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Appendix A 

Castleton State College 

Summary List of Strengths, Concerns, and Considerations 

 

Below, the visiting team has provided a list for strengths, concerns, and considerations for each 

of the standards. The strengths for each standard are many, and evident. We have also identified 

areas of concern, the majority of which have to do with establishing a multi-year planning 

process including a systematic approach to evaluating progress and using data to inform decision 

making. In many cases, those areas that raised concerns or suggested additional work have also 

been noted by CSC in the self-study and were discussed openly during the campus visit. 

 

Standard One: Mission and Purpose 

Strengths 

 The visiting team found that CSC has a mission that is clear and distinctive and is carried 

out in a manner that embraces the standards of the Commission on Institutions of Higher 

Education. CSC takes seriously their stated goal of being a small college with a big heart. 

Examples of civic engagement, academic excellence, and shared governance, civility, and 

community partnerships were evident.  

 There is an entrepreneurial spirit that is supported by the Trustees and the Chancellor. 

They are appropriately concerned about funding levels and affordability.  

 CSC is an obvious source of pride for the community and a catalyst for educational, 

civic, and social engagement. 

 

Areas of Concern 

 While the dynamic process of annual priorities has resulted in accomplishments across 

the campus, CSC must now put that same dynamic energy into measuring success and 

creating a multi-year campus framework that guides planning and implementation. In the 

absence of such a framework, initiatives or actions could be taken that might unwittingly 

affect the mission. 

 To help ensure long-term success and that the goals of quality and affordability are not 

compromised, the State of Vermont should look at long-term strategies to improve the 

funding for public higher education. 

 

 

Standard Two: Planning and Evaluation 

 

Strengths 

 

 There is a Collaborative approach to planning and evaluation that involves the 

administration, staff, faculty, and students.  

 CSC’s strategic priorities are aligned with VSC strategic goals and are in keeping with 

the college’s mission.  
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 CSC has begun to make use of several standardized and homegrown instruments to 

assess institutional effectiveness and continued progress has been made on program and 

general education assessment.  

 There is an increased recognition of growth opportunities related to graduate 

programming. 

 

Areas of Concern 

 

 There is no long-term strategic plan for the College. 

 While progress has been made in using surveys to collect data, there is a lack of 

systematic use of data in informing planning and evaluation work and there is room for 

improvement in the dissemination of survey results.  

 There is an interest in exploring the expansion of graduate programs, however, there is 

significant work to be done in identifying specific programs, market demand, and 

delivery methods.  

 The President’s Cabinet will need to monitor and evaluate the institution’s progress in 

meeting these plans on both a qualitative and quantitative basis. 

 

Standard Three: Organization and Governance 

Strengths 

 CSC has created and sustained an environment that encourages high morale among all its 

community members and prioritizes positive relationships. The campus’s relationship-

based philosophy results in a strong focus on teaching and student support and on 

respectful and supportive interactions among faculty, staff, and administration.  

 CSC’s collaborative governance practices and the positive relationships that now exist 

among the Board of Trustees, chancellor, administration, faculty, staff, and students have 

enabled timely action on initiatives that have strengthened the college internally and 

within the larger community. 

 The Student Government Association, through its reorganization and new 2008 

Constitution, has gained a stronger voice for students in the life of the campus. 

 

Areas of Concern 

 CSC is building greater strength in assessment and data-driven analysis. It is important 

that the College use these evidence-based resources to build a more systematic structure 

for priority-setting and decision-making in order to stabilize and sustain the recent gains 

in campus and community confidence. 

 The CSC staff willingly take on multiple roles to support the work of the college, while 

funding limitations make it difficult to provide sufficient staff for the institution’s size 

and scope. 
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Standard Four: The Academic Program 

Strengths 

 The undergraduate and graduate academic programs strongly support and advance the 

mission of CSC.  

 Castleton faculty and administration are commended for their efforts in nurturing a 

culture of assessment throughout the academic programs, and for providing advice and 

resources to improve and sharpen the use of assessment for the advancement of student 

learning.  

 Castleton faculty and administration recognize opportunities to expand graduate 

programs and are conducting a market analysis to identify needs.  

 

Areas of Concern 

 Individual programs are developed and initiated without the benefit of a strategic plan for 

the academic heart of the college. For example, Castleton recently initiated a master’s 

degree program in accounting and is considering one in nursing and another in education. 

Individual faculty members look forward to the opportunities these programs will bring 

for teaching and for community service, but there has been no campus-wide discussion of 

the implications of this change in focus, including budgetary issues, academic quality, 

salaries, and teaching load.  

 Castleton must become more systematic in its assessment efforts, particularly by bringing 

assessment in all programs, and in degree and campus learning outcomes, into alignment 

with national best practices and by sharing assessment data more broadly on the campus 

in order to shape campus planning and resource allocation through assessment evidence.  

 Castleton must set “a standard for achievement appropriate to the degree awarded” and 

demonstrate that “expectations for student achievement, independent learning, skills in 

inquiry, and critical judgment are graduated by degree level.” 

 

Standard Five: Faculty 

Strengths  

 There is an engaged, collegial, hard-working faculty dedicated to the college’s mission of 

teaching and learning and a strong tradition of faculty involvement in curriculum and 

program planning  

 Although the retirement of a substantial number of respected professors will challenge 

the faculty body, it is also an opportunity to re-envision not only individual programs but 

the faculty cohort in general. The new faculty openings are a chance for CSC to develop 

a more systematic approach to identifying the number and type of faculty positions it will 

need to support its plans for the future. 
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Areas of Concern 

 There is a fairly heavy course load and low pay, conditions which limit faculty time for 

scholarship and may make recruiting new faculty difficult 

 While there are ongoing efforts and important work beginning to take shape there is more 

to be done to develop a systematic assessment of student learning. 

 VSC could benefit from the inclusion of faculty involvement with system-wide strategic 

planning.  

 Faculty pay and workload are likely to become contested issues if CSC adds additional 

master’s degree programs, which will result in a change in the classification of the 

institution. So far the faculty, the faculty union, and the administration have handled all 

such issues in a spirit of mutuality and compromise, and it is hoped that this attitude will 

continue 

 

Standard Six: Students 

Strengths 

 Students at CSC are enthusiastic about their college experience. They recognize the 

commitment of the faculty and staff and value the “relationship-based” educational 

philosophy at the heart of CSC. 

 There are rich service learning opportunities both in and outside the classroom; service 

learning is infused into the curriculum.  

 The staff in student services are student centered, highly engaged and passionate about their 

work; they truly enjoy working with students.  

 There has been a clearly evident effort to enhance the student life dynamic with the 

expansion and addition of varsity athletic opportunities.  

 Admissions and enrollment efforts have expanded greatly and the campus seems to embrace 

the concept that they are all part of the enrollment management process, both from a 

retention and admissions standpoint. 

 

Areas of Concern 

 

 Strategic planning, assessment, and data-driven decisions need to be more clearly identified 

and transparent throughout continued efforts to strengthen student services. The visiting team 

was not aware of any documented comparator institution studies with regard to retention. We 

would encourage the institution to remain vigilant in not only tracking this data but doing 

everything in its power to assess the reasons students are not persisting or completing given 

their unique mission. 

 With the expansion of residential students an assessment of services to ensure safe and 

adequate 24 x 7 support should occur; counseling, health services, public safety, and other 

related support functions would benefit from an outside review. 

 The institution needs to continue to support the admission efforts given the demographic and 

fiscal realities facing CSC. While the goal of modest increases in the entering first year and 
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transfer populations is perceived as achievable, this is a declining marketplace in which 

virtually all colleges and universities are targeting many of the same populations as CSC. 

 Continued efforts should be made to track the needs and progress of various subpopulations 

within the CSC student body to ensure that planning for appropriate program development 

and resource allocation is taking place.  

 

Standard Seven: Library and Other Information Resources 

Strengths  

 There appears to be a strong spirit of collaboration on campus and it is evident in the 

relationships between the Library, the Media Center, and Information Technology 

Services. 

 There is strong support for these departments and anecdotally at least, a high degree of 

respect for the quality of their services from faculty, staff, and students. 

 Rather than an adversarial relationship, there is also a spirit of collaboration between 

these departments and the VSC system office. 

 

Areas of Concern 

 While planning takes place at multiple levels it isn’t formal (i.e., written) and there is a 

lack of strategic plans for these key departments. Only in the Library is there some 

evidence of a culture of assessment of services. 

 Technology services are minimally staffed which inhibits adequate planning for 

replacement, and training or planning for new services. 

 For this standard, there doesn’t appear to be measures of institutional effectiveness. 

 

Standard Eight: Physical and Technological Resources 

Strengths 

 The campus provides an attractive, updated environment conducive to the undergraduate 

residential mission of the College. Most of the space needs for a 2000 student campus 

have been met and have followed a widely acknowledged facilities master plan since 

2004.  

 Dedicated physical plant and technology services staff keep faculty and staff satisfied 

despite not having grown sufficiently to keep up with campus infrastructure growth. 

 Administrative and academic information systems meet most needs and users are 

satisfied with response times for classroom and office needs. 
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Areas of Concern 

 CSC does not systematically assess the condition of its facilities and infrastructure, 

making it difficult to identify its deferred maintenance by building or collectively across 

the campus.  

 The campus needs to continue renovating aging residence halls, heat plants, and central 

dining facilities. 

 Physical Plant staffing has not kept pace with enrollment or facilities growth.    

 

Standard Nine: Financial Resources 

Strengths 

 CSC is financially stable, the result of enrollment growth, facility improvement 

investment and entrepreneurial leadership.  

 CSC is directing increased resources to its strategic priorities of maximizing external 

resources, improving academic program, completing the final phase of the current master 

plan, advancing Campus Green Initiatives, and making improvements to the Spartan 

Arena.  

 Staff have confidence in leadership and dedication to each other and the College, though 

it is obvious that the factors driving financial stability are also dependent on human 

resources that have remained fairly constant during this period.  

 A stable credit rating is reassuring given the amount of debt financed facilities 

improvements that occurred over the past decade.  

 

Areas of Concern 

 The College lacks a plan to assess if its strategic priority investments have been 

successful. Return on investment assumptions, pro forma statements and more discrete 

financial reporting would assist monitoring and assessment of entrepreneurial ventures in 

financial aid, graduate programs and new centers and fundraising. The College could 

provide more discrete tuition and scholarship reporting by in- and out-of-state student 

categories, which when more broadly shared, would inform decisions and evaluate the 

effect of strategic academic program investments and new financial aid programs on 

institutional revenues. Setting targets for initiatives, while intimidating, facilitates 

assessing how much progress is being made year over year. A more evidence-based 

approach could sustain campus and external support for current and planned priorities.   

 There is no benchmarking of costs or staff per student to peer institutions, so it is not 

clear if, or where, funding deficiencies or excesses exist though the College expresses 

concerns that it is very thinly staffed in a variety of areas.  

 Opening a new residence hall provides an opportunity to revisit the one rate fits all 

approach, and to consider adjusting upward rates on better spaces to rates of competitor 

institutions.  The alternative, relying on surpluses from other auxiliaries to cover under 

pricing of residential facilities, is reducing campus flexibility to set aside funds for future 

needs, such as dining hall improvements.  
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 The campus states that the “dean-centered budget model is currently not as transparent as 

needed to engage them fully in college finances.” The College needs to define what it 

hopes to gain from this model. Imbedded in this definition will be a commitment to how 

much effort both the Deans and finance staff need to put into making campus revenue 

and expense planning more transparent and engaging and more evidence based.   

 

Suggestion: 

 Multi-year budget forecasting has not been a priority. The FY2013 budget process 

provides an opportunity to consider multi-year budget planning. A set of budget 

guidelines from the Dean of Administration should help the campus understand 

forecasted enrollment, funding opportunities and constraints, and annual cost changes, as 

well as reinforce campus strategic priorities. 

 

Standard Ten: Public Disclosure 

Strengths  

 There appears to be a strong spirit of collaboration on campus and it is evident in the 

relationships between the Office of Communications and their clients. 

 There is strong support for these departments and anecdotally at least, a high degree of 

respect for the quality of their services and the volume of work produced.  

 

Areas of Concern 

 While planning takes place at multiple levels there is a lack of strategic planning and the 

development of a communications plan. There is no evidence of the assessment of 

services or their effectiveness. 

 There is a very thin level of staffing. 

 For this standard, there doesn’t appear to be measures of institutional effectiveness. 

 

Standard Eleven: Integrity 

Strengths 

 There is a clear sense of transparency and openness in communication efforts across the 

campus. There is evidence of this also occurring with off-campus constituencies. 

 There are strong structures within the VSC system that guide and govern the operations of 

CSC in an ethical and legal framework.  

 Non-discriminatory policies and practices are fully in effect and are guided by system policy 

as well as employment group contracts. 
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Areas of Concern 

 As the college moves forward with plans to increase graduate programs and conference 

activity, it will benefit from a strengthened strategic planning process to guarantee that 

integrity is achieved and communication with all constituents insured. This will be 

particularly important as resource allocation is evaluated. It was noted that this open style 

of communication appears to also have led to a lack of strategic planning, as individuals 

feel as though they have easy access to the decision-makers and that their voices are 

heard. The team encourages a continuation of the transparent, open book style of 

communication that exists at CSC, but to also begin to engage in a stronger strategic 

planning initiative that will stand the institution well in times of stress, as well as success. 

 Greater use of comparator studies that are widely publicized will help insure integrity in 

the sharing of retention and graduation rates, especially among specially targeted 

populations. 

 


