MILLS COLLEGE
INSTITUTIONAL PROPOSAL TO THE WESTERN ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOLS & COLLEGES (WASC)
Revised March 15, 2008
UUA.1 Institutional Context
UUA Brief HistoryUU:
Mills College is an independent liberal arts college for women with graduate programs for women and men.  Mills was founded in Benicia, California in 1852 as a Young Ladies Seminary. In 1856 Susan and Cyrus Mills purchased the Seminary and moved it from Benicia to its current location in Oakland—then Brooklyn Township—in 1871.  In 1885 Mills became the first women’s college west of the Rockies when it was chartered as a non-sectarian college for women by the state of California. In 1920, Mills expanded its traditional Liberal Arts offerings to include graduate programs and a School of Education. Mills currently offers 41 undergraduate majors and 23 graduate or certificate programs through four academic divisions – Fine Arts, Letters, Natural Sciences & Mathematics, and Social Sciences – and two schools – Education and Business.
The beginning of the fall 2007 academic year was marked by the highest student enrollment in the College’s 155-year history, a total student population of 1,454, which includes 948 undergraduate and 506 graduate students. Enrollment has been stabilized and undergraduate recruitment has achieved historic results.  In 2006-2007 the College raised a total of $17.2 million, exceeding its goal by $2.2 million. Mills currently experiences a fiscal stability that surpasses that of previous decades.  In 2007-2008 Mills ranked sixth among 58 western colleges and universities in the U.S. News & World Report “Universities-Master’s” category of institutions providing a full range of undergraduate and master’s degree programs. For the second year in a row, Mills was included among the top 50 institutions ranked by Washington Monthly magazine’s annual College Guide for 2007-2008. For the third consecutive year, Mills has been included in the Best 366 Colleges in the nation by The Princeton Review, earning a place as one of the 123 “Best Western Colleges.”  These developments are strong indicators of the momentum achieved at the College and a testimony to the strength of the College’s dedication to the education of women.  Having reached the major goals set out by the 2003-2007 Strategic Plan, the College is now in a strong position to implement a new strategic plan that will build upon our accomplishments.
UUMission and CurriculumUU:
The Mills academic purpose is to educate students to think critically and communicate responsibly and effectively, to accept the challenges of their creative visions, and to acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to understand the natural world and effect thoughtful changes in society. The College encourages openness to experimentation in the context of established academic disciplines. The curriculum combines traditional liberal arts with new educational initiatives that recognize the value of cultural, racial, and ethnic diversity.
WASC Accreditation History:
Mills College has been accredited by WASC since 1950.  The most recent self-study for reaffirmation of accreditation was submitted to WASC in December 1998.  A full re-accreditation visit and review occurred in spring 1999.  At the same time, the College submitted a substantive change report for the proposed Ed.D. in Educational Leadership, the first doctoral level program to be offered by Mills College.  The new program in Educational Leadership was authorized to begin in September 1999.
The WASC Commission requested that Mills demonstrate the effective implementation of the Ed.D. program in a Special Visit scheduled for March 2004. Following a site visit by a WASC special visit team in March 2004, the College received an action letter from the Commission in November 2004.  That action letter required the submission of a progress report from Mills in March 2006 and outlined the future accreditation schedule for the College: the institutional proposal, October 15, 2007; the capacity and preparatory review, spring 2009; and the educational effectiveness review, spring 2010.
WASC Commission Action Letter Response:
Since 1999, WASC Commission Action letters have focused on four issues for Mills: (1) planning; (2) financial viability and resource development; (3) enrollment management; and (4) educational effectiveness. Mills has made substantial progress in some of these areas (as noted in the Progress Report submitted to WASC in March 2006, included in the appendix to this Proposal) and the themes chosen for this Proposal also address WASC’s recommendations.
Planning: The 1999 letter urged Mills to “examine how institutional planning, financial planning and assessment can be better integrated.” Following the 2004 Special Visit, the Commission noted that more work needs to be done “to fill in the Strategic Plan so that there is a clear set of implementation goals and activities which are monitored and achieved.” Further, “Mills should carefully assess the impact of expanding undergrad and graduate enrollment programs on existent programs and on the financial strength of the institution.”
In the 2004-2005 academic year, the College undertook a curricular review funded by the Mellon Foundation.  Planning for this review included the entire faculty in a process intended to move beyond department or program level planning to create a set of goals and priorities aimed at moving the whole institution in the directions detailed in the Strategic Plan.  (The Curricular Development Plan is included in an appendix.)
Since the 2004 Special Visit, Mills has completed and evaluated the accomplishments of the 2003-2007 Plan. (The Strategic Plan 2003-2007 and the January 2007 final report on the 2003-2007 Strategic Plan are included in an appendix.) The 2006 WASC Commission letter made no explicit mention of the College’s planning work, but acknowledged the positive outcome of planning efforts in such areas as finance and enrollment management.  The final report on the 2003-2007 Strategic Plan has formed the basis for the development of the 2007-12 Strategic Plan, which now includes specific financial goals.  The Strategic Plan and the budget planning process are now linked. In addition, both the Mills reaffirmation process and the new strategic plan pay careful attention to the role of graduate education.
Financial Viability and Resource Development: The 1999 letter noted concern over student retention, the need to enhance non-tuition revenue and to make the campus community aware of financial issues. The 2004 Special visit started a dialogue with Mills concerning the use of quasi-endowment funds, and the Commission’s response to the 2006 Progress Report encouraged Mills to implement “its cost revenue tool in assessing the financial viability of its programs as well as to fully understand the interplay between the undergraduate and graduate programs…”
Through discussion on campus, Mills has increased awareness of the financial issues the College faces: survey data show approximately two-thirds of the faculty are aware of the financial planning activities at the College. Mills has changed its policies for funds use, has strictly adhered to its endowment payout policy, and overall, has eliminated or greatly reduced its reliance on quasi-endowment while enhancing its history of strong investment returns, successful capital campaigns, and continued growth in the endowment corpus. The new Strategic Plan recognizes the need to acquire non-tuition funding for new initiatives and carefully spells out the resource targets for budgeting purposes. Mills has committed itself, through one of the themes for this Proposal, to the evaluation of the role of graduate programs, both academically and financially.
Enrollment Management: Retention has been a continuing challenge faced by Mills. As noted in the 1999 Commission letter, Mills needed to “establish benchmarks as to the level of attrition that is appropriate for the College and a clear plan for improving performance in this area.” Further, the Commission urged Mills to find the appropriate “balance between undergraduate and graduate student enrollment.” 
Mills has set a target goal for retention and, as described in the 2006 Progress Report, has pursued a number of initiatives to better retain first-time, transfer and resuming students.  Mills has been attentive to the continuing message in the WASC comments regarding the role of graduate education at the College.
The College has re-instituted a high-level enrollment management committee composed of the Dean of Undergraduate Admission, the Associate Vice President for Student Finance and Administrative Services, the Administrative Dean of Graduate Recruitment and Enrollment, and the Executive Vice President.  The committee reviews recruitment, enrollment, and financial aid for both undergraduate and graduate programs; works with the Office of the Provost and the Division of Student Life to enhance programs designed to increase student retention; and is studying a tuition differential for graduate programs. Program enhancements now include detailed assessment plans delineating the outcomes desired, the measurable criteria for those outcomes, the delivery method, area responsible, measures used, and the standard of success being applied. The information gleaned is then used to support programmatic changes and to garner the appropriate resources.
Educational Effectiveness: Starting in 1999, the Commission has encouraged Mills to “expand its efforts to assess student learning and to focusing its energy on the use of data to improve teaching effectiveness and learning.” At the 2004 Special Visit, WASC noted the “the College has taken some initial steps in assessing educational effectiveness, but will need to show much further progress to achieve …standards.” The May 2006 response to the Progress Report emphasized the “College’s need for continued attention to the full realization of the program review and assessment processes.”
Mills has taken these comments seriously. All academic departments have now developed explicit learning goals and some have gathered evidence to demonstrate the degree of achievement of those goals and have applied those findings to adjustments in the curriculum for the department.  Key faculty members along with the Vice Provost and the Director of Institutional Research have participated and will continue to participate in assessment conferences. Much of the effort in this reaffirmation process is being focused on assessment, as indicated by the efforts currently underway and the established goals for College-wide assessment described in section B1 of this proposal.
Strategic Planning and the Accreditation Process:
In December 2006 the College launched a new strategic planning process and appointed a college-wide Strategic Planning Working Group consisting of 22 representatives from the faculty, staff, students, and administration.  With guidance from the Board of Trustees, the Working Group identified plans to address strategic issues affecting the ability of the College to strengthen its core mission as well as implementation strategies and indicators of success in achieving strategic goals for the College. The Working Group is divided into five subcommittees, each charged with addressing strategic issues in one of five interconnected areas: finance, academic development, faculty and staff, student life, and facilities and technology. A draft Strategic Plan was presented to the Board of Trustees in October 2007.  In response to feedback from Trustees and alumnae representatives, the plan was significantly streamlined. The revised plan was discussed by the Board in February 2008.
This strategic planning process has provided the context for the development of the College’s institutional proposal, the first step in the WASC re-accreditation review cycle.  The link between the WASC reaffirmation process and the College’s strategic planning process has provided a more meaningful and integrated approach to both of these activities and has energized the Mills community to address several key questions.  The processes associated with these activities involve similar outcomes: self-examination of the status of the College and identification of future goals to move the College forward. The membership of the WASC steering committee is drawn from the Strategic Planning Working Group. The focal points for the Capacity and Preparatory Review and the Educational Effectiveness Review have grown out of the work of the strategic planning committee. (A copy of the draft Strategic Plan is included in the appendix to this Proposal.)
A.2 Preliminary Self-Review under the Standards
Mills has taken an inclusive approach to self-review, conducting a survey of faculty and students regarding their perceptions of Mills adherence to the WASC Standards. The following observations draw on the analysis of this survey as well as a review by the Steering Committee. (A copy of the survey is included in the appendix to this Proposal.) Additionally, the review has been shared with the entire faculty, who have had the opportunity to comment and amend the review.
Looking ahead to the Capacity and Educational Effectiveness Reviews, in each section below selected CFRs are noted, to provide guidance to both WASC and to the Mills team. These are not meant to be all-inclusive, but rather indicative of the correspondence between the Standards and Mills Proposal themes, challenges and responses.
Standard I: Defining Institutional Purposes and Ensuring Educational Objectives.
This is an area of strength for Mills: the College has a clear vision of itself with a long-established mission for the education of women. Survey results show approximately 90% of both students and faculty feel that “the campus mission…clearly describes Mills College’s purpose.” The successfully completed 2003-07 Strategic Plan explicitly supported the College’s traditional mission and also “endorsed the development of additional graduate programs designed for the advancement of women in positions of leadership in the community and in the professions.”  
Prior WASC teams noted that Mills is confronted with the challenge of CFR 1.2: ensuring the educational objectives of graduate programs are consistent with the College’s mission, both academically and financially. However, it is one thing to “feel” that the programs are mission-consistent; it is another to understand why and be able to assess the consistency of new programs.  The survey results under Standard IV (as discussed below) show why Mills has decided to make strengthening the assessment process on all levels of the curriculum one of the themes of this Proposal.
Standard II: Achieving Educational Objectives through Core Functions
Mills has progressed significantly in developing and implementing its plan for a systematic assessment of learning outcomes since the last WASC visit: programs have identified their learning objectives (see Table 6); the College has developed new learning processes (e.g. the Living Learning Communities); and has recognized the importance of assessment which is currently focusing on capstone experiences. It is in the areas of graduate program alignment (CFR 2.2) and in the overall assessment of student learning (CFR 2.4 and 2.7) that Mills faces challenges. Survey results reinforce this concern: for example, 30% of faculty did not know if assessment is employed in the program review process. However, in seeking to develop and implement a uniform, College-wide approach to the assessment cycle the College has restructured its Program Review process to build assessment into its already establish process for continuous review of its educational programs, and has taken steps to create a core group of faculty who have begun the assessment process for their capstone courses and who will provide leadership for the faculty at large to move forward with assessment.
In addition to its focus on the assessment of learning outcomes, Mills has also devoted significant attention to the support structure for student learning, especially co-curricular programs that increase retention and thus further the mission (CFR 2.11) of the College. While a majority of Mills students do feel that student support services are adequate, a sizeable minority do not agree. These are critical issues for retention which have made further review of retention and graduation rates a high priority. A goal of the new Strategic Plan is a significant increase in retention, which will require continued focused initiatives that provide Mills with a clearer picture of its student body (CFR 2.10), identify the critical support services that aid retention (CFR 2.13) and provide “resumers” and transfer students with support for degree completion (CFR 2.14). 
Standard III. Developing and Applying Resources and Organization Structures to Ensure Sustainability
Since the last WASC review, Mills’ financial situation has improved dramatically. Per the Summary Data Form, Mills has, before depreciation, achieved operating surpluses in two of the last three years. Mills has created important new facilities as well as support for learning initiatives. An area of strength for the College is in information technology. A strong majority (around 90%) of faculty and students feel that information resources (both library and information technology) are adequate to support the mission.
Mills shares with WASC the desire to insure that its financial resources are sufficient to support the new Strategic Plan and are effectively aligned with Mills’ purpose and objectives (CFR 3.5). Clearly, work still needs to be done in this area: a sizeable minority of faculty feel that resources need to be strengthened and 50% feel that the College does not “effectively align” resources with mission. These are responses that speak to the need to have a campus-wide discussion of resource allocation, particularly in light of growth in “non-traditional” programs.
Standard IV. Creating an Organization Committed to Learning and Improvement
Mills has progressed significantly under this Standard, with the development of learning goals for at least one program in every department, the completion of the 2003-07 strategic plan, and the drafting of the 2007-12 plan through an inclusive and open process that has as its vision to make Mills a model of higher education for women. The commitment to excellence has been made and the plan for achieving it has been drawn. (CFR 4.1, 4.2). An appendix to this Proposal includes the draft Strategic Plan for 2007-2012.
Survey results under this Standard indicate the challenge Mills faces in building on this base assessment effort. For example, 40% of faculty did not know if Mills has policies that support a culture of evidence and improvement; of those who were aware of such policies the same percentage disagreed that those policies supported a culture of evidence. The College recognizes this as an important priority for growth as Mills addresses the need to inform its planning processes with appropriate data under this Standard (CFR 4.3). The newly appointed Director of Institutional Research, Planning, and Academic Assessment has established a Mills Academic Assessment Program (MAAP) website which houses all institutional assessment-related activities, data, and reports, to serve as a constant, growing and evolving resource for educational effectiveness. In addition, the Institutional Research Office regularly updates and posts to the Institutional Research website census and trend data to provide another important resource for strategic planning (CFR 4.5). 
A.3  Process for Proposal Development and Leadership Involvement
The College’s current strategic planning process has provided the context for the development of the WASC Institutional Proposal.  This link was established at the time that development of the 2007-2012 Strategic Plan began in December 2006.  At this first meeting of the Campus-Wide Strategic Planning Group, the College’s WASC Accreditation Liaison Officer discussed the WASC reaffirmation process and its linkages to planning. It was recognized that the development of a strategic plan and of the Institutional Proposal both required self-examination of the current status of the College and identification of future goals.  
The Campus-Wide Strategic Planning Group, consisting of twenty-two representatives from the faculty, staff, students, and administration, was divided into five subcommittees and met regularly in the spring 2007 and fall 2007 semesters. During this period, stakeholders throughout the campus were engaged in the planning process.  In addition to subcommittee meetings, there were:
· twelve meetings of the entire working group; 
· an extensive online student survey that engaged 302 respondents as well as focus groups with student organizations; 
· focus groups with student organizations and staff;
· two all-staff meetings to discuss the planning process and one brown-bag meeting at which working group members answered questions and took input from staff; 
· a faculty dinner and faculty discussions during two academic division meetings to address issues raised during the strategic planning process; 
· a luncheon (attended by close to 60 individuals, mostly students) co-sponsored by the Diversity Committee to ensure that diversity concerns were infused throughout the areas addressed by the subcommittees.  
The working group also incorporated input from the Strategic Planning Committee of the Board of Trustees.  Throughout these activities and discussions, the connections between the strategic planning process and the development of the College’s Institutional Proposal were explained.  When a WASC Steering Committee was formed in spring 2007 its membership was drawn from the Campus-Wide Strategic Planning Group. 
The specific elements of the Strategic Plan that have been chosen as focal points for the College’s Institutional Proposal have emerged as a consequence of campus-wide discussions.  With the guidance of President Janet L. Holmgren and the College Officers, the Mills College WASC Steering Committee determined and defined these focal points discussed at length in Part II of the Proposal below.
· Retention: In August 2006 the College Officers and Senior Staff held a retreat to focus on the topic of student retention.  The aim was to put in place a plan to increase student retention as well as to develop additional benefits of better services to students, tighter cohesion within the administration, and invigorated collective action in support of the College’s mission.  Though Mills recognizes that retention is but one indicator of student success, Mills also must retain students to stabilize and increase tuition revenue, and continue to improve the financial position of the College. As a result, a Retention Task Force was created in fall 2006.  Working together, members of the Provost’s Office, the Division of Student Life, and the Office of Admission developed a multi-pronged approach to increase retention.  Financial support for the retention initiatives that were developed was incorporated into the 2007-2008 budget.  
· Assessment: The WASC Commission has encouraged Mills to develop systematic, institution-wide assessment activities.  Following the 2004 Special Visit, Mills began to develop a clear plan moving forward with student outcomes assessment under the direction of a campus-wide Assessment Committee.  Faculty retreats held in fall 2004 and fall 2005 played a central role in moving this process forward and in identifying assessment as an important component of the strategic plan. As mentioned earlier, Mills has moved far beyond merely the recognition of the importance of assessment to creating and implementing an assessment plan that has made tangible progress to date.
· Graduate Education: The growth of graduate and professional programs at the College and the relationship between graduate and undergraduate education have been topics of on-going discussion for many years.  In addition, the WASC Commission has urged the College to evaluate the cumulative impact of the growth of the graduate programs on the undergraduate liberal arts core of the College.  The 2007-2012 strategic plan calls for a graduate enrollment goal of between 550 and 600 students and thus presents an opportunity to consider comprehensively the role of graduate education at Mills. 
Over summer 2007 a website (HHwww.mills.edu/wascHH) was created to inform students, faculty and staff of the College’s accreditation work and to solicit feedback on the draft Institutional Proposal. In September 2007, the draft Institutional Proposal was discussed at meetings of department and program heads, the faculty executive committee, the faculty, and college officers and senior staff. In addition, a special dinner discussion faculty meeting was held on September 17.   On September 26 a follow-up meeting of the Strategic Planning Working Group was held to obtain feedback on the draft Strategic Plan.  That meeting brought forth continued discussion of the intersection of the Strategic Plan and the WASC Institutional Proposal, and led to further refinements of the Strategic Plan which were discussed by the Board of Trustees on February 28, 2008.
B.1 Overview and Goals for the Accreditation Review Process
As a result of the process described above, Mills has identified three key elements of the draft strategic plan that will serve as the focus for our proposal – assessment, graduate education, and retention.  Two of these elements, assessment and graduate education, directly address issues raised in previous WASC Commission letters while the third, retention, is central to institutional planning at the College.  All three speak to the overarching issue of maintaining financial sustainability.
1. Adopt, develop, and implement a college-wide assessment program that has successfully gone “full circle” in a significant number of both undergraduate and graduate programs and that provides a basis for a comprehensive institutional assessment of the College’s educational mission.
Integration of a “full-circle” assessment process at all levels of the institution is at the core of WASC Standard 4. Mills has made substantial progress in assessing its student learning over the past three years.   The College has committed significant resources to build upon and accelerate this process.  An assessment team led by the Vice Provost and Director of Institutional Research is overseeing this project.  It is supported by the campus-wide assessment committee and works closely with Faculty Executive Committee, the General Education Committee, and the Academic Standing Committee.  Mills will use the results of this process of assessment and analysis to inform an evidence-based decision-making process for all levels of the College.  The results of all assessment work will be widely shared throughout the campus community principally through the Mills Academic Assessment Program (MAAP) website.  Faculty participation has been supported by grants and course releases provided by the Office of the Provost.  The ultimate goal is to create a comprehensive program for assessing institutional effectiveness.  To reach that end, the assessment team will build upon the results from the assessment strategies noted below.
Under the guidance of the Office of Institutional Research and Planning and with the support of the campus-wide assessment committee, explicit student learning outcomes for 70% of our academic programs have been identified (see Data Exhibit 6).  All programs will have developed explicit learning goals by Fall 2009 that will be defined in relation to the mission of the College as well as that of the individual program. As a part of this process these goals are being compared to course requirements and competencies, creating a matrix of learning outcomes across each program to measure the level of curricular coherence. The further development of assessment strategies based on the learning outcomes for each of these programs is now underway, and in the case of the English program, a full circle assessment has been done including incorporating the findings into tangible improvements in the curriculum.  Mills has also begun creating assessment plans to formalize the planning and evaluation feedback models that create connections between curricular and co-curricular learning. These activities are intended to support our efforts in the following areas:
· Strengthen program review and close the assessment feedback loop: In the 2006-07 academic year, the program review procedure was strengthened to include reporting of assessment activities including the data collected, the analysis of the data and a description of the application of findings to program improvements. Within the Program Review process, departmental reviews, which are completed in a staggered five-year program review cycle, have become the basis of the College’s program for the assessment and modification of its academic programs. In addition, between each of the 5-year reviews, departments are asked to provide a report on their assessment of at least one of their learning outcomes, again including all stages of the assessment from data collection to the application of findings. Structured as such program reviews and annual assessment updates provide the institutional infrastructure to sustain a well-articulated multi-year assessment plan, which is positioned to inform program modifications and the allocation of resources. Currently, the new Director of Institutional Research and Vice Provost, our assessment leadership team, are working closely with the departments of philosophy, music, biology, English, and the School of Education to create models for these assessment plans. Each is developing a highly refined list of assessable criteria for learning outcomes aligned with an appropriate pedagogy and standards for determining competency. Each program is also outlining a five-year plan for continued and regular assessment, analysis, and program revision. Faculty leaders in these programs will then be enlisted by the assessment team to support the remaining departments in developing and applying their own assessment models over the course of the review cycle. 
· Focus on the Capstone Experience: A key element of the reinvigorated department review process will be the assessment of the senior capstone experience. The primary purpose of the capstone experience is to provide a sense of coherence to the undergraduate experience.  Regardless of the specific purposes selected by the department, the capstone experience focuses on the discipline from a holistic perspective, provides an in-depth exploration of issues, and integrates elements of the academic experience.  The process has begun whereby each department is assisted in developing a means of assessing student performance in these experiences. Each department is developing stated learning outcomes, explicit measurable criteria for each outcome, and clear standards for determining the degree to which students have achieved them. The work that the assessment leadership team has done already with several departments has revealed that the assessment plans that are in progress now are in some cases only formalizing and publishing activities that have already been in place.
· Assessing the General Education Program: Building on the powerful model of assessment of the freshman writing program, the College has begun focusing on the investigation of the learning outcomes in the Information literacy/Information technology requirement (College 005), the Interdisciplinary Perspectives (College 60), and Quantitative Skills requirement. Each of these areas requires different methods and will be accomplished in cooperation with the relevant departments and faculty committees. For example, this process has been initiated for assessment of the College 60 with the cooperation of the General Education Committee.
· Implement a comprehensive student survey system and incorporate its findings into decision making: By choosing the most effective survey tools to measure our students’ expectations and experiences and matching those tools where possible to provide effective pre-and post-measures, Mills will go beyond collecting and providing descriptive data, but will be in a position to assess its programs in terms of student satisfaction and, to some extent, document the “value added” of a Mills education. New students, current students, non-returning students, seniors, and alumnae will all be the target populations surveyed. For example, currently Mills is participating in the National Survey of Student Engagement which will provide a baseline of engagement for the first year students and seniors and which has the potential to identify weaknesses in areas that are related to engagement. Participation in this survey over the years will allow us to monitor changes in the level of engagement of our undergraduates allowing us to focus our efforts for program improvement. An alumnae survey will obtain information about graduates who go to work and those who attend graduate school; it will obtain information about employment status, perception of preparation for their careers and graduate programs and will attempt to document the success of Mills alumnae. To provide a comparison of our students’ learning on a range of measures including critical thinking and in a way that can be compared across other institutions of higher education, the College will begin administering the College Learning Assessment (CLA). In general, these surveys will provide information on a variety of measures including student program satisfaction, engagement, and critical thinking, as well as other issues depending on where they are on the continuum of entering Mills, working toward their degree, graduating, and moving beyond Mills as alumnae. This information will be a key component in the review of individual programs and the College experience as a whole.
· Increase and assess faculty enrichment opportunities. Faculty development activities in support of assessment will be undertaken to ensure that faculty are fully supported in their efforts.  Program review workshops will be conducted for departments under review to ensure that they can provide the Office of the Provost with a strong, data- rich program review.  As mentioned earlier, the Mills Academic Assessment Program (MAAP) website is under development to support this effort.  It is separate from the WASC website mentioned earlier. While the College recognizes the link between the WASC accreditation process and assessment, its vision for assessment is distinct from the accreditation process in the sense that it will become embedded in every aspect of the institution as an ongoing cyclical process independent of outside review. This website is meant to support this ongoing process by providing easy access to in-depth information on existing assessment plans, data, reports and student artifacts, all of which provide the evidence upon which the College can base its initiatives for program improvements.
The above initiatives address specifically the leadership commitment (CFR 4.6), faculty involvement (CFR 4.7), engagement of multiple constituencies (CFR 4.1), and implementation of quality assurance processes (CFR 4.4), within WASC Standard 4. They, of course, also insure that Mills’ educational objectives are achieved, and this achievement is measured through regular program review (CFR 2.7).
2.  Comprehensively consider the role of graduate education at Mills including such topics as its support for the College’s mission, its impact on resource use, its financial contribution, and the development of an assessment process appropriate to graduate and professional programs.
Mills’ mission of educating women, helping them accept “the challenge of their creative vision”, has lead to the establishment of graduate programs that better enable women to “effect thoughtful changes in society.”  Mills recognizes that WASC CFRs 1.2 and 3.5 challenge the College to insure that these programs are consistent with the College’s mission and that College resources are properly and effectively aligned with the mission.
Graduate programs at Mills have dramatically increased in number and size over the last fifteen years. In 2006-07, 48% of all degrees awarded were postgraduate (see Data Exhibit 3.) These programs respond to the changing position of women in society and from this perspective, fit squarely with the mission of the College. They also enhance the undergraduate curriculum in a number of ways. However, the focus of graduate and professional study can be in tension with the broader structure of a liberal arts college and it is important to recognize that graduate experiences are distinctly different from those of the undergraduates.  We need to examine the role of each one of these graduate and professional programs, determine what it needs to achieve its distinct mission, and evaluate its symbiotic relationship to the larger goal of Mills’ educational mission.  As a part of their program reviews, those academic departments with graduate programs are required to develop an assessment process for their graduate programs that identify the distinctive learning goals of the program and specify how those goals support the mission of the College. In addition, the 4 + 1 programs will assess the degree to which the learning outcomes on the undergraduate level align with the expected outcomes at the graduate level Finally, given the size of graduate programs at Mills and existing competitive pressures, there also needs to be a centralization and improvement of services that can be shared. Through a focus on this goal during the accreditation process, Mills aims to:
· Evaluate, refine, and improve admissions, financial aid, and marketing in order to consolidate recent enrollment gains and program development at the graduate level. Tuition and financial aid policies that serve each program’s mission and the College at large will be developed. Those aspects of the graduate programs that recruit and retain undergraduates will be identified and supported. Graduate program development to pursue the College’s commitment to women’s education and the study of women and gender will be explored.
· Complete development, application and assessment of a financial aid model for graduate programs. This model would aid in the evaluation of the net financial contribution of new and existing graduate programs.
· Evaluate and improve the capacity of the Division of Student Life to address the needs of graduate students and to build a stronger community of graduate and undergraduate students.
· Identify and support aspects of graduate programs that recruit and retain undergraduates. 
· Enhance emphasis on pedagogical and assessment training of faculty in the graduate programs.  
3.  Analyze the effectiveness of the College’s retention initiatives for both traditional first-year students and for transfer students and assess the implications for student diversity, college finances, and program sustainability.
As noted earlier, though not the sole indicator of student success, improving retention contributes importantly to student learning and financial sustainability. Over the past fifteen years first to second-year retention figures have ranged from 68% to 83%.  The current three-year average is 75%.  It is the goal of the College to increase retention of first year students to 80%.  Another view of Mills’ challenge is indicated by the disparity between lower and upper division enrollment trends: over the past 5 years while lower division enrollment has grown, upper division enrollment has barely remained constant. (See Data Exhibit 1.) Ultimately, of course, Mills aims to increase the graduation rate of its students, which has averaged 64% for each freshman cohort over the past 3 years (see Table 2 of the Summary Data Form.) 
Attempts to increase the retention rate in the last several years have been focused on expanded LLCs, teaching and learning initiatives, improved orientation, and the Hellman Math and Science Experience.  Under this goal, Mills will assess the impact of:
· establishing a Teaching and Learning Center to provide students with tutoring and academic support. This center will bring faculty and staff together to create a student engagement model with learning outcomes that could be measured.  The impact on retention of first-year students will be evaluated.
· launching the Hellman Math and Science Experience, (created in the summer of 2007), which will serve annually sixteen entering students who have the potential to excel in science.  
· expanding and refining the Living Learning Community (LLC) program, which was designed in part to improve retention rates of first-year students.  Understanding the impact of this initiative is integral to the development of new programs aimed at increasing sophomore to junior retention and at increasing the graduation rate of transfer students.
In addition to increasing the graduation rate for incoming first-year students, the College also aims to increase the percentage of all entering students who graduate by assessing the graduation rates of transfer students.  The three-year average retention rate for transfer students is 82% and the College goal is to increase the average retention rate to at least 83%.  For that purpose, a new tracking system will be developed to analyze the four and six year graduation rates of students who have transferred to Mills.  The College will assess the impact of the Teaching and Learning Center on retention of transfer students.
The above initiatives and assessment under goal 3 of this Proposal will insure that Mills is satisfying CFRs 2.10 through 2.14, providing the needed support for student learning that enables student (and institutional) success.
B.2 Approach for the Capacity and Preparatory Review
Mills sees the Proposal, Capacity and Preparatory Review (CPR) and Educational Effectiveness Review (EER) as a continuous and integrated process. The College’s focus on an assessment theme demands that the CPR consider carefully Mills’ capacity to achieve its challenging assessment goal of at least half of all programs having completed at least one assessment “cycle” prior to the EER. The focus on the role of graduate education is clearly a capacity issue, as noted in prior WASC correspondence and Self-Review above. Finally, Mills must develop the capacity to increase retention efforts and then assess their success.
Mills will prepare the CPR by pursuing two parallel and interrelated efforts: 
· first, measuring and assessing its capacity to address the three identified Proposal themes within the four WASC Standards; 
· second, initiating the review of educational effectiveness under the three identified themes. In preparation for the EER, Mills will use the CPR as an opportunity to test and refine the initiatives discussed in Section B.1 above.
With respect to capacity, starting before acceptance of its proposal by WASC, Mills has assembled four subcommittees of the WASC Steering Committee, each focused on one standard, and whose membership is drawn from across the College. These subcommittees are charged with reviewing the available evidence, directing the retrieval of additional data and evidence, and producing reflective essays on how Mills either has or will develop the capacity to satisfy the relevant WASC Standard.
For example under Standard 3, the subcommittee will assess [among other items] the alignment of undergraduate vs. graduate faculty resources with the educational goals of those programs (CFR 3.2), continue on-going evaluation of the educational goals and financial viability of graduate programs (CFR 3.5), and ask how Mills’ still-developing institutional research function can best support the assessment effort (CFR 3.7). Under Standard 4, and looking ahead to the Educational Effectiveness Review (EER), the subcommittee will consider institutional research needs (CFR 4.5) as well as the structures and resources needed within academic programs to effectively complete the assessment cycle by the time of the EER (CFR 4.7).
Comparable work will be done by the subcommittees under Standards 1 and 2. The work of the subcommittees will be widely disseminated via the WASC site, meetings of faculty, staff, students and trustees, as well as to alumnae. (CFR 4.8).  Finally, the draft CPR, including data exhibits, will be made available to all constituencies no later than October 2008, to provide a full month for review, discussion and revision prior to the submission date of December 2008.
With respect to preparation for the EER, and as noted in Section C.1 (Work plan and Milestones) below, by the fall of 2008 a College-wide discussion of graduate education and mission will have occurred, along with the development of learning goals for the majority of programs. With a Spring 2009 goal of having 40% of all programs completing a full assessment cycle, the CPR submitted in December 2008 will include an initial “test” of the College’s assessment program, providing the opportunity to best tailor it to Mills’ mission.
 B.3 Approach for the Educational Effectiveness Review
Mills’ approach to the EER will be structured around the three Proposal themes: 
(1) assessment of student learning; (2) the role of graduate education; and (3) retention. At the time of the EER, Mills will be three years into the implementation of the 2007-12 Strategic Plan, and thus the College expects that the WASC reaffirmation process will enable Mills to gauge progress towards its strategic goals.
For the EER, three subcommittees of the ongoing WASC Steering Committee will be charged with assessing progress on the themes and the extent to which Mills has satisfied the WASC Standards/CFRs as discussed in Section B.1. These subcommittees will work with Institutional Research and other appropriate offices to gather and assess evidence that Mills has:
· implemented a complete “cycle” of assessment in at least 60% of its academic programs and developed a plan for a comprehensive institutional assessment of the College’s educational mission;
· developed and adopted a vision for graduate education that is mission-driven and has an appropriate role in financial planning;
· developed, implemented and assessed a comprehensive retention plan that has begun to increase retention in Mills undergraduate student population.
Summative essays prepared by each subcommittee will describe the subcommittee’s observations and findings, including the connections to relevant WASC criteria for review. A summary essay linking continuing progress on the Strategic Plan to the reaffirmation process will be included.
The draft EER, including relevant evidence exhibits, will be shared with the College community by March 2010. That will allow time prior to the end of that academic year for discussion and revision before the EER is submitted to WASC in July 2010.
C.1 Work Plan and Milestones
Key Dates:
October 15, 2007: Institutional Proposal due to WASC
December 10, 2008: Capacity and Preparatory Review Report due to WASC
March 4-6, 2009: Capacity and Preparatory Review site visit
Summer/Fall 2010: Educational Effectiveness Review
​​​​
Fall 2006
· December 2006: President appoints 22-member college-wide Strategic Planning Working Group.
· Completion of Assessment Committee initial program: all departments have submitted learning outcomes for at least one program with assessment activities and data evidence.
· Student Retention Task Force created.
Spring 2007
· Strategic planning process identifies 2007-2012 strategic goals in response to completion of prior planning cycle, College deliberation and WASC recommendations from prior WASC visits.
· Appointment of Administrative Dean of Graduate Recruitment and Enrollment
· Survey of students and faculty addressing perceptions of alignment with WASC Standards.
Summer 2007
· Appointment of WASC Steering Committee from members of the Strategic Planning Working Group.
· Identification of three primary themes for the institutional proposal, drawing on the strategic plan and prior WASC recommendations.
· Survey data compiled and analyzed.
Fall 2007
· Appointment of Steering Committee subcommittees, organized by WASC standards.
· Appointment of new Director of Institutional Research, Planning and Assessment.
· College-wide dissemination and discussion of draft institutional proposal.
· Graduate programs charged with the development and refinement of program mission statements.
· WASC accreditation process website created to centralize and make accessible all data related to the accreditation cycle.
· October 15, 2007: Institutional Proposal submitted to WASC.
· October 25-26, 2007: Strategic Plan submitted to Board of Trustees.
· Student Retention Task Force charged with overseeing analysis of effectiveness of retention initiatives.
· October 2007 – College team attends WASC assessment workshop.
Spring 2008
· WASC Steering Committee subcommittees review data portfolio for omissions and prepare initial drafts of reflective essays; essays distributed to College for response.
· Institutional Portfolio assembled for CPR report and distributed to College for review.
· February 2008 – College team attends National Resource Center conference on the first-year experience.
· March 15, 2008: Revised Institutional Proposal submitted to WASC.
· Three academic departments (biology, music, and philosophy) develop models of capstone reviews for consideration by other divisions of the College.
· School of Education and English Department develop assessment plans for graduate learning experiences.
· Mills Academic Assessment Program (MAAP) website established (https://intranet.mills.edu/institutional_research/assessment.php.)
· Focus groups on transfer experience conducted.
Fall 2008
· College-wide discussion of graduate education and adoption of mission for the graduate programs.
· 80% of programs have developed explicit learning goals.
· Draft CPR report submitted to College for discussion by October 2008.
· CPR report submitted to WASC December 10, 2008.
Spring 2009
· Half of the programs that had identified explicit learning outcomes have completed full assessment cycle. (40% of all programs)
· WASC CPR site visit March 4-6, 2009.
Fall 2009
· All programs will have developed explicit learning goals.
· At least half of all programs will have completed at least one full assessment cycle.
· Graduate assessment models presented to College for discussion.
Spring/Summer 2010
· EER submitted to College for discussion by March 2010.
· EER submitted to WASC July 14, 2010.
Fall 2010
· WASC EER team site visit October 6-8, 2010.
C.2 Effectiveness of Data Gathering and Analysis Systems
The implementation and evaluation of the 2007-2012 Strategic Plan rest upon the effective collection and analysis of data across the College and reinforce the development of a culture of evidence at Mills.  Since the last full re-accreditation visit in 1999, the institutional research function at the College has evolved from being a clearinghouse for institutional data to an office emphasizing actionable research in support of planning and assessment.  The Office of Institutional Research and Planning has been staffed with a research professional experienced in designing and conducting research in support of budgeting, enrollment management, campus diversity, student life, institutional effectiveness, and strategic planning.  The Director of Institutional Research, Planning, and Academic Assessment also assists faculty in the development of educational assessment initiatives. Both the Mills Academic Assessment Program (MAAP) and the Office of Institutional Research websites will provide faculty and administration with easier access to in-depth information needed for assessment and planning. The development of the Institutional Proposal has highlighted the need to improve institutional research activities in a number of areas including information about alumnae and support for faculty development.
C.3 Commitment of Resources to Support the Accreditation Review
The accreditation review process at Mills builds on the strategic planning process that began with the appointment of a campus-wide strategic planning working group made up of 22 representatives from the faculty, staff, student body, and administration.  The WASC Steering Committee has been drawn from the strategic planning working group, is headed by the College’s Accreditation Liaison Officer, and supported by the Director of Institutional Research. Primary administrative support will come from the Office of the Provost and the Office of the President. A website (HHwww.mills.edu/wascHH) has been created to keep all members of the campus community informed about the accreditation process at Mills.
Committees are being formed to carry out the evaluation of institutional capacity in light of the four WASC Standards as a part of the CPR. Their membership will be drawn from the academic department and program heads, the Faculty Executive Committee, the Assessment Committee, and the General Education Committee.
Beginning in fall 2006, funds have been explicitly allocated for assessment projects associated with Living Learning Communities, English 1, and quantitative skills.  In fall 2007 phase II of the English assessment plan focusing on English 10 (Introduction to Literature) was funded.  A portion of the salary of the Director of Institutional Research is dedicated to assessment.  In fall 2007, as the budgeting process for the 2008-2009 academic year begins, sufficient funds will be allocated to support all aspects of the re-accreditation process including data gathering and analysis, faculty development, and staff support.
The College has sent faculty/staff teams to the October 2007 and February 2008 WASC Retreats on Student Learning and Assessment and to the February 2008 Annual Conference on the First-Year Experience.  Those teams will report back to the community and will assist in promoting campus-wide discussion of assessment efforts at the College.
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