
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Northern Virginia Community College (NOVA) has made it a priority to establish an effective 
planning and evaluation process that includes systematic review, continuous improvement, and 
achievement of the College’s mission. NOVA correspondingly supports the institution’s 
institutional effectiveness (IE) efforts with resources and appropriate budgetary allocations. 
Since the last reaffirmation, the College leadership has systematically been strengthening the 
planning and evaluation process. Explained below are the following examples: A) building 
capacity in the Office of Institutional Research, Planning, and Assessment (OIRPA); B) 
conducting an IE audit; C) changes made as a result of needs assessment; and D) 
improvements based on gap analysis. 
 
A. Research and Budgetary Support for College-wide Planning and Assessment (2005 to 
2009) 
In recognition of the importance of having an effective IE process, NOVA commits budgetary 
and research support to college-wide assessments. Since the last SACS reaffirmation, OIRPA 
has undergone reorganization, adding a Vice President to directly oversee the unit and an 
increase in the number of staff members. As demonstrated by the unit purpose statement, 
OIRPA directly supports NOVA’s mission, strategic plan, and goals:  

The purpose of the Office of Institutional Research, Planning, and Assessment 
is to conduct analytical studies and provide information in support of 
institutional planning, policy formulation and decision making. In addition, the 
office provides leadership and support in research related activities to members 
of the NOVA community engaged in planning and evaluating the institution’s 
success in accomplishing its mission. 

 
Through OIRPA, NOVA continues to fund activities related to planning and evaluation with an 
emphasis on student success/achievement, including: 

• Becoming an Achieving the Dream institution by funding itself  
• Funding student success initiatives such as New Student Orientation, First Year 

Experience, National Center for Academic Transformation (NCAT) (developmental 
course redesign initiative), and Learning Communities 

• Subscribing to WEAVEonline (an academic planning and assessment software package 
used by many higher education institutions across the SACS region) 
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• Funding for additional general education assessments both because NOVA assesses 
the general education goals more often than the Virginia Community College System’s 
(VCCS) schedule requires and because NOVA wants to gather evidence of achievement 
from a larger sample of students 

• Providing incentives for students to participate in general education assessments 
• Having consultants such as Linda Suskie and Tom Brown provide training on assessing 

student learning 
• Implementing the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (LASSI) for Developmental 

English 
• Participating annually in the Community College Survey of Student Engagement 

(CCSSE), the Survey of Entering Student Engagement (SENSE), and the Community 
College Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (CCFSSE). 

 
B. Institutional Effectiveness Audit (2009) 
A major project begun by OIRPA in 2009 was an Institutional Effectiveness Audit. NOVA 
developed and completed an IE audit (based on that of the University of Mississippi) to provide 
a research-based examination of planning and evaluation practices at the College. Via the IE 
Audit, OIRPA was able to verify that all units regularly participate in the planning and evaluation 
process; components of the assessment loop are aligned (goals, expected outcomes, methods, 
results, and use of results); and results are being used to make improvements. The IE Audit 
reviewed academic years 2002-2003 through 2009-2010. The IE Audit has been an opportunity 
for NOVA to not only review and assess how systematic its planning and evaluation process is, 
it has also provided strong evidence regarding changes NOVA has made in its processes and 
how these changes have brought improved effectiveness.   
 
C. Needs Assessment and Changes Implemented by Leadership in 2004 
Since its reaffirmation in 2002, NOVA had made considerable progress in providing structure 
and oversight for assessing the effectiveness of its various components, including educational 
programs, administrative support services, and educational support services. During the 2004-
2005 academic year, NOVA’s leadership under the new College President undertook a needs 
assessment of the College’s planning and evaluation processes (this is described in more depth 
in Research Brief 130-10). The College specifically focused on critical areas in need of 
improvements. This needs assessment revealed the necessity for the Administrative Council to 
directly lead the planning and evaluation process and the decision was made for it to become 
the college-wide planning committee.   
 
The needs assessment conducted under the leadership of the new President at NOVA in 2004 
also concluded the following: 

a) A strategic plan for NOVA needs to be developed; 
b) Given the VCCS budget allocation formula to the colleges, continuous decline in 

enrollment at NOVA needs to be reversed; 
c) Student success needs to become the focal point at NOVA; 
d) A more rigorous planning and evaluation system needs to be established; and 
e) Based on new enrollment prediction for ten years, facility renovations and expansion 

need to be accelerated. 
 
The ensuing changes and improvements include:  

• Increasing enrollment (by setting and meeting enrollment targets, high school 
recruitment, increased use of marketing); 
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• Faculty allocation (using an enrollment growth-based formula, increasing the number of 
faculty hirings to keep up with increased enrollment, and diversifying the faculty); 

• Student success initiatives (joining Achieving the Dream, data-driven decisions for 
interventions such as New Student Orientation, First-Year Experience, and Learning 
Communities, participation in NCAT, etc.); 

• Large number of facility renovation and expansion projects (data from the Indicators of 
Institutional Effectiveness reports over last three years); and 

• Addition of Emergency Preparedness as a strategic goal (establishment of emergency 
management office, commission on emergency and implementation of its 
recommendations, a dispatch center, etc.). 

 
D. Gap Analysis of Planning and Evaluation Processes and Changes Made in 2007-08 
In 2007-2008, NOVA undertook an additional review to examine its planning and evaluation 
processes and to evaluate the effect of the changes based on the 2004-2005 review. The 
purpose of the review was to analyze where gaps may exist and what improvements could be 
made to better the process. Based on the gap analysis, NOVA made the following changes and 
improvements (which are described in-depth in Research Brief 131-10): 

i. Focus on student learning outcomes (SLO): While NOVA’s educational programs have 
often included the assessment of SLOs in the annual planning and evaluation process, 
the College determined that a more focused and systematic approach to SLOs was 
necessary for further continual improvement.   

ii. Introduction of WEAVEonline: During the review of its planning and evaluation process, 
NOVA recognized the need for a more efficient system of documentation. To address 
this area, NOVA now uses the online management tool, WEAVEonline, to help 
document the annual planning and evaluation process. WEAVEonline is widely used 
throughout the SACS accrediting region and has proven to be an efficient tool in 
submitting and reviewing units’ (administrative support services and educational support 
services) and educational programs’ Annual Planning and Evaluation Reports. 

iii. Modifications in the General Education Measurement Process: In order to gather 
information on student abilities regarding general education competencies, NOVA has 
increased the frequency with which it assesses these institution-level goals and 
therefore assesses the general education competencies more often than mandated by 
VCCS. In addition to shortening the assessment cycle, the College also decided to 
collect evidence of achievement from more students. Lastly, NOVA has developed 
assessments for two general education competencies (Personal Development and 
Cultural and Social Understanding) that VCCS does not yet assess. 

iv. Linking Budget to Planning Protocol: The College’s budget links directly to the planning 
and evaluation cycle. The College’s planning body, the Administrative Council, links 
budgetary considerations with college-level planning at the early stages of the annual 
planning process. The units, led by Vice Presidents and Provosts, decide their needs for 
resources in the upcoming planning and evaluation cycle. The Vice Presidents and 
Provosts present budgetary needs to the Administrative Council during several meetings 
held between April and June. In preparing the budget for the next year, the 
Administrative Council determines the budgetary priorities based on these discussions 
and incorporates these budgetary priorities into the college-level annual planning and, in 
turn, allocates appropriate funds for these projects. 

v. Conducting an Institutional Effectiveness Audit: Although NOVA has tracked the 
planning and evaluation practices of its educational programs, administrative support 
services, and educational support services, such a review had not been formalized. As a 
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direct measure of assessing the effectiveness of the College’s planning and evaluation 
processes, OIR conducted an Institutional Effectiveness Audit.   
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