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Overview
• Rationale for action plans 
• Overview of a mature cycle of assessment
• Components of an effective action plan
• Case studies
• Your ideas of best practices



What are you doing with it…?
Assessment and decision making should go hand 
in hand…In essence, assessment and 
improvement are often separated by a single 
important point: assessment focuses on the 
what, improvement on the what-you-do-with-it. 
Linking the two may very well be the most 
crucial aspect of successful assessment practice. 

(Banta, Lund, Black, & Oblander, 1996)



Think/Pair/Share
• Pair up and share with your partner the 

following:
– Name, Institution, Position
– What are your typical experiences with designing 

and implementing action plans?
– Try and share a success story and a fail story



Session Learning Outcomes
• Participants will be able to:

– Design a data-informed action plan
– Apply best practices to action plan development
– Evaluate the evidence of improvement of an 

action plan



SACSCOC Expectations
• 3.3.1 Standards: “The institution identifies expected 

outcomes, assesses the extent to which it achieves these 
outcomes, and provides evidence of improvement based on 
analysis of the results in each of the following areas: 
(Institutional Effectiveness) 3.3.1.1 educational programs, to 
include student learning outcomes 3.3.1.2 administrative 
support services 3.3.1.3 academic and student support 
services 3.3.1.4 research within its mission, if appropriate 
3.3.1.5 community/public service within its mission, if 
appropriate”



SACSCOC Expectations
• Standard 2.5: “The institution engages in ongoing, integrated, 

and institution-wide research-based planning and evaluation 
processes that (1) incorporate a systematic review of 
institutional mission, goals, and outcomes; (2) result in 
continuing improvement in institutional quality; and (3) 
demonstrate the institution is effectively accomplishing its 
mission. (Institutional effectiveness)”



Middle States
• Standard 14: “Organized, systematized, and sustained 

assessment processes are ongoing, not once-and-done. There 
should be clear interrelationships among institutional goals, 
program- and unit-level goals, and course-level goals. 
Assessments should clearly relate to important goals, and 
improvements should clearly stem from assessment results.”

– Characteristics of Excellence in Higher Education: Requirements of 
Affiliation and Standards for Accreditation



Higher Learning Commission
Standard 4B: “The institution demonstrates a commitment to educational achievement and 
improvement through ongoing assessment of student learning:
• 1. The institution has clearly stated goals for student learning and effective processes for 

assessment of student learning and achievement of learning goals.
• 2. The institution assesses achievement of the learning outcomes that it claims for its 

curricular and co-curricular programs.
• 3. The institution uses the information gained from assessment to improve student learning.
• 4. The institution’s processes and methodologies to assess student learning reflect good 

practice, including the substantial participation of faculty and other instructional staff 
members.”

– HLC Criteria for Accreditation



WASC
Standard 4.3: “Leadership at all levels, including faculty, staff, and 
administration, is committed to improvement based on the results of inquiry, 
evidence, and evaluation. Assessment of teaching, learning, and the campus 
environment—in support of academic and co-curricular objectives—is 
undertaken, used for improvement, and incorporated into institutional 
planning processes.”

– 2013 Handbook of Accreditation Revised



This is something they already do…

• They regularly modify and adapt courses with 
the intention of improving student learning

• They gather real data or concrete information 
that can be utilized to make informed strategic 
changes.



DESIGNED FOR IMPROVEMENT 
CYCLE



Review of the Cycle

PLO

Mature Cycle of Data

Implementation Evidence

Mature Cycle of Data



Poor Results….What now?!?
Ground Rules:
1) Don’t try to brush disappointing results 

under the rug.
2) Don’t be punitive, this is one of the quickest 

ways to kill an assessment effort.



Beyond this…
• Program Learning Outcome (PLO) design 

should be collaborative and reflect actual 
learning expectations.

• A consistent lack of actionable data may 
indicate a more fundamental PLO   curriculum 
or assessment   PLO alignment issue.

• Good assessment should hopefully lead to 
actionable data.



Next Steps?
• Have faculty collaboratively analyze the results:

- Did the assessment provide the type of data you 
were intending?

- Did the rubric provide consistent results among 
the raters?

- Did the sample seem to reflect the full range of 
students across the program?

• Use these answers to begin the action plan 
formation discussion



COMPONENTS OF AN ACTION PLAN
After Analysis



Components of an Action Plan
• Description of what you are going to do
• Target Completion Date
• Budgetary and/or Resource Needs
• Status
• Responsible Roles
• Evidence of Improvement



Components of an Action Plan
• Description Wording - Explain in detail what action 

will take place, making sure to use the future tense. 
If the action is a proposal or something over which 
the department does not have full control, such as a 
proposed new course, indicate it in this text box. 
Also, put in only one action, unless outlining steps 
within the same action. Make sure it is a plan of 
action and not a finding of information.



Consider your Curriculum
• Are students afforded sufficient opportunities 

to gain the skill(s) in your outcome?
• Things to check

– Course offerings (required and elective)
– Course content and requirements
– Course sequencing and prerequisites
– Admissions criteria
– Placement criteria



Sidebar – Curriculum Mapping
Why?
• If you do a curriculum map, then after your 

assessment is conducted, you already have a 
“map” to answer the question “Where do we 
go to make improvements?”

• This can help to alleviate potential faculty 
concerns





Strategies to Add More Intensive Study 
of a Key Learning Outcome

• Make some tough choices regarding priorities for 
student learning outcomes

• Replace a program elective with a required capstone 
course

• Spread one course over two courses
• Require students, in their final semester, to complete 

an independent project that emphasizes this 
outcome



Remember
• Some results suggest fairly simple and low-

cost quick fixes
– Too many outcomes, then prioritize
– Poor information literacy skills, then give students 

collaborative instead of individual research assignments

• Some results point to a more significant 
problem that will take time, planning, 
and resources to address



Evidence of Improvement
• Once the action plan is completed, the same 

assessment is carried out with a similar sample of 
students.

• If improvement is demonstrated in an area which was 
previously deficient, this would be considered evidence 
of improvement.

• Our assessment management system has a text box in 
which the evidence of improvement can be thoroughly 
explained.



Action Plan Feedback
• After the initial creation of the action plan, and 

again once the full reassessment cycle has been 
completed, our office provides feedback:
– Would some of our initial feedback on the assessment 

design have helped to drill down the data for clearer 
action items? (if they didn’t take our suggestions)

– How well does the action plan align with the data?
– Is there a clear timeline?
– Does the action plan seem feasible?



CASE STUDIES



Curricular Example
School of Government: Online MA-Government

Initial assessment conducted during the Fall of 
2013.



Example - Curricular
PLO: The student will be able to apply appropriate analysis skills.

Embedded Measure
Research Question: Can students provide in-depth analysis of a research topic based upon a general framework 
of research of that same topic?

Participants: One Section of PPOG504 Online taught by the SME. The Helms School adopted an overall 
convention of a random sample of 8 for classes less than 40 and 20% of the class for classes 40 or more.    

Instrument: Direct - Written Assignment

Administering the Assessment
The assessment is administered as a course embedded literature review. It will be given spring term. It will be 
scored via an assessment specific rubric. The original instructor will initially assess the test via the assessment 
specific rubric. Another Helms School professor will conduct a quality control audit of the essay.  



Skill One:
Inductive Reasoning & 
Generalizability

Skill Two:
Creation of Research 
Question

Skill Three:
Collecting 
Meaningful 
Research

Skill Four:
Drawing 
appropriate 
conclusions

Basic Conclusions drawn from 
the literature review are 
relevant but limited.  
Demonstrates some 
evidence of synthesizing 
key ideas but does not 
always make meaningful 
connections.

The research 
question is generally 
based upon the 
literature review and 
needs some refining 
on some points to 
represent a quality 
effort.

Some sources used 
for the research are 
tangential, but 
most sources are 
relevant to the 
question.  Some 
sources are not of 
high academic 
quality.

Some findings are 
not supported 
sufficiently by the 
research, but 
overall the student 
demonstrates a 
foundational 
ability to support 
findings from the 
research, albeit in 
a less focused 
manner as relates 
to the research 
question.

Needs 
Improvement

Very few conclusions are 
drawn from the research 
in a meaningful way.  
Synthesis is limited to 
obvious connections, and 
underlying relationships 
between ideas at 
fundamental levels are 
not acknowledged.

The question is only 
minimally based 
upon the research 
and/or is too broad 
and unfocused to 
represent a focused 
research question.

The compiled 
research 
demonstrates 
limited 
understanding of 
the difference in 
quality among 
various sources.  
Most sources 
collected are either 
not closely related 
to the topic or are 
not of rigorous 
academic quality.

The findings 
presented by the 
student are neither 
focused or 
organized enough 
to relate to the 
research question 
in a meaningful 
way.  Conclusions 
are often 
presented without 
specific support 
from the research.

Skill One:
Inductive Reasoning & 
Generalizability

Skill Two:
Creation of Research 
Question

Skill Three:
Collecting 
Meaningful 
Research

Skill Four:
Drawing 
appropriate 
conclusions

Exceptional Student draws relevant 
conclusions from the 
literature review based 
upon a synthesis of ideas 
and includes appropriate 
compartmentalization and 
interrelation of concepts 
where appropriate.  In 
turn, the student is able to 
communicate this 
synthesis, 
compartmentalization, 
and interrelationships 
effectively.

Student provides a 
concise research 
question based upon 
conclusions from 
literature review that 
sets the stage for 
more focused 
research on a 
question relating to 
the topic of 
statesmanship.

The student goes 
beyond general 
research on the 
topic of 
statesmanship and 
instead collects and 
analyzes research 
that is directly 
related to the 
research question.

The student draws 
focused and 
relevant 
conclusions based 
upon the research 
and effectively 
communicates 
findings.  Findings 
are specific, 
nuanced, and 
clearly supported 
by the research.

Skilled For the most part, student 
draws relevant 
conclusions from the 
literature review based 
upon a synthesis of ideas 
and includes appropriate 
compartmentalization and 
interrelation of concepts 
where appropriate.  In 
turn, the student is able to 
communicate this 
synthesis, 
compartmentalization, 
and interrelationships 
effectively with few 
errors in reasoning.

Student crafts a 
research question 
which is, for the most 
part, logically based 
upon the literature 
review and provides 
a focused path for 
further research.

For the most part, 
student collects 
quality research 
that specifically 
relates to the 
research question.

For the most part, 
the student draws 
focused and 
relevant 
conclusions based 
upon the research 
and effectively 
communicates 
findings.  Findings 
are, for the most 
part, specific, 
nuanced, and 
clearly supported 
by the research.



Example - Curricular
Target: 70% of the students will score 3 or higher on each skill of the rubric. 

Finding: Partially Met
• Inductive reasoning: 50% scored 3 or higher - not met
• Creation of research: 92% scored 3 or higher - met
• Collecting meaningful research: 100% scored 3 or higher - met
• Drawing appropriate conclusions: 50% scored 3 or higher - not met



Example - Curricular
Findings Analysis: areas to address

• Assuming that a quote about the statesmanship of a particular statesman was a sufficient 
source of proof about that person’s leadership.  The concern here is that without an actual 
discussion of actions and decisions of the would-be statesman, no real proof was provided.  
Merely providing a quote from someone saying that a particular leader was a statesman 
would not suffice.

• Not clearly linking the actions and decisions of possible statesman to the statesmanship 
model the student provided.  This speaks to a possible lack of coherent thinking on the 
matter.

• Allowing personal biases about a particular political leader to determine whether or not that 
person was a statesman.  Typically, when this happened a person was more apt to impute 
motives on the part of the political leader.  This lead to a lack of cogent reasoning, since it is 
very hard to “prove” a particular person was operating according to a particular motive.  All 
we ultimately have is that person’s actual performance; even statements by a particular 
political leader are not entirely sufficient to make the case.



Example - Curricular
Action Plan – Consisted of Three Parts:

• MAPP students will be required to take PPOG 500 (Introduction to Writing and 
Research) prior to this class. This will enable a bolstering of essential skill 
development

• Students completing these papers in the Fall D term have already been coached 
via blackboard announcements to avoiding the pitfalls listed previously. 

• A template page was also provided to students to help them properly organize 
their paper.  It is hoped that greater clarity of expectations will help avoid these 
analysis deficiencies.



Example - Curricular
Fall 2013 Spring 2014

Inductive Reasoning 50% 61%

Creation of Research 92% 100%

Collecting of Research 100% 70%

Drawing Conclusions 50% 65%



Example - Curricular
The following updates were made to the action plan:

• Modification of the Final Paper Instructions to focus on one particular 
leadership situation for a political leader

• Removal of the “Creation of Research Question” category, as now students 
are required to get approval from the professor on their final paper topic.

• PPOG 500 Course Redevelopment: in this process, the development of 
specific training was included in earlier parts of the course.



Example - Curricular
Fall 2013 Spring 2014 Summer 2014

Inductive Reasoning 50% 61% 80%

Creation of Research 92% 100%

Collecting of Research 100% 70% 80%

Drawing Conclusions 50% 65% 80%



Evidence of Improvement
By the summer of 2014, students had scored an 
average of 3.0 or higher on each of the four sections of 
the rubric. Through a series of continual improvements, 
the School of Government was able to exceed targets 
for each category in the 4-point rubric, and the target 
was met.



Co-Curricular Example
Center for Applied Studies and Academic 

Success

Initial assessment conducted during the 2013-
2014 academic year



Example – Co-Curricular
Outcome: The Learning Resources Network (LERN) provides benchmarks for continuing education 
program performance.  LU's noncredit courses should meet LERN benchmarks.

Measure
• Measure Type: Admin - Report 
• Several benchmarks are available to support noncredit performance assessment. This year 

LU’s CPCE will again focus on the Course Cancellation Rate, the Quantity of Courses Offered / 
Quantity of Courses Cancelled for Low Enrollment. 2013-2014 findings indicated LU’s CPCE 
failed to meet the benchmark, so the CPCE executed an action plan involving formalizing 
go/no-go criteria, marketing by direct mail, and removing low-enrollment classes from the 
offerings. The CPCE will again measure performance through a report based on a manual 
review of training records for open enrollment, in-residence, noncredit training over the 
academic year. 



Example – Co-Curricular
Target: CPCE targets a CCR (Course Cancellation Rate) of not more than 13%, 
based on Learning Resources Network (LERN) benchmarks.

Finding: Not Met
• Overall, the Center for Professional and Continuing Education (CPCE) failed 

to reach its 2014 CCR target, delivering a 16% CCR against a goal of not 
more than 13%. While the Special Interest (First Aid/CPR) category 
attained the goal at 13% exactly, the failure was significant in the 
Languages category at 20%.



Example – Co-Curricular
Overall
• Languages 4/20 20%
• Special Interest 3/23 13%
• Overall 7/43 16%
Spring 2014
• Languages 1/10 10%
• Special Interest 3/15 20%
• Overall 4/25 16%
Fall 2013
• Languages 3/10 30%
• Special Interest 0/8 0%
• Overall 3/18 17%



Example – Co-Curricular
Findings Analysis:

• Languages: The Languages show a generally high cancellation rate in FY2014, and even in the 
semester preceding FY2014. Student evaluations indicate no persistent logistical or quality 
issues. Marketing for the classes has been very limited, consisting of emails to a partial list of local 
churches and in-house (LU) efforts only. One class cancelled because the instructor (paid a 
percentage of revenue) decided at the first session that there were not enough students to justify 
her accepting the teaching assignment.

• Special Interest: The four Special Interest cancellations occurred within the Spring 2014 
semester. Two were daytime classes, significant because 2 of 3 daytime classes cancelled during 
the Spring semester, and it was the first semester in which CPCE offered a robust selection of 
evening classes. It appears students prefer evening Special Interest classes to daytime classes. The 
other two cancellations were first-time open enrollment offerings of an intermediate-level (Family 
and Friends) CPR/AED class. Student evaluations indicate no persistent logistical or quality issues.



Example – Co-Curricular
Action Plan – Consisted of Two Parts:

• Languages: The Learning Resources Network (LERN) recommends 75% of the 
advertising for activities of this type occur through direct mailing. CPCE plans to 
market Languages to local churches and to selected businesses engaged 
internationally through a comprehensive direct mailing campaign. CPCE is also 
exploring marketing Languages through or to local retirement communities, 
perhaps emphasizing studies that show second language skills are associated with 
an approximate four-year delay in Alzheimer onset. In addition, CPCE will require 
instructors to agree to go/no-go criteria at contract.

• Special Interest: Cancel all or most daytime classes in favor of evening 
classes. Remove intermediate-level CPR/AED classes from the offerings.



Example – Co-Curricular
Reassessment: Spring 2014 – Target Partially Met
• Overall, the Center for Professional and Continuing Education (CPCE) failed 

to reach its FY2015 CCR target, delivering an 18% CCR against a goal of not 
more than 13%.  The failure occurred entirely in the Languages category 
and mostly in the Fall 2014 semester, with perfect performance in both 
First Aid/CPR and Special Interest categories.



Example – Co-Curricular
Languages First Aid/CPR Special Interest Overall

Overall 2014-2015 42% 0% 0% 18%

Spring 2015 25% 0% 0% 10%

Fall 2014 55% 0% 0% 25%

Overall 2013-2014 20% 13% 16%

Spring 2014 10% 20% 16%

Fall 2013 30% 0% 17%



Example – Co-Curricular
Evidence of Improvement:

• Halfway through FY2015, the CPCE performed an interim 
measurement and found results were poor.  The CPCE revised its 
action plan to base go/no-go criteria on variable costs rather than 
on variable costs + 40%. FY2015 annual performance failed to meet 
the measurement, but performance during the second semester 
following the Action Plan modification passed the 13% goal with a 
3% margin--at 10%.  The CPCE will continue implementing the 
modified action plan into 
FY2016.



Other Best Practices?
• What are other “best practices” in action plan 

development/implementation utilized at your 
institutions?





THANK YOU!
Tim Fowler: tjfowler2@liberty.edu
Dawn Brown: cbrown241@liberty.edu
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