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Getting SMART 
with 
Assessment

ACTION Steps to

Institutional Effectiveness

Eric Daffron
and
Sandra Jordan

+
Challenges

Introduction of assessment and continuous improvement to the 
campus

Re-accreditation timeline

Campus trained to low expectations

Confusion over what, why, how

Faculty resistance

Little expertise in assessment and minimal development

Perception that assessment and planning were “busywork” 
done for someone else

+
Conceptual Framework
for academic leadership
o Work within your unique environment and traditions

o Know best practices

o Determine what is most important

o Determine what must be accomplished

o Know where you can compromise

o Try to predict who must be convinced, who will lead, who 
will follow, who will scuttle efforts

o Link the initiative to ‘points of pride’ and to the valued 
activities on campus

+
Conceptual Framework
Understand what you value and what your 
constituents value:

Meeting accreditation standards

Reviewing programs to maximize 
effectiveness and efficiency

Creating sustainable processes

Collaboration and ownership

Processes that lead to 
improvement and to reportable 
results                  

Meeting promotion, tenure,  and 
merit criteria

Reserving time for teaching, 
research, and service

Independence

Processes that are not 
cumbersome and lead to 
improvement 

Administrative Values Faculty Values

+

Multi-directional Plan
Leadership, Collaboration Teams, 
Development Workshops,  Increased 
Expectations, Support, De-coupled 
Processes, Simplified Processes 

Solution

+
Solution:  Find the Right Travel 
Companions
Deans Council

Chairs Council

Faculty Senate

President and Cabinet

Academic Council

Institutional Research

Institutional Technology

Key Faculty

Planning Council

Programs doing a great job

o Communicate the challenges.

o Generate interest.

o Suggest solutions and discuss 
broadly.

o Link solutions to best practice.

o Raise the stakes.

o Redefine the value of 
assessment and planning.
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Solution:
Uncouple and realign 
learning assessment and 
strategic planning (annual 
goal setting)

•To avoid program measures serving as 
indirect proxies for learning measures

•To use assessment results to inform 
program planning

+Graphic Relationships

Mission and 
Vision

Strategic 
Directions

Evaluation of  
Goals

KPI

Charcteristics of 
Our Graduates

Assessment of 
Student Learning 

in the Major

Assessment of 
Student Learning 

in General Ed 
Curriculum

Assessment of 
Student Learning 

Beyond the 
Classroom

+
ASSESSMENT of Student Learning

Upon completion of a 
Baccalaureate program our 
students will have the 
following “Characteristics….”

Begin with the 
BIG Educational 
Characteristics.

Try to limit 
number of 
characteristics.

+Overarching  “Characteristics”
o A sample: Graduates of our baccalaureate programs will…

o be able to formulate penetrating questions and know how to seek 
information to postulate solutions.

o know how to test theories, evaluate sources and data,  and test 
hypotheses.

o be able to communicate effectively and evaluate diverse forms of 
communication.

o be able to apply historical, social, and global contexts to issues and 
problems.

o be able to transfer knowledge and abilities to new situations and 
contexts.

o possess the ability to make meaningful connections across several 
academic disciplines and obtain a deeper understand of at least 
one selected academic major.

+
Graphically Rendered

Characteristics

Assessment of 
Student 

Learning in the 
Major

Assessment of 
Student 

Learning 
Beyond the 
Classroom

Assessment of 
Student 

Learning in 
General Ed 
Curriculum

+

Solution: SMART 
a process for student-learning assessment

Departments set goals, outcomes, targets, 
and measures for the program.

o Departments set learning goals for each program and link them to 
the BIG institutional Characteristics.

o Student Learning Outcomes are tied to Program Learning Goals.

o Setting of Outcomes requires department-wide discussions . 

o Outcomes are reviewed by dean.

o Outcomes are submitted to the student learning outcomes 
assessment committee.
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Solution: SMART
Role of the Assessment Committee 

o Provide peer review and feedback   

o Provide education and development

o Look for linkages 

o Archive

o Act as the “go to people” for each college

o Become the lead group for focused development

o Serve as an advisory group for programs and department chairs 

+

Solution: SMART

Departments assess learning. 

Departments review results and 
use them for improvement.
o Results lead to department-wide discussions.  

o Results are reviewed by dean.

o Results are reviewed by the assessment committee.

o Results are published in the aggregate.

+

Solution: SMART
Assessment Committee 

o Peer review and feedback   

o Institutional summary

o Archive

o Look for successes that can be highlighted to internal community

o Look for areas of weakness or areas where development 
opportunities are needed

o Advise administration  

+
The Form Helps Communicate 
Process 

SMART

S= Sharpen learning goals into outcomes and set achievement 
targets.

M=Map the curriculum.

A=Assess.

R=Review the results.

T=Transfer information into action.

+
Smart Form: Planning for Success

+
Smart Form: Reporting Success
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Solution: Make SMART part of a 
larger agenda

 Assessment Day

 Monthly Electronic Newsletter

 Couple faculty development with 
activities in the Office of Teaching 
and Learning.

 Be explicit about expectations of 
deans and chairs and tie to annual 
evaluation.

 Enhance appreciation of faculty 
doing a good job of tracking student 
learning through evaluation, tenure, 
promotion, and merit. 

Building a Culture of Accountability

+ Sample of 
Assessment 
Electronic 
Newsletter
sent broadly 
to campus
regularly.

+
Assessment Brief

An electronic 
newsletter sent at 
regular intervals to 
campus.

+
Solution: Make SMART part of a 
larger agenda

 Provide incentives for 
departments to remain 
focused.

 Provide website with links to 
support materials, handbooks, 
models, and bibliography.

 Link student assessment to 
faculty values.

 Link assessment to program 
review and ACTION Planning.

Never underestimate the power of competition and contagion… 

+

ACTION Planning

Strategic planning (annual goal 
setting)

+

Solution: ACTION

Following Strategic Visioning with 
Broad Constituent Participation

President (Board) approves six-year strategic directions 
and annually sets priorities.

Divisions create two-year goals.  

Colleges set annual objectives.
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Solution: ACTION
Departments: 
o Set annual action steps, achievement targets, and 

measures to support college objectives.

o Take action steps.

o Review results against targets and use results for 
improvement.

o Hold department-wide discussions.

o Submit plans and reports to dean and planning 
committee for review.

+

Solution: ACTION

Role of Planning Committee: 
o Give peer review and feedback.

o Provide education, resources, and development.

o Make reports and recommendations. 

o Archive.

o Note trends, redundancies, and potential collaboration.

+ACTION Form
Align goals with strategic directions.

Create objectives and action steps.

Tie action steps to achievement targets. 

Identify measures.

Observe results.

Notify Planning Committee. 

+

+ Action: Align

Institutional Strategic Direction: 

Cultivate academic excellence. 

Academic Affairs Goals: 

Provide holistic academic advising to all students.  

Increase faculty-student research opportunities.

Promote graduates’ achievement of learning characteristics.

Align division’s two-year goals with institution’s  six-
year strategic directions.

+ aCtion:  Create

College of Arts and Sciences’ Objective: Provide 
technology to support and enhance students’ 
communication skills. 

French Department’s Action Step: Increase night 
and weekend hours of the language lab to 
promote student use.  

Create annual objectives and action steps 
that  support the goals. 
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+ AcTion:  Tie

Achievement Target: Increase student night 
and weekend use of the language lab by  
10% from the last academic year.  

Tie action steps to achievement targets.

+ ActIon: Identify

Measure: Lab supervisors will record the 
number of students who use the language 
lab at night and on the weekends.     

Identify measures.

+ ActiOn: Observe

Results: Student use of the language lab at night and 
on the weekends increased by 8%.  

Observe the actual results.

+
ActioN: Notify
Notify the Planning Committee. 

Use of Results: Achievement target not met. 
Advertise lab hours more effectively next 
year, and assess students’ needs through a 
survey to optimize language-lab use.   

+

ACTION: Flexible Uses

o Tie action steps to resource needs:
o Action Step: Refurbish the language lab with state-of-the-art 

equipment (estimated cost: $20,000).

o Use SMART to inform ACTION:
o Disappointing student-learning assessment results prompt 

strategic planning.

o Use planning to improve learning: 
o Achievement target: Increase student achievement of all 

language outcomes by 10% from last academic year.

Stakeholders Establish 
Mission

Departments 
take 

action steps.

Programs assess  
learning.

ACTION: 
Institution creates 

strategic 
directions.

SMART: Academic
community creates 

learning 
characteristics.

Programs review results and 
use for improvement.

Results inform 
future planning and 
resource requests.

Planning 
Committee 

reviews/ 
gives 

feedback.

Assessment 
Committee 

reviews/ 
gives 

feedback.

Institutional 
Planners review 

ACTION for 
report of mission 

and strategic 
directions and for 

demonstrated 
need for 

resources.

Graphic 
Illustration 

Program 
Review
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Get SMART; Take ACTION

o Create a clear, manageable process.

o Separate learning assessment from 
program planning.

o Use learning assessment and program 
review to inform planning and resource 
requests.

o Invest in a campus culture of 
assessment and continuous 
improvement.

+

Eric Daffron         edaffron@ramapo.edu

Sandra Jordan      sandra.jordan@gcsu.edu

Questions?


