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Introduction

This paper describes the array of quality assessment practices, both internal and external, that
occur at the University of Maryland, College Park. These practices take place at many levels and
are concerned with a great variety of University functions. Students are assessed at various points
from application for admittance to post—graduate accomplishments. Faculty, administrators, and
staff have their potential and performance reviewed in various ways. Academic programs and
departments are subject to both internal and external assessments. Finally, the entire institution is
assessed by external agencies. The public, business leaders, and government officials often do not
appear to be aware of these multi-layered assessment efforts or are familiar with only one or a few of

them.

Student Assessment

Assessment for Admission

Admission decisions in the United States are made by the colleges and universities. Typically,
undergraduate admission decisions are made by staff in central admissions offices but often college
(faculty) or departmental level staff are involved. Some selected academic programs may be
authorized to set higher admission standards than the institution—wide standards. Consequently,

these programs’ staff may become involved informally or formally in admission decisions.

Selection criteria for undergraduates. More than 45 variables are used in making admission

decisions at the University of Maryland (Milton & Schmidtlein, 2000). These include:

— high school graduation,

— test scores on national examinations such as the SAT and ACT,

— high school grade point averages,

— high school class rank,

— evidence of required high school course work,

— students’ personal statements,

— quality of students high school course work (e.g. honors courses),

— recommendation letters,

— Maryland residency (the number of out—of-state students is limited),

*
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— geographic diversity,

— status of high school attended,

— extracurricular activities, work, and community activities, and

— background information such as whether students are first in their family to attend college,
first to speak English, economically disadvantaged, minority race, relatives attended
university, extenuating circumstances if academic measures are low, special talents or skills,
breadth of experience, and demonstrated interest in the University.

Placement. The University requires newly admitted students to take a placement test in
mathematics and those who score low are placed in remedial mathematics courses. In 1998, 18
percent of the freshmen admitted were placed in these courses.

Transfer student performance. The University has articulation agreements with the Maryland
community colleges that permit their students to enroll in the University and get credit for their
community college courses when they take the agreed upon courses at their college. The
University periodically compares the performance of these students with that of students admitted as
freshmen.

Selection criteria for graduate students. Graduate student applicants are evaluated and
admitted by the academic departments in which they seek to enroll. Consequently, the admissions
standards vary across the 60 departments. Even within a department, different program areas might
have somewhat different admissions criteria. These differences pose some problems for the
University and it regularly urges departments to increase their graduate admission standards.
Typical factors that influence admission decisions are:

— student undergraduate grade point averages;

— student scores on tests such as the Graduate Record examination, Miller Analogy Test,

— Test of English as a Second Language, and other specialized tests in various fields such as
business administration;

— samples of their writing;

— letters of recommendation;

— career experiences;

— demographic characteristics;

— special skills;

— results of interviews with faculty; and

— other indicators of students’ motivation, clarity of purpose, and past accomplishments.

Faculty Grading

The primary method of assessing students’ academic progress is through the award of grades by
faculty. There is a great deal of discussion in the United States of various ways to assess student
learning that will provide a more detailed, accurate, and objective form of assessment than faculty
grading, and/or provide important information not revealed by grades. A number of institutions are
experimenting with such processes but they have not changed the primacy of faculty grading at the
University of Maryland. There is some evidence that these forms of assessment correlate quite

closely with grades and they tend to be expensive to administer (discussion of G. Kuh & T. Banta and
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M. Peterson research findings at 2002 Association for the Study of Higher Education’s annual
conference in Sacramento, California, November 20-24). The grade of “A” is the highest awarded.
If students perform below a “D”level grade, they are marked “F” for failure. Grade reports also
show a “W” for withdrawn if a student does not complete a course and an “I” if a student has not
completed all of the work for a class by the end of the term but is permitted to complete work during
the following semester. If students are caught cheating in a course, a special mark is entered in
their record to reveal that fact. Recently, the University gave faculty the option of adding “pluses”
and “minuses” to grades to show more precisely levels of accomplishment. Graduate students

typically get grades of “A” through “C”, with a “C” grade indicating unsatisfactory work.

Assessment of post-graduation performance

The University often conducts reviews of its graduates to determine whether they have been
successful after graduating. They examine factors such as admission to graduate schools and the
quality of these graduate schools; passing state, national, and professional association examinations;
job placement, receipt of honors of various kinds such as Rhodes scholarships; and success in their
professions. The University has developed plans to implement, in the near future, a formal annual
process for assessing students’ post—graduation experience. The Maryland Higher Education
Commission also conducts a survey each year to gauge how pleased employers are with the graduates

of the State’s colleges and universities.

Faculty Assessment

Employment Assessment

Faculty are employed both for long—term appointments that lead to, or offer, tenure (termed
“tenure—track” appointments) or for specified periods of time that do not lead to a tenured
appointment (termed “non—tenure” appointments). Non-tenure appointments typically are for
faculty hired for a specific research project, teaching assignment, or some other task that has a
specified ending date. Recently, some faculty who have extensive, outstanding professional
experience but do not have the research and scholarly credentials of tenure—track faculty have been
hired as “professors of practice” in professional fields such as education and business. Both
tenure—track and non—tenure—track faculty receive employment contracts that specify the nature
and conditions of their appointments.

When tenure—track faculty vacancies occur, the University advertizes them nationally and,
sometimes, internationally. Those who apply go through a rigorous screening process. Typically,
departments create a faculty recruitment committee that establishes the requirements for the
position and prepares the announcements. The announcements are approved by the Provost and an
office responsible for ensuring efforts are made to attract minority candidates.  Applicants are
required to submit their vitas and other documents that describe their experience such as teaching
evaluations and honors and awards, copies of their publications, and letters of recommendations by
leading scholars in their fields. Search committees conduct an initial review of those submitting
their applications and select a small number, perhaps five to 15, for further consideration. The

committee then solicits letters of recommendations from persons they know to be leading scholars in
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the applicants’ field, asking them to review the applicants’ publications and accomplishments and
provide their appraisals to the search committee. The leading candidates, usually three to six, are
invited to the University for interviews and to present a lecture on their research or scholarship. The
committees then complete their reviews of the candidates and make recommendations to
departments’ faculty promotion and tenure committees. These committees then prepare their
evaluations of the candidates and submit them to their department chairs. These recommendations
are then voted on by all of the tenure—track faculty who are at or above the rank of the position for
which the candidate has applied. Following the faculty vote, if the appointment is approved, the
department chairs prepare a letter containing their recommendations that goes to the dean of the
college. The dean then has the applicant(s) reviewed by a college—level faculty promotion and
tenure committee and, following their recommendations, in the case of a non—tenured assistant
professor, approves or disapproves of the appointment. For associate and full professor
appointments, the dean prepares a letter of recommendation to the University Provost. The
Provost then submits the application to a University—wide promotion and tenure committee and, in
the light of their recommendation(s), submits his/her recommendation to the President for approval.
This process typically takes five to six or more months. This time consuming effort is justified on
the basis that the University is often making a multi—million dollar investment when hiring a young
tenured faculty member. The salary levels for newly appointed faculty typically are negotiated by
the department chair and approved by the Dean within broad guidelines set by the Provost. For
example, the ranges for a full professor for a nine—month contract goes from a minimum of $37,570 to
$109,370, for an assistant professor the range goes from $25,070 to $76,388 (these salary ranges are
up—dated annually and can be seen on the University web site: www.inform.umd.edu/EdRes/provost/pers
bud/Forms/SalFac4.pdf). Extraordinary salary levels require specific approval by the Provost and

President.

Tenure-Track Faculty Promotion Assessment

Assistant professors initially are given a three year contract. A review of their performance is
conducted during the second year of the appointment to determine if they are making satisfactory
progress and in what areas they need improvement in order to qualify for a tenure—track appointment
and promotion to associate professor. After this initial review, if satisfactory progress is being made,
the assistant professor is given another three year contract. No later than the second year of this
second contract, an extensive evaluation of the professor is conducted, one that is similar to that
described previously for a new faculty appointment. The applicants compile an extensive file of all
of their accomplishments in research, publishing, teaching, and public service. This includes
student assessments of the quality of their teaching in each of the classes they have taught. Both
the candidates and the department solicit recommendations from leading academics in the
candidates’ fields. After approval by the faculty and the chairs, recommendations go from the
department to the college and on to Provost for reviews similar to those described earlier. If
assistant professors successfully attain tenure status, they are promoted to associate professor.
Assistant professors do not have to wait until the fifth year of their contracts to be considered for

promotion and tenure if they believe their academic accomplishments support earlier consideration
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and their department chairs agree.

The review of associate professors for promotion to full professor follows the same process as that
for assistant professors, with reviews in the department, college, and at the University level. A
copy of the criteria the University employs to evaluate faculty for employment and promotion can be

viewed on the University of Maryland, College Park website at: www.inform.umd.edu/faculty/policies/.

Non-Tenure-Track Faculty Assessment
Non-tenure—track faculty are evaluated at near the end of their contracts if they are being

considered for re—employment.

Post-Tenure Faculty Assessment

The University about ten years ago instituted a post—tenure review process for faculty. This
process is intended to identify faculty whose contributions are less than desired and to take steps to
help them improve their performance. It has not resulted in faculty being dismissed but does put
social pressure on faculty whose performance is unsatisfactory. In addition to counseling on ways to
improve their performance, sometimes such faculty informally have been given incentives to retire

early and received counseling on other opportunities they might explore.

Annual Faculty Merit Performance Assessment

Faculty are required to up—date their vitas and provide information on their accomplishments each
spring semester to their department chairs so the chair can evaluate the faculty members’
performance. This information also provides data for a “Performance Accountability Report”
required of all public institutions by the Maryland Higher Education Commission (MHEC). The
department chairs’ evaluations are intended to provide both feedback to faculty members on ways
they can improve their performance and to provide a basis for “merit” salary increases when State
funding is available for that purpose. Chairs are required to make an annual pre—tenure assessment
of all assistant professors and provide “feed back” to them after consultation with the tenured faculty.
When the State economy is healthy (not the case in 2003), public institutions often get funds to
provide all faculty with a “cost—of-living” salary increase and, additionally, funds to provide merit
salary increases to a small portions of faculty who have outstanding records of research, publishing,
instruction, and public service activities. These increases are awarded by department chairs in
consultation with a faculty committee or on the basis of the recommendations of a department faculty
review committee. They are subject to review by deans. In some cases, deans retain some of the
merit salary increase funds to increase the salaries of particularly meritorious faculty members and to
help retain outstanding faculty members who receive offers from other institutions. The University
places restrictions on the percentage of faculty who can receive merit salary increases and, also, on
the size of merit awards. If the award exceeds 15 percent of the faculty member’ s previous salary,

then it has to be approved by the Provost or President.
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Academic Administrator Assessment

Deans and Department Chair Evaluation

After every five years of service, evaluations are made of the performance of deans and department
chairs. A review committee composed of faculty, staff and students is appointed by the Provost or
Dean to conduct the review. The committee solicits information from faculty, peers, and students;
conduct interviews; and obtain data from the dean’s college or chair’s department. The
committees complete their reports and recommendations and forward them to the appropriate dean
or Provost for their review and potential decisions. The chairs or deans are given an opportunity to
respond to any information or conclusions in the reports that they deem inaccurate or missing. At
the conclusion of a review a chair or dean can be given a new five year contract or his/her contract
not be renewed. In most cases these administrators also have faculty appointments which they can

assume in the event their contracts are not renewed.

Officer/Associate Dean/Academic Administrator Evaluation

Each year the supervisors of associate vice presidents, assistant vice presidents, associate deans,
and assistant deans engage in a “Performance Review and Development Process” that included
completing a “Setting Expectations and Final Appraisal Form.” This form provides rating of
administrators on a number of their functions, classifying them either as outstanding, exceeding
expectations, meeting expectations, below expectations, or unsatisfactory. A copy of this form is

available on the University of Maryland, College Park web site at: www.personnel.umd.edu.

Staff Assessment

The University has two classifications of administrative and clerical staff. Exempt staff are those,
primarily in professional roles who are not required to be paid for “over—time” work under Federal
regulations. Non-exempt staff are required to be paid over—time under Federal regulations and
include positions such as administrative assistants, secretaries, and those in crafts, or responsible for

maintaining buildings and grounds.

Exempt Employees Assessment

Exempt employees, typically administrators in academic support and student affairs offices, are
evaluated annually, employing a process very similar to that for associate and assistant vice
presidents and associate and assistant deans. The form used for their evaluation is also available at
the University’ s web address provided above. These employees are paid according a salary scale
comprised of several “grades” with a number of steps within each grade. These grades and steps
can be obtained from the University’ s web site at: www.personnel.umd.edu/Comp/compensa.htm.
Employing offices have some discretion in placing a new employee above the first step in their grade
but need approval to set a salary above step 5. Employees can get merit salary increases at the

discretion of their supervisors when funds are available.

Non-Exempt Employees Assessment
These employees are paid according to 17 pay ranges, each of them having minimum and maximum

salaries within each range. For example, the minimum annual salary for pay range 1 is $17,480 and
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the maximum is $23,180. For pay range 17 the minimum annual salary is $41,240 and the maximum
is § 61,860. When funds are appropriated by the State, these employees are eligible for cost of
living increases at present. However, on June 30, 2003, the University is planning to base their
salaries on studies of salary levels for comparable positions in the local labor market. In theory,
employees who are rated “outstanding” by their supervisors are eligible for merit salary increases.
However, very little money has been made available by the State for this purpose so these awards are
highly competitive. The forms used for annual evaluations of these employees also are available on

the web at: www.personnel.umd.edu/Comp/compensa.htm.

Academic Program Assessment

Internal Program Assessment

New course review and approval. Proposals for new courses are prepared by departments and
submitted for review by a dean and the Provost. They then are reviewed and approved by the
University’ s Academic Senate. However, a faculty member can teach an unapproved course, as an

»

“experimental” course, for three years before it has to be submitted for University review and
approval.

New academic program review and approval. Proposals for new academic programs are prepared
usually by an academic department. However, sometime interdisciplinary programs, that involve
more than one department, are prepared by committees appointed by deans or the Provost that
include faculty from more than one academic unit. New program proposals must contain extensive
justification of the need for the program, its quality, and its costs. New proposals are reviewed by
deans, the Provost, the Academic Senate, and the President.

Academic unit assessment. The University of Maryland, College Park conducts periodic reviews
of all academic units, principally its departments. These reviews normally take place every five
years. The review process has several components; an internal self-study that includes the
accumulation of relevant data, an external review of the unit, and proper utilization of the results of
the review. The internal committee is selected by the department and charged with the self-study
and the accumulation of data. An external committee is selected by the dean, which is composed of
both faculty members within the department and from other departments, and they are charged with
the external review. The internal self-study and the external review reports are made available to
the unit, the dean and Provost in a timely manner. These reviews typically take from six months to
a year to complete. In 1991, during a time of severe budget reductions, the campus set up a process
to review departments and colleges to determine whether they should be eliminated to permit
transfer of funds to maintain the quality of the remaining departments and colleges (Falk & Miller ,
1993). This process resulted in the elimination of 29 degree programs, seven departments, and one
college although some programs and all tenured faculty were transferred to other departments
(Griffith, 1993). Elimination of academic programs typically is a very contentious process and often
resisted by faculty in U. S. institutions. However, the University of Maryland’s extensive and

multi-layered process ended with nearly a unanimous vote of approval by the University Senate.
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Standing and Ad Hoc Committee Studies and Policy Research

Standing and Ad Hoc Committee and Task Force Studies

All levels of the University administration and the University Senate employ a large number of both
standing and ad hoc committees and task forces to examine specific topics or issues. Some
committees and task forces are joint administration/senate efforts. These studies result in many of
the policy and procedural changes undertaken by the University.

One standing committee, the Campus Assessment Working Group (CAWG), was created in 1996
to bring together University groups involved in assessment and quality initiatives. It was charged
with developing a “campus Aculture of evidence” in which data and assessment play a key role in
campus decision making. In 2002 CAWG was joined with the newly redesigned Office of
Institutional Research and Planning (www.umd.edu/oirp). The CAWG responds to the need to
regularly gather and exchange information about the student, staff, and faculty experience at the
university. Its data can feed directly into program and campus improvement efforts. One of its
recent initiatives was to support a program titled: “The Provost’s Conversations on Diversity,
Democracy and Higher Education” that examined issues of racial/ethnic diversity affecting students,
faculty, staff, and administrators at the University. Information on this “working group” can be

obtained on the web at: www.inform.umd.edu/cawg/Org/members.html.

Policy Research

The University has and Office of Institutional Research and Planning (OIRP) that collects, analyzes,
disseminates data throughout the University, the University System of Maryland, and Maryland state
agencies to help them assess the condition of the University. It also provides the data for the U.S.
Department of Education’s Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). OIRP also
undertakes many policy research projects to provide information on various issues confronting the
University. Most U.S. colleges and Universities have such an office and many of their staff members
belong to the Association for Institutional Research which holds national and regional “forums” each
year that focus primarily on data analysis and policy research at institutions, state higher education

agencies, and higher education associations.

University System of Maryland Assessment

Program Approval

After the President approves a University program proposal, it is submitted to the Chancellor of
the University System of Maryland for further review and for approval of the Board of Regents, the
lay Board that has formal governing authority for the University System of Maryland’ s 11 institutions,

including the University of Maryland at College Park.

Maryland Higher Education Commission Assessment

Accountability Reporting
The Maryland Higher Education Commission (MHEC) is required by law to have an

“accountability” process for the public colleges and universities in Maryland (Maryland Higher
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Education Commission, November, 2002a and 2002b). Institutions are required to prepare
extensive reports and MHEC must review them and present its assessments and recommendations to
the Governor and the State legislature. In addition, the private institutions also submit periodic
reports to MHEC on a voluntary basis.

Performance accountability report. This report comes in two volumes and contains performance
indicators for each institution and the bench marks they seek to achieve. In 2000 this reporting
system was combined with a State-wide “Managing for Results” reporting system to produce a single
system that replaced the standardized set of indicators used earlier with a new set of goals,
objectives, and performance measures. For the University of Maryland, College Park, these
indications include:

— student satisfaction with job preparation

— student satisfaction with graduate/professional school preparation,
— six year graduation rate of all students,

— six year graduation rate of African—American students,

— Second year retention rate,

— percent of African—American of all undergraduates, and

— employment rate of graduates.

The MHEC 2002 Performance Accountability Report is available on the MHEC web site at:
www.mhec.state.md.us.

Funding Guidelines Peer Performance Analysis. MHEC also has instituted a “Funding
Guidelines Peer Performance Analysis” process (MHEC, 2002¢). Each Maryland public institution
selects ten comparable institutions to serve as “performance peers” and to provide a funding
standard and a basis for comparison between institutions. Fifteen outcome-oriented performance
measures have been developed to compare Maryland institutions against their performance peers.
In some cases institutions add specific indicators that are more reflective of their role and mission.
Maryland institutions are expected to perform at or above the levels of their performance peers on
most indicators. Performance measures for institutions in the University of System of Maryland
institutions include:

— Average SAT score of incoming students,

— percent of minority of all undergraduates,

— percent of African—American of all undergraduates,

— second year student retention rate,

— six year graduation rate,

— six year graduation rate for all minorities,

— six year graduation rate for African—Americans,

— pass rate on Praxis 1l examination (examination for prospective teachers),
— passing rate on nursing licensing examinations,

— passing rates on other licensure examinations,

— average alumni giving rate/average undergraduate alumni giving rate,

— total research and development expenditures,
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— average annual percent growth in federal research and development expenditures,
— dollars in total research and development expenditures per full-time faculty,
— number of faculty research awards per 100 faculty, and

— institutions—specific measures.

MHEC Academic Program Review

All proposals for new programs in both public and private institutions in Maryland, after approval
by their governing boards, are submitted to the Maryland Higher Education Commission for its
review before they can be offered. MHEC has to approve all new programs in public institutions and
makes non—binding recommendations on programs proposed by private institutions. The private
institutions generally have accepted the recommendations of MHEC.

MHEC policy research. In addition, to its performance reports, MHEC periodically undertakes
policy studies to examine specific issues affecting institutional quality. For example, in recent years

there has been a major examination of teacher education programs.

Accreditation Agency Assessment

Accrediting agencies are non—profit organizations created by colleges and universities to conduct
assessments to ensure institutions are meeting minimum professional standards. Institutions pay
annual dues to support the work of these associations. There are two types of accrediting bodies:
1) regional accrediting agencies, that examine the status and performance of an entire institution,

and 2) specialized accrediting bodies that examine only certain programs or types of institutions.

Regional Accreditation

The University of Maryland, College Park obtains regional accreditation from the Middle States
Association (MSA). The six regional accrediting agencies tend to follow somewhat similar
assessment practices but the criteria they employ vary somewhat. This process requires the
University to conduct a self-study every five to ten years, with extensive collection and analysis of
data. This study is submitted to the Association for its review and analysis. The MSA then forms
a team to visit the University, consisting of academics and administrators from comparable
institutions with specializations in the areas that will be under review. Given the scope of the
University’ s programs and operations, the review teams generally try to focus their reviews, to some
extent, on issues posed in the institution’s self-studies. The review teams collect documentation
and interview considerable numbers of the University’s faculty, administrators, and staff. At the
conclusion of their review, they prepare a report on their observations, conclusions, and
recommendations. This report is provided to the MSA staff and to the University for comments and
reactions. After receiving comments from the University, the report is revised and re—submitted to
the University. The University can be given “full accreditation” or “provisional accreditation” and
future reviews can be conducted earlier than is usual to assess the University’s correction of any
serious problems discovered in a review. Such circumstances, however, are not common for major
graduate/research universities. The reports are intended to help the University improve in areas
where it has weaknesses and, therefore, are treated confidentially by the both parties. However,

some of the information in these reports tends to “leak” out over time. About 15 years ago, the
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earlier Maryland State Board for Higher Education (SBHE)developed a joint review process with the
MSA to make more use of the additional data available to SBHE and to reduce institutions’ costs for
reviews that were duplicative to some extent. This innovative process, however, did not last long.
Perhaps mixing the “formative” evaluation focus of the accreditation agency (seeking assist
institutions to improve) with the “summative” evaluation focus of the SBHE (seeking information for

state—level policy decisions) was not feasible.

Specialized Accreditation

A number of University professional programs, such as education, business, and engineering, are
accredited by specialized agencies. These agencies follow processes that are very similar to those
employed by the regional accrediting agencies, with self-studies and team visits, followed by reports
and recommendations. However, these agencies go into much more detail on the characteristics of
academic programs than do the regional accrediting agencies. They are regularly criticized by
institutions as requiring practices based on theories and assumptions that do not have empirical
support and that, sometimes, are not cost effective. Professional colleges sometimes have been
accused of using these accrediting processes as leverage for obtaining funding beyond what

institutional administrators believed was merited.

Program Rankings by Private Organizations and Institution

A number of private organizations have developed frameworks and criteria for creating
comparative rankings of institutions and their programs. The relative sophistication of these
rankings varies and their shortcoming are criticized by institutions; particularly if their rankings are
not satisfactory. However, institutions increasingly are using these rankings to advertize their

quality to prospective students, parents, and the pubic.

National Research Council Rankings

This prestigious national organization periodically issues evaluations of graduate programs at
universities. They do not advertize their evaluations as rankings but institutions quickly seize on
them to assess their relative standings among their peers and to publicize areas where they are

comparatively strong.

Magazine Rankings

Some magazines publish rankings of institutions and programs notably Newsweek and Money
magazine. Again, these rankings receive a good deal of criticism but are used to promote
institutions. Good rankings appear to have some affect in attracting additional numbers of students

to highly rated institutions.

Conclusions

The quality assessment practices at the University of Maryland are generally similar to those
undertaken by most public graduate/research universities in the United States.  United States
universities engage in extensive evaluation processes, probably more than any other kinds of

institutions with the exception, perhaps of hospitals. These processes are very time consuming and
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expensive. Consequently, a careful examination of existing assessment practices, and their relative
effectiveness, would be wise before adding more processes to existing ones. Quality assessment is
essential but no systems can compensate for incompetence and dishonest behaviors. In such cases,
the answer most often is new leadership or adequate sanctions for offenders, not more bureaucratic
procedures. A major issue confronting governments is to determine the extent to which assessment
efforts should be directed at specific situations as they arise in contrast to establishing
comprehensive processes that are intended to reveal problems. Politically, it is appealing to create
comprehensive new processes to deal with a problem but such processes are very expensive and
seldom appear able to discern and prevent future problems. Also, they often identify situations
which appear to be problems when they are not. Processes never compensate for incompetence
(Schmidtlein, 2003).
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