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Use and Impact of Academic Quality Improvement Systems: 

Accelerating Improvement Centrally While Encouraging the Diversity of Institutions 

ABSTRACT 

 

Several recent monographs urge institutions to embrace continuous improvement processes that 

engage systematic planning and department self-evaluation across whole campuses, but they do 

not show institutions how to do it.  This article describes a university-wide quality assurance 

system that has functioned successfully for seven years and has demonstrated collaboration 

among institutions by using open-source software licensing agreements for institutions in Europe 

and the United States, e.g., Nizhyn State University in the Ukraine, Colorado State University, 

University of Nebraska, Lincoln and the University of California, Irvine.  Although using an 

assessment management database system (ADMS) is an act of centralization, it also encourages 

the creativity and diversity of institutions.  By sharing in the development of a single, common 

ADMS, member universities can develop distinct interactive organizational learning 

environments that support their unique missions and mitigate the persistent quality assurance 

barriers of frequent administrative turnover, disconnected planning efforts and limited sharing of 

information among academic departments.
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INTRODUCTION 

While colleges and universities have been evaluating themselves for decades, the traditional 

processes—ad hoc assessments, program review, and accreditation self-studies—still suffer from 

structural negative factors, such as administrative turnover, episodic self-evaluation, disjunctive 

planning efforts, department isolation and the use of individual faculty vitae for demonstrating 

department-level impact.  These factors frustrate the public‟s concern for accountability, retard 

the cycles of institutional improvement and reinforce what Joseph Burke calls “the fragmented 

university.”  The next leap forward in higher education effectiveness will require campus-wide 

structural and technological integration of planning and evaluation activities with growing 

numbers of faculty interacting in continuous improvement enterprises. 

 

Several recent monographs also urge higher education institutions to embrace continuous 

improvement systems that engage systematic planning and unit self-evaluation across whole 

campuses.  In 2006, Bok stated in Our Underachieving Colleges that  

 

“Most successful organizations today, regardless of the work they do, are trying hard to become 

effective „learning organizations‟ that engage in an ongoing process of improvement by 

constantly evaluating their performance, identifying problems, trying various remedies, 

measuring their success, discarding those that do not work, and incorporating those that do. In 

theory, universities should be leaders in such efforts, since they have pioneered developing 

methods for evaluating other institutions in the society. In fact, however, they leave a lot to be 

desired when it comes to working systematically to improve their own performance (Bok, 2006, 

p. 316).” 

 

More recently Burke suggests that unity can be put back into institutions by integrating 

processes, such as strategic planning, priority budgeting, assessing institutional effectiveness, 

institutional accrediting, and internal performance reporting (Burke, 2007).  He emphasizes the 



preservation of decentralization while developing centralized resources that provide institutional 

direction. 

 

With Honoring the Trust (2003), Massy argued that more attention should be paid to developing 

quality processes, for these will deliver good outcomes.  He reinforce this claim in Academic 

Quality Work, stating that he had yet to find a department where systematic quality improvement 

efforts do not pay off (Massy, 2007).  Earlier support for measuring process and developing 

organizational productivity came from Tierney (Tierney, 1999,).  Newman recommended that 

leadership have the capacity to draw in the whole organization into the process of change, 

assessment and constant and unremitting improvement (The Future of Higher Education 2004).  

The academic unit best suited to collectivize faculty in these ventures is the department says 

Zemsky, changing quality efforts from individual, laissez faire experiments to structured, 

monitored activities (Zemsky, 2005). 

 

These writers raise common themes that can help reform higher education:  1) use systematic 

continuous improvement systems, 2) have them integrate planning and funding efforts, 3) 

develop organizational learning resources for information sharing,  4) measure the effectiveness 

of improvement processes while monitoring participation, and 5) decentralize department 

activity but build centralized knowledge resources for improvement.  This sounds good in 

theory, but does it work in practice?  Where is it being carried out?  What is its design?  How 

well is it working? 

 

 



QUALITY ENHANCEMENT SYSTEMS AND THEIR DESIGN  

Several versions of administrative database management systems (ADMS) have recently 

emerged in the United States (U.S.), such as WEAVEonline, TaskStream, Nuventive (TracDat) 

and others.  Each company charges institutions a licensing fee and controls the software 

development process.  Some U.S. universities build their own ADMS and share it with other 

institutions for no cost in an effort to build knowledge synergies in how student learning research 

is done and to share database innovations that strengthen their organizational learning 

environments.  The students of collaborating institutions gain as improvements in programming 

accelerate from the shared activity. 

 

The following describes the components that make up a university-wide continuous 

improvement system that uses an ADMS, reveals the benefits of inter-institutional collaboration 

in planning and self-evaluation, discusses the impact of such systems and reveals the challenges 

of implementing them.  The opening section provides a description of the overall design of 

Colorado State University‟s (CSU) ADMS with brief accounts of its ten components.   

 

Colorado State University:  PRISM and A Big Picture Description of Continuous Improvement 

Colorado State University operates an ADMS known as PRISM, or Plan for Researching 

Improvement and Supporting Mission.  Nearly all CSU academic programs, undergraduate and 

graduate, (169) and student affairs offices (30) have developed assessment plans in the PRISM 

on-line database.  The process generates hundreds of documented improvements in assessment, 

curriculum, faculty development and student services each year. 

 



The ten components of PRISM and their functions appear below. 

1. Conceptual Model for Communication of Processes  

A phrase, acronym or design can help communicate the university plan, support the culture 

of improvement, & present the operational theme—decentralized planning & evaluation that 

leverages centrally-developed resources to systematically manage change.  The conceptual 

model presents a visual representation of the process, e.g., a prism separating out the effort of 

faculty to evaluate student learning, research and outreach into multiple uses of this 

information while forming an organizational learning environment that encourages sharing 

among faculty, students, and accrediting bodies.   
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2. A Building Platform for Annual On-Line Assessment Planning  

Faculty use an interactive Web site to generate program-specific planning and report self-

evaluation data,  access information sharing reports, and engage in interactive peer reviews.  

To view the main site and look at a demonstration of assessment plan building, see 

http://assessment.colostate.edu and use demo for the departmental username and password. 

3. Active Time Lines  to Monitor Planning and Evaluation Process Steps 

A planning time line is displayed so that individuals can monitor institution-wide 

participation levels. This time line also organizes activities into discrete steps (see site and 

use demo password referenced in Component Two above). 

4. Selecting and Configuring Evidence Using Classification Processes 

A classification process within the database helps generate multiple evidence presentations of 

programs‟ self-evaluation findings.  Filtering by department level enables decentralized 

report generation.  A flexible taxonomy allows for variations in planning development.  This 

is done to maximize faculty effort for satisfying varying quality monitoring requirements—

state accountability, regional & special accreditation, institutional program review, and 

response to market forces.  Using the access to PRISM defined in Component Two above, 

select “View department and college assessment output reports” to review presentation 

formats. 

5. Aligning Assessment Plans with Program Review Self-Studies to Give Added Visibility to 

Student Learning Outcomes Research 

A structured planning integration within a single database is more likely to sustain faculty 

interest in learning assessment over time and  encourages planning coherency, which helps 

accelerate program improvement.  Multiple  reviewing audiences are repeatedly exposed to 

http://assessment.colostate.edu/


the best practices in learning assessment and departmental self-evaluation processes that are 

embedded into the on-line planning templates.  In turn, program review goals are linked to 

institutional strategic planning metrics to track planning activity from the fringe to the center. 

6. Multiple Peer-Review Levels  Enhance Compliance with Quality Standards 

An institutional peer-review process encourages the quality enhancement of departments‟ 

planning and self-evaluation because of the uniform and evolving standards of best practice 

as articulated in an institutional rubric of standards.  See “Academic Peer Review Rubric” 

using the access instructions in Component Two above. There is also a one-page excerpt of 

the rubric in Table 1. These Best Practices are developed through repeated peer-review 

readings of assessment plans, where a committee of faculty and an assessment director 

recognized and recorded program practices that went beyond the university standards. 

7. Documentation of Interactive Conversations Among Faculty About Improvement 

Interactive on-line dialogue among faculty that is embedded in assessment plans and program 

review self-studies enables external constituents to learn the effectiveness of an institution‟s 

self-evaluation process, rate of continuous improvement and depth of organizational learning. 

8. Sharing Best Practices and the Evaluation Forms Faculty Use to Research Learning 

Campus-wide sharing of assessment plans and instruments for measuring unit performance 

can contribute to the consideration of various alternatives and can improve unit planning and 

self-evaluation methods.  See “View Evaluation Instruments” and “View Best Practices” 

using the access instructions in Component Two above. 

9. External Engagement Web Site For Multiple Audiences 

A public Web site, Planning for Improvement and Change, provides added transparency of 

the process. It presents institutional performance research and program improvements to 



multiple audiences--students, faculty, parents, employers, accrediting teams, and state policy 

makers using tailored pathways of discovery (see http://improvement.colostate.edu). 

10. Reports Generated on Planning and Self-Evaluation Process Effectiveness 

Annual reports generated from PRISM inform faculty and administrators of the system wide 

aggregated outcomes or assessment at the department, college, and university levels. These  

include assessment profiles (what is a department or college measuring and what are its data 

gathering methods) and the quality of programs‟ planning and self-evaluation processes.  

Examples of these reports on assessment can be viewed using the web access instructions 

contained in Component Four above. 
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The Three Central Themes of the PRISM System and Contribution of Its Ten Components 

Theme 2: Planning Context and Integration

4) Database classification relates regional & special accrediting criteria to department  planning 

5) Annual assessment plans are formally linked to six-year program review self-studies in a 

database permitting University review of annual planning effectiveness over time.

5) Action plan goals of program review link in a database to university strategic plan goals

Context &Integration

Theme 1: Sustainability & Visibility

1) Concept model expands recognition

2) Annual Plan Platform develops behavior

3) Visible on-line time lines track program  

assessment progress

5) Embedding assessment into on-line program

review self-studies gives learning visibility

6) Peer-Review sustains quality self-evaluation

6) Peer-Review expands faculty dialogues and

sustains quality assurance of planning & evaluation

Theme 3: Organizational Learning Environment

7)  Multiple peer-review groups learn from their

on-line interactive dialogues about quality

8)  Best practice pool of items instruct better process

8)  On-Line viewing of all assessment instruments

informs better ways to measure performance

8) On-line viewing of all departmental goals and strategies—

annual and six-year—informs means

9) Transparency site expands learning to constituents

10) On-line access to system output reports  informs  progress

System Themes

 

THEME ONE—SUSTAINABILITY AND VISIBILITY:  Component One (conceptual model)  

is designed to develop the enduring image or concept along with a common phraseology that 

creeps into institutional policy language and memory over time.  For example, at CSU the word 

PRISM appears in the new institutional strategic plan as well as in several of the college strategic 

plans.  Component Two (planning platform) is intended to establish routine behaviors of annual 

reporting and data gathering until they become departmental habits.  The quality of assessment 

planning is regularly evaluated using Component Six (peer-review).  It exposes any backsliding 

on institutional standards, such as failure to use direct assessment.  The review process works to 



re-establish good processes.  If departments fall behind the annual time line, Component Three 

(monitoring), which  tracks progress, helps administrators identify lagging units, giving them the 

information they need to send units repeated reminders  to catch up.  Faculty members remain 

interested in their annual assessment activity, because Component Five (connecting assessment 

and program review) automatically embeds their program assessment plans within the 

institution‟s on-line program review self-study process.  Assessment of learning receives greater 

exposure across campus and becomes a higher stakes activity as multiple faculty groups or 

review entities critique each department‟s learning outcomes research.  Because the feedback 

comments of reviewers are documented within the embedded assessment plans and within the 

self-study itself, a record of improvement dialogue emerges.  A combination of high visibility 

and the peer pressure of program review draw more attention of responsible individuals to 

learning assessment.  Peer pressure among decentralized units is a more effective method of 

encouraging quality than top down directives. 

 

THEME TWO—PLANNING CONTEXT AND INTEGRATION:  Assessment planning at CSU 

has become a departmental, annual operational planning exercise for learning, faculty research, 

and faculty service/outreach.  Component Five (connecting assessment to program review) 

permits external reviewers to learn about a department‟s planning and self-evaluation 

effectiveness over time, which can be more revealing than analyzing only institutional research 

data— the number of majors or volume of student credit hours produced.  Linkage to 

institutional strategic planning is accomplished through the self-study action plan development.  

The database embeds the University strategic plan into the action plan goals and requires 

departments to use a check-box exercise to relate the strategic goals and metrics  to each action 



goal before text can be entered.  Both academic departments and student affairs at CSU use both 

the assessment plan and program review parts of the PRISM database, enabling the institution to 

track the volume of planning activity devoted to each institutional strategic planning goal and 

objective.  This structure has the more grassroots fringe units informing the center, which 

encourages innovation and profits from faculty expertise at the points of action. 

 

In addition, the institutional peer-review process for assessment (Component Six—one 

committee for academic plans and one committee for student affairs plans) annually monitors 

departmental plan development so that the unit planning is integrated with discipline-based 

special accreditation criteria and college-level strategic planning.  These groups work to actively 

guide or direct the planning design so that the planning generates evidence (Component Four 

configuration) needed by 1) regional or special accreditation bodies, 2) the institution‟s strategic 

planning metrics, or 3) state accountability expectations.  The accrediting criteria are contained 

within the Academic Peer Review Rubric referenced in Component Six.   

 

THEME THREE—ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT:  Using their 

embedded feedback comments in unit assessment plans, peer review members regularly 

encourage programs to use the PRISM planning for discovering performance strengths and 

weakness, not to just confirm or monitor activity levels.  The review experience is designated as 

formal leadership training for faculty, because committee members are provided the opportunity 

to become experts in the best practices of departmental planning, self-evaluation, organizational 

management, and systematic improvement.  The peer-review work of identifying best practices 

and giving constructive feedback to programs on how to improve planning and evaluation 



processes helps generate an on-line organizational learning environment where the institution‟s 

study of itself is analyzed and discussed.  Analysis of several cycles of program review self-

studies reveals that these studies improve over time—becoming more substantive— because the 

on-line template includes recent CSU best-practice descriptions throughout.  These descriptions 

present knowledge of effective department organizational strategies for improving learning, 

research and service to different faculty each year as multiple  program review teams work 

through the self-studies.  Component Eight (resources) adds to campus-wide learning by 

providing access to hundreds of learning evaluation forms and departmental research/service 

quality definition documents.  Therefore, academic departments can learn from each other about 

how to systematically develop research and leadership impact in their respective disciplines.  The 

strong performers can help others and accelerate the rate of institutional improvement.  

 

An institution can claim it has a legitimate continuous improvement system only if it can show 

the impact and output of that system.  The reporting capacity becomes another resource for 

organizational learning.  Initially, central administrative staff members developed a taxonomy of 

planning and self-evaluation activity.  Using this as a guide, they use the assessment planning 

database to classify each planning component of programs‟ assessment plans.  Classifying the 

planning components is done to configure evidence for external quality monitoring (Component 

Four) and to generate reports (Component Ten). These reports then show the assessment profiles 

of the institution, its colleges, and departments, e.g., types and number of learning outcomes, the 

types and number of learning research methods and types and number of improvements. 

 

 

 



CONCLUSION:  BENEFITS,  IMPACT AND CHALLENGES OF USING AN ADMS 

 

Benefits of Inter-Institutional Collaboration 

The collaboration of CSU and the University of Nebraska, Lincoln (UNL)  provides 

opportunities seldom occurring at large research universities.  Because they both use a similar 

on-line assessment and interactive database environment, the universities share their best 

practices in program planning and self-evaluation, their student learning research instruments 

(e.g., learning rubrics or internship evaluations), and program assessment plans, including 

strategies programs use to develop learning for their students.  Staff members at both institutions 

envision the time when peer-review committee members at one institution can review the 

planning and evaluation effectiveness practiced at the other institution.  Additionally, faculty at 

both institutions could practice external and objective evaluation of each other‟s student learning 

demonstrations for little or no cost.  The pathway is open for improvement synergies to develop 

as each institution adopts each other‟s database innovations, program impact strategies, and best 

practices for measuring student learning.  Sharing the system enables collaborating institutions to 

discover the impact each is having on developing a faculty culture of systematic continuous 

improvement, seeing what works best and what does not work. 

 

Evidence of System Impact on Faculty Culture 

The following examples from CSU demonstrate that PRISM is affecting faculty culture, 

gradually moving it toward a position of embracing, or at least using, systematic improvement 

processes.  Some of the examples demonstrate the growing planning integration that PRISM 

encourages and a shift in departmental reporting away from individual faculty vitae towards 



aggregations of faculty research and service data that guide organizational goals.  Both show that 

such continuous improvement systems can help mitigate the negative organizational problems of 

traditional higher education management. 

 

1) Several of the action plan goals emerging from the last three cycles of program review 

(2007-2009) are directed to organizing increased effort in the PRISM assessment process. 

2) University strategic planning metrics include PRISM and program review characteristics. 

3) Half of all college strategic plans (4 of 8) now specify goals related to PRISM use. 

4) New program review guidelines specify use of the PRISM annual assessment process. 

5) The University‟s new program proposal process includes the PRISM process as the means to 

assess student learning outcomes and monitor progress on selected program objectives. 

6) Colleges are beginning to develop faculty activity reporting systems that show research and 

service impact indicators as advocated and demonstrated in the PRISM system. 

7) The University peer-review committee charge has expanded from annual assessment to 

program review and to reviewing the reporting process for strategic planning metrics. 

8) Departments are using descriptions of PRISM in their special accreditation self-studies to 

meet continuous improvement criteria.  

9) NSF grant proposals of CSU researchers are beginning to include descriptions of the system 

as the project or program assessment component. 

10) PRISM information is now included each fall at faculty orientation and during department 

heads training. 

11) External program review teams praise PRISM use in their evaluation team reports. 

 



Some Decentralizing Tendencies of Systems like PRISM 

By making the peer-review committees representative of each college at an institution, the 

process protects the distinctiveness of each college and its departments.  The best practices are 

identified on the basis of quality planning and evaluation processes and not on programmatic 

content.  Keeping in mind that students shop for quality programs and not institutions, PRISM 

develops learning assessment evidence on program and department levels.  A flexible taxonomy 

and reporting that uses department-level filters give visibility to decentralized information.  For 

example, art departments define quality with national performance venues and biochemistry 

departments use publications in high impact research journals.  Most assessment done within this 

system is direct and course embedded; the central administration offers no standard instruments 

within PRISM.  A central philosophical tendency of the process is to pick up innovation at the 

fringes of the organization while giving it visibility using centralized resources, such as the 

database. 

 

Challenges of Adopting Comprehensive Assessment Database Management Systems 

Institutions can develop their own continuous improvement systems or purchase database 

processes from vendors.  Flexibility and cost management are key features to consider.  For 

example, PRISM initially required institutions to operate a ColdFusion server, but now UNL and 

CSU are working together to make the system an open source product using the Microsoft .NET 

Framework.  The effort is based on the belief that these systems should not be controlled, 

statically formatted, or packaged, but should be freely evolving processes that can be shared 

among institutions at little or no cost.  PRISM standards encourage faculty to develop their own 

assessment plans and learning research instruments, discouraging the use of national 



standardized tests.  Therefore, institutions should be prepared to experience a five-year learning 

curve among a critical mass of faculty, especially at large research institutions.    In addition, 

campuses should implement sustainability features, such as program review integration, regular 

peer review cycles, uses for special accreditation, linkage to department head evaluations, 

engagement of student affairs divisions, and development of student expectations for systematic 

program assessment or the quality assurance system will likely lose energy over time. 

 

Do these University Improvement Systems Deliver What the Theorists Advocate? 

Evidence here shows that the ADMS, known as PRISM, implements many of the quality 

enhancing characteristics recently advocated by Bok, Burke, Massy and others.  The systems‟ 

regular reporting, historical documentation, planning integration, continuous peer-review, 

participation monitoring and reporting of process effectiveness combine to reduce the impact of 

the negative factors that retard change and innovation in higher education organizations.  In fact, 

effective continuous feedback systems can encourage program innovation by reducing the risk of 

failure. 

 

Linking planning and self-evaluation information to funding processes remains the weakest area 

of system impact.  However, the sustained database linking of annual department goals and 

improvements to strategic planning goals and metrics should help reinforce this relationship over 

time.  At least the relationship becomes more visible.  And, visibility is a key element in 

achieving accountability.  If effectively implemented, these active Web-based organizational 

learning systems may become a significant factor in unifying the “fragmented university.” 
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Table 1 

CSU Peer-Review Committee Rubric for Evaluating Program Assessment Plans 

 (one-page excerpt) 

 

Program 

Plan 

Components 

PRISM Performance Levels  

 

Best Practices Well Developed Under-

Developed 
Assessment 

Method(s) 

 

PART III 

 

25. Program uses course-based research related 

to formative assessments such as pre-

instruction questionnaires, minute papers, 

meta-cognition exercises, concept mapping and 

others to affect instruction and learning during 

the course. 

 

26. Graduate program uses direct assessment or 

student demonstrations to research the 

effectiveness of faculty mentoring of graduate 

students in preparing them for the field‟s 

expected profession characteristics, such as 

personal behavior, knowledge of publishing 

process, professional development knowledge, 

conference proposals, association membership, 

and others. 

 

27. Program uses a pre-instruction 

questionnaire to attain incoming student 

knowledge profiles, e.g., determine confidence 

levels in specified knowledge or skill areas 

and/or be informed of knowledge 

misconceptions or remediation needs. 

 

28. Program formally shares its learning 

research data with other departments that have 

students or majors engaging its curriculum, 

e.g., CMATE survey results sent to Teacher 

Licensure. 

 

29. Program uses its assessment process as an 

instructional method to promote active learning 

of outcomes, and instill life-long professional 

behavior of conducting self-evaluation research 

e.g., students use program learning rubric to 

evaluate each other‟s work/project or their 

own. 

 

30. Program uses a learning research method 

that aids student transition to the workplace, 

e.g., a portfolio of works, audition 

demonstration, or other world of work-based 

demonstrations that students can apply in the 

hiring process. 

Method satisfies at least traits A, 

B, C & D 

 

A) At least two outcomes have 

used “DIRECT” assessment (a 

student demonstration of 

learning evaluated by faculty or 

persons in addition to the course 

instructor). 

----It is OK for one outcome to 

use indirect assessment as the 

primary assessment.  Indirect 

includes survey, focus group, 

interview or others. 

 

B. Assessments measure each 

learning characteristic listed in 

the outcome (e.g., for writing it 

might include measures for 1) 

grammar, 2) organization, 3) 

thesis development, 4) 

documentation, 5) critical 

thinking synthesis) to achieve 

multiple measures that can 

reveal strengths and 

weaknesses. 

 

C. Method describes how faculty 

will operate the student 

demonstration or conduct a 

survey and how faculty will 

gather the data (sample size of 

demonstrations—20% of a 100 

student essays ) and how faculty 

will conduct the scoring  (rating 

system such as Likert, size of 

faculty group and use of scoring 

instruments such as rubrics). 

 

D. Describes how assessment 

results will affect decision 

making for the unit (how results 

are used to improve 

programming. 

A. Method does 

not satisfy trait A 

or satisfies two 

or fewer of the 

B, C, D traits in 

“Well 

Developed.” 

 


