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xv

PREFACE

How to Use This Book

Follow effective action with quiet refl ection. From the quiet refl ection will come even more 
 effective action. (Drucker, 2008, p. 64)

In 2006, the kindness and generosity of John von Knorring, James A. 
Anderson, Jo Allen, and many other institutional leaders and scholars, 
along with amazing Texas A&M University faculty, staff, and gradu-

ate assistants, provided an opportunity for Outcomes-Based Academic and 
Co-Curricular Program Review: A Compilation of Good Practices to be pub-
lished. Much has changed since 2006. Today, there is confusion about 
whether the intended result of all that goes into the creation of one college 
degree should be called a performance indicator or an outcome. There is 
confusion about the roles of competency-based assessment,1 outcomes-based 
assessment, and program review. Regional accreditation is under question, 
as are many international quality assurance practices. Furthermore, there 
is debate about whether machine learning or artifi cial intelligence should 
guide institutional leaders in their decision-making processes. In addition, 
confusion exists about which set of institutional results (either those from 
evidence of student learning and development or those from institutional 
performance metrics) should be used for state and federal resource allocation 
and reallocation practices. If you add to this the growing number of ques-
tions on the value of a degree, whether colleges and universities are really 
promoting student learning and development, and the explosion of research 
from neuroscientists allowing us to better understand how humans learn and 
develop, this is a perfect time for a book redo.

Having said all of that, the processes for good systematic inquiry remain 
the same. High-quality systematic inquiry remains relevant and, we would 
argue, is increasing in importance. The tools organizations use to collect data 
have changed or, perhaps more appropriately, have multiplied. The questions 
we ask and the way we ask them may or may not have become more sophis-
ticated, depending on who is asking them. The point is that the good prac-
tice processes for inquiring into how well something is working have largely 
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xvi  PREFACE

remained the same. However, the way data are collected, integrated, and used 
for decision-making has changed and must continue to change.

We posit that more intention needs to be placed on constructing quality ques-
tions that guide the inquiry process. This is a key change in this new edition 
that has driven other changes within. The intention of this book is to utilize 
a systematic process to inform institutional self-refl ection of how well the 
organization is achieving its intended purpose. This process is not prescrip-
tive; rather, it is refl ective, adaptive, and collaborative. To engage in it fully 
requires intentional action, refl ection, and dialogue across organizational 
boundaries and hierarchies. We recognize that opportunities to engage in 
meaningful dialogue are being forced off many leaders’ calendars as they 
respond to a growing number of campus crises. In recognition of that, this 
book offers guidance and questions that can be adapted for use by leaders at 
various levels of an organization in order to aid in a recommitment to and 
a framework for collaborative, refl ective questioning, inquiring, problem-
solving, visioning, and planning.

What is also new in this book is an intentional connection of outcomes-
based assessment program review (OBPR) to performance indicators and 
predictive analytics. While we recognize that the implementation of machine-
learning analytics may save leaders decision-making time, as Karyn Bright 
(2016) wrote, “Even using the most advanced analytics tools on the market, 
bad data can only provide you with bad insights.” She further espouses: “As 
the saying goes, ‘If you torture the data long enough, it will confess to any-
thing’” (p. 1). To emphasize this point, Taylor Armerding (2013) showcases 
how many Big Data experts warn how “the temptation to let the computers 
do it all can lead to poor choices that are not contextualized properly” (p. 1). 
And this, he asserts, can lead to “damaging the personal lives of individu-
als” (p. 1). Many Big Data programmers and analytic experts are cautioning 
decision-makers away from dependency on analytics and back into dialogue 
around inquiring whether the “right” questions are being posited, exploring 
how the data are gathered and how they are analyzed, and encouraging con-
textualization of the interpretation of data. They emphasize that systemati-
cally collected data can inform decisions; however, without dialogue around 
what the data really mean and how they should be used, human lives can be 
harmed. A common saying I have used in my own institutional research and 
OBPR practice is, “Just because you can, doesn’t mean you should.”

The challenge of asking good questions and systematizing data collec-
tion and ethical predictive algorithms is that good inquiry practices still take 
a notable investment of time. With the continued massifi cation of higher 
education along with the desire to make college more affordable and more 
accessible, higher education leaders are fi nding increasingly less time for 
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PREFACE  xvii

refl ective, collaborative dialogue that is informed by a variety of evidence. 
We are so pressed for time that searching for the wise question sometimes 
remains elusive. Meanwhile, the value of a higher education degree continues 
to be questioned. Will the use of predictive analytics improve the quality of 
a degree as evidence by improved student learning and development? Or will 
it simply accelerate time-to-degree so that leaders can argue higher educa-
tion is now more affordable? What will predictive analytics do for access, 
persistence among all students, and ability to close achievement gaps if we 
don’t also assess the intended outcomes of the programs designed to infl u-
ence those institutional goals? How will we know how to increase the value of 
a degree without gathering the kinds of learning and development data that 
will prove or disprove stakeholders’ criticisms of it? Every researcher knows 
that good inquiry takes time as well as a great deal of dialogue among those 
who can improve the process of inquiry while also collaboratively interpret-
ing the data. Why then is it so diffi cult for us to commit this kind of time 
to studying our own process of creating human transformation within our 
postsecondary educational communities?

In 2006, OBPR was coming into practice as a form of institutional 
inquiry that moved the higher education organization away from a descrip-
tive kind of review process into a collaborative inquiry of how well the 
institution was delivering what it said it did. Today, many question whether 
this process has systematically transformed higher education, making it 
more accessible and affordable to a larger number of diverse students while 
also providing evidence of how institutions are accomplishing the variety 
of student success defi nitions and resulting learning and development out-
comes that employers expect. So, the logical fi rst question is, are institu-
tions engaged in outcomes-based assessment? If so, how are they engaging 
in it and what is that engagement producing?

According to a 2017 National Institute for Learning Outcomes Assess-
ment (NILOA) survey of 811 U.S. college and university provosts/chief aca-
demic offi cers or their designees (Jankowski, Timmer, Kinzie, & Kuh, 2018), 
82% of survey respondents reported having adopted learning outcomes for 
all of their undergraduates. They also stated that assessment activity over-
all had signifi cantly increased along with the range of assessment tools and 
measures that were used to evaluate learning and development. The intent of 
gathering and using that data was to improve student learning and develop-
ment as well as to address equity concerns. While accreditation was reported 
as a primary driver, 64% of the provosts provided examples of internal policy, 
programmatic, or practice changes made that were informed by assessment 
results. This indicates that the use of these results remains primarily internal. 
Fifty-seven percent of the provosts reported remaining challenged by how to 
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xviii  PREFACE

use this information to convey to the public that improvements were being 
made. Note that the emphasis was not on what outcomes-based improve-
ments to share but how to share them with the public.

If you associate this survey information with an increasing skepticism of 
the value of a degree and the increasing demand for using transparent perfor-
mance indicators (e.g., whether the degree recipients were able to obtain a job 
in their desired fi eld and earn a salary where they could repay their educational 
loan [if applicable] or performance indicators published by Jennifer Engle 
and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation [postsecondary.gatesfoundation
.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/AnsweringtheCall.pdf ]), there is a need 
to better understand how institutions can take the good work they produce 
from their outcomes-based assessment processes and link that work with the 
interpretation of visible performance indicators in the domains of access, 
progression, completion, cost, and post-college outcomes. This book affi rms 
good practice outcomes-based assessment approaches already in existence 
while offering meaningful advice and guiding questions on how to connect 
good institutional inquiry practice that may be used internally. It also offers 
performance indicators that are used externally to determine whether institu-
tional quality and performance are meeting the public’s expectations.

Returning to the 2017 NILOA provost survey, the survey fi ndings 
informed recommendations such as a need to improve communication of 
how internal outcomes-based assessment results used for improvement could 
be better linked to external indicators of performance. Findings also indicated 
that it is imperative that institutional leadership link programmatic assess-
ment results and subsequent decisions to governing board discussions about 
whether institutional accountability for high-quality student learning and 
development is evident. While emphasizing the need for the additional pro-
fessional development that survey respondents requested, the survey results 
pointed to the importance of infl uencing all members of the postsecondary 
institution to engage in moving away from implementing outcomes-based 
assessment as an obligatory response to accreditation demands and more 
toward seeing how those processes could collaboratively inform and possibly 
even shift the institutional effectiveness dialogue altogether. It could only be 
through this process that performance indicators would become meaningful 
and all the work that contributes to whether those indicators go up or down 
would be understood fully by those responsible for their creation: the faculty, 
staff, students, community partners, and governing bodies of the institution 
itself. And this is exactly what this book focuses upon.

Accordingly, rather than using accreditation requirements as a motiva-
tor, we emphasize that this kind of inquiry is what Peter Senge (2006) has 
popularized as the self-refl ective process a learning organization embodies. To 
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PREFACE  xix

fully understand how outcomes-based assessment could be integrated into 
program review, used in predictive analytics, and inform performance indica-
tors, a new book needed to be written. To achieve this, this book shares the 
practices and evidence of institutions who are doing this well. While this 
book doesn’t claim that one institution is doing all of this well, it showcases 
sample practices from a variety of institutions to illustrate how good practice 
OBPR is implemented and includes dialogue prompts to discern how it can 
be created within your institution.

To emphasize this point, we invite you to drop the notion that you may 
be picking up this book to satisfy an accreditation demand. We have no idea 
what will happen with the future of accreditation. Organizations such as 
the Quality Assurance Commons (theqacommons.org) are seeking to rede-
sign accreditation by linking competency-based assessment, program review, 
and performance indicators that focus on student learning and development. 
These are interesting times for higher education leaders of all levels. The invi-
tation then is to use this book to embrace becoming a learning organization, 
or to enhance or sustain your already existing learning organization by dis-
covering or reinforcing the emergent good practices that have been identifi ed 
from a critical document analysis of outcomes-based assessment literature 
(see Appendix A). This analysis both affi rms and challenges many existing 
practices and identifi es institutions who are moving toward more exemplary 
practice (Appendix B).

If you are an organizational leader at any level of your postsecondary 
institution (faculty, staff, high-level administrator, student, concerned com-
munity member, alumni, parent, or guardian) or a member of a governing 
body, there is something for you in this book. The book is organized into the 
following chapters. Some of the material is similar to the 2006 version, with 
updates based on literature and evolving good practice processes, while the 
rest of the material is quite different.

Chapter 1 “Why: It’s About Becoming a Learning Organization”
In this chapter, we discuss what a learning organization is, what a good prac-
tice is, and how ineffective leadership can derail any good practice inquiry 
process. We also address how learning and development actually occur, thus 
reaffi rming the importance of integrating solid inquiry practices into organi-
zational decision-making.

Chapter 2 “What: Defi ning Outcomes-Based Assessment Program Review”
Here we defi ne outcomes-based assessment and OBPR in a manner that affi rms 
sound inquiry practice and the creation and sustainability of a learning organi-
zation. Furthermore, we introduce the linkage of performance indicators and 
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xx  PREFACE

predictive analytics to OBPR as well as to the organization’s ability to assure 
high achievement for all students (HAAS) or competency-based assessment.

Chapter 3 “More Why and What of Outcomes-Based Assessment Program Review”
In this chapter, we discuss the connection of OBPR to predictive analytics 
in more detail and outline and explain the components needed to document 
evidence of a learning organization using the OBPR process. Several good 
practice institutional examples are referenced in this chapter. In addition, 
we explore the questions organizational leaders face in the process of making 
documentation of data and decisions meaningful as they relate to organiza-
tional capacity and priorities to improve.

Chapter 4 “Criteria for Good Practice Outcomes-Based Assessment Program 
Review”
This chapter is informed by a document analysis of literature found in 
Appendix A and implementation of OBPR at institutions (Appendix B) 
judged to be exemplary. The criteria used were reviewed and critiqued by 
33 purposefully selected assessment scholars, practitioners, and accreditation 
professionals. The intention of this chapter is to provide a way to evaluate 
how well your organization is becoming a learning organization using the 
OBPR process. Questions are posited that invite institutional leaders at all 
levels to consider how all of their decision-making processes are contributing 
to improving their learning organization.

Chapter 5 “How and When: Key Questions to Consider When Implementing 
Good Practice Outcomes-Based Assessment Program Review”
Given that continuous questioning of one’s progress toward improvement 
is critical, this chapter addresses the questions organizational leaders at all 
levels should consider as they implement good practice OBPR within their 
institutions. These questions are also intended to ensure the connection of 
outcomes-based assessment program review practices to performance indica-
tors and the selection of predictive analytics.

Chapter 6 “Overcoming Barriers to Implementing Good Practice Outcomes-
Based Assessment Program Review”
While we assert that OBPR is not necessarily ineffective leadership proof 
(ILP), there are many barriers that come into play when postsecondary 
institutions are integrating established good practices. This chapter offers 
 evidence-based examples of how to overcome common barriers. In addition, 
considerations for organizational leaders who face the challenge of providing 
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PREFACE  xxi

evidence of continuing improvement to all of their stakeholders for all of 
their institutional priorities are proposed.
Each chapter closes with key learning points that you can utilize to design 
professional development for your learning organization members. Also 
included at the close of each chapter are key questions for organizational 
members at all levels to refl ect upon and discuss as they implement OBPR. 
The intention is to provide you with the means to collaboratively fi gure out 
how your organization can transparently demonstrate evidence of how you 
learn and improve on the path to high achievement of student learning and 
development for all students while fostering human fl ourishing and overall 
organizational well-being.

To get the most out of this book, we highly recommend you read it from 
beginning to end. If you choose to just read a chapter or two because you are 
in a hurry and need some sort of immediate guidance, you can. However, 
when you are able, please be sure to read all the chapters for your optimal 
learning and understanding of what we are trying to create with this book—
a learning organization that connects its OBPR processes with its strategic 
planning, action planning, predictive analytics, and comparable performance 
metrics in meaningful and sustainable ways. In this way, we can empower 
all within the organization to understand just how they are creating what is 
being applauded or criticized by the public. Enjoy!

Note

1. “It seems evident, then, that wide-spread acceptance and adoption of the 
CBE [competency-based education] model will require high-quality competency 
assessments linked to meaningful labor market outcomes. . . . When developing 
competency assessments, there are two important stages. The fi rst is assessment 
development and score validation—in other words, do scores on the assessment 
refl ect the different levels of knowledge and skills that assessment designers are try-
ing to measure? The second is determining how well a student must perform on 
the assessment in order to demonstrate competency—in other words, what is the 
cut score that separates the competent from the not-yet-competent?” (McClarty & 
Gaertner, 2015, p. 3).
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