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Academic Program Review (APR) Guide – 2027 Cohort
Purpose and Scope of Academic Program Review
The Academic Program Review process allows units to critically examine themselves and purposefully plan changes to reach intended outcomes and goals. Over the course of 2 years, units utilize a variety of data sources and reflection activities to form an in-depth picture of their current state. This analysis, in addition to feedback from the Office of Institutional Effectiveness and Planning (OIEP) and external reviewers, informs creation of an action plan for the next seven years (until the next APR).
The final products of APR include:
· Self-Study – A comprehensive report on an academic unit and its degree programs
· External Review – External Review Team provides feedback to OIEP who shares it with the APR committee, provost office representatives, and college leadership
· Response to External Review – APR committee presents a brief response to the External Review feedback and begins an action plan for review in the final meeting
· Action Plan – After the final meeting with senior leadership, closure of the APR process is established through an Action Plan that articulates how the unit will work towards achieving its goals over the course of the next seven years
All undergraduate degree programs, graduate degree programs, and qualifying certificate programs (those not covered by an external accreditation organization that assesses student learning outcomes) must participate in APR, including interdisciplinary programs. Most units are required to participate in APR every seven years. Time between reports should be spent making the recommended improvements or changes and conducting ongoing student learning assessment. Units are also encouraged to routinely discuss the educational goals, learning outcomes, and curriculum maps for their degree programs during the years between self-studies.
While the main goal of APR is continual improvement, APR products are also used in George Mason’s accreditation reporting to the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Council on Colleges (SACSCOC), and to the State Council of Higher Education for Virginia (SCHEV).
Tips for Planning
· Open communication – Establish regular communication updates within the APR committee and discuss progress on critical benchmarks with relevant college administration like the associate dean(s). Additionally, units should be responsive and proactive in engaging OIEP with any questions.
· Engage an administrator – To support the coordination of the external review meetings and the final leadership meeting, it is recommended that units establish an internal scheduling contact within the unit or college (that is not on the APR committee) to support the logistics of this process. 
· Take advantage of this opportunity – APR is an opportunity to highlight the unit’s achievements, thoughtfully discuss how the unit and its degree programs can be improved, and make plans for the future.
· See OIEP’s APR Resources page for further helpful links and documents, in addition to any reports generated for your unit and placed in your teams page.



Academic Program Review Timeline for Units Reporting in 2027
	Term
	Task
	Responsible Party
	Deadline

	Fall 2025
	Compile APR Resources
	OIEP
	October

	
	APR Orientation
	OIEP/Unit Leader
	October/November

	
	Appointment of APR Committee members and share with OIEP
	Unit Leader/APR Committee
	November/December

	
	Initial meeting with OIEP after the APR Orientation
	APR Committee/OIEP
	December/January

	Spring 2026
	Review and analyze previous APR materials and existing assessment data
	APR Committee
	February

	
	Review and analyze OIEP dashboards
	APR Committee
	February

	
	Attend APR workshops hosted by OIEP
	APR Committee
	Ongoing

	
	Invite external reviewers
	Unit Leader/College/School
	March/April

	
	Identify and complete comparison with 2-4 peer programs/institutions
	APR Committee
	March/April

	
	Conduct SWOT Analysis with unit faculty
	APR Committee
	March/April

	
	Conduct assessment(s) for any program student learning outcomes without data
	APR Committee conveys to Assessment Coordinators
	April/May

	
	Develop program improvement plans from SLO assessment results
	Program Directors/ Assessment Coordinators
	April/May

	
	Develop unit goals and plans
	Program Faculty
	May

	
	Use data and results to identify trends, strengths, challenges, and areas for improvement
	APR Committee
	May

	Fall 2026
	Select the faculty to be included in the APR faculty survey and share with OIEP
	Unit Leader
	August/September

	
	Present findings to faculty, develop goals and priorities for unit and programs
	APR Committee/Unit Faculty
	August/September

	
	Outline and write self-study
	APR Committee
	August-November

	
	Administration of faculty surveys
	OIEP
	September

	
	Review results of faculty surveys
	APR Committee
	October

	
	Finalize SWOT Analysis
	APR Committee/Unit Faculty
	October

	
	Finalize dates for the External Review Team visit
	APR Committee/College/ School
	October

	
	Submit self-study draft to OIEP
	APR Committee
	November 13

	
	Receive feedback on draft from OIEP
	OIEP
	December 1

	
	Create agenda for External Review Team site visit and send invitations
	Unit Leader/APR Committee 
	December

	Spring 2027
	Submit final self-study to OIEP
	Unit Leader/APR Committee
	January

	
	Submit final self-study to the External Review Team
	Unit Leader
	January

	
	Host External Review Team
	All
	February/March

	
	Deliver the External Review
	External Review Team
	March/April

	
	Provide the Response to External Review, including a draft action plan 
	Unit Leader/APR Committee
	April

	
	Final meeting with representatives of the unit, college leadership, and Provost Office leadership to discuss next steps
	Unit Leader/APR Committee
	April/May

	Summer 2027
	Establish action plan that captures the unit’s goals for the next seven years
	Unit Leader/APR Committee
	May/June

	
	Gather leadership sign offs on action plan
	OIEP
	June/July

	
	Add action plan goals to Nuventive
	OIEP
	July/August



The APR Process
For academic units, the APR process includes both unit-level elements and program-level elements. The program-level items must be completed for each program within your unit. Interdisciplinary programs not housed in a particular department or school will include some unit-level but mostly program-level elements. 
[bookmark: _Unit_Level_Elements]Prior Unit Goals and Linking to Previous Reports
The first step in the APR process is to reflect on previous goals and what has been achieved since the unit submitted its last APR Self-Study. If the unit has not participated in an APR previously, other goal setting documents such as SCHEV program approvals, college curriculum committee proposals, and prior annual assessment reports can be reviewed. OIEP recommends developing a table or worksheet to record how previously set goals have been met, and which goals still need attention. A Goal Setting Worksheet is available to assist units with this task. Goals should reflect the high-level aspirations of the unit and align with the George Mason strategic direction. These goals are broader than the student learning outcomes typically discussed in assessment and should focus on guiding operation of the full unit, delineating services, opportunities, or experiences that could be offered to students.
Selecting Members of the External Review Team
All departments will have their APR Self-Study reviewed by an External Review Team consisting of 2-3 disciplinary faculty from peer or aspirant institutions. The selection process is a joint venture between the unit/department and their dean’s office. The unit/department should prepare a list of names for consideration for the External Review Team and provide it to the dean’s office. Once approved, the dean’s office should be the primary point of contact for inviting external reviewers to serve. Example invitation letters and charges to the External Review Team will be provided by OIEP. It is critical that you identify and invite members of the External Review Team early in the process to ensure schedule availability, ideally by the end of Spring the year before they would visit.
Peer Comparison
Another important step in the APR Process is a comparison to similar units at peer institutions.  Units do not have to use George Mason’s list of peer institutions. Faculty in the unit can decide which institutions should be considered peers for operational and strategic planning purposes. Typically, the peer comparison is comprised of three or four units with a similar composition of programs to the unit under review; it is also ok to include one or two units in that are more aspirational. Comparisons might include admission criteria, the number and type of degree programs offered, number of degrees granted, number of faculty, and/or levels of graduate student funding. OIEP will provide Lightcast reports to support units with the peer comparison section of their self-study. Programs are encouraged to contact peers directly for data and information not available via public sources.
Gathering Feedback from Current Students and Alumni
Several surveys are administered on an annual basis to graduating students and recent alumni. These include the Undergraduate Student Exit Survey (previously known as the Graduating Senior Survey), Graduate Student Exit Survey, and Career Plans Survey. Results from these surveys are available on OIEP’s Survey Results page. Trends since the last APR should be explored and discussed. 
If you are interested in gathering feedback from your alumni base, work with your college’s advancement and alumni liaison to see what is feasible. At least one semester of lead time is recommended if you plan to reach out for a potential survey.

SWOT Analysis
A SWOT analysis is a planning tool that summarizes the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats to the unit. Strengths and weaknesses are determined by factors internal to the unit, whereas opportunities and threats come from sources external to the unit. While strengths and opportunities are positive, weaknesses and threats challenge the continued success of the unit. Consider the following as you conduct the SWOT analysis:
· What are the strengths of the unit?
· What are our unique strengths?
· What do we do well or better than anyone else?
· What are the weaknesses of the unit?
· What should we do better in the future?
· What knowledge/skills/abilities do we lack?
· What systems do we need to change?
· What are opportunities for the unit?
· What (who) are our key success enablers?
· What partnerships can we create?
· What additional “services” can we offer to our students?
· What new market(s) are we well positioned to explore?
· What are threats to the unit?
· What are barriers to progress and/or improvement?
· What are the possible impacts of what peers/competitors are doing?
· What regulatory issue(s) are of concern?
Ideally, all faculty members from the unit should participate in the SWOT analysis. The SWOT Analysis Worksheet can be used to record the main findings of the analysis. The SWOT analysis should be completed at the unit level, but individual degree programs can be integrated as well. 
Soliciting Feedback from Faculty
To understand how current faculty perceive the unit, students, and leadership, a faculty survey will be administered by OIEP at the onset of the Fall 2026 semester. Before administering the survey, units must decide whether it should be distributed to just tenure-line faculty or include term faculty and adjuncts, then work with OIEP to refine and distribute the instrument.
Setting Current Goals and Developing a Unit Action Plan
In spring 2026 the unit will document progress on goals from the last APR and start articulating new goals with feedback from the faculty. New goals for the unit should:
· Reflect careful consideration of the data and analysis presented in the self-study
· Be focused on strengthening the program, improving student learning and success
· Be accompanied by action plans that will serve as the strategic direction for the unit for the next 5-7 years
Use the Goal Setting Worksheet to guide this process and begin an action plan.
[bookmark: _Degree_Program_Level]Updating Program Curriculum Maps
A curriculum map visually represents how student learning outcomes are integrated in the curriculum. Curriculum mapping is part of the annual assessment process so each program should already have an up-to-date curriculum map in its document library in Nuventive. APR provides an opportunity to holistically review curriculum maps for all programs within your unit. Creating a Curriculum Map provides a starting template and can be used to guide this process. 
Creating Program Goals and Aligning Student Learning Outcomes
Just as with unit-level goals, program-level goals should be both achievable and aspirational. If desired, the Goal Setting Worksheet can be used to identify program-level goals.
Each degree program should already have identified 4-8 student learning outcomes and submitted reports on those outcomes in Nuventive. Ideally, these outcomes would link to the larger goals of the program or the unit. Note that programs that have already identified their outcomes, conducted their assessments, and reported the information in Nuventive (and previously Tk20) can use these outcomes and assessment data for their APR reports. Finally, consult the previous feedback on annual assessment submissions and the Assessment Plan Feedback Rubric to gain a better understanding of how best to address each area of your assessment report. Additional resources regarding assessment can be found on the OIEP website. 
Writing the APR Self-Study
Writing the APR Self-Study will take a substantial amount of time and units should plan on spending spring 2026 through fall 2026 compiling and writing the self-study. Because units across campus vary drastically in size and scope, there are no page limits or length expectations, but units are encouraged to write concise narratives that will be accessible to external reviewers. Self-studies that include multiple degree programs will have longer reports than programs that offer a single degree. Units are expected to submit a draft report to OIEP which will be reviewed and returned to the unit with feedback. 
The APR Template is intended to support the writing process and includes relevant guiding questions for each section of the self-study. 
Tips for Writing
Keep the following tips in mind when planning your APR Self-Study writing process:
· Plan ahead - Do not wait until the last minute to write the report. Readers can easily spot a self-study that was written in a hurry.
· Divide the workload - Several faculty members should be responsible for APR Self-Study writing. Consider using a file sharing method so that collaboration is seamless.
· Be concise – Many readers will be reviewing several APR Self-Studies over the span of a few weeks. Rambling text and vague claims will make it harder for readers to focus on the main points.
The External Review Process
The external review process is managed by the unit and its college in consultation with OIEP. All programs will have their APR Self-Study reviewed by an External Review Team comprised of invited faculty at peer and aspirant institutions. The department will submit their APR Self-Study to the External Review Team in January of 2027 and will coordinate a subsequent on-site or virtual visit in which the members of the review team are able to meet with faculty, staff, administrators, and students associated with the department. The site visits should conclude by April and the review team will submit the External Review three weeks after their visit. Once the External Review is submitted it will be shared with the APR Committee, appropriate representatives from the Provost Office, and college leadership. The APR committee will draft a response that will include progress, agreement, and/or disagreement with the External Review recommendations and begin drafting an Action Plan to prioritize efforts over the next seven years. 
The APR Closure Process
After the External Review and External Review Response documents are completed, the next step in the APR process is preparing for the final meeting. The unit will coordinate this meeting, working with OIEP to get a list of appropriate final meeting attendees. The meeting is typically comprised of the Dean and Associate Dean(s) of the College, two representatives from the unit (Department Chair and the lead contact for the APR Self-Study), and representatives from the Provost Office. The final meeting will discuss prioritized next steps to be captured in the unit's Operational Action Plan. OIEP will gather leadership feedback for the APR committee in advance of the final meeting, provide support and guidance throughout the process, and send the finalized action plan to all parties for signatures upon completion of this meeting. 
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