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COVER LETTER 
 

In an e-mail message sent earlier this semester, Interim Vice President and Provost (VP&P) 
Lubker informed the faculty of an assessment initiative that would evaluate all UNI academic 
programs during the 2008-09 academic year.  So that this Academic Program Assessment (APA) 
initiative would be faculty-guided, VP&P Lubker recruited a team of ten faculty to design the 
assessment process;  a larger group will conduct the actual assessment.  These two groups—
collectively known as the Program Assessment Task Force—send you this letter and other 
related documents because you are administratively responsible for one or more of UNI’s 
academic programs.  We urge you to share this information with all faculty, instructors, and staff 
who are directly involved in each of the programs for which you are responsible. 
 
The Task Force understands that VP&P Lubker’s APA initiative serves the following significant 
purposes: 

• Most generally, by engaging faculty in a rigorous self-assessment of their programs, it 
promotes program improvement and excellence. 

• By identifying weaker programs, this initiative enables UNI administrators to deploy 
limited academic resources more effectively. 

• By identifying programs that could profit from consolidation or reorganization, this 
assessment will allow them to become stronger and more effective. 

• By identifying strong or high-potential programs, it allows us to build UNI’s reputation 
around selected “signature” programs that show us at our best. 

 
For purposes of this initiative, a “program” is taken to include majors, minors, emphases, and 
any other course of study or activity that involves academic resources and is recognized in the 
UNI catalog or on student transcripts.  Our primary focus is on undergraduate and graduate 
educational programs.  The Task Force will be paying some attention to the Liberal Arts Core as 
reflected in regular academic programs, although it will not propose specific curricular changes 
to that program.  We will not address research programs or centers, or activities that do not 
directly involve faculty.  At the Provost’s request, however, this project could be enlarged to 
include some or all of those other programs and activities.   
 
The assessment process is described below as a seven-step sequence of activities: 

1. The initial ten-person team, formed in September, confirmed the scope of the overall 
project, identified assessment criteria, and developed assessment instruments. 

2. Some members of this team may become part of the enlarged Task Force, formed in 
November, that will be charged with conducting the actual assessment of UNI’s 
academic programs. 

3. Currently, the Task Force is distributing relevant documents to faculty and administrators 
who are responsible for each of academic program. 

4. Program faculty and administrators are being asked to conduct a thorough review and 
self-assessment of their programs.  As part of this review, faculty and administrators can 
nominate a program for designation as a “signature” program and/or a “growth and 
investment” program.  The results of this self-assessment, along with other relevant 
information, are to be forwarded to the Task Force by mid-February, 2009. 
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5. Using this self-assessment information the Task Force will rate each program as high, 
medium, or low on each of the assessment criteria by the end of March.  These ratings 
feed into a comprehensive final evaluation, as a result of which each program will be 
assigned to one of four categories: 

• Growth and Investment.  Programs assigned to this category deserve additional 
funding, in most cases because they are actual or potential “signature,” programs 
that have or can achieve national recognition. 

• Reorganization/Consolidation/Reduction.  This category includes programs which 
would benefit from structural changes including reorganization, consolidation 
with other programs, and/or downsizing. 

• Maintenance.  Expected to be the most numerous by far, these programs are solid 
contributors that should continue to improve but which do not require substantial 
investments in the near future. 

• Phase Out.  A few of our programs may lack the student demand and other 
qualities needed to justify their continuation.  Phasing out these programs will 
free up resources for reinvestment elsewhere.   

6. The Task Force’s evaluations and tentative categorizations will be shared with program 
faculty and administrators.  Taking their concerns and suggestions into account, the Task 
Force will develop its final recommendations for each program.  It will also designate a 
small set of “signature” programs, those that could show UNI at its best.  These 
recommendations will be forwarded to the Provost by the end of April 2009. 

7. After consulting with pertinent faculty bodies, deans, and other administrators, the 
Provost will prepare and submit his final recommendations to President Allen. 

 
In addition to understanding the APA process, program faculty and administrators should know 
the overall approach to assessment that the Task Force has adopted.  Basically, we want each of 
UNI’s academic programs to undergo a comprehensive, in-depth evaluation.  That assessment 
will be conducted, in the first instance, by faculty and administrators who are responsible for the 
program.  The results of their examination will be forwarded, along with pertinent information, 
to the Task Force, which will use these inputs to make its own assessment.  While we recognize 
that faculty understand their programs better than anyone else, we also realize that people can be 
biased in evaluating programs they have created and with which they live.  Moreover, the Task 
Force will have the advantage of being able to compare each program with similar others on and 
off campus.  To insure that evaluations are both unbiased and well-informed, the assessment 
process includes opportunities for program faculty and administrators to comment on and, 
potentially, alter Task Force conclusions and recommendations. 
 
The large number and considerable variety of programs being reviewed pose a major challenge 
in collecting the relevant information and understandings.  Inevitably, highly- structured, 
standardized, data collection instruments would omit considerations of great importance for 
some programs while imposing informational demands that were inappropriate for others.  
Accordingly, we have adopted a flexible, open-ended approach to data collection, an approach 
that imposes some common requirements on all programs while allowing responders to decide 
whether or not to provide information on some criteria and/or dimensions.  Program faculty and 
administrators should use the attached data collection instruments to stimulate thoughtful 
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assessments of their programs, and as vehicles for reporting the information and gaining insights 
that are most pertinent to their evaluation.   
 
Our data collection challenge was complicated by the complex relationships between 
departments, programs, and the faculty who staff them.  While this initiative is centrally 
concerned with evaluating UNI’s academic programs, doing so inevitably requires the collection 
of information about departments and their faculty.  We are using two data collection 
documents—one for departments, the other for programs.  Consistent with the attached 
instructions, duplications can be avoided if program documents are only used to report 
information that is specifically concerned with a program.  The departmental document will be 
used in conjunction with the assessment of programs belonging to that department.  In all cases, 
you are encouraged to copy from and extract data from existing reports—for instance, recent 
program evaluations.  We do not want to impose an enormous data collection task on our 
colleagues, but we do want to access the information needed to conduct a comprehensive, in-
depth program assessment. 
 
Most of the information being requested can be understood in terms of the following conceptual 
framework for evaluation: 

• Criteria:  These are the major factors or considerations to be taken into account in 
evaluating a program.   

• Dimensions:  These are sub-criteria or components of criteria, more specific evaluation 
factors.  As with criteria, many dimensions have been identified by reviewing similar 
initiatives undertaken at other universities. 

• Indicators:  More specific still, indicators denote information, qualitative as well as 
quantitative, that can be used to assess a program in terms of a dimension.   

  
Our assessment features the following seven criteria: 

• Centrality:  The program’s “place” within UNI and its larger societal context. 
• Demand:  Evidence that the program’s activities and “products” are valued by relevant 

constituencies. 
• Teaching and Curriculum:  Evidence that the program’s curriculum and teaching 

activities are efficient and effective. 
• Scholarship and Creative Accomplishment:  Evidence that program faculty are actively 

engaged in scholarly and creative endeavors. 
• Outreach and Engagement:  Evidence that the program serves and is engaged with 

external constituencies. 
• Opportunity for Distinction:  The program’s prospects for producing exemplary academic 

“products.” 
• Other:  An open-ended criterion that allows other significant evaluation factors to be 

taken into account. 
We note that for some programs/departments reporting by program is perfectly appropriate and 
for others the programmatic information requested will be common to multiple programs.  
General information may be organized by department to avoid duplication but whenever possible 
reported information should be linked to particular programs. 
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Because of the variety of programs being assessed, the Task Force will not use firm constraints 
or fixed criteria weights when conducting its evaluation.  Thus, there are no secret formulas or 
cut-off scores that determine how a program is categorized.  Rather, we will employ a relatively 
flexible evaluation approach that relies on evaluators’ collective judgment and considers various 
ways in which a program might be meritorious or in need of improvement.   
  
The deadline for our receipt of this information is March 1, 2009.   
 
We sincerely hope that, rather than being another onerous reporting requirement, this program 
review will be a positive stimulus for you and your faculty to conduct a thoughtful assessment of 
your academic programs that leads to far-reaching improvement efforts for UNI.   
 
 
 
Program Assessment Task Force 


