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INTRODUCTION 

In a letter dated July 22, 2020, the Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities (NWCCU) 

requested that Helena College prepare and submit an Ad Hoc Report without a visit in Spring 2022 with 

regard to Recommendation 4 (Revised) from the April 2017 Year Seven Evaluation Report. This 

document provides a narrative overview and supporting exhibits demonstrating the College’s ongoing 

response to Recommendation 4.  
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REVISED RECOMMENDATION 4 

Use the results of the assessment efforts to inform academic and learning-support planning and 

practices to continuously improve student learning outcomes. (2020 Standard 1.C.7) 
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RESPONSE TO RECOMMENDATION 4 

An ad hoc report was submitted to document progress between 2017 and 2020 toward 

Recommendation 4. This report provides information on continued progress made on institutional 

assessments efforts since that time. Improvements have been made in the areas of documenting 

mission fulfilment, program assessment, and use of Helena College Assessment Database.   

Mission Fulfillment 

Chaired by the Director of Institutional Research and Effectiveness, the Institutional Development, 

Effectiveness, and Accreditation (IDEA) Committee is charged with advancing the strategic direction of 

Helena College through assessment and planning. Committee membership is representative of all 

stakeholders on campus, with participation from faculty, administration, staff, and students.  

In response to the 2020 update of the NWCCU accreditation standards, the IDEA committee determined 

it would no longer utilize Core Themes as indicators of mission fulfillment. Indicators of mission 

fulfillment will be incorporated into the College’s new strategic plan for 2022-2027, planning for which 

began in the spring of 2021. To date, the College has adopted a new mission and vision statement, as 

well as four guiding principles to serve as the pillars of the plan. These four guiding principles embody 

the College’s core values and guide the work of all departments toward fulfilling our mission: 

effectiveness, stewardship, impact, and equity. The draft Strategic Plan (2022-2027) is attached as 

Appendix A.  

The IDEA Committee has assembled four work groups with membership from all areas of campus, each 

tasked with finalizing the defining characteristics of a guiding principle, as well as recommending key 

performance indicators (KPIs) and up to two measurable strategic goals for their principle. The chairs of 

each work group, along with the Dean/CEO and the Director of Institutional Research and Effectiveness, 

make up the Strategic Planning Steering Team, which reports to IDEA. The work groups are using a 

combination of past mission fulfillment reports (including core theme indicators), institutional data, 

strategic issues identified by the Dean’s Cabinet, and campus input to accomplish their tasks. IDEA will 

be responsible for finalizing the KPIs, strategic goals, and targets for success. 

Following implementation of the new strategic plan in fall of 2022, the IDEA Committee will produce an 

annual report of mission fulfillment, documenting: (1) alignment of departmental work plans to defining 

characteristics (see Program Assessment section), (2) measurement of key performance indicators, and 

(3) evaluation of progress toward strategic goal targets.  

Key performance indicators will provide meaningful measures of student learning and institutional 

effectiveness. Where possible, the KPIs will be benchmarked against a group of peer institutions, a list 

that is currently under review by IDEA. The goals will be strategic initiatives intended to guide the 

College in accomplishing its vision. Annual evaluation of both the KPIs and progress toward the strategic 

goals will ensure continuous improvement according to our four guiding principles.  

Program Assessment 

Significant progress has been made in regard to program assessment on two fronts: annual plans and 

program review for both academic and non-academic areas. 
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As described in the 2020 ad hoc report, the annual plan process at Helena College is used to identify and 

assess specific actions aligned to one or more of the College’s strategic goals. While the connection of 

department goals will change slightly with the implementation of a new strategic plan (as described in 

the Mission Fulfillment section), the process will remain the same. The annual plan process has proven 

very successful for the College and provided a mechanism for all departments to connect initiatives to 

the College mission.  

Since 2020, the following improvements have been made: 

1. Added prompts and validation for required fields 

2. Work plan documentation provided to all plan developers at the start of each year, including an 

explanation of SMART goals, accompanied by an explanatory video 

3. Plans are now reviewed by a supervisor prior to IDEA review 

4. IDEA review feedback is shared with plan developers 

5. Implemented a mid-year update  

An end-of-year report summarizes overall progress toward the College’s mission and strategic goal 

objectives (example attached as Appendix B). The Dean’s Cabinet reviews this report, identifies priorities 

for the upcoming year, and shares these with the campus, encouraging areas to align their work 

accordingly. This process has also led to improvements in annual employee evaluations. Supervisors are 

encouraged to help their employees set individual goals that support the departmental annual plan 

goals. 

Efforts to improve program review at Helena College began with the decision to develop two separate 

processes, one for academic programs, and one for non-academic programs. 

Over the fall 2020 and spring 2021 semesters, the President of Faculty Senate, the Director of 

Institutional Research, and the developer of the assessment database met with the Executive Council of 

the [Faculty] Senate (ECOS), members of faculty who recently completed a program review, and 

colleagues at other colleges to identify ways to improve the academic program review process. The new 

process was approved by IDEA and ECOS in spring 2021, while the necessary bylaw changes to form a 

new committee were approved by Faculty Senate in fall 2021. Improvements include: 

 Program reviews are assigned to program faculty, with division directors providing support 

where necessary 

 Program review report completed within the assessment database, which will allow for 

integration of program review recommendations into area annual work plans. This will eliminate 

the need for a mid-cycle evaluation. 

 Academic Program Review Committee (APRC) formed to provide mentorship, review the report, 

and make preliminary recommendations for the future of the program, to be approved by the 

Dean’s Cabinet.  

o The committee members include: Director of Institutional Research & Effectiveness 

(chair), Director of Business Services, Executive Director of Enrollment, two faculty who 

completed a program review the year before, and two faculty to serve two-year terms.  

 Supplemental reports summarize highlights of the review period, and faculty are encouraged to 

meet with report providers for context. These reports include: 

o Annual work plan summary for overview of departmental activities 
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o Professional development report for all program faculty  

o Five-year budget summary  

o Data summary  

o Summary of assessment activities and mapping of student learning outcomes  

 Expansion of recommendations section to include success targets, a preliminary implementation 

strategy, and needed resources. There is also space within the database for the Dean’s Cabinet 

to respond to recommendations.  

The new process has been implemented for the 2021-22 academic year. Faculty were notified in 

October and received all of their supplemental reports in time for a check-in meeting in February 2022. 

Final reports are due to the APRC on April 1, 2022. IDEA Committee and the Dean’s Cabinet will read the 

reports over the summer, and a final determination by Cabinet is expected by September 1, 2022. There 

will also be an opportunity for the faculty and Cabinet to meet and discuss any implementation 

strategies, if necessary. At the conclusion of this first program review cycle, the APRC will meet with the 

faculty to solicit feedback and consider any suggestions for improvement.  

In September 2020, a committee was formed to consider ways to tailor the program review process for 

non-academic program areas. This committee was made up of directors of four student support 

departments: K-12 Partnerships/Dual Enrollment (chair), Financial Aid, Library Learning Hub/Tutoring, 

and TRIO Student Support Services. The committee met throughout the fall semester and presented 

their proposal for a revised process to the IDEA committee in February 2021. The process was approved 

by the IDEA Committee to go into effect in May of 2021. 

The approved process included a number of changes meant to tailor the experience to non-academic 

program areas. Highlights for the process include: 

 Moving to a 3-year report cycle from a 5-year cycle with no mid-cycle report. Non-academic 

program areas felt that more frequency is necessarily for non-academic program areas to focus 

on continuous improvement. 

 Restructuring the report to include 7 sections meant to move program areas through an 

evaluation process. The final section includes program recommendations and a preliminary 

implementation plan. 

 A revised timeline more aligned to the non-academic program cycle. Programs are notified of 

their selection for the process on May 1 and submit final reports in April of the following year. 

 The inclusion of a peer review process. Other directors will provide feedback to encourage 

collaboration and increase awareness of program efforts and initiatives. 

 

The first non-academic program areas to participate in the new process were notified of their selection 

May 1, 2021 and have been participating in a number of professional development workshops as they 

are writing reports. Final reports for this group will be due April 1, 2022 and Cabinet will meet with each 

reviewer in early May to discuss strategies for recommendations. At this time the newly formed non-

academic program review committee will solicit feedback and consider whether any revisions to the 

report template are needed. Appendix D includes the full description of the Non-Academic Program 

Review Process.  
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Helena College Assessment Database 

As documented in detail in the previous ad hoc report, in 2017 Helena College began development of an 

assessment database that would address the continuing challenge of documenting how, when, and 

where assessment of student learning occurs and how that data is used to improve teaching and 

learning. This database has proved to be a valuable tool, not only for tracking student learning 

assessment efforts, but also for housing documentation from the Academic Standards and Curriculum 

Review Committee, annual plans, and program reviews. The integration of all processes into a single 

database allows the College to ensure accuracy of records and establishes relationships among various 

assessment and curriculum management activities.  

The database provides a structure for documenting assessment of student learning at the credential and 

course level, as well as two options for recording assessment of institutional learning outcomes.  

Assessment of credential-level learning outcomes is documented through the mapping of course-level 

outcomes to credential-level outcomes. This allows the College to easily show where in the curriculum 

each credential outcome is introduced, reinforced, or mastered. Gaps in the curriculum would be easy 

to identify. Figure 1 provides an example of a credential-level report, the final version of which is 

currently in development.  

Figure 1 – Sample report documenting assessment of credential outcomes within curriculum 

Courses in 
Program 

Credential 
Outcome 1 

Credential 
Outcome 2 

Credential 
Outcome 3 

Credential 
Outcome 4 

1 I R M  

2  I M  

3 I  R M 

4 R M   

5  I  M 

I=introduce R=reinforce M=mastery 

Each semester, faculty receive a report of the number of active mappings for each course they teach. 

This report shows any courses where one or more course outcomes are not linked to a credential 

outcome, supporting regular review of curriculum. An example of the report is attached as Appendix E.  

The value of these reports and the outcome mapping process were discussed in a series of interviews 

between the chief academic officer/accreditation liaison officer (CAO/ALO) and individual faculty 

members, conducted in fall 2021. Faculty noted that it provided a much-needed opportunity to review 

the curriculum and make appropriate changes to ensure credential outcomes are adequately taught and 

assessed. This process resulted in a substantial review of all academic programs and correction of 

curricular gaps. Figure 2 shows the increase in course outcomes mapped to a credential outcome. There 

are currently 254 total credential learning outcomes, and an average of 2185 different course outcomes 

offered in a term, though a course learning outcome can be mapped to more than one credential 

outcome, and vice versa. While the number of mappings is expected to level off once all course 

outcomes have been mapped to credential outcomes, there will be slight variations as curriculum is 

adjusted, courses offerings change, or programs are added or eliminated.  
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Figure 2 – Course outcomes mapped to credential outcome, by term.  

 

At the course level, instructors enter at least one planned assessment for each course learning outcome. 

They also set a success target, which is the percentage of students expected to pass the assessment, 

indicating successful student learning and appropriate assessment. At the end of each semester, 

instructors enter the results of their assessments in the database. Faculty are also encouraged to reflect 

on the results and determine whether or not changes should be made to improve student learning. The 

process for following through with planned changes is still in development. Figure 3 provides an 

example of how this information is captured in the database. 

Figure 3 – Sample assessment faculty reflection field from database 
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As the governing body of the faculty, the Executive Committee of the [Faculty] Senate (ECOS) set the 

expectation for use of the database to document assessment of student learning at the course level. 

ECOS determined that all full-time faculty should use the database to record the results for 100% of 

course outcome assessments in at least 80% of courses taught each term. Reports have been developed 

to measure individual progress toward fulfilling this requirement. Sample reports are attached as 

Appendices F and G. The reports are shared with faculty and academic division directors each term and 

have been incorporated into faculty performance evaluations.  

The College made the following efforts to increase usage since the March 2020 mid-cycle accreditation 

visit:  

 Spring 2020: All General Education and Transfer division full-time faculty expected to enter 

results 

 Fall 2020: Additional training provided to Trades division faculty 

 Spring 2021: All full-time faculty expected to enter results 

 Spring 2022: Developing process for entry of assessment results by adjunct instructors 

Figures 4 and 5 show the increase in usage of the database by semester since spring 2019. Figure 4 

shows usage at the section assessment level. The number of planned assessments indicates the total 

number of assessments stored in the database, while the number of section assessments indicates how 

many assessments were given and how many assessments were completed, or had results and analysis 

entered. The increase in number of planned assessments indicates that faculty are entering more 

assessments into the database, while the increase in percent section assessments completed indicates 

the degree to which faculty are following through and completing the majority of their assessments 

each term.  

Figure 4 – Overall assessment completion rate at the section level, by term 

 

Figure 5 shows the percentage of credential outcomes achieved by students each term, disaggregated 

by academic division. This metric had been used as a core theme indicator in measuring mission 

fulfillment, and will likely continue to be a key performance indicator under the new strategic plan. In 

our 2020 Mission Fulfillment Progress report, the target was 70% of credential outcomes achieved by 

students in an academic year. Determining an accurate method of measuring this continues to be a 
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challenge, as some courses are only offered once per academic year, while others are offered every 

semester.  

Figure 5 – Percent credential learning outcomes assessed and met target, by term 

 

During the fall 2021 interviews with faculty, the CAO/ALO used the meeting time not only to understand 

the credential outcome mapping process, but also to ensure faculty had an understanding of usage 

expectations, review reports to be included in evaluation process, and discuss benefits of documenting 

course-level outcome assessments. Faculty indicated they are generally supportive of the process. 

Faculty found the most value in the ability to review data on student achievement soon after delivering 

material, while still at the top of their mind, and document needed changes to improve results.  

The final level of assessment of student learning is at the institutional level. Helena College has adopted 

three institutional competencies: diversity, information literacy, and technology literacy. Appendix H 

provides full definition of each of these. Instructors are able to indicate assessment of these outcomes in 

two ways. First, an individual planned activity in a course can be marked to indicate that it is also used as 

assessment of an institutional competency. Alternately, a credential-level outcome can be mapped to an 

institutional competency. Reporting and analysis of institutional competency assessment is still in 

development.  

The College has made significant strides in documenting assessment of student learning and using that 

information to improve student learning outcomes, though there is more work to be done. As previously 

mentioned, the outcome mapping matrix is still in development. In addition to combining data from two 

terms to populate the matrix, mapping still needs to be done from related instruction courses, such as 

writing and math, to credential learning outcomes for trades and technical programs. An essential part 

of the assessment process is using the assessment data to inform academic and learning-support 

planning. Faculty can document planned changes for an assessment, but the procedure for following up 

on those has not been completed yet. Adjunct faculty currently do not have access to the database. 

They will soon be able to contribute their data by completing a form, which will allow support staff to 

enter information into the database on their behalf. Finally, the College has yet to examine the degree 

to which institutional competencies are taught and assessed in each program. This is planned for the 

next academic year. 
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CONCLUSION 

Helena College continues to make improvements to the institutional assessment plan at all levels. Both 

academic and non-academic departments complete annual plans and program reviews, and methods 

for measuring mission fulfillment are thoughtfully connected to these efforts. The implementation of an 

assessment database has provided the tools necessary to produce evidence of review of student 

learning.  
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APPENDIX A – DRAFT STRATEGIC PLAN 2022-2027 
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APPENDIX B –EXAMPLE ANNUAL WORK PLAN REPORT 
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APPENDIX C – ACADEMIC PROGRAM REVIEW PROCESS  
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APPENDIX D – NON-ACADEMIC PROGRAM REVIEW PROCESS 
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APPENDIX E – MAPPING REPORT: NUMBER OF CONNECTIONS FROM COURSE OUTCOMES TO CREDENTIAL 

 

 



Helena College University of Montana   Ad Hoc Self-Evaluation Report on Recommendation 4 

 

Page 25 of 27 
 

APPENDIX F – OVERALL ASSESSMENT COMPLETION REPORT BY FACULTY MEMBER 
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APPENDIX G – DETAIL ASSESSMENT COMPLETION REPORT BY FACULTY MEMBER 
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APPENDIX H – INSTITUTIONAL LEARNING OUTCOMES 

 


