University (PA), and the University of Wisconsin-Green Bay (WI) ).
 

An example of the benchmarking done is contained in the Gelb “College-to-School Report for Massachusetts High School Graduates,” which provides system data for the public institutions (universities and state colleges) dealing with admissions and retention.  Other sources of data that the college consults in its benchmarking activities include The College Board and the U.S. News and World Report Common Data Set.  In these areas, the college’s performance is comparable to or exceeds its sister institutions.  Survey data are also collected annually using the American College Testing (ACT) program’s College Outcomes Survey that is administered to graduating students, and the Entering Student Survey that is administered to entering first-year and transfer students at the time of orientation.  These survey data provide a comparison point to peer institutions, as well as allowing the college to gather trend data for internal use over a four-year period.

 


Within most administrative departments, there is a fairly well established culture of data collection and benchmarking, looking at data trends over time, and monitoring constituent satisfaction.  For example, the Admissions Office continuously monitors acceptance and yield rates, not only overall but also by feeder institution; assesses the effectiveness of its various recruitment activities, and its turn-around time in communicating admissions decisions; and is beginning to look more closely at the success of admitted students by high school and academic characteristics.  Both the Registrar’s Office and Academic Affairs Office regularly monitor the extent to which students are able to register for full-time course loads at registration, class size, and percentage of used seats.  Course withdrawals and academic actions are also tracked.  The Institutional Research Office regularly disseminates information on these and other types of enrollment, student, and faculty data.  These are often collated in an Institutional Fact Book, although resource constraints have prevented this from becoming a regular occurrence.  In Student Affairs, detailed records are kept on the number and type of extracurricular activities and the extent of student participation, whether this be in Residential Life, Athletics, Campus Center, Health Services, or Public Safety.  On the fiscal side, the Chief Financial Officer provides all budget managers with monthly reports on expenditures as well as real-time access to such data.  Also made available is an annual comparison of the college to its peer institutions in terms of percentage of budget committed to expenditure categories.

 


The college has been slower to adopt a systemic, coherent plan for the assessment of student learning, but there are a number of initiatives in this direction.  As part of a commitment by the President and the Vice President for Academic Affairs, the college is trying to support the efforts of academic programs to seek specialty accreditations where they are available and represent a realistic goal for both the program and the college.  Thus, accreditation efforts are underway or have recently been completed in Social Work (CSWE), Athletic Training (CAAHEP), Computer Science (CSAB), and Teacher Preparation (NCATE).  These activities are particularly significant because comprehensive assessment/evaluation plans are a part of these organizations’ accreditation standards.  The college’s work with NCATE has been especially fruitful because teacher preparation programs involve about one-half of the academic departments.  As a result of these efforts, the college is developing a structure to assess not only individual student learning but program effectiveness as well.  The Dean of Undergraduate Education and Associate Dean of Education have also started to meet with other departments to begin discussions about the multiple ways in which student learning and program effectiveness can be measured.  This spring, the college also expects to begin pilot testing several approaches of assessing general education skills, specifically in reading, critical thinking, and writing.  The college already assesses the basic skills of entering students, and this planned assessment will provide a useful point of comparison as well as a broad assessment of the effectiveness of the general education program.

 


Other evaluation efforts of academic programs include two state-wide program reviews initiated by the Board of Higher Education – one in Computer and Information Science and the other in Criminal Justice – and internal institutional program reviews which have been established for all programs on a five-year cycle.  However, while the BHE mandated reviews have been conducted in the last three years, internal reviews have not been conducted during that time period due to the faculty’s virtual “work-to-rule” stance pursuant to collective bargaining negotiations.  Most programs have also established community advisory boards, consisting of appropriately qualified professionals in the region, to advise programs on curriculum, the preparation of the college’s students and its graduates, and to strengthen connections between the college and the community.

 

 

APPRAISAL
 


Although operating within an uncertain fiscal and state policy context, the college has successfully established a variety of planning activities that have helped to establish a direction and character for it.  Additionally, fiscal planning together with a long-range look to facilities, enrollment, and technology planning has created a reasonably stable financial picture in which the college has maintained forward momentum.  At the strategic level, planning has appropriately been tied to specific actions and to measurable outcomes (Mission Implementation Plan).  This has not only provided an effective gauge of progress, but also an assessment of the effectiveness of planning at this level.  Not only does the college monitor its progress in achieving the objectives it sets, but the Board of Higher Education also evaluates the college’s efforts.

 


As noted above, other forms of planning, particularly at the divisional and unit level, are more appropriately operational and short-term, setting goals that are one or two years out and reacting to a rapidly changing state environment, fiscally and politically.  The establishment of these objectives at this level is directly linked to the President’s evaluation of the chief administrative officer of each division.  This constitutes an effective, though indirect, means for the evaluation of planning effectiveness.

 


The difficulties created by the protracted collective bargaining stalemate has resulted in extremely limited faculty participation in most of the recent planning processes, and in particular those that typically occur within the formal governance structure.  On the one hand, there have been opportunities for input from all members of the community.  An example is the development of the Dynamic Vision document, which was crafted by the President from the plans of each department and unit and went through several drafts based upon solicited feedback.  On the other hand, faculty in particular have not been as involved in the dialogue and work of plan construction, especially at the institutional level.  This has slowed progress on some of the broader institutional goals articulated in the mission implementation plans that cut across departments – for example, establishing a service requirement in the curriculum, and evaluating and expanding the revised general education program – and may also have affected the level of buy-in or commitment to institutional direction.  

 


The college’s planning activities are focusing on the right issues and developing effective plans.  To some extent, however, all planning activities are not integrated under a single formal umbrella, although the President’s senior cabinet appears to have assumed de facto that role.  This has two consequences that can potentially limit the impact and effectiveness of planning activities.  First, the absence of an identified planning committee with oversight responsibility for pulling together all plans reduces the visibility of the planning process within the community and does not provide a single point of contact for community members to have input.  A standing committee would have the benefit of helping to institutionalize the planning process.  Second, the various planning efforts have the potential of moving in divergent directions without overall coordination and integration.  While this has not happened, the communication of planning efforts and results would be much enhanced with this structure and there would be increased familiarity within the broader community of institutional direction, goals, and the activities necessary to accomplish these.  The related problem of the past three years without traditional college governance has created a problem for the planning and coordination of activities.  While all planning activities do not have to be located within the governance system, governance is, and will continue to be, the primary vehicle for faculty input into most college matters, and certainly those that involve curriculum and academic policy issues.

 


All planning, as it moves from ideas to actions, must confront and take into account fiscal realities as they relate to the setting of priorities and establishment of budgets.  The college’s Budget Committee does an effective job in matching operational planning and actions to budgetary requirements.  There is significant and appropriate overlap between the Budget Committee and the President’s senior cabinet in coordinating overall planning and budgeting.  Therefore, it would not be difficult to establish a structure that can coordinate overall planning and link this to the budget.

 


The college collects an impressive amount of data, particularly dealing with administrative operations and general institutional effectiveness (student preparedness and quality, retention and graduation, survey data).  Further, there is evidence that many offices use these administrative data to monitor and modify their operations.  However, it is less clear that institutional effectiveness data is regularly monitored by decision makers and used as part of the planning process.  There must be greater emphasis upon widely sharing and communicating these various data with the community and discussions about data trends and their meaning.  Establishment of benchmarks and analysis of data should be a regular part of the planning process.  The college already uses a number of benchmarks as part of the performance assessment process of the Board of Higher Education; it should identify others that fit its particular mission and operational needs.

 

 


The college has a number of processes in place to assess the effectiveness of its academic programs.  These include institutional and state-directed program reviews, career/placement survey data, specialty accreditations in selected areas, and a general survey measure of student satisfaction with educational outcomes and institutional services.  During the work-to-rule of the past three years, some of these efforts lapsed, notably the institutional program reviews that were dependent upon faculty assistance.  These should be placed on a five-year cycle, not only to monitor program quality, but also to feed into the planning and budget-setting process.  Career placement survey data and survey measures of student satisfaction should be disaggregated by major and become part of the program review process.  They also should be considered in the aggregate to monitor general institutional effectiveness.

 


The college has made significant headway in supporting programs that are seeking specialty accreditation.  This effort has not only advanced the college’s commitment to program quality, but also furthered plans to develop a college-wide approach to the assessment of student learning.  Through specialty accreditation efforts in social work, athletic training, computer science, and all teacher preparation programs, about one-half of the academic departments are currently developing or conducting learning outcomes assessment.  The college needs to extend this effort to the other departments by seeking speciality accreditations, running workshops on outcomes assessment for faculty, supporting a development period, and then incorporating assessment processes and data into the program review process.  

 

Concurrent with departmental initiatives, the faculty collectively must be involved in an assessment of the general education program.  This general education program, known institutionally as the “common core,” was revised during the 1995-97 academic years.  It is now time to build upon the Board of Higher Education initiative to assess basic general education competencies (in reading, critical thinking, and writing).  During the 2001-2002 academic year, the college will be piloting an assessment of these competencies and should over a three-year period gradually extend this to all students as they complete their sophomore year.  These assessments must be integrated with planning and curriculum development.

 

 

PROJECTION

 

 
The college will continue forward in the direction it has charted in its mission, will develop specific strategies to accomplish these objectives, and will use the evaluation processes identified in its annual mission implementation plans to gauge progress and the effectiveness of overall planning efforts.  This activity has often followed a time line established by the Board of Higher Education wherein plan development takes place during the summer months when many faculty and other community members are not available.  Planning should be structured by the Board of Higher Education so that work on these strategic plans takes place during the academic year to allow for more input and reaction.  Ideally, forums should be held to provide opportunities for all to react to the plans and to the process, and plans should be posted to the college’s web site to allow for the widest possible dissemination.

 


An important mechanism for creating broader involvement should be college governance, especially the All College Committee that coordinates and oversees governance activity for all standing committees.  Plans which deal with curricular and educational policy issues – general education revision, outcomes assessment, and service learning requirements – will benefit by being fully discussed in governance committees, as they would normally, before their incorporation into the general planning documents.  Now that the college (and the state college system) is past its bargaining difficulties, the involvement of faculty can more reliably be anticipated.

 

 


Planning occurs in major operational areas such as enrollment management, information technology, facilities and capital planning using cross-divisional teams.  This has proved to be an effective approach to involving the expertise and interests of many individuals in dealing with issues that cut across all divisions and units.  These groups should continue, and they should serve as a model or template for the creation of other groups.  While each of these groups was created to address a particular problem or need, their work will have greater legitimacy and impact if reasonably broad representation of membership is assured.  This kind of coordination and integration is already taking place to a great extent through the President’s senior cabinet, but consider expanding its membership when planning issues are discussed and considered.

 


The college will continue to emphasize the evaluation of its general direction through the annual mission implementation plans and benchmarking of key institutional statistics.  The benchmarking should be extended beyond the BHE performance measures to emphasize statistics that are tied to key areas of college activity and effectiveness, for example, graduation and retention rates overall and by program, internship and practicum activity, and placement rates.  For these data to inform planning, they must be collected on a regular, scheduled basis, be examined for trends over multiple years, and be shared with programs and key decision makers as new plans are being developed.  This part of the evaluation and planning cycle – closing the planning loop by providing data/feedback  – could to be more consistently implemented.

 


Most administrative units already collect data to monitor their effectiveness and to assess student needs and satisfaction.  This activity should be encouraged and coordinated so that there are not “islands” of isolated evaluation activity, but a single place to find data.  Presumably, this could be accomplished by vesting formal responsibility for this coordination with the Director of Institutional Research, and establishing an evaluation advisory committee to work with the director to identify institutional data needs and processes.  This structure can help to ensure that data is communicated and used.

 


The college will continue to seek specialty accreditation where it is available and feasible.  Among those programs where the college should seek accreditation are music, business management, art, and communication.  These efforts complement the ongoing institutional program reviews that should be placed on a well-known and communicated five-year cycle.  These accreditation efforts help to validate the college’s own assessment of these programs and identify whether committed resources are appropriate.  Concurrent with these efforts, the college must go forward with its learning outcomes assessment plans.  Significant headway has already been made by a number of programs that have developed assessment methodologies for accreditation.  These provide a number of models to which other departments can refer in developing their own plans.  The piloting work in general education assessment that is taking place this year is a good start in this critical area and hopefully will result in full-fledged general education assessment within three years.

 

