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Abstract  
Academic programs are multidimensional and operate in a distributed requirements and decision-making environment.  Assessment that focuses solely on student learning outcomes may overlook context factors contributing to or detracting from program success.  Recognition of programs as complex systems and the need for implementation fidelity are essential to reducing errors and issues within programs and improving satisfaction and outcomes.  Program audits complement systems thinking and support continuous improvement.    
Background
Academic assessment is generally focused on gauging the extent to which students meet expectations for developing specific knowledge and/or skills (Miller & Miller 2015).  A variety of quantitative and qualitative indicators are used to describe these accomplishments including, but not limited to, rubrics, course grades, test scores, student satisfaction surveys, and completion rates.  While this approach is understandable given the purposes of education and the requirements of some accreditors, it is limited because it does not provide insight about other factors that contribute to or detract from program outcomes and effectiveness.  In a way, it assumes that all other elements in the learning context are operating effectively and efficiently.  But this may not be the case.
Colleges and universities are on a quest for continuous quality improvement.  Consequently, academic programs are often the object of a series of data-based interventions or changes.  At the same time, non-academic functions (e.g., admissions, registrar, student affairs, and information technology services) are also moving forward with changes spurred by their metrics of interest.  For all these changes to meld into highly effective programs requires a well-articulated shared central design.  
Excellent academic programs are more than collections of excellent courses taught by notable faculty.  Early in the education reform movement, Fullan and Park called attention to the fact that program or innovation implementation is a multidimensional process (Gundy & Berger 2016).  Over the last three decades researchers have studied and isolated key ideas about what makes programs and innovations work.  The shared understanding of these ideas, referred to as implementation science, recognizes that in a distributed decision-making environment, such as an educational institution, many players and functions affect outcomes (Ford 2014; Nordstrum, LeMahiew & Berrena 2017.  It is time to augment student learning outcomes data with process review and to consider how levels of fidelity to design affect learner achievement and program success (Foster 2011; Oliver 2011; Harn, Parisi, & Stoolmiller 2013).  
How to Conduct a Graduation Audit
See presentation slides for example using a Graduation Audit for continuous improvement.
Purpose.  The Graduation Audit verifies that degree and certificate candidates are eligible to receive their specific degrees/certificates because they have completed all required academic courses and experiences and complied with all relevant policies.  
Process.  The typical existing review for graduation approval has two phases. 
In phase 1, registrar staff runs an electronic program completion review on registrar records for all graduation applicants.  This generates a transcript-like listing of the applicants’ admission date, matriculation status, courses, grades, and intended graduation date.  It also lists missing courses and other information that does not match the degree profile.
In phase 2, department chairs and/or program coordinators check the completion review documents and the applicants’ files to verify information and to correct any errors or omissions.  In a graduation audit, errors, other than financial obligations, are often identified in the following categories:
Grades (missing, INC, F); GPA (in major, cumulative); 
Credits (number required in general studies, requirements for major/minor, official documentation of credits transferred and how they were applied toward degree); Examinations (basic skills tests, comprehensive or qualifying exams for program, external required exams for licensure); 
Matriculation (matriculated in correct program, change of program documents, permanent matriculation date); 
Practica (field experiences, internships, service learning experiences); and 
Culminating Experience (thesis, portfolio, performance, final project, dissertation).  
Applicants whose audits are complete and accurate or are made complete and accurate are approved by the department and recommended for their degrees and certificates.
When conducting a graduation audit for continuous improvement purposes, a complementary third phase is used.  As phase 3, a spreadsheet tally is made of each error or missing datum as the program and departmental review is conducted by a small team.  When complete, the data are arrayed in a stacked bar chart (see slide 10) or a Pareto Chart (a bar chart showing error types in descending order from most to least).  These charts highlight the processes most in need of improvement.
The first step in improving a process is mapping out all its required and expected steps to identify how the process “should” work.  Agreement on the desired process is key.  Surprisingly, some individuals may want to build in “flexibility” or “use of faculty discretion” which could lead to a continuation of variance in outcomes.
Next, the team investigates the root causes of the errors.  This often includes seeking information from and collaborating with program faculty, administrative staff in several offices, reading handbooks, websites, policy statements, and other documents, as well as interviewing students.  
Once the team can “see how it happened” the members solicit and develop potential solutions.  Solutions may also be found in published accounts of best practices or through outreach to individuals in other departments and institutions.
The data and solutions are shared with program faculty and the best course of action is adopted.  Multiple communications to faculty, students, staff, and other offices are carefully planned and implemented so that all learn about the revised process and how it affects each group.  The communication plan is one of the most important aspects of the implementation of a new or modified process.  In some cases, clear communication is the modification that is needed.
The same audit process is used in subsequent cycles to track improvements.  The communications may also be repeated until students, faculty and others are accustomed to the change.  
During the data review, initially and in cycles thereafter, disaggregating the data by program, location (campuses and off campus satellite sites), and format (traditional, online, weekend only, executive) helps focus on unique process and/or communication needs.  
Experience suggests audit teams benefit from being considered work groups, not committees.  A work group typically focuses on getting the work done in a short period of time; whereas academic committees often automatically consider their activities as encompassing a full semester or academic year.  
Key Improvements Made Based on Grad Audit Data
The Year 1 graduation audit uncovered significant process issues dealing with comprehensive examination tracking and outcomes, matriculation status, dissertation completion, and to a lesser extent grades and credit requirements.  Below are brief discussions of the three key improvements made to address them.  These changes were responsible for significant improvements over time.  Note that graduation occurs three times per year—May, August, and December—thus, depending on when each change was implemented it might affect only a portion of a year’s data.

Comprehensive exams.  Each program appointed a faculty coordinator for its comprehensive and/or qualifying exams.  These individuals set up idiosyncratic signup and notification systems, many involving the departments’ administrative assistants.  Few included a specific step to notify the registrar that a student had taken and passed his or her required comprehensive exam.  A “manual override” form to designate “permission of the faculty” was used to assure that students were not permitted to take their thesis or dissertation courses unless the comps/quals coordinator signed off.

Working with the registrar, each program was allocated a “0-credit administrative course” for its comprehensive and qualifying exams.  Students who planned to sit for one of the exams, registered for it during regular registration.  Because it was 0 credits, no charges were billed for the exam.  Because of the success of this approach, it was extended to include portfolio reviews and other requirements separate from credit-bearing courses.  The administrative “course” mechanism assured several things:
· Students registered for their exams in a timely manner;
· Faculty had plenty of time to review student records to assure they were eligible for the exams;
· Exam coordinators had a ready class list and count for the exams each semester;
· The class list and course mechanism permitted the coordinators to communicate with the test takers about orientation meetings and exam logistics; 
· The course mechanism provided coordinators a customary process for entering grades that were submitted to the registrar, available to the program, and communicated them to the test-takers via a FERPA-appropriate method.

Matriculation.  Matriculation issues identified by the audit were of two types.  In the first type, a student was matriculated in a different program than he or she completed.  This was generally found to be the result of a student being admitted to a degree program and later changing to another course of study without formally having his or her program change in the official registrar record.  The online registration system allowed students to register for courses if they had the required prerequisites but did not prohibit them from taking a course in another area, treating the divergence as an elective.  

The second issue related to matriculation gaps.  This occurred when students “stopped out” for a semester or more without formally requesting a leave of absence.  The institutional policy allows students to complete their degrees within specified time frames and, at the same time, a policy requires students to request a leave and pay a fee for each leave granted.  Some faculty suggested the fee was an attempt to dissuade students from taking leaves and interrupting their studies.  Continuous matriculation was also a protection for the students against being required to take additional courses if their programs changed during the time they were enrolled in it.  During the audit we found that some students were required to pay a fairly large fee to backfill matriculation gaps and comply with the policy of continuous matriculation.

Working with the registrar’s technical staff, the form for requesting a change of program was made available online.  Students could complete it, forward it to their advisers for approval and then have it forwarded to the registrar as an email attachment.

Students take semesters off for a variety of personal reasons including but not limited to finances, health, family obligations, and work demands.  As a greater proportion of students are older, working, independent, and not living on campus they need more flexibility and control over their college attendance.  Using the same administrative course mechanism as discussed above for comps/qual exams, each department was allocated a 0 credit Maintenance of Matriculation “course” that students could register for to establish a one-semester leave of absence.  Students could register for up to two Maintenance of Matriculation semesters without faculty or other approvals.  Because they were registered, their matriculation status was preserved.  [Note:  This process was separate and distinct from the matriculation check needed to qualify for certain grants and loans.  That process was handled between the student and financial aid staff.]  Before this change was implemented, approval to drop the fee for Maintenance of Matriculation, was sought through a request to senior management citing the fee’s lack of value-added to the degree and its punitive effect.  The fee was dropped.

Dissertation.  The audit discovered two related dissertation issues.  Each semester there were doctoral candidates who applied for graduation and underestimated their ability to finish their documents, schedule their dissertation defense with their committee, and make necessary edits and formatting changes in time.  Coordinators of the doctoral programs set deadlines and often stretched them to allow candidates to “squeak through.”  

Doctoral program coordinators, in concert with the dean and a representative of the registrar’s office, agreed to a new policy that enforced three things:  A full, formatted draft must be presented to the dissertation committee chair and approved as “complete and near final in format” before an oral defense date was set.  No oral defense would be scheduled after the first Friday of March.  The final edited and signed dissertation needed to be in the dean’s office by the second Monday of April.  The standardized dates took pressure off coordinators to allow more time just as “Dr. X did.”  It treated all candidates equally and it allowed the planners of the hooding ceremony to have accurate information on the number of candidates earlier.

Other.  As the audit teams investigated causes of errors, a number were found to be based on lack of knowledge, or conflicting knowledge.  A communication campaign was started to clarify information and make it easily accessible to all faculty and staff, and to the extent appropriate to the students via the school catalog, website, and program handbooks.
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