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ABSTRACT 
The extent to which three essential processes—assessment, curriculum, and 
instruction—are systematically integrated provides a window into the efficacy of 
assessment in improving higher education. This paper explores findings from open-
ended responses to a survey of assessment stakeholders to understand this 
integration. The authors synthesize respondents’ perceptions of how the factors 
outlined in the Assessment Integration Model derived from a previous interview 
study (Flateby et al., 2023; 2024): Leadership Support, Assessment Processes, 
Assessment Purposes, Recognition & Reward, Faculty Support/Development, 
Collaboration, and Accreditation, contribute to integration. Respondents emphasized 
the critical impact of leadership, leadership changes, and siloing (even at small 
institutions) on integration. In addition, responses from assessment stakeholders 
suggest a shared sense of urgency and a desire to establish integrated systems despite 
the numerous challenges. The findings indicate that some institutions have well-
developed assessment processes; however, the processes are not often integrated with 
curriculum and instruction. 
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Faculty and staff at institutions of higher education (IHEs) seek insight and 
strategies to increase the relevance and quality of instructional programs. Data derived 
from the assessment process (specifically, assessing student learning outcomes) is 
commonly used as a source of information to achieve that end (Kuh & Ewell, 2010). 
Assessment scholars have posited (Flateby et al., 2023; 2024) that institutional success in 
meeting the instructional/educational mission requires integrating assessment as an 
essential component of curricular and instructional planning to foster student learning 
outcomes effectively. Faculty regularly use formative assessment processes (Wiliam & 
Black, 1996) to gauge and (in more advanced practice) enhance student learning in the 
classroom (Webber & Tschepikow, 2011). However, outside the assessment profession, the 
assessment process is not often used as a tool in curricular and instructional 
implementation beyond the course level (Banta & Blaich, 2010; Peterson & Augustine, 
2000). We assert that integrating three specific components of IHE operations—
assessment, curriculum, and instruction—can serve as an enhancement lever.  

The assessment process was designed to integrate with curriculum and instruction 
(National Institute of Education, 1984). The primary role of assessment, to improve 
student learning, has been supported since the assessment movement began in the mid-
1980s (Ewell, 1991). After the movement began, assessment was formalized by 
institutional accreditors within standards (Gaston, 2018). More IHEs completed 
assessment activities, most often operationalized as the completion of assessment reports 
for academic programs, after they were included in accreditation standards (Jankowski et 
al., 2018). Two paradigms for assessment grew from this environment: accountability and 
improvement, which can be in tension (Ewell, 2009). Ewell (2009) characterized the 
improvement paradigm as internally focused on enhancing teaching and learning. The 
improvement paradigm, then, is similar to the manufacturing/industrial concept of 
continuous quality improvement widely embraced in the medical context (Colton, 2000). 
On the other hand, the accountability paradigm has a compliance and external reporting 
focus.  

Under the accountability/accreditation standards paradigm, institutions have 
generated assessment processes within a positivist mindset. The faculty perception of 
assessment through the lens of the accountability paradigm can be characterized as 
unwelcome, rooted in the perception that assessment could be used punitively toward 
underperforming instructors (Pepin, 2014). In the improvement paradigm, assessment is 
embedded in curricula and goals are “continually map{ped} to, and reinforced by, the 
teaching and learning process throughout the curriculum…” (Ewell, 2009). This 
assessment can be transformative, enhancing student learning and equity at institutions 
(Henning et al., 2022). 

We conceptualize the improvement paradigm through the lens of integration to 
provide a framework to approach the ideal of assessment. The inquiry described in this 
manuscript explores assessment stakeholders’ perceptions of the factors that influence the 
integration of assessment with curriculum and instruction (Figure 1). An integrated 
system emphasizes the importance of faculty and staff in engaging with assessment data 
to effect change in their programs. We posit that the benefits of creating an integrated 
system span alignment and clarity, evidence-based decision-making, improvement for 
learning’s sake, and accountability/accreditation.  
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Figure 1. Assessment Integration 

In practice, “curriculum” refers to the structured educational experiences provided 
to learners within a specific program or course. Effective instruction, informed by 
educational theory and tailored to diverse student needs, is how the curriculum's goals are 
realized. Assessment, within this integrated model, is more than measuring student 
achievement; it is an ongoing process of inquiry that explores and enhances the 
effectiveness of the curriculum and instruction. 

We consider the challenges and opportunities facing those implementing 
assessment at IHEs. We leverage qualitative data sources from a United States-scale 
survey, enabling us to demonstrate the factors that assessment stakeholders (i.e., 
practitioners and faculty) articulate are influencing the dynamics between the three 
integrated components. Our analysis is anchored in the Assessment Integration Model 
(AIM, described below). 

 
Rationale for Integration 

Assessment can make gains for learning and improvement in IHEs when 
integrated with curriculum and instruction (Kinzie, 2019). Pending a large body of 
literature on the nature of integration, we propose, through the researchers’ lived 
experiences, that integration can “move the needle” on the perceptions of faculty as an 
“add-on” or unnecessary practice (Flateby et al., 2023; 2024).  

The definition of integration as articulated here emerges from the foundational 
works in assessment, although no extant literature specifically describes integrating 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment into a single system. Scholarly interpretation of 
the former American Association for Higher Education (AAHE) Principles of Good 
Practice (Astin et al., 1992) nods to integration (Hutchings et al., 2012). For instance, 
Principle 2 states, “Assessment is most effective when it reflects an understanding of 
learning as multi-dimensional, integrated, and revealed in performance over time.” 
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Further, in Principle 4, the authors mention attending to outcomes and also the 
“experiences along the way – about the curricula, teaching, and kind of student effort that 
led to particular outcomes.”  

Our lived experiences as assessment professionals and faculty within IHEs indicate 
that when faculty are focused on the curriculum, integrated assessment changes their 
perceptions about assessment. For example, well-implemented integration can help 
faculty to realize that assessment is essential for answering important questions for 
themselves and their programs. One of the authors’ institutions, a doctoral-granting 
regional university with approximately 25,000 students, developed a university-wide 
voluntary initiative to improve students’ written communication skills and specific critical 
thinking skills within their majors, intending to transfer these skills to their careers. 
Because the initiative director was an Institutional Effectiveness administrator, it was 
initially perceived primarily for accreditation. After the initiative was implemented for 
several semesters and centered on faculty development, integration emerged organically 
when faculty viewed assessment as tied to instruction (Flateby et al., 2023; 2024). Specific 
faculty participating in the program saw such benefits in this integration that they 
voluntarily began leading curricular revisions in their programs. 

Integration positively reinforces aligning curriculum with program learning 
outcomes, as neither curriculum nor assessment can deviate from the other in an 
integrated system. One of the goals of assessment processes is to create a context in which 
decisions about instruction and curriculum are based on data and evidence. In most IHEs, 
these decisions are made ambiguously. Where integration is successful and the curriculum 
is tightly aligned with learning outcomes, decisions to impact student learning are directly 
informed. This is especially relevant in the case of updating the curriculum; in some cases, 
curricular decision-making is limited to those aspects of disciplinary knowledge that 
appear current to faculty experts’ perspectives. While this input is essential, the 
information provided by assessment can enhance curricular innovation born of 
disciplinary trends by identifying those current curricular areas that might require more 
emphasis across the courses and experiences in a program.  

Integration also fosters a cultural drive toward continuous improvement, as it 
promotes environments where reflection on instructional practice serves as a key decision-
making tool, creating opportunities to utilize assessment results for enhanced learning. 
This culture cultivates a more agile IHE, adaptable to changing student learning needs and 
encouraging instructional innovation to meet those needs.  

Thus, the integrated and reciprocal relationship between curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment in IHEs forms one interdependent system where each element 
continuously informs and shapes the others.  

 
Assessment Integration Model: Development and Components 

In a previous qualitative investigation, the perspectives of assessment practitioners 
at IHEs recognized by the assessment community for high-quality assessment work 
(Flateby et al., 2023; 2024) provided unique insights. The Assessment Integration Model 
(AIM, Figure 2) was developed after this interview-based study with eight representatives 
from mostly large, research-oriented institutions. These institutions were identified by a 
group of assessment experts in the Association for the Assessment of Learning in Higher 
Education (AALHE’s) Knowledge Development Task Force via reputation and a review of 
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websites as institutions that demonstrate highly successful assessment practice. The 
interviews with representatives from these institutions were qualitatively analyzed to 
identify the representatives’ stated factors that impact their integration work. Upon 
conclusion of this analysis, the AIM identifies seven influential factors: Leadership 
Support, Assessment Purposes, Assessment Processes, Collaboration, Recognition & 
Reward, Faculty Development/Support, and Accreditation. All factors worked together to 
cultivate an environment for integration (although not always fully realized) in the IHEs 
that were identified by the Task Force as having effective assessment practices. The 
comprehensive approach of AIM emphasizes the synergy between the seven factors for 
improving student learning. AIM is predicated on the understanding that effective 
integration requires more than just the implementation of assessment tools; it necessitates 
a holistic and strategic approach that engages all stakeholders, is driven by faculty in 
collaboration with assessment practitioners, and is aligned with the institution's broader 
educational objectives. 
 
Leadership Support 

The first factor considered in AIM is Leadership Support, which is foundational in 
navigating the challenges associated with integration, including resource allocation, 
faculty buy-in, and alignment of assessment with institutional goals and accreditation 
standards. All assessment professionals in the original study indicated that effective 
leadership is crucial for championing integration implementation. Leaders can also 
articulate a vision and mobilize financial and human resources to support assessment 
initiatives. Institutional leaders' (e.g., presidents, provosts, deans) commitment and active 
involvement are critical for setting the tone and priorities of assessment initiatives and 
creating an institutional culture that values and supports assessment as the principal 
means to enhance student learning and success. Effective leadership support also involves 
advocating for assessment initiatives and addressing barriers to implementation by 
provisioning resources through strategic and operational planning. 
 
Assessment Purposes 

The next factor is the Assessment Purposes. The purpose and driving motivation 
for completing assessment work is one of the most influential aspects of a successful 
integration environment. As detailed in the literature reviewed above, the focus on 
assessment for accountability via accreditation serves one route, and the focus on 
assessment for continuous quality improvement opens the door to successful integration 
initiatives. While IHEs must conduct the assessment process to demonstrate 
accountability through accreditation requirements, the purpose of assessment moving 
beyond this requirement and towards improvement is key for integration.  

 
Assessment Processes  

Assessment Purposes are considered distinct from Assessment Processes in AIM. 
Transparent and sustainable assessment processes are vital for ensuring the relevance and 
efficacy of integration. An institution cannot progress toward successful integration 
without an existing process that can seamlessly integrate assessment, curricular, and 
instructional work.  
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Recognition & Reward 
AIM highlights the importance of Recognition & Reward mechanisms to foster 

faculty and staff engagement in integration. Acknowledging the efforts and contributions 
of individuals and teams participating in assessment activities can significantly enhance 
motivation and commitment. The prior study revealed such strategies as formal 
recognition in performance evaluations, professional development opportunities, 
monetary rewards, or public acknowledgment of individual contributions to enhancing 
educational quality.  
 

 

 
Figure 2. Assessment Integration Model 
 
Faculty Support/Development 

Faculty Support/Development is a critical component of AIM, recognizing that 
faculty members play the central role in curriculum design and delivery and, consequently, 
in the implementation of integration. This factor includes professional development 
opportunities focused on assessment methodologies, data analysis, curriculum alignment, 
and using assessment results for continuous improvement.  

 
Collaboration 

No individual assessment professional can create integrated processes alone at an 
IHE. AIM incorporates Collaboration because collaboration across departments and units, 
such as the assessment office, institutional research, faculty governance bodies, and 
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curriculum-decision-making bodies and disciplines, can facilitate the sharing of best 
practices and promote a cohesive approach to integration. Another unit hosted by many 
institutions, a center for teaching and learning, or a similarly-named unit, is a centralized 
space for faculty development in pedagogy that can be another key collaborator in 
integrated assessment. The importance of collaboration across the institution is echoed in 
reflections on the AAHE’s Principles (Astin et al., 1992; Hutchings et al., 2012). The 
previous interview-based study revealed that collaboration will vary from institution to 
institution.  

 
Accreditation 

The final factor in AIM is Accreditation. The impact of accreditation on integration 
is an important driver in that it provides the environment in which assessment processes 
occur within IHEs. However, when narrowly perceived as the single objective of 
assessment, accreditation becomes a double-edged sword for integration. Accreditation 
standards generally go beyond recommending implementing isolated assessment 
processes by emphasizing informing improvements with assessment.  

Note that AIM does not assume the directionality of impacts. So, the impact of 
work on the development of curricula on Collaboration is considered in the same way that 
Collaboration impacts the work done on the development and revision of curricula. The 
interview study demonstrated that these factors can all work as facilitators and hindrances 
to implementing integration; for example, a lack of collaboration between a centralized 
assessment office and a faculty committee working on general education might reduce the 
effectiveness of the impact of assessment on general education.  
 
Research Aim 

Following the previous in-depth interviews, this survey inquiry’s goal was to gather 
further information about the integration of the assessment process with curriculum and 
instruction from a wide body of IHEs. In this manuscript, we detail additional qualitative 
information to contextualize the details generated in the interview study and will explore 
quantitative information in further writing. 
 

Method 
Data Sources and Methodology 

The insights presented in this paper are derived from qualitative comments in 
response to open-ended questions from an instrument designed to measure the 
respondents’ impressions of the impact of each AIM factor on their institutions’ 
integration status. While no quantitative data collected by the closed-response items to 
the instrument will be discussed in this manuscript, the instrument was iteratively 
designed, beginning with the original research team generating a large pool of potential 
items. These items were reviewed by a team of 5 external assessment experts to identify 
the extent to which the content of the constructs being identified (i.e., the factors in AIM) 
were captured by the items. Based on the response from these experts, some items were 
deemed unnecessary and therefore removed from the pilot instrument. For example, in 
the “Assessment Purposes” category, the original items included “Student learning 
assessment informs instruction and curriculum,” “Faculty use student learning 
assessment information to make evidence-based changes to improve their instruction,” 
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and “Faculty use student learning assessment information to make evidence-based 
changes to improve curriculum.” These were deemed redundant as a group of three, and 
the first was removed from the final instrument. A pilot administration of the instrument 
was then conducted to establish response processes, resulting in changes to the scales used 
to measure individual quantitative items. The final instrument consisted of a series of 
closed-ended, Likert-type items about specific aspects of each AIM factor, with open-
ended, qualitative items included for each factor. A final question on the survey asked 
respondents to reflect not only on integration but also on their professional development 
needs in terms of integration.  

The survey was distributed from 5/17/2023 to 7/10/2023 via Qualtrics software. 
The survey was administered via the ASSESS listserv, a United States-based group of 
assessment professionals, faculty, administrators, and staff, hosted by AALHE and the 
University of Kentucky. The survey was shared with weekly reminders sent to the entire 
listserv each week after the initial posting until the survey closed. Ultimately, 150 
responses were collected. Fully null responses (N = 59) were removed, resulting in 91 
analyzed responses. These responses offer a panoramic view of the current state, 
challenges, and potential of integration in U.S. higher education because they were 
collected from diverse academic stakeholders. 

Respondents’ experiences with integration were broadly represented by a wide 
range of IHEs (specifically targeted, although not limited, to IHEs in the United States). 
Respondents had an average of 9.5 years of experience, with a range of 0 - 25 years, a mode 
of five, and a median of eight. They represented administrators, faculty, staff, and those in 
faculty/administrator roles. Respondents represented institutions from below 1,000 full-
time equivalency (FTE) students to above 20,000, with the largest group representing 
institutions between 1,000 and 4,999 FTE. Public and private, 2-year, 4-year, and for-
profit institutions were all represented by respondents, with the majority being 4-year and 
above. All of the institutional (formerly regional) accreditors were represented, with the 
majority of respondents coming from the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools 
Commission on Colleges (SACSCOC) and the Higher Learning Commission (HLC) 
regions, aligned with the national distribution of institutions in the U.S. at the time of 
survey administration. The institutions’ Carnegie classifications spanned associate’s, 
associate’s/bachelor's, bachelor's, professional, master’s, doctoral, and special focus. 
Therefore, the sample represented a more diverse body of institutions than the original 
interview study, which nearly exclusively included large public 4-year institutions; 
however, there is still a smaller representation from the 2-year sector in these data. 
 
The Present Investigation 
Analysis Methods   

The researchers engaged in inductive coding to identify the key themes within 
responses to the open-ended items affiliated with each factor of AIM (Creswell & Poth, 
2018). Responses to each item were coded by two independent reviewers, who listed codes 
in shared codebooks. Discrepancies between reviewers were discussed to a consensus. 
These codes were refined into themes. Simultaneously, a generative AI tool (ChatGPT 3.5, 
OpenAI, 2023) was engaged to perform a thematic analysis. The results from both 
independent reviewer notes and AI notes were compared and evaluated to synthesize 
insights gained from the responses. To identify any threats to the trustworthiness via 
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confirmability of the analysis as the result of reviewer bias (Shenton, 2004), member-
checking in the traditional sense (Hoffart, 1991) could not be completed as the 
respondents were anonymous. Because all members of the research team represented 
respondents’ professional roles as assessment professionals and/or faculty, they engaged 
in a checking procedure, wherein final insights from the two-reviewer team assigned each 
question were reviewed with other members of the research team.     

 
ChatGPT Data Analysis 

Given the novelty of applying an AI to data analysis in the scholarly literature at 
the time of this publication, it is important to describe the process used for this study. 
Incorporating ChatGPT as a tool for thematic analysis necessitated a careful balance 
between the exploratory nature of qualitative research and the structured rigor expected 
in scholarly analysis. For our purposes, this integration was guided by principles rooted in 
the Critical Reflective Practitioner (Thompson, S. & Thompson, N., 2023) approach, which 
prioritizes empathy, reflexivity, and cultural responsiveness while adhering to established 
methodological standards. The core objective was to direct GPT in a manner that 
facilitated meaningful engagement with qualitative data while systematically uncovering 
patterns and themes without prematurely imposing rigid analytical frameworks. By 
leveraging thoughtful prompts, ChatGPT iteratively refined its analysis, providing 
nuanced and credible interpretations aligned with recognized qualitative research 
practices (e.g., Maxwell, 2013; Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

To achieve this, the design of the prompting process focused on key aspects of 
qualitative data analysis such as data familiarization, initial coding, theme development, 
and reflection on bias and credibility. Each analysis stage was explicitly framed through 
task-specific prompts to ensure that ChatGPT’s responses aligned with rigorous 
qualitative standards. These prompts guided GPT step-by-step through coding, 
identifying themes, and refining them, allowing for both structure and flexibility within 
the interpretive process. A notable feature of this approach was the deliberate avoidance 
of rigid frameworks at the outset, instead fostering an iterative analytical process to 
enhance depth and reliability. 

One of the central strategies involved instructing GPT to adopt the persona of a 
Critical Reflective Practitioner. This persona emphasized holistic, human-centered 
analysis, balancing empathetic engagement with critical inquiry and reflection. Such an 
approach was essential for uncovering insights that respected the complexity of the 
informants’ lived experiences while remaining grounded in the practical objectives of the 
research. Within this framework, ChatGPT was encouraged to reflect on its 
interpretations, explore alternative perspectives, and account for possible contradictions 
in the data, fostering a more nuanced and comprehensive analysis. 

Providing clear context and background information was another essential 
component of the prompting process. Detailed descriptions of the research objectives, 
background institutional and informant characteristics, and data type (i.e., survey) 
ensured that GPT had the necessary contextual understanding to prioritize and interpret 
information accurately. This clarity enabled GPT to focus on relevant aspects of the data, 
avoiding misinterpretation or tangential responses. Structured prompts further enhanced 
this focus by specifying the exact task at each stage of the thematic analysis, such as initial 
coding or synthesizing themes, thereby preventing vague or unfocused outputs. 
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Reflection was embedded as a critical part of the process, with prompts 
encouraging the GPT to consider potential biases and alternative interpretations. These 
sub-prompts guided the GPT to critically evaluate its outputs, question its assumptions, 
and explore contradictory evidence. By integrating reflective practice into the analysis, the 
GPT provided deeper, more robust insights while ensuring no significant perspectives 
were overlooked. Culturally responsive framing further enriched this reflective 
component, wherein prompts were designed to acknowledge diverse perspectives and 
power dynamics. Although the data pertained to institutional characteristics rather than 
individual experiences, culturally responsive instructions were included as a matter of 
thoroughness. 

The iterative nature of the thematic analysis was another key factor in ensuring 
rigor and depth. Prompts were designed to encourage ChatGPT to revisit and refine its 
outputs continuously. This iterative revision process allowed for ongoing evaluation of 
initial codes and themes, with attention to internal coherence, interrelationships among 
themes, and gaps in the analysis. Through this recursive approach, ChatGPT made 
necessary adjustments based on emerging insights or contradictory evidence, thereby 
enhancing the overall quality and credibility of the analysis. 

The design and execution of this approach reflect an intentional effort to integrate 
artificial intelligence into qualitative research in a way that honors the complexity and 
rigor of human-centered inquiry by thoughtfully structuring prompts, fostering reflexivity, 
and embedding culturally responsive practices. 

 
Results 

Respondents identified the challenges and successes they had experienced 
concerning each of the identified AIM factors. What follows is a key-point summary of the 
themes and codes identified in the analysis process described above under each AIM 
factor, presented in the same order as the factors of AIM are presented above and as they 
were presented to the respondents in the survey. The evidence collected in this study 
demonstrates only the respondents’ self-described experiences rather than a ranking of 
the importance of each factor in the respondents’ assessment experience. This survey did 
not ask respondents to rank their responses or the importance of the factors in their 
experiences with integration.  
 
Leadership Support  

Open-ended responses offered by survey respondents (N = 20) related to 
leadership indicated that respondents believed that their institutional leaders thought the 
purpose of assessment and its value was for accountability and accreditation. In general, 
there was little evidence of institutional leaders understanding any value of assessment 
beyond accreditation. Several respondents reported that associate provosts (i.e., not 
senior, but high-level leaders) in charge of curriculum understand the value of integrating 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment practices more than other institutional leaders. 
Although a limited number of respondents mentioned receiving support for the integrated 
process, typically they suggested that institutional leaders had little understanding of or 
support for an integrated process or its potential. Furthermore, respondents indicated that 
leaders offered little assessment resource allocation short of a basic administrative 
structure for assessment, with one respondent stating, “Outward support. Little resource 
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allocation has been my experience.” However, a few respondents indicated that they were 
provided adequate staffing. 

More than one assessment respondent mentioned political issues on campus that 
excluded them, with one even stating, “No, I, as the Assessment Director, am literally 
barred from even being in the room” when conversations or meetings related to 
curriculum and instruction arose. Although not all respondents were pessimistic, one 
suggested that a greater understanding of the assessment’s value may occur with the 
forthcoming leadership change. 

The respondents’ articulated Leadership Support challenges were conceptualized 
by the authors as a beautifully packaged gift that is revealed to be empty inside. Leaders 
may speak of support for assessment, but few follow through with resource allocation 
aligned with this spoken support, as represented in Figure 3.  

 

Note. Image conceptualized and described by the authors and generated by CoPilot (Microsoft, 2025).  

Figure 3. Leadership Support challenges articulated by respondents, as conceptualized by the 
authors. 

Assessment Purposes 
A recurring theme among respondents was that the purpose of assessment at their 

institutions remains accountability, with a primary focus on data collection or a “box-
checking” approach grounded in a positivist mindset. Some respondents assumed that 
integration of assessment was taking place and that sometimes data is used to make 
improvements in specific departments or programs. However, these respondents were 
housed in institutions without a robust information-sharing system or a central 
assessment office for information about improvements to be delivered. Many did not think 
their institutions had established a broad culture of integrating assessment with 
curriculum and instruction. Only one response commented on having a strong culture of 
assessment (N = 24). 

Respondents indicated that the purpose of assessment varied widely across 
departments and programs within their institutions, leading to inconsistent practices. The 
extent to which faculty and programs integrated assessment into curriculum and 
instruction also differed: some were actively participating, and others either lacked 
involvement or did not fully understand the purpose of assessment. One respondent 



 

            Research & Practice in Assessment 77 

indicated that some faculty misunderstood the concept of “closing the loop,” focusing on 
changing assessment methods rather than using data to improve curriculum. Most 
respondents suggested that while curricular improvements were relatively more feasible, 
instructional changes posed greater challenges.  

The authors conceptualized the Assessment Purposes challenges articulated by the 
respondents as inconsistency, with variations within and between institutions. This is 
conceptualized in Figure 4 as bars of varying heights.  

 

Note. Image conceptualized and described by the authors and generated by CoPilot (Microsoft, 2025).  

Figure 4. Assessment Purposes challenges articulated by the respondents, as conceptualized by 
the authors. 
 
Assessment Processes 

Respondents commented on their institutional experiences with assessment 
processes’ impacts on integration (N = 16). The responses provided a general insight that 
assessment processes and integration happen at most institutions, but not in concert.  

The distinct themes that emerged from the item about processes were: the uneven 
distribution of information about processes among levels of the institution; senior 
leadership changes impacting process engagement; and, the involvement of the 
assessment office and center for teaching and learning (or similarly-named units) as 
providing professional development as well as facilitating the processes.  

The most prevalent theme was the uneven distribution of adherence to assessment 
and integration processes within institutions. One respondent exemplified this by 
indicating that the impacts of processes were “definitely true for some faculty/programs, 
but not all.” Another shared additional context: “...programs are asked to share and 
discuss relevant assessment findings with the appropriate stakeholders, and their (sic) is 
some evidence in the assessment reports that programs are doing this, but it's difficult to 
determine if this is happening systematically and with which stakeholders…” This 
sentiment addresses one of the key needs of integrating assessment with curriculum and 
instruction: communication between all groups involved. Some responses detailed that 
the role of leading assessment was distributed between the colleges and assessment 
offices. 

While one theme revolved around the consistency of process implementation, 
another challenge faced was the role of the centralized assessment office in accessing 
information about process implementation or integration in general. For example, one 
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respondent indicated that “the work is being done, but it is not across and transparent at 
the institutional level,” others discussed review processes in which reading and evaluating 
assessment reports is a distributed model across colleges and individual assessment 
offices, without centralization. On the other hand, centralized assessment offices might 
suffer from a lack of engagement with embedded units: “There is a one-person office that 
facilitates program learning outcome assessment, including organization and facilitation 
of the use of the data, but has no role in *actual* use of the data.” This kind of “siloing” is 
noted across the results for all items, particularly in this theme. Based on these responses, 
the “right hand” of institutional assessment does not necessarily know what the “left hand” 
embedded within curricula and classrooms is doing. 

Another theme that emerged was that assessment processes, even if well-
established, might not be resilient to changes in senior leadership. While integration is 
impacted by assessment processes, assessment processes are similarly impacted by 
various contextual factors. The respondents indicated that a change in leadership has an 
impact, sometimes detrimental, on the progress of integration at their institutions.  

Overall, Assessment Processes challenges articulated by the respondents can be 
conceptualized in the common metaphor of the silos found at most IHEs, demonstrated 
in Figure 5. 
 

Note. Image conceptualized and described by the authors and generated by CoPilot (Microsoft, 2025).  

Figure 5. Assessment Processes challenges articulated by the respondents, as conceptualized by 
the authors.  
 
Recognition & Reward 

Of the responses about Recognition & Reward (N = 14), the consensus was that the 
institution does not provide these for assessment. However, assessment may be 
recognized as a portion of other rewards given to faculty members. For example, one 
respondent stated, “Department-level assessment coordinators are given a full or partial 
course release for their assessment work, and many of them do work with their 
departments’ curriculum committees.” In certain cases, “non-monetary incentives” have 
either been used in the past or included in some units but not all. There was also a plurality 
of respondents looking toward the future for recognition & reward. For example, 
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“resources are not dedicated in this way, but the desire is there to change that.”  Moreover, 
one reported, “We do not do these things currently, although we should do more,” and 
another stated, “I feel like faculty at my institution want to see students learn and see 
assessment as important. It would help if it was incentivized a little more.” 

Overall, the Recognition & Reward challenges articulated by the respondents can 
be described like a child writing a letter to Santa (Figure 6); these respondents have hopes, 
and many indicate having plans, of future work in recognition & reward or fond memories 
of past recognition & reward systems without demonstrable recognition & reward at 
present. 
 

Note. Image conceptualized and described by the authors and generated by CoPilot (Microsoft, 2025).  

Figure 6. Recognition & Reward challenges articulated by the respondents, as conceptualized 
by the authors. 
 
Collaboration  

While participants (N = 12) seemed to agree on the need for collaboration between 
assessment and other institutional offices or stakeholders, the current situation, as 
reported by participants, varied across institutions. One respondent highlighted the 
collaborative efforts that started during COVID-19 and continued afterward at their 
institution, involving the assessment area, center for teaching and learning, student 
affairs, advising, library, and technology departments, resulting in beneficial outcomes 
such as resources for faculty. Another respondent reported being “a part of everyone’s 
team,” indicating widespread collaboration between assessment and other functional 
areas at their institution. However, other respondents reported a lack of collaboration at 
their institutions, leading to siloed operations by individual units such as offices, 
departments, councils, and committees. Several respondents reported that assessment 
units could be excluded from discussions on curriculum or program reviews. Various 
factors could have contributed to these siloes, including the “decentralized and territorial” 
nature of some institutions or a lack of infrastructure for facilitating and supporting such 
collaborations, particularly in smaller, underfunded community colleges, as pointed out 
by one respondent. However, despite the historical lack at some institutions, there was 
hope that collaboration would occur in the future, as expressed by some respondents.  
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Respondents reported positive movement toward institutional collaboration, 
occasionally faced with roadblocks (Figure 7).  

Note. Image conceptualized and described by the authors and generated by CoPilot (Microsoft, 2025).  

Figure 7. Collaboration challenges articulated by respondents, as conceptualized by the 
authors.  
 
Faculty Support and Development 

Faculty support and ongoing professional development (PD) are necessary for 
integration; however, responses (N = 15) indicate that while most institutions offer PD, 
many have room for improvement and are growing in this area, especially with PD focused 
on assessment. The level of faculty support and PD varied across responses, from a couple 
reporting a lack of professional development at their institutions, with most others 
indicating some PD is available. Some participants commented that voluntary faculty 
participation in PD is low and that events are not well attended. Some institutions offer 
PD for integration more formally through offices of teaching and learning, and some 
through the assessment office. Many participants reported that faculty support and 
development were continually being improved at their institution, especially after seeing 
a decline in PD due to the pandemic.  

The respondents’ experiences with Faculty Support and Development are nascent 
(just beginning/experiencing low attendance) or reminiscent (recognizing that PD was 
more widely attended in the first years of COVID-19). The authors conceptualize this as 
institutions prepared and ready at the starting line for providing holistic PD related to 
assessment and integration (Figure 8).  
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Note. Image conceptualized and described by the authors and generated by CoPilot (Microsoft, 2025).  

Figure 8. Faculty Support challenges articulated by the respondents, as conceptualized by the 
authors. 

Accreditation  
The responses to the open-ended item about accreditation (N = 11) showcased the 

respondents’ complicated relationships with the accreditation enterprise as assessment 
stakeholders. There was a nearly even split of respondents providing a generally positive 
view of impact and negative, for both professional/specialized and institutional 
accreditors. The respondents indicated that they believed that both levels of accreditation 
contribute to integration in the sense that they mandate assessment activities to happen, 
as articulated by one respondent: “People don’t want to do it, but still, without it, there 
wouldn’t be assessment happening.” This sensation of mandating assessment did not 
seem to extend into fully formed models of integration: “The relationship between 
accreditation requirements and assessment is clear, but less so with the integration of 
assessment with curriculum and instruction.” Therefore, accreditation serves as a 
foundational aspect that creates assessment activities, which then can be integrated when 
other institutional environmental characteristics are fit. This item also reiterated that 
assessment, as an ongoing practice, is not integrated per se with curriculum and 
instruction, but that integration would be another level of assessment implementation. 
Respondents did not report this perception (and reality) of assessment activities as a 
“requirement” of accreditation bodies as a positive feeling among their institutional 
assessment stakeholders, but begrudging at best. 

Overall, the respondents’ sentiments related to accreditation were that assessment 
(non-integrated) would not occur without the influence of accreditors at both the 
institutional and individual program level. Respondents see assessment as a positive 
influence, but unfortunately, it is brought out only through the pressure of accreditation 
expectations, conceptualized as the pressure of a hand squeezing a stress ball to produce 
assessment processes (Figure 9). The respondents did not feel this pressure was leading 
to effective integration of assessment with curriculum and instruction.  
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Note. Image conceptualized and described by the authors and generated by CoPilot (Microsoft, 2025).  

Figure 9. Accreditation challenges articulated by the respondents, as conceptualized by the 
authors.  
 

Discussion 
In the previous study, all factors within the Assessment Integration Model (AIM) 

were well-developed and contributed positively at the identified IHEs to creating a context 
conducive to successful integration. The findings of this study are more representative of 
all involved stakeholders, such as both large and small, 2- and 4-year institutions from all 
regions of the U.S. The findings suggest that most institutions have well-established 
assessment processes, consistent with trends observed by other scholars since the 1980s 
in examining the evolution of assessment practices (Peterson & Augustine, 2000). 
However, while these institutions possess well-developed assessment processes, our 
respondents indicate that the processes are often siloed rather than fully integrated at the 
institutional level. 

This lack of integration can be attributed to variations in how factors of AIM, 
particularly Collaboration and Assessment Purposes, impact the process. Respondents 
indicated that barriers to collaboration, stemming from institutional roadblocks and 
internal politics, hinder integration efforts. Specifically, limited collaboration with 
curriculum-defining bodies, such as faculty committees or individual faculty members 
completing assessment reports, at both institutional and college levels, has reduced 
awareness of integration activities among assessment practitioners. The extant processes 
for assessment are only enacted due to accreditor requirements, per the respondents, 
rather than for the purpose of continuous quality improvement. 

Leadership Support emerged as the most frequently mentioned critical factor from 
AIM that has stagnated progress toward fully integrated systems. Respondents 
highlighted leadership changes as a significant challenge to sustainability. Institutions 
appear to benefit most from context-specific strategies to initiate integration, with 
respondents consistently emphasizing the importance of sustained leadership support to 
ensure that assessment processes are durable and widely implemented enough to achieve 
integration. 

Based on the findings from this study, assessment stakeholders agree that the 
factors outlined in AIM have provided a foundational structure for integration. However, 
respondents indicated that integration remains in its early stages. They stated that 
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integration is not merely a best practice but an essential strategy for realizing the full 
potential of assessment in enhancing student success. 

While many professionals are actively working to promote the value of integration 
within their institutions, few perceive these efforts as currently successful. Institutional 
structures and politics present significant barriers to advancing this conversation. For 
example, siloed reporting practices, where programs submit a single, decontextualized 
report to a central assessment office, limit opportunities for collaboration across different 
offices, teams, and committees. This, in turn, hinders the ability to create and implement 
faculty development initiatives effectively.  

Fluctuating impacts on integration come from factors such as Recognition & 
Reward and Faculty Development. For instance, during the recent pandemic, the shift to 
remote communication led to increased faculty engagement, but this engagement 
diminished as institutions returned to a "new normal." Similarly, while some leadership 
teams have promoted incentives such as rewards or grants for successfully integrated 
assessment work, leadership changes often shift the institutional political climate, 
reducing support for resource-based efforts toward integration. Although some 
departments and faculty are actively using assessment to improve instruction and 
curriculum, most institutions lack a consistent, cross-disciplinary collaboration structure 
necessary to expand this practice. Despite these challenges, there is a shared sense of 
urgency and a strong desire among assessment practitioners to establish systems that 
effectively integrate assessment with curriculum and instruction. A visual interpretation 
of these findings in the context of the overall AIM can be found in Figure 10.  

While the advantages of integration are clear, implementation is not without 
challenges. Institutions must navigate issues of stakeholder buy-in, resource constraints, 
and the need for the skills and knowledge to successfully interpret data into useful 
information. General resistance to change is one characteristic noted by the respondents, 
both institutional assessment professionals and faculty members. Institutions’ existing 
practices, such as siloing decision-making around assessment and curriculum and 
isolating faculty to their instructional context only, can prohibit successful integration. 
There can be limited faculty engagement in existing assessment structures and processes. 
The needs of both institutional and specialized accreditors must be interpreted for 
minimum compliance and balanced with the contextual needs of faculty within the IHE 
environment. Overcoming these challenges requires a concerted effort to build 
institutional capacity for assessment.  

Based on the perspectives shared by the respondents, we argue that the compelling 
value proposition, combined with clear cost benefits, underscores the necessity of 
integration in enhancing educational quality, ensuring institutional effectiveness, and 
promoting student success. Here, we offer strategic recommendations to leverage the 
factors of AIM to best cultivate an environment where integration can thrive. 
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Note. Sub-images conceptualized and described by the authors and generated by CoPilot (Microsoft, 2025).  
Figure 10. Assessment Integration Model with visual representations of respondents’ 
challenges within each factor. 
 
Integration: Value Added 
Value Proposition of Integration 

Integrating assessment with curriculum and instruction offers institutions a 
tangible means to demonstrate the benefits of their academic programs. Specifically, by 
delineating expected student learning outcomes, faculty and IHEs now possess a tangible 
framework for evaluating educational effectiveness. The value proposition of integration 
lies in its ability to facilitate evidence-based decision-making processes. While also 
creating an environment for making decisions rooted in data, systematically collecting and 
analyzing data allows IHEs to showcase the concrete learning outcomes achieved by 
students. This focus on demonstrable student learning ensures graduates are prepared for 
their chosen fields and life's multifaceted challenges. Furthermore, well-integrated 
assessment, curriculum, and instruction systems enable institutions to remain agile and 
align their educational offerings more closely with industry standards, societal needs, and, 
most importantly, student needs. Integration can be transformative for IHEs in how 
curriculum and instruction are delivered to center students and their learning experiences 
with cultural responsiveness (Montenegro & Jankowski, 2017). 
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Cost Benefits and Institutional Advantages 
Beyond the educational merit, integration presents significant potential in cost 

benefits. In the responses provided by survey respondents analyzed here, it is clear that 
some institutional stakeholders (e.g., faculty, assessment professionals) perceive and 
often have assessment work as an “add-on” to existing responsibilities. In addition, at 
most institutions, curricular decisions happen via committees and other gathered bodies 
of faculty and staff. By leveraging assessment data for curricular and instructional 
decisions, institutions can optimize resource allocation in the time and talents of those 
participating in such assessment work and committee sessions, ensuring financial 
prudence. Despite the initial investment required for developing and implementing 
assessment processes, the long-term benefits include improved educational quality, 
increased institutional accountability, and enhanced student learning experiences and 
satisfaction. Moreover, these processes can enhance an institution's accreditation 
standing, potentially unlocking additional funding avenues. 
 
Recommendations  

We now provide strategies for effective implementation, resource allocation, 
leadership involvement, and continuity to address these challenges. These 
recommendations are rooted in IHEs’ responsibility for their students’ learning and 
success rather than accountability to external accreditors or regulatory bodies. 

For example, we recommend that assessment leaders and practitioners engage in 
the following activities as part of daily practice to help promote integration: 

 
• Educate institutional leaders about the benefits of integrating planning and 

implementation processes as described in AIM, which may require building 
partnerships with others who have more direct contact with the leaders. Build 
knowledge about the benefits of the integration in academic chairs’ training. 

• Build collaborations with offices and units, such as student affairs, centers for 
teaching and learning, and the library, to inform them about integration and to 
highlight benefits to student learning, academic programs, and the institution.  

• Build curricular integration into assessment reporting structures. When faculty 
members and staff are required to submit reports, respondents indicate that they 
perceive these reports to be decontextualized and complete the reports due to the 
requirement, so incorporating the aspects of curriculum and instruction 
improvement into the required report can start to build a culture of considering 
these other components with assessment. 

• Build assessment infrastructure into the institutional fabric and culture so the 
integrated system survives leadership change. Design succession activities for 
integration to be beneficial and sustainable when assessment leadership within the 
IHE changes. 

• Design and maintain professional development and encourage/promote 
sustainable recognition and reward structures within the institutional context.  

• Engage in a collaborative and guidance approach to the assessment leadership 
role. 
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The work of reinvigorating IHE assessment with the opportunity to create 
integrated environments cannot be and is not solely the responsibility of individual 
assessment practitioners, many of whom, as indicated in this study, operate in relatively 
low-resourced and often siloed offices. It is clear from the literature and the responses 
here that external accrediting bodies’ influence is the most influential on the progress of 
integration at their institutions, as it informs the Assessment Purposes and Leadership 
Support. Leaders and representatives (i.e., peer reviewers) from the bodies through which 
regulation is enacted in higher education, the accreditors themselves, can create an 
environment where there is strong encouragement for institutions to have an 
infrastructure for sustainable assessment practice. Expectations from accreditor staff and 
peer reviewers can promote the resiliency of institutions’ assessment systems that can 
survive changing leadership expectations. Individuals affiliated with the external 
accrediting bodies are positioned to provide strong support for assessment professionals 
in their quest to develop an integrated system via recommendations for enhancement, 
especially in cases where leadership is frequently changing or does not strongly emphasize 
assessment.  
 
Conclusion 

The Assessment Integration Model offers a holistic framework emphasizing the 
interdependence of Leadership Support, Assessment Purposes, Assessment Processes, 
Recognition & Reward, Faculty Development, Collaboration, and Accreditation. By 
optimizing the support of and reducing the impact of obstacles provided by each aspect of 
the model, IHEs can create a culture that values and prioritizes assessment processes as a 
tool for enhancing student learning via classroom instruction, improving educational 
quality via curricular enhancement, and achieving strategic institutional goals by creating 
a culture of continuous quality improvement. As U.S. higher education continues to 
evolve, the role of assessment as a cornerstone of academic excellence and institutional 
integrity becomes increasingly evident. Integrating assessment into the fabric of 
curriculum and instruction brings an IHE to a level beyond meeting accreditation 
requirements or administrative checkboxes, genuinely understanding and enhancing 
student learning. This establishes a framework for longer-term learning improvement 
success and offers a promising pathway to enhance quality and accountability. This 
qualitative data analysis, utilizing data from assessment stakeholders, demonstrated a 
high degree of urgency and desire to create integrated systems within their home 
institutions, driving initiatives despite challenges and in collaboration with leadership. 
Through a concerted focus on these strategic areas, higher education institutions can 
achieve comprehensive and sustainable integration. The future of higher education, 
marked by accountability and a relentless pursuit of excellence, will undoubtedly see 
integration as a pivotal instrument in the symphony of academic achievement. 
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