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Engaging in Today’s Presentation

• Use the features at the bottom of your Zoom screen:

• We will have several chances for intentional interaction throughout our 
session today including breakout rooms

• If you are watching the recording – email me! jeremy-penn@uiowa.edu

mailto:jeremy-penn@uiowa.edu


Would you rather…

• You must pick one or the other, no hedging your bets
• No changing the criteria (e.g., I pick XXX but with XXX)
• Explain your reasoning

• Would you rather always be 10 minutes late or always be 20 
minutes early? 



Outline

• How systematic is your institution’s efforts to improve?
• One Strategy to use for Improvement: Use a formal Improvement 

Activity
• A concrete, systematic improvement strategy: Focused Improvement Events

• Another strategy for Improvement: Select and Use an Improvement 
Model

• Overview of the Baldrige Excellence Framework
• Lessons Learned during the Transition to using the Baldrige Framework



It’s okay to 
laugh



Okay…but if I 
decide I like it 
at the end of 
the 89-year 
trial, what will 
it cost? 



Breaking News: Emergency Vowel Distribution



Are cars better than they used to be? 
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By fun:
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Fuel economy and emissions have greatly 
improved since 1975



If we don’t work to get better:

• Our institutions may not survive
• Our communities will suffer
• Our students deserve better



Do we really believe improvement is the most 
important goal of assessment? 

What others often perceive
• Submitting the report (on time) is the 

most important thing
• Having assessment data (numbers) is 

more important than having concrete 
improvements

• Believe if we share the report widely 
with others, changes that are needed 
will automatically be implemented

If improvement was the most 
important thing:
• Focus is on building and supporting 

systematic improvement efforts – not 
on data collection or reporting 
(although these are elements that 
would be included)

• Much more time and effort spent 
understanding how the organization 
operates and on the experience of 
students & customers

• Recognize that improvement doesn’t 
happen by itself – requires disciplined 
effort



Do we really believe improvement is the most 
important goal of assessment? 

What others often perceive
• Submitting the report (on time) is the 

most important thing
• Having assessment data (numbers) is 

more important than having concrete 
improvements

• Believe if we share the report widely 
with others, changes that are needed 
will automatically be implemented

If improvement was the most 
important thing:
• Focus is on building and supporting 

systematic improvement efforts – not 
on data collection or reporting 
(although these are elements that 
would be included)

• Much more time and effort spent 
understanding how the organization 
operates and on the experience of 
students & customers

• Recognize that improvement doesn’t 
happen by itself – requires disciplined 
effortI lived here for far 

too long I am glad I have worked in 
assessment long enough to 
rediscover this



How do things get better? 
If we believe improvement is the goal of assessment, then it is very important that 
we understand how improvement occurs!



Maybe, for an 
individual, it’s about 
deliberate practice…

Simply doing something over and over again 
doesn’t count!

Conditions for improving through deliberate 
practice include:

• Motivation to attend to the task

• Effort to improve

• Immediate informative feedback

• Knowledge of results

• Repeatedly perform the task (with the 
feedback and results knowledge)



For an organization, this 
process might be called 
“organizational learning”

A “learning culture” is essential, 
which includes:
“a commitment to learning, valid 
information, transparency, and 
accountability” (Lipshitz & Popper, 
2000, cited in Boyce, 2003)



Typical cycle of 
assessment

• Most institutions have adopted a version 
of this model as their theory of change

• But it is incomplete, simplistic
• No indication of the connection between 

the outcomes and organizational goals
• Narrow focus on teaching and learning 

(students spend only small portion of 
their time in classes)

• Organizational learning is missing from 
the model – the gap between Act and 
Plan is large!

• Most importantly, it is haphazardly 
implemented!



There is often little action taken in response to 
results using the assessment cycle
“…evidence from the [Wabash] 
study was having little 
impact…40% of the institutions 
have yet to communicate 
findings…and only about a quarter 
have engaged in any active 
response to the data”



They conclude…

“Most institutions have routinized 
data collection, but they have little 
experience in reviewing and making 
sense of data.” (p. 12)

“the current state of affairs in our 
departments, curricular structures, 
and programs is usually a 
compromise carefully negotiated 
among numerous parties over the 
course of years. Unless the findings 
are truly devastating, assessment 
data has little impact on this tightly 
constrained arrangement.” (p. 12)



What can be done? 

1. Wait for devastating results before acting
2. Compel action through requirements that assessment results be 

“used”
3. Have forceful leaders who can push through changes
4. Join a heavy metal band to work off your frustration





What can be done? 

1. Wait for devastating results before acting
2. Compel action through requirements that assessment results be 

“used”
3. Have forceful leaders who can push through changes
4. Join a heavy metal band to work off your frustration
5. Work to systematize improvement so it becomes a way of life for 

your organization



How systematic is your institution’s 
improvement efforts? 

Haphazard
• Focus is on putting out fires (make an 

improvement after there is a dramatic 
failure)

• Improvements are rarely shared across 
the organization

• Disagreement over what success looks 
like 

• Data are used, but they are unclear, not 
widely shared, or hard to find

• Hard to know if things are getting better

Systematic
• Focus is on systematically preventing fires 

(identifying places where fires are likely 
start and then building structures and 
processes to prevent them)

• Improvements are shared through 
organizational learning

• Shared vision for what success looks like
• Focus is on specific, measurable, and 

widely-reported results
• It is obvious from our results if we are 

“winning” or “losing”



Breakout: How systematic is your institution’s 
improvement efforts? 

Haphazard
• Focus is on putting out fires (make an 

improvement after there is a dramatic failure)
• Improvements are rarely shared across the 

organization
• Disagreement over what success looks like 
• Data are used, but they are unclear, not widely 

shared, or hard to find
• Hard to know if things are getting better

Systematic
• Focus is on systematically preventing fires 

(identifying places where fires are likely start and 
then building structures and processes to prevent 
them)

• Improvements are shared through organizational 
learning

• Shared vision for what success looks like
• Focus is on specific, measurable, and widely-

reported results
• It is obvious from our results if we are “winning” or 

“losing”

1. Brief introductions
2. Share where your institution is on the extent to which improvement is haphazard – systematic
3. When you come back, you will have to pick one or the other, and justify your response
4. What stands in the way of improvement becoming more systematic at your institution? 



One strategy for improvement: 
Use a formal improvement 
activity



Focused Improvement Events



Focused Improvement Event

• One systematic strategy for engaging a group in an intentional 
improvement event

• The model used in the College of Education is based on “Rapid 
Improvement Events” implemented by Mary Greely Medical Center, 
Ames Iowa (2019 National Baldrige Award Recipient)

• Best suited for use with a process (such as admission, enrollment, 
etc.) rather than a specific learning outcome (such as “civic 
engagement,”) but perhaps elements of this could be adapted?



Format

• Two-day intensive retreat (4 – 6 hours each day)
• Series of activities designed to identify opportunities for 

improvement and create action plans for implementing those 
improvements



Preparation

• Define the scope
• Create objectives
• Determine the team members
• Work with appropriate leadership
• Collect background / supporting information

• Example issue: How do students experience the process from the 
point where they think they might want to be a teacher to the point 
where they are enrolled in the program? 





Day 1: Goal is to understand

Agenda:
1. Agree upon purpose statement and scope with group





Day 1: Goal is to understand

Agenda:
1. Agree upon purpose statement and scope with group
2. Review current data on the status of the issue (such as survey 

responses, recent assessment data, etc.)
3. Observe the process from the student’s perspective
4. Map out the process, step-by-step



Sample “current status” map



Day 2: Identify and Prioritize Improvement 
Opportunities, then develop Action Plans
1. Use the current state maps to detail out each step and identify 

potential improvements





Day 2: Identify and Prioritize Improvement 
Opportunities, then develop Action Plans
1. Use the current state maps to detail out each step and identify 

potential improvements
2. Identify priority improvements





Day 2: Identify and Prioritize Improvement 
Opportunities, then develop Action Plans
1. Use the current state maps to detail out each step and identify 

potential improvements
2. Identify priority improvements
3. Develop action plans – or identify the follow-up steps (if the 

improvement is owned by someone not in the group)





Action Plans

• Improve connection with community colleges
• Training for academic advisors across institution
• Improve website
• Reframe program admission process to include the steps within the 

“so you think you want to be a teacher” course



Follow-up

• Plan a meeting with the group 4-6 weeks after the event
• Are action plans being implemented? 
• What else might be considered for action in this area?
• Share results and progress across the organization



Summary

• Focused improvement events as a strategy for jump-starting 
improvement

• In contrast to a lifetime appointment to a “task force” that spends 
semester after semester endlessly collecting and reviewing data



Breakout Activity

• Open the folder here: https://inspirecoe.com/AALHE2020
• Download the materials to your own computer (if you edit them

online, everyone will receive your changes)
• If you were to implement a rapid improvement event, what process 

would you choose first?
• What are the in-scope and out-of-scope elements? 
• Who should be involved in this event?
• What data would you need to collect to understand the experience 

from students’ (or other stakeholders’) perspectives? 
• How would acting on this process improve your institution?

https://inspirecoe.com/AALHE2020


Would you rather…

• Be an average person in the present or a king of a large country 2500 
years ago? 



Would you rather…

• Have an easy job working for someone else or work for yourself but 
work incredibly hard? 



Another strategy for improvement: 
Select and systematically use an 
organizational improvement model



Why use an organizational improvement 
model?
• We teach our students to do this in their work
• We do this in our research (theory building and using theory to 

inform research)
• It guides and organizes improvement efforts
• Provides a frame of reference and supports development of a 

common language



The Baldrige Framework



Malcom Baldrige, Jr.

• Born in Omaha, NE
• Yale graduate
• Manufacturing career, known for 

transforming the performance of a 
diverse manufacturing industry

• U.S. Secretary of Commerce, 1981-
1987

• Rodeo Hall of Fame member
Malcom Baldrige, Photo by National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration





Process

• Participating organizations – businesses, non-profits, education 
organizations, health care organizations – submit a self-study that 
describes performance in each of the seven criteria

• The self-study is reviewed by examiners with training in the criteria
• Site visit from examiners to confirm findings from the self-study
• Examiners provide extensive feedback on strengths and opportunities 

for improving the organization
• (Organizations also receive a ‘score’ that can be used to provide 

recognition and awards for performance)



Baldrige model in-depth
With examples from Howard Community College



Howard Community College

• National Baldrige Quality Award 
recipient for 2019

• 29,894 students
• Columbia, Maryland and two 

satellite campuses
• Download their full report here: 

https://www.howardcc.edu/abo
ut-us/baldrige/

https://www.howardcc.edu/about-us/baldrige/


Mission, Vision, Values

• At the core of the Baldrige 
model

• Why does your organization 
exist? 

• What do you seek to achieve? 

Howard Community College
• Mission: Providing pathways to 

success
• Vision: HCC is a place to discover 

greatness in yourself and others
• Values: Innovation, Nurturing, 

Sustainability, Partnership, 
Integrity, Respect, Excellence, 
and Service



1. Leadership

• How do your senior leaders lead 
the organization?

• How do you govern your 
organization and make societal 
contributions? 



2. Strategy

• How do you develop your 
strategy?

• How do you implement your 
strategy? 



3. Customers

• How do you listen to your 
students and other customers, 
and design programs and services 
to meet their needs?

• How do you build relationships 
with students and other 
customers and determine 
satisfaction and engagement? 



4. Measurement, Analysis, and Knowledge 
Management
• How do you measure, analyze, and then improve organizational performance?  How do 

you manage your information and your organizational knowledge assets? 



5. Workforce 

• How do you build an effective 
and supportive workforce 
environment? 

• How do you engage your 
workforce to achieve a high-
performance work 
environment? 



6. Operations

• How do you design, manage, 
and improve your key 
educational programs and 
services and your work 
processes? 

• How do you ensure effective 
management of your 
operations? 



7. Results

• What are your student learning 
and process effectiveness results? 

• What are your customer-focused 
performance results?

• What are your workforce-focused 
performance results? 

• What are your senior leadership 
and governance results? 

• What are your results for financial 
viability and strategy 
implementation? 



Results matter

• Even when improvement is the goal, success matters
• If we need to enroll 1,000 students to make our institution financially 

viable…
…improving from 100 enrolled to 999 enrolled is impressive and a good 
achievement…
…but the institution still closes. 



You might be wondering…

• Don’t we already do this through accreditation? 
• What makes the Baldrige model special? 

• I have received these questions as well in my College!



Don’t we already do this through 
accreditation? 
• Accreditors give more attention to improvement than ever before
• But their focus is still primarily compliance, and faculty and staff often 

view the work of accreditation as complying with requirements rather 
than as taking action to improve



Consider restaurant 
health inspections…
Many restaurants pass health inspections 
with flying colors, but go out of business 
because their food, based on one review, 
was: “horrible…from the can…no kidding”

Simply maintaining your 
institutional or programmatic 
accreditation is no guarantee 
you are providing a high-
quality experience!



What makes the Baldrige model special?

• Nothing, really
• Comprehensive and integrated look at your organization
• It doesn’t matter if your assessment system is superb if the other 

components of the organization (1-3 and 5-7) are not integrated and 
working together

• Pick an improvement model that works for you
• What matters most is your willingness to stick with it and the discipline to 

follow it year-after-year
• Systematic use across the organization – using a model in “pockets” limits 

the ability to systematically improve
• It works for us and had provided us new insights into the College



What has been most helpful to us?

• Better understanding of who our customers are
• Opportunity to identify processes in the College
• Systems perspective
• Focus on results
• Closely aligning our results and processes with our mission, vision, 

and values
• Formative feedback from examiners
• Learning from other organizations on similar journeys 



For example: 
• We have 9 11 various advisory / governance boards 

• Executive council
• Administrative council
• Faculty advisory council
• Staff council 
• Diversity committee
• …..

• Why do we have them? 
• What do they do? 
• Who do they serve?
• Where do they report?
• Are they helping us achieve our mission? 



???





Using the Baldrige model helped us:

• Reframe the role of these 11 boards
• Instead of wasting people’s time, this work has helped us know how 

to use them as part of our efforts to:
• Understand our workforce
• Understand our customers
• To develop effective strategy to achieve our mission 

• Help these 11 boards understand their role and how they work 
together as part of the organization



Using the Baldrige model helped us:

• Have a common language around improvement
• Connect our mission, vision, and values directly to our processes and 

to our results
• Systematically work on improvement every year
• Get feedback on aspects of our performance that don’t normally get 

much attention (but are very important)
• Take focused action



Breakout discussion

• Introductions (will likely be in a different group)
• Does your institution use a formal improvement model? If so, what

model?
• How might the use of a formal improvement model support 

improvement efforts? 
• What barriers have you experienced in pursuing improvement? 
• What are your key takeaways from this session today?



Lessons Learned during the 
Transition to using the Baldrige 
Framework for Improvement



Build momentum by tapping into intrinsic 
motivation
• Intrinsic motivation to know, to achieve, and to experience stimulation 

(Vallerand, Pelletier, Blais, Briere, Senecal, and Vallieres (1992))
Implications:
• Flexibility to engage in improvement in different ways
• Make the improvement experience interesting and engaging
• Seek to understand why faculty / staff work in higher education – highlight 

how this work will support students
• Hire staff / faculty who believe in continuous improvement
• Rewards (such as recognition, payment, promotion) should not be ignored, 

of course, especially when getting started



Expect pushback at first

• “We already do this”
• “Things are about as good as they can be already”
• “We really don’t have any more capacity to take on anything else right 

now”
• “Go away”



Take small steps and bring others along with 
you on the journey
• “Change moves at the speed of trust” –Credited to Stephen Covey
• The improvement journey is a marathon, not a sprint

• Using systematic improvement events can help you sprint a bit now and then 
along the way 



It’s not about assessing everything

• Simple is often better
• Assess the things that are the most important to your organization –

what is your organization’s mission? Why does your organization 
exist? 



It’s not another accreditation

• “We only need to make it look like we have a strategic plan.”
• Do whatever you need to do to maintain your accreditation
• Accreditation’s main motivator is a stick

• The motivation to continuously improve needs to come from 
elsewhere 



Improving is hard work

• If it wasn’t hard work, everyone would do it
• It’s less hard work when it becomes a habit



The changing role of the assessment 
professional
• Hospitals, corporations, manufacturers…all have long had “quality 

improvement” offices
• Assessment professionals are positioned to expand the scope of their 

work in ways that will benefit their institutions more broadly
• In an era of declining resources, demonstrating your value to your 

institution is increasingly important



Take it Home



If we believe assessment is about 
improvement, then we need to get 
serious about pursuing 
improvement!



https://youtu.be/ATF2Gp_m12E



Thank you

jeremy-penn@uiowa.edu

mailto:jeremy-penn@uiowa.edu
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