Shared Practice

ONGOING PROGRAM EVALUATION:

A NEW APPROACH*

Heritage College is a small English-language college located
in the Outaouais. We presently offer twelve regular education
programs, four of which are pre-university and eight, career.
We register approximately 1,000 students and employ about
120 faculty, three education advisors, and four academic
advisors. Our particular context as a small CEGEP has led us
to reflect on several aspects of program evaluation.

Education Advisor
Cégep Heritage College

CEGEPs develop their programs locally based on ministry
curricular documents and standards, and are responsible
for evaluating them (CEEC, 1994b). To ensure a degree of
standardization, the CEEC provides guidelines (1994a), which
CEGEPs implement in their local contexts. The guidelines
require all programs to address six evaluation criteria: pro-
gram relevance, program coherence, value of teaching methods
and student supervision, program resources, effectiveness,
and quality of program management. To implement program
evaluation, CEGEPs are expected to prepare an institutional
policy concerning program evaluation stipulating how, by
whom, and when program evaluation will be carried out.
At Heritage, this is Policy #17 concerning Program Evaluation
which, prior to 2009, endorsed the comprehensive evaluation
of each program every ten years.

Successful programs pay close attention to their contexts,
their target groups, their resources, and the opportunities
that lie ahead for their graduates, be it in the workplace or
higher education. In our ever-changing world, these factors
are in constant flux. Today’s freshman classes are a good exam-
ple of recent changes; not only has their formative preparation
been very different under the Quebec Education Program
reform, but they are truly born of the “Net Generation”. Their
lives are ‘wired’; they trust media and value connectivity.
Understanding the capabilities of these students and learning
how to work with them to ensure their successful graduation
is a significant factor in program excellence.

At the same time, as CEGEPs are increasingly being asked to
do more with less, resource optimization is a critical factor,
making it imperative that CEGEPs work in the most efficient
ways possible. Finding local program evaluation expertise,
an essential resource in this process, can be challenging.
Expecting program committees, which tend to be primarily
comprised of faculty members, who are not required to have
program evaluation expertise, to develop and implement pro-
gram evaluation on their own is neither realistic nor efficient.

*

Originally submitted and reviewed in English, this article was written with the
assistance of Maureen Hillman, a retired teacher from Cégep de Sherbrooke,
and translated into French by les Services d'édition Guy Connolly. Both the
English- and French-language versions have been published on the AQPC
website with the financial support of the Quebec-Canada Entente for Minority
Language Education.

[www.cegep-heritage.qc.ca/PDF_Files/Policies/Policy-17.pdf]

FALL 2012 voL. 26, N° 1 1


http://www.cegep-heritage.qc.ca/PDF_Files/Policies/Policy-17.pdf

W

Although the ideal solution to program evaluation might be
to hire a specialist to lead the comprehensive evaluation of
each program, this is simply not feasible for many CEGEPs.

Given this, CEGEPs must look internally for program evalua-
tion expertise. In most instances, program evaluation is one
of the many responsibilities of the education advisor,? whose
position requires some expertise in this area. Typically, the
education advisor takes the lead in program evaluation and
works collaboratively with program-designated committees.

Since several aspects of our context are shared across the
college network, the approach described in the next section
might be of interest to other CEGEPs.

Heritage College needed an approach that would allow us to
continually work on evaluating all programs concurrently,
spreading out the evaluation activities and collecting data in
an ongoing manner, while building our program evaluation
experience and expertise at the same time. It had become
increasingly clear to us that our context could not support
the comprehensive program evaluation approach mandated
by our original institutional policy. Therefore, it seemed to us
that our context required an ongoing, collaborative approach
led by the education advisor.

Our first step was to revise our institutional policy to call for
“...an annual cycle of ongoing program evaluation activities
and less frequent in-depth program evaluation activities”
(Heritage College, 2009, p. 2). We believed this approach
could be sustainable through close collaborative work be-
tween Academic Services and the 12 program committees.
The education advisor would define a program evaluation
framework, develop tools and templates, and offer guidance
and assistance to enable programs to carry out their own
program evaluation activities. This approach was intended to
build program evaluation capacity to ensure that each pro-
gram developed the ability to respond to the ever-changing
needs of their students and the workplace.

One of the pivotal decisions we made was to place the res-
ponsibility for conducting the ongoing program evaluations
within the program committees. At Heritage, in respect of the
Collective Agreement, program committees are comprised of
professors who teach in the program, an academic advisor,
and an education advisor. They are typically led by the pro-
gram coordinator, also a faculty member, who has been given
some release time for program administration. It should also

2 voL. 26, N° T raLL 2012

be noted that program coordination responsibilities usually
rotate every two to three years resulting in cyclical leadership.
The program committees report annually to the academic
dean, who is ultimately responsible for program evaluation.

The other pivotal decision was to ask each program commit-
tee to select one program evaluation criterion each academic
year on which to focus its evaluation activities. Every seven
years, after programs have taken a close look at each evalua-
tion criterion, they will be in a position to prepare a synthesis
report of how their program is doing across all criteria. This
forms the basis of their comprehensive (in-depth) program
evaluation study and report. Exceptionally, in compliance with
CEEC guidelines, new programs or newly revised programs
are required to do a comprehensive evaluation after one cycle
of implementation: after two years for pre-university programs
and after three years for career programs.

Academic Senate makes decisions and oversees policies that
impact our programs of study and the evaluation of student
achievement. In support of the ongoing approach to program
evaluation, it struck a standing committee called Program Eva-
luation and Development (PED). A member of Senate leads
the PED soliciting representatives from our career, pre-uni-
versity, and general-education programs. The PED mandate
is to be proactive in sharing program evaluation processes,
tools, and best practices, as well as to provide valuable insight
about the feasibility and value of the ongoing evaluation
process and the usability of its tools.

[...] it seemed to us that our context required an ongoing,

collaborative approach led by the education advisor.

Being aware of the direction and leadership required to
initiate ongoing program evaluation, the education advisor
designed a program evaluation framework consisting of time-
lines and a series of templates and tools to address the six
required evaluation criteria, all derived from CEEC guide-
lines (1994a). The templates and tools were made available
to all program committees and have been the focus of several
professional development sessions. They can be used “as is”
or adapted to the program’s particular needs.

2 “Education advisor” is a general professional title. This position is also known
as “pedagogical consultant”, “pedagogical advisor,” etc.
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In an effort to integrate program evaluation into existing
program and institutional structures, the education advi-
sor developed a time frame document ( ). Academic
Services felt it to be important that program evaluation work
follow the natural flow of the academic year. In addition, for
programs wanting to make changes that require Academic
Senate approval, adherence to the time frames suggested will
help them be most efficient in preparing their submissions
and documentation for the following academic year.

Leaving the choice of evaluation criterion up to the programs
seemed logical when Academic Services considered that each
program is unique and is challenged by a wide range of circum-
stances. To help program committees decide on the criterion
each year, we created a checklist ( ) to facilitate their
decision-making.

Once they have chosen their criterion, the program committees
are encouraged to prepare a work plan of evaluation activities
to ensure completion in a timely manner. For the criterion
chosen, they use the corresponding page of evaluation ques-
tions to guide their work. shows an example of the
guiding questions for one of the criteria, program coherence.
Program committees are expected to address each question,
supporting their answers with available data. Recommended
sources of data can be found in the toolbox.

It is important to note that, at present, we consider all tools
and templates to be “in development” and intend on improving
and validating them in the coming years.

FIGURE 1 2011-2012 ONGOING PROGRAM EVALUATION TIME LINES

WHEN ACTIVITIES — Use the program evaluation questions in your program evaluation binder - OUTCOMES
(hard copy) and on the Guide to Program Evaluation Moodle page (e-copy).
Program Committee: Program evaluation work plan for:
» Reviews recommendations made in last year’s annual program report and confirms « Evaluation activities to be done
planned actions » Changes to be made according to
« Strikes an ad hoc Program Evaluation Committee, when appropriate planned actions
September | Program Committee / Ad hoc Program Evaluation Committee:
* Receive data updates from Student Services
« Review the evaluation activities, tools and reports from previous year(s)
« Confirm time frames, roles and responsibilities
 Create program evaluation work plans for the year
Program Committee / Ad hoc Program Evaluation Committee review and assess Update work plan
December progress with program department
Program Committee : Data
. » Review results of evaluation activities Draft report
A=ty » Agree on recommendations and action plan
» Write draft report(s)
Program Committee : Final report
» Consult with committee members to finalize report Action plan
M « Finalize action plan for the upcoming year
ay
The ad hoc Program Evaluation Committee presents a report on in-depth/
comprehensive evaluation to the Program Committee
June Program Committee submits annual program report to the academic dean Annual report
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FIGURE 2 2011-2012 PROGRAM EVALUATION CHECKLIST

] How well does your program prepare students for university / the labour market? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
é How well does your program prepare students for today’s society? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
; How well does your program meet the expectations of its students? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
o
Overall, rate the relevance of your program Excellent / good / adequate / poor
] How clear are your program’s learning outcomes and standards? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
é How well do the learning activities prepare students to achieve the program’s learning outcomes?| Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
T How well are your courses sequenced? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
(e}
V) How demanding are course workloads and requirements for today’s student? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
Overall, rate the coherence of your program Excellent / good / adequate / poor
o3 Z
g % How well does your program engage its students? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
5 = How well does your program identify students at risk? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
w
e = How accessible are your teachers? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
= wn
Overall, rate the value of teaching methods and supervision Excellent / good / adequate / poor
How well staffed is your program (expertise, complementary skills)? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
(%]
g How well is your program supported (professional and support staff)? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
8 How well do you support teacher engagement, professional development, and care? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
@ How adequate are your program teaching and learning resources? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
o
How adequate are your program’s financial resources? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
Overall, rate your resources Excellent / good / adequate / poor
A
= How well prepared are the students entering your program? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
g How well do your student activities demonstrate program success? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
E Is your course success rate satisfactory? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
E How well do your graduates achieve the program’s learning outcomes and standards? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
Overall, rate your program effectiveness Excellent / good / adequate / poor
'—
Z
E How well do you manage your program? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
Ll
g How well do your monitor its ongoing success? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
g How well known is your program? Very / reasonably /somewhat / not at all
Overall, rate the quality of program management Excellent / good / adequate / poor
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FIGURE 3 2011-2012 GUIDING QUESTIONS
FOR PROGRAM COHERENCE

— Related Questions

How clear are your program’s learning

outcomes and standards?

» Does each teacher have a copy of and refer to the program
curriculum?

» Do teachers prepare their course outlines based on
department approved course plans?

e Does your program use its Program Overview?

e Does each teacher have the opportunity to provide
feedback, make requests, etc.?

How well do course-learning activities prepare students

to achieve the program’s learning outcomes?

e Do teachers demonstrate how the learning outcomes
of their courses help the students achieve the program
learning outcomes and standards?

» Do you hold at least one program committee meeting
per semester?

e Is your Program Exit Assessment (PEA) coherent with your
program learning outcomes?

» Does your PEA attest to the student’s achievement of the
program learning outcomes?

How well are your courses sequenced?

Courses should be sequenced to encourage the development
of critical thought and integration of skills and knowledge.

« |s your program profile sequenced and developed
progressively based on the students’ achievement of
program learning outcomes? Is this evident in your
course plans?

» Do the pre-requisites and co-requisites support the
student’s progressive learning and achievement?

How demanding are course workloads

and requirements for today’s student?

e Are course ponderations and credit allocations realistic?

 Are learning activities within each course realistic, given
the course ponderation?

TOOLBOX: INFORMATION & DATA SOURCES

o Course evaluations: student & teacher
e Program curriculum documents

e Course plans and outlines

e Pre-requisites & co-requisites

e Program / Department meeting notes
e Program Overview

o ICT Profile

Academic Services provides each program with program in-
formation statistics indicating cohort retention and success
rates across the same program in the CEGEP network, as well
as local statistics. These statistics are available in late April
for recent academic years. The college also provides templates
for each of the student surveys, collating data centrally for
the graduating student survey and the alumni survey.’?

As the academic year draws to an end, early to mid June, pro-
grams submit their Annual Program Report to Academic
Services, including their program evaluation activities, find-
ings and recommendations ( ). The report is meant to
be succinct, supported by data generated by the evaluation
activities. The Academic Dean and Education Advisor read
the reports in preparation for follow-up in the next academic
year. Programs recommending changes that require Academic
Senate approval are contacted to establish timeframes.

The ongoing approach to program evaluation intentionally
reinforces the program approach. The ongoing collection of
data and the preparation of annual reports invite programs
to openly discuss their strengths and weaknesses among all
teachers involved in their program. Over time, the data are
meant to help the programs identify emerging trends and
be proactive in their ongoing program development. Kept
centrally in designated binders, the data and reports provide
evidence when program changes are needed.

> We have yet to develop the incoming student survey and the current student
survey. This work is planned for 2012-13.
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2011-2012 ANNUAL PROGRAM
REPORT TEMPLATE

Provide a general description of your program.

1/2-page summary; append your Program Overview.

Provide an overview of your program evaluation
activities of this academic year.

1/2-page summary; append your Program Evaluation work plan.

Describe your findings in terms of program
strengths and weaknesses.

1-page summary; append available data and tools.

State your conclusions, decisions, and recommendations
for program changes to enhance the following
three points.

Include an action plan.

1 page, to include: 1. Student success, i.e. students achieving
the competencies; 2. Readiness of students to pursue further
education or to enter the job market; 3. Program viability.

Desired
Change

Required

Actions Time Frame

Responsibility

APPENDICES

e Program Overview

» Program Evaluation Work Plan

 Findings

 Key Performance Indicators (KPI) data provided by
Academic Services

» Copies of all survey reports
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As we complete the third year of ongoing program evalua-
tion, we are learning how to better implement this approach.
Initially, we simply made the tools and templates available in
print version. The PED Committee soon after took the initia-
tive to place them all on the college’s learning management
system. The next step was to create a program evaluation binder
for each program and each general education department in
preparation for the 2011-2012 academic year. The binder
includes a print copy of Policy 17, the program’s specific data
set, and all program evaluation tools and templates. It also
includes a tracking sheet to help provide continuity should
there be a change of program coordinator. Feedback suggests
that the binder has served to structure and consolidate the
process, as well as to help programs understand the purpose
and outcomes of program evaluation.

Through professional development sessions, calls for program
committee meetings, annual program reports, and continual
reference to its importance, we increasingly hear faculty talk-
ing about ongoing program evaluation. From the annual
program reports received over the last two years, however,
we have noticed that some programs do not see the value of
carrying out all evaluation activities. To help address this,
the PED has initiated the sharing some best practices of
specific criterion evaluation activities.

Academic Services understands that adopting an ongoing
approach to program evaluation is a major change that re-
quires programs to become directly involved in assessing
their own program excellence. Because change always brings
resistance, some programs have been slow to comply. Other
programs have embraced the approach and have addressed
two or three criteria in a rigorous fashion. Exceptionally, two
programs were given release time to complete a comprehen-
sive program evaluation because of unique circumstances.
They both agreed to use the templates and tools provided for
the ongoing approach. As a result, both programs have real-
ized that significant changes should be made in program
coherence and profile.

Through implementation, it has become clear that some min-
or amendments are needed to Policy #17 concerning Program
Evaluation. The roles of the various committees and some time
frames require updating to better reflect our realities. These
amendments will be proposed early in 2012-13.

The presentation that Heritage College made at the 2011 AQPC
Symposium provided an opportunity to present our early work
on program evaluation. As a follow-up to this session, it was
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suggested that this work be further shared within a committee
of representatives from interested CEGEPs. This committee
has been formed and meetings held, made possible by the
generous support available through APOP-Tandem. Since
March, representatives from the English-language colleges
have met virtually to share program evaluation approaches,
tools, and insights. We met again face-to-face during an open
networking session at the AQPC 2012 Symposium, where we
shared our ongoing program evaluation approaches with
other CEGEPs.

At Heritage, developing ongoing program evaluation is a work
in progress. We are acutely aware of how it changes the res-
ponsibilities of the program coordinators and program com-
mittees. We are also committed to building our capacity to
evaluate our programs. Our goal is to integrate program evalua-
tion activities into ongoing program management practices
in an effective and efficient manner.

Like all CEGEPs, Heritage College strives for student success
across all programs. We have chosen ongoing program evalua-
tion as one of our key strategies basic to program excellence
and student success. Our implementation of Policy #17 will
be self-evaluated in 2014, a process that will help us determine
the efficacy of our approach.

Ongoing program evaluation enables programs to address
any concern rapidly and bring about change quickly. It also
enables programs to be responsive and accommodating to the
changing needs of students, universities, and the workplace,
becoming stronger and more viable each year.

Furthermore, ongoing evaluation requires and inspires a lot
of collaboration internally and within the college commun-
ity. We anticipate that future collaborative work with other
CEGEPs will lead to the development of better, more effective
program evaluation tools and practices, hence building our
collective capacity to evaluate our own programs, which puts
the ownership of program evaluation back where it belongs
— with the programs themselves.
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this article have been published on the AQPC website
with the financial support of the Quebec-Canada Entente
for Minority Language Education.

FALL 2012 voL. 26, N° 1 7


mailto:ljohnston@cegep-heritage.qc.ca



